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Abstract

This thesis concerns the place of love in games. Specifically, it addresses the question of whether human
players can fall in love with computer-generated characters in the context of single-player games. Games
can offer strong and intense emotional experiences. Love, however, seems to challenge the affordances of
the medium. Digital games are preoccupied with codification due to their algorithmic nature. This suggests
that love in games, if it is to feature, has to become quantifiable and preconfigured. Can love ever be so
rigid? If we can fall in love in the context of a game with a digital character, what does this mean for our
capacity to choose love? Does it mean that our emotions can be manipulated and engineered? What are then

the implications for our freedom and will?

The thesis distinguishes the above questions into two separate subject matters. In particular, it argues that
our emotions can be shaped by meticulous design and intricate plot, something that is evident outside of
games as well. At the same time, love is an emotional state that cannot be forced. This is true not only for
us but for the persons we share love with. In other words, we may have emotional reactions and feel
attachment and care towards digital characters, but as long as they cannot choose us and choose to love us
in the same manner that we can, then this experience is not love. Love, unlike or more so than other emotions,
demands reciprocation. For this reason, it is argued that games cannot afford love, at least not before they
can include agents of intentional embodiment, a contingency that would result in potential

reconceptualisation of love.

Nonetheless, games can include love as representation, which in the context of the thesis is understood as
romance. Love as representation and discourse is highly formulated and codified, providing a certain fantasy
of satisfaction and stability. Love as an experience, on the other hand, is an ambivalent fluidity of desire and
attachment. While games cannot offer the latter, they can very well offer the former: romance, that is.
Because games can offer romance, they can also show how fictional and engineered it is as an experience;
that what we actually feel when we experience it, and not only imagine experiencing it, has nothing to do
with the thrilling exhilaration that is love. Moreover, games as spatial practices include play, which allows
us to experience love as a free-form desire devoid of quantifiable outcomes and goals. In this, games do not
destroy love but instead destroy our false preconceptions regarding it, unencumbering our desires in the

process. Love in games helps us revalue our freedom with all the potentials and responsibilities that it entails.

The thesis starts with showing instances of love in games to contextualise the player experience it concerns
itself with. Drawing from medium conventions and especially the damsel in distress trope, it is argued that
games can indeed afford love because they constitute codified and designed simulations of challenge. This
connection is made by using medieval games and courtly love practices as a point of reference building on
work by Johan Huizinga. The above is further analysed to show how love has been structured as a fantasy

of stability of desire, examining the political ramifications of this practice. For this, the thesis employs a



multidisciplinary approach ranging from biology and neuroscience to psychology, literary and media theory,
and critical deconstructionism. It especially draws from the works of Helen Fischer, Paul Ekman, René

Girard, Lauren Berlant, and Michel Foucault.

Having established the difference between love and romance and shown that games can afford the latter, the
thesis turns to the investigation of a proper methodological tool to analyse the experience of love as
representation in games. For this, it implements the player involvement model by Gordon Calleja and uses
it to analyse game instances that exemplify how games can afford romantic love through their different
aspects. The model is further used to examine the love experience in games in terms of macroinvolvement
and microinvolvement. The first regards medium preconceptions and conventions that have been criticised
by game theorists as problematic and unconducive to the experience of love in games. Finally, regarding
microinvolvement, the thesis contends that the challenge games actually face in relation to love is that they
contain agents that lack volition. Using phenomenology, embodied perception, and existentialism, it is
shown that the player may feel something akin to love for these agents but their feelings cannot be considered
love as long as the artificial others they come into contact with cannot love them back. The ethical and
technological dimensions of such a development are touched upon in the conclusion opening pathways for

further research.
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INntroduction

Falling in Love

When I was three years old, I received my first ever game console. It was a NES and the first game
I played was Super Mario Bros (Nintendo 1985). Needless to say, I fell in love. Being an only child,
I'was finally able to play with something that responded to my actions instead of constantly enacting
imaginary scenarios of adventure and exploration. Unfortunately for me, my allowed playtime was
limited to a couple of hours every day. The rest of the time I tried to simulate the experience by
using prompts from my physical environment, like chairs and my poor dog companion, Remo. It
was a disheartening failure. Nothing could resemble the fun of timely jumping over obstacles, while
there was no possibility of hitting blocks with my head to reveal gold coins and flame flowers that
could turn me invincible. Most importantly, I could not replace the evil Goombas whose head I had
to stomp on, no matter how hard I tried to train my dog to do my bidding. My real world was simply

not designed to cater to my playing.

Decades later as a dedicated games scholar, this discrepancy continues to inform my research. In
digital games, we have a medium with unique affordances. Playing a game constitutes a lived
experience. At the same time, it is the experience of a designed, manufactured space, world, and
environment that is specifically created to facilitate our agency. While this may seem constrained
due to materiality and the algorithmic nature of digital games, it contains possibilities beyond that
of our physical world (Gualeni 2015). The physical world is our primary world (Tolkien 2014) and
as such we perceive, conceive, and live worldness in accordance with its affordances (Gualeni and
Vella 2020). Yet it is still subject to limitations, just as our capacities as mortal beings are confined
within the rules of nature and the society we partake in. In this, digital games can provide
experiences which overcome our physical boundaries; experiences we may never have in our
everyday life, due to circumstances or natural restrains, or experiences that are simply better in the
digital world because they are designed and executed as such, at least in some cases. What those
cases are, the manner in which the experiences they provide are better, worse, and/or different from
those of the physical world, and investigating the reasons for this improvement or degeneration

constitute the driving force behind the research in this thesis.

Within this context, love came almost as an imperative. In a medium preoccupied with digitality,

love as an experience that is infused with physicality becomes virtually liminal. The focus of my



research became, therefore, whether love is an experience afforded by digital games — in particular,
whether human players can fall in love with computer generated characters. The subsequent queries
addressed in my thesis are the mechanics of such a possibility and whether this experience is
actually love or something players have come to associate with love. If is it the former, then games
could instigate a relexicalisation of love to encompass experiences not conceivable and plausible
before digital games. In other words, would the experience of love in games introduce such a novel
understanding of it that we would need to expand our formal definition of the term? If instead the

latter is true, then digital games help showcase the problem of representing love in general.

Being a gamer myself, the answer to my initial hypothesis was almost automatic: yes, players do
experience love in games. I remember caring deeply for Clementine, the little girl I had to
accompany in The Walking Dead (Telltale Games 2012), and later having my heart broken when I
was forced by the game to kill myself as Lee after I had gotten infected so as not to turn into a
zombie. The issue, however, is not so straightforward. In another game, Heavy Rain (Quantic
Dream 2010), I had to save my kidnapped son, Shaun, as Ethan. While I was interested in the story
and found the gameplay compelling, I did not care about Shaun. I sympathised with Ethan’s efforts
and tragic moments as a father, yet my feelings remained detached. I felt sorry for the poor child
and the plot made sense to me but throughout the game I was invested in the mystery instead. I

wanted to uncover the culprit and if Shaun happened to be saved all the better.

It is worth noting that I enjoyed both games. My emotional experience though was different. In
Heavy Rain 1 was excited and nervous about the thrilling plotline. In The Walking Dead 1 was
touched and moved to the point of actually crying, my hand trembling as [ was trying to control the
mouse in my final moments as Lee. So what was it that made me so attached to Clementine and
Lee but not as engaged with Ethan and Shaun? In The Walking Dead, 1 was indeed affected by what
was happening to my playable character. In Heavy Rain, on the other hand, my experience was not
equated with Shaun’s: he was a father in despair, [ was solving a puzzle like a detective. Was it

then a personal preference, a game design issue, or a little bit of both?

Actually, it has become obvious that we already deal with two further questions. The first is how a
game can invoke feelings of love to a player, how it is possible; as in the mechanics of the process.
The second question concerns what aspects of games are involved to allow such a contingency:
therefore, the mechanics of the form. The first enquiry concerns the epistemological question of
how a human player can fall in love with a nonhuman and non-physical entity such as an NPC. The

second query addresses the poetics of such a contingency. Since we are faced with a structured



experience, this question becomes how games utilise their affordances to elicit emotions of love to
the player. Indeed, as I remind the reader later on, I do not concern myself in detail with poetics in
this thesis, as in identify the various ways games might offer different experiences of love to their
player. When it comes to form, my thesis interrogates before anything else whether we can even
use the term poetics in a medium that transgresses semiotics. As I argue in chapter 7, we cannot, at
least not without first appropriating its meaning. This is why in chapter 8, I propose the player
involvement model as a medium-specific analytical tool to study the form of love in games. Using
game examples, I show how the model and its different facets can be an appropriate methodology

to examine love in games.

It is the first question that takes precedence in this thesis and is vast and complex enough to carry
the weight of a doctoral dissertation. The question of how a human player can fall in love with a
computer-generated character concerns the whole discipline of human-computer interaction. In
games, the question of love becomes as organic as ever since games are computer software that are
usually fun and voluntary, albeit simulated activities; a setting where social interactions are most
often witnessed and experienced. It is true that humans may love, care for, and get attached to non-
human beings, like their pets (Harvey 2019) and plants (Archambault 2016)," or inanimate objects,
like their cars and personal collections (Moran and O’Brien 2014). Yet does the player’s attachment

to a digital character, like Clementine from the previous example, function on the same principle?

There has been considerable research that shows that loving a pet entails many benefits for our
bodily and mental health and social life (Jennings 1997; Wilson 1998). Equally, love for objects
has been associated with coping mechanisms and transference of trauma (Steinberg 2009).
Nonetheless, as Archer (1996) informs us, loving a pet, let alone an object, may be seen as
problematic in evolutionary terms because “attachment and devoting resources to another species
are, in theory, fitness-reducing” (p. 237). For this, Archer argues that pets possess elaborate
mechanisms that can manipulate human responses of care, love, and attachment, which “were
originally evolved to aid relationships with other humans, principally offspring and sexual partners”

(p. 254). In other words, pets have co-evolved in such a way as to trigger our attachment and care.

! This does not touch upon paraphilias such as zoophilia (Cudworth 2011) and dendrophilia (Tee 2021) or
aborphilia (Taylor 2013). Interestingly enough, the fifth and most recent edition of APA’s Diagnostic and
statistical manual of mental disorders (2013), includes online sex among other paraphilias, namely “any
sexual interest greater than or equal to normophilic sexual interests” (Balon 2016). It would not be egregious
to assume that if sex with other humans via a screen is considered paraphilic, sex with a virtual character
must be deemed more so, even though there was no inclusion of such a category.

2 In addition to that, fetishism is a vast subject on its own, see for example Bohme (2014).



Because of this evolutionary fitness of the animals: “These mechanisms can, in some
circumstances, cause pet owners to derive more satisfaction from their pet relationship than those
with humans, because they supply a type of unconditional relationship that is usually absent from
those with other human beings” (p. 237). According to this, an attachment with an animal is more
rewarding in a controlled manner: we know that our dog, for example, will be waiting for us when
we return home at the end of the day and, no matter what, will be happy to see us; a feature that
cannot be guaranteed in any human relationship, not even that between parents and children. So do
we get attached to digital characters because they are rewarding in a similar way to how pets
manipulate (Guilford and Dawkins 1991) our system of attachment and care?® Animal pets have
evolved because their symbiotic relationship with us increases their survival rate (Driscoll et al.
2009). Yet digital characters are designed by us. Does this mean that we design digital characters,

or fictional for that matter, to be emotionally manipulated by them?

Whatever the answer to the above, another important question arises that returns us once more to
the original question of the thesis. If emotional manipulation is indeed our aim, can we actually
achieve it through digital characters? It is again useful to see how this evolving mechanism works

in pets. Archer (1996) tells us:

Because of the ability to attribute mental states to individuals with human-like behavior, humans are able
to fill in the enormous gap between themselves and nonhuman animals in terms of language and thought.
They therefore attribute human feelings and thoughts to the pet, thereby setting up a perceived relationship
with it. The formation of such relationships is likely to be accentuated where people have fewer or less
fulfilling human relationships (p. 254).

There are two significant observations in this. One, humans are able to get attached to non-humans
if these exhibit “human-like behaviour.” Humans then attribute “humanness” to non-humans to get
attached to them. Two, these relationships seem to develop in the absence of “fulfilling” human
relationships. Combining these with the previous remark by Archer concerning rewarding and
unconditional attention from our pets, we can surmise that humans tend to develop attachment to
non-human agents because these relationships have a more controlled outcome. Our attachment to
our pets then happens due to the fact that we consider them almost as “humans” but at the same
time exactly because they do not actually perform like humans: “some people may greatly value
the relationships with their pets because they supply them with the type of unconditional adoring
relationship that has eluded them (and indeed most of us) when other human beings are involved”
(ibid.). As a matter of fact, it is this unconditional and rewarding ‘“non-humanness” of the pets the

reason humans may prefer them. Humans bestow upon their non-human companions a manipulated

3 Linked to that, the power of cute is a concept explored by Simon May in his homonymous book (2019).



or imagined “humanness” that borrows characteristics from a biologically designed or perceived

“non-humanness.”

If then attaching oneself to a non-human has nothing to do with the ontology of the non-human but
with our perception of it, digital characters can equally trigger our attachment and care system,
their non-humanness notwithstanding. Indeed, research has shown that human players get attached
to virtual pets (Eachus 2001),* even though there are physical considerations that may impact the
effect of the companionship (Chesney and Lawson 2007; Norouzi et al. 2020). This is a matter of
degree and not of possibility anymore, or rather manner and not mode. Physical pets are already
non-human so virtual pets do not possess a different ontology which would violate our mechanisms
of attachment. We can get attached to non-humans in a virtual world in the same manner that we
can get attached to non-humans in our physical world. This concerns our perception of them and
not their ontology, and our perception does not differentiate between materialities. This is
something I explore in much detail in chapter 10 through embodied perception and neuroscience.
Digital characters can invite attachment and care from human players, albeit in a different way and
intensity. This then brings us to the second question concerning the specifics of the digital character
design. Once the threshold of potentiality has been overcome, the how and how much humans get
attached to digital characters is dependent on the design of the characters as well as their

environment’s, or interface’s, design.

This is not something that this thesis deals with in depth, however. Instead, it takes a few steps back
again and poses an, arguably, more difficult question. For human players getting attached and
caring for digital characters is one thing, but can they actually fall in love with them? Experiencing
love with a digital character requires an additional potential that seemingly transcends fictionality’s
—and digitality’s — capacities: it does not suffice that the player loves a character; this character has
to love them back. Here, this small word that is the preposition “with” makes everything more
complicated. One might have less difficulty to argue that human players fall for digital characters
since this does not imply as much an active participation of the other party as falling in love with
someone does. For is much more subject-oriented, it concerns our own personal experience. With,
on the other hand, implies a collaborative process; it demands a sense of participation, of our
acknowledging the subjectivity of the other as much as and in relation to our own. If we fall in love

with someone, then that someone must fall in love with us; or at least be able to.

4 So much so to the point that a Twitter account is dedicated to whether animals appearing in games can be
petted or not, see @CanY ouPetTheDog (n.d.).



How can this ever be? This is not a matter of unrequitedness, as is the case with another person that
is not interested in our romantic feelings towards them. This is a matter of ontology and inability:
a fictional and/or digital character cannot love us because they cannot acknowledge us. They are
perceived as intentional beings when actually they are not. They are scripted behaviour designed
to execute certain commands in certain pre-configured contexts. Similar to how our pets have
evolved, digital characters are created to manipulate our emotions. Clementine is designed in such
a way as to make the player feel protective over her. Yet while this non-humanness, as argued
before, works in favour of beings, physical and virtual alike, who are in need of our protection, it
seems to be working against the experience of romantic love. In romantic love we have to become
the object of love, attachment, and affection as much as we are the subject. It must be a shared

experience of equality.

In this regard, I argue that human players most definitely do not fall in love with computer-
generated characters. Even if a human player has the inclination to, their love can never be realised
into an actual feeling since it cannot be reciprocated. Yet there are still feelings involved as the
following autoethnographic experience shows. In the Mass Effect series (BioWare 2007-2012), I
pursued a romantic relationship with a Non-Playable Character, NPC, Thane Krios. I chose him
out of a number of available romantic interests and he reciprocated my feelings. Yet our love story
was fictional. Thane did not truly reciprocate my feelings because he was not aware of them; as a
matter of fact, he was not aware of me, as a person, either. As a computer-controlled object, he
manifested specific commands after | had activated his appropriate responses through a dialogue
tree. After all, what were “my feelings” exactly? I found his appearance attractive and his personal
history engaging. I also liked the sound of his voice. But did I really know him? I could not ask
him all the questions I wanted, [ could only talk to him by picking pre-defined choices. I could not
touch him, smell him, tease him, and make him laugh, or even anger him to see how he reacted. He

was nothing more than a moving image and an audio-file of a voice actor.

Yet he still managed to win my attention and affect my gameplay. I would often visit him in his
room in the spacecraft we both lived in to just stand for a few moments beside him and gaze at the
stars through the window. I could not have any other meaningful interaction with him because I
had exhausted all the available dialogue options the game allowed me in my engagement with him.
This was the only way I found to be intimate with him. Later in the game, | made a poor choice
which resulted in his narrative death. I was crestfallen. I immediately loaded a previous save and
played the whole mission from the start. I did not care that I had to spend time replaying parts of

the game I had already experienced. I could not imagine finishing the game without Thane by my
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side. In the third and final game of the series, Thane had fallen seriously ill and died in the capital’s
hospital. His last words were a prayer for me, his Siha (his term of endearment for me). I cried

when Thane died. My avatar did not, but I did.

As the above example shows, even if this experience is not love, there are feelings involved. These
feelings, and this experience, are then in need of — if not a new name — at least a definition that
serves to distinguish them. This is especially true because not all games are able to afford such
feelings to all players. As a matter of fact, the same game may not afford these feelings to the same
player when other characters are concerned. In the first Mass Effect game (BioWare 2007), before
Thane appeared in my life in the second instalment of the series, I romanced another NPC, Kaidan
Alenko. He was not bad looking and we were both in the military so we had some things in
common. Our relationship, however, was very lacklustre. I felt Kaidan was boring, to say the least.’
At one point in the game, I had to make the choice of saving either Kaidan or another character. I
saved him not because I was interested in him but because I wanted the other character — whom I
found racist and xenophobic — to die. Kaidan and I were nominally lovers, yet our relationship did
not affect my feelings or my gameplay. This is why I declined his advances later in the game and

also in the third game after my true love, Thane, died.

So the way love is portrayed and experienced in a game affects our impression of the game and our
in-game actions as a whole. For this reason, it is important to examine the feelings developed by
the players, even if there are not love proper. This contributes to our better understanding not only
of player experience but of what love is as an experience in general. Daniella Gati in “Playing with
Plants, Loving Computers: Queer Playfulness beyond the Human™ (2021) discusses how amorous
playing with non-humans can be a way for us to question our subjectivity and human-centeredness.
Attaching our desire to an object that cannot reciprocate is a valid way to transgress goal-oriented
desire. We learn desire and love without the demand or requirement to receive something in return,
a design mechanic that most games that include romance follow; a fact documented also in this

thesis, especially in chapters one and two.

While I agree that games include this potential, and is a facet of love in games that I explore in
chapter nine, there are two things to consider first and which this thesis primarily addresses. Firstly,
by saying that non-reciprocatory love is not goal-oriented it implies that reciprocatory love is goal-

oriented; in other words that romantic love is preoccupied with “the assimilation of Otherness into

5 Truly, he was such a tool.



the self” (p. 88) and this is why playfulness as described by Gati is “an alternative mode of sociality
founded on queer notions of love without mastery” (ibid.). In the thesis, I argue that this is not true,
or rather that there are intricacies that need to be challenged before. Specifically, I argue that
romantic love is preoccupied with “the assimilation of Otherness into the self” only in the
hegemonic understanding of it. Indeed, romantic love has to be reciprocated and this is an end-state
that relationships with non-humans are devoid of, as we learn in chapter four when I look at the
biology of love and emotions. Yet it is not reciprocity in and of itself that makes romantic love

goal-oriented, but the digitality we try to attribute to it.

I understand digitality in terms of Tomkins’ affect theory (2008). As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and
Adam Frank tell us (1995), Tomkins has argued that feelings get activated in a digital manner, as
in you either have a sensation or not, like an on/off switch. Upon activation, however, the ways that
this feeling becomes manifested and actualised concern an analogue process that can take many
different forms depending on each person’s particular and general situation. To connect this with
the above, it means that we recognise reciprocation as a two-way situation: our love is either
reciprocated or not. If it is, then we expect our relationship to the other person to be a complete,
blissful union that will provide us with the utmost satisfaction, a psychological dimension to love
that is explored in chapter five. If it is not reciprocated, then we are in despair and agony, evoking
divine and cosmic powers alike to intervene and make our beloved want us (back), as witnessed in

various literary examples of love documented in chapter three.

This is because we are conditioned to anticipate love as the bearer of meaning and fulfilment to our
existence, a concept discussed in chapter six by means of Berlant’s critical theory and Foucault’s
biopolitics. This is the part of romantic love that makes it goal-oriented and a win or lose scenario.
But love is not like that to begin with. Love is analogue. It is a spectrum of possibilities and it
operates oscillating between negative dialectics, as the term by Adorno (2003). It can take many
forms, it encompasses many experiences, many perceptions. It is communication and dialogue and
accepting that the other cannot be assimilated; that they will always remain distinct and this is why
we love them. We love them not because they cannot reciprocate but because they can and they are
free to do it in the manner they understand and which will for ever elude us; an aspect of love which

is explained in chapter ten using existentialism and phenomenology.

While digital games may appear to force digitality on love due to their medium specificity, and
thus strip it from authenticity, love in the popular and dominant paradigm is already infused with

digitality as explained above; or at least the promise of digitality since actual love does not work



like that. In this manner, I argue that since we are conditioned to perceive love already as digital,
then digital games are the prime medium to offer this manipulated version of it: a love that is an
end-state of reciprocation and satisfaction. So before asking of games to do something that no other
medium is required to do, namely afford reciprocation to their human players, should we not first
see if they can do what other media can do: as in include love as representation and not an actual
experience? Before condemning this representation of reciprocation as a fictitious narrative of self-
absorption and narcissism, as rightfully criticized by Gati above and by other theorists whose work
I visit throughout the thesis, should we not first understand where its need derives from? Should
we simply penalise the desires of those who want to be Cinderellas and Sir Lancelots? Or simply

accept that games cannot do justice to this desire in the first place?

The thesis addresses these questions first. As aforementioned, games are able to offer these desires
to their players because these desires are already manipulated to respond to digitality and
codification, a matter which is analysed in chapter two. In actuality, I argue that this is the most
crucial potential of games as critical texts. Indeed, “games that invite a queer playfulness that makes
possible the dream of loving relationships between humans and nonhumans without assimilating
Otherness into frameworks of the known” (Géati 2021, p. 90) are important and valid, and I offer
such an example in chapter seven when I analyse Doki Doki Literature Club (Team Salvato 2017)
employing affect theory. Yet, as [ argue in chapter six, games are most successful at deconstructing
the warped understanding of love as the promise of reciprocity exactly when they offer it. It is when
humans cannot but experience love’s constructed digitality that they recognise its limitations and

the dissatisfaction that it entails.

Games can afford love as a codified representation thereof, what I call in this thesis romance. They
may not be able to afford love, because it demands agents that can reciprocate it, but they can afford
romance because romance is a constructed representation of love. While digital games as a medium
still entail the potential to offer love, if certain technological limitations are overcome, and love as
free-form playfulness as discussed above, they can also offer love as fantasy. Games have been
rightly criticised for perpetuating problematic and sexist stereotypes when it comes to love, and
this is something I address in various parts of my thesis, specifically in chapter nine. Nonetheless,
this is a matter of style and design so it can be improved. However, fixing problematic elements of
fantasy and uprooting the need for it, even if in itself is problematic, are not equal challenges and

therefore they demand different approaches.



