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Abstract

This dissertation endeavours to create a conceptual framework with which to examine
“video games as postmodern magic.” I begin by defining the operative understanding of
postmodernism for the purpose of this analysis, focusing on representation, power, and
a critique of Enlightenment assumptions, then using the work of Deleuze and Guatarri I
construct a postmodern approach to the research, and suggest “resonance” as an alternative
mode of evaluation and validation. I then turn to examine the concept of magic, before it
was reduced and discredited by the Enlightenment, and in so doing finding another way
of looking at the world, a way that privileges imagination over rationality, spirit over
materialism, and multidimensionality over linear logic. Having “reached back” to a time
before the Enlightenment, I then seek to connect those insights to “visual digital culture”
where image, interactivity and immersion predominate. Having created a framework that
integrates the issues of postmodernism, magic, and visual digital culture, video games are
analyzed within this structure. Noting that magic plays a surface role in many games, I
suggest that there is a more pervasive magical element to such games, and look at how
video games expand the realm of possibility through simulation and simulacra, how they
challenge the meta-narrative by shifting power and control of the narrative to the player,
and finally how video games augment our appropriation of reality by synaesthetically
creating experiences and a “phenomenology of magic.” The dissertation is concluded
with a discussion of a possible “pedagogy of enchantment” in which the insights gained
from the analysis are applied to the educational environment, narrativity, intereactivity and

immersion, are placed within a virtual environment for exploration.
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“WELCOME TO THE MODERN WORLD, PAINTED STICK”:
POSTMODERN MAGIC IN EDUCATIONAL VIRTUAL REALITY

Chapter One

Introduction

In Robbins’s (1990) postmodern novel Skinny Legs and All, five inanimate objects
begin a pilgrimage to Jerusalem starting from a cave in Montana. Three are mundane
objects from the modern world, a can of beans, a silver spoon, and a dirty sock. Two are
ancient artifacts of great religious significance that have survived from antiquity, a Conch
Shell and a Painted Stick.

“The inertia of objects is deceptive,” Robbins claims. He goes on to say:

The inanimate world seems static, “dead,” to humans only because of our
neuromuscular chauvinism. ... On the atomic and subatomic levels, weird
electrical forces are cracking and flaring, and amorphous particles ... are
spinning simultaneously forward, backward, sideways, and forever at
speeds so incalculable that expressions such as “arrival,” “departure,” and
“have a nice day” become meaningless. It is on those levels that “magic”
occurs. (p. 69-70)

Painted Stick, not familiar with the ways of the modern world, wishes to start the
pilgrimage right away, using the daylight to make the best possible time, and he ignores
the advice of the others. But after a day of being shot at, yelled at, and almost run over,
he agrees that perhaps it was “naive” to think that this band of objects might traverse

the country with impunity. The narrator notes, with undertones of sadness and irony:



“Welcome to the modern world, Painted Stick” (p. 60).

The “modern world” is, indeed, hostile to the notion of “magic,” of inanimate
objects having spirits, of “things” being capable of movement and volition. Yet this was
not always the case. Easlea (1980) notes that, before the Enlightenment and the mechanical
philosophy of Descartes and his successors, humanity was “situated at the centre of an
enchanted world ... threaded throughout by a world soul, of a network of sympathies and
antipathies, of stellar and planetary influences, of signs conveying God’s purpose, of angels
and demons, of Satanic temptation” (p. 83). This worldview was replaced, he suggests, by
a modern world in which “all matter is inert” (p. 84). An inanimate world sets the stage
for a postmodern critique.

Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, and Taubman (2002) have suggested that postmodernism
is a critique of “the Enlightenment project.” Specifically, they suggest that one of the
conditions leading to postmodernism is the attitude that “nature appears dead in the complete
humanization of the world” (p. 469), a death that postmodernism endeavours to address.
Similarly, Cherryholmes (1988) notes that postmodernism challenges the “Enlightenment
ideals of progress, rationality, control, ... logical positivism and empiricism, and individual
accountability” (p. 157). For me, the question then becomes, how might contemporary
society move forward in this postmodern time? How can we recover “spirit” in a world
conditioned by Enlightenment values that privileges materialism and science? For after
all, we know that silver spoons and painted sticks do not really think, or move, or have

volition. Not in the “real world.” Except that in virtual reality they can. In virtual reality,



painted sticks can talk, millions of angels can dance on the head of a pin, and all the laws
of science can be suspended.

The privileging of materialism and science is of concern to many educators.
Robinson (2003) speaks of the importance of educational environments that foster
creativity as opposed to envirnoments that focus only on the left side of the brain in
accordance with the Enlightenment values of rationality and logic. He suggests that our
society has disembodied knowledge, reducing the body to a mere machine for moving our
brains from place to place, whereas what is required are educational contexts that privilege
creativity, imagination, and a greater integration of learning. Glasser (1998) is concerned
with the current state of education as well, and he worries about “the growing number of
unmotivated students” in our schools and how our educational environments need to be
places where the student’s basic needs, such as survival, belonging, power, freedom, and
fun, are met (p. 11). Frank (2004) echoes Glasser’s concerns and advocates for learning
environments that serve less to control students and more to empower them. Henton
(1996) argues that education itself should be an adventure. By creating classrooms that are
magical and enchanting, we may be able to motivate and empower our students to greater
creativity and open up to them the life long adventure of education.

