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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.)  
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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.” (7-8) 4	  



“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.” (8) 
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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. 6	  

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.” (9-10) 

7	  



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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Much like many contemporary critics of video games, 
Plato was deeply concerned with what people were learning                         
from the popular art of his era. 
 

•  He holds the view that art should be didactic: 
–  that its purpose is to teach us how to think, feel and behave. 

In The Republic, he explains his vision for                                       
a perfectly-ordered society, called the Kallipolis. 
 

–  He argues that an elite class of philosopher-kings should be its 
guardians, tasked with upholding its laws and institutions. 

–  Accordingly, the philosopher-kings must be properly educated,   
»  so that they will exercise excellent judgment in all decisions 

pertaining to government of the society. 

•  Since Plato thought art was fundamentally didactic, 
•  he believed that exposure to the right kind of art                      

– and censorship of the wrong kind – is essential         
to the proper cultivation of the guardian class. 

Ø In Books II and III, he explains exactly what sort of 
content is harmful to the minds of future guardians. 

existentialcomics.com/comic/44 



The argument is made through a dialogue between Socrates [S] & Adeimantus [A]. 
 
 

•  Socrates notes that traditional education (in Ancient Greece) has two divisions: 
“gymnastic for the body, and music for the soul” 
–  by gymnastics, he means any athletic activity 
–  by music, he means both songs & literature (including poetry & play scripts). 

•  Children must learn both fiction & nonfiction,  
•  but they start with fiction (think nursery rhymes & fairy tales). 

•  He says it’s crucial to get education right in a child’s early years,  
–  “for that is the time at which the character is being formed and the desire 

impression is more readily taken.” 
–  If we want adults to hold certain ideas and have good habits, we must instill 

those ideas and habits in children right from the very beginning of their lives. 
•  Plato is especially concerned with ensuring that adults “honor the gods     

and their parents”, and “value friendship with one another” 

•  Hence, we must control the content of the stories children hear: 

–  “[S} And shall we just carefully allow children to hear any casual tales         
which may be devised by casual persons, 

–  and to receive into their minds ideas for the most part the very opposite               
of those we should wish them to have when they are grown up? [A] We cannot.” 



•  “[S] Then the first thing will be to establish a censorship of the writers of fiction,  
•  and let the censors receive any tale of fiction which is good, and reject the bad;  

•  and we will [allow] mothers and nurses to tell                                                   
their children the authorized [stories] only.  

•  Let them fashion the mind with such tales… 
»  but most of those which are now                                                                  

in use must be discarded.” 
 

Plato explains that Homer and Hesiod,                                                                 
some of the “great story-tellers of mankind”,                                                            
have produced tales that must be censored in the Kallipolis.  
 

•  Their fault is “the telling of…a bad lie,”                    
•  committed “whenever an erroneous representation                                                 

is made of the nature of gods and heroes, 
•  -- as when a painter paints a portrait not having                                                       

the shadow of a likeness to the original.” 

–  Note that Plato holds a representational theory of art: 
•  paintings are meant to represent the world accurately,  
•  so it is an artistic fault to misrepresent                                                     

the appearance or qualities of the subject of a work. 



But Plato thinks it is especially inexcusable for 
authors to misrepresent gods and heroes, 
•  since those are supposed to be role models for 

the philosopher-kings. 
 

He goes on at length about how Hesiod       
should not have written about the mythological 
misdeeds of the Titans (rulers of the universe), 
Uranus and his son Cronus [a.k.a. Saturn]. 
 

•  The story Plato finds so objectionable: 
–  Uranus hated all his children                       

and tried to banish them. 
–  Cronus retaliated by castrating Uranus,        

thus seizing power. 

–  Then Cronus ate each of his children to 
make sure they could not challenge him, 

–  until his wife Rhea tricked him into 
swallowing a rock instead of Zeus, 

–  allowing Zeus to revolt against Cronus,  
free his siblings, and banish the Titans      
to the underworld. 

de Goya y Lucientes, Francisco.  
(1819-23) Saturn Devouring his Son. 



According to Plato,  
•  “The doings of Cronus, and the sufferings which in turn his son inflicted upon him, 
•  even if they were true, ought certainly not to be lightly told                                        

to young and thoughtless persons;  
–  if possible, they had better be buried in silence.  
–  But if there is an absolute necessity for their mention, a chosen few might hear 

them in a mystery, …then the number of the hearers will be very few indeed.”  
 

His problem with that story is that: 
•  it not only makes criminality (and insubordination to one’s elders])                     

seem ordinary instead of objectionable, 
•  but moreover, it glorifies crime by attributing it to                                                    

“the example of the first and greatest among the gods.” 
»  Hence, stories like these are “not to be repeated in our State”. 

•  Likewise with stories in which the gods fight against each other:  
•  children should instead only learn that “quarreling is unholy,                                   

and that never up to this time has there been any quarrel between citizens” 

–  Plato believes this even for stories that are meant                                               
to be taken allegorically (instead of literally), 
•  since children can’t tell the difference, and “anything that [one] receives 

into his mind at that age is likely to become indelible and inalterable.”  



