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A feeling of disenchantment has taken over 
our lives. We have spent the last five years 
becoming increasingly frustrated. Angry at 
the politics, frustrated at the monotony of 
our jobs, despairing at the notion of com-
munity disappearing around us. Days and 
nights have merged into one, unremembered, 
as our lives revolve around making and secur-
ing money, trying to claw back time.

And yet that feeling of disenchantment 
has been amplified over the past year. The 
last twelve months have been quite a ride. 
Something that I am sure we all thought would 
only last at most a month, has dominated every 
aspect of our lives, our thoughts, infiltrat-
ing pretty much any conversation you may have 
had. At points I even had to actively avoid 
the C word - try and go the length of dinner 
without bringing it up.

As citizens, we have had the strictest 
limits imposed in peacetime in the history of 
the UK. Over 3 million people were asked to 
‘shield’, isolating themselves from any social 
contact for at least 5 out of these last 12 
months. As of writing, the disease has led to 
the deaths of over 128,000 people in the UK 
alone. There is a predicted second pandemic of 
mental health problems brought on by social 
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We can be a positive torch light 
highlighting possibilities rather than a 
small cog working in the ginormous human 
machine. We no longer need to be managed 
and controlled. Let’s imagine a new fu-
ture, speculating to change, speculating 
to a time without limit.

isolation and lack of support. Across the 
world there has been over 163 million cases 
and 3.38 million deaths.

There are endless statistics that we 
could list here to reflect on the past year, 
but we’ve all seen them. Do we really need an-
other opportunity to be sad, reminiscing about 
times that we didn’t enjoy? Can we use this 
past year as time to stop and reconsider our 
thoughts for the future. Is the trajectory we 
were on before the first wave the one we want 
to be on? A lot of people are asking for a re-
turn to normal, but what is normal? And was it 
actually any good? As we are now on this ‘one 
way road’ out of the dark shadow of 2020; we 
have an opportunity to go back to our lives, 
to go back to the office, back to our daily 
commute, back to the monotony and inching ever 
closer towards the end of the carbon budget 
and the irreversible climate tipping point. We 
can go back to the time of police brutality and 
polarised politics. We can keep on feeding the 
stream of fake news posted on our newsfeeds 
and timelines. We can return to a life so busy 
where capitalism continually creates products 
which are faster and quicker. We can return to 
a lack of compassion and lack of community.

Or we can snap out of it.

We have this once in a life time oppor-
tunity to stop; think and change our tack. We 
can tell our boss that we don’t want to come 
back into the office, we don’t want to join 
the commuter train into London, Birmingham or 
Manchester. We want to work from home and we 
want to go on holiday, we can show the big 
companies that yes, we do actually like to 
buy local and support small businesses. We 
can keep our low plastic buying habits and 
our improved air quality from fewer cars on 
the road. We can continue on the path towards 
social justice, we can make our dreams a re-
ality. We just have to seize the moment. The 
momentum of the George Floyd Protests around 
the world carried weight - they made our feel-
ings known and they were a shining moment in 
a year of shit.

Within that moment a new form of energy 
was created, making nations stop and listen. 
Shouldn’t we bring this energy into two thou-
sand and twenty one? The year that brings with 
it so many things.

This publication aims to explore the 
realms of the possible and the impossible, 
to provide a platform of dreams and imagination, 
places we want to go, things we want to see and 
do, ways to achieve and inspiration for you to 
find your own. It poses questions to us that 
we don’t always ask ourselves. We often only 
frame our mindset in what we think is possible 
for us, we never consider anything wider. But 
why does that matter? Why do we have to trade 
our time for money, why can’t we grow our 
own food? Why can’t we spend our time just 
living for livings sake?
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We set up a digital meeting with Teresa Dillon 
to discuss our trajectory through time and 
what we can do to get back on track to some-
thing more sustainable in the long term. As a 
Professor of City Futures at The University of 
the West of England and an artist constantly 
engaged with the outer world, Dillon seemed to 
be the perfect person to talk to explore some 
beneficial behaviours and practices to start 
implementing in our lives. 

 Our chat covered many bases in the cou-
ple of hours that we spent together (well as 
together as you can be through a screen). We 
discussed things from COIVD to Climate Change, 
knocks at the door to AI & deepfakes.

Jumping straight into the big questions 
we didn’t want to waste any time we started the 
discussion by finding out what Dillon thought 
our most pressing issues were right now. Where 
should everyone’s attention be? Dillon said: 
“Well I guess broadly that all the work I am 
doing at the moment, you could say,  ties into 
a climate orientated and environmental ori-
entated line - some of that is very obvious 
like with my work into repair and some is less 
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obvious with the rituals projects. This is the 
currently most crucial issue for me. Even if 
we were to think about the COVID pandemic, this 
has also stemmed from environmental issues”.

 Dillon here is talking about a side to 
the pandemic that has barely been discussed - 
the conspiracies started by countries like the 
US and China that have dominated the debate. 
But the root of the problem, why we are seeing 
more and more epidemics, pandemics and even 
just new diseases in recent years is because 
“large urban centers where the green barrier 
between the urban and the forest breaks down”. 