The romance mechanics in games are important for a successful representation of it, and in chapter
eight I propose the player involvement model as a medium-specific tool to analyse them. At the
same time, the thesis covers in detail this second issue: namely the ability of games to uproot our
need for love as fantasy. Understandably, this cannot be the result of our engagement with a single
medium and I do not argue that. Instead, I contend that games, by exhibiting and accentuating this
fantasy’s fictionality, bare its pretence and in this way they can help us reject it. In games, we do
not imagine anymore what it would feel like to have love as “a stability of desire”, as Berlant sees
it in chapter six. We actually feel it. In this, we can experience what this fantasy entails and realise
that it does not compare; it is not love because love is devoid of any stability. We feel love because
we are uncertain of the outcome, as explained in chapter six. When we are sure then we cannot

love. We can have other feelings of pleasure, elation, satisfaction, but not love.

This does not efface the importance of romance as a valid emotional plot, a concept I cover in
chapter four. As with our pets, sometimes we want to be emotionally manipulated; it is an act of
self-care and can have positive effects on our psychology, as shown in chapter seven when I
reference the effect reading the romance has on its female audience. This is something that games
can offer. Yet they can offer something more transgressive than that as well. Playing the romance
helps with our understanding of its position to love, that the two are different, albeit connected
experiences: one manipulated and controlled thus satisfactory, the other free and ambivalent thus
powerful. In this way, games do not provide novel conceptualisations of love, for now, but instead
allow us to live the hegemonic but learnt imagining of it and realise that it is not actually love. This
does not by default lead to our refusing the romance. For various political, social, and personal
reasons, we may still prefer, sometimes, the secure satisfaction of romance compared to love’s
bittersweet disposition. But at least we are more informed and conscious of our choice. In this way,
the stability of romance becomes one of the possible outcomes and stops being the hegemonic

paradigm, while by playing it we are able to (re)learn what love is.

Research Questions

To distil the above, my research questions can be summarised as follows:
Do human players fall in love with computer-generated characters?
How is this possible?
Are these feelings actually love or a separate experience?

What is an appropriate methodological tool to analyse how love is afforded in games?

Gaps in Research
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To examine the player’s feelings in relation to love I had to take a deep dive into theories of love.
In that, I faced a significant challenge quite early on. While there is considerable literature
concerning love as a matter of representation, and a decent amount of research pertaining to love
as a physiological experience, there was very little to no existing material that combined both.
Digital games contain the medium-specific affordance of including love as a represented
experience. Unlike other media, digital games are lived; executed by the player at the time of
playing. At the same time, they are still designed experiences consisting of algorithmic processes,
fictional settings, representation, and narrative. In this sense, while in a book or a movie, a love
story is a representation of an experience, in digital games it is the experience of a representation.
As such, the theoretical tools readily available could not be applied to games as they were; they
required lots of adjusting, adapting, combining, and extrapolating to be considered useful in

understanding what players feel when they experience a representation of love in a digital game.

While there has been some research in relation to love and games, the topic is fairly underdeveloped
and unexplored. At the start of my PhD, there were two main volumes dedicated to the subject:
Game Love: Essays on Play and Affection edited by Jessica Enevold and Esther MacCallum-
Stewart published in 2015 and Digital Love: Romance and Sexuality in Games edited by Heidi
McDonald and published in 2017. While I was conducting my research, a third volume about love
came out, Love and Electronic Affection: A Design Primer edited by Lindsay Grace, which I
contributed to. Given that all three of these books are edited volumes, they approach the subject in
breadth rather than in depth. Of course, there are some additional chapters and papers in other
publications which I reference throughout my thesis as useful inspirations and starting points. That
being said, they do not concern themselves specifically with the question whether the feelings that
the players experience while playing a game are love. Even if they take a stance, they do not do so
by paying attention or contextualising in their approach the discrepancy between love as experience

and love as representation, which is the leitmotif of this thesis.

As already discussed in the previous section, I understand love as representation a matter of
romance, a coded and designed realisation of love that is. Romance has different affordances and
involves different emotional reactions compared to love. While in other media romance is imagined
or perceived, in games it is lived due to the specificities of the medium. This, however, does not
stop it from being a representation. This is an essential demarcation that I argue should be taken
into account when analysing love in games. When not, it may result in false assumptions and
conclusions, most notably that digital games cannot afford love. Truly they cannot, but they do

afford romance and this is a crucial difference that has gone unnoticed until now.
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A similar difficulty arose in connection to the second part of my research: mainly mapping those
aspects of the player experience that affect the feelings of love that players may develop. Again the
literature was scarce and the accounts already published were limited in scope. Most importantly,
most articles focused on all the ways that digital games cannot afford love criticising, rightly so,
maladies of the medium with regard to perpetuating sexist stereotypes. There were a few that
provided suggestions for overcoming these obstacles that games face when it comes to love, yet
again they did not clearly differentiate between love as a matter of representation and as a matter
of experience. This resulted in analyses and recommendations that, albeit noteworthy, lacked the
crispness and viscerality I was aiming for. I concluded that what was needed was a tool that would
enable me to touch upon the challenge of love by doing two things at once: keeping representation
and experience distinct while allowing them to intermingle in this medium-specific capacity of

theirs.

Methodology

In this thesis, I employ different epistemological methods. For the part concerning the theory of
love, I implement multidisciplinary critical analysis and deconstructionism. I borrow elements from
different disciplines, combine them, and adapt them to be able to apply them to games. The two
main axes of my research are, as shown above, love as representation and love as experience. For
the former, I turn to literary and media theory in the works of Paz, Berlant, Campbell, Girard, and
others. For the latter, I delve into philosophy, as in Foucault, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty; biology,
most notably presented by Helen Fischer’s work on the physiology of love; and psychology,
building predominantly on Ekman’s theory of emotions, Tennov’s concept of limerence, and

Bowlby and Ainsworth’s attachment theory.

I divide my corpora into groups and dedicate each chapter to each one of them: representation,
biology, psychology, and politics. I maintain a dialectical relation among the different theorists
throughout the thesis to make it easier for the reader to follow my overarching standpoint. In most
chapters, [ include game examples, which help me demonstrate the need for the theory chosen. The
games [ use do not necessarily constitute unique instances of game love or even the most successful
examples of it. Instead, they are quite versatile — ranging from triple A games to double A games,
indie games, and art projects. Their applicability lies in their implementation of love in a manner
that allows me to showcase the specific aspect of love as experience and/or representation that [ am

preoccupied with in each case.
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In my game analyses, I turn to autoethnography to address aspects of player experience. This
methodology works exceptionally well with critical theory as a form of self-assessment and critical
reflection within established structures. It also brings to the forefront the value of affect theory as
a valid epistemological tool for game studies, which I argue in favour of in chapter seven.
Autoethnography might be criticized for being limited, even perhaps performing a self-fulfilling
prophecy: I had this impression while playing and I support it by how I felt while I was playing.
Jenny Sundén asks a similar question when considering affect and personal involvement as a
methodological tool for game studies: “Does involvement per se make you less critical? Is
admitting how we, as researchers, are affected by (and in turn affect) what we study somehow
incommensurable with criticality? Or, could it be that such recognition would make for a richer,
more interesting analysis?”” (2010, p. 48). She argues that any critical framework of representation
“needs to be stretched out to include a discussion of what happens to the culture and politics of
images in games as played,” eventually concluding that “a critical approach to games also needs to
consider how games are felt — through the bodies of (other) players as well as throughout the body
of the player or researcher herself” (p. 55). Using one’s own experience when playing is imperative
when one examines feeling, desire, and emotion in games. At the same time, my autoethnographic
records are supplemented and enriched by recounts by other game theorists, who, in turn, use
autoethnography to reach their own conclusions, for example Olli Leino in chapter 10, positioning

my argument within the intertextual dialogue of playing as embodied.

In the part of the thesis that concerns love in games per se, namely how games can afford love in
this singularity of a represented experience, | employ a methodological tool that is specifically
designed to analyse game experience, the player involvement model. The player involvement
model, being game-specific, enables the analysis of player experience in its multifacetedness by
taking into consideration the multifarious way in which a player engages with a game. For this, I
use the model to exemplify game instances that can afford the feelings of love as an experience of
a representation by using specific game examples. I specifically use the model to approach love as
a shared experience both at macro-involvement level, as a medium practice that is, and at micro-

involvement level, by focusing on the attributes of the computer agents the player interacts with.

In this vein, I reach my conclusion regarding the experience of love as representation in games. I
argue that while games can afford the representation of love, the feelings the player experiences
are not love since they come into contact with agents that cannot love them back. In this, games
show the limitations of love not only within the medium but outside the medium; in other

representations of love and the love canon in general. Digital games exemplify the problematisation
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around love’s discourse even if they do not relexicalise love. Instead, they invite us to rethink what
it means to lexicalise love in the first place, and to reflect on how this practice affects our own
experience of falling in love. For this reason, games constitute the appropriate critical texts to

theorise the experience of love as no other medium before them.

Chapter Structure

In a multidisciplinary thesis like this one, chapter structure can take on many different forms
depending on the effect one wants to create. The following layout is chosen because it shows most
intuitively how the two major topics of my thesis, love as experience and love as representation,

intertwine.

In chapter one, Love in Games, 1 divide love in games into four different categories: love between
NPCs, love as a game, love between the player and an NPC, and love between players. My
categorisation is descriptive and non-exhaustive. My aim is to contextualise my thesis by framing
the game content that I will be addressing: game love. In this first chapter, I only look at game
content rather than player experience as such. Yet issues already arise, as shown in the last part of
this chapter titled Love Beyond Categories. As such, it becomes already evident that love in games
is a contentious topic for two main reasons: one, games as playable artefacts cannot be successfully
examined without taking their playability and thus the player into consideration; two, love in itself
is a challenging experience because it is multifaceted and deeply personal. Having established the
context of my thesis and the two main axes that my research addresses, love as experience and love
as representation in games, I then proceed to the following chapters for a closer analysis of the

topic.

In chapter two, The Love Challenge, 1 further explore the challenge associated with love in games
posed by their inability to force feelings of love on their players. This is an important issue because,
unlike other media, in games the player must be invested to want to pursue the romance; simply
witnessing a love story unfold is not enough. Expanding on this, I refine the distinction between
the experience of love and the experience of the representation of love in games. In particular, |
argue that games can afford the experience of the representation of love, which is a separate feeling
akin to pleasure and satisfaction, which I recognise as romance. To showcase this, I turn to the
origins of romance: a love story between a noble lady and the gallant knight who fights to save her.
In romances, love was shown as a certain experience of desire which is refined into something
honourable, elegant, and civilised through personal suffering and sacrifice. As such, romantic love

was the product of a specific set of chivalrous rules. This experience was witnessed more in the
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heroic protagonists of literature rather than in real life. Or, as Huizinga claims, people turned to
sports, games, and tournaments to experience this formulaic understanding of love. Hence, I argue
that digital games that uphold this tradition are able to offer to their players the experience of
romantic love because they provide challenges to the fulfilment of one’s desire. In that regard,

games constitute successful experiences of a representation of love.

The question that follows is why we, and games, should persist in an understanding of love that
may seem outdated, as observed in the previous chapter. Romantic love as the historical concept of
codified fulfilment of desire was the result of a specific time and period almost a millennium old.
I answer this question in chapter three with the appropriate title, The Persistence of Romance. 1
show that romantic love is a cultural universal, meaning that it is included in all known human
cultures from antiquity to today, the world over. I also exhibit how romantic love is not a cultural
product in vacuum. On the contrary, I trace a genealogy of romantic love as the poetics of the
experience of love. I portray a lineage of love as representation in order to argue that love has
always been a subject of discourse and as such codification. Therefore, when games codify love
they do not perform a sacrilegious act nor do they follow an obsolete conceptualisation of love.
Instead, in the concept of romantic love we can witness a universal human effort to stabilise and
formalise love so as to make it more palpable but also bestow upon it a religious, transcendent

quality as an escape from life’s meaninglessness and banality.

In the next chapter, chapter four, The Evolution of Romantic Love, | analyse why love is a human
universal, namely an inherent trait of humans as a species. This means that romantic love is the
expression of an actual human experience. Evolutionary psychologists, biologists, and neurologists
have examined the physiology of humans and humanoids and have concluded that love is a separate
system in the human brain that is part of our evolution as species. It involves the activation of
certain hormones and amino acids that constitute the biological response to our falling in love.
More than that, it is one of the core systems that enable our reproduction and thus our sustainability
as species. At the same time, I show how biology alone does not suffice to explain the complexity
that love is as an experience. I argue that romantic love, despite being a universal human trait, still
eludes us in its expression and comprehension. It is influenced by our psychological and social
capacity as humans. This is why, love is never merely experienced but experienced also through its
representation, be it utterance, mediation, or performance. Exactly because love is more than a mere
biological feeling, its experience influences its depiction but at the same time, its depiction
influences its experience in turn. In this chapter, the relations between the aspects of love as

biology, psychology, and representation are analysed, juxtaposed, and contextualised.
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Chapter five concerns the question: What’s Love Got to do with it? In the chapter, I explore further
the argument that romance, unlike love, is a constructed experience of emotion based on
representation, codification, and discourse. In particular, I argue that the romance canon is
predominantly preoccupied with stories that represent a pathological love: a love which consumes
the person like an almighty power and the salvation from which is either death or the constant
presence of the beloved. I show this by using the story of an NPC from the game Nier: Automata,
Simone Beauvoir. Simone is a large machine form that has fallen in love with another machine
form. Her unrequited love has driven her to despair but only because she learnt to love, or imitate
love, based on the love stories she found in the public archive. Using psychoanalytic theory and
building on previous works by Joseph Campbell, Lauren Berlant, Mary Ann Doane, René Girard,
Michel Foucault and others, I show how romantic love has taken on the role of a transgressive
power similar to that of an almighty god that will save the person from their infantile trauma of
separation and fragmentation. Indeed, since love is unpredictable and complex, as we see in the
previous chapter, romance offers a pleasurable alternative that has the potential to ostracise love

because it can be regulated.

Up to this point, romantic love has been shown as a cultivated remedy to a psychological trauma:
that of infantile separation and [dis]possession of subjectivity as fragmented. In this chapter, using
critical theory through the works of Berlant and Foucault, I show how transforming romance into
the dominant discourse is not only a matter of ethics but, primarily, of politics, Love Politics in
particular. I analyse how the concept of love in the popular paradigm has been politicised as a
fabricated promise of stability. Love has become a fantasy with no actual bearing or possibility of
realisation. It is only in the designed premises of fiction rather than in real life that romantic love
can provide the satisfaction it advertises since it is a construct in itself. As such, I argue that games
can implement and execute this experience of love since they constitute the prime examples of
fantasy enactments. More than this: because they accentuate the paradigm’s fictionality, they can
be a means for its dismissal. In games, the player can experience romance’s promise and realise
that it is actually subpar and/or it does not compare to our actual falling in love. As a result,

experiencing romance in a digital game shows the limitations of its applicability.

In chapter seven, Love’s Pleasure, | focus on the appropriate methodological means to analyse love
in games with regard to its medium specificity as both experience and representation. I turn to
Barthesian semiotics and the concept of textual pleasure. I show this concept’s binary nature by
building on feminist deconstruction. I then show the limitations in applying textual semiotics to

games. | instead position affect theory as the most appropriate way for examining love in games. I
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show this through a close-reading of a dating-sim game, Doki-Doki Literature Club by means of
affect theory. I argue that love in games as both experience and representation cannot be
appropriately analysed by means of textual semiotics alone and show the need for a medium-

appropriate methodological tool.

As argued above, love in games becomes a lived experience and as such it requires a
methodological framework that takes into consideration this singularity of games. For that, I
employ in chapter eight, the Love Involvement chapter, the player involvement model by Gordon
Calleja. Through this, I show that games can afford love by involving the player in various aspects
and not strictly through their predefined design and narrative. First I provide a comprehensive
overview of what the model is and what it entails and then I go into a more thorough analysis of
how love is to be examined under this model. I show how the model’s affective involvement is
actually the basis for its rationale. I also argue that the most important factor for the experience of
love in games is shared involvement: the ability of games to provide agents the player can fall in
love with. This facet of games is analysed in the next two chapters in its macro-involvement and

micro-involvement attributes respectively.

Having established and justified an appropriate methodological tool, in this chapter titled Love Play
Love, 1 look at the interplay between game and play and love and romance. I consider this a matter
of macro-involvement with games as medium and games that include romance in particular. I show
how our pre-conceived notions regarding romance, which have already been discussed in the
previous chapters, affect the representation of love in games and our experience thereof;
specifically in how we conceptualise the agents we share love as an experience with. This aspect
of love in games has been heavily criticised by theorists. Their criticism concerns love as a
mechanistic implementation in games and the manner in which this is connected with sexist and
problematic practices inside and outside games. At the same time, I argue that because love is
different from romance, games can also afford love in a free-form experience of playing. I make
this connection using theory of play in the writings of Huizinga and Caillois and the concept of
production of space by Henri Lefebvre. By understanding digital games as social spaces of
communication between the player and the machine, games can invite many spatial practices that
can surpass and transgress the canon despite the confinements of their materiality. As such, they
can also invite the experience of love in its dynamicity before and beyond codification, narrative,

and discourse.
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The tenth and final chapter, In the Mood for Love, focuses on shared involvement at micro-level,
namely within the actual act of playing a game. I argue that for a game to successfully afford the
experience of love there are two main challenges that need to be addressed by the game system
with regard to the agents the human player interacts romantically with: one being the embodiment
of the NPCs and the other their intentionality. This means that the game should provide for NPCs
that are to be perceived by the player as autonomous subjects with their own intentions and goals
rather than passive bodies that cater to the player’s agency. The argument is built upon embodied
perception, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, and Sartre’s existentialism. I finally argue that this
challenge can eventually be overcome by artificially generated agents rather than fictional designed

characters.

What This Thesis Is Not

Before moving on to the text proper, I would like to make four important disclaimers. Firstly, in
this thesis my aim is not to trace a poetics of love in games. While this would be immensely
interesting and my thesis could, potentially, have taken this form, I consciously refrain from going
into detail about how love is represented as an experience in games in a formalist sense. The reason
for this is that it is a vast topic requiring more dedicated space to do it justice. Indeed, while I was
initially tempted to do this, I quickly realised that there are still issues to be discussed before we
approach typologies: most important is the fact that games as an ergodic medium defy the
immediate application of poetics, as this has been conceptualised in literature and other media.
Games demand a different methodology that takes into consideration the duality of love both as

experience and representation.

Secondly, my research focuses solely on single-player games. While I understand how important
and interesting the topic of love in multiplayer games is, and I touch upon it briefly in my first
chapter, I remain focused on the experience of love in games within the context of human-computer
interaction. Therefore, I am interested in games, in which human players interact and potentially
fall in love with computer-generated characters. Covering love in both single-player and
multiplayer games would require much more time and space. Indeed, I would argue that love in
multiplayer games should be approached differently. While in single-player games the challenge
lies within convincing the human player of the romance, in multiplayer games the game becomes
a social space for humans to fall in love. Understandably, the affordances of the medium and the
practice of playing affect the way in which people fall in love and this is a fascinating topic of

research. Nonetheless, it is quite different from the research questions I am concerned with here.
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Thirdly, I would like to clarify that my approach to love refers to romantic love only, as in love
between partners and lovers. I do not tackle issues of other instances of love, as in parental love,
love for pets and objects, friendship etc. Every time I mention love in this thesis, it is in its capacity
as romantic love, either as experience and/or as representation. It may happen that romantic love
as described in this thesis bears similarities with other types of love, in particular when concepts of
care and attachment, or religious beliefs are discussed. While I acknowledge this, I concern myself
with these types of love only as dimensions, facets, and/or aspects of the experience of romantic

love.

Finally, this thesis does not treat in detail the topic of sex in games. While sex is closely connected
to love — in chapter four we learn that love is a mechanism evolved for the fitness of our
reproduction — they should not be considered interchangeable. Games cannot offer reciprocatory
sex but arguing that it is because of this that they cannot offer love is fallacious and also problematic
and non-inclusive. For one, such an approach dismisses the experience of asexual but romantic
people who do not attribute to sex an imperative role in their romantic relationships. Moreover, it
is an able-bodied attitude that regards ableism as the only valid, appropriate, and meaningful
experience and existence. Lastly, per my main argument, games do not afford love but romance.
Romance does not necessitate the sexual act but only the promise thereof; something that games

are able to offer.
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Chapter 1
Love In Games

We love the things we love for what they are.

Robert Frost

When I played Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare 2009), I had initially chosen to play as an asexual
and aromantic character. [ knew it is a game famous for its romantic content and I purposely wanted
to see if I could remain unaffected by it, attempting the clinical gaze of a games scholar.® Soon, I
realised I had to at least pretend that I was interested in the characters, all of them for that matter,
because their higher approval gave me in-game strategic benefits: it increased their stats and
unlocked special abilities. Despite having maximised their approval, I was still emotionally

detached, even though I had grown used to their being around, fighting alongside them.

Then, at one point, it happened all of a sudden; we were about to go into the Fade, the game’s magic
realm of dreams, to fight demons. I accidentally clicked on Alistair, a fellow Grey Warden NPC.
He surprised me by offering me a rose saying that it reminded him of me: how something so
beautiful could grow into a place of such despair. It melted my heart. The happenstance of the scene
affected me far beyond the prescipted design of the game. The exchange occurred right before
battle, in a difficult part of the game that had me extrapolate these few lines of dialogue to a whole
full-fledged love story. Alistair, understandably afraid of the approaching fight in case he died and
did not have another opportunity, had to profess his love to me; a delicate and fragile feeling that

still persevered in the most unfavourable of circumstances.

Against my better judgement, I pursued a romantic relationship with Alistair. The imprudence of
my decision became all the more evident toward the end of the game. Our mission was to kill the
Archdemon, the final boss. Only very late in the game did we learn that to do so a Grey Warden
had to be sacrificed. I remember feeling very conflicted about my choice because my avatar and
Alistair were the only two Grey Wardens left; in other words one of us had to die. I had to choose
between my avatar, which I had designed myself and had spent over sixty hours with, and my lover,

who had accompanied me throughout the game and whom I had grown overly attached to. There

¢ A preconception, which is in itself challenged in the thesis as we go along. In this, I correlate with Jenny
Sundén (2010) who in discussing how games should be examined and analysed argues for a sensational
involvement with the game text in terms of affect theory. Games, she contends, have to be experienced.
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was another choice. I could ask Alistair to perform a sex ritual with another NPC, which was the
only way to spare us both. Gameplay-wise this would not make a difference, because it would
affect the story of the game after its ludic end. Narrative-wise, however, it inflicted great agony on

me: I could not bear the thought of sharing Alistair.

I knew then and there I would sacrifice myself for him — it was simply impossible for me to kill
him. It was, after all, the fitting resolution to our epic love story. As all great heroes, I would give
my life for something greater while my lover would lament my loss for the remainder of his
existence. So in the final battle, I chose to leave him behind and take the last blow myself. Soon
thereafter, my illusion was shattered. I suppose the indications were already there but I refused to
see them. During our last goodbye, | was expecting some tragic scene: Alistair begging me not to
go and trying to convince me to let him die in my stead. I would profusely refuse reassuring him
as to my love and asking him to never stop fighting for our cause. We could even recite in unison

the Grey Warden maxim: In Peace, Vigilance. In War, Victory. In Death, Sacrifice.

