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Abstract

Once considered on the cutting edge of technological and social advancement, video game arcades now seem nostalgic at best to many and practically dead to some. Nevertheless, some arcades remain active social spaces, attracting diverse clientele and offering gaming experiences different from anything widely available for home play. This paper presents the results of several months of ethnographic research in a number of arcades in two Eastern cities. My observations suggest that arcades operate as visibly, though flexibly structured social environments. Players choose or avoid gaming activities with consideration of the context and atmosphere of the arcade, the conversation and interpersonal interaction allowed in different situations, and the content and control of games themselves. While games designed for home play allow for long periods of screen-focused immersion, the arcade environment encourages briefer play with more attention to happenings off-screen, provided by the games and other players.


Arcadian Rhythms: Video Games, Public Space, and the Off-Screen Experience


In the 1970s and early ’80s, video game arcades seemed to offer not only cheap amusement, but also an early passport into the twenty-first century. Once hailed as havens of racial harmony and classless access to computer technology, arcades are now more nostalgic than cutting-edge. Computers and home consoles have surpassed the processing ability of their ancestors in the big cabinets, even allowing virtual interaction online. Accordingly, the spaces of critical interest in gaming have shifted to the living room, the internet, and the screen itself (Filiciak, 2003; Guins, 2004; Smith, 2006; Taylor, 2002). Researchers, developers, and critics tend to presume that the great strength of video games is in an increased sense of presence – the player feels she is “really there,” as if the events on screen were not mediated but actually experienced (Lombard & Ditton, 1997; McMahan 2003). Not every game, however, seeks to draw the player from real space into a digital world. As Guins (2004) points out, “The screen space of game play is only one space within which video games intrude” (p. 198). My own ethnographic research in arcades revealed these environments to be active social spaces with physically involved participants, where context, conversation, and off-screen game content remain quite relevant to understanding the gaming experience. 


Home computer and console games make use of a limited number of techniques to reach beyond screen space. Most such games have players focus their attention on the screen and deliver input using their fingers, through a handheld controller or a keyboard and mouse, though some games demand more attention to physical space and off-screen inputs. Some games, for example, use “force feedback” technology (see Murphy, 2004), which enables controllers to vibrate to reflect action in the game (e.g., falling off a skateboard). Sherry (2004) describes this extension into off-screen space as part of an overall tactile and audiovisual “sensory immersive experience” (p. 13), though other research suggests that many players find vibrating controllers a distraction from immersion (Wood et al., 2004). Rather, off-screen stimuli may perform other useful functions, such as providing novel situations for conversation with other players and challenging stereotypical notions of what a game should be. As a publicly-accessible social space devoted specifically to short spurts of game play, rather than lengthy single-player narratives like one might find on games designed for home play, arcades offer a context particularly hospitable to different kinds of gaming experiences.


Home console games now typically allow multiple people to play simultaneously, though it is likely quite rare that console gamers meet new people through the act of home game play itself. Arcades offer face-to-face interaction with friends, acquaintances, and strangers on a regular basis, while other gaming contexts such as at LAN parties (Swalwell, 2006) and video game fan conventions occur far less frequently. Arcades thus act as semi-public spaces, exemplary of the urban public realm in which one could interact with diverse others (Lofland, 1998); or, similarly, as “third spaces” – places of neither home nor work (Oldenburg, 1997) – in which visitors might socialize and meet new people. One video game researcher has even suggested that “The death of arcades is one piece of evidence suggesting that Putnam (2000) was right about the decline in vibrant civic spaces” (Williams, 2006, p. 15). Surrey’s (1982) early observational study of arcades describes people of various ages, races, and social classes playing games together, and Williams’s (2003) content analysis of news frames in video game coverage indicates that early articles portray arcades as “places of safety, positive socialization and even racial harmony” (p. 538). Fisher’s (1995) survey of 11- to 16-year-olds found that kids were primarily visiting arcades to see and make friends and to “hang out.” While the kind of socializing that occurs in arcades may not lead to the idealized form of civic engagement that some scholars have hoped would come from involvement in the public sphere, arcade play is still a potentially important form of leisure and community-building.


Much of the research on arcades has focused on fears of negative effects of gaming, such as effects on aggression (Dominick, 1984; Lin and Lepper, 1987) and gambling and delinquency (Fisher, 1994; Griffiths, 1991; Huff & Collinson, 1987; Salguero & Morán, 2002). In a long-term observational study, Michaels (1993) addresses the question of “video game parlors as potential unhealthy social environments, encouraging loitering, drug use, and gambling” (p. 274); he concludes that some “dirtier” and more “dimly-lit” arcades attracted “rougher-looking youth,” and even fighting that allegedly escalated to gunfire, not witnessed by the researcher (p. 286). Cleaner, better-lit arcades managed by chains and located in malls “seemed safe and wholesome” to the author, attracting more females and adults (p. 287). Reviews and other analysis have challenged the reliability and validity of the literature linking video games to violence, addictive behaviors, and delinquency, however (Abbott et al., 1995; Sherry, 2006; Tejeiro, 2001). Surrey (1982) notes having witnessed no gambling, and while he concedes that spending lunch money on games “is not harmless,” he stresses positive aspects over negative. In response to concerns of arcades’ supposed detrimental influences, he emphasizes the potential educational benefits of games, and quotes University City Science Center anthropologist Richard Morris: “It would be naïve to think that most of the time and money spent on these video games would be channeled into anything society would label as productive” (p. 78).