Looking specifically at COVID-19 Dillon 
talked about the original carrier being 
Pangolins - an animal that usually would not 
ever come into contact with humans. Usually 
“the urban boundary has this ‘green shield’ 
around it before it goes into the forest and 
more wild landscapes. And it is exactly this 
‘green shield’ that is breaking down. We have 
encroached upon the wild territories and the 
relationship between wild species and domesti-
cated species has become very much muddled up”

It is this muddling that leads to dis-
eases spreading to other animals where it mu-
tates further (this step can happen a num-
ber of times) and becomes possible to be 
transmitted to humans - leading to a new dis-
ease. Dillon uses this “relationship between 
humans and the environment” as a massive driv-
ing force for her work - creating projects that 
point out areas we can improve or elements of 

society that could use 
more work. 

Some highlights 
from topics of recent 
years that Dillon works 
with are looking into 
how we can make laws 
less “human centred” 
currently society is 
set up for human devel-
opment and progression 
- this does not align 
with sustainability and 
long term prosperity of 
the human race and also 

the wider world. Dillon says that we need to 
become a more “earth centred” society - this 
is already happening in places such as New 
Zealand, Columbia and India. The Whanganui, a 
Maori tribe in NZ, have campaigned for rec-
ognition of the Whanganui river as a living 
creature for over 140 years and in 2017 the NZ 
government passed a law to give the river human 
rights. This means that polluting or harming the 
river is as illegal as harming another person. 
In the days after this ruling The Ganges River 
in northern India - a river of huge cultural 
significance received he same recognition. 

Is this humanity slowly reawakening to 
the essential truth that nature—the living 
Earth—is the source of human existence and is 
essential to our future? 

Where should we be focusing our efforts to 
create a more positive outlook for tomorrow?

“all the work 
I am doing at the 

moment, you could 
say,  ties in to 

a climate 
orientated and 
environmental 
orientated line”
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Dillon sees a way to help “nudge” our 
more western governments and societies in this 
more progressive direction through art and 
creative works. Dillon's more performative or 
site-specific works can help to “set up a 
condition where people's human centric-ness 
can be shifted. This helps open up a little 
bit of space for one to inhabit another po-
tential world view.” Specifically, Dillon's 
work that shows this 
best is her work with 
rituals - these help 
people to celebrate 
what we have, look 
at what we are losing 
and open up a dialogue 
about what we can do 
to shift social struc-
tures and open up le-
gal structures. 

Looking deeper 
into the legal struc-
tures from a different 
point of view Dillon 
has been a big campaigner for people's right 
to repair. Pressure that she has been helping 
to put on governments - specifically in the UK 
- has led to a shift “in terms of white goods” 
and people's right to repair them. New laws 
came into place making sure that companies who 
produce your fridge, freezer, washing machine 
or dishwasher will “have to produce spare parts 
for those machines for at least the next 10 

years”. Going on to mention  how “France have 
recently come in with a repairability index by 
which they encourage and stimulate the produc-
tion of repairable goods in their country.”

One way that Dillon is tackling this 
issue through her art is working with the 
Creative Commissions in the UK, using a grant 
to help collect stories of repair across the 
UK, India and in Brazil. Dillon is working 
with similar teams in the respective countries 
to fill the ‘Tales of Care and Repair’ - they 
want to find over 1000 stories so that this 
information can become a digital bank - with 
the possibility of an extension to producing 
a physical publication - that people can ac-
cess to inspire and influence similar stories 
in developed nations such as the UK where 
repair has fallen out of fashion in favour 
of consumption. 

Discussion moved on to another area of 
work that Dillon is interested in - looking 
at the capabilities that we now have since 
developing artificial intelligence. The way 
in which we explored this was through Dillon's  
looking at the development of surveillance and 
the explosion in the use of  CCTV and facial 
recognition. Dillon has consistently explored 
the way CCTV is used in her works such as 
‘Under New Moons, We Stand Strong’ (2016) a 
sculpture of an exaggerated scale CCTV cam-
era, anti-bird spikes and all, produced from 
found cardboard. Inspired by the image of a 
snowy owl captured by a surveillance camera in 

How do we shift one of the core principles 
of all our behaviour, human centric thinking, 
inmake to earth centric thinking?

“we need to 
open up a bit 

of space, space for 
one to inhabit 

that other 
potential world 

view through art”
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Canada, the work pushes 
people to think about the 
similarities between 
owls and the cameras. 
Owls are seen as wise, 
all knowing all see-
ing beings - something 
that the modern CCTV 
camera can now be as-
sociated with.

Looking at the 
further developments of 
CCTV into facial recognition Dillon completed 
far reaching research into the histories of 
forensics and the development of identifica-
tion as far back as the 1800s fingerprint-
ing. Dillon found out about “biases that are 
built into” the computer systems and how we 
had created systems that “really lean in par-
ticular directions” because of the databases 
they work from. AI systems would categorise 
people into groups that are offensive, “it 
might call someone a Geek, Queer or Glasses 
Wearer”. A project called “Excavating AI” By 
Kate Crawford and Trevor Paglen  exposed this 
and subsequently a number of these AI cat-
egorising systems have been shut down.