His demeanour, however, left a lot to be desired. He simply said: “I guess this is goodbye” and that
was it. No tear-filled last exchanges of love, not even a hug. My dog companion looked sadder to
see me go: by comparison it actually seemed crestfallen. I had a second thought to let Alistair die
then, but [ was committed to my narrative. Alas, things only took a turn for the worse. I had died
as a hero, but Alistair, for whom I had sacrificed myself, did not even come to my funeral. The
reality hit me hard. The carefully designed love story that the game had offered me in the span of
dozens of hours had crumbled in just a few seconds; by a possible outcome that the designers had

perhaps not anticipated or did not care to address.

In the Dragon Age sequels, my love story with Alistair continued to deteriorate. During his short
appearance in the second instalment, he glitched and referred to me as an old male friend, while in
the third game, he did not mention me at all. That sealed his fate. When the time came where I had
to choose again to save him or another NPC, Hawke whom you played as in the second game, I did
not hesitate in the least. I let him die with an odd satisfaction; he had it coming after all. The above
reaction may seem excessive to someone who has not played the game. Yet, perusing the Internet,
I discovered that my experience was no exception. People were complaining about Alistair’s
romance in equal terms, while others who had made other choices throughout the games were more

content.
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These personal game histories can initiate fruitful discussions and lead to many interesting
observations. What is of particular interest in the current thesis is the following: the feelings
inspired to the players for an NPC that are so strong as to affect their game choices, their gameplay,
and their game experience as a whole. Indeed, games offer a multitude of experiences. They can
make players angry, afraid, agitated, stressed, happy, and sad. They can make them sit at the edge
of their seat with tension, press buttons hard and exclaim obscenities during a particularly hard
challenge, fill their eyes with tears when a beloved character dies, and they can make them fall in
love. Or is this taking it too far? Can a game actually cultivate feelings of romantic love to its
players? Do players feel anything akin to love while playing? If they do, is this really love in the
same way we understand it in our physical world or is it a different experience altogether, which

we may call love for lack of a better or epistemologically more appropriate word?

Before answering these questions, it is important to first discern to which particular instances one
refers when considering love in games. In the current chapter, I divide the experience of love in
games into four categories concerning the agents of romantic love. These categories are as follows:
a) love between NPCs, b) love as the subject matter of the game, c) love human players feel for
NPCs, and d) love between human players in the context of a game. These categories are more
descriptive than exhaustive and they are not mutually exclusive; i.e. a game may offer more than
one, if not all, of the experiences of love of each group, while an experience of love can
simultaneously fall under more than one category. Indeed, as my last section before the conclusion
shows, love in games cannot be comfortably categorised. It constitutes a facet of player experience

and is, therefore, a dynamic process.

1.1. Love between NPCs

This category covers games, in which the player engages with a love story as a spectator rather than
a protagonist. In other words, the love story is between third agents inside the game that are clearly
distinct from the player’s position inside the game. In such cases, there are two further delineations:
the player’s actions may actively affect the progress of the love story or the love story happens in
the background simultaneously to the player’s engagement with the game. The game don't take it
personally, babe, it just ain't your story (Love Conquers All Games 2011) by Christine Love is one
such example. In the game, the player assumes the role of a high school teacher, who spies upon
his students’ romantic escapades via social platforms. The teacher is only minimally able to affect

the progression of the students’ love stories through dialogue choices. As the title of the game
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informs us it is not so much a love story about the player; rather the player is an observer — if not

an outright voyeur — of the love life of others.’

To the Moon (Freebird Games 2011) is another game, in which the player has no control over the
romance. The player controls two scientists, who manipulate the memories of a dying man in order
to fulfil his last wish. The love story lies in the man’s past and the player uncovers it piece by piece
in reverse chronological order without having any choice in the matter. A similar gameplay is
featured in Gone Home (The Fullbright Company 2013). The player, as 21-year-old Katie, returns
home after a trip overseas only to find it completely deserted. They then need to explore various
locations in the house and uncover hints of where Katie’s parents and younger sister have
disappeared to. As the game progresses, a love story is revealed to the player, which does not
revolve around them. Their role matches instead that of an investigator who builds together the
missing parts of a narrative puzzle. The puzzle refers to a love story that has already taken place

far removed from the player’s actions.

This type of love in games can take many forms. In the game Syberia (Microids 2002) there is a
point in which the player, who plays as an American lawyer by the name Kate Walker, comes upon
an industrial complex. There they meet the director, who has turned the whole complex to a
performance stage. He is infatuated with an old opera singer, Helena Romanski, and asks the player
to convince her to come and sing for him. The player has to visit a nearby spa centre, where Helena
spends her retirement years, and bring her back to the industrial complex to perform for the director.
In this sense, the player actively participates in the story without being any of the concerned
partners. One may comment that the story between the director and Helena is not a love story per
se. Nonetheless, this game experience still opens up discussions about what love is, love’s different
manifestations, and whether and how love can be distinguished from infatuation, which is arguably

the leitmotif of the whole game.

1.2. Love as Game

Indeed, there are games, which do not include a romance between characters as such but rather
represent love as an experience in itself and the different directions it can go. In Rod Humble’s
Marriage (2010), the player controls two squares, one blue and one pink. The point of the game is
to prevent the squares from going transparent or overcoming each other in size. For the pink square

this is done by having the squares touch lightly — or kiss in the parlance of the game, while the blue

7 The game does involve a subplot that concerns the romance between the teacher and a student but it is a
minor point.
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square needs to touch upon circles that float around them, which represent extra-marital activities
and relationships. According to the designer’s statement, in Marriage the player takes on the

agency of love itself “trying to make the system of the marriage work.”

Following on Humble’s game, Brett Douville came up with My Divorce (2010). The game applies
similar game mechanics and visuals to address the time after a marriage ends and how this impacts
the concerned individuals; primarily the spouses and secondarily the children if there are any. As
Douville explains, his idea was for a game that would enable people to explore the experience of
their own divorce by manipulating the game's rules. In other words, the game does not so much tell
a specific story but it rather simulates the experience of divorce in the same manner its predecessor

simulates that of marriage.®

Another example is Will Love Tear Us Apart? (Mighty Box Games 2013). According to the game’s
description, the players experience the haunting process of a break-up and how traumatising it can
be. The game is inspired by the Joy Division song Love Will Tear Us Apart (1980) and it uses
verses of the song to set up the premise and tone. It begins with positing the question to the player
of whether love will snare, heal, or tear them apart. The player has to manipulate their way through
claustrophobic spaces that correspond to one’s psychological states while trying to save a dying
relationship. As the game concludes, love can only heal after the player relinquishes all effort and

accepts the futility of the situation, namely letting go and moving forward.

1.3.Love for an NPC

Under this category, we find games, in which players develop romantic relationships with NPCs.
The experiences of love in those games can be vast. In some games, the player cannot choose the
romance. [t happens in cutscenes or after the end of the game and the player has no agency over its
progress. In Crash Bandicoot (Naughty Dog 1996), the player assumes the role of Crash, a
bandicoot, who manages to escape from the laboratory of Doctor Neo Cortex. Their mission is then
to go save Tawna, a female bandicoot, from his evil hands. The game shares this information with
the player in the initial cutscene and allows no interaction with Tawna. In actuality, the romance is

hinted at rather than being explicitly stated. After the game finishes and the player has defeated

8 Having said that, it needs to be noted that no matter the level of abstraction both games still constitute a
representation of their designers’ understanding of their themes. The games follow traditional conventions
of how love and marriage works. For example, in Humble’s game the square mechanics reflect the idea that
the man, the blue square, needs to sustain extra-marital connections so as to survive in the marriage, whereas
the woman, the pink square, demands affection and attention from the man. As such the experience of love
each game affords is constructed in terms of its designer’s take on the concept.
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Cortex as the final boss, they watch another cutscene in which Crash and Tawna leave together on

an airship in their happily ever after.

In some other games, the development of the romance is more explicit, albeit still in cutscenes. In
Tomb Raider: Angel of Darkness (Core Design 2003), Lara Croft meets Kurtis Trent, her
companion for the game, for the first time in the level “Galleries under Siege,” almost half-way
through the game. In previous cutscenes, Kurtis is seen following Lara, but it is the first time they
actually interact. Their relationship is portrayed adversarial at the start since Kurtis startles Lara by
throwing his Chirugai blade at her. After that, he ambushes her and threatens her with a gun so as
to steal her possessions. At the same time, the scene betrays an evident attraction between the two.
This feeling is facilitated by the music complemented by a rhythmic beat, which corresponds to the

sound of an increased heart rate.’

In addition to that, the cinematography of the cutscene leaves no space for misinterpretation. Kurtis
physically touches Lara in an intimate way, stripping her of her belongings. He uses his weapon, a
phallic symbol, to caress, jab, and poke her. Indeed, the choreography of their bodies resembles an
erotic dance to the point of their almost kissing. However, the game never reaches this culmination.
Later in the game, Lara and Kurtis cooperate to defeat the villain and after the final boss fight it is
insinuated through a cutscene that Lara goes to find Kurtis; the fate of their relationship remains

unknown as the screen fades to black.

In the aforementioned games, romance is separate from the gameplay itself. If it were completely
removed nothing would change in the player’s in-game actions. Crash would still collect apples
and defeat adversaries by jumping on their head, while Lara would still jump over precipices and
shoot at enemies. In other games, the romance may again develop in cutscenes but the gameplay is
more intricately linked to its narrative progression. Leisure Suit Larry is a series of games, in which
a 40-something-year-old man tries to find sex and romance. The whole setting of the games is
attuned to Larry’s efforts; his actions and the problems he needs to overcome are directly associated
with his romantic life. For example, at a certain point in Leisure Suit Larry: Reloaded (N-Fusion
Interactive 2013) Larry wants to consummate his marriage with his new wife, Fawn. Fawn asks

him to set a romantic mood so the player has to solve the puzzle of how to achieve that by

% It is interesting to note that in the game’s unofficial novelisation (Milward 2012), Kurtis and Lara’s initial
meeting is described as a tender moment: “But then his hand was sliding lower - past my elbow, down to my
wrist. More gently than taking a gift from a lover’s hands, he eased the dangling gun from my grasp and let
it clatter to the floor.”
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interacting with the various game objects and environments. After they succeed, the act of

consummation itself happens in an animated sequence.

Other games cater more to the player’s agency by having optional romances. In Heavy Rain
(Quantic Dream 2019) and Batman: The Telltale Series (2016), for example, the player can choose
if they want to have a romantic encounter with NPCs. Some games even provide more than one
NPC for the player to pursue a relationship with. BioWare is famous for offering games with
versatile romantic interests, as was discussed in the introduction: Baldur’s Gate, Dragon Age, and
Mass Effect series all feature different companions the player can romance. For example, in Dragon
Age: Origins (Bioware 2009) the player can have a romantic relationship with up to three different
NPCs depending on the sex of their avatar: Alistair, Leliana, and Zevran for female avatars, and

Morrigan, Leliana, and Zevran for male.

This is also common in most dating sims. Dating sims describe a genre of games, in which the
player pursues a romantic relationship with different available NPCs. They are usually text-based
and their main gameplay consists of the player making dialogue choices, which determine the
ending of the game and with which NPC the player ends up. Some popular titles include Clannad
(Key 2015), Dream Daddy (Game Grumps 2017), Katawa Shoujo (Four Leaf Studios 2012), and
Monster Prom (Beautiful Glitch 2018). Lately, some applications, like Choice of Games and
Episode Interactive, offer the possibility to their players to write their own stories using the

provided authoring tools and share them with other players to play.

In terms of gameplay, those games are fairly similar. At the same time, the setting of each game
and the available NPCs can vary greatly. This corresponds to the character traits of each available
romantic interest but it can go beyond that in terms of representation. For example, in the game
Hatoful Boyfiiend (PigeoNation 2014) the player can date birds and in Purrfect Date (Bossa
Studios 2017) cats. In Australiove (2016) by Castro and Singh, the game informs the player that
they are in love with Australia, the country. In the game “you spend some time with Australia and
decide if today is the day you finally admit your feelings.” As it seems, games have no problem

affording this level of abstraction and absurdity in their love experiences.

Another way one can position the love experience in a game is whether it affects the rest of the
gameplay or not. In some games, the gameplay revolves around the experience of love and dating
so almost everything the player does in the game has an effect on the romance. For example, in

Catherine (Atlus 2011) the player assumes the role of Vincent Brooks, who is in a long-term
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relationship with Katherine. One day he meets another girl, Catherine, whom he has a one-night
stand with. Throughout the game, the player can make choices, which affect with whom of the two
love options Vincent will end up. At the same time, the game includes puzzle-platformer sequences,
which are represented as Vincent’s nightmares. In them, Vincent needs to reach the top of pyramid-

like structures by moving blocks and climbing on top of them until he is free.

Those levels thematically correspond to Vincent’s inner struggle with handling his love life.
Indicatively, there is a certain level called “The Child,” which is reached after Katherine reveals to
Vincent that she is pregnant. In the level, Vincent is being chased by a monstrous baby who is
yelling “Daddy” at him. The baby functions as the boss of the level. If the player takes more time
than allowed to move forward, the baby catches and kills him. In this, the game amalgamates its
mechanics with its representation and narrative to create an experience of anxiety and fear over life

choices pertaining to love, marriage, and maturity.

Another title in which theme and gameplay correspond is Florence (Mountains 2018). In the game,
the player follows the eponymous heroine throughout her relationship with a guy named Krish. The
game incorporates many interesting mechanics to translate the workings of a romantic relationship
to gameplay. For example, the dialogue is not depicted as text choices. Instead, the player needs to
solve jigsaw puzzles. This design gamifies the effort one commonly exerts when trying to
communicate with another person and figure them out, especially at the beginning of a relationship.
Progressively, the puzzles become easier because Florence knows Krish better so their
communication flows much faster. When problems arise in their relationship, the puzzles become

unsolvable, mirroring once more the lack of communication and the effect thereof.

On the other hand, in some games, the love experience affects the ludic choices of the player
instead. In Firebird (Innerspace VR 2016) the player recreates the ballet La Péri (1912) by Paul
Dukas. The player assumes the role of king Jskender who is trying to find the flower of immortality.
After searching in all ends of the earth, he finally comes upon the temple of Ormuzd. There he finds
the flower sitting on the breast of a Peri, a winged spirit in the form of an exquisitely beautiful
woman. The player has to take the flower from the Peri in four dance acts and in the end, they have
to choose between their own immortality and the Peri’s eternal grace. Despite its brevity, the up-
close VR experience of the game, or dance poem as it calls itself, resonates with the players and
affects their decision. Having watched the Peri dance in the mesmerising elegance and flow of a

professional dancer, being so close and yet out of reach, the player is emotionally charged and their
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ludic choice is ultimately dependent on their feelings of this experience: playing a king who is

seduced by a magical spirit.

In other games, love affects the gameplay in a more statistical manner. In the online game Lady
Popular (XS Software 2009), a fashion simulator game, the player can choose their own girl avatar.
One of the available actions is to go to clubs and meet boys. Each boy is accompanied by a small
description and increases a particular category of the player’s statistics, e.g. creativity or beauty.
The player can flirt with the boy of their choice and immediately win him over as part of their
inventory. They can then perform simple romantic actions with them like kiss and hug. The
interactions are text-based and very minimal so the romance is part of the fast-paced commands
that characterise the rest of the gameplay. In the same way that the player can pick dresses and
shoes, they can also pick boyfriends. The boyfriends have a ludic purpose. The aim of the game is
for the player to participate in fashion challenges against other players’ avatars the results of which
are based on their statistics. A boyfriend increases the statistics of the player depending on the
player’s level; the higher the level the more potent the boyfriends, which means that the player

must be constantly on the lookout for improved boyfriends.

1.4. Love between Players

Finally, a way love can be experienced in games is between two human players. This can be
manifested as two human players playing together a game that involves activities pertaining to love.
Fingle (Game Oven 2012) is one such example. In the game “two players drag up to five buttons
of one colour onto their matching targets; their movement makes it impossible to avoid contact,
creating intimate moments with intertwined hands.” This game draws more on actions associated
with love, like touching and caressing, rather than love as a story or a feeling. Games like this can
be used by couples to experiment with their already established intimacy or by people who are not
a couple for building intimacy or awkwardness. Similar games include Realistic Kissing Simulator
(Andrews and Schmidt 2014), Genital Jousting (Free Lives 2016), Bounden (Game Oven 2014),
and Dark Room Sex Game (Nordic Game Jam 2008).

Another direction this experience of love in games can take is when people that meet as players in
online games fall in love and partake in a romantic relationship inside the game and/or outside of
it. World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment 2004) is a game that is associated with online and
offline relationships between players (Brown 2015). At first glance, one may surmise that in such
cases the games simply provide the environment where two people meet. According to an analysis

by Yee (2006), however, this is not accurate. Based on his findings, real-life partners that have met
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in online worlds claim that they probably would not end up together had they met in the physical
world first. He attributes this to a variety of reasons that have to do with how people behave in
games. Because players act behind a screen they overcome shyness they may exhibit in real life.
Also, since one does not have access to the physical features of a potential partner, people focus

more on their inner qualities, which allows for greater compatibility.

What is of bigger interest is that in Yee’s study people claim to have fallen in love because they
were playing a game and not as something that simply happened in the context of a game. 60% of
the people who formed romantic relationships as players had not planned to and in actuality were
not looking for a partner. By playing, they came into contact with people in particular scenarios:
they had to cooperate together in missions, overcome crises, manipulate the game to achieve
rewards and succeed in quests. These common game experiences drew people closer together and
revealed parts of their respective characters that made their partners fall in love with them:
“Watching how someone interacts with others in different social settings (under different amounts
of stress) and how they work through problems can be very character-revealing.” In other words,

those people fell in love with the player in their partners.

This is exemplarily shown in Cibele (Star Maid Games 2015). The game is inspired by the personal
history of Nina Freeman, the designer of the game. The player plays as Nina, a nineteen years old
girl, who is a gamer. She spends a lot of time playing an online game called “Valtameri,” in which
she has met other players. Cibele’s interface resembles Nina’s desktop screen and the player can
go through some of her writings and pictures. The majority of the game, though, takes place inside
Valtameri and the player witnesses a developing romance between Nina and Ichi, another player
inside this online game world whose actual name is Blake. Their relationship is strictly mediated
because they live very far away and they have never met in person. They communicate mostly by
voice chat while playing together on the same server and gradually through phone calls and pictures

they send to each other.

Through their dialogue, Nina’s files, and her chats and emails with other people, the game discusses
online game relationships and their dynamics. Nina recalls how her experience with Valtameri
started. In the beginning, she was apprehensive and did not like the game per se. Yet the fact that
she could talk with other players while playing made the game personal to her. This became more
accentuated when she met Blake. The player finds out that Nina is constantly doing runs with him
at the potential expense of her real-life relationships. The fact, however, that she is always available

as a player is what helps her intimate relationship with him to progress. In this sense, her initial
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interest in the game brought her close to Blake and her evolving interest in him makes her more
present in the game. Her romantic feelings are thus inexorably linked to her experience as a player

even though the game itself does not include the representation of a romantic experience.

At the same time, the player, in turn, becomes a player of Valtameri in Cibele. As such, they
experience first-hand how Nina mostly experienced Blake; as Ichi, the avatar with whom she
played. For Nina, her relationship to Ichi was a player-to-player romance but for the player, this
becomes a player-to-NPC romance through Nina, the playable character. Nonetheless, this is the
closest one could experience Nina’s love for Ichi and understand the progression of their romantic
relationship outside of the game. By having the real-life scenes played by real people in non-
interactive sequences, the game shows how the boundaries between player and avatar can

sometimes become contested or outright break.

This is even more prominent in online simulation games, like Second Life (Linden Lab 2003). In
it, players can create avatars and lead a digital life with a variety of possibilities. They can build
and decorate their homes, dress and accessorise their avatars as they want, open businesses, and
also date other avatars. There are cases noted, in which people first fell in love in SL and then they
met in real life and continued on their relationship (CNN 2008). At the same time, there are also
cases, in which people have already a real-life partner and they pursue a romantic relationship with
a different virtual partner — or more — in SL. While in some of those relationships, all members
involved are aware and open about the dynamics, in some others aftereffects make virtual life bleed
into real life and vice versa. A woman whose husband was having a virtual relationship in SL filed
for a divorce (Morris 2008), while there are fora in which people ask for help for having become

addicted to SL and in virtual relationships in particular (Annalvanovna 2012)."

1.5. Love Beyond Categories

As the previous example showed, the experience of love in games can go beyond the designer’s
intention and the affordances of the game as such. In The Sims (Maxis 2000-), for instance, the
player can assume a god-like role controlling the lives of in-game entities. This is most likely an

NPC-to-NPC romance, since the player is not a specific avatar; they rather play as a matchmaker

10 Another example that shows the fragility of separation between avatarial and real identities comes in the
case of Wonderland (Dobson 2007). Wonderland was a virtual playground inside SL in which people
segregated in order to perform virtual paedophilia or ageplay. The game has supposedly an age limit of at
least 18 years of age so all players involved were adults in real life but their avatars were designed as little
children of 10 years old or so participating in sexual virtual activities with other players whose avatars looked
much older. The playground was closed down amidst public outcry.
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in the same fashion that children partner up and marry off their dolls. This does not correspond to
how all players experience The Sims, however. There are players who may use the game as an
authoring machine to write their own personal stories. They may build Sims that look like them
and develop romantic relationships they understand as their own. They may even create their real-
life partners or people they are interested in as Sims and experience in the game what they wish

they could experience outside of it."!

Another experience of love that goes beyond the game design is the love for one’s avatar. This type
of love is not a designed experience of the game but rather generated by playing. Unlike the NPC-
to-NPC romance and the player-to-NPC romance, this experience of love is not represented as a
story inside the game; it rather happens to the player while playing. Yet this experience of love is
still dependent on the game design and representation. Jensen (2014) has admitted to designing
what she calls “hot male” characters as a fantasy for her players. In this sense, the game design
actively caters to the players’ getting attracted to their avatar. Jensen contends that making the
avatar attractive results in greater empathy from the player’s perspective. The players care for their
avatar and enjoy the game because of that. Actually, Jensen sees romance in games as a way to
develop feelings to the player for the avatar rather than the NPC: “By working with common tropes
you can create a romantic tension in your work, and romanticise your hero, even if you never intend
to have a romantic relationship consummated.” Jensen further comments that unresolved sexual
tension affects the player because they want to see the romance happening. As such, they keep

playing the game to find out what is going to happen next between the love interests.'

One more interesting case of love beyond categories is when players fall for NPCs that are not
offered for romantic interactions — at least to the extent the players would like. A common example
is that of The Witcher series. In Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt (CD Project Red 2015), the player can
pursue romantic escapades with a variety of NPCs. However, only two of them are considered end-
game, meaning they are whom Geralt stays with for the majority of the game and after its end.

These two NPCs are Yennefer of Vengerberg and Triss Merigold. There are players, however, who

! Even though the game comes equipped with romantic interactions, there are plenty of mods that allow for
a more intrinsic romantic experience, like the Passionate Romance mod (Sacrificialmods n.d.).

12 A manifestation of players’ love for their avatars is witnessed also in the phenomenon of costume play,
cosplay for short. Cosplayers are fans who dedicate time and effort to create costumes resembling the
characters they love. More than that, they dress up and perform like those characters transforming play to an
expression of their real identity. Arguably, cosplayers go beyond a single experience of love for a particular
character, a game, and/or even a medium and they rather act out of fandom love, which is understood as a
form of participatory culture that encompasses the whole spectrum of their experience as fans (Lamerichs
2015; Crawford and Hancock 2019).
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would much rather prefer other NPCs as their lovers, e.g. Keira Metz, another sorceress, or Shani,
a medic at Oxenfurt, and were annoyed, if not disheartened, by the fact that they could not choose

them.

