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Focusing 
on the 
abstract

The abstract component is often hidden
in definitions of particular genres.

Definition of a genre Definition of genre

What is MMO?
What is cRPG?
What is RTS?

What is genre itself?

Concrete component
of genre definitions

Abstract component
of genre definitions



Structural definitions of genre

By far the most frequent in game studies, e.g.:
• Wolf, Genre and the Video Game, 2002.
• Apperley, Genre and Game Studies…, 2006.
• Clarke, Lee, Clark, Why Video Game Genres Fail..., 2017.
• Vargas-Iglesias, Making Sense of Genre…, 2018.
• Simonson, The Need for Recategorized Video Game Labels…, 2023.

Based on how the researcher sees games (= artifacts).

They describe genres as structures.

Structures of what?
1. Games or game elements.
2. Players’ actions.
3. Players’ experiences.



Structural
definitions
in research

Pros and 
cons

• They are the most 
intuitive and have been
studied the most.

• They tie up well with
formal and procedural
analyses.

• They can result in
highly original insights.

• They depend on
the researcher’s
subjectivity.

• They downplay the 
social meanings of 
games, the role
of genre discourses,
the history of these
discourses, etc.



Discursive definitions of genre

Not easy to find in game studies.

You might also call them constructionist.

Based on a study of how other people see games.

“[Genre] is not a set of texts, but rather a way of using texts
and of drawing relationships among them” (John Rieder,
Science Fiction and the Mass Cultural Genre System,
2017, p. 21).



Example:

John Rieder’s analysis of the 
reception of Mary Wollstonecraft
Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818)

Photo (cropped) of Boris Karloff
in Bride of Frankeinstein (1935),
source: Wikimedia Commons, public domain

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Frankenstein%27s_monster_(Boris_Karloff).jpg


Discursive
definitions
in research

Pros and 
cons

• They are useful in
(wait for it)
discourse analysis.

• They help us focus on 
how people see games.

• They higlight the context
(time; place; players’ 
class, ethnicity,
and gender; etc.)

• They are counterintuitive. 
If genre is only a discursive 
phenomenon, then games
do not belong to game 
genres. Which is… strange?

• Moving away from games
themselves may feel like
leaving something
important behind.



Another way

Cultural Sociology



Florian Znaniecki

The humanistic coefficient

Photo by Stolski, source: National Digital Archive & Wikimedia Commons, 
public domain, first published in 1931 in Ilustrowany Kurier Codzienny

https://audiovis.nac.gov.pl/obraz/99650/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Florian_Znaniecki_1.jpg


Florian Znaniecki, The Object Matter of Sociology, The American Journal of Sociology, 1927, Vol. XXXII, No. 4, p. 535–536

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/214184


Florian Znaniecki, The Object Matter of Sociology, The American Journal of Sociology, 1927, Vol. XXXII, No. 4, p. 536

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/214184


Towards a sociocultural
approach to genre

Every genre is “somebody’s” phenomenon.



Wendy Griswold

The cultural object

Photo (cropped): Northwestern Weinberg
College of Arts and Sciences

https://news.weinberg.northwestern.edu/2022/05/05/wendy-griswold-elected-to-american-academy-of-arts-and-sciences-academy/
https://news.weinberg.northwestern.edu/2022/05/05/wendy-griswold-elected-to-american-academy-of-arts-and-sciences-academy/


Wendy Griswold, Cultures and Societies in the Changing World, 4th ed., SAGE Publications, 2013, p. 11



Wendy Griswold, Cultures and Societies in the Changing World, 4th ed., SAGE Publications, 2013, p. 11



Towards a sociocultural
approach to genre

Every genre is “somebody’s” phenomenon.

Every genre is shared significance
embodied in form.

In every study, we construct “genre”
as an object of analysis.



Pierre Bourdieu

The struggles
over classification

Painted portrait of Pierre Bourdieu (cropped), source: Thierry Ehrmann’s
Flickr.com profile, CC BY 2.0, taken on November 13, 2013

https://www.flickr.com/photos/home_of_chaos/10838566435


Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 1991, trans. by G. Raymond and M. Adamson, Polity Press, p. 105



Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 1991, trans. by G. Raymond and M. Adamson, Polity Press, p. 105



Towards a sociocultural
approach to genre

Every genre is “somebody’s” phenomenon.