Since this, the number of faces and 
amount of data AI has access to has increased 
exponentially. At the same time social media
has exploded and AI is able to “pump ‘people’ 
full of information, and it has become essen-
tially impossible to tell who is a real person 

on the internet. Really you need another ma-
chine to understand this difference”. These so 
called ‘deepfakes’ have been wreaking havoc 
creating disinformation.

We wanted to know about the other side of 
the coin, what are the positive applications 
of these deepfakes how can AI be beneficial to 
us going forward in this post pandemic world? 
Dillon countered us with the question “do we 
think there is a positive effect of being able 
to fake humans to that level?” and she carried 
on to explain “yes there might be for a num-
ber of reasons, we live spread out around the 
world, if (the technology) could be in rec-
onciliation, it can be useful in therapeutic 
contexts, for loneliness or depression.” 

“Maybe you have a massive conflict with 
someone you can’t physically be with and an 
AI version of that person could help you to 
resolve those issues. But I don’t think that 
work is done yet, there hasn’t been much work 
done to highlight the positive sides - there 
has been much attention to the areas we need 
to control, but that work hasn’t been done 
yet” Clearly showing us that despite all these 
films and dystopian futures about how AI can 
go wrong there are so many possibilities where 
it could actually become something beneficial 
that runs alongside supporting the human race. 

Are there really positives to being able 
to fake humans to such a high level?

“WE could 
be helping solve 
issues we don’t 

even know exist 
yet, The future is 

unknown.”
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TERESA DILLON is an artist, researcher and 
Professor of City Futures at the School of Art and 
Design, UWE. Her research, performative and sound 
based work critically examines the techno-civic 
systems, which influence urban life with a special 
interest in open governance, survival, repair and 
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As the rules changed and we had new laws coming in to place, being 
restricted to our homes was now enforced nation wide. For students 
this meant our bedrooms now became our castles. We spent a large 
portion of every day in there. Sleeping, working, just chilling 
out. There was no escape. We all reacted in different ways; some 
of us became super tidy, some of our rooms looked like a bomb (just 
hit as my mum would say). This adapting to the new normal looks 

like it is here to stay, at least in part. Workers realised what 
means not having to commute. Big businesses have cottoned onto the 
fact that their costs would be lower if everyone stayed at home, 
that some people are more productive this way, that employees can 
work longer hours when there is no barrier between work and play. 
A crisis can mean a new beginning.
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the end 
of 

game over

A TRANSCRIPT OF AN ONLINE LECTURE 
GIVEN ON 17TH MARCH 2021

LIMITED AND UNLIMITED PLAY 
IN CONTEMPORARY DIGITAL CULTURE

There is a long tradition in the humanities 
– including anthropology, sociology, cultural 
studies etc –  of studying games and play as 
means to understand culture. There are a number 
of books that have been written on this topic, 
trying to understand what games can tell us 
about those societies and cultures that play 
them. Among the most frequently cited examples 
are Johan Huizinga’s book Homo Ludens (1938) 
which offers a historical look at games in the 
Middle Ages, and the work of Roger Caillois, 
an anthroplogist and biologist who, in his 
book Man, Play and Games (1961) explores some 
of the ways in which modernity understands 
these forms of expression and looks at their 
ritualistic dimension. 

Building from such a tradition in the 
humanities, our aim today is to reflect on how 
we could interpret our relationship with games 
in contemporary society. We will do so by fo-
cusing on videogames and videogame culture.

As the Italian philosopher Franco Bifo 
Berardi observes in a 2019 text published 
on e-flux, back in the ‘80s and until the 
early ‘90s, videogames were a very specific 
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experience defined by time. In any arcade with 
coin-operated machines, any play session would 
inevitably end with the typical ‘Game Over’ 
sign. However, as Bifo correctly argues, a new 
experience is emerging in current times, where 
games can be played on and on, with no end. 
Nowadays we can see a progressive disappear-
ance of the Game Over in videogame design. 

First of all, the coin-operated machines 
and the arcade themselves are disappearing, 
especially in Western countries. And even if 
we look at console or PC games, the simulation 
tends to be more and more ongoing, with more 
and more games that are recursive and repeat 
themselves and have no definitive end. 

These two words ‘Game Over’ no longer 
pop up on the screen, because, according to 
Bifo, players of the new generation are much 
more aware of the element of automation pres-
ent in games (and in culture). Younger play-
ers, he claims, no longer need to be reminded 
of inevitable defeat since they are essen-
tially living in a constant state of produc-
tion and exploitation with no way of getting 
out, no way of finishing the game, no way of 
putting an end to the simulation in order to 
start doing something else. Today, the playing 
of video games has become an unlimited, ongo-
ing experience. 

