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Ø Our last session on the ontology of art investigates                                    
the art status of video games. 

Aaron Smuts argues that “by any major definition of art                               
many modern video games should be considered art.” 

 

•  Note that he says ‘many’, but not all video games. 
•  This should indicate that we have to look at each candidate video game 

individually, in order to determine whether or not that game is art. 
 

 

Smuts comments that “seldom are there questions in                                     
the philosophy of art that have direct, real world consequences”, 
•  but “Are video games art?” is one of those rare questions, 

Ø  because it not only impacts our views about the cultural value of video games, 
Ø  but also may influence our views about whether video games should be 

subject to censorship. 

•  “Philosophical inattention to video games has a de facto effect                 
on the multi-billion dollar industry by inadvertently making                   
hasty censorship efforts easier. 

•  The fact that philosophers have not raised the question of whether video 
games can be art lends credence to the assumption that they are not.” (1) 2	  



Smuts notes that:  
•  “Typically, one advances the art status of a 

purported art form in a deductive fashion, 
 

–  by first picking a favored definition of art,  
–  then demonstrating that the candidate                     

satisfies the sufficient conditions for art                 
according to that definition,  

–  and finally concluding that the art form          
in question is art.  

 

Rather than defining art and defending video games 
based on a single contentious definition,  
 

Ø  I offer reasons for thinking that video games can be 
art according to historical, aesthetic, institutional, 
representational and expressive theories of art. 

–  If we can agree that all these theories generally track  
our intuitions about what should be considered art,  

–  then when they are all in agreement we have good  
reason to think that we have successfully picked out      
an art form.” (1) 
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Trailers for three video games Smuts thinks are 
good candidates for artworks: 
 

•  Max Payne: bit.ly/1KHh7LU 
•  Halo: bit.ly/1PC2D3a 
•  Splinter Cell: bit.ly/1jigPEc 

Ø  What do you notice in these trailers                   
that seems like good prima facie evidence         
that these games are artworks? 
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According to Smuts, 

•  “These three games represent recent trends                                                         
in video game design made possible by                                             
increasingly sophisticated technology.  

–  All feature integrated narratives,        
–  graphics nearing photorealism and  
–  elaborate three-dimensional worlds                                                       

with rich and detailed textures.  

 

•  “I do not claim that any of these games are great art,  
–  but they are all adept at achieving the goals they set for themselves,  
–  goals of provoking specific emotions that are typical of similar genres             

in other art forms.” (2) 

Ø  Much of his argument depends upon identifying similarities              
between video games and recognized art forms. 

•  One might worry that this method basically amounts to using the  
resemblance-to-paradigm approach for identifying artworks. 
•  A common objection to that approach is that resemblances are not 

reliable grounds for establishing the art status of candidate objects. 
5	  



“Video games combine elements from narrative fiction film, music & sports.  
–  They are arguably an art or sister art of the moving image                             

[i.e. motion pictures], specifically, a form of digital animation.  
–  The code is like musical notation that is performed by the computer,  
–  and the games are played like sports.” (3) 

 
 

 

 
 

Smuts says that “debates concerning          
the artistic status of chess and sports offer    
some insights into the status of video games. 

 

Ø So-called ‘aesthetic sports’,                      
“such as gymnastics, diving and            
ice skating, are evaluated in large part    
by aesthetic criteria. 

•  …One might argue that such sports are           
so close to dance that they are plausible 
candidates to be called art forms.” (ibid.) 
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Ø  “Some consider chess to be an art form, much like the          
aesthetically evaluated sports.  

 

…There are two primary reasons why someone might argue that     
chess is an art form.  

•  In major competitions, there are often two prizes:                                     
one for the winner and one for the best game.  
–  The best game is determined in part by the elegance of moves,           

the originality of solution and the difficulty of play. 

»  Whether this earns chess the status of art                          
has centered around the question of                        
whether elegance is a goal of the players.  

»  …If this is the case, then aesthetic concerns                   
can become part of mastery of the game itself, adding 
support to the idea that playing chess is an art form.  

•  In addition to judgments of the most beautiful game, endgame solutions   
are often evaluated for their formal simplicity and elegance.  

–  This is a more controversial basis for calling chess an art,  
•  since if end games should be considered art, then logical and 

mathematical proofs would become candidates.” (4) 7	  



Some people object that sports (& chess) can’t be art forms                   
because they are competitive. 

–  Smuts counters that many artworks are entered into competitions,                    
but that doesn’t diminish their art status. 

–  Also, many narrative artworks center around competitions,                                
or at least encourage viewers to root for one party of a conflict. 