Purpose of Study.

The purpose of this study most generally is, first, to explore the conceptual
dimensions of virtual reality as manifest in video games, particularly the power of virtual

reality gaming to fundamentally change what we see as possible, and then, second, to



begin to conceptualize about learning environments where such games give students the
opportunity play with alternative realities, where “what if”” speculations are more than just
mental constructs, and where students could experience a gestalt, a full incarnation of the
imagination, and experience once again a world filled with magic and spirit.

The research question that guides this thesis and conceptual analysis, then, is this:
Can we create, through virtual reality, learning environments that are “magical,” that are
“enchanting”?

Preliminary Definition of Key Terms

The following are the preliminary definitions of terms found in this study. Each
will be explored and developed more fully in upcoming chapters.

Virtual Reality.

Virtual reality is a difficult term to define because of the ambiguous nature of
reality itself. For the purpose of this study, broadly viewed, virtual reality is any alternative
reality to the normative view — which in our society is defined primarily in scientific
terms. In the normative view, reality is the concrete reality perceived by our senses, while
virtual reality is a constructed reality that simulates what is “real.” If one begins with a
different perception of reality, however, this view becomes problematic. For example, if
one sees reality as socially constructed, then alternative social constructions are the norm.
Similarly, if one takes Turkle’s (1995) definition of reality — that “whatever is experienced
isreal” (p. 73) —then experiences in an online simulation are real, not virtual. Nonetheless,

in this dissertation, virtual reality will be defined to mean those realities that have been



constructed to simulate other realities through the use of technology. Again, there are
a broad range of possible understandings here, from the conventional, fully immersive
virtual reality installations like C.4A.V.E., Placeholder, or Osmose, to dedicated games
on consoles like the Sony Playstation or the Microsoft Xbox 360, to online environments
like Second Life or Sims Online, to the more common experience of a movie in a theatre
with surround sound and gigantic screens, or even the experience of watching a drama on
television. Chapter Five will expand this discussion.

Video Games.

The challenge in defining video games is the broad spectrum of gaming experiences
they encompass. There are puzzle games and problem-solving games. There are strategy
games and role-playing games. There are first person shooters, third person shooters, and
simulation games. There are serious games and social-networking games, and no single
definition or discussion can honour all the nuances and differences between these genres.
For this dissertation, however, I will use Hutchison’s (2009) general definition that a video
game is an “interactive, goal-oriented, virtual experience” (http://www.playingtolearn.org/
presentation.pdf). This, as well, will form the basis of my discussion of games in Chapter
Five.

Magic.

For the purposes of this study, Magic will be defined as that which surpasses and
challenges our materialistic understanding of how reality works. Whether it be an illusion

by David Copperfield where a body disappears, defying the natural laws of physics, or



the Pre-Enlightenment notion of alchemy where base metals were manipulated in order
to create gold, or the spells and incantations of witches who it was feared could cause
supernatural forces to be unleashed on the world, magic upsets the “natural order” of
reality. This will be explored in more detail in Chapter Three.

Pre-Axial Religions.

In this study it will be presumed that pre-Enlightenment magic is the historical and
cultural remnant of pre-axial religions. Axial religions, which as Smith (2002) points
out, “arose in all civilizations around the middle of the first millennium B.C.E.” (p. 6),
are based on a hierarchy of spiritual embodiment that places all reality on a scale of spirit
— the Great Chain of Being serves as a good example. This hierarchy accompanied and
reinforced the ascendancy of patriarchal religions that began to dominate as agricultural
economies supplanted a more nomadic existence. Pre-axial religions, however, were based
on the assumption that everything was spirit, and therefore any causal relationships that
were solely based on a material reality were not the only way to comprehend the world.
Because axial religions became predominant, pre-axial practices and understandings
remained on the fringe of society and were considered the source of superstition and
irrationality (Smith, 2002).

Enlightenment Project.

The elimination of such superstition was one of the goals of the “The Enlightenment
Project.” Based in part on the mechanical philosophy of Descartes (Easlea, 1980), the

ascendancy of rationalism in Kant who characterized reality as an “island” where only



what is rational is allowed and whatever is not rational is cast off (Taylor, 1999), and the
new physics of Newton (Easlea), the Enlightenment radically challenged the claims of both
the religious establishment (the post-axial religion of the Church) and the superstitious
remnant of pre-axial religion (the practice of magic). Easlea even goes so far as to suggest
that the main impetus for the Enlightenment was a growing concern over the morality of
the witch trials, which he posits was the persecution of pre-axial religion by post-axial
religion, and which led to such moral disgust among much of the “educated class™ that
both pre- and post-axial expressions of religion were philosophically and scientifically
repudiated. Further elaboration of this will come in Chapter Two.

Science.

Science proved to be a key to this repudiation. Science is the appropriation of reality
through the ostensibly objective observation of the material world. Through observation
and the scientific method, science endeavoured to free reality from belief and base it on
knowledge. A distinction needs to be made, however, between science and scientism.
Scientism is the belief in science as the ultimate and only source of truth (Smith, 2001).