One can relate this argument with con-
temporary practices of gamification as well. 
For instance, in the trend of inserting game 
design techniques in our everyday life, in 

which the genera-
tion of data now 
takes over ev-
ery single aspect 
of our personal 
and social lives. 
Fitness trackers 

and other apps that are currently available, 
for example, deal with the quantification of 
our body movements or extrapolate data from 
our sleep patterns, etc. throughout the day 
and night.

Bifo argues that we are now living in a 
society that has essentially erased the Game 
Over in the sense that the game is constantly 
being played. We are always at play. There is 
no way to win or lose and therefore put an end 
to the game and ultimately overcome the simu-
lation. Somehow the machine, the simulation 
itself, is always winning, and playing the 
game keeps us in a constant losing position. 
We are the non-winners of this game, inca-
pable of overcoming the simulation or finally 
achieving an ultimate end to it.

UNLIMITED PLAY

Back to our initial questions, what do current 
videogames tell us about our daily life and 
contemporary society? I would argue that there 
are three trends in contemporary game design 
which illustrate Bifo’s observations around 

The Game Over    
has essentially 
disappeared.
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the disappearance of the Game Over and which 
could tell us something more about us and 
our culture. Firstly, let’s look at unlimited 
play, a term I use to mean games that have no 
end. An example of this is the phenomenon of 
the so-called incremental, or idle games.

Incremental games are essentially games 
in which the internal score grows incremental-
ly and endlessly. Typically played on smart-
phones, they are also known as idle games. 
These don’t require the players’ presence in 
order for the score to continue increasing. 
Incremental games initially require the play-
er to perform a very simple action, such as 
clicking on the screen repeatedly, in order to 
earn, for example, a currency or simply for 
the score of the game to increase. At some 
point, early in the game, clicking becomes 
unnecessary and the game essentially plays it-
self. If you want to go back to the origins 
of this trend, you can go look at the popular 
game FarmVille by Zynga. 

FarmVille was an incredible commercial 
success when it was released in 2009 and it 
opened up the possibilities for a whole new 
market on social media. FarmVille connected 
with Facebook (the game became a Facebook app 
soon after being released) which allowed the 
developers to connect the game with users’ pro-
files and collect their data, making this one 
of the pioneers of what contemporary authors 
then called surveillance capitalism. The suc-
cess of this game showed that a huge amount of 

people were fine with giving away their per-
sonal data in order to enjoy a playful experi-
ence on their mobile devices.

In regards to play, FarmVille did not 
require a significant amount of interaction. 
This was essentially a game based on “waiting”. 
There were no meaningful choices required by 
the player. All the player had to do was to 
simply wait for a certain amount of hours, to 
then be able to click on the image of a pig or 
a chicken, in order to get another point, to 
increase the score. FarmVille could have eas-
ily been played by artificial intelligence, 
by an algorithm, and not even a particularly 
complex one. 

In 2010, Ian Bogost created a parody of 
FarmVille called Cow Clicker. As the name re-
veals, in Cow Clicker the player simply needs 
to click on the image of a cow and then wait 
for a few hours and click on it again. Once 
clicked, the cow releases a “moo point” or 
“Mooney”, which the player can use to buy 
more images of cows. This game, intended as a 
parody to FarmVille, actually became popular 
and many users didn’t weren’t aware it was a 
parody and actually played it as a real game. 

Incremental games are essentially games 
based on waiting and clicking. One waits and 
waits, then clicks, and this increments the 
score. The score, the clicking and the waiting 
can go on forever.

Candy Box, launched in April 2013, by 
aniwey, is an ASCII game, to be played on the 
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browser, where the player keeps accumulating 
points indefinitely. It’s a type of RPG (Role 
Playing Game), but there isn’t anything the 
player has to do apart from wait for the score 
to increase to a point where the simulation 
allows certain items to be bought in order to 
keep playing. 

Cookie Clicker (2013), by Julien 
Thiennot, started as a browser game and then 
became a smartphone app as well. In Cookie 
Clicker all one sees is the image of a cookie 
on the left side of the screen. After click-
ing on the image of the cookie several times, 
the player can then buy an automatised clicker 
that will keep virtually clicking the cookie 
once the player leaves the game. This allows 
disconnection from the game, and once back, 
the player would find that the score has in-
creased incrementally, depending on how much 
time passed. This is another game that doesn’t 
necessarily require to be played by a player.

Clicker Heroes is a purely commercial 
game, originally released in 2014, and then 
for mobile devices in 2015. In this game you 
can click to kill enemies on the right side of 
the screen and the attack power is determined 
by a series of upgrades, generated by the 
points earned by clicking and killing enemies. 
Here, again, soon after starting playing the 
game, the player can automatise the action 
and can just let the game play itself and in-
crease its scoring in an unlimited way once it 
disconnects.