He responds to an anticipated objection: 

•  “One might respond that although we may find ourselves 
rooting for a fictional character in a novel, play or film, 

•  this experience is far different from that of rooting         
for our own success in a game.  

•  The objection may conclude that being involved      
in a competition precludes aesthetic experience;  

•  however, this objection is beside the point. 

•  We should not confine the audience of video games to 
players, since often games are played with an audience. 
•  There is no radical difference here between       

video games and dance contests or poetry slams.” (3) eSports “League of Legends”     
competition at Madison Square Garden 8	  



» Does it make sense to compare video game players      
to performing artists? 

•  Smuts claims that for the performing arts                    
(music, theater, dance),  

•  the fact that the performers aesthetically experience        
the works they produce counts toward                          
those practices qualifying as art forms. 

•  Thus, if video game players have                      
aesthetic experiences during game play                  
(like performers do during performances),             

•  that’s a reason to count video games as an art form. 

Ø What do you think of this analogy? 

But he notes a disanalogy between performing arts and video games:      
“the performance of a video game is not normally evaluated aesthetically.  
 

–  Perhaps someone will make an argument that playing a particular                 
video game is an art, but I do not wish to make such a claim here.  

–  A player can be evaluated for a form of athletic quickness,                               
but not usually for grace or other aesthetically relevant features of play.” (3) 9	  



“Though video games appear to be performative, 
what might count as the performance                   
– the playing – is not considered art. 
 

Ø  Perhaps this is because the games themselves     
draw more attention than the players.  

–  Unlike video games, nonelectronic games    
such as poker and football are just rules of play: 
•   they describe penalties and goals.  

–  Electronic games are different in that they       
are much more than rules:  
•  They include narratives, graphic design, 

characterization, dialogue and more. 
 

Unlike chess and sport, [for video games]          
the art is not only in the playing;  
 

Ø  as in film, the type of art that                    
should concern us in video games involves     
not the playing but the making.” (4) 
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Smuts makes use of Carroll’s narrative approach to identifying artworks. 
 

–  “Noel Carroll has offered a compelling account of how…                               
disputes [about the art status of an object] can be, should be and are resolved. 
•  He advocates a narrative approach to resolving such disputes,  
•  whereby a candidate artwork is assessed by whether a story can be told     

linking the problems and goals of recognized artists at a previous period             
to those of the artists whose work is in question.” (4) 

 

Smuts sketches out a historical narrative for the art status of video games: 
 

•  “Advances in computer technology over the last 40 years provided the means 
whereby artists could attempt to solve a recurrent problem…:  
Ø  How to involve the audience in the art work? 

•  Those working in theater and performance arts experimented with happenings and 
participatory theatre, trying to bring the audience into the performance. 

•  …[But] Video games allowed artists to tackle a more difficult subproblem                           
facing nonperformed arts [like motion pictures],  
Ø  the problem of how to involve the audience in mechanically reproduced art,” (5) 

»  i.e., art forms like literature, film, and music,                            
where copies of the work can be made automatically by machines. 
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Critics like Collingwood thought mechanically-reproduced art was defective, 
–  because the audience passively receives these works                                       

instead of interacting with them:  
–  ‘The audience is not collaborating, it is only overhearing.’ 

 

Smuts thinks “Collingwood is diagnosing what he sees as a source of              
limitation on the expressive potential of mechanically reproduced art[:…]  

–  the inability of the audience to provide feedback                                                 
to help the artist create the most effective work possible.” 

Likewise, Walter Benjamin (1935) “argues that                                                               
in mechanically reproduced art the potential opens up                                                   
for the art work to fall out of step with the audience… 

–  [Benjamin] says, ‘the film actor lacks the opportunity                                          
of the stage actor to adjust to the audience during his performance,                   
since he does not present his performance to the audience in person.’ 

 

 According to Smuts,  
Ø “Video game technology has allowed artists to experiment with 

solutions to the problem of how to make an interactive movie:  
Ø Video games are the first concreative mass art”,                        

where the audience fully collaborates with the work’s maker. 
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Smuts suggests we can find additional reasons to count video games as art    
by identifying commonalities with their ‘sister art’, cinema. 
 

“For the past decade, there has been a moderate amount of influence        
between film and video games. 
 

•  Game designers often try to make their games look more like film by 
including cut-scenes [full-motion video sequences]… 

»  In addition to including these small digital movies,             
games often attempt to emulate the look of film.  

•  In the popular game Halo, for example,                                
if you look up towards the sun,                               
the glare produces nested circles,                            
as if the player is controlling a movie camera.  
•  This is inconsistent with the perspective of the 

player who is not looking through a camera,     
•  but the reference to cinema is intended          

to enhance the realism,                                  
as if the game were a documentary. 