Postmodernism.

This presumed objectivity, however, is one of the subjects of critique in
postmodernism, which for the purpose of this discussion will be used as a term that
includes poststructuralism (Sims, 1999) as well as deconstructionism (Pinar et al., 2000).
As Pinar et al. (2000) have noted, there are many definitions of postmodernism and it is a

term that covers a vast and diverse landscape, but “at its most general level, ... [it] shares



a rejection of structuralism, humanism, and modernism, a repudiation of the ways various
academic disciplines have ‘traditionally’ presented their versions of reality” (p. 452).
Necessarily, then, postmodernism is not a system, but a “method of critique and analysis
... which challenges and subverts not only the central themes, organizing metaphors, and
discursive strategies constituting Western thought and informing the Enlightenment project,
but all that is modernism itself” (p. 450). Or put more provocatively as Doll (1993) does,
postmodernism is “a fascinating, imaginative realm (born of the echo of God’s laughter)
wherein no one owns the truth and everyone has a right to be understood” (p. 151). This
will be explored more fully in Chapter Two.

It needs to be noted that all of these terms will be explored from a Eurocentric
perspective. Because I willbe looking atthe effects of the Enlightenment and postmodernism
on our perception of reality, particularly as manifested in video games, this analysis is
clearly situated in a western context. This is significant, for as Poole (2010) notes, there is
a “difference between Japanese and western games: in the former, the assumption is that
everything you see might be alive; in the latter, the rule is more generally that everything

1s just décor” (p. 122). He continues:

Some of the greatest British or American games build architecturally awe-
inspiring vistas that are totally inert, the rats or shadow-beings that flitaround
them appearing to belong to a completely different order of existence. By
contrast, one of the joys of Miyamoto’s games (among others) is that the
distinction between environment and character is never quite so clear-cut
or easy to second guess. This is not merely a philosophical difference but
one that leads to greater density of play potential. (p. 122)

It is this “inert” representation of the world, so different from the Japanese model,



that will be explored more fully throughout this dissertation.
Rationale for the Study

In The Sacred and the Profane, Mircea Eliade (1959) suggests that the sacred is
what is really real. If this is indeed the case, one of the aims of education should be to
explore the sacred dimension of life, to ensure that this sacred dimension is included in the
educational endeavour, for without it education is missing an essential aspect of reality —
indeed, perhaps the most “real” part.

But how can we determine what is real?

The phenomenologist Paul Ricoeur (1967) has suggested that our understanding
of reality is a result of the interplay between our knowledge and our belief, an interplay
Riceour describes as “the hermeneutical circle.” Ricoeur asserts that “we must understand
in order to believe, but we must believe in order to understand” (p. 351). The hermeneutical
task develops as it traverses this circle. Initially, knowledge is subordinated to belief —
what is believed is considered to be literally true. This literalism is the basis of naive
superstition. The philosophy of Descartes, and the accompanying Enlightenment which led
to the ascendancy of science, resolved the hermeneutical task through the subordination of
beliefto knowledge. Descartes’ “I think therefore I am” (“Cogito ergo sum ) summarized
this subordination. The “I think” determines the boundaries of belief, with rationality
proscribing the efficacy of faith. This leads to what Ricoeur calls “the imperialism of
the Cogito” (p. 165) which ultimately reduces meaning and myth to history, the world

to nature, and metaphysics and mystery to merely physics and science. Thus reality is



“I Think”
COGITO
(Epistemology)

KNOWLEDGE

HISTORY
(facticity)

The Hermeneutical Circle
“We must understand to believe,
but we must believe in order to understand.”

FIRST NAIVETE
(“pre-critical thinking”}

ITHINK

(therefore | am)

DEMYTHOLOGIZATION
("critical thinking”)

SECOND NAIVETE
{"post-critical thinking”)

| AM
(therefore | think)

‘I Am”
SUM
(Ontology)

BELIEF

MYTH
{possibility)

Fig. 1: Ricoeur’s Development of the Hermeneutical Task
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reduced to the material world, meaning becomes Ego-oriented, and the Spirit is either
rationalized or eliminated through an ongoing process of demythologization.

What needs to happen, according to Ricoeur (1967), is “the humiliation of the
Cogito” (p. 166) in which the subordination of belief to knowledge, myth to history, is
destroyed. Ironically, this same process of demythologization sets the stage for the “the
humiliation of the Cogito.” Just as the powerful Wizard in The Wizard of Oz (1900) is
eventually demystified and shown to be a small, ineffectual man, so demythologization strips
away magic and myth in the modern world, but leaves only the reductionism, rationalism,
and addiction-inducing materialism in its stead. With “the humiliation of the Cogito”
the insufficiencies of modernity are revealed, and the need for a new formulation of the
hermeneutical task is created. This new formulation Ricoeur calls “the second natveté” in
which myth is afforded equal status with rationality, and a process of “remythologization”
is begun. But how can we “remythologize” — or as Annie Dillard (1982) puts it, how do
you “desecrate a sacred grove, and then change your mind?” (p. 70). For as the main
character in Robbins’s novel asks: “Where does magic and beauty go when it’s driven
from the world?” (p. 473).