Adventure Capitalist, 2014, makes the 
metaphor of capitalist accumulation emerge 
even more vividly; making it exactly the ex-
plicit theme of the game. As a player all you 
have to do in this game is to buy some virtual 
businesses and an automatic clicker that al-
lows to score points by virtually capitalising 
on those businesses. You start with a virtual 
lemonade stand and you end with a virtual oil 
company. Again, once you leave the game it 
will simply continue accumulating virtual mon-
ey up to really absurd and ridiculous figures, 
such as a sexagintillion dollars. Throughout 
the game, the player is essentially just look-
ing at this spectacle of numbers and money 
increasing indefinitely. The increase is infi-
nite, at least allegedly, and to this day, we 
still don’t know what the limit of accumula-
tion which the game allows. 

Games such as Universal Paperclips 
by game designer and theorist Frank Lantz, 
from 2017, is actually turning the very notion 
of incremental game in on itself, as a sort of 
self-critique, representing the idea of incre-
mental accumulation by the simulated produc-
tion of paper clips. This game ends once all 
the physical matter present in the universe 
is transformed into paper clips. Compared to 
the previous examples then, though absurd-
ly, this game introduces the idea of an end, 
of a limit. 

The economic imaginary evoked by these 
games is the idea of frictionless capitalism, 
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a concept that 
emerged at the be-
ginning of the dig-
ital era, with Bill 
Gates being one of 
its main proponents 
in the early 90’s. 
Frictionless capi-
talism was essentially the idea that, in the 
digital world, capitalism would no longer be 
constrained by the cycles of inevitable crisis 
related to material production. Once produc-
tion is no longer related to anything tangible 
and material, capitalism will know no cri-
ses and it will enjoy continuous and endless 
growth. We now know this is not the case. 
Digital production is not dematerialised. But 
these games evoke a sort of nostalgic dream 
towards an endless unlimited growth. 

Unlimited play can probably be under-
stood as Roland Barthes was saying in rela-
tion to the Pachinko in Japan: as a metaphor 
for generosity. A simulation, an automation 
that gives the player much more than what the 
player is asked to give. In a sense, this is 
the opposite of what we are used to in our 
contemporary economic system, where instead 
the notion of resource scarcity drives our 
production, our labour, our wages and our so-
cial relations. 

UNCREATIVE PLAY

The imagination of unlimited play came with 
the possibility of reconsidering creativity 
in videogames development and play. Procedural 
Content Generation (PCG), essentially the al-
gorithmic creation of game content with lim-
ited or indirect user input, is now becoming 
an extremely important element in game design. 
PCG is essentially a system with a number of 
elements (images, rules, structures) which are 
recombined in many ways within the simulation, 
either using some sort of rationale or simu-
lating randomness.

If you look at Hades, for example, a 
game available on Nintendo Switch, the game is 
played by going through different stages and 
in each one the game procedurally generates 
a different combination of images and char-
acters, with the consequence of every round 
of  the game being different from the previous 
ones. In Hades the idea of the unlimited is 
brought into the narrative in a very original 
manner. You are the son of Hades, the master 
of Hell, and every attempt at escaping will 
inevitably bring you back ‘home’. You will 
die, at some point. ‘There is no escape’, as 
the game tells you.

PCG, procedural content generation, has 
been brought to the fore in a very dramatic 
manner by No Man’s Sky, made by Hello Games, a 
British company, in 2016. No Man’s Sky, a PCG 
open-world game, promoted itself as one of the 

The score, the 
clicking and the 
waiting can go 
on forever.
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first and largest examples of PCG adoption. 
The scenario is made of billions of proce-
durally generated virtual planets. Each planet 
is different and unique, populated by plants 
and animals.

The game was released with the promise 
of an endlessly re-playable experience that 
provides unlimited exploration. Despite this, 
what emerged quite early on after its release 
was that this infinite generation of content 
was also infinitely boring, as it consists 
of an unlimited generation of pre-programmed 
elements that are all somehow the same. Its 
makers estimated that it could take a quintil-
lion years to completely explore the game’s 
universe. This is essentially a game that is 
not even made to be fully played, finished, 
in our current geological era and the major-
ity of the content of the game will never be 
explored by any human at all. Interestingly, 
exactly because it was not possible to test 
the consistency of the structure of the game 
using human players, the developers themselves 
have developed a number of artificially con-
trolled bots to explore and test the game. 
No Man’s Sky is therefore at the same time 
an example of the possibilities of uncreative 
play, and makes us think of the problems re-
lated to our notion of creativity and origi-
nal production of content. Playing this game 
shows what the very notion of creativity and 
innovation comes through once it is delegated 
to software and non-human agents.

There are a number of artists who are 
currently exploring procedural content gen-
eration in an original manner. One example 
would be Ian Cheng and his work Emissaries – a 
digital artwork exhibited at MoMA in 2016 and 
at Serpentine Gallery in 2018. In this work 
Cheng exhibits an entirely procedurally gener-
ated 3D environment, where characters move and 
perform actions merely controlled by the digi-
tal system. According to the artist this is a 
game which plays itself with no human actors 
involved and does not require human interac-
tion to generate anything new. This game does 
not even require humans to exist. If there was 
no one in the exhibition space, the game would 
still keep playing itself.

Uncreative play, while opening new pos-
sibilities, is putting us in a dead end, since 
its very structure relies on the idea that, 
once given a certain number of instructions, a 
non-human agent can produce an infinite number 
of combinations.