Ø  Other rules Plato sets for the content of stories: 
 

–  “God is always to be represented as he truly is, whatever be                                 
the sort of poetry, epic, lyric or tragic, in which the representation is given,” 
•  where what God “truly is” = always good, never evil. 

–  To say otherwise is “suicidal, ruinous, impious” 

–  Heroes must not express the unpleasantness of death,                                     
including the terror of the afterlife & sadness of losing loved ones 
•  since the guardians must be courageous and fearless,  
•  but scary stories impose “a danger that the nerves of our guardians                  

may be rendered too excitable and effeminate by them”, 
•  and a guardian should “not sorrow for his departed friend                                    

as though he had suffered anything terrible” 

–  Stories should only exemplify “obedience to commanders and                                     
self-control in sensual pleasures,” 
•  so that the guardians will learn to be temperate (i.e., use moderation)             

and not greedy (with food, money, sex, etc. 

–  Stories should never attribute crimes to the gods, 
•  “for everybody will begin to excuse his own vices when he is convinced  

that similar wickednesses are always being perpetrated” by the gods. 



Plato’s censorship regime seems extreme, 
Ø  but Alexander Nehamas points out that many hold a similar view today. 

•  “Plato…submits [the] works [of Homer and the tragic poets]               
to the sort of ruthless censorship that would surely                              
raise the hackles of modern supporters of free speech. 

–  But would we have reason to complain? 
»  We, too, censor our children’s educational materials             

as surely, and on the same grounds, as Plato did. 

–  Like him, many of us believe that emulation becomes                      
“habit and second nature”, that bad heroes…produce bad people. 

–  We even fill our children’s books with our own clean versions     
of the same Greek stories that upset him, along with our  
bowdlerized versions of Shakespeare and the Bible.”  

•  Plato also objects to poetry more broadly,                   
because it distracts us from the real world,                    
and “by allowing us to enjoy depravity in our 
imagination, …condemns us to a depraved life.” 

Ø “This very same reasoning is at the heart of    
today’s denunciations of mass media.” 



“In 1935, Rudolf Arnheim called television ‘a mere instrument of transmission,      
which does not offer any new means for the artistic representation of reality.’ 

•  He was repeating, unawares, Plato’s ancient charge                               
that…Homer merely  reproduces ‘imitations’, ‘images’, or ‘appearances’     
of virtue and, worse, images of vice masquerading as virtue. 

 

Both Plato and Arnheim ignored the medium of representation, which 
interposes itself between the viewer and what is represented.” 
•  Plato sees in the content of the poem, e.g., “not a fictional character                  

acting according to epic convention but a real man behaving shamefully”, 
•  but also as a person presented by Homer “as a hero whose actions                        

are commendable”. 

Ø  On Plato’s view, when we see/hear artistic representations                            
(whether in painting, poetry, or on TV monitors), 

Ø  we see through the medium of representation and take in the content directly. 
•  That is, we just sort of accept what we see/hear                                                  

as reality, without questioning it. 

–  Nehamas counters, “Do we, as Plato thought,                                   
move immediately from representation to reality? 

–  Or are we aware that many features of each medium belong to its 
conventions and do not represent real life?” (video: bit.ly/1O0Gywd) 



Nehamas continues: 
•  “Do we realize that our reaction to representations                           

need not determine our behavior in life? 

–  If so, the influence of the mass media will                                         
turn out to be considerably less harmful                                         
than many suppose. 

–  If not, instead of limiting access to or reforming                                        
the content of the mass media, we should ensure                       
that we, and especially our children, learn to                          
interact intelligently and sensibly with them.” 

 

He also argues that we can’t conclude that today’s mass media                 
is any better suited for censorship than the mass media of the past. 
 

•  Often we think that good works are those that “stand the test of time”; 
 

–  but the reason we read Homer’s works may not that they were the 
greatest or most serious works of their time, 

–   but because they happened to be preserved, “and that…may have 
little to do with perceived literary quality.” 

•  “For better or worse, the popular entertainment of one era often 
becomes the fine art of another.” 



“…we end with a dilemma: 
 

–  If Plato was wrong about epic and tragedy, might we be wrong about 
television and video games?” 

»  If the ancient mass media should not have been censored,     
then we are wrong to censor any of our current-day mass media,  
•  because we censor works for the same reasons                 

that Plato gave. 

–  “…If, on the other hand, we are right, might Plato have been right about 
Homer and Euripides?” 

»  If the ancient mass media should have been censored,            
then we are right to censor our current-day mass media. 

Ø But then we ought to stop reading Homer, right? 

•  Some people believe that schools should stop 
assigning works of literature that depict rape,    
violence, racism, etc. 

•  …or at least to put “trigger warnings”                  
on these works. 

•  If Plato were alive today, what do you think  
his take on this issue would be? 