To explore how people use arcade spaces and play games, I visited four arcades in two Eastern cities. I identify each arcade here by a pseudonym relating to a particularly relevant feature of the place’s function or location: City Arcade, Campus Arcade, Sports Bar Arcade, and Strip Mall Arcade. I made regular visits during the winter, spring, and summer of 2006, spreading my visits between weekdays, weekends, early afternoon hours, and evening hours. Most of my visits exceeded an hour, and I visited City Arcade and Campus Arcade more frequently. I played games in the hopes that strangers would spontaneously join me, and many did. I joined other players’ games, I watched games in progress, and I made field notes from informal talk with players, spectators, and arcade employees. My own experience with video games proved invaluable in conducting research: not only was I able to participate in casual conversation requiring background knowledge about arcades and games, I also did not need to learn common game conventions just to interpret play as some previous researchers have had to do. One of the most useful tools at my disposal was being good enough at certain games – and being sufficiently able to gauge the ability of my opponents – to control for the outcome of a match. 


As noted above, some have already pronounced the death of arcades, but this should not be understood to mean that arcades have nothing left to offer how we understand the appeals and functions of game play. Arcade games exist in an environment where on-screen immersion is barely sustainable, and often not the players’ main goal. As such, arcades present several examples of how considering game play means considering geographical and spatial context, face-to-face conversation, and the actions encouraged by game content and control.
Context: Exterior and Interior Influences on Atmosphere


The context and space of game play have potentially dramatic consequences in terms of  how people actually use arcades. An arcade’s geographic location can be a strong signal as to who is most welcome, and its games and furnishings encourage certain activities and discourage others. Michaels (1993) identifies a number of “endogenous” and “exogenous” (that is, internal and external) factors affecting the physical and social atmosphere of arcades. Among the notable exogenous factors are “season (particularly whether schools are […] in session), day of week[…], time of day, weather, and mall events” (p. 279). Some of these factors are predictable and consistent with my own results. Children spend the day in school, not in arcades, but traffic is generally heavier over the summer and later in the day, and so on. 


My own sites of observation were not in malls, but better understood as situated in relation to local neighborhoods, major roads, or university campuses. The neighborhood context of an arcade strongly informs its character and function. City Arcade, for example, draws most of its clientele from the urban (and primarily African-American) residential community surrounding it rather than from the large, private, and primarily Caucasian university across the street. Campus Arcade, meanwhile, is a “game room” on the ground floor of the well-trafficked student center at another large, private, city-based university. Its clientele comes primarily from the university on weekday afternoons, but also comes from surrounding neighborhoods and cities on evenings and weekends. 


The atmosphere of an arcade also depends somewhat on legal or voluntary regulations actively imposed by or upon arcades, which falls somewhere between the endogenous and exogenous categories. Certain policies may be voluntarily implemented by arcade themselves, but also more or less expected by the local community or society at large. City Arcade, for example, does not allow access to minors during school hours, and enforces an 11:00 pm curfew for minors as well. Other regulations potentially include legal requirements. Several states have proposed bills to regulate minors’ access to violent games, particularly of the point-and-shoot variety (see www.medialegislation.org), and several cities have specific zoning laws relating to using property for arcades. My own city of residence, for example, specifies regulations for certain “uses” of space in Philadelphia Municipal Code Title 14, § 14-1605: “concentration of these uses causes a deleterious effect on the aesthetics and economics of the areas in which these uses are located” and “the concentration of these uses causes the areas in which these uses have located to become a focus of crime.” Other regulated uses include strip clubs, drug paraphernalia stores, and pawn shops, signaling the social and economic status of clientele that arcades are thought to attract. 


Several endogenous factors also influence an arcade’s atmosphere, combining with exogenous factors to help serve some function (and make a profit). In some ways, the interior of arcades has actually changed little in the last couple of decades: game “cabinets” and coin machines dispensing quarters or tokens still line the walls, usually crowded close together, and the room is typically a cacophony of sound (Surrey, 1982, p. 72). The games themselves, of course, take up the majority of floor space at most arcades. As Michaels (1993) and Surrey (1982) note, the quality and newness of games are large factors in what draws visitors. I once saw nine young men at Sports Bar Arcade standing around Tekken 5, a martial-arts fighting game projected onto a giant screen, because, one explained, it had just arrived at the arcade. 