Figure 1 attempts to schematize Ricoeur’s conceptual framework. The two
“naivetés” are represented by the two hermeneutical circles — one representing the
traditional Cartesian formulation of “I think therefore I am” which leads to the supremacy
of rationalism and the reduction to the materialistic and, consequently in religious terms,

the literal. In the first naiveté the Cogito is supreme, and subordinates other “ways of
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knowing” to its sphere of influence — either rationalizing phenomena or rejecting the
legitimacy of any reality beyond rationalism. So complete is this subordination that only
a “humiliation” of the Cogito will be sufficient to wrest reality away from its dominance.
This humiliation is accomplished by the demythologization of the first naiveté, opening
the way for a second naiveté to be created — one in which being takes precedence over
rationality, and the full range of human knowing (symbolic, emotional, aesthetic, mythic)
becomes a part of the hermeneutic formulation. Literalism, fundamentalism, and facticity
are replaced by possibility, diversity and inclusion, and imagination. In other words, the
religious now has a place in the hermeneutical circle.

Borg (2005) formulates this issue in a simpler way. He suggests that hermeneutics
can be summarized in three stages: pre-critical thinking, critical thinking, and post-critical
thinking. Pre-critical thinking is what the modern world associates with pre-scientific,
superstitious, “naive” thinking. Critical thinking is manifested in the Enlightenment Project,
where what we believe is subjected to a rigorous process of rational demythologization,
where belief is replaced by logic and objective observation. However, the hermeneutical
circle is incomplete without belief, and the limitations of positivism have only reinforced
the need to re-integrate belief into our epistemologies. Hence, a new “naiveté” needs to
be formulated where what we believe contributes to what we understand, and our new
understanding contributes and re-formulates what we believe, and it is here that Borg’s
“post-critical thinking” and Ricoeur’s “second naiveté” converge.

This is essential in our re-appropriation of the notion of magic. Magic referred to
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in this paper is not the magic of the first naiveté, where it is taken literally. Rather, magic
is understood in relation to a second naiveté, where iterative reflective processes include
experience, logic, and belief.

Smith (2001), one of the world’s pre-eminent scholars of world religions, argues
that we need to go back and reconsider aspects of the traditional or religious world-view
that preceded the Enlightenment. He suggests that there are three fundamental problems
that human beings need to address. The first is “finding sufficient shelter and food” —
which he calls the Problem of Nature. The second is the problem of “relating to one
another” — which he calls the Social Problem. The third problem is “relating to the
total scheme of things” — which he calls the Religious Problem. The fundamental error
of the modern world, he argues, is that we use a scientific, rationalistic and materialistic
worldview to address all three problems, and that we have created a “tunnel of modernity”
that has led to an age of tunnel vision.

But some of those human problems, some questions of meaning and relationship
and place, are better addressed by alternative world-views. The problem of nature, Smith
(2001) assertss, is best addressed by the scientific worldview. He further suggests that
the social problem is better addressed by postmodernist thinking, through the postmodern
critique of the social injustices in our world and its analysis of their Enlightenment roots.
Furthermore, the religious problem, the issue of how we relate to the total scheme of
things is not well addressed by the scientific tendency to reduce everything to matter, and

to make human rationality the measure of all truth. For that, we might be better served
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to examine traditional worldviews — which for Smith are the religious worldviews of the

pre-axial age. In an article on the “ambiguity of matter” (2002), he writes:

In The Archaic Revival, Terence McKenna argues that when civilizations

run into trouble they instinctively reach back for the last sane moment

before the trouble set in. For Renaissance thinkers, trying to make sense

of the Black Plague and the cracks in Christendom that could no longer be

denied, it was the Greeks who appeared sane. Our troubles are much larger

for being global and planetary, so we reach back further, to the archaic. (p.

2)
This “reaching back™ is a key concept for my methodology for it provides the rationale for
the examination of pre-Enlightenment magic.

Smith (2002) makes the distinction between pre-axial — or archaic — religion and
post-axial religion. Post-axial religions create hierarchies of being, from inanimate to

animate to divine. Pre-axial religion, on the other hand, makes no such distinctions and

“knows nothing of lifeless matter.” As Smith explains:
Everything is alive in the pre-axial world-view. Animals and birds are
frequently referred to as “peoples,” and in certain circumstances can
exchange forms with humans. The division between animal and vegetable
is likewise muted, for plants have spirits like the rest of us. Even rocks
are alive; under certain conditions they are believed to be able to talk, and
at times are considered divine. Primal peoples are not blind to nature’s

differences; their powers of observation are legendary. The point is rather
that they see distinctions as bridges, instead of barriers. (p. 7)

Thus Smith concludes: “primal peoples are better metaphysicians, though their metaphysics
... 1s naturally of mythic cast” (p. 8).

Similarly, mystics have an ability to see beyond the reductionism of the material
age. As Smith (2001) points out: “Mystics are people who have a talent for sensing

places where life’s carapace is cracked, and through its chinks they catch glimpses of a
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world beyond. ... Stories grow up around theophanies such as these, and in the course
of generations they condense into myths that impregnate cultures with meaning and
motivation” (p. 29).