Procedural content generation, in fact, 
is not capable of any stylistic innovation, it 
is only capable of recombining already exist 
elements. In this sense it is a form of uncre-
ative play, as it is nothing else than automa-
tisation, lacking the possibility of creating 
anything radically new. 

Personally, I think that, in a sense, 
this can also be liberating. An author 
such as Kenneth Goldsmith, in his book on 
Uncreative Writing (2011), pointed out that 
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perhaps this notion of non-creativity could 
be a chance to finally get rid of the need, 
anxiety and pressure to create something 
new all the time. As humans, we could sim-
ply focus on recombining previously existing 
and already available elements. The notion of 
creativity is in itself, after all, histori-
cally and culturally situated, so it’s some-
thing that we can reconsider and redefine. 

Fredric Jameson was saying in 1982, in 
relation to postmodern culture, that it brings 
us closer to “a world in which stylistic in-
novation is no longer possible, where all that 
is left is to imitate dead styles in the imag-
inary museum.”

AUTOMATED PLAY

In this final section I’m going to talk about 
automated play. So far we talked about un-
limited games that infinitely recreate them-
selves. Now the point is, what is the role of 
the player? Can the player, the act of play-
ing itself, become automatised and therefore 
become infinite, endless, to the point of not 
requiring the presence and the resources of 
the player? Yes, game design is actually mov-
ing in that direction.

Automated play takes many forms not just 
in videogames but also in relation to other 
contemporary trends in technological develop-
ment. We have automated software in use in the 

financial sector for instance, that intervenes 
in and regulate markets without needing the 
decision of any human being. And think about 
self-driving cars as well. Certain military 
drones too these days can activate weapons 
and fire at targets without the sign off from 
a soldier or human actor. These are some of 
the examples of full automation in use in our 
daily life.

In videogame culture a new phenomenon is 
emerging. Apps such as Twitch or YouTube gam-
ing and their massive use are telling us that 
the pleasures that derive from playing games 
are much more complex than what we convention-
ally thought. There are pleasures that derive 
from watching other users play. The idea that 
pleasure comes from being an individual that 
actively plays the game and makes decisions, 
seems to be more of a myth than anything else. 
We observe now that there is actually a plea-
sure in inter-passivity rather than in the in-
teraction. This pleasures deriving from inter-
passivity can be related to watching others 
engaging as subjects in the play activity, or 
if you like, experiencing the play without the 
risks associated with being the subject (wast-
ing time, not performing good enough in the 
game, failure and so on).

Some applications exploited this con-
cept to new contexts and new possibilities. 
Think for instance of the “drivatar” in the 
Forza Motorsport series. In this racing game 
by Turn 10 Studios, published by Microsoft, 
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players can train their avatars while play-
ing the game. The “drivatar” is essentially a 
simulated car that will replicate and imitate 
the player’s style of driving in the simula-
tion once the player is no longer playing. 
Once the player returns to the game after 
a period of inactivity, they will find out 
that the “drivatar” has competed against oth-
ers in the meantime and might have even won 
some competitions or lost some others. Playing 
the game against other users connected online, 
opens questions about whether the other play-
ers are real human beings or rather “driva-
tars”. It is easy to imagine competitions and 
races in Forza Motorsport entirely performed 
by “Drivatars”, with no human beings playing 
with the simulated cars. 

This gives birth to new, strange sce-
narios. As scholar Justyna Janik argues, this 
introduces the notion of the spectre in a 
game play. Ghosts have been present for a 
long time, particularly in racing videogames, 
with the notion of the ghost car, which is a 
representation, a simulation of the player’s 
best previous performance. A player could try 
to beat this ghost car in order to beat their 
own record. Now though, most of the simulated 
cars in the game are becoming the ghost cars 
of players who are not there. There are many 
stories on the internet of people who found 
previously saved games of users who passed 
away and can then play with the ghost car the 
game had saved. 

The automation of play has brought many 
experiments with artificial intelligences or 
systems that could automatise play. For ex-
ample, in 2015 artists and engineers designed 
Mar/IO, an AI which could learn how to play 
the first stage of Super Mario World.

There are games such as Screeps, from 
2016, which is a strategy game for AI program-
mers played online. Here, players have to pro-
gram their own AI and this game is therefore 
not played by humans, but by AI that compete 
against each other. 

If you want to look for something of much 
easier access, Dreeps, from 2014, is a role-
playing game for people who don’t have time 
to play role-playing games. It’s played on 
smartphones. It connects to your phone’s alarm 
clock. When you set up your alarm, this is 
the time when the main character in the role-
playing game wakes up and starts performing. 
Then the game will essentially play itself. As 
a user, you can watch what happens or you can 
simply ignore it.