Equally, a game may offer a romance with an NPC to the player’s despite. In the original Witcher
game (CD Project Red 2007), Geralt has his first in-game interaction with the aforementioned Triss.
The player has just won a battle in the witchers’ stronghold, Kaer Moren, during which Triss is
severely injured. Geralt goes to check on her and the player can choose the dialogue option along
the lines of “I came to see how you are.” Next thing you know, they are having sex. I remember
feeling excessively violated by the incident. There was no indication as to what was going to
transpire and no way to avoid it. Bear in mind, that Geralt was suffering amnesia at the time so he
had no recollection of Triss and his relationship to her. Having read the books (Sapkowski 2007-
2018), I knew that Geralt’s true love was Yennefer, a fact which Triss was aware of since she was
Yennefer’s best friend. Needless to say, from that point forward I hated her with a passion. I did
my best to avoid her for the remainder of the game and only kept her around as a useful ally because
of her powers. She even had the audacity to demand a ring from me, which of course I never gave

her.

One can imagine my detrition when in Witcher 2 (CD Project Red 2011), the game starts with
Geralt being in an established relationship with Triss. The fact that her presence was forced on me,
turned the whole experience to a sour, unmemorable event. I refused her help every chance I got,
minimised our interaction to the bare minimum, and picked every choice that did not involve her.
At one point in the game, Triss gets kidnapped and you may go and save her. I chose not to save
her to manifest as much as I was permitted my abhorrence towards her. That, unfortunately, cost
me a substantial part of the game. It is more than expected that other players had a completely
different reaction to the game than my own. They may like Triss or did not even get as much

affected by her as I was. This does not mean that any of the possible experiences is less valid.

What is important to note is that in games the player is involved in a very personal manner so their
experience of the game’s content can vary greatly. More so, their experience can affect the game’s
content. Since I did not like Triss, I had to sacrifice my gaming experience because I wanted to
avoid anything that had to do with her. As it becomes apparent, analyzing love in games brings
along a difficulty that is medium-specific. It is not a matter of structure and genre, as the problem

Todorov talks about when defining detective fiction (2019) and fantasy (1975). It is not that the
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game content can take many different forms that we may not anticipate. The issue is that there is

always a factor that remains dynamic, the player that is.

Love in games is transformed from representation to experience. When examining player
experience, looking at the game text itself is not enough. It is rather in the communication between
the game and the player where the experience is situated and this is what makes it so hard to
presuppose, hypothesise, and study. Moreover, most games, unlike other instances of human-
computer interaction, still constitute designed experiences of fiction. In this sense, love is still a
matter of representation as part of the game’s narrative and story-world. As such, love in games is
the experience of a representation. It is in this singular capacity of games that love is understood

and analysed in the context of this thesis.

Summary

This chapter offered an overview of the different instances that love can be included in games.
These instances were categorised into four separate groups, which functioned as an approximate
mapping than strict demarcations. These categories were love between NPCs, which treats love
stories between in-game characters that are distinct to the player’s avatar and which the player may
or may not affect; love as the subject matter of the game, which encompasses games that provide
treatises of love in its various manifestations and stages; love between a player and an NPC, which
can either be chosen by the player or progress linearly; and lastly love between human players,
which can be experienced either through actions associated with love or in online games that allow

— or not — erotic play between their players.

However, as was shown in the last part of the chapter, the experience of love in games can go
beyond the designed affordances of each game. Players can experience love in multifarious ways
that are not always to be predicted or anticipated. More importantly, the experience of love in games
is not clearly defined. If the game contains a love story, this does not mean that the player will feel
affected by it. Alternatively, a game may not provide for a defined romantic entanglement, yet the
players can develop feelings that they understand as love. As it seems, love is not a straightforward
point in the communication between the player and the game system, a matter, which is further

analysed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 2
The Love Challenge

Vielleicht sind alle Drachen unseres Lebens

Prinzessinnen, die nur darauf warten

uns einmal schén und mutig zu sehen.

Rainer Maria Rilke

At Game Developers Conference 2004, a session took place titled “Game Design Challenge: The
Love Story.” The chair of the session, Eric Zimmerman, had given a few months before the
conference a game design challenge to the three participants: Raph Koster, Will Wright, and
Warren Spector. Each of the game designers had to come up with a concept for a game that tells a
love story. On the day of the session, they presented their results and problems they faced along

the way. From this presentation and the subsequent discussion, many interesting points arose,

which I summarise here.

Koster proposed an interactive story, in which the players choose the progression of a Regency
romance novel. As he explained, players would be interacting with a romantic novel as a form of a
puzzle and not participating in a love story themselves. Wright’s idea was that of a multiplayer war
romance, which would be incorporated in an already established FPS online game. The fact that
the romance players would be civilians in a battlefield and could be killed every turn of the way
would create, according to Wright, interesting tensions and facilitate the emergence of the social
relationships of altruism and self-sacrifice. Spector did not manage to think of a love game at all.
He argued that love in games is considerably challenging because the player must develop feelings

for a virtual character and games lack, for now, the tools to achieve that.

Wright agreed and the reason he had preferred to design an online multiplayer game with romance
was that, as he argued, technology was not there yet so as to allow players to fall in love with NPCs.
Spector criticised Wright’s game as an easy way out because in a multiplayer context where human
players romantically interact with other human players is it as if you let nature take its course. As
he claimed, people find love online all the time and an online world is not any different in this sense
from a physical world. For him, the real challenge is to have a player coming to feel something
akin to love with a virtual character as opposed to another real person. This is very difficult, he
argued, because you cannot force emotions on people. For him, games lack the tools to make

players care for virtual characters.
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Unlike other media, he claimed, games are very bad with character interaction: “Our characters are
very bad and our conversations are even worse” (00:41:31 — 00:41:33). He explained that players
always know that this relationship with the NPC is not real and that is irreparable: this non-real,
which is part of the appeal in most games because players can take risks that they would not
normally be taking in the real world, works against a real emotional response. The bottom-line for
Spector was that “love is not very well suited to games” (00:41:55 — 00:41:56). Games lack the
tools to make the players invested in a romance unless the design is only about turning love to an

arbitrary points-tracking game like the dating-sims, he contended.

The solution for Spector was to improve the virtual characters by better visual design and better
conversation systems: “We need to simulate conversations as well as we simulate worlds”
(00:44:55 — 00:44:57). Commenting on a criticism he received by Zimmerman that people do not
need to feel that something is real so as to experience emotions, like in films, in which people do
not have emotions because they literally believe they are in the film, Spector argued that films do
not work like video games. For films to be successful, they do not need a person from the audience
to feel something, all they need is to make that person believe that the people on the screen are
feeling something and sympathise with them. In Spector’s view, games cannot do empathy, since
there is no distance between the player and the character. The player is the character so they either

feel what the character feels or they do not.

Zimmerman persisted in his position claiming that in war games you do not need to have the
physiological or psychological implications of war to provide the players with meaningful
representations of war. In this regard, to have the player feel love in a game does not mean that
they should have the same psychosomatic reactions that they would have when falling in love in
the physical world. To that, Spector replied that Wright’s game in this sense was a very good idea
because having a war-zone scenario even for a single-player game would make it more likely that
the player would feel something for the virtual character. Wright agreed to that, contending that

risk can be converted into social currency.

This brought the end of the session. The audience voted which game idea they liked best. Wright’s
online multiplayer concept won but interestingly enough Spector’s non-game talk won over
Koster’s party game design. He may not have come up with a game, yet he addressed the challenges
of including love in video games in an informed manner. He named a couple of games that come
close to make the player feel something for its virtual characters, but for him this was very limited

representation out of all the games that get published each year. He emphasised that if games ever
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manage to improve their virtual characters, then they could offer better content as a whole and
would appeal to a whole new group of people. More than that, as Zimmerman expressed, they

would maybe even help us “find something about love” (00:06:25 — 00:06:26).

2.1. To Love and to Romance

From the above discussion, it can be concluded that the most challenging aspect of love in games
is when players are invited to participate in a love story with a virtual character. In Wright’s game,
it is human players who play so falling in love is much easier; they know that there is another
human player behind the other part of the screen. Koster’s game did not require such involvement
from its players. The love story was not their own but instead was turned into a puzzle they had to
solve. Indeed, it is when players experience a love story in which they are actively involved and
they share with an NPC that most tensions arise. Paraphrasing Spector, it is very difficult, if not

impossible, for a game to force the feelings of love to a player.

Is this a technological problem as Wright argued and Spector suggested? Is it that technology is not
there yet to allow games to offer believable romances between a player and an NPC? Or is it a
medium deficiency? Should both players and designers simply accept that games are not good at
love or rather that they can only offer a simplified and limited experience of it? Games as systems
of code turn love into an algorithmic process. But can love ever be so structured? Before answering
this question, I first bring the attention to an important confusion that needs to be avoided: the

equation of the experience of love with the representation of love as content.

In other media, the distinction is clearer. When I read a romance novel, like Pride and Prejudice
(Austen 2004), I do not fall in love myself. Instead, I read about a love story between two fictional
characters, Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth. Equally, when I watch a movie adaptation of the same novel,
[ witness a love story as a spectator. While it is true that my emotional state is affected by the events
that transpire in the fictional setting of the movie and the novel respectively, my feelings are not
the same with those I experience when I fall in love in my real life. This discrepancy does not mean
that neither novel nor movie are able to afford love. They include love as representation. Even if
my experience of reading the novel or watching the movie does not match my experience of falling
in love, I am still affected by the love story that unfolds before me. Saying that a novel or a movie
or a work of art, for that matter, cannot portray love as long as they cannot make the audience feel

as if they fall in love is a preposterous expectation.
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So why should we require such a thing from games? Indeed, in games, things get more complicated
because the player’s engagement with the game is not imaginary anymore but extranoematic. This
does not mean that all other media besides games afford love in the same way or that all games
afford love in the same way. Yet, the difference between games and other media when it comes to
love is a singular one: If I would play a Pride and Prejudice-inspired game, 1 would no longer be
a distinct observer but part of the action. This immediately turns my passive consumption of a love
story into an active involvement in a love story. Does this mean that my experience in a game
should be the same with when I fall in love? If it is not, then does this mean that games cannot
afford love? I argue that this is not the case. Games are able to afford love if love in this context is

not understood as my falling in love but as a lived representation of a love story.

This understandably changes the experience of the love story, in the same way that my reading
Pride and Prejudice and watching it as a movie are different experiences. It is true that games have
historically exhibited some difficulty in their depiction of love for reasons analysed more closely
later in the thesis. This does not speak of a medium-deficiency, however. Instead, I position love’s
challenge as an opportunity for games to diversify their medium practices. Yet what is of import is
that whether games afford love and whether human players fall in love with computer-generated
characters are two separate, albeit connected, questions. When one examines love in games as part
of player experience, they should be careful of the distinction and aware as to what point they

address.

In this thesis, I cover both aspects. I begin with the question of whether games afford love and
finish with the question of whether human players fall in love with NPCs. To answer the first
question, I argue that games can afford the experience of the representation of love. In games,
players can indeed have an experience of love by engaging with a designed manifestation of it. In
this case, love is to be understood as a feeling separate from falling in love. This feeling is akin to
pleasure and satisfaction, which can be experienced only through mediation. This understanding of
love, I recognise as romance. Romance means to experience love in a constructed fashion. In other
media, this experience is imagined. In games, it is lived. Yet it continues to be a different experience

from love.

This conceptual differentiation allows games to successfully include romantic content without the
requirement that the players fall in love. Moreover, this discrepancy is not useful only in games.
As will be highlighted in later chapters, our experience of love is informed by the experience of its

representation. Thus, understanding this discrepancy between love and romance helps us to discern
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our experience of actually falling in love. This concerns not only games but our cultural paradigm

as we know it. In games, this demarcation between love and romance becomes as evident as ever,

which accentuates their value as texts of critical analysis.

As already argued from the previous chapter, players may become interested in game characters

for whom there is no romantic option available. For example, in Witcher 3 (CD Project Red 2015),

I became infatuated with two NPCs that had no romantic interaction with Geralt, the avatar, and as

Figure 1 - Olgierd von Everec,
Witcher 3

such with me as the player. In the DLC Hearts of Stone, Geralt
meets a nobleman named Olgierd von Everec. Olgierd is burdened
by a tragic past that Geralt is called to unravel and, eventually,
solve. Geralt, however, has no romantic story with Olgierd. The
game does not afford any mechanics for the player to engage him in
such a manner. Hence, the game may instigate romantic feelings to
the player for Olgierd, irrespective of their ability to romance him.
One may argue, that Olgierd was written in a way to entice the
romantic feelings of the players. He is handsome, mysterious, and
his personal drama, which the player experiences through dream-
like sequences, concerns a haunting love story with a heart-

breaking ending.

Yet there are NPCs that have no romantic involvement whatsoever and can still invoke romantic

feelings to the player. Such an example was for me Regis from the game’s Blood and Wine DLC.

Regis is a vampire and a good friend of Geralt, who helps him catch
the culprit of a series of murders. Just like Olgierd, Regis has no
romance story with Geralt/player but neither has he with any NPC
for that matter. Unlike Olgierd, he does not appear to invite romance
all that much. He is rather ugly with pale, wrinkled skin and receding
grey hair. He lives the life of a hermit avoiding society and company.
At the same time, he is one of the most brilliant, eloquent, and
cultured characters the player meets, which for me maximised his
appeal. In that, Regis became my romantic interest of choice
irrespective of the fact that I could not romance him in any shape,

way, or form.

Figure 2 - Emiel Regis Rohellec
Terzieff-Godefroy, Witcher 3
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This shows that a game can afford the experience of love even if it does not afford the experience
of aromance. As such, the two experiences should not be used interchangeably when one examines
love in games. How games can afford the experience of love and whether these feelings are actually
love are two questions that, as said before, will be answered in the later part of the current thesis.
Here, it is important to first make the distinction between love and romance clearer. When it comes
to love, its experience and its expression are so closely interlinked that it is difficult to discern the
two. This is particularly true in games because we do not have a mere representation of love but
the experience of this representation. I argue that romance should be treated as the semiotic
manifestation of love, which results, by default, in valorisation and codification subject to

discourse.

Loving in a game and romancing in a game are two separate experiences. Love may indeed be
impervious to codification, planning, and strategising, but romance is not. Romance is a designed
experience and its pleasure resides in its ability to be highly codified. In particular, as will be
discussed in later chapters, we enjoy consuming romantic texts, in whatever form, exactly because
they constitute a fantasy of procedural love: a love that despite challenges, disturbances, and
turbulences will still persevere and belong to us filling our life with meaning and satisfaction. In
that, romance as a genre and game experience fits perfectly with the algorithmic nature of games.
Romance requires codification and a predetermined outcome while keeping the appearance that it
does not. To show what I mean with that, I turn to a very popular implementation of romance in

games, at least in the earlier days of the medium; the damsel in distress trope.

2.2. Damsel in Distress

It is a time of darkness. While the Sultan is off fighting a foreign war, his Grand Vizier Jaffar
has seized the reins of power. Throughout the land, the people groan under the yoke of
tyranny, and dream of better days. You are the only obstacle between Jaffar and the throne.
An adventurer from a foreign land, innocent of palace intrigues, you have won the heart of
the Sultan’s lovely young daughter. And in so doing, you have unwittingly made a powerful
enemy. On Jaffar’s, orders, you are arrested, stripped of your sword and possessions, and
thrown into the Sultan’s dungeons. As for the Princess, Jaffar gives her a choice, and an hour
to decide: Marry him — or die. Locked in her room high in the palace tower, the Princess rests
all her hopes on you. For when the last sands drain from the hourglass, her choice can bring
only a throne for the Grand Vizier... a new reign of terror for his long-suffering subjects...
and death for the brave youth who might have been... Prince of Persia.

Thus begins the user’s guide booklet accompanying Prince of Persia (Brederbund 1989). It informs
the player of the setting of the game and their mission: stop the villain and rescue the princess. This
thematically surmises the damsel in distress trope. According to the trope, the player has to save

the playable character’s romantic partner, who has been abducted by the game’s villain, by

39



overcoming challenges and/or defeating evil adversaries. This type of mechanic positions games
as part of the long tradition of romances: stories about the perilous adventures of a hero trying to
save the woman he loves (Singer 1984). In games, romance is nearly as old as the medium. In 1985,
Mario’s love for Princess Peach was the backstory for Super Mario Bros (Nintendo) and the raison
d'étre behind his rescue efforts. The same rationale follows the Legend of Zelda (Nintendo 1986),

in which Link, a young boy, saves Princess Zelda of Hyrule from Ganon, Prince of Darkness.

Out of the above examples, only in Prince of Persia there is a love relationship clearly stated in the
instructions of the game. In both Super Mario and Zelda, there is no reference to a romantic
relationship between the hero and the respective princess. It is in later games that this relationship
becomes more fleshed out, especially between Mario and Peach. The intertextuality of the trope,
however, imbues the games with certain character dynamics that affect the interpretation and/or
experience of the games, their actual narrative notwithstanding.”® After all, the trope is far from
medium-specific. Sarkeesian (2013a) traces it back to the short film Barney Oldfield’s Race for a
Life (Sennett 1913), which features for the first time a woman being tied to railroad tracks by a

moustache-twirling villain.

Sarkeesian (2013a) also makes the connection between the trope and the medieval romance
literature, in whose works a wandering knight saves a defenceless woman proving thus his chivalry,
prowess, and virtue. She actually positions the source of the trope to the myth of Perseus, who saves
Andromeda from a sea monster. In games, she claims, one of the first instances of the trope was
Miyamoto’s 1979 arcade game Sheriff (Nintendo): “In it a vague female-shaped collection of
pixels, referred to as The Beauty, must be rescued from a pack of bandits” (Sarkeesian 2013a).
Miyamoto’s design was further developed in Donkey Kong (Nintendo 1981). According to
Sarkeesian (2013a), inspired by both the movie King Kong and the animated series Popeye, the
Sailor, Donkey Kong features a male hero, Jump Man, who must save a damsel, named The Lady
or in later versions Pauline, from a giant ape. Jump Man and Pauline eventually evolved into Mario

and Princess Peach.

13 Notably, Tomb Raider writer Rhianna Pratchett has commented in an interview that it was not her intention
to have Lara in a romantic relationship. Nevertheless, in the game (Crystal Dynamics 2013), the player as
Lara Croft has to save Lara’s friend, Sam, from a male-only cult. Pratchett noted that “people sort of projected
that there was more going on to that relationship because of that” (Lejacq 2013).
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From early on, games implemented this trope as an effective way to make the player invested in
the game. Schafer (Pearce 2003) explains why the damsel trope seems a good solution for creating
a game with motivation for both the player and the player character “An emotional connection is a
strong motivation, and a damsel is a convenient way to do that.” If only the narrative of the story
states that the avatar has to go and find this girl, the player may have no intention of actually doing
that and instead, explore the world through other means. The game design must provide incentives

to the player for them to actually want to go and find this girl.

On the same premise function, for example, Vampire: The Masquerade — Redemption (Nihilistic
Software 2000), where the player as vampire Christof has to save his beloved nun Anezka,
Psychonauts (Double Fine Productions 2005), where Raz goes on a mission to save Lili from the
evil Dr. Loboto, Red Steel (Ubisoft 2006), in which Scott Munroe needs to rescue his abducted
fiancé Miyu Sato, and Devil May Cry 4 (Capcom 2008), which is about a young demon hunter
named Nero, who has to defeat an army of demons and save his love interest, Kyrie. The setting of
each game is different, the challenges are different, the mechanics and the gameplay may differ,

but the overarching trope remains the same.

Admittedly, in recent years this premise has begun to lose applicability, at least as the main
narrative. Yet it still perseveres as a major or minor plot point, as in Broken Sword Il (Revolution
Software 1997), in which the player as George Stobbart spends the first half of the game searching
for his lost girlfriend, Nicole Collard. In Dead Space (EA Redwood Shores 2008), the player
assumes the role of Isaac Clarke in search of his girlfriend, Nicole Brennan, aboard a spaceship. In
some games, it is part of an optional quest like in The Witcher 2 (CD Projekt Red 2011), in which
the player may choose to go and save an NPC.* Alternatively, it has been subverted to parody as
in Fat Princess (Titan Studios 2009), a game in which the players compete in teams to rescue a
princess and return her to their camp, and The Bard’s Tale (InXile Entertainment 2004), in which
the player plays as a hero who is not interested in saving the princess until he is offered sexual

rewards.

Rightfully so, the trope has been condemned as sexist (Salter and Blodgett 2017). Indeed, it is

usually a straight white male avatar trying to save a female NPC. The female characters are

14 Even as recent as in the game Death Stranding (Kojima Productions 2019), we find allusions to the trope.
In the game, the protagonist, Sam Bridges, learns from his sister, Amelie Strand, that she manipulated him
to come and save her to further her own mission. Upon this revelation, Sam remarks: “Great. So I'm Mario
and you’re Princess Peach.” Sam and Amelie are siblings yet this does not change the dynamics of the trope.
Sam goes on a quest to save her because he loves her and the player as Sam along with him.
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predominantly depicted as powerless and are only used as a plot device or a reward to the player’s
actions (Trépanier-Jobin and Bonenfant 2017). Sarkeesian (2013a) argues that the trope allows all
action to the player character while transforming women in the game as an object to be acted upon.*®
The player is then the subject of the narrative and the damsels “a prize to be won, a treasure to be

found or a goal to be achieved.”

Many games with the damsel trope frame their narrative in that way. The villain takes from the
hero what belongs to him and then the hero must go on a quest to retrieve his possession or at least
exact his revenge for the loss of his possession. This can be attributed to Irigaray’s (1985) theory
of the historical role of women as a currency of exchange. Irigaray depicts patriarchal societies as
based on a trading system in which men are the traders and women the merchandise. Within this
system, the specific, atomised value of each woman vanishes and is instead replaced by her value
as an object which is exchanged between men depending on their needs and desires. The damsels
in video games continue this old tradition of diminished female agency. From a feminist, and queer,
perspective, this representation of love and romance is highly problematic. It is a valid criticism

that will be analysed in more detail in chapter nine.

Nonetheless, does the trope prevent the player from experiencing romance in games with an NPC?
This demands closer consideration because of the argument that this game design does not cater to
the development of feelings of love to the player since they do not interact much — if at all — with
the love interest (Hosking 2014). Instead, the player is being told about their love for the NPC, who
remains far away from the action of the game and the player. Yet, as already argued, love and

romance are not the same. Indeed, the player is able to experience romance in games if one

15 Sarkeesian further argues that instead of providing agency to the damsel or removing the trope altogether,
many games make up for this lack of player attachment through violent and brutal images of female bodies.
This sensationalism becomes more prominent in what Sarkeesian calls the woman in the fridge trope. This
trope was coined in the late 1990s by comic book writer Gail Simone “to describe the trend of female comic
book characters that are routinely brutalized or killed-off as a plot device designed to move the male
character’s story arc forward.” According to Sarkeesian (2013a), this trope is especially prevalent in games
and is paired quite often with the damsel plot, since “both involve female characters who have been reduced
to states of complete powerlessness by the narrative.” The woman in the fridge trope increases the emotional
investment of the player in the damsel in distress by exploiting the female suffering and transforming the
damsel into an object of sacrifice.