In pre-Enlightenment days, magic and mysticism were the “remnants” of pre-axial
religion. So if we are to follow Smith’s advice, we might well “reach back” to seek some
insight from those mystical practitioners of magic, alchemy and witchcraft in the days
before Descartes and his mechanical philosophers began the process of modernization.
Smith’s prescription is clear:

We should enter our new millennium by running a strainer through our past
to lift of its three periods the gold it contains and let its dross sink back into
the sands of history. Modernity’s gold — i.e. science — is certain to figure
importantly in the third millennium, and postmodemity’s focus on justice
likewise stands a good chance of continuing. It is the traditional world-
view that is in jeopardy and must be rehabilitated if it is to survive (p. 96).

In our modern world, we have replaced our temples with a tunnel, a Garden for a
Kantian island, an inclusive and unifying metaphysics for a physics that only describes the
material world. If our educational initiatives are to teach the fullness of reality, addressing
the alienation of our age, we must seek a way to remythologize our inert world, embracing
“a second naiveté.” This dissertation will explore the possibilities virtual reality affords in
creating such “a second naiveté.”

Some Examples of Magic in Videogames
Examples of the use of a magical worldview abound in video games. In the

video game The Elders Scrolls 1V: Oblivion, one chooses the role of either Warrior, EIf,
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or Magician as one works one’s way through a fantasy world, solving puzzles, casting
spells, collecting resources, battling evil, and exploring the mysteries of this virtual world.
Moreover, the goal in this endeavour is nothing less than the salvation of the world from
the dark and threatening forces of Oblivion. The player progresses through this world by
means of a controller that has two joysticks, a main directional button, four alphanumeric
buttons, two triggers with ancillary buttons, as well as an information button and two mini-
switches — some actions requiring combinations of buttons and triggers to be activated
— indicative of the high level of skill and acquired learning involved in playing the game.
Learning how to use the controller is no small learning task, but becoming familiar with
the vast fantasy world with its many levels and challenges is even more challenging and
daunting. It is estimated that an experienced gamer will spend up to sixty hours on the
single-player game (Wright, 2006, p. 111); but in similar video games, such as the online,
multi-player World of Warcrafft, this is expanded considerably and players can spend years
playing with others. Playing these games require overcoming some significant learning
challenges. So what is the motivation to devote such time and energy to this learning?

In Black and White, the player must determine whether he or she “will be an evil
or benevolent deity” (http://www.lionhead.com/bw2/about.html). Coming from the genre
of “God-games,” like Populus and Fable, the game includes “miracle effects” and the
choices the player makes changes the shape of the material world, and even the “flora
and fauna” morph “to reflect your personality.” Is there a correlation between the open

possibilities of a virtual world, and the religious notion of God as a Creator?
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In The Journey to the Wild Divine, further magical skills are taught — levitation,
flying magic carpets, starting fires by thought — that enable the player to explore a world of
spiritual enlightenment. But these magical skills are determined by biometric measurements
of heartbeat, skin temperature, and level of perspiration — the player connected to the
computer through biofeedback sensors on his or her fingers — and so one battles the enemy
by increasing one’s energy level and one solves problems or open doors by learning to
relax through deep meditative exercises. Is there a connection between the power within
and the power represented virtually in the game?

In God of War, the developer, Jaffe adapts Greek mythology to the online game
environment and notes that “people have said God of War plays like a Greek epic that
never got written down” (Howe, 2006, p. 123). Jaffe explains his philosophy of game
design in this way: “If Terry Gilliam created a kids’ pop-up book, what would it look
like? We wanted that kind of magic in the game” (p. 123, italics added). Is the word
“magic” in that goal simply coincidental, or incidental — or is there some significance,
even unintentionally?

Just as magic suspends the limits of what science says is possible, in virtual reality
anything is possible. Economies can be constructed — without scarcity. Dangerous
adventures can be undertaken — without the risk of death. Anything can happen. Anything is
possible. Even education. 4ncient Spaces is an online educational environment where 3D
reconstructions of ancient civilizations are created using a wiki-like development model.

Users are invited to contribute artifacts, like buildings or jewelry, to the re-creations, and
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are rewarded with points that allow them to go on historical missions — a ride down the
Nile, or to the front line in the Peloponnesian War. A team of academics monitors the
contributions for authenticity. In Friends of Chris vs. The Elysians, the Conflict Lab creates
an online role-playing simulation in which the gamers learn about personality types and
conflict resolution styles, as they endeavour to either save Chris’s sister from the Elysians,
or try to persuade Chris’s friends that his sister is safe with the Elysians. In Breakaway
Games’ 4 Force More Powerful, the player learns about “nonviolent strategies and tactics
that have been used successfully all over the world by individuals and groups struggling to
win freedom or secure human rights” (http://afmpgame.com).