Most arcade video games can usually be categorized into a few popular genres: shooters, with plastic guns to be aimed at enemies onscreen; fighters, with a couple joysticks and corresponding rows of buttons to control figures engaged in head-to-head combat; racing games, which generally offer a seat, steering wheel, pedals, and sometimes even a clutch; “retro” games from the 1980s, such as the Ms. Pac-Man/Galaga 20 Year Anniversary combination machine, or the Ultracade cabinet featuring dozens, perhaps hundreds, of old and obscure games; and, more recently, “rhythm” games that require players to perform complicated dance steps, beat a drum, or scratch records, such as the popular Dance Dance Revolution (or DDR) franchise. 


Other genres still exist, such as action/adventure games that involve commanding a superhero, spaceship, or cartoon character through a barrage of violent enemies, or puzzle games like Tetris. These have been largely crowded out by games more unique to arcades, however; the descendents of the action/adventure games now exist primarily on home and handheld consoles. City Arcade also introduced three cabinets holding Xbox game consoles with online play capabilities. These have seen a decent amount of use since their installation, though the subsequently installed cabinet with a PlayStation 2 seems generally untouched: Xbox’s online service, after all, has a monthly fee that makes it less likely to be something arcade visitors have at home. Recent years have also seen the development of various genre hybrids and unusual hardware, such as shooters that detect the player’s movements in order to dodge bullets, or games with madly vibrating handles claiming to test resistance to electrocution. 


In addition to digital video games, all of the arcades I visited feature some combination of “analog” games, including pinball, air hockey, and various “redemption” games, which dole out tickets players can redeem for small prizes. Some redemption games are very similar to what one might see at a carnival, such as a game that involves knocking clown faces over with balls shot from an air gun. Other redemption games include Super Shot Basketball, a basketball shooting game with a moving backboard, and Skee Ball, which involves rolling balls into a holes marked with different point values. City Arcade also features a simple photo booth which sees frequent use, particularly among female visitors and families. 


The working condition of the machines can also directly impact the atmosphere in some ways, potentially excluding all but the most dedicated players or attracting visitors with special tastes. With so much repeated use, damages are inevitable, and arcade employees devote much time (particularly during slow periods) to disassembling parts of machines and fixing them. Nearly every member of the aforementioned large group around Tekken 5 had his own PlayStation controller or joystick to plug in, as the controls on the new game were already broken. In addition, as arcade managers reuse the old cabinets housing games, the cabinets occasionally feature labels for games that are not actually inside them, and also potentially omit play instructions featured on the game’s original cabinet. On the other end of the spectrum, a non-student neighborhood resident hanging out on the couch at Campus Arcade informed me that the DDR Extreme machine there was so consistently maintained that “serious players” from all over the state come to play it on weekends.


The machines in an arcade serve not just as playable games, but also as self-advertising machines and an audiovisual spectacle. Since their invention, arcade games have used sounds and visuals to attract potential players, taunting with a robotic voice on action games (Guins 2004), offering a quick clip of music and flashing lights on dancing games, and boasting a 3-D rendered video of the characters’ histories on fighting games. The visuals on some unused machines often seem practically incidental to arcade owners: as noted above, many cabinets omit instructions or proper names, and one DDR machine at Campus Arcade displays instructions in Japanese during downtime. For some games, just watching someone play is a show in itself: DDR players seem to step to impossibly fast sequences of arrows, and Mocap Boxing detects the movements of players who don giant gloves and physically move to dodge the opponent onscreen. The strategy of attracting players with sounds, on the other hand, may make more sense for individual machines littered around pizza parlors and Laundromats. In an arcade full of games competing to be heard, the noises are practically indistinguishable even up close. Some arcades also play music: City Arcade even has a digital jukebox that visitors use heavily on weekend evenings. Despite Surrey’s (1982) observation that all the noise impedes conversation, I witnessed no such impediment. Nevertheless, the impression of sensory overload may be more apparent to newcomers, and the degree of audiovisual mess varies from arcade to arcade. The games in Campus Arcade, for example, are set to remain silent when not in use, so the room tends to be rather quiet for long stretches on weekday afternoons.


Strip Mall Arcade and Sports Bar Arcade in particular devote a great deal of their space to non-video games, highlighting their function as something of an indoor carnival experience. Strip Mall Arcade features an entire room of redemption games, a larger room of video games, pinball, and air hockey, and a separate laser tag arena. A couple of employees can survey practically the entire arcade from a counter area in the middle; as Michaels (1993) suggests, this can serve as a powerful deterrent to misbehavior. Meanwhile, at over 20,000 square feet, Sports Bar Arcade features three bars with giant screens showing various sports programs, over 100 arcade games, an indoor go-kart track, batting cages, dozens of pool tables, laser tag, bowling lanes, basketball courts, and several rows of foldable, plastic tables to sit at while eating cheap pizza. It attracts visitors of all ages, but predictably, the crowd on the arcade floor tends to be younger than those at the bar and the pool tables; both it and Strip Mall Arcade do a lot of business through children’s birthday parties. In addition to employees scattered around the building, Sports Bar Arcade also has police wandering the floor on weekend evenings, having been the site of a major drug bust in the past and generally being considered a somewhat seedy place by the locals and even some employees.