Nvidia, the producer of 3D graphic ac-
celerators, are now in the business of self-
driving cars, the Robocars, for e-motor sports 
competitions. Nvidia provides a technology 
that transforms what is captured by the cam-
eras in the self-driving cars, into a 3D simu-
lation that the artificial intelligence can 
then interpret in order to direct the car and 
make it respond to the surrounding environ-
ment. This way the car is not responding to 
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the environment but instead to a simulation 
of it reproduced by the 3D graphic accelera-
tors previously used in racing video games. 
Technically speaking, this is quite literally 
a videogame in real life.

What we are moving towards is a sce-
nario where the player is no longer attached 
to the limitations of their human presence 
in the game, or of their time spent playing. 
Players can carry on with their lives and 
might continue playing games even after their 
disappearance. 

In automated play, as author Sonia Fizek 
says, looking at this phenomenon in recent 
years, “the players’ agency collapses in a 
subversive act of play delegation. The play-
er makes an act to click itself away from 
the responsibility of being the sole agent”. 
I would say that the act of playing then be-
comes unlimited, as it is detached from the 
bodily limits and constraints of the player.

WHY PLAY

So, my final question is: why play? Why should 
we play under these conditions in which it is 
impossible to finish or win a game, according 
to our traditional conception of this? Why 
should we play a game that is uncreatively and 
constantly generated by a software, in which 
playing can be automatised, delegated, or sim-
ply experienced passively?

There are many answers to this. And 
there are many forms of micro-resistance tak-
ing place in game culture in the most unlikely 
contexts. I would say it is our duty as schol-
ars, researchers, artist to investigate these 
forms of micro-resistance and to explore the 
conditions that make these invisible and mar-
ginal acts possible. 

In my research I have been looking at 
how players responded to the game Adventure 
Capitalist (which I spoke about earlier 
on), a smartphone game where the increase of 
your capital is incremental and automatised. 
Adventure Capitalist is type of incremental 
game which has no end, and some players become 
angry once they realised they could not fin-
ish the game. They would like to actually get 
to a point where they can finish the game, in 
order to feel that the time and money spent in 

the simulation is 
meaningful. Even 
though there was 
no fun, and play-
ing was mostly an 
addictive repeti-
tion of clicking 
and waiting, some 
players would 
like to reach a 
point where they 
can give this 
up because they 
reached a point 

... a world in which 
stylistic innovation 
is no longer possible, 
where all that is 
left is to imitate 
dead styles in the 
imaginary museum.

Fredric Jameson
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of conclusion. But unfortunately the game in-
volves no conclusion. 

On the developers’ forum, some players 
show their frustration and anger. Some play-
ers complain about the game developers. Some 
players invent fake stories on how they be-
lieved that they have or could have completed 
the game. Some players write about capital-
ism, reaching the conclusion that capitalism 
itself as a socio-economical system is bro-
ken, “fucked-up”, reflecting on how Adventure 
Capitalist is a game where articulate this 
satisfaction and addiction, not just with the 
game, but with the economic system in which 
we live.

These critiques were not really followed 
up by anyone and were mostly written as forms 
of personal rant or complaint. Most of these 
posts on the forum were left there for years, 
and nonetheless players kept writing them. I 
think these traces left there tell us some-
thing about the feeling of dissatisfaction and 
the incapability of articulating it.

This comment was left in 2015 by a user 
who said: “So what now? We all knew this mo-
ment would come. We invested a large part of 
our life and potential to do it. I feel like 
I’ve done something amazing yet the feel that 
this was a bit empty in the end. Now I see 
how capitalism works in real life, too. Thanks 
for opening my eyes. Just because there are 
unlocks and achievements, I have asked doesn’t 
mean we should strive for them. We should earn 

enough to feed ourselves and then start enjoy-
ing our life. Reaching the end of the game is 
actually reaching the end of your life. You 
die. And it was all for nothing. All the money 
I earned is now gone and I wasted my life. To 
finish the game you should delete it. Playing 
the game is actually you losing.”

Some other user replied: “Wait. Does the 
game actually have a definitive end?” And no, 
it obviously does not have an end. 

To conclude, these nearly-invisible acts 
of play articulate something similar to what 
Bifo was arguing in 2015. The game is never 
going to end. You are part of it. There is no 
escape, you know you are never going to win. 
But there are marginal, nearly invisible forms 
of resistance that tell us a different story. 
The problem is knowing where to look, and how 
to listen.
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Overcoming lock-down and the last year of restrictions means we 
are now coming to a release, a freedom and a real sense of return-
ing to normality, we had a think of our top 5 things that we have 
missed and want to have back after lockdown is done.
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Sometimes it takes writing down your fears to overcome them, 
or designing a poster to celebrate them.
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Limits are not static, limits are situation-
al. We have individual limits and collective 
limits. They are constantly changing. There 
are an endless number of factors that define 
our limits whether that is age, wealth, gen-
der, race, ability. Being situational we base 
our limits around our current resources. When 
faced with adversity we adapt. Working col-
lectively we do things we never think were 
possible in such short amounts of time. As 
humans, our existence is so short that we have 
trouble comprehending the idea of unlimited.
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For how long can I look at the computer screen 
before developing a condition? The social, cul-
tural, economic system in which we live, wants 
us to be fitter, healthier, more productive. 
Most of us do feel depressed, inappropriate, 
desiring more, a perfect body, a perfect soul, 
not having enough friends, enough experiences. 
Living the current pandemic crisis made a lot 
of the cracks in the system emerge. Making us 
think we are simply humans. We faced disease, 
death. Our limits. In order to function we 
need space, time, company, wages, services, 
knowledge, physical and mental health. 