 

–  For such reasons, any historical theory of art that admits film               
as an art form would most plausibly admit video games.” (6) 
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“Through repeated allusions and attempts at emulating the moving image,  
game designers intend that we appreciate their games as we do               
digital animation and video art.  
 

•  Modern video game designers are deeply concerned with traditional             
aesthetic considerations familiar to animators, novelists, set designers                     
for theater productions and art directors for films.  

–  The development of game environments is an intensive process involving          
the creation of level maps, lighting sources, setting detail & visual texture[s]. 

•  As the author of a realist novel or the set designer of a film                      
might place props in a room, level designers aim for the                    
consistent incorporation of details to flesh out the world of the game. 

–  Character movement is                                                                               
another area of design in which                                                                     
video game designers share goals                                                                     
with animators.”  

–  video: bit.ly/1VisrD8 
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“From set design to lighting techniques,                      
games largely draw upon the aesthetic toolkit              
available to filmmakers. 
 

Ø  Any aesthetic theory of art that acknowledges            
the art status of animation would also recognize     
many contemporary video games,  
•  since the intentions of the creators and                            

the variety of aesthetic experience                                    
the two art forms admit overlap considerably.” (6) 
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“A strong case can also be made for video games on 
institutional grounds, since there is a developing         
art world for video games.  
 

 

–  Over the past decade, there have been a variety of 
museum exhibits of video games… 

–  …Not only are video games gaining recognition from 
museums of art, fine arts programs are springing up 
focused on the graphic aspects of video game design.  

–  Outside of art world and academic contexts, video 
games, like other mass art forms, are the subject of 
popular aesthetic evaluation,” (7) 
•  receiving attention via award shows, TV channels, 

newspaper reviews, etc. 

Smuts concludes, “There is clearly a burgeoning         
art world for videogames,  

Ø and one need not wait for every modern art 
museum in the country to feature a dedicated 
exhibit before feeling comfortable in calling 
video games an art form.” (ibid.)  

 

16	  
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“Beyond the goals of verisimilitude, games share narrative themes and 
expressive goals with the history of Western literature and theater. 
 

–  In the Seventh Circuit Court decision for American Amusement Machine              
v. Kendrick,  
•  Richard Posner argues that the video game should be considered an art form,  
•  since it shows thematic and expressive continuity with herald literature      

and is at least as effective as much in the popular arts that is considered    
protected speech.  

–  Posner defends what is considered by most standards a mediocre game: 

 

Ø  “Posner clearly sees the thematic and expressive continuity                        
between literature and a midlevel genre video game.” 17	  



Though this may not be an example of great art by 
any acceptable standards,  

–  nothing inherent to the video game rules out its 
artistic potential, here the arousal of emotions 
through an interactive narrative. 

Ø  It should be clear that a strong case                 
can be made that most expressive theories of art              
would have to include video games                    
if they include film and literature. 
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“As should be apparent, current narrative-based video games                         
can easily meet neorepresentation theories of art 
 

•  such as Danto's "aboutness" criterion, 
–  where an art work is roughly something formally appropriate to what it is about,”  

•  i.e., it chooses effective means for communicating the message of the work. 

Smuts gives the example that: 
•  “By putting players in the position to make decisions                                       

affecting the lives of simulated civilians and troops,  
–  games could potentially be the most formally appropriate way                            

to comment on war via a fictional representation.” 

•  Smuts is suggesting that since the details of combat 
are a big part of the experience of war,  

•  a game which puts the player in the position of a     
military officer is more effective than a movie or   
book at communicating what that experience is like. 

 

“The art status of video games has much stronger support from    
representational theories of art than do other disputed art forms.” 

–  That’s because aesthetic sports and chess cannot obviously be                     
‘about’ something [like the horrors of war] in the way that video games can. 19	  

Call of 
Duty 4: 
Modern 
Warfare 



“Although all video games should not be considered art, 
•  recent developments in the medium have been    

widely recognized as clear indications that           
some video games should be regarded as art works.  

 Of course, the status of an art form                               
 is never decided apart from its products.  
 

•  Without masterpieces, arguing that                    
video games can be art seems premature.  

•  "Max Payne" and "Halo" are two of the best       
games  ever produced, but they are not great art.  

•  …but several recent games have reached             
levels of excellence that exceed the majority           
of popular cinema.  

He concludes, “The potential of                                     
the medium seems clear:  
Ø  good if not great video game art                                 

is in the near future.  
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Smuts doesn’t address a common criticism            
of video games:  
Ø  that many encourage violence, misogyny,      

and other morally-questionable values. 

–  Should the moral values of video game narratives 
& activities should bear on the question of 
whether or not they can be artworks? 
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