Following this vein, Adams (2017) examines the resistance of the trope of female sacrifice in games.
Mirroring Sarkeesian, they trace the trope back to Perseus and Andromeda and connect it with Bataille’s
(1990) treatise on female sacrifice as erotic. Adams claims that in video games, Andromeda takes on the
functionality of the damsel in distress character. This translates the appeal of the damsel in distress arc in
video games to a scopophilic pleasure of the player in participating both in the preparation of the sacrifice
and in averting it; in whole, as an opportunity for heroism.
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understands romance as a specific representation of love that is achieved through challenges and

adversities.

Specifically, I argue that players are able to experience romance in games because games represent
the relationship of the player to the NPC as part of a valorised challenge. To contend this, I turn to
the origins of romance as a literary genre. In the following section, I show how romance is
historically associated with love in the form of a highly codified and designed representation
thereof. Moreover, | argue that romantic love, the love found in romances, is indeed found in games.
Games constitute actualisations of the romance with all the adversities it includes and as such
realise the experience of romantic love. They are more than mere representations of romantic love

and romances. They are romantic love substantialised.

2.3. Games as Romantic Love

In the previous section, we already saw that many games position love as a reward to a player’s
successful journey — in both literal and figurative sense. The player assumes the role of a lone hero,
who has to overcome challenges and as a reward, they get the love. This can be the main plot or a
subplot. Also, the challenges can take various forms from defeating adversaries and mastering
kinaesthetic obstacles to solving puzzles and choosing the right dialogue options. Notwithstanding
the particularities in terms of representation and mechanics, those games follow the tradition of a
romance (Chapman 2016): a lone hero overcomes obstacles and defeats adversaries for the woman

he loves. As such, I argue that they constitute manifestations of the experience of romantic love.

To show this, I first position romances and romantic love in their appropriate historical moment.
The word romance derives from the Old French romanz, which meant “written in the vernacular,
in contrast with the written form of literary Latin” (Whitehead and Vinaver 2019). Progressively,
the term came to signify the works written in this language. In the 12th century Europe, troubadours
and trobairitz, female troubadours, in the beginning courtiers themselves and later professionals,
were composing and performing with the accompaniment of music poems in their native lenga d'oc
(Reddy 2012). The subject matter of those romances pertained to the fin'amor between a knight
and a lady: a love so strong that it persevered through a long list of misfortunes, struggles, and

impediments.*® The love found in the romances, romantic love, was shaped to the form of culture.

16 See for example, Le Roman de Troie (Benoit de Sainte-Maure 1987), Floire et Blancheflor (Grieve 2006),
Le Roman de la Rose (Arden 1987), and the poems by Marie de France (2011) and William of Aquitaine
(Egan 1985).

43



Indeed, romantic love was so codified that it emerged as a modus vivendi and operandi, the

prescripts of which survive to this day (De Rougemont 1983).

Prototypical of the genre is the story between Sir Lancelot and Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur.
The legend of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table was already known from oral Celtic
myths. Still, it was Chrétien de Troyes who developed the narrative to that of a romance in his work
Lancelot: The Knight of the Cart (1997). In it, Sir Lancelot goes on a quest to save Queen Guinevere
from an evil prince. To do so, he has to overcome several obstacles and face many perils. In the

end, after having proven himself worthy, he is rewarded with the Queen’s clandestine love.

At one point, Lancelot faces the dilemma of riding a cart, as suggested by the title. This cart, we
are told by the poet, is used “for every kind of criminal” (1997, p. 11-12). It is so ignoble that
everyone who rode on it “lost all honour and joy” (p. 12). Lancelot hesitates: “Reason, which
warred/With Love, warned him to take care;/It taught and advised him never/To attempt anything
likely/To bring him shame or reproach” (p. 13). In the end, he decides, against his better judgment,
to ride the cart so as to gain information about Guinevere: “He listened/To Love, and quickly
jumped in,/Putting all sense of shame/Aside, as Love had commanded (p. 13).” The poet describes
in detail how shameful for Lancelot the ride with the cart would be to make his final decision in
the name of love all the more significant. Lancelot’s love defies all social standards and even the

responsibility to oneself to the point of willing sacrifice.

At the same time, Lancelot finds value in his love. Chrétien assures us that love chooses only the
worthy hearts, meaning that only worthy people can experience the noble sentiment of love, which
increases, in turn, their worth: “Love's approval being worth/A great deal. And Love valued/Our
knight higher than any” (p. 40). Lancelot’s value is then inexorably linked to his ability to love.
Interestingly enough, Lancelot in love is a more worthy Lancelot. In spite of his sacrifices, his love
makes him a better version of himself. Or rather it is because of his sacrifices that Lancelot proves
to be more courageous, more righteous, and more virtuous through his adventures in the name of
love. He defies his moral and physical limits and it is due to love that he manages to defeat all his
adversaries. Most importantly, Lancelot’s power is revealed to him only after he perseveres in the
name of love. He discovers the strength love endows him with gradually, with every obstacle he
overcomes. Love is the catalyst that has Lancelot learning and exploring his better self every step

of the way.

To understand the workings of such sublimity, one needs to contextualise romances and their
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purpose. As Huizinga explains in his 1924 book Waning of the Middle Ages (1987), romances
depict an era in which chivalry prevailed as an aesthetic ideal. Chivalry was a code of conduct and
a set of rules of ethical dimension, which aristocratic and noble populace aspired to (Rudorff 1974;
Jones 2011). In actuality, everyday life was rather different encompassing the whole
multifacetedness of human pathos; greed, rivalry, deceit, infidelity, etc. (Kaeuper 2016). Chivalry
was rather an act or a pretence that helped people retain an unattainable example of magnanimity
in all parts of life. Set against the cruelty and pettiness of human existence, chivalry was a constant
challenge the elite needed to maintain to differentiate themselves from the basic behaviours that

characterised the uncivilised plebe.

In this spirit of the time, love upheld a special place in signifying the refinement of self and culture
(Tuchman 2011, p. 57). Through it, one could discern themselves from the sexual instincts that
accompany all and the material considerations of marital relationships. Chivalrous love granted no
other gain than love itself. The operative characteristic and what attributed romantic love its
importance was that it had to be challenging: “It is sensuality transformed into the craving for self-
sacrifice, into the desire of the male to show his courage, to incur danger, to be strong, to suffer and
to bleed before his ladylove” (Huizinga 1987, p. 76).'” It was through challenge and personal

suffering that one proved to be chivalrous and thus their sentiment gained the status of love.

Romantic love is shown to be a constructed experience of feeling rather than an a priori self-
contained sentiment. This becomes more apparent when one takes into consideration that romantic
love was primarily found in literature (Paz 1995; Barber 1980). In romances, we witness this
transformation of desire to love through challenges, adversities, and obstacles. Romantic love
originated from the authored verses of the romantic poems and it is there that one mostly comes
across it; it is a literary convention more than anything else. Indeed, people loved and desired and
some of them must have tried to refine this feeling according to the code and prescripts of romantic
love. Yet the transformation of human sentiment to romantic love through challenges was mostly

witnessed in the designed patterns of fiction; in love’s representation rather than its experience.

17 In the descriptive language of Tuchman (2011): “As its justification, courtly love was considered to ennoble
a man, to improve him in every way. It would make him concerned to show an example of goodness, to do
his utmost to preserve honour, never letting dishonour touch himself or the lady he loved. On a lower scale,
it would lead him to keep his teeth and nails clean, his clothes rich and well groomed, his conversation witty
and amusing, his manners courteous to all, curbing arrogance and coarseness, never brawling in a lady’s
presence. Above all, it would make him more valiant, more preux; that was the basic premise. He would be
inspired to greater prowess, would win more victories in tournaments, rise above himself in courage and
daring” (p. 61).
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Actually, as Huizinga informs us, literature alone did not suffice. People were not satisfied to only
read about romantic love, they wanted to experience it, experience this designed construct that is.
For that, people turned to another form to bestow style on sentiment: sports, and games,

tournaments and jousts:

The warlike sports of the Middle Ages [...] overloaded with pomp and decoration full of
heroic fancy, they serve to express romantic needs too strong for mere literature to satisfy.
The realities of court life or a military career offered too little opportunity for the fine make-
belief of heroism and love, which filled the soul. So they had to be acted. The staging of the
tournament, therefore, had to be that of romance (Huizinga 1987, p. 81).

Romantic games were then staged executions of romantic love.'® In them, the participants were
able to experience a series of challenges, which transformed their desire to something more refined,
romantic love that is. What they were essentially seeking was this transcendence or sublimity. What
was important was the sentiment of desire, which in the context of the tournament became
something more potent and structured than anything real life could offer them. It was an experience
they could manipulate and recognise, thus manage and achieve. They could prove better than the
other participants but more so they could prove better than themselves; they had the opportunity to
elevate their want to passion and romantic love separating hence themselves from the commoners,
the non-initiated. This process was imperative to their satisfaction because their desires were
allowed to be fulfilled only after the successful overcoming of the various obstacles. Through their
tangible sacrifice and suffering, their sentiment would be proven honourable. For that, the games

were constructed as such to allow them so.°

2.4. Digital Games as Romantic Love

A game was then a formulation of experience more than anything else. The tournaments and jousts
were designed in such a way so as to allow their participants the experience of romantic love, which
was the transformation of their desire through challenges. Romance in digital games as the codified

manifestation of a sentiment follows the same principle. Games are designed experiences that allow

18 Yalom (2004) has argued that chess during the same period was also used as metaphor of the conquest of
love among the nobility. Tuchman (2011) also draws similar connections, albeit not that directly: “If
tournaments were an acting-out of chivalry, courtly love was its dreamland” (p. 60). For further information
on the subject see also Barber and Barker (1989) and Keen (1990).

19 This understandably does not mean that tournaments by default were experienced only in this way. They
were constructed according to chivalrous rules but they were also deeply connected with violence and
fighting (Kaeuper 1999). It is to be expected that a person would participate in a tournament with a warrior’s
predisposition — interested in honing his military skills, claim monetary gains, and/or simply winning —
instead of a knight’s focus on honour and love. As was previously shown, chivalry was a moral system so it
enabled an array of practices, some of them contradictory or opposing. In the same way that the code
transformed desire to romantic love, a person who followed the code was transformed from a warrior to a
knight and a gentleman (Barber 1980).
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their players the possibility to manifest and satisfy their desire, which is to overcome obstacles and
prove to be better by the end of the game; masters of their own wishes. As a matter of fact, Cremin
(2009) contends that in digital games the pleasure the player gets from satisfying their desire is

more important than the fictional representation of the object of this desire.?°

Wirman (2015) comments on this phenomenon arguing that Princess Peach from the Super Mario
games actually represents the player’s love for the game rather than for an individual character.
Wirman posits Princess Peach in the same frame of the damsel in distress trope. Princess Peach’
role is very limited in the games themselves.*' Nonetheless, as Wirman concludes, this does not
decrease the player’s investment and attachment to her. The player loves Peach because they need
to rescue her: “We want the princess; we pay for someone to trap her in order to have a challenge
in the first place” (p. 183). Players love Peach because she comes as part of the challenge. To the
player, the challenge is more important than Peach herself; Peach simply represents the success in

an aesthetically pleasing way.

This is phenomenally shown in the game Loved (2010) by Alexander Ocias. The game is a
platformer whose gameplay and imagery intentionally resembles that of Super Mario in a black
and white version. It starts off by asking the player if they are a man or a woman. Depending on
the response, the game positions them in the role of a boy or a girl instead displaying from the very
beginning that the game is the one holding the power of signification. Throughout its short duration,
the game provides the players with instructions — or rather commands. The player has the choice to

follow them or ignore them. Their actions result in textual affirmations or reproaches respectively.

20 1t is interesting to note that neuroimaging findings have pointed towards a connection between romantic
love and video games. In particular, experiments have shown that the same brain area related to love and
attraction gets activated while playing video games (Koepp et al. 1998; Bartels and Zeki 2000). Admittedly,
this correlation demands much further research so as to provide conclusive results.

21 Except for one title of the original series, in which she is a playable character, see: Super Mario Bros 2
(Nintendo 1988).
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LOVED (2010)

Figure 3 - Loved by Alexander Ocias

For example, at one point the game orders the player to travel the lower path. If they do, they get
the encouragement “Good girl.” If they do not, they receive the objurgation “Ugly creature.” Every
time the player fails or chooses not to follow the game’s instructions, the game punishes them by
becoming increasingly difficult. The more times the player disobeys the more difficult the game
gets. As a reaction to the player’s defiance, the game starts to visually break. The smooth
background of the game gradually becomes infested with coloured, flashy blocks that disrupt the

artwork’s seamlessness and lower the player’s effectivity since they distract their attention.

The game is a meta-commentary on how what we as players basically love is the code.?> The game
articulates the prescripts of the code as god-like commands and shows appreciation only if the
player abides by it. If the player disobeys, the game punishes them and addresses them in a
degrading manner: “You disgust me.” Even though the player can make some choices, the outcome
of those choices is again a way to reaffirm the absolute power of the code. “Do I own your body or
your mind?” the game asks. If the player answers the body, the command reads “Dance for me.” If

they answer the mind, the text orders them to beg.

22 Loved’s function as a metatext can also be posited by its self-characterisation as a short story rather than a
game.
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LOVED (2010)

Figure 4 - Loved by Alexander Ocias

The dialectic relationship is between the player and the code. After the player manages to overcome
the obstacles, what they earn is the code. They have proven that they belong to the code by
mastering its commands: “I am so happy that you are mine” the screen reads, “I loved you always.”
The love the player gets is pre-defined and the way to achieve it is pre-defined as well. The code
has the love and the player has to unlock the passage to it by completing the rite of worth, to show
that they adhere to the rules set by the game. If the player does not comply with the rules, the game
asks: “Why do you hate me? I loved you.” Then it finishes with the player receiving nothing. If the
player follows the rules, they get awarded the title of a man or a woman, the proof of their valour
and honour that they have successfully finished the rite. The game also rewards them with a single

coin, a reminder that what matters is not the prize at the end but the servitude to the code.

Loved shows that the set of rules is what makes romantic love. Desire becomes romantic love
because of the challenge and the challenge is provided because of the code, so romantic love is
provided by the code. Romantic love is not happening despite the code but due to it. In physical
games, it was the code of chivalry conduct; in digital games, the code is encompassed in the game
itself. The power of the code is so absolute that takes on the form of a monotheistic god. It is no
happenstance that the culture of romantic love in southern France coincides in time and form with
the emergence of the cult of the Virgin Mary in northern France and Paris in particular (Lindberg
2008). Romantic love and divine love are both expressions of the same need; to transform a basic
human desire to something greater and more refined: “for the ability to love in this way at all was

the distinguishing human mark, defining man’s superiority to the animal, which cannot shape its

49



instincts and desires in an ideal mould.” (Warner 2013, p. 138).% In one case, this love was targeted
towards a noblewoman; in the other, it was towards Virgin Mary and, by extension, God. Yet what
is responsible for this transformation that the followers of both strive for is their adherence to the

code of conduct.”*

Romance is highly codified. This does not negate its value as an expression of love. As a matter of
fact, romantic love is still considered the prime example of refined love dictating to this day to a
great extent what love should be, both as representation and as experience. Still, romantic love
entails problematic elements that have already been touched upon in this chapter: most notably the
sexist and binary tropes and whether this codification is actually love or only a narcissistic misprint
of it. This problematising of romantic love as a cultural paradigm is a sequela that will be explored
further in the following chapters. It may seem paradoxical that what appeared as a challenge for
game design resulted in a discussion for the analysis, deconstruction, and potential relexicalisation
of love in general. I frame it as a prime potential for digital games to improve their love content

and, at the same time, help conceptualise love in a more informed manner.

Summary

In this chapter, I argued that games can afford romantic love because they constitute a designed
experience of challenge. Games that are based on the tradition of romances, a lone hero who fights
for the lady he loves, are able to offer to the player the experience of romantic love because they
give the player the chance to satisfy their desire through playing. According to Huizinga, games
already from the Middle Ages were structured as representations of chivalrous romances to allow
their participants this transcendence of desire to romantic love, which was only possible due to their
challenges. As such, romantic love was afforded by the set of rules that accompanied the culture of
chivalry and it was a direct product of their application to one’s conduct, desire and passion

included.

Equally in digital games, the code of the game gives the players the opportunity to satisfy their
desire because of the obstacles they need to overcome. Romantic love is not a feeling the player is

exposed to because of the reward, the damsel in distress that is. Instead, it is an experience of a

23 Warner does not equate romantic love with the love for Virgin Mary, at least in its initial form. She does
claim, nonetheless, that there is a unity between the two which eventually made possible for aspirers of
romantic love to find expression of their sentiment in the following of Virgin Mary.

24 Further on that, May (2011; 2019) has argued that love has progressively taken the place of religious faith.
This gains a significant bearing if one takes into consideration that chivalry, which inspired romantic love,
was inspired as a moral system “intended to fuse the religious and martial spirits and somehow bring the
fighting man into accord with Christian theory” (Tuchman 2011, p. 57).
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culturally defined representation of love offered throughout the process of the game, the
culmination of which is the point of reward. One has to go through the rite of adversities to be able
to achieve this experience. As such, it was shown that it is not about the reward but instead about
the challenge. Digital games are then arguably the most appropriate medium to offer romantic love.
If love is unquantifiable, romance most certainly is not. It is a highly codified experience. This
further shows that the experience of romance should not be equated with the experience of love,
but also that the two are culturally linked. This direction is explored in the following chapters,
together with the ramifications this may entail for how we conceptualise and experience love in

general.
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Chapter 3
The Persistence of Romance
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In 2018, researchers from the Technological Educational Institute of Crete managed to decode more
than 50% of the inscriptions on the Phaistos disk (Owens 2018). The disk is an artefact dating
allegedly to 17th century BC found in the Minoan palace of Phaistos, southern Crete (Andreeva
2020). Dr. Gareth Owens, head of the research, claims that the Phaistos disk is a prayer dedicated
to the pregnant Aphrodite (Owens 2018). This claim is not farfetched given the prominence of
female deities in the Minoan and Aegean religions of the time. Indeed, the worship of femininity,
reaching its apotheosis in the cult of Aphrodite, had influenced everyday life and the ethics and
habits in the then Hellenic region, while also inspiring numerous works of art: sculptures, pottery,

temples, and fiction (Breitenberger 2007).

In ancient times, the revered Aphrodite was the goddess of beauty and love. With her power, she
could humble mortals and immortals alike. Because of her, Zeus had committed adultery in more
ways and forms than one. She was responsible for havoc, atrocities, and wars. It is Aphrodite that
promises Helen to Paris and helps them elope to Troy, an event which led to the siege and eventual
sack of Troy (Homer 2015). Born by sperm and blood, Aphrodite encompassed the complex nature
of this thing called love. Her constant entourage was comprised of minor deities that represent the
different aspects of love: copulation, unrequited passion, courting, desire, wedding, longing, and

yearning.

Undoubtedly, her most important companion was Eros. According to some myths, Eros was the
son of Aphrodite; according to some others, he was the son of both Aphrodite and Ares, the god of
war. Hesiod in his Theogony (2017) tells of Eros as one of the primordial gods together with Chaos.
Unlike Aphrodite, who is not impervious to her own powers as we see when she falls madly in love
with mortals Anchises and Adonis among others, Eros seems unaffected by the feelings he causes.

Throughout antiquity, he appears almost sexless: a strategic tool or a weapon of revenge and
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humiliation in the hands of gods. Plato in Phaedrus (2002) categorises him as one of the four divine
manias. Sophocles in Antigone (1962) characterises him as “invincible” in battle; a generic force

more than a concrete personification.?

It is only in the late 2nd century CE that Eros becomes Latin Cupid and the protagonist of his own
story (Paz 1995). The Golden Ass by Apuleius (1998) is the only Latin novel of the era that has
survived in its entirety. In the book, the main character, Lucius, while trying to perform a magic
spell to transform himself into a bird, is accidentally transformed into an ass. Along the way in his
effort to reverse the spell, he meets a different set of characters, all of whom narrate tales and stories
to him. One of those stories is Cupid and Psyche. Psyche is a princess, the youngest daughter of
three, praised for her beauty. So beautiful is she that men travel from other countries to behold her
instead of visiting the worshipping sites of Venus. This causes Venus’ rage and the goddess of
beauty, full of jealousy, asks her son, Cupid, to make Psyche fall in love with the vilest, most

miserable creature possible.

Cupid not only has the ability to do so, but he is described as having no moral qualms: he is amoral,
by nature prone to mischief, scorning public justice and law (1998, p. 7). Yet Cupid himself cannot
resist the power of beauty. He falls for the beautiful Psyche. He takes her as his wife but only goes
to her at night and leaves her in the morning to conceal his true self. He specifically forbids her to
try and see him in the light. Psyche’s sisters, envious of her, convince her to light a lamp the next
time her husband returns. After Cupid lies to sleep, Psyche, afraid her husband is a monster, heeds
her sisters’ advice. When she witnesses Cupid’s divine beauty, she falls in love with him. Alas, oil
from the lamp drops on Cupid and he, having been hurt, wakes up. He realises that Psyche has
disobeyed his orders. He abandons her and then Psyche wanders the earth looking for her lost love.
She has to face many struggles until she proves herself worthy of his love. She finally reunites with
Cupid and they happily marry as equals. Their daughter is named Voluptas, desire, the

personification of the connection between eros and psyche.

3.1. Love Origins
In Cupid and Psyche, Psyche has to prove herself to her lover by completing different tasks and
challenges, a theme that has survived unaltered to this day as we also see in prominent game

examples discussed throughout the thesis, such as Dragon Age. She loves to the point of self-

25 A fact which also explains the lack of temples dedicated strictly to his worship. Most of the temples, he
shares with Aphrodite and other deities, even though there are a couple of centres devoted solely to his cult,
see Pausanias (2014) and Atsma (2019).
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abnegation. She devotes herself to the person she loves, who for her is the one and only, with no
reservations, and by doing so she shows her merit. As Paz (1995) comments, Cupid and Psyche is
the primordial example of the Western love story, which is distilled in the term romantic love.
Many theorists claim that romantic love is strictly a Western product (Yalom 2018; Goode 1959;
Hsu 1981; Culler 1997). This argument stems from Denis de Rougemont’s seminal work Love in
the Western World (1983), in which he traces our contemporary understanding of love back to,
what he calls, the cult of love in the courts of Southern France in the 12th century CE. In this regard,
romantic love concerns a very limited interpretation of love that is confined to the cultural context

responsible for its birth, the main features of which were analysed in chapter two.

How has then romantic love survived as representation to this day? It may not be a code of conduct
per se but it still infuses the ideal of romantic relationships and the experience of love. It seems
improbable that it is strictly a poetic invention of a single time and place. Indeed, it is highly
unlikely that the creation of love can be attributed only to a certain group of poets.?
Notwithstanding how talented they might have been, the perseverance of love as a theme and its
resonance with the general populace cannot be ascribed solely to the artistic intellect of a mere

individual or a class of demiurges.

Yalom (2012) notes that “surely men and women experienced something akin to romantic love
before the twelfth century” (p. 18). However, she limits this trail of thought in referencing examples
from the Bible, Aeneid, the philosophy of Plato, and ancient Greek literature without theorising the
connection — or discrepancy — between these accounts of love and mediaeval romantic love. Paz
(1995) shares the sentiment that romantic love as we know it today was shaped in the courts of
Occitania during the 12th century CE, yet he traces what he names a prehistory of love back to
antiquity and the first novels: Apuleius’s The Golden Ass and the so-called ancient Greek romances.
In acknowledging Greek romances as the invention, or at least the seed, of romance, he coincides

with Foucault (1986), Whitmarsh (2011), Perry (1967), and Rohde (1914).

