Hello! So, after this, I will talk about the classification of video games, which is a part of my current PhD thesis.
PP
When I submitted this presentation, I wasn’t too sure about the angle to adopt. So I changed the title to better reflect my topic. Don’t be surprised!
PP
To give you a bit of context, my master’s thesis was about how text can scare video games players. And this led me to a more crucial question: what is a scary video game or, to use more common terms, how can we define survival horror?
Of course, some researchers gave descriptions of this category. But, in reality, it is impossible to find a definitive definition, because genres evolve in time and space. What’s more, we cannot reach a consensus, because the picture we have of a genre never exactly matches what our neighbor imagines. So, I can give you my definition of a survival horror, but I bet that you won’t have the same as me.
PP
Thus, in twenty twenty-three, I started a PhD, thinking “Yes, I will find a way to define what is a genre !!”. And yes, this was far too optimistic.
Today, I will try to resume my train of thought and to show you some of my first results.
PP
The first question I asked was “What is a genre for a scientist ?”
PP
The answer is a bit disappointing, because there is no real consensus on the question. Hear me, scientists wrote a lot about genre. I will not summarize all these theories here, because I don’t really have the time… No, really not the time… In fact, you must only remember this: they try to approach the phenomenon by different angles. We have formal theories, essentialist theories, historic theories, semiotic theories, linguistic theories, and so on. But they all have one thing in common, or, to be more accurate, one common ancestor. Because the first theories were about literature genres (notably with the quadripartition of Aristotle). And so theories about other medias adopted the vision of the precursor, which was quite simple: “you can study genres from any point of view, but it always needs some sort of unambiguous definition and, often, masterpieces that represent it”. 
However, this kind of vision leads us to an aporia, because, as you already know, definitions aren’t made to last eternally. What’s more, if I ask you, for example, what is the pinnacle of survival horror, we will be in a lot of trouble because nobody will say the same. More crucially, we can wonder if there is a more pragmatic way to think about genre, without trying to confine each category precisely.
PP
So, I decided to observe online players’ discourses, thinking it would be a good way to analyze the phenomenon in practice. Again, the question came. “What is a genre for the players?”
PP 
And again, the answer is not clear, not so much because players disagree, but mostly because players aren’t researchers… and they usually don’t torment themselves with such nasty questions. 
However, this answer led me to consider the problem from another perspective. Do we need a unique definition for each genre? Can’t we just observe them without trying to absolutely rationalize them, without trying to restrain them to a clear definition and an unmovable corpus?
So, I decided to focus on players’ discourses, to understand how they talk about genres.
PP
However, I faced another difficulty. As I just said, players usually don’t talk about what a genre is. Moreover, they don’t even talk about which label is a genre.
Think about it. “First person shooter”, of course, we generally all agree that it is a genre. Same for “RPG”. But what if we use terms like “souls-like”, “die and retry”, “indie games”, “rogue-like”, “rogue-lite”, “cozy games” or even “retro games”? Are they genres?
If you read several players’ online discussions, the distinction between genre and other kinds of collection will appear quite unclear.
So, I decided to adopt a larger scale, and to observe the categories in general. I define category as “any collection of video games (at least two) that appears in a discourse, with or without a label and with or without a clear definition”.
PP
And it is a game changer, for two main reasons. 
First, even if the genre phenomenon remains in my vision, it is now possible to think about the problem without trying to find an essentialist answer.
Secondly, other ways of classifying video games appear, and this allows a better understanding of how and why players classify video games.
PP
To observe players’ categories, I do a qualitative analysis of their online discourses, with a semiorhetorical grid. (You can see an example here, but don’t watch to closely, it’s a mess.)
PP
Today, in the remaining time, I will show you some categories used by French-speaking players talking about Wolfenstein 3D in the test section of the JV website. I’m a bit dissatisfied to show so little results, but don’t hesitate to find me after the presentation! I have already analyzed other websites.
PP
First, think a second about what kind of video game Wolfenstein 3D is? You may have played it in the past. Maybe you just know it by its sequels, or by its long list of polemics… How would you categorize it? For example, if you had to talk with a friend about this game, how would you introduce it?