Campus Arcade’s offerings, on the other hand, fit with its dual role as a student center lounge: it occupies a single room with 15 games and two vending machines spaced widely along the walls, two pool tables nearer the center of the floor, and several couches, chairs and tables where students sit to study, eat, nap, and watch people play games. It features fewer machines per square foot than most arcades, and includes none of the ticket redemption games present at my other sites. Campus Arcade has no arcade employees present whatsoever, suggesting a lower level of risk or fear by its managers and the community at large, as well as a different business model: it accrues some pocket change for the university’s recreation budget (according to the school paper), but does not need employees around handing out prizes for tickets.


Finally, City Arcade has two tightly-packed rooms of video games, redemption games, pinball, and air hockey, with a third, more spacious, generally smoke-filled room featuring a few pool tables. The arcade functions somewhat like a neighborhood hangout for many, attracting huge crowds on Saturday nights in particular. Inkjet-printed signs adorn the machines, announcing upcoming tournaments and special events, warning that “IF YOUR NOT PLAYING, YOUR NOT STAYING” (sic). One newly upgraded machine features a sign that reads, “TEKKEN 5.1 – From (City Arcade) to You,” announcing it as a gift to the community. When curfew nears, the employees make announcements warning visitors to have IDs on hand, and urging them to “just play a video game.” Employees wander the floor – again, potentially as a deterrent from misbehavior, but also frequently chatting and playing games with the arcade visitors as well. 


The signage and employee interaction at City Arcade in particular illustrate the social function that arcades fulfill for their visitors. The degree to which the atmosphere of each arcade encourages socializing varies to some extent, but overall, a player is unlikely to get too involved with any one game for very long. While any one game might command practically undivided attention for a few minutes at a time, plenty of other sights and sounds surround and potentially attract arcade visitors, and players must share games with one another. Moreover, arcade owners cannot afford to let players get too rooted in a single spot without offering up more coins periodically. From the arcade visitor’s standpoint, this means that the arcade needs to offer something to socialize around, such as games designed to foster interpersonal interaction.

Conversation: Visitors and Social Interaction


Arcade visitors themselves find several uses for the arcade space, and not all of these include actually playing the games themselves. Though many visitors cannot be pinned down to a single behavior, at any given time, the people in an arcade tend to fit into a loose typology of visitor roles and activities. Within these types, visitors vary in terms of gender, age, and level of skill or interest – that is, more casual visitors versus regulars and “hardcore” gamers. As Carr (2005) describes, hardcore players are more likely “to self-identify as a serious gamer” and are “more committed,” though this is not to say that they are “more credible or more representative of their casual counterparts” (p. 468). People navigate arcades in a variety of ways, and each way is potentially valuable for both the visitors themselves and for arcade owners.


Many arcade visitors pass the time as observers. At Campus Arcade, for example, the lounge atmosphere encourages people to drop in for lunch, sitting alone or in small groups and watching people play games. At just about all of the arcades, some groups or pairs include an observer who is just accompanying other players. Many have no apparent interest in playing, but as a player once remarked to Surrey (1982), some people likely learn how to play by observing others. Most observers, like most arcade visitors, are male, though I saw several female observers accompanying boyfriends or groups of friends. Nowadays, some observers are children, as well; it remains difficult for small children to see through a crowd at an elevated screen, but one can observe a game of Dance Dance Revolution from just about any height, as the dancing itself is the greatest part of the spectacle. Some observers are casual players, or not even players at all, though they still may be patronizing the arcade (e.g., paying for the photo booth or the juke box). Campus Arcade was the only arcade in which I saw people attending alone specifically just to sit around and observe, however. In most cases, observers are individuals or members of groups taking a break from playing or waiting in line to play.


Solo players visit the arcade alone, often to kill time between classes or during a lunch break. Many come in for a specific game, particularly certain fighting games, pinball, and Dance Dance Revolution. I saw one woman on Dance Dance Revolution at Campus Arcade, for example, pausing between songs to take bites from her sandwich. The majority of solo players I observed still engage socially with other people in the arcade, such as by chatting with observers or arcade staff. Moreover, many solo players do not remain alone for long, as single players on multiplayer games tend to attract challengers within minutes. 


Some solo players do isolate themselves, however, potentially seeking a more personal and immersive experience. I once approached a person in Campus Arcade playing Soul Calibur 2 on a single-player mode (“Conquest Mode”) that allowed him to play against characters controlled by the computer; these characters are trained by actual players and maintain ongoing win/loss records, but this mode does not enable challengers to join during play. At the end of his game, I asked if I could join, received a brief “No,” and saw him put in two more tokens for another game on “Conquest Mode.” In addition, I never saw strangers join in on an ongoing cooperative game; I even saw one person waiting for a turn on Strikers 1945, an old airplane shoot-em-up, though he could have just joined the game in progress and helped the other player. Such avoidance of interaction seemed to be the exception rather than the rule on multiplayer games.