Civil rights also can be fought for online. In the fall of 2005, a group of World of
Warcraft players committed virtual suicide to protest the restrictions placed on the gaming
community by the Chinese government. In January the Chinese government relented
on their restrictions in the face of “the public outcry (and virtual die-ins)” (Suellentrop,
2006, p. 131). A player can even fight for his or her real life. In Re-Mission, players are
young cancer patients who “fly a nanobot called Roxxi through a cancer patient’s body on
missions that range from free-roaming exploration to run-and-gun combat. Along the way,
power-ups energize weapons like chemotherapy, radiation, and diet, as well as response to
complications like bacterial infection, nausea, fever, and constipation” (Christen, 2006, p.
143). The goal of the game is to give players, whose lives have been turned upside down,
an opportunity to take some control of their lives. Studies are currently being conducted on

beta versions of the program testing the patient’s “sense of control, adherence to treatment
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programs, knowledge of the illness, and quality of life” (p. 143).

The educational opportunities in the gaming environment are obvious, ranging
from system analysis, pattern recognition, sociological principles, to how the body works
and how one can control and maximize medical regimens. But what about religious
education, an area that examines spiritual values as well as information and knowledge?
In Second Life, an open-source, virtual reality world is created where people can buy real
estate and create their own communities. Mark Wallace (2006) is a virtual reporter who
writes stories about this virtual world, and he tells of “one real-life Native American who
keeps his tribe’s heritage alive in the authentic village he built in the game” (p. 147).

In an online blogging forum on gaming, “Terra Nova: Exploring Virtual Worlds,”

Mike Sellers (2006) notes:

Many MMOGs [Massive Multiplayer Online Games] have within them
some nod toward religion, some degree of religious trappings at least.
Priestly characters are common, as are holy warriors (paladins). To say
nothing of demons and angels based loosely on Christian archetypes, the
former of which make regular appearances in online games. (p. 1)

But he also wonders:

When religion does appear in MMOGs it does so as a vague prop that
provides nothing in the way of gameplay based on themes of faith,
adherence to a code of conduct, membership in and sacrifice for a larger
organization, etc. In game terms religion could become operative in a
number of ways ranging from socially motivated achievement gameplay to
role-playing to exploring somewhat deeper themes than we typically find
in existing first-generation MMOGs. Even in straight achievement terms
amenable to current games, imagine for example a paladin who gained
bonuses for things like making a personal sacrifice for weaker members of

a party. (p. 1)
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What Sellers is wondering, then, is whether the use of magic, myth and religion is really
just an entertaining facade and incidental to the game, or whether it could be more
intrinsic to the game itself. In order to answer that, we need to “reach back” to those
pre-Enlightenment times to look to determine the authenticity, correspondences, and
connections between pre-axial magic and its use in videogames.

If we are to follow Smith’s (2002) prescription and “reach back™ to explore ways
of knowing that pre-date modernist formulations, virtual reality provides an opportunity to
reconceptualize magic and create a model of “the second naiveté” —areality that is not literal
and bound by the laws of science, but one in which imagination and possibility, symbol
and myth become “real.” In so doing, new ways of visioning educational environments
that are more holistic, enchanting, and even spiritual may open up.

Methodological Considerations

If we are to take Smith’s (2000) methodological advice and “reach back™ to a
previous era to gain perspective on our contemporary situation, how might a contemporary
researcher go about doing so? Because of the philosophical and theoretical nature of
the question, conceptual analysis may be a preferable approach instead of quantitative
or qualitative research. Through conceptual analysis, a conceptual framework can be
developed which enables an exploration of the ideas, and the relationships between those
ideas, that may give us a better understanding of the issues involved. In other words, in
order to explore realities and concepts outside the scientific paradigm, we need to escape

Enlightenment assumptions and methodologies.

-20-



In Kuhn’s (1962) classic treatment of scientific paradigms, he argues that sufficient
anomalies to an existing paradigm provide the impetus to the development of a new
conceptual paradigm, and that previous assumptions and understandings oftentimes appear
foolish and even nonsensical in the context of a new paradigm. He notes, however, that
what may appear nonsensical in the new paradigm makes complete sense in the conceptual
constructs of the previous paradigm. The physics of Aristotle, Kuhn observed, made no
sense in Newtonian terms, but complete sense in the Aristotelian paradigm.

This raises a key methodological concern for this research: How can we do
conceptual analysis across different conceptual paradigms? Postmodernism, magic, even
virtual reality, arise from different paradigmatic contexts. Clearly, a distinct understanding
of the logic and sensibility of each paradigm is a necessary prerequisite for such cross-
paradigmatic conceptual analysis. It will be necessary, then, to examine the various
conceptual foundations and observe anomalies, connections, and relationships.
Rationale for Conceptual Analysis in Educational Research

While not as mainstream as empirical quantitative or qualitative research in the
social sciences, conceptual analysis does have a place in educational research. Dewey
(1938), the champion of experiential education, acknowledged that progressive education
needed to be “directed by ideas which, when they are made articulate and coherent, form
a philosophy of education” (p. 29). Some years later, Wilson (1963) suggested conceptual
analysis might be one way of developing a philosophy of education, because it “gives

framework and purposiveness to thinking that might otherwise meander indefinitely and
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purposelessly among the vast marshes of intellect and culture” (p. xi); he argues that
conceptual analysis is essentially a “process of becoming conscious ... to become aware of
the significance of our words” (pp. 14-15).