PP 
First, even if it is quite obvious, the most frequent type of label used by the players is assimilated to what we could call “mechanical genres”. For example, you can see two tests that say that Wolfenstein 3D is the first first person shooter, or FPS. Yes, the term is also very common in French. 
PP
However, there are alternatives that could seem strange at first sight. Here, for example, we have “jeux de shoot en vue à la première personne » (shooter game with a first-person view) or “first person shooting”. What does it mean? Is there a variation if I compare it to First person shooter? I have no idea, but these labels exist and they show that players use a wide range of similar designations.
PP
Here, another one who said “The beginning of the simulation in the arcade spirit, with a plus (or a minus, if you’re an expert), impossible to aim high”.
This is a pure hapax. I didn’t find anything similar. However, it appears that the player assimilates the simulation category to a game where you can shoot.
PP
Here, we have the expression “genre”, which in French sometimes means “kind of” or “like”. So, even if it is not a true genre, we have a category that gravitates around Battlefield 3. So, instead of using a widespread category, they forge it by using what we could call a “standard meter”, a game that stands for other similar games. And from this, we arrive to something more “curious”…
PP
Lots of people don’t use the FPS label to refer to Wolfenstein 3D. Instead, they prefer the term Doom-like, which is a common name used before the appearance of the first person shooter label. But, it is a bit strange, because Doom and Wolfenstein 3D were made by the same studio, but Doom was released one year later. So, there is some kind of rewriting when players use labels. Again, I don’t say the label isn’t correct. As historians, it can feel frustrating. But, in fact, for the players, it’s normal. They use this label without really tormenting themselves.
PP
To show you a little more, we also have combinations of other categories. Here, someone who uses the label “FPS on the Jaguar console” and compares the game with other ones. This kind of comparison is a categorization, because it consists in linking several games held by a specific criterion.
PP
Here, the player says clearly that he prefers old school FPS than FPS like Call of Duty. Also, such a message shows us that FPS is not one and all. The player feels the necessity to draw a line between two categories that don’t have the same value for them. 
PP
And, to show you a last one, which is not as unusual as you can think… Several messages insist on the fact that Wolfenstein 3D is an old game. Good or bad, it doesn’t matter, but its age is a structuring element in how players perceive the game. 
PP
Maybe more than the identified categories, I must insist on the missing ones.
First, lots of people mention the castle, the nazis, especially the pleasure taken when they kill Hitler, but there is no thematic category. 
In the same vein, the sequels of Wolfenstein 3D aren’t mentioned for comparison. In contrast, other series are frequently mentioned, either for comparison or for telling the history of the FPS.
There is no mention of a target audience either. Thus, I wonder if this absence means that there is no target audience or if it means that it is so obvious for them that it isn’t useful to mention it.
Last but not least, the two creators, John Carmack and John Romero, are mentioned, but never as denominators of a category. There is no such thing as “a John Carmack’s game”, though he is sometimes remembered as FPS’s father.
PP
I’m reaching the end of this presentation. Beyond the variety of existing categories, let’s go back to their functions in the discussions. Of course, when we think about genre, or categories in general, we think in terms of classification. But, for the common players, it isn’t the same. During the analysis of the discourses on JV, I didn’t notice any discussion about the definition of the genre or the affiliation of a game to a genre. That’s because the pragmatic functions of categories in this context is not to classify games. Instead, players tend to use them to establish link between games. Notably, they evaluate games by comparing them, they use historical knowledge to better understand the characteristics of the games or, sometimes, they clearly recommend or don’t recommend a game by judging its adequation to a certain category.
PP
This leads me to the conclusion. I reemphasize that the categorizations practiced by industry and the scholars aren’t the only ones. In fact, it would be an act of disdain to not take into consideration the discourses of the players. The hermeneutic skill isn’t specific to researchers. Today, scholars often act as the only tenants of the knowledge, especially in the genres’ domain. So, just as Roland Barthes preached the death of the author, I would like to call for a death of the scholar in this domain, to give more attention to player’s practices in front of our academic uses and conjectures! The next step of this research will be to investigate other formats on other websites, to see if the methods of categorization change. Spoiler: it is!
PP
Thank you for your attention!!!