Some games actually require a certain degree of isolation by design: Beach Head requires the player to view the game from a screen inside a large, rotating headpiece while gripping controllers on the side (simulating a tank turret). Even isolated game experiences can be part of time spent with company, however: of the men whom I saw play Beach Head, at least a couple were not really solo players visiting the arcade alone, as they had female companions watching bemusedly from a short distance. To offer another example, I saw a teenage girl playing games alone on a handheld PlayStation Portable for a couple hours, killing time while her male companions (whom I recognized as regulars at Campus Arcade) played pool on the other side of the room.


In my observations, solo players were almost exclusively male, with the exception of female Dance Dance Revolution players. Some solo players, such as pinball players, are somewhat older than the common age range of arcade visitors, which was somewhere between the early teens and late twenties for the most part. Solo players are practically always somewhat experienced, having played in arcades with some regularity.


Most casual players, on the other hand, often visit the arcade in private parties – groups that come in together, leave together, and exclude strangers from joining them in play. Most private parties tend to be small groups of women, adults supervising (or playing with) children, and couples on dates. Many private parties are mixed in gender, though often homogeneous in terms of race and economic status. Not all members of private parties necessarily play the same games at the same time. At City Arcade, for example, I sometimes saw women playing old games on Ultracade or Ms. Pac-Man/Galaga while male companions played some other game in a group nearby. At Strip Mall Arcade, I saw two young women playing air hockey while a third wandered off for a bit to play a single-player truck-driving game; she soon came back to observe her friends. 


Some scattered groups of visitors, however, are less cohesive and less exclusive. These groups often include both acquaintances and strangers, split up around the arcade and convening around games that allow multiple people to play and watch simultaneously – typically, fighting games (particularly Soul Calibur 2, Tekken 5, and Marvel vs. Capcom 2, at my sites) and various iterations and imitations of Dance Dance Revolution (which regularly sport updated soundtracks). Fighting game players are almost exclusively male, whereas DDR players are much closer to a balanced gender ratio. Most of the members of scattered groups are somewhat experienced gamers. The membership of any given scattered group changes over the course of a few hours as people come and go, but even complete strangers often become familiar with other players in these groups over time. Players of fighting games at Sports Bar Arcade and Campus Arcade, for example, told me that they have met new friends and a number of acquaintances playing in arcades; one player explained that some groups coordinate meetings on Web sites. An employee at Strip Mall Arcade described fighting game and DDR players as forming “little communities,” sometimes coming from far and wide to play together. 


The ritual of joining multiplayer games with strangers is relatively straightforward and non-confrontational, and has been in place for decades: put a coin on the machine to mark your place in line (Surrey, 1982). I once had to figure out my own place in line when a particularly large group surrounded Tekken 5 and was not using quarters, but the other players were friendly and welcomed me into the rotation. Surrey (1982) notes that people of different ages and social classes often join in on games with one another, and I witnessed much of the same. At Campus Arcade, for example I once saw a Hispanic boy from a nearby high school ask an Asian-American woman from the university if he could join her next game of Dance Dance Revolution. She agreed, and he let her pick the songs. Surrey’s examples, however, included people taking turns to compete for a higher score in games like Pac-Man. On older games, lining up for a game usually meant waiting for the current game to finish, perhaps initiating a two-player game in which players alternate their turns. I saw no interaction among strangers over such games; players prefer to interact over games that allow them to use machines simultaneously. 


As noted above, DDR offers simultaneous play for who players who start together. Fighting games also allow challengers to interrupt a single-player game in progress. Some challengers simply walk up and insert coins without a word, and others ask permission to join. Either type of player may be likely to chat with opponents between rounds, and the winner of the match gets to stay for the next game. Much of my time in the arcades I visited involved playing fighting games and waiting for a few minutes at a time before challengers or observers walked up, though I also joined several games in progress. I once asked a player on Tekken 5 for permission to join, for example. He happily invited me and explained that he preferred to play with other people, and we proceeded to chat about the video game industry and my own research between the rounds of a few games. Unable to join during an ongoing game, Dance Dance Revolution players typically just observe while others are playing, waiting for their turn. Many players even dance alongside games in progress, practicing the steps. 