Dating from 1st century BCE to 3rd century CE, there are only five Greek romance novels that
have survived in their entirety: Callirhoe and Xenophon by Chariton, Anthia and Habrocomes by
Xenophon of Ephesus, Leucippe and Clitophon by Achilles Tatius, Daphnis and Chloe by Longus,
and Charicleia and Theagenes by Heliodorus (Whitmarsh 2011, p. 5). Despite their different plots,

Greek romances feature a premise very similar to that of courtly love: a couple is separated by fate,

26 Let alone to a single person — William of Aquitaine is considered the father of romantic love (Yalom 2012).
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hardships, and malicious villains and they have to endure adventures and trials before they are

reunited and live happily ever after.

Is it then that the troubadours of Southern France reiterated works already known? To trace such a
clear line between literary genealogies would be simplistic. In actuality, during the middle ages,
those Greek novels were considered lost. Of course, the troubadours of Southern France were likely
inspired by Arabic and Persian poems, which were translations and adaptations of the Greek
romances (Meisami 1987). Notwithstanding the debate surrounding this argument, it seems

impossible that the Greek tales had not shaped, albeit unintentionally, the Mediterranean culture.

Beaton (1980) brings attention to Medieval Greek romances, which continued the tradition of the
ancient Greek romances during the middle ages in Eastern Europe and the Byzantine Empire. These
works were the original tales of courtly love, commissioned by emperors and empresses to be

enjoyed within their court. As Goldwyn (2018) describes:

Though they differ in terms of origin, with some coming from the oral folk tradition, some

from translations of Western sources, some from imitations of the ancient Greek novel, and

some from what might best be termed original imaginative genre fiction, and though they

differ in terms of language, with some in prose and others in verse, and some in the highly

archaizing Attic register and others in the vernacular, what binds them is a certain kind of

subject matter [...] They are describing the trials and tribulations of young lovers who both

defy and embrace the social conventions surrounding romantic marriage, and who wander

from city to country and across the seas before (most often) their eventual happy marriages

(p- 31-32).
3.2. Love Poetry
At the same time, in tracing the lineage of the theme of romantic love one should not overlook the
various folk songs and poems about love. In 1602, in Bibliotheca Palatina, the Palatinate library of
Heidelberg, librarian Jan Gruter discovered a volume of manuscripts dating back to 950 CE
(Bibliotheca Palatina digital n.d.). It was an anthology of Greek short love poems dating from 7™
century BCE to 7™ century CE collected to a single opus by an anonymous demiurge of the
Byzantine Empire. The manuscript, which was named Codex Palatinus Graecus 23 was, most
probably, brought to the German city by an Italian professor, Emilio Porto, who taught at the
University of Heidelberg for some time. His family had initially bought the volume in Ferrara from
some family friends, who in turn had acquired the manuscript from Jovanni Aurispa, an Italian man

of letters, who had transported it along with other collections from Istanbul (Hourmouziadis 2009,

p. 72-73).

These poems exalt the feeling of love with all its tribulations, passion, happiness, and despair it

55



entails: “I send to you a sweet perfume and I favour the perfume and not you for you smell better
than it” (p. 141), “Eros, don’t let me love, or else help me be loved in return: quench the desire or
offer me desire back” (p. 129), and “Two troubles pester me, penury and love; I know how to deal
with the first, but I cannot suffer the fire of the second” (p. 119).>” These poems expand their
influence on much later Greek folk songs; demotic poems that are predominantly oral in form and
laud romantic love in each region’s dialect and idiom. They are laconic, almost elegiac. Despite
their brevity, their content and form bear a great resemblance to the earlier romantic love poems.
Here is an example of a love song from Rhodes in the beginning of 15™ century CE belonging to a

group of songs called xaraloyia, kataloyia, namely vulgar love songs (Politis 1973):

Av néevpa, kvpdroa pov, motE
Bélelg kwvnoer kot wobev BéAelg
owPel pe teg apyovtomovAes, TV
oTpdTay 6oV Vo EUTEYN UNAEG Kot
Kvdmvitoeg kot vepavtlodreg kot
KITPEG KOl SAPVEG KOl LOPGIveg TOV
SpPOLOV GOV TPLAVTAPUAALEG VO, L)
G€ TAVEL 0 NAI0G

If I knew, my little lady, when you
want to start and where you want to
go with the princesses, I'd plant
apples and quinces and oranges and
citruses and laurels and myrtles and
roses on your way to protect you
from the sun (Xrysoudakis and
Floropoulou 2019, p. 303, translated

by me).

The genealogy does not stop there. Oral folk songs and Byzantine poetry are attributed as
successors of the ancient Greek love poetry:

The erotic or love and desire folk song represents one of the oldest groups of folk songs.
Although its temporal origin cannot be determined, certain subjects of its repertoire relate
it with the ancient tradition of Archilochus’ poetry (Kapsomenos 2009, p. 39).
Archilochus, a Greek poet from the island of Paros in the 8th century BCE, wrote many elegies and
iambic poems, an important number of which is dedicated to love:

Passionate love relentlessly twists a cord
under my heart and spreads deep mist on my eyes,
stealing the unguarded brains from my head (Barnstone 2010, p. 11).

I live here miserable and broken with desire,
pierced through to the bones by the bitterness
of this god-given painful love.

O comrade, this passion makes my limbs limp
and tramples over me (p. 12).

While romantic love stricto sensu was still unknown by name, Archilochus’ sentiment is a passion
burning Psyche or Sir Lancelot alike. However, one may trace an important difference regarding
the discourse: the latter examples of romance novels follow a much more predefined trajectory that

culminates in a happy ending providing thus pleasure and satisfaction to their readers. Instead, love

7 Translated by me.
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poetry focuses on the aesthetics of the sentiment itself, which is rather sombre: Archilochus appears
to suffer for his love. In that, one can discern that despite both being representations of love as an
experience, they provide different experiences themselves. In romances, the narrative functions as
a consolatory escape for the audience. In the poems, the pleasure may be found in the pathos itself.
Yet in both cases, it is style and form that are responsible for this experience, which remains a

mediated representation of love.

This can also be seen in the poems of the other very famous lyrical poet of love in ancient Greece.
Sappho, the Lesbian, dedicated most of her works to love. One of the few of her poems saved to
this day is the Prayer to Aphrodite. In the poem, Sappho calls upon the mighty goddess to appear

and help her win her beloved’s favour:

On your dappled throne eternal Afroditi,
cunning daughter of Zeus,

I beg you, do not crush my heart

with pain, O lady,

but come here now if ever before
you heard my voice from far away,
and yielding left your father’s house
of gold and came,

yoking birds to your chariot. Beautiful
quick sparrows whirring on beating wings
took you from heaven down to mid sky
over the dark earth

and soon arrived. O blessed one,
on your deathless face a smile,
you asked me what I am sufferin
and why I call you,

what I want most to happen in

my crazy heart. “Whom shall I persuade
again to take you into her love? Who,

O Psapfo, wrongs you?

If she runs away, soon she will pursue.
If she scorns gifts, now she will bribe.
If she doesn’t love, soon she will love
even unwillingly.”

Come to me now and loosen me

from blunt agony. Labor

and fill my heart with fire. Stand by me
and be my ally (Barnstone 2010, p. 44).

Sappho feels love as an agony so immense that only the goddess of love and beauty can ease. How

Sappho calls upon Aphrodite to help her is evidence of how important it is to her to secure the love
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of the person she wants. So important in fact that she wishes she possessed magic, divine power
which would enable her to make her beloved love her back despite her not wanting to. This is
dictated by the irrational part of her love, which cannot accept the right of the other person to
choose. At first glance, it seems that Sappho’s love negates her favourite’s right to personhood.

Sappho does not hesitate to sacrifice the other woman’s freedom of will to have her all to herself.

Yet, it is exactly in Sappho’s tyrannical wish that the extent of her love is established. She is not
like Aristippus of Cyrene, the hedonist philosopher, who when asked how he did not mind that
hetaera Lais of Corinth did not love him notoriously answered: “Also the wine and fish do not love
me, but I enjoy them both” (Lampe 2015, p. 106). On the contrary, Sappho does mind. She wants
the love of this anonymous woman to the extent of belittling herself to the status of a beggar of
love. It is not always easy to accept the other person’s ability not to love us back and this suffering
permeates Sappho’s prayer; a much more brutal account of love in comparison with the one
portrayed in the romances. At the same time, it is due to this agony that the extent and power of the
feeling that consumes Sappho are revealed: a love that shares its resonance with Psyche and Sir

Lancelot.

3.3. Epic Love

This experience goes further back still. In Homer’s /liad, just before going out of the walls to face
Achilles, Hector bids his wife, Andromache, goodbye. It is known that he will most probably not
survive this battle so Andromache begs him not to go, for without him she cannot endure fate and
life. Hector, being a great warrior, denies; his honour is above everything else, no matter that he is
fully aware that both he and eventually Troy will fall. Remarkably, neither of these are his prime
concern:

The fatal Day draws on, when I must fall;

And Universal Ruine cover all.

Not Troy itself, tho’ built by Hands Divine,

Nor Priam, nor his People, nor his Line,

My Mother, nor my Brothers of Renown,

Whose Valour yet defends th’ unhappy Town,

Not these, nor all their Fates which I foresee,

Are half of that concern I have for thee (Dryden 2013, p. 850).

Above his life, his country, and his family, Hector is most concerned about his wife. His feeling
for her is so important to be included in the same dialectics with his duty to honour. This instance
is but a fleeting moment since //iad is an epic concerned with war and battle and not a romance.
Yet the representation of love is still there, almost intact for four thousand years. Despite the
differences in technology and ethics and customs, humans of the 12" century BCE are portrayed to

be sharing the same sentiment of attachment and the crises thereof as we do today.
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This is arguable the reason why human pathos, love included, continues to move contemporary
mass audiences and is successfully mediated in different forms. In the popular movie 300 (Snyder
2007), which tells the story of the Battle of Thermopylae based on the graphic novel by Frank
Miller and Lynn Varley (1998), Leonida’s (Gerard Butler) relationship with his wife, Queen Gorgo
(Lena Headey), is depicted in the most favourable colours: they appear as conjugal partners that
share deep love, passion, and respect for each other. It is against the background of this love that
Leonida’s sacrifice reaches its heights. It is most revealing that in his last moments before dying,
having given his last breath for the honour of his city, he exclaims: “My Queen, my wife, my love”
(Snyder 2007, 01:42:49-01:43:12). Through this, his character is bestowed humanness. He is not a
war machine devoid of emotions. He hurts and despite doing his duty to his homeland he still
regrets the loss of his life. He is the King, but he is also a husband, and in the end, he is above all a
human being. It is his humanity, evident in his love, which makes his loss so admirable, virtuous,

and resonating.

Indeed, epic narratives usually utilise romance and romantic love to make their characters more
sympathetic, predominantly in popular texts. In the film trilogy, The Lord of the Rings (Jackson
2001-2003), the love between Aragorn (Viggo Mortensen) and Arwen (Liv Tyler) is acted out in
very limited screen time, especially if we take into consideration the length of the series. This does
not affect its impact on the narrative. Their love stays strong despite all the struggles they have to
endure up to the point of the ultimate sacrifice: Arwen gives up her eternal life to be with Aragorn.
Her love for him changes her in every way possible, to the point of no reason. When Aragorn
protests saying that she cannot give away her immortality for him, her answer reveals how unique
and valuable he is to her: “It is mine to give to whom I will. Like my heart” (Jackson 2001,

01:37:11-01:37:17).

3.4. Love across Time and Space

Tolkien’s story takes place in mythical ancient times but that does not affect the experience of love
for his characters, in the same way that the depiction of love has continued since the time of
Homeric epics to this day. Diane Ackerman in her book Natural History of Love (1995) traces it
even earlier:

Egyptologists have found fifty-five anonymous love poems, on papyri and vases, dating

28 A similar plot point is used in the movie adaptation of Tolkien’s The Hobbit (Jackson 2012-2014). Even
though the initial story does not contain any sort of romantic involvement between any of the characters, in
the movie series the story focuses quite strongly on an original romance between characters Tauriel
(Evangeline Lilly) and Kili (Aidan Turner).
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back to around 1300 B.C. Certainly there were poems written earlier; but papyri and vases
are extremely perishable. Although we don’t know the authors of the poems, they were
most likely written by both men and women (p. 31).

These poems describe a love that burns the ancient and contemporary soul alike. Ackerman
references two of them. The first one, Conversations in Courtship, is a hymn to the idolisation of
one’s lover:

More lovely than all other womanhood, luminous, perfect,

A star coming over the sky-line at new year, a good year,

Splendid in colours, with allure in the eye’s turn.

Her lips are enchantment, her neck the right length and her breasts a marvel;
Her hair lapis lazuli in its glitter, her arms more splendid than gold.

Her fingers make me see petals, the lotus’ are like that.

Her flanks are modeled as should be, her legs beyond all other beauty.
Noble her walking (vera incessu)

My heart would be a slave should she enfold me (p. 31).

For the poet, their lover is unlike any other person. Their love for her makes them see things in a
different way transforming them to a slave of her heart. Their account brings to mind Shakespeare’s
sonnet number 130:

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks;

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I grant I never saw a goddess go;

My mistress when she walks treads on the ground.
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she belied with false compare (Duncan-Jones 1997, p. 375).

Understandably, there are discrepancies between the two accounts. In the first poem, the Egyptian
poet sees their lover as everything good and beautiful in this world. Shakespeare takes a more
objective stance and sees his lover for all her faults and weaknesses. Yet, in both poems love is
portrayed as a transformative power that makes the beholder change their perception. In
Conversations, love makes the poet see their love interest as the best there is. In the sonnet, love
makes the poet love his chosen one despite her not having any of the exquisite attributes of the
things he has compared her with; a result that makes the power of love all the greater, which for

Shakespeare is by heaven.

Moving on a few centuries later, Lord Byron’s She Walks in Beauty (2006) is a more subtle account

of more or less the same sentiment:
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She walks in beauty, like the night
Of cloudless climes and starry skies;
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes;
Thus mellowed to that tender light
Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

One shade the more, one ray the less,
Had half impaired the nameless grace
Which waves in every raven tress,

Or softly lightens o’er her face;

Where thoughts serenely sweet express,
How pure, how dear their dwelling-place.

And on that cheek, and o’er that brow,
So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,

The smiles that win, the tints that glow,
But tell of days in goodness spent,

A mind at peace with all below,

A heart whose love is innocent!

Byron’s appreciation of the woman’s beauty is undeniable. He sees her under a very favourable
light, tender and heavenly. In this poem, love is rather implied than outspokenly stated. We do not
witness a fully fleshed acted out romance. Instead, we get a glimpse of the psyche of an enthralled
admirer. Yet the extent of his admiration and the language used for the expression of this admiration

are the markers of an enamoured passion that is exquisite and grandiose, above the mundane.

Love, much more expressive and descriptive, is likewise the subject matter of the Song of Songs
found in the Old Testament of all sources:

You are as beautiful as Tirzah, my darling,
as lovely as Jerusalem,

as majestic as troops with banners.

Turn your eyes from me;

they overwhelm me.

Your hair is like a flock of goats
descending from Gilead.

Your teeth are like a flock of sheep
coming up from the washing.

Each has its twin,

not one of them is missing.

Your temples behind your veil

are like the halves of a pomegranate.

Sixty queens there may be,

and eighty concubines,

and virgins beyond number;

but my dove, my perfect one, is unique,
the only daughter of her mother,

the favourite of the one who bore her.

The young women saw her and called her blessed;
the queens and concubines praised her (Bible, 6, n.d.).

Quite of an erotic poem, Song of Songs breathes romantic love: the lover sings his beloved’s traits
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that make him see her as the most beautiful being on earth in comparison with other people, nature,
and all pleasures. The poet is so taken with his darling that he feels overwhelmed by her. His love
for her is like a power he cannot control and withhold. Contrary to Shakespeare’s, this beloved is
indeed worthy of her lover’s adoration. She is unique, an only daughter, the favourite of her father,
praised by her coevals, queens, and concubines. She has enough merit to be not the mere object of

desire but a person with covetable, superb qualities.

Even further back, we have The Love Song for Shu-Shin, arguably the oldest love poem ever found,
written circa 2000 BCE. Engraved in Sumerian in a tablet discovered in an archaeological site in
modern-day Iraq (Kramer 1981), this poem is once more a lover’s devotion. Possibly a prayer
before a sacred wedding ceremony, whereby King Shu-Shin copulates with one of the priestesses
of Inanna, the Mesopotamian goddess of love and beauty, the poem is strong both in erotic and
love themes and in its function as a religious ritual for prosperity (Mark 2014):

Bridegroom, dear to my heart,

Goodly is your beauty, honeysweet,

Lion, dear to my heart,

Goodly is your beauty, honeysweet.

You have captivated me, let me stand tremblingly before you.
Bridegroom, I would be taken by you to the bedchamber,
You have captivated me, let me stand tremblingly before you.
Lion, I would be taken by you to the bedchamber
Bridegroom, let me caress you,

My precious caress is more savory than honey,

In the bedchamber, honey filled,

Let us enjoy your goodly beauty,

Lion, let me caress you,

My precious caress is more savory than honey.
Bridegroom, you have taken your pleasure of me,

Tell my mother, she will give you delicacies,

My father, he will give you gifts.

Your spirit, | know where to cheer your spirit,
Bridegroom, sleep in our house until dawn,

Your heart, I know where to gladden your heart,

Lion, sleep in our house until dawn.

You, because you love me,

Give me pray of your caresses,

My lord god, my lord protector,

My ShuSin

who gladdens Enlil's heart,

Give me pray of your caresses. (Kramer 1981 p. 246).

Interestingly, here it is the woman that sings her love and passion for her soon to be lover, her lion,
in a fashion not unlike April Stevens’ Teach me tiger almost four thousand years later (Tempo
1960). Stevens asks her tiger to teach her how to please him as the woman in the poem asks her
lion to take her to the bedchamber and have her stand trembling before him. In the ancient poem

and the modern popular song, both women want their lovers to show them their passion because
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they are so deeply in love with them. They want nothing and no one else. Stevens’ lips belong to
her lover alone and in the poem, the King is both the woman’s god and protector. Yet the role of
the woman is not passive. The priestess asks her lion to let her caress him, cheer his spirit, and
gladden his heart. Stevens, on the other hand, is ready to take matters into her own hands if the tiger

does not come through: “Teach me tiger... or I’ll teach you.”

In more eloquent words, we see Emily Dickinson’s desire reaching the thrall of love, where the
physical and the sublime coincide:

Wild Nights — Wild Nights!
Were I with thee

Wild Nights should be

Our luxury!

Futile — the winds —

To a heart in port —

Done with the compass —
Done with the chart!

Rowing in Eden —

Ah, the sea!

Might I moor — Tonight —
In thee! (2003, p. 316)

For Dickinson, her beloved is both haven and heaven, experienced in wild nights of luxury. She
does not need anything else, for in her love she has found her destination. It matters little if her
devotion is of physical or divine nature; they both merge to the utmost experience of sentiment

(Paglia 1990).

As evident, the depiction of all aspects of romantic love has taken different forms and shapes over
time: varying from the religious, to the referential, and the abstract, from the erotic to the
transcendental, and from orality to poems, dramas, and novels; affecting mythical kings and
goddesses, the archaic, medieval, and contemporary soul alike. Notwithstanding the differences in
execution, romantic love is proven to be a constant. Indeed, it is predominantly in the romance
novels that love became the subject matter of a self-contained narrative, yet the feeling and

experience of love perseveres as representation across time and space.

In this sense, romantic love as the representation of love is shown to be a continuous journey from
the ancient, Hellenistic, and Roman periods to the Byzantine Empire and finally Occitania from

which it has shaped the Western notion about love to this day.”’ The Sorceress is a poem by

2 Even in the much less probable case that the cultivation of romantic love in Occitania was completely a
product in vacuum, the similarities between the works cannot be ignored.
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Theocritus written in the first quarter of the third century BCE. In it, Simaetha is a woman who
laments the rejection of her ex-lover Delphis and conspires with her servant to perform a black
magic ritual, which will bring him back to her:

Where are the bay-leaves, Thestylis, and the charms?

Fetch all; with fiery wool the caldron crown;

Let glamour win me back my false lord's heart!

Twelve days the wretch hath not come nigh to me,

Nor made enquiry if I die or live,

Nor clamoured (oh unkindness!) at my door.

Sure his swift fancy wanders otherwhere,

The slave of Aphrodite and of Love (Edmonds 1919, p. 27).

Simaetha’s grieving as a lover scorned feels as contemporary as ever (Hunter 1996). Renditions of
her experience can be found in multiple instances. Almost two thousand years later, in 1170 CE,
Beatriz Comtessa de Dia sings for her lover who does not reciprocate her feelings the only poem
of the era by a trobairitz which has been preserved to this day with its accompanying music:

A chantar m’er de so qu’ieu non
volria

tan me rancur de lui cui sui amia,
car ieu ’am mais que nuilla ren que
sia:

vas lui no .m val merces ni cortesia
ni ma beltatz ni mos pret ni mos
sens,

c’atressi .m sui enganad’e trahia

I am obliged to sing of that which I
would not,

So bitter am I over the one whose
love I am,

For I love him more than anything;
With him mercy and courtliness are
of no avail

Not my beauty, nor my merit nor
my good sense,

For I am deceived and betrayed
(Bruckner, Shepard, and White
2000, Poem 4).

64



Paz (1995) comments that The Sorceress is as common as it can get; an evergreen sentiment of every
woman of all times: “She is a commoner, a young woman such as exist by the thousands in every city of
the world, ever since there have been cities: today Simaetha could live in New York, Buenos Aires, or
Prague” (p. 57); and sure enough is The Sorceress not another Anna Karenina (Tolstoy 2014), Emma
Bovary (Flaubert 2011), Catherine Earnshaw (Bront€ 2009), or Carrie Bradshaw of Sex and the City (Star
1998-2004)?

3.5. Beauty and the Beast

Indeed, this continuation becomes more intricate when one notes how romantic love has survived through
early modernity and the industrial era to contemporary times. An even more striking example can be found
in the fairy tale Beauty and the Beast and the great resemblance it bears to Cupid and Psyche. Written by
the French author Gabrielle—Suzanne de Villeneuve in 1740, the story is strikingly similar: the youngest
daughter of a family, so comely to be called Beauty, is willingly given to a monster, the Beast, to save her
father. Contrary to her original fears, the Beast does not harm her. He is rather kind to her, offering her
lavish gifts and fulfilling all her desires. He asks her every day to marry him. She refuses because she feels
no romantic love towards him. Instead, she dreams about a handsome prince, whom she believes the Beast

must be holding prisoner somewhere inside his castle.

At some point, Beauty feeling homesick asks Beast’s permission to go visit her family. Beast agrees on the
condition that she will return in one week. When Beauty is reunited with her family, her sisters are all
jealous of seeing her prosperity living with the Beast. They pretend to be saddened by her departure to make
her stay longer thinking that if she is late to return then Beast will send her away. Beauty is naively
convinced. However, through a magic mirror, she sees how Beast is faring and finds him to be half-dead
from sorrow. She immediately returns to him and tells him she loves him. It is then revealed that Beast is
the handsome prince cursed by an evil faerie to be a Beast until he found true love. They consequently

marry and live happily ever after.