Every genre is shared significance
embodied in form.

In every study, we construct “genre”
as an object of analysis.

We should study the social operations of naming
through which genre names are imposed as natural.



Sociocultural 
definitions of genre



Sociocultural
definitions
of genre

• Absent in game studies (to my knowledge).

• They take the middle ground:
• Between structural and discursive definitions.

• Between games and game discourses.

• Between the cultural and the social.



Sociocultural
definitions
of genre

One possible definition:

Genre is a set of games classified together
by a social group (or groups).

Where do you look for acts of classification?
1. Labelling of game boxes.

2. Choice of words for promotional 
descriptions on the Internet.

3. Vision presented by game developers
in media interviews.

4. Genre names used in Wikipedia entries.

5. Tags assigned by Steam users.

6. …



Sociocultural
definitions
of genre

• Every genre is somebody’s genre.
As social classifications change, so do genres.

• A game can become part of a genre
it did not represent before.

• A game can stop belonging to a genre it did represent.

• Also, the same game may be part of a given genre
– or several genres – to some people and not to others.

• If genre is a set of games grouped together,
then there is no first game in any genre.
(If anything, there is just the first act of classification.)



Sociocultural
definitions
in research

Pros and 
cons

• They are comprehensive, 
including both games
themselves and the ways
games are marketed
or discussed.

• They can help us
conceptualize genres
differently in
some future studies.

• When you want to be so 
comprehensive,
it is easy to become
lost in the data or to make
the analysis superficial.

• So you may need to
be very selective
or have a lot of
previous studies at hand.

• What social group(s)
do you want to include?



One way
to conduct
a sociocultural
study

1. Pick a contemporary genre label
(e.g., adventure games).

2. Examine the current uses of this label
(in printed magazines, on message boards, etc.).

3. Study the past uses of this and similar labels.

4. Move back with the genre discourses
until you can no longer see a discursive continuity.

5. Insofar as possible, track the discourses
in different groups, media, and geographical locations.

6. Play the games or get to know them in other ways.
How are your perceptions of the games similar to the 
perceptions you study? How are they different? Why?

7. Find out about the context of games and discourses 
(political and economic pressures, similar themes in 
various media, and so on).





Final thoughts



What I still
need to do

• Have I missed any reviews like
Clearwater’s What Defines
Video Game Genre… (2011)?

• Refer explicitly to genre 
theory, literary studies,
film studies, etc.

• Locate more examples
of game-oriented studies.

• Possibly conduct a small 
historical analysis of my own.



Definitional
approach

How 
frequent?

Whose
point of view?

Genres are
made of…

Structural Very
frequent

Researcher’s …games
(and maybe

players’ actions
or experiences)

Discursive Hardly used Other people’s
(reconstructed)

…discourses

Sociocultural Absent Researcher’s
and other people’s

…games and 
discourses

Stanisław Krawczyk / stanislaw.krawczyk@uwr.edu.pl / IIPC Debate, April 24, 2023
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Definitional Approach Advantages Limitations

Structural
(Genre is a structure
of games, elements, 

actions, experiences…)

1. The most intuitive and studied
2. Useful in formal and procedural

analyses
3. Can result in highly original

genre insights

1. Can be very subjective.
2. Can downplay the social

context of games
(e.g., genre discourses)

Discursive
(Genre is the way

we talk about games)

1. Useful in discourse analysis
2. Focuses on how people see games
3. Highlights the context

(time, place, class, gender, etc.)

1. Counterintuitive
2. Leaves games behind

Sociocultural
(Genre is a set of games

classified together by
a social group or groups)

1. Comprehensive:
includes games and contexts

2. Can provide new conceptualizations
for some future studies

1. Risks getting lost in the data 
or making the analysis
superficial

2. You may need to be very
selective or have many
previous studies

3. What group(s) to include?
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