Manifestations of conceptual analysis vary greatly, however. McMillan and
Schumacher (2006) suggest that “concept analysis involves clarifying the meaning of a
concept by describing its essential meaning, different meanings, and appropriate use” and
that there are three types of such analysis: generic analysis, which “identifies the essential
meaning of a concept,” differential analysis which delineates differing definitions of a
concept, and conditions analysis which “identifies the conditions necessary for the proper
use of a concept” (p. 424).

Coombs and Daniels (1991) suggest that conceptual analysis is not “identified with
any specifiable methodology [but] rather it comprises a diverse set of analytical questions,
techniques, and procedures” which include concept interpretation, whereby the meaning
of the concept is clarified, concept development, where clarified concepts are developed
into a conceptual structure, and conceptual structural assessment, where the adequacy
of those structures are examined (pp. 27-28). They see conceptual analysis as a form of
scientific inquiry, where concepts are codified and measured.

The Research Committee of International Association for Dance Medicine and
Science (2003) proposes more generally that “conceptual analyses involve speculating
about connections that have yet to be confirmed with intervention research or descriptive

studies. Conceptual analyses are often built around a review of the research literature
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related to the concept under consideration” (p. 2). This last definition is characteristic of
the nature of these earlier understandings of conceptual analysis, that it is a systematic,
structured analysis of the ideas that underlie the practice of education, and fill the gaps in
knowledge that are “yet to be confirmed with intervention research.”

Brandon’s (1988) discussion of “philosophical or conceptual analysis” is perhaps the
most extreme example of this tendency to make conceptual analysis a scientific endeavour
instead of a more philosophical one. He refuses to use the term “concept,” preferring to
see conceptual analysis merely as a way of “talking about the ways people use language,”
and suggesting a methodology whereby certain words are coded, categorized and counted
— creating what might be considered a quantitative form of conceptual analysis.

There are some significant exceptions to this scientific approach to conceptual
analysis suggested by the theorists I have mentioned so far, however. Black (1966) argues
that the dominant metaphor for the educational researcher should be that of the artist, for
the artist, like the researcher, needs to “wrestle” with the material that “both resists and
nourishes his [sic] intention” (p. 40). Interestingly Black notes that “the artist will not

ERE)

gladly think of his material as wholly passive; it has for him ‘a kind of life of its own’” (p.
40). Accordingly, he proposes that conceptual analysis needs to be “aesthetic” in nature,
where “respect [for the materials of creation] merges into a love for the intrinsic nature of
the material upon which all artistic integrity is founded” (p. 41).

Finally, Barrow (1990) proposes that conceptual analysis needs to be a part of “a

holistic approach” to educational inquiry. He notes that “conceptual clarity is the backbone
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of any worthwhile research” (p. 269) for it provides a broader context for determining the
meaning of empirical or analytical issues. He indicates there are four characteristics of such
a holistic approach: “(1) the integration of questions about means and ends, (2) the use
of many specific modes of inquiry, (3) the granting of logical priority and great practical
weight to conceptual questions, and (4) the willingness to generate certain methodological
(more generally, practical) prescriptions from purely conceptual first principles” (p.
271, italics mine). Moreover, Barrow makes it clear that while conceptual analysis can
provide valuable results without other forms of research, other types of research require a
conceptual context to be of value.

Educational research, given its institutional and disciplinary home is within the
social sciences, has gravitated toward quantitative and qualitative methodologies, leaving
conceptual analysis on the fringes. Nevertheless, as Eisner (1997) points out, ultimately
the “core concepts in the social sciences are philosophical in nature” (p. 5).

Cross Paradigmatic Considerations

For the most part, the methodological tools and categories in the social sciences
are drawn from the Enlightenment, which created our current modern, scientific paradigm.
But the proposed analysis crosses intellectual paradigms and, because it deals with the
nature of reality itself, is inextricably related to our understanding of the world itself. As
people immersed in the modern worldview — as fish are immersed in the water in which
they swim — we assume that our modern conception of reality is reality. This means that

in the modern world the physical and material are what are real. But this was not the case
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before the Enlightenment, nor is it the case with the emerging scientific understandings of
quantum physics, as we will see in Chapter 2. So while the modern, scientific methodology
of breaking objects — or even concepts — into ever smaller discrete parts and looking at
how they fit together may work in the physical world, where what is real is inert matter to
be observed by the senses and comprehended by our rationality, this methodology will not
help us understand the pre-modern world, nor the post-modern.

The assumption of the pre-modern world was that physical objects existed in
relation to a spiritual reality — that there was a relationship between the seen and the
unseen. Conceptually, analysis involved the categorizing of objects according to a “Great
Chain of Being” with a determination of the ever increasing spiritual power of objects
as they were higher on the Chain. But whether an object was “mineral, vegetable or
animal” — to use Aristotle’s basic typology — everything had a spiritual dimension, and
it was this spiritual dimension that was the source of its power. Thus the pre-modern
conceptual analyst was concerned with relationships and “naming” — for in naming one
was revealing the spiritual relationship of the physical object with its powerful essence
(Ludwig, 1989). This relationship between the physical and the spiritual was the basis of
alchemy, for example. The key to analysis, then, was determining the relationship of a
particular manifestation of reality to the absolute reality that lay beyond its physicality.