There are of course alterations, but the basic core of the narrative is unchanged: a very beautiful girl is given
to an unknown stranger, who first appears to be a monster, but whom she gradually grows to love, thus
transforming the monster into a prince, “beautiful as the Cupid is painted” (2016, p. 31). Beauty’s love
comes almost too late, but because of her perseverance, she manages to save the situation just in time. Her
love is far from mere chance; apart from being praised for her physical appearance, she is continuously
exalted for her kind disposition. She always cares for others, she is grateful, and she is modest. She has all
the great qualities of a deeply altruistic person. It is because of her character that she manages to love a

monster and overcome his appearance. Seeing all the similarities, it comes as no surprise that Beauty and
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the Beast was indeed directly inspired by Cupid and Psyche (Windling 2014). What is extraordinary is the
fact that an author of 18"-century France found inspiration in a Latin novel of the 1st century CE. Moreover,
this tale not only became vastly popular during its time but, in slight variations, it has survived up to this
day.?® There are innumerable romance books and films that constitute retellings of the story of Beauty and
the Beast.*" The popularity and perseverance of this story make it undeniable that our contemporary culture

has room for such an ancient understanding of love, which may be traced even further back in time.

3.6. Romantic Love as Cultural Universal

Scientists from the New University of Lisbon and Durham University researching the history of fairy tales
have found out that “a substantial number of magic tales have existed in Indo-European oral traditions long
before they were first written down” (Da Silva and Tehrani 2015, p. 8). Interestingly enough, one of their
examples is Beauty and the Beast. They, too, state that although as a story the fairy tale was first written
down in the eighteenth century, its storyline is much older. Their findings suggest that it originated
significantly earlier than Greek and Roman antiquity. Specifically, it “can be securely traced back to the
emergence of the major western Indo-European subfamilies as distinct lineages between 2500 and 6000
years ago, and may have even been present in the last common ancestor of Western Indo-European

languages” (p. 8).%

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that this is true also for non-Western languages and cultures. The story

30 This can be said for other romantic works, so it is not the case of this particular instance being singular in its merit.
The 1995 movie First Knight (Zucker), for example, is an adaptation of Sir Lancelot, starring Richard Gere in the role
of the heroic knight. Interestingly enough, the narrative of the movie combines elements from both Cupid and Psyche
and Chretien de Troyes’ work referenced in the previous chapter. In the beginning of the movie, Lancelot is a
conniving swashbuckler with no stable loyalties. When he meets Guinevere (Julia Ormond) for the first time, he saves
her from an ambush but also kisses her without her permission. In that he is much unlike his originator, courteous Sir
Lancelot, and much like the promiscuous Cupid. Just like Cupid, he falls in love with Guinevere once he gets to know
her better as a person, i.e. to know her soul. After that, his love for her makes him change his renegade ways and
become a proper knight. Guinevere originally mistrusts Lancelot. She takes him for the undependable person he is,
unbearably vain and sure of himself. Her physical attraction to him notwithstanding, she thinks he only wants to take
advantage of her, thus seeing him, figuratively, as a monster that will hurt her — Guinevere is a maiden lady in
Arthurian times so the extent of her fear is understandable. It is through multiple encounters when she is allowed to
look into his deeper character that she sees him for the kind man he is. Subsequently, she falls in love with him in
return. After some turbulences and obstacles, their love ends with a happily ever after; a different kind of happily ever
after in comparison to the original story however. As was shown before, in courtly love adultery was accepted because
true love could never be found inside marriage. The contemporary ethics of the movie would not allow for a love like
that. Instead, the plot demands of a love much more like the one between Cupid and Psyche, a happily married couple
that is. The solution is given by killing off the character of King Arthur (Sean Connery), who seconds before dying
gives his blessing to Lancelot and Guinevere’s union. Hence, the film establishes the happy ending without the
unacceptable adultery for our contemporary ethics.

31 As a matter of fact, in 2017 Disney released a live-action remake of its homonymous cartoon movie, which grossed
more than 1.2 billion dollars worldwide (Box Office Mojo n.d.).

32 Indicatively, versions of the story of Beauty and the Beast exist in Italian and Norse folklore, among others, in the
tales The Pig King and East of the Sun, West of the Moon respectively (Fallon 2017).
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of Ye Xian is the Eastern counterpart of Cinderella. It is arguably one of the earliest stories of Cinderella
going back to at least 9th century CE and in different variations, it can be found in many Eastern regions:
Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Tibet, and others (Beauchamp 2011).* The tale is archetypical: a young
orphan girl, poor and mistreated by her stepmother and stepsister(s) but exquisitely beautiful and kind
attends an official ball, where she loses her slipper. The king/prince finds the slipper and wants to marry
the girl to whom it belongs. Despite her foster family’s malicious interference, Ye Xian’s identity is

revealed to the king, who falls in love with her and takes her as his wife.

Here we find once more romantic love as a tale of success through struggle: two people fall in love and
manage to persevere against all odds. Another important similarity with Sir Lancelot, Beauty and the Beast,
and the other romances is that this love is not based on material gains. The king loves Ye Xian despite her
semi-slave status. In the Chinese version, her uniqueness is attributed, in part, to the extreme smallness of
her slipper; lotus feet being the beauty standard of the day (Windling 2007). This cultural phenomenon has
ceased to exist and it was never practiced in Europe. However, the slipper remains in the story as a plot
device even to this day. This shows that romantic narratives are very apt in appropriating and localising

details and parts of the story without altering their basic characteristics, even between distant cultures.

In The Mind and Its Stories, Hogan (2003) having surveyed a large part of the world literature contends
that romantic love stories “not only recur across all or nearly all traditions, they constitute a high percentage
of canonical stories in those traditions” (p. 100). To the same conclusion points the study of anthropologists
Jankowiak and Fischer. Their ethnographic record (1992) uncovered instances of romantic love in almost
90% of the cultures studied. Similarly, Gottschall and Nordlund (2006) studied folk tales from all inhabited
continents by searching referential coders of romantic love. Their findings showed that almost every
cultural area features references to romantic love.** They concluded that their study offers strong support
that romantic love is a “statistical cultural universal” with an increased probability that it is also an “absolute
cultural universal,” meaning that it is evident in samples from cultures the world over (2006, p. 457). Their
study is based on the view that romantic love is a cultural universal because it pertains to a psychological

evolution common in members of the Homo sapiens group. In the next chapter, I will analyse what exactly

33 There is also a version of a Greek Cinderella named Rhodopis dating back to early first century CE (McDaniel
2016).

3% Except for the Philippines. This exception they attribute to the fact that they examined only three tales from the
Philippines so it may have been a statistical bypass instead of a cultural one. As a matter of fact, there are indeed
elements of romantic love in the story Aponibolinayen and the Sun (in Cook-Cole 1916, p. 6-11) from the Philippines,
in which Ini-init, the Sun, falls in love with a very beautiful girl, Aponibolinayen, and takes her as his wife. After
struggles and tensions including enchanted sticks, magical transformations, and angry relatives, the couple lives
happily ever after.
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it is meant with that.

This will allow me to show that love as representation is a constant companion of all human culture and,
thus, its inclusion cannot be avoided in games. Moreover, the fact that love as representation is a coded,
structured experience shows once again that games can afford romantic love. It is true that, unlike the
plethora of forms we traced in this chapter, love in games has been mediated much more limitedly. This is
still, however, a question of representation, thus codification. In literature, it is predominantly a matter of
language. In games, the experience is much more multifaceted because of their multimedial quality. Yet,
games can include romantic love beyond the restrictive design of challenge discussed in the previous
chapter, an argument which will be given more space in later chapters. Before that, I will first show the

connection between love as experience and love as representation.

Summary

In this chapter, romantic love was traced chronologically and topologically as a cultural universal. Starting
from the concept of romantic love as this was shaped in a cultural paradigm in 12" century CE South France,
I followed the argument that romantic love can be found in much earlier sources and also in cultures
geographically scattered. In actuality, romantic love was proven to be a constant and according to
anthropologists and ethnographers it is found in all known human cultures. This is an important facet for
the current discussion because it brings us closer to understanding what the experience of love entails as
shown in representations thereof. Despite the differences in execution, romantic love affects all humans

and, as such, it is not a cultural construct per se but rather a shared human experience.
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Chapter 4
The Evolution of Love

Quiero hacer contigo lo
que la primavera hace con los cerezos.
Pablo Neruda

Don’t Make Love (Maggese 2017) is a game, which puts the player in the role of a mantis. Being in a
committed relationship with another mantis, the player has to overcome a considerable personal dilemma:
make love or not. As per the insect’s observed behaviour, making love for a mantis is closely related to
death and sacrifice: the male mantis has to mount a female mantis and after copulation risk the danger of
being cannibalised by the female. In the game, the player must have a heartfelt discussion with their
romantic partner and through their dialogue interaction reach a consensus regarding the future of their
relationship: should they proceed with the carnal manifestation of their sentiment or retain a platonic

connection that, albeit less satisfactory, is safer?
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Figure 5 - Don't Make Love

The player can play either as a female or a male mantis and can type in commands, choose one of the three
affectionate options, caress, hug, and kiss, or the four non-verbal responses, happy, sad, surprised, and

upset, to communicate their thoughts to their partner. The NPC corresponds respectively and they can
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eventually agree to keep a non-sexual relationship, move on to the next stage after the player has managed
to earn their trust by showing understanding and care, or end the relationship if the player is callous and
rude in their talk. As such, love is portrayed in the interplay of a free choice of companionship and/or an
instinctual mandate: one can choose the latter at the expense of emotional connection and self-awareness,
the former at the expense of intimacy and attachment, or strike the fine and dynamic balance between the
two. In the case of a mantis, this is related to immediate survival. In the case of humans, things are not that

different.

Despite its premise, the game is an allegory and commentary on the human condition and the romantic
notion of oscillating between free will and biological need that finds its apotheosis in the concept of
romantic love. This is because romantic love, as we will see in this chapter, concerns a very basic human
system, that of reproduction. At the same time, humans as self-aware and conscious beings do not blindly
succumb to their sexual drive alone. Indeed, they need to form bonds with their partner, something that
leaves them wvulnerable to imbalanced reciprocation and unrequitedness. Love is one of the few

circumstances in which the satisfaction of our desires depends so inexorably on another person.

When we fall in love we need to perform, sort to speak, a leap of faith. Romantic relationships are not
straightforward; they demand reflection, communication, acceptance, and maturity in an ongoing process
that includes the beloved in all their uniqueness and independence. It is through equality, consideration,
and affection that trust is built in a relationship; trust that the other person will consciously mitigate the
consequences of the risk we take by caring for them and loving them. As will be shown in the following
chapter, love is a system of attraction and attachment that enables our species to synergise and successfully
procreate. Humans spend resources when in love so love always contains a degree of risk: if the other
person does not reciprocate or decide to unilaterally sever the bond, we experience pain and despair exactly
because a part of us has been forever lost. We allocated time and energy to a potential relationship that will

bear no fruit.

This risk is further accentuated due to the fact that, unlike other species, humans do not possess unequivocal
signs of romantic attachment. Unlike dating sims mechanics, when people fall in love, they do not show a
pink heart above their head or wear a red ribbon around their wrist, as we will see in a later chapter when
discussing Dragon Age 2. For humans, love is not mere instinct. It is conscious companionship, caring, and
sharing. It is a psychological need as much as it is a biological one. Those that experience love must be
aware of their feelings, in the sense that their cognitive capacities are involved in the process. More so, a
romantic bond needs to be communicated to the other person as well. In that, love is a complex phenomenon

that presupposes the transformation of sentiment to cognition, awareness, and, furthermore, expression and
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recount. For that, the experience of love is always inexorably linked with its discursive manifestation, thus
codification, and representation. This is why the experience of love can, in turn, be influenced by
representation, code, and discourse. As will be shown in this chapter, love is indeed a multifaceted complex

amalgamation of biology, psychology, and social situatedness.

4.1. Love as Guarantee for the Species

Evolutionary psychologists, biologists, and neuroscientists contend that love is an ingrained brain system
that allows humans to reproduce more efficiently and successfully (Fisher et al. 2002; Bartels and Zeki
2000; Beauregarda et al. 2009; Langeslag et al. 2012; Platek and Shackelford 2006; Fischer 1997; Meyer
et al. 2011; Jones 1996; Sternberg and Weis 2006). In this, humans share a common genetic history with
other mammals. In actuality, there are “three discrete, interrelated emotion—motivation systems in the
mammalian brain for mating, reproduction, and parenting: lust, attraction, and attachment (Fisher 1997).
According to this, lust is the manifestation of sexual energy that results in the reproductive process.
Attraction to a specific mating partner enables individuals to conserve time and energy. Finally, attachment
plays a crucial role in the efficient upbringing of children since a family consisting of two parents can

allocate more resources to their young.

This is a discerning point in hominid evolution; a process which presumably began as early as 3.5 million
years ago as the brain began to exhibit some characteristically human traits (Fisher et al. 2002). Scientists
do not quite agree which factors resulted in this development but the most prominent candidates are
concealed ovulation, the long time for the rearing of the offspring, and the necessity of coexistence into
human societies. Arguably, all these correlate but it is difficult to state which one came first. Burley (1979)
points out how concealed ovulation in human females was the catalyst for establishing the human species
as monogamous or at least polygynous but rarely polyandrous. As Burch and Gallup Jr. explain (2019):

The loss of ovulatory cues greatly reduces the likelihood of conception as a consequence of a random
sexual encounter because there is no way to synchronize insemination with ovulation. In the absence
of reliable ovulatory signals the only way to synchronize insemination with ovulation is to engage
in high-frequency copulation over an extended period of time. Indeed, the reason humans practice
patterns of continuous breeding (where breeding proclivity is no longer tied to season, cycles, or
signals) is to accommodate reproduction under conditions in which ovulation is concealed (p. 160).%

Daniels (1983) counterargues that monogamy preceded concealed ovulation and it was estrus instead that
became adaptive to ensure monogamy and thus social concord. Humans need coexistence to survive and
revealing ovulation causes disruption and conflict since it stimulates reproductive aggression and rivalry.

Estrous females were less chosen as mates because their presence threatened social cohesion. Moreover,

35 Indeed, it is suggested that for a big part in early human history, humans were ignorant of the sexual causation of
reproduction, which explains the various deities of fertility and all the sanctuaries and temples devoted to them
(Lentakis 2000; Ferguson 1985; Barbara 2000).
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the offspring of estrous females would have less chance of surviving due to lack of male protection. Mates
of estrous females could never be sure of their offspring’s paternity so they would not care for them. In
other species, the females alone are capable of providing for their young, but human children demand
protection and caring much more intensely and for a much longer period. In essence, both parents are
needed for the rearing of the children, therefore the males have to be sure of the paternity:

Hominid males and females that cooperated in forming a pair bond were capable of raising more
than one young at a time. [...] Monogamous pairs could raise two or three young simultaneously.
Males not willing to invest in parenting were disfavoured because their offspring were few and less
able to survive. Males could most successfully propagate their genes by investing parentally (p. 76).

Whatever the actual reason or reasons for this evolutionary development and the order of their appearance,
the important conclusion for the current discussion is that love is before everything else a biological trait
connected with reproduction. Therefore, it is not only a cultural universal but first and foremost a human
universal. The other interesting point is that love is intrinsically connected to social cohesion and not merely
reproduction. This goes against many theorists, like Schopenhauer (2016), who, despite treating love as the
most important aim in a person’s life, only connects it to sexual desire for a certain individual with the
purpose of conceiving the best possible offspring:

The ultimate aim of all love-affairs, whether played in sock or in buskin, is actually more important than
all other aims in man's life; and therefore it is quite worthy of the profound seriousness with which everyone
pursues it. What is decided by it is nothing less than the composition of the next generation (p. 534,
emphasis in the original).?®

For Schopenhauer, love is a natural drive towards successful reproduction: “For all amorousness is rooted
in the sexual impulse alone, is in fact absolutely only a more closely determined, specialised, and indeed,
in the strictest sense, individualised sexual impulse, however ethereally it may deport itself” (p. 533). On

the contrary, as biology shows us, our mating mechanism does not stop at a single union, as Schopenhauer

would have it, after which we wake up out of the delusion of love unsatisfied and disappointed:

Thus, because the passion rested on a delusion that presented as valuable for the individual what is of value
only for the species, the deception is bound to vanish after the end of the species has been attained. The
spirit of the species, which had taken possession of the individual, sets him free again. Forsaken by this
spirit, the individual falls back into his original narrowness and neediness, and sees with surprise that, after
so high, heroic, and infinite an effort, nothing has resulted for his pleasure but what is afforded by any

36 Also: “In the foregoing discussion, we have seen that the intensity of the state of being in love increases with its
individualization, since we showed how the physical constitution of two individuals can be such that, for the purpose
of restoring the type of the species as far as possible, the one individual is quite specially and completely the
complement of the other, who therefore desires it exclusively. Even in this case there comes about a considerable
passion; and this at once gains a nobler and more sublime appearance from the very fact that it is directed to an
individual object and to this alone, and thus appears, so to speak, at the special order of the species. For the opposite
reason, mere sexual impulse is base and ignoble, because it is directed to all without individualization, and strives to
maintain the species merely as regards quantity, with little consideration for quality. But individualization and with it
the intensity of being in love can reach so high a degree that without their satisfaction all the good things of the world
and even life itself lose their value. It is then a desire that exceeds in intensity every other; hence it makes a person
ready for any sacrifice, and, if its fulfilment remains forever denied, can lead to madness or suicide” (p. 549).
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sexual satisfaction. Contrary to expectation, he finds himself no happier than before; he notices that he has
been the dupe of the will of the species (p. 557).

Instead, love stretches over a longer period. This is also in accordance with the fact that this bond of
attraction and attachment lasts approximately four years (Fischer 2002), which is a sufficient time frame
for the human child to be fully developed. After that period, mates, if not bound by other children or
psychological and social attachment, will tend to part ways to find new partners and increase the biological
variation of the community’s gene pool, which in turn ensures greater success for future generations. This

is why, biologically, humans are considered serial rather than lifelong monogamists (ibid.).

This is not only because, as already argued, concealed ovulation demands intense cohabitation between
mates. It is also because males have to make sure that their children would be taken care of. Unlike other
species, increased intelligence makes humans much more egocentric. In terms of reproduction, this
translates to females trying to get rid of unwanted infants before or after birth. Since females are the ones
bearing the children, the avoidance of pain and the increased risk of death during labour made females
unwilling to get pregnant or continue a pregnancy. Moreover, children have a high economic demand,
which a woman could not bear alone, thus she may many a time turn to infanticide to escape the burden.

The importance of the force of natural selection on humans is complicated by at least two human
attributes: intelligence and culture. The evolution of a large cerebrum had many biologically
adaptive results, but some effects, such as heightened self-awareness, rejection of mortality, and
pain avoidance, may cause humans to circumvent risks in nonadaptive ways. Since humans do not
consciously attempt to maximize their biological fitness, the egocentric (consciously self-centred)
human will may often be at odds with natural selection, which operates on reproductive success and
not on health, happiness, or longevity per se (Burley 1979, pp. 841-842).

As Burley’s theory suggests, it is the permanent presence of males throughout the process that ensures
successful reproduction and rearing of children. Males protected women during and after birth from external
dangers but also provided for them. Thus they made sure that their woman did not feel the need to be
liberated from the responsibility of the child. Furthermore, the father’s presence dissuaded other males from
copulating with the mother of their children, which in turn also increased their offspring’s rate of survival.
Since a new child would mean a division of the available resources, splitting food for example between two
children now instead of one, this could potentially lead to intentional, from the mother or the new father, or
unintentional, due to lack of resources, infanticide. Burley speculates that cultural norms and laws in the
patriarchal paradigm eventually proscribed contraception and abortion, a phenomenon evident up to this
day:

Under these circumstances, male egocentric interest was not necessarily best served by
contraception, and therefore males could not be expected to approve of it. If male egocentric interest
benefited by having many children (an attitude also biologically adaptive), then males should have
attempted to prevent women from practicing birth control. This could have been effected by creating
cultural norms or laws proscribing contraception and/or abortion (p. 844).
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Love, then, was a natural development that ensured successful reproduction. Since egocentrism, especially
from the woman’s part, and biological reasons such as concealed ovulation made seasonal mating
unsustainable, love became nature’s way of counterbalancing these obstacles. The mates who stayed
together longer had more heightened lust, attraction, and attachment responses. Simultaneously, mates who
stayed together longer procreated more successfully. Thus, natural selection turned love into an

evolutionary advantage since it were the genes of people who loved that passed onto the next generations.

4.2. The Physiology of Love

From the above discussion, two interesting points arise. First, that it is natural for us to love, care, and form
attachments with other people. Second, that being in love, while it presupposes higher intelligence, to a
great extent works against it. If we are to understand intelligence with increased self-awareness and
egocentrism, then love is a state during which our cognitive capacities in favour of our own personal good
are negated. It is as if when we are in love, love itself becomes the driving force of our behaviour, not unlike
Larry Laffer from the eponymous games whose adventures are all inspired by their protagonist’s desire to
find love. In point of fact, human evolution has developed many mechanisms to ensure this. Research has
shown that love generates in our brains the release of dopamine, which brings elation, exhilaration,
addiction, and it is considered as a reward mechanism (Fischer 2002). Ultimately, our brain rewards us

when we fall in love. It is a way to ensure that we will bond with a mate and therefore reproduce.

As Fischer’s approach more comprehensively shows, symptoms associated with love can be matched to
specific brain functions, specifically the increased levels of central dopamine and/or norepinephrine:

Elevated concentrations of central dopamine are associated with exposure to a novel environment
as well as with heightened and focused attention. These parallels suggest that increased levels of
central dopamine contribute to the lover’s focused attention on the beloved and the lover’s tendency
to regard the beloved as unique. Elevated levels of central norepinephrine are associated with
increased memory for new stimuli. They explain the tendency to dwell on specific traits of the
beloved, usually the most positive, and specific moments linked with the beloved (p. 415).

This increase in dopamine is linked with many psychosomatic feelings such as exhilaration, euphoria,
increased energy, sleeplessness, loss of appetite, trembling, a pounding heart, accelerated breathing,
anxiety, panic, and/or fear (Colle and Wise 1988; Fisher 1997; Kruk & Pycock 1991; Post, Weiss, and Pert
1988; Wise 1988). Respectively, elevated levels of central norepinephrine can explain intrusive thinking,
i.e. the lover’s obsessive musing on the beloved (Fischer 1997). Brain activity also explains longing and
infatuation over unrequited love because when a reward is delayed, dopamine-producing neurons in the

midbrain increase their productivity (Fischer et al. 2002; Martin-Soelch et al. 2001; Schultz 2000).

At the same time, our physiology has adapted to prevent potential threats to our love relationship. Meyer et

al. (2011) have theorised the neural basis of the derogation of attractive alternatives in romantic
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relationships, which means that individuals already in a love bond devalue the attractiveness of other
potential partners, presumably in a motivated attempt to protect the bond: “the derogation of attractive
alternatives corresponds with increasing levels of commitment, suggesting that as motivation to protect a

relationship increases, the tendency to minimise the threat of an alternative increases” (p. 492).

All in all, it appears that being in love is a state of excess. Fischer (2002) notes that drugs like amphetamine
and cocaine have similar results because they function more or less on the same principle; they increase
dopamine in the brain. Equally, people in the early phase of being in love showed a similar density of
serotonin neurotransmitters with patients of OCD, which is significantly lower than normal controls
(Marazziti et al. 1999; Marazziti et al. 2004).>” Both the OCD patients and the people in love were measured
again; the first after receiving antidepressant treatment and the second 12418 months after they had first
started the romantic relationship. The interesting finding was that the serotonin levels of both had returned

to normal.