In theory, any player with 50 cents can compete against other players, but players are actually quite selective in whom they challenge. Much of visitors’ actions in arcades can be explained as a process of seeking an optimal level of challenge appropriate for one’s skill level. In part, this may be because losing simply leaves people feeling embarrassed, so players simply avoid this. This also allows for a more personally satisfying game experience: excessively or insufficiently challenging situations lead to frustration or boredom with the game, ruining a continued “flow” of engagement and enjoyment (Sherry 2004). For example, in playing Soul Calibur 2, which I play reasonably well, I noticed that opponents would keep inserting coins to continue play as long as I did not play too aggressively. When I played to my full ability, most challengers gave up. Meanwhile, no one ever challenged me in a game of Tekken 5, which I barely know how to play, though I spent a considerable amount of time playing and saw many people join in with other players. 


Inexperienced players are recognizable by certain behaviors, such as using generally ignored machines (like the older of two Dance Dance Revolution machines in Campus Arcade), indiscriminate “button-mashing” in fighting games rather than utilizing combination maneuvers (also noted by Murphy (2004)), and short game times. As noted above, inexperienced players also tend to visit in private parties, limiting competition from skilled players. Measures of skill evaluation are even built into some games: Dance Dance Revolution assigns a letter grade after each song; many games keep track of high scores or time elapsed in completing a game; and fighting games tend to keep track of win/loss records, even including the use of personal data cards inserted into Tekken 5 to keep track of players’ lifetime records and skill level (measured in dan, a mark of rank in Japanese martial arts). Thus, arcade visitors have a number of ways of navigating the playing field. This principle of arcade interaction helps explain to some extent why arcades seem such wondrous models of racial harmony: in this gaming environment, ethnicity is not nearly as much a barrier to socialization as uneven skill level.


In addition to actually playing, most visitors socialize with someone else in the arcade, even if only with the people they visit with. On a particularly crowded Saturday night at City Arcade, players call out greetings and pound knuckles with passers-by between rounds. At City Arcade in particular, employees frequently observe players during downtime. One employee often joked with me and offered comments as I played. Visitors chat less while actually concentrating on playing, except for the occasional exclamation from being surprised, frustrated, or impressed by the opponent. A visitor might only spend a fraction of his or her time in these brief moments of intense concentration on play; the crowds of observers and players in waiting surrounding multiplayer games tend watch the game in progress, cheer the players on, and chat.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, extended conversations between strangers in the arcade tend to be about video games. At both City Arcade and Campus Arcade, for example, people started chatting with me about rumors of a Soul Calibur 3 arcade release, which had so far only appeared in Japan. In Campus Arcade, I talked to two different individuals about the business troubles many arcades face. In fact, the only conversations I had trouble starting were those in which I introduced myself first as a researcher. It made more sense to bring this up in the context of a game in progress.


Much of the talk around games is simply a reaction to game play. One player whom I defeated at Soul Calibur 2 skulked off with a friend, muttering that he would go find something he knew how to play. Another player whom I saw waiting in line for a game of Marvel vs. Capcom 2 against a particularly skilled opponent joked that he’d be right back after a smoking break to “bust your ass” (and all involved had a good laugh). In a particularly dramatic display of boasting, I once saw a player in City Arcade defeat several people in a row and send a group of players in waiting into hysterical laughter: he slammed the buttons to deliver the death blow, grabbed his friend by the shirt, and loudly exclaimed, “I’m the One! I’m fuckin’ Neo!” – referring to the godlike computer hacker from the Matrix action movies. This kind of behavior indicates that fighting game play is something akin to a neighborhood basketball game: a social and physical experience, complete with friendly trash talking.


These examples suggest a couple basic social functions that arcade games provide for players, beyond the obvious function of personal leisure. For one, games give strangers something to talk about, particularly for men who may be otherwise unlikely to engage one another personally – a function similar to that which has been suggested of televisions in bars (McCarthy, 2001). Conversations and comments about upcoming arcade releases, the arcade industry, and games in progress all require some prior knowledge of gaming, establishing a common talking point and sense of belonging for unacquainted individuals. The social behavior surrounding games – play fighting in imitation of virtual martial artists, shouts of victory recalling a sci-fi action hero – suggest that the players in arcades establish a sense of solidarity and competition that draws on their background as gamers and movie fans rather than (or in addition to) knowledge of other stereotypically masculine settings and pursuits, such as sports or politics.


Another important social function arcades serve is to offer numerous, injury-free opportunities for competition. Nowadays, this offering is most apparent in the realm of fighting games, though one player noted to Surrey (1982) that entering one’s initials into a game for a particularly high score was a draw to play some games. This may help explain why players seem happy to jump into fighting games with strangers, but tend not to interrupt cooperative games in progress: achieving a high score without aid (or without a partner getting in the way) is a type of competition in itself.