Marco

I am at my limit when my room is too cold 
to work in. I am at my limit when I have no 
ability to explore my surroundings. I reach 
my limit when I have no new stimuli for 12 
months. I get to the end of my tether when I 
think about going into the real world. I can’t 
go any further when others don’t contribute. 
Extending our limit is possible. We all like to 
think “If we had unlimited money we would have 
no limit”, “If we had unlimited time we would 
have no limit”, “If I could have my own stu-
dio I would have no limit”. There’s plenty of 
things that are limitless but human beings are 
not and this is something that is not recog-
nised in society today. There isn’t an endless 
pool of energy to draw from. A cold pint on a 
sunny day. Sunrise at the top of a mountain. 
Finishing a long term project and being proud 
of the outcome. Getting a good grade. Hearing 
back from a job application. Shutting all the 
tabs on your chrome window down. Listening to 
your favourite song. A moment of bliss sur-
rounded by a lifetime of limits.

Seb

72 73

An Ode To Tomorrow Improve

I am at my limit when my room is too cold 
to work in. I am at my limit when I have no 
ability to explore my surroundings. I reach 
my limit when I have no new stimuli for 12 
months. I get to the end of my tether when I 
think about going into the real world. I can’t 
go any further when others don’t contribute. 
Extending our limit is possible. We all like to 
think “If we had unlimited money we would have 
no limit”, “If we had unlimited time we would 
have no limit”, “If I could have my own stu-
dio I would have no limit”. There’s plenty of 
things that are limitless but human beings are 
not and this is something that is not recog-
nised in society today. There isn’t an endless 
pool of energy to draw from. A cold pint on a 
sunny day. Sunrise at the top of a mountain. 
Finishing a long term project and being proud 
of the outcome. Getting a good grade. Hearing 
back from a job application. Shutting all the 
tabs on your chrome window down. Listening to 
your favourite song. A moment of bliss sur-
rounded by a lifetime of limits.

Seb

72

An Ode To Tomorrow

For how long can I look at the computer screen 
before developing a condition? The social, cul-
tural, economic system in which we live, wants 
us to be fitter, healthier, more productive. 
Most of us do feel depressed, inappropriate, 
desiring more, a perfect body, a perfect soul, 
not having enough friends, enough experiences. 
Living the current pandemic crisis made a lot 
of the cracks in the system emerge. Making us 
think we are simply humans. We faced disease, 
death. Our limits. In order to function we 
need space, time, company, wages, services, 
knowledge, physical and mental health. 

Marco

73

Improve



What is 
stopping you 
from living 
the life you 

want?

Who will 
you become 
WHEN YOU'RE 

TRULY FREE, 
WILL you still 
have the same 

dream?
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We need time in order to work, socialise and 
explore, yet it is always in limited quantities 
whether that’s our holiday allowance, working 
hours or even our life span. We are constantly 
plagued with the need to meet deadlines and 
applying enough time to each part of our lives 
especially when working towards the capital-
ist model. We often lose time whilst worrying 
about the time we have left creating a complex 
circle in which we exist. With time comes age. 
Many allowances and restrictions placed on our 
lives dependent on our age from the ability to 
drink and vote to physical changes our body 
goes through as we reach older age. We can’t 
escape time or reverse ageing. Can we take a 
different more hopeful approach to it?

Jack

We supposedly use technology as a way of 
escaping reality. When in fact it almost lim-
its us more by separating us from our environ-
ment keeping us inside, restricting us from 
physically communicating and conversing with 
new people.

Charlie
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People have blind spots. There are times where 
we are unable to see areas for improvement. 
This is when critique from others can come in 
useful to help a person or a project’s full 
potential. However, to provide constructive 
critique is a skill and requires effort. There 
comes a time when we are tired or worn out; and 
critique reaches its end. It is in times like 
these that we need to be less critical and 
more hopeful. Life is about finding a balance. 
Sometimes we need to be critical of critique 
itself. And be hopeful.

Damien

Most of our limits in life are not physical 
barriers which prevent us from achieving, ex-
celling, succeeding or winning. Pushing our 
limits and bodies is often said to be a case 
of mind over matter, meaning that we can use 
the power of our minds, willpower and deter-
mination to overcome barriers, and push our 
bodies to crazy limits. There are many cases 
of people doing extraordinary things such as 
fasting for weeks, running several marathons, 
hour long ice baths, free diving to over 100m 
deep and more. People say that they can do 
this because they have trained their brains; 
disciplines such as meditation and breathing 
techniques help to do this. It’s easy enough 
to say “It’s just mind over matter”, but how 
many of us actually know how to use our brains 
to help us achieve our full potential in all 
areas of life?

Immy
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