The Enlightenment challenged the notion of an absolute reality beyond the physical
and made the material the absolute. What became supreme was not a power “out there”

but the power of human rationality. To counter the superstition and irrationality of the
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pre-modern world, the Enlightenment reduced reality to what can be perceived, verified
and proven according to a restrictive set of epistemological principles. Thus the notion
of the “Kantian island” whereby truth is limited to what can be rationally proven. But, of
course, by choosing to live on this island, we ignore the rest of the world — with spiritual,
intellectual and environmental consequences.

This island of modernity, this scientific world of inexorable material progress, was
shaken, however, by the Second World War where the progress of technology unrestricted
by any outside power, contributed to the Holocaust and Hiroshima. Not only was society
changed, but science was changed as well. For with the splitting of the atom — the ultimate
Enlightenment example of breaking the physical world into smaller and smaller parts —
came the advent of a new science that observed anomalies the modern worldview could
not explain. This new science was quantum physics.

Briefly, quantum physics challenged the fundamental principles of modernity: that
the physical world was static, inert and observable. Physicists started suggesting that
objects were not inert matter but moving particles and waves of energy, and more than
that, they were waves of particles and energy that changed when observed (Greene, 2003).
Consider the implications for quantitative and qualitative research. Quantum physics
suggests that there is no such thing as a neutral observer watching a static reality on the
other side of an observation window — for by the very act of observing, what is being
observed is changed (Arntz, Chasse and Vicente, 2005). This also means that what is

true is only true in relationship. This perception based on relationship means that all
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humans have a tendency to see in wholes, not in parts, so while an object may be a flow of
energy, when it “collapses” in perception it creates a whole — we do not see the particles
or individual atoms (Arntz et al). Hence, a holistic approach is more akin to the new
scientific sensibilities than the division into parts. Moreover, the whole is not inert for
what we observe has “a life of its own,” and what emerges is what O’Murchu (2003) calls
“a distinctive sense of an alive universe” (p. 27).

The implications are radical: “In a quantum universe, nothing is predicable, and the
idea of life being in any way determined is abhorrent. Quantum theorists very much like
the word ‘probability’ .... Surprise, expectancy, wonder, creativity, beauty and elegance are
the kind of words that enable the quantum scientist to make sense of reality” (O’Murchu,
p. 34). It is precisely because virtual reality challenges the materiality of conventional
reality and, indeed, can offer a way of exploring this non-physical reality, that it has such
power as an educational tool and metaphor in a postmodern age.

Postmodernism, then, is not just a critique of “The Enlightenment Project” but is a
reflection of this new sense of reality. Deconstruction, critical pedagogy, post-structuralism
all are methodologies that exist in relationship to a perceived reality — oftentimes critiquing
the absolute claims of that reality. The complaint that postmodernism does not create its
own intellectual structures but merely critique other structures is a valid concern. But
in a world where reality is not static, but is flowing, ever-changing, and transformed by

observation, this can be seen to be characteristic of the new paradigm.
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So what are the methodological implications of these theoretical, cross-
paradigmatic considerations? First, any cross-paradigmatic methodology must draw on
more than purely scientific assumptions and tools. The aesthetic must also be part of
the method whereby the researcher wrestles with material that “has a life of its own,”
seeking an end result that is not only logical but beautiful as well. Second, the conceptual
analyst needs to draw on the tools of categorizing, clarifying, and coding as a means to
the end of understanding the relationship between the parts, building a unified structure
through a holistic approach, and avoiding the notion that parts have meaning independent
of the larger whole to which they belong — affirming instead a unified structure which
challenges the notion of specialization and champions the validity of integration. Third,
any conceptual structure needs to be understood in terms of flow and movement, that
concepts change and adapt in relation to each other, and that static or rigid schemas do
not accurately reflect the nature of reality. Just as quantum physics suggests that material
reality is actually a flowing, moving, vibrating sea of activity at sub-atomic level — like
strings that resonate and membranes that are constantly bending and stretching - so a
cross-paradigmatic methodology must allow for concepts to be alive and move.
Overview of Analysis

In this conceptual analysis, I explore the relationship between pre-modern magic
and postmodern virtual reality, and how video games are may be an exemplar of the

conceptual framework established. In this chapter, I began this discussion by contrasting
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the modern inanimate understanding we have of the world with an animated world, infused
with spirit, and asked if virtual reality could create learning environments that are magical
and enchanting. The approach I have taken is to look at the problem from a philosophical
perspective, and to develop a conceptual framework with which to examine the question.

The first step in creating magical and enchanting environments is to challenge the
assumptions of modernity, and postmodernism does this very effectively in its critique
of modernity’s indebtedness to the values of the Enlightenment project. By doing so,
postmodernism opens up a space for the consideration of alternative worldviews. I argue
that the task involved in creating magical and enchanting educational environments is
to create a “‘second naiveté” where the relationship between belief and knowledge is re-
established, and a more holistic epistemology created. The next step is to “reach back™ to
a time before the Enlightenment, and look at how the world was viewed when magic and
spirit were normative. I then looked at a variety of examples of how video games include
magical elements in their game play, offering a glimpse at how a magical world could be
envisioned, and even brought to life.

In Chapter Two, I explore more deeply the challenge of postmodernism both in its
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