Content and Control: Cultural Associations and Off-Screen Involvement


As described above, visitors choose games to play and observe based on a number of social and contextual factors. In addition, the formal factors of the games themselves, such as content and control (i.e., input method) are a major draw or deterrent for arcade visitors. Some games, like most home console and computer games, focus attention on the on-screen content: you can play a game of Tekken 5, for example, without ever looking off-screen or needing to hear the sounds. Such games typically require input through some traditional video game control system, such as a joystick with buttons. Other games can and do often focus attention and demand additional action off-screen, providing hardware that players might be less likely to have at home. Dance Dance Revolution, for example, requires far more attention to music and bodily movement than games requiring only hand and thumb movements. Shooting games require players to hold up their arms and point a gun at a screen. Driving games often involve some physical involvement as well, as steering wheels offer considerable resistance, and some players opt to use the clutch. Games like air hockey and Skee Ball require no screen at all, focusing attention on the players’ and objects movements in real space.


Several of the hardcore players with whom I spoke indicated owning multiple consoles at home, but even games that are technically playable at home sometimes draw visitors to their arcade versions. Aside from the appeal of playing with strangers, playing the arcade version of games generally has more to do with physical and spatial issues than with on-screen content. For example, many Dance Dance Revolution players who own the home version of the game still go to the arcade: as several players explained to me, they like to use the industrial-strength dance pads and lean against the metal bars while dancing. 


For those casual players who visit arcades infrequently, the accessibility of and cultural associations with content and control likely play a powerful role in influencing which games people choose to play. In particular, I noticed that most female casual players tended to avoid fighting games, and tended to favor physically-involved games like Skee Ball and Air Hockey. This is not to say that all female arcade visitors are casual players, or that all casual players were female, but the overlap was quite high – unsurprising, perhaps, given that games tend to be marketed to males, and preferences in games may only change given a setting that encourages practice and experimentation (Carr, 2005; Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Kline, 2003).


It is possible that casual female players’ avoidance of fighting games reflects how women are not socialized to pursue violent content. My observations, however, suggested that some women seemed perfectly happy to play violent games when in private parties, though they were more likely to choose games that involve waving a plastic gun than games that involve manipulating a joystick and buttons. One female friend I brought to Campus Arcade, for example, proclaimed that her favorite game we played all night was Invasion, a point-and-shoot game – the only game in the arcade that some regular visitors told me “no one” ever plays, and also the only game in the arcade rated for “Lifelike Violence.” After we left the arcade, my friend explained why she enjoyed it so much: “When you’re playing a fighting game, you don’t really feel like you’re fighting the person, but when you’re playing a shooting game, you really feel like you’re shooting mutants in the head.” On another occasion at City Arcade, I saw a young girl leading her adult companion from game to game to play together, seemingly indiscriminately flitting between fighting games, racing games, and point-and-shoot games. Point-and-shoot games also seemed quite popular among couples on dates at all of my sites. I suspect, then, that two factors play particularly powerful role in attracting or deterring casual players: connecting on-screen content to off-screen control and associating games with various cultural contexts. 


Fighting games, as noted before, require an abstract method of control, translating button combinations and joystick rotation into on-screen avatar movement. Certain types of physically-oriented game play may simply be more intuitive and thus more appealing to casual players who are not interested in putting in a lot of time or money into mastering a game. The rules of Skee Ball and air hockey are particularly obvious. Racing games and shooting games present reasonably familiar control interfaces as well, presumably known to anyone who has at least seen driving and shooting performed on television. Dance Dance Revolution is somewhat more complex, though it only has four “buttons,” and how they must be used is obvious from watching someone play (even if actually using them is harder). In the case of the video games noted here, the action performed on the controls is reflected by a logically corresponding action on the screen – shooting sends bullets where you point, steering sends your car where you turn, arrows light up as you step. Players can more easily connect off-screen action with on-screen response.


Emphasizing content and control off-screen rather than on-screen also signals that the games here are something other than stereotypical video games, and the arcade setting is something other than a men’s club. Modern arcades are something of a descendent of a few different leisure settings: the pool hall, the penny arcade, and the amusement park. As Peiss (1986) explains, the former two of these are historically male-dominated settings, even to the point of being unsafe for women in some cases. Amusement parks, however, are historically female-friendly places, encouraging socialization between genders through games and dancing. Video games carry the added baggage of stereotypes around computers as traditionally male-dominated and “nerdy” (Margolis & Fisher, 2002). Women who choose to attend arcades are certainly free to make use of a number of video games, though perhaps they are the major users of carnival-style games because of the setting’s different connotations. At Strip Mall Arcade and Sports Bar Arcade in particular, redemption games are particularly popular among mixed groups of teenagers; these groups use the arcade as an evening hangout and collect tickets to exchange for cheap prizes. They may not play an actual “video” game all night. The cooperative shooting games in arcades, meanwhile, are rather like target shooting games at amusement parks and carnivals.


Particularly physical arcade games might invoke other contexts as well. Dancing may not be as associated with amusement parks as it once was (Peiss, 1986), but women are still more likely than men to go out to dance halls (Thornton, 1996). Dance Dance Revolution, then, still manages to evoke a sense of a different kind of context. Being more rule- and memory-based than real dancing, it may also serve as an introduction into a more dedicated arcade subculture for many women. In some cases, game play becomes so physical that the arcade takes on an athletic context. One female friend I brought to the arcade even remarked that she enjoyed Time Crisis 3, a shooting game, because she liked the “thigh workout” she got from stepping on the pedal used to control when the character ducks for cover. In addition, several male and female DDR players have mentioned to me that they appreciate the exercise they get from the game. 