The scientists conducting this experiment suggested that “being in love literally induces a state which is not
normal,” more colloquially known as being lovesick (Marazziti et al. 1999, p. 744). At the same time, they
argued that emotions and feelings are indeed brain mechanisms but they do not depend only on biological
factors. In actuality, as Savulescu and Earp (2014) warn, it is fallacious to attribute love and other high-
level experiences only on neural correlates. If one stops there, they are simplifying intricate social
phenomena, such as sex and love, in what they call neuroreductionism. Indeed, the biological synergies are

much more complex than some experiments may imply.*®

The same brain systems and the same neurotransmitters are responsible for a variety of functions and
behaviours. Serotonin transmitters, for example, are involved in feeding, thermoregulation, reproductivity,
as well as in impulsivity, anxiety, depression, OCD, and many more (Marazziti et al. 1999; Dowsett et
al.1995). Having increased dopamine and decreased serotonin levels in one’s brain tells us nothing for what
caused this activity. The actual causality is much more complex since its composition is still greatly

unknown and the biochemical agents involved can be influenced by a variety of factors.*

37 Respectively, antidepressants increase serotonin in the brain, which prevents the receiver from getting emotionally
excited and experiencing lust and attachment (Marazziti et al. 2014).

38 Besides dopamine and serotonin, research has shown that tryptophan and cortisol also play a significant role in
feelings of romantic love and affectionate behaviour (Sambeth et al. 2007; Gouin et al. 2009). Also increased levels
of a hormone in the blood do not necessarily mean increased activity in the brain as well (Sambeth et al 2007).

39 For example, an experiment showed that oxytocin activity in the brain of rats is higher in higher temperatures, which
made them more affectionate and social with other rats (Thompson et al. 2007). To attribute, though, the cultural
stereotype of the Latin lover (Thomas 1998) on the observation that affectionate behaviour is more pronounced in
hotter climates would be a conceptual error.
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In all biological functions having to do with elaborate states and experiences, one cannot distinguish
between genetic, environmental, and social causes. Predisposition and social conditioning are as important,
if not more, in analysing and explaining any experience. This is especially true for love since its mere
development as a biological system was a product of the existence of humans in social formations. It is
undoubtedly informed by social dynamics and conventions together with biological, genetic, and
environmental paragons. This is why it is so difficult to explain love by attributing it to a single facet. Love
is particular and complex. It is rooted in evolution and biology while at the same time it concerns cultural,

social, and personal experience in a convoluted amalgamation that is hard to dissect and thus pattern.*’

4.3. Colours of Love

One such attempt at a typology of love is made by psychologist John Alan Lee. Lee (1977; 1988) came up
with three basic love types that correspond to three basic colours, and three mixed colours that match
secondary love types. This spectrum he called the wheel of Colours of Love. The three primary types are
Eros, Ludus, and Storge, while the three secondary are Pragma, Mania, and Agape. Eros is denoted by
strong physical attraction, emotional intensity, and a sense of inevitability of the relationship. In Ludus,
love is a game to be played with a diverse set of partners based on deception and lack of disclosure. Storge
denotes love as friendship. It is quiet and companionate. With Pragma, love is the product of a list of desired
attributes, for example loving a partner because they are a good parent or have a prestigious profession.
Mania is called “symptom” love, in the sense that the person who loves manically exhibits intense,
alternating feelings between ecstasy and agony. Finally, Agape is sacrificial, placing the loved person’s

welfare above one’s own, as with the parents’ love for their children.

' it does not seem

While Lee’s typology has gained considerable ground in the field of psychology,*
particularly useful when trying to distil what the experience of love entails. As we saw, neuroscience would
equate Eros with Mania while Ludus would not be considered love at all. Storge and Agape are excluded
by Lee from romantic relationships; he allocates them instead the first to friendship and the second to
familial and parental love. However, many people treat their romantic partner as their best friend while the

popular paradigm sees romantic love as the prime example of sacrificial affection.*?

40 This becomes even more convoluted when one considers the political aspect of romantic love. Since romantic love
is organically associated with reproduction — both literally and figuratively — it makes sense that it is subject to
society’s organization, a notion which will be examined further in the following chapter.

41 See Hendrick and Hendrick (1986; 1988; 1989; 1998), Lasswell and Lasswell (1976), Hendrick et al. (1984), and
Mallandain and Davies (1994) among others.

42 This does not concern only fictional instances. The renowned Sacred Band of Thebes, a troop of soldiers in ancient
Thebes, Greece consisted of 150 pair of male lovers (DeVoto 1992). The reasoning behind this composition was that
lovers would sacrifice themselves for their partner and would be more willing to exhibit ardor and valor since they
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Moreover, for Lee, one of Eros’ attributes is a sense of inevitability of relationship. Lee does not clarify on
that. Possibly, it means that a person experiencing Eros wants to be in a relationship with the person who
has invoked this particular feeling, a physical relationship at that since Eros is preoccupied with physicality.
Yet Lee’s typology leaves no room for the myriad romantic love stories that pertain to platonic eros, which
exalts the absence of the physical manifestation of the erotic.*’ In addition to that, as was shown in the
previous chapter, while the experience of romantic love is a human universal, its manifestation in a
relationship varies greatly across time and space. In the medieval ages, romantic love was predominantly
clandestine, while other cultures treat eros as a curse that befalls someone (Karandashev 2016; 2019).
Another problematic aspect is Lee’s dichotomy between Eros and Mania. Mania can also be part of
romantic love and thus Eros, as was exemplarily shown in all the recounts of love in the previous chapter.

Lee separates the two inefficiently.

Most importantly, Lee contends that his typology concerns relationships rather than types of people yet
when he goes on to explain each category he makes characterisations based on psychological traits.
Indicatively, he correlates Eros with high self-esteem because it is a love type that contains high risk (Lee
1973), while claiming that people who feel Mania “are lonely, discontented with life, and desperately
looking for a partner” (Lee 1973). Understandably, one cannot differentiate relationships from the
individuals that constitute them. Each person brings their composition in all their facets and expressions.
Depression will affect all aspects of the patient’s life, including love. Equally, if a person is a mentally
healthy individual, their relationships and attachments with and to other people will exhibit self-confidence.
A manic person not only loves manically; they relate with anxiety to everything that surrounds them. In
general, the way we experience and show love is intrinsic to our character as this has been shaped by our

social situatedness.

4.4. Love as Emotion

The complexity of love as an experience can also be witnessed in the work of psychologist Paul Ekman.
Ekman’s major contribution is his study of basic human emotions. According to Ekman, there are some
human emotions that are considered basic, in the sense that they are automatic responses that have evolved
as such to “allow us to begin to deal with fundamental life-tasks quickly without much elaborated planning,
in ways that have been adaptive in our past” (1992, p. 195). While Ekman recognises our learned and social

past as able to affect the manifestation of each emotion, he understands our biological past as species to be

would be devoted to each other under the mutual obligations of erotic love (Ludwig 2002). Indeed, for this reason the
Sacred Band was considered one of the best groups of elite soldiers in the ancient world (Plutarch 2015).

4 In actuality, if we take the account of many prestigious artists, thinkers, and philosophers, such as Proust or Stendhal,
into consideration, the physical expression of love is the beginning of its end while an unrealised sentiment can exist
within the mind much longer or for ever.
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the prime factor of how emotions have evolved. These are emotions that were necessary to our survival, for
example the emotion of fear or disgust. This is especially true if one considers, as Ekman supports, that
emotions are responses of interpersonal nature. Even though emotions can and do occur when we are alone,

their principle function is to notify others of a specific response to a singular stimulus.

What is interesting to note for our current discussion is that love is not considered a basic emotion by
Ekman. Love is a high-level experience that incorporates many more affective states and lasts for much
longer than a basic emotion. This is why Ekman calls it an emotional attitude: “‘a number of emotion terms
can be considered as emotional attitudes, for example, love or hatred. They are more sustained, and typically
involve more than one emotion” (p. 194). Given how important love is to our survival and the toll it takes
to our resources, it seems strange that we are not more attuned to comprehending it, both in ourselves but
most importantly in others. Would we not be saved lots of trouble were we able to know when someone

loves us for real?

According to Ekman’s theory, it is the positive emotions such as enjoyment and excitement that do not
demand a unique response but only in antithesis to the negative ones: “Perhaps it has not been relevant to
survival to know which positive emotion was occurring, only that it was a positive emotion rather than
anger, fear, disgust, or sadness” (p. 190). As it seems, emotions which do not have singular coherence and
response it is because they do not concern situations and signals that are perilous and/or immediate to our

survival (Nesse 1990; Pratto & John 1991; Rozin and Fallon 1987).

Love, however, is. As discussed in the previous part, love is very closely linked to our success of survival
so we would need a separate response to it. Unless, it is not the knowledge of love but the lack thereof that
is important to our survival. Ekman voices similar concerns, of himself and others, in his work:

Ellsworth (personal communication, May 1991) questioned whether it would not matter in sexual
selection whether one was being seduced or laughed at, but the little work done on signs of flirtation andor
sexual interest, Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1972) suggests this looks nothing like laughter. I do acknowledge that
people are not always certain whether another is amused with them, or whether they are the object of
another’s amusement, but that underlines the problem it does not provide an answer. Lazarus (personal
communication, June 1991) disagrees with me, believing that it is important and necessary to know, for
example, whether one’s partner or lover is happy or satisfied. We (Frank, Ekman, & Friesen, in press)
have recently found that people can distinguish the enjoyment, or Duchenne smile, from a more social,
fabricated smile (1992, p. 190).

It appears that there is no secure consensus whether romantic partners can discern real emotions in their
significant others and even if they do these expressions concern only a small part of everything that
constitutes the experience of love. In another paper, Ekman (1996) actually argues that humans are very

bad at detecting lies and this includes trained individuals like FBA agents and police officers. Ekman
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provides a number of different reasons for this deficiency, among which that in some cases it is to our
benefit not to catch the liar but instead prolong the deception. He gives the example of a married couple:

It may not be in the interest of a mother with a number of very young children to catch her mate's lie which
conceals his infidelity, particularly if he is having a fling in which he is not diverting resources which would
otherwise go to her and her children. The philanderer does not want to be caught, so they both have an
interest in the lie not being uncovered (p. 812-813).

As Ekman further explains, while it is rationally to our advantage to know the truth, psychologically we
refrain from doing so, albeit unconsciously, because we do not want to recognise our own failure, that we
spent time and energy on someone who did not equally reciprocate, and the consequences thereof, the pain
and dissatisfaction that will follow as a result. As Ekman would have it, “everyone but the cuckolded spouse
may know what is happening” (p. 814). As was sustained by the evolutionary theorists in the beginning of
the chapter, love is an adaptive mechanism in favour of our successful reproduction that works against our
cognitive capacities. In other words, love wants us to remain fools. It will make sense then that it is a very
complicated system that involves many responses that are not easy to discern and/or witness. Love is the
product of lust, attraction, and attachment. It needs time and resources to develop so we cannot become

conscious of it instantaneously as with other emotions.

In actuality, love is not an emotion at all, but rather a conglomeration of affective states which is why it is
much more difficult to measure and study. In a paper by Schiota et al. (2011), love is researched among
other four positive emotions, as the authors describe them. However, the authors talk specifically about
attachment love, “the need for others’ nurturance and protection” as in the feeling towards our caretaker,
and nurturant love, “the need to care for the young” (p. 1370). Both instances do not represent romantic
love in its totality even though romantic love can and does include attachment and nurturing tendencies.
Point in fact, romantic love may not only include positive emotions: jealousy, anger, spite, agony, fear,
depression are all emotions, moods, and affective states associated with love, evident in the vast literature

about love from the previous chapter but also in the scientific data discussed in this one.

4.5. Emotional Plots

The complexity of love increases when one takes into consideration another category discussed by Ekman,
that of emotional plots. As he argues, what we might initially think of as an emotion, in reality it is “more
complex, involving settings and stories in which emotions occur. I have called these emotional plots (1992,
p. 194) Ekman includes grief, jealousy, and infatuation among these. These situations and stories specify,
for Ekman “the particular context within which specific emotions will be felt by specific persons, casting
the actors and what has or is about to transpire” (ibid). He explains what he means with that by using grief

and jealousy as an example:
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Grief, for example, specifies two actors, the deceased and the survivor, something about their past
relationship, the survivor was attached to the deceased, the pivotal event, one of the actors died. The
survivor is likely to feel distress, sadness, and perhaps fear and anger. Grief is much more specific than
sadness. We know that in grief a death has occurred, in sadness we only know that the person has suffered
an important loss, but not what kind of loss. Jealousy is another example of an emotional plot. It tells us
the cast of three, their roles, something about the past history, and the emotions each cast member is likely
to feel. Anger may be felt by the spurned one, but sadness and fear may also be felt. We also know
something about the feelings of the rival and the object of mutual attention. An emotional plot contains
much more specific information, than do any of the basic emotions. (ibid).

Ekman does not talk about love as an emotional plot but looking at the explanation he provides, one might
assume that it is one.** It is more specific and at the same time more complicated than sexual desire,
friendship, and/or joy, it concerns at least two actors, and it carries information about what has transpired,
two people met and at least one of them was attracted to the other, and what will transpire: if love is
reciprocated the person in love will be elated, filled with pleasure and satisfaction; if love is rejected they
will be devastated and grieved. It is interesting to note that love as an experience entails both jealousy and
grief: jealousy when our beloved does not prefer or favour us and grief in cases of rejection or after the end

of love.

Love is actually a facilitator of many emotional plots. We become subject to emotions exactly because we
are in love. We get jealous, angry, sad, happy while and due to our quality as someone in love. A jealous
lover is a different emotional plot from a jealous co-worker. Already the inclusion of the word lover
organises the premise of the story. The opposite is also true. Since love is a complex, high level experience,
the effect of specific emotional plots on us can notify us of our emotional predisposition, which is love. We
may realise we love someone because we get jealous when they give their attention to someone else, for
example, or if we get sad when we miss them. As it seems, we become aware of love due to emotional

plotting.

This holds especially true when we try to perceive the emotional reaction of others. Attempting to make
someone jealous is considered an almost error-proof test to know if they are interested. It may sound
pedestrian but it goes to show that we can never be sure if someone loves us. Even if they say it to us we
can still not be sure as they can lie for whatever reasons. Thus, we try through other means, their behaviour
and reaction to certain emotional plots, to see what their feelings for us are. This can also reach the excessive
point that if someone does not behave in a way that we are socially conditioned to recognise as an
appropriate reaction to an emotional plot, if they do not get jealous when we talk to someone else for

example, this may affect our perception of their feelings.

4 Ekman does name infatuation as an emotional plot, though he does not clarify how he differentiates it from love.
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Based on all of the above, it would not be too excessive to argue that love always entails an element of
representation. As there is not an unambiguous way to know what the other feels about us, we try to discern
it, or sustain the illusion that we know, from how they act and the way we interpret their performed
behaviour. At the same time, we are also aware of being in love through complex cognitive and
psychological processes and/or emotional plots. In that, love becomes a constructed experience in itself;
dependent on our biology but highly influenced by our social discourse. This does not mean that love as an
experience is the same with the experience of love as represented in the media, games included, but it

already shows how the two become convoluted.

In accordance with the theory of emotions, the discrepancy between love and romance is positioned in more
positive terms. While love always brings along an uncertainty and part of its effect is based on our trying
to discern it, both in ourselves and others, in representations of love the feelings are given. They are
recreated for us and we can share them, by proxy, with the characters that are engaged in the love story. As
we will see in the following section, our feelings can indeed be triggered by narrative as much as by reality.
Yet, the feelings we have when we experience a love representation, by reading it, watching it, or executing

it, are not the same with the feelings we have when we live love.

4.6. Reported emotions

Another of Ekman’s considerations regarding emotions attests to the above; the fact that there is a
possibility “that there are more emotional words than there are basic emotions, terms which refer not only
to the emotion but features of the eliciting situation, of differential responses to that situation, etc.” (p. 195).
This is supported more evidently in studies by Stein and Trabasso (1992), in which they trace links between
emotion, thought, language, and action,* and much more recently by Cowen and Keltner (2017), who study
reported emotional states.*® Does this mean that the way we talk and think about an emotion affects the
emotion itself? Resisting the urge to give a linguistic affirmative per Wittgenstein, cognitive psychology
informs us that, especially regarding complex emotions like love, the answer is indeed yes. As Oatley and
Laird (1987) contend, complex emotions, like falling in love, occur “only with the development of a

reflective sense of self” (p. 42).

45 “The knowledge that is used to understand and classify emotional experiences is derived from and mirrors actual
experience. This knowledge is conceptual in nature and leads to interpretations that are shared across persons. This
knowledge is also used to interpret and evaluate situations and constrain which emotions are felt” (p. 230).

46 «[...] Emotions are centered in subjective experiences that people represent with language (1-10). People represent
their transient experiences within a semantic space that includes hundreds, if not thousands, of semantic terms that
refer to a rich variety of emotional states (11-13) most readily characterised by the types of situations in which they
occur (14, 15)” (p. 7901).
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As they explain: “representations of the self are inherently social, and first become accessible in
consciousness as a result of relationships with others.” Our emotions, love included, are affected by our
capacity as social beings and our social interactions: “a complex emotion may start by being quite inchoate:
Only with substantial reasoning about the situation and its implications may the full complex emotion
develop” (p. 47). This is why, according to the authors, the experience of complex emotions is dynamic and
shifting on the basis of our reflection: “Basic emotions are developed from universal biological
mechanisms. Complex emotions are founded on these, but plans and their evaluations vary from culture to
culture and from person to person” (ibid). As such, while complex emotions share a commonality, their

evaluation, thinking about them, differs.

Oatley and Leird give the example of amae, “a Japanese emotion evidently based on happiness, but with a
sweetish quality of childlike dependence that occurs between adults as lovers” (ibid). Amae is a concept
introduced in 1971 by Japanese psychoanalyst Takeo Doi in his seminal book The Anatomy of Dependence.
Doi developed this term to describe how the Japanese child-rearing practices affect adult relationships in
Japanese society. Does this mean that only Japanese people may feel amae as part of their love experience?
Doi argues that this is not the case. Nonetheless, Japanese people are more likely to experience it because
they have words for it and because it is much more intrinsic to the Japanese society having to do with the

manner in which Japanese people are brought up and emotionally encultured.

The above dovetails with the conclusion of the last chapter. While love has been the persistent subject of
representation the world over, which means it is a cultural and human universal, each representation bears
the mark of its era. Building on that, the argument made here is that each representation affects, in turn, the
complex emotion of love and its experience to the point that new understandings of love are conceived and,
progressively, felt as well. As Ekman points out, “often in civilised life, our emotions occur in response to
words not actions, to events which are complex and indirect (1992, p. 188). To that, he also argues that:
“People do choose to put themselves in situations in which an emotion is likely to occur, arranging

circumstances known to be likely to bring on the emotion” (p. 189).

Since as we saw certain emotions are discourse-dependent, could it not then be surmised that people elicit
these emotions through words, language, and any other form of codification? This, I argue, is especially
true for love. As a complex experience that cannot be uniquely perceived and biologically eludes us, love
is by default represented. This representation can vary from simple affirmations and declarations of love to
the intricate poems regarding the aesthetics of love of the previous chapter. Yet by being so conditioned on
representation, love also becomes subject to it. More precisely, the representations of love manifest novel

emotions; emotions that are associated with love but take a presence of their own. A masterful poem about
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love elicits emotions to its reader that they may never experience while actually being in love; or they may

do exactly because they have first read this poem about love.

As we saw in chapter two, romance is a love representation; one that is so formulaic that it constitutes a
separate experience of emotions. While love is more complex and free-form, romance is very structured
and culturally situated. It creates emotions of excitement pleasure, joy, and infatuation among others, which
are specific to romance and achieved through its appropriate codification. In romance, the feelings of love
are given but since love cannot be felt but only in its ambivalence and ambiguity, romance compensates for
this by transferring the emotional triggers from the experience of love to the experience of struggle: struggle

of action in the case of epic romances or struggle of expression in the case of love poetry.

In epic romances, as we saw in chapter two, the struggle is action-based. The hero of the romance goes on
a quest to save the lady that, we are surely told, he loves. In love poetry, as we saw in chapter three, the
struggle becomes a poetic invention: the agony of expressing the poet’s despair due to unrequited love or
the magnitude of their emotions. There are also the tragic love stories, in which the struggle is either
external, when society condemns the love, or internal, when at least one of the lovers objects to love for
personal reasons, or, more often than not, a combination or an interplay of the two, as in personal obligation
within a social setting. Because romance is concerned with love and because, as argued in this chapter,
love, as with other complex emotions, is subject to discourse, romance can and does affect the way we
understand love in general. This turns romance into a paradigm, a political at that. The tenuous relationship
between love and romance will be further analysed in the following chapters together with the potential of

reconciliation that games as a medium possess.

Summary

In this chapter, I analysed love as a biological process and psychological emotion. Neuroscientific and
evolutionary biology and psychology theories argue that love is a brain system developed for the successful
human procreation. While this aspect of love is uncontested, I drew attention to the fact that love is also a
complex psychological and social phenomenon. What we experience as love in the chemical and
physiological sense is highly influenced by our social experience. In particular, I showed how love as a
high-level experience is also dependent on discourse, language, words, and codification in general. In this
sense, the way we represent love affects how we understand and experience it. Representations of love can
trigger novel feelings that while associated with love are dependent on the discourse that generates them

because they are codified emotional plots.
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This is especially the case with romance, which as a structured representation of love elicits emotions
specifically linked with romance, such as pleasure, joy, and infatuation. The connection between the
experience of love and the experience of its representation is highly pertinent to the current discussion since
games are lived representations of love and as such influenced by both the actual feeling and the represented
experience thereof. In this capacity of theirs, they can also function as the prime means to portray love’s

and romance difference but also reconcile them.
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Chapter 5
What’s Love Got to Do with It?

What's love but a second hand emotion?

Tina Turner

Nier: Automata (PlatinumGames 2017) is a game preoccupied with what it means to be human. The player
assumes the role of 9S and 2B, two androids who fight for humanity against machines, lifeforms which
were designed by an alien species that had invaded earth and forced humans to exile on the moon.
Throughout the game, 9S and 2B face machines which try to capture and emulate human concepts and
practices: war, religion, friendship, family, nation, kingdom, sacrifice, and love. One of the game’s bosses
is a massive lifeform machine named Simone de Beauvoir. It is a grotesque figure resembling an opera
singer dressed in a red, torn gown on top of her bell-like metallic frame, which gives the impression of a

crinoline.

Figure 6 - 9S and 2B facing Simone, Nier: Automata
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Figure 7 - 9S and 2B fighting against the Goliath machine-form, Nier: Automata

Beauvoir is a shrieking menace, very hard to kill, emitting laser blades from her metallic body that do a lot
of damage. She also screams to summon near-dead androids which she has under her command. The
dismembered bodies of some of these androids protrude from her body and head hanging like rag-dolls or
malformed adornments. From the game’s character description, we learn that Simone is:

A Goliath-class machine lifeform modeled after an opera singer, this unit attacked foes using the
repurposed bodies of living androids. Obsessed with a certain other machine lifeform, she put great thought
into her appearance - even going so far as to cannibalize her own kind. Alas, such garish decorations only
ended up being a spectacular display of poor taste. Her search for beauty eventually led to her demise when
she attacked 2B and 9S.

As per the game’s mechanics, the player has to fight Simone twice. In their first playthrough, they control
2B, a combat android that has a straightforward perspective on things. She does not delve into Simone’s
past, the player does not even learn her name because 2B is not interested in uncovering anything about this
foe. She is an opponent that needs to die so that the mission must go on. The second time around, the player
controls 9S, who is a scanner android. His job description is to hack into things and reach their core for
information. This has affected his personality, which is much more inquisitive, a trait which plays a very
important role as the story and game progresses. Due to 9S’s hacking, we can now access this monstrous
opera-singer’s log entries and discover a haunting personal narrative:

Look at me. Oh please look at me. I want your eyes to look upon me alone.
Have I not become beautiful?

Do these clothes make me look cute?

Would he like it if T walked like th