Casual players’ preference for these types of games may have little to do with the fact that they are physically-oriented games, other than that shifting game content and control off-screen signals that these games are associated with a different kind of cultural context. Even the vibrating controller, preferred more by women than by men (Wood et al., 2004), offers a certain novelty to some players, challenging stereotypical notions of what a video game can be.

Conclusion


The play and interaction habits discussed here suggest a number of implications about arcade games, and perhaps even the future of gaming overall. By virtue of their environmental context, arcade games frequently preclude the kind of immersive engagement that has come to be seen by some as the greatest strength of video gaming. Even so, players can feel like they are truly involved in a game without constantly feeling engaged with on-screen content. Rather than rendering games useless, the arcade environment reveals other abilities and purposes to consider in game design. Immersion is indeed important to many gamers, but alternatively, games can encourage off-screen experiences such as social interaction and physically-engaging play techniques. Despite the video game industry’s focus on digital graphics and realism, diverse groups of players still find value in playing games that may not even have screens at all.


The uses of arcades presented here represent ethnographic research over the course of a few months, but this only paints part of a picture. The informal conversations I was able to engage in only gave me limited access to members of private parties, so my perspective is still that of an outsider insofar as many groups are concerned. I became aware of a rather different example of off-screen game experiences and socializing soon after concluding my research, as well: the friend who enjoyed shooting mutants in Invasion also rather enjoyed air hockey, so she soon founded a local air hockey club that meets at Campus Arcade and Sports Bar Arcade. Advertised and organized online, the group brings together members of both genders (mostly female, among the online recruits), follows official tournament rules, keeps a weekly win/loss record, and assigns comical nicknames to every player, such as “Hammer,” “Spock,” and “Emilio Estevez.” They are competitive, but on their own terms. In other words, while this paper represents the more common and observable means by which people use arcades, the possibilities do not end here.


Ultimately, of course, arcades represent only one of several different gaming contexts, and other forms of gaming may be soon to catch up to what arcades do particularly well. Just about any other form of gaming beats arcades in terms of immersion and narrative potential. Nintendo, for example, has explored the role of the off-screen experience perhaps more than any other manufacturer. Its rhythm games include Donkey Konga, in which players interact with the game through bongos; the handheld Nintendo DS allows for players to interact together over Wi-Fi networks, whether in person or across the world; the DS and Gamecube have seen players blowing into microphones and moving a stylus across a screen to control play; and the Wii console – formerly codenamed Revolution, now officially named to emphasize inclusion and diversity – will require even more bodily involvement through its motion-sensitive interface. While these play styles mimic part of what arcades have to offer, they may offer less in the way of interaction with strangers and welcoming casual players who prefer a lower cost of entry into gaming. 


A development more obviously linked to the immediate trajectory of arcades is the relatively recent emergence of large, adult entertainment chains which combine arcade rooms with restaurants and bars. My own informal observations of such establishments suggest that some of the functions provided by arcades seem even more pronounced here: gaming between strangers may even be more common and the gender ratio more balanced, as the gaming is more of a backdrop to a relatively clean, bar-like social atmosphere. Moreover, the larger spaces at such places often house more of the large video and “analog” games unavailable to home gamers and restricted in number to smaller neighborhood arcades. It might be safe to conclude, then, that arcades can function effectively when the gaming is part of a larger social experience, though this potential salvation comes at a price: payment at these establishments often occurs through prepaid cards keeping track of “points” that make games more expensive than those in arcades using tokens, and unaccompanied minors are denied access. In essence, the arcade games are still put to use in a social and physical, out-of-home environment, but the arcade functions as a hangout for quite different communities. Whether the growth of such establishments is ultimately positive or negative for arcades and larger-scale, physical gaming in general remains to be explored: on the one hand, such businesses may crowd out smaller, neighborhood arcades, but on the other hand, they may also be helping to keep arcade game manufacturers in business. I have not conducted extensive research on the health of the arcade industry, but I did notice that several of the arcades I attempted to visit for this study had closed since my most recent visits a few years ago.


The continued role of the traditional arcade is unclear in the current video game environment, though arcades still offer access to a variety of video and mechanical games largely unavailable elsewhere. Surrey (1982) concludes his analysis of arcades, over twenty years before my own, by stating that we are a competitive culture, driven by a need for success, and video games feed this with “technology of the next century” (p. 83). Even today, however, digital technology is just one component in a complex system involving the arcade visitors themselves. Through social and physically embodied forms of gaming, arcades suggest how game manufacturers can reach out to even broader audiences – offering the future of gaming, not just of video gaming.
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