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ROUGH DRAFT—To Be Edited:

The poet T. S. Eliot once commented that our “everyday lives, especially our leisure lives, serve to shape our souls and form our imaginations far more decisively than all our deliberate efforts to acquire high culture.”  (Cited in “In Defense of Disbelief,” Ralph C. Wood, First Things 86:28-33 October 1998.)

   “Alternate realities” are increasingly coming to dominate how we use our leisure time, and intruding more and more on other spheres of life: work, spirituality, family, and community. We are already seeing it in the vast numbers of hours that individuals, especially youth, spend watching television and playing video games.  Sports fandom has become a virtual religion, with fans spending countless hours watching events on TV, poring over statistics for their “fantasy” teams, or seeking out betting tips. The business information industry has exploded, with burgeoning numbers of people “playing” the financial markets.  There are increasing reports of addiction to video games (Everquest, or as some call it, “Evercrack”) that relentlessly pull participants deeper and deeper into fantasy alternate universes of quests, competition and often violence. The power that they hold is evidenced by the clamor in 2001 over the introduction of the PlayStation 2, where consumer across the country camped out overnight to ensure they could obtain the highly sought consoles. Families have broken up due to excessive use. 

Our society is turning into what some have called an “entertainment economy.” 

   What is going on here? When does harmless diversion and escapism turn into all-encompassing and all-engrossing alternate universes that take over people’s lives? Which of these activities are ultimately religious? I can’t explore all these questions in this brief time, but I do want to highlight some of these activities, themes. 

History

     Some history first.  In some sense, escapes are nothing new. Historically, in cultures all over the world, most people have had opportunities to divert themselves, whether through games, ritual or performance.  Traditionally, these diversions have been intimately connected with the social order of a culture, and are often meant to strengthen that society.  Competitions and feasts, rites of passage that could involve taking hallucinogens, dances, were often strictly regulated. Only certain individuals could enter them at certain times.

   Over the past one hundred years, however, the vast changes in wealth, technology and mobility have given Western societies the ability to choose between many more kinds of diversions, to enter into many more alternative universes, more frequently and independently than ever before.  Virtual reality technology will create every more intensive and realistic experiences. The pull is only going to get stronger. Whereas those of us born in the 1960s had to pull ourselves away from playing too much space invaders or pong, now there is so much more there and we can see the evidence on university college campuses where it is not hard to spot the video addicted. 

   In the past there was a social purpose to escape in card games, or the corner tavern.  Instead of a group process, many now do so individually, through video games, television, or the Internet.  Alternative group realities still exist, of course (e.g., sports leagues, reenactment events, role playing games) but in the West the individual reigns, freely able to enter into alternate realities, to one's benefit or detriment.  Social interchanges on the Internet are more often superficial, though of course there are cases where deep relationships eventually develop. 

Why are these activities so popular?

   What are the motives for this kind of activity?  What kind of “play” is this? Can Girardian theory give us insight? I don’t know all of the answers to this question. I started this topic over 10 years ago with a study of Star Trek fandom and it led me to see how other kinds of fans escape into alternate universes (Jindra 1994). 

  There is a rich literature on play, leisure and escapism, from Johann Huizinga to Roger Caillois. Caillois distinguishes different types of play. They include: agon (competitive games), alea (games of chance), mimicry (play, make-believe), and ilnix (vertigo, whirling, amusement parks, high speed X sports).  We can see all of these in contemporary culture, and all of them abetted and intensified in recent years by technology.   The practices are gender coded and reveal our consuming desires: competition, violence, and control lure men into these worlds, while women, through chat rooms and television fandoms, desire relationships, some distant and disconnected, other fantasy.  

   For the purposes of this paper, the most interesting ones are mimicry and agon (competitive games). Mimicry involves play and make-believe, the construction of alternate universes, from video and role-playing games to fantasy sports. Those popular features, however, also contain a major dose of competition. 

   Among the various possible motives, I will focus on two: Control and sociality. 

   Sociality, of course, is a feature of the longstanding Durkheimian tradition in sociology, the tradition which Girard also broadly draws upon. It focuses on relationships between people, and their connection through cultural symbols and rituals. Today, the sociality found in alternate universes is more interpersonal and based more often in either personal experiences or popular culture, not shared moral orders, as it is in more traditional cultural contexts. 

   Some activities are asocial, but many players desire human contact, and little communities pop up around the games, or other fan phenomena like TV shows such as Star Trek. 

  People combine sociality with control in the very structure on-line relationships. People seek to make contact with others, but in very consumeristic ways, they frequently and easily can cut off contact and move on to others. Relationships tend to be frequent and superficial, with occasional exceptions, of course, for the internet has facilitated community is some circumstances.  

   Control is a little different, traditionally sought through ritual, to control the powers of nature and of other malevolent forces such as witches, it is now largely incorporated into a modernist, technological framework. (Male)

     Many computer games involve the acquisition or use of special powers, that enable one to defeat foes, inflict violence, or simply win competitions of various sorts. In MUDs, one experienced player describes how she became a  virtual god (Newsweek article) the creativity it took to maintain the game, and how it brought recognition, power, exhilaration, along with the problems involved when players demand you resurrect them after they were killed off. This can be good fun, but those who play report than many players identify with their characters.  Other god-like roles are found more recently in simulation games, such as Sim City where you can be a mayor, or others where you can control entire histories and civilizations. 

   The impulse in society is towards more isolation, at home with our technology, reigning over our little technological domains.  Yet we are torn between the desire for control (science, violence), which leads to isolation, and the desire for recognition (Taylor 1994), which pulls us towards sociality.  Often, players tie the two together by striving for the recognition of victory, for your ability to control the game and other players. We want recognition for our accomplishments, even if they are fantasy accomplishments, but the sad part is that this recognition does not usually come for something like community service in the context of civil society, but is fleeting recognition with almost no enduring effect. 

   We can connect the contrast of sociality and control to the debate over whether we are modern or postmodern. Control, especially through science and technology, is a feature of modernity, while recognition is more of a feature of postmodernity. We see recognition and identity in a rootless world that doesn’t automatically ascribe it to us, as in more traditional contexts. 

    Sociality and recognition are given the most attention by academics, perhaps because precisely because it is more social, and more interesting than the isolates who seek control.  Gaming is normally the purview of cultural studies scholars, who only seem to focus on the active viewer, reinterpreting messages to fit social positions.  More passive viewers, however, are perhaps more common. The evidence for isolating control (solitary, addicted gamers) is out there also. 

MIMETIC THEORY

How can we apply mimetic theory to this situation? I have some ideas, but I’m interested to hear some of your ideas on the topic also. While interested in mimetic theory over the years, I’ve not yet used it extensively in my own research. Here are some preliminary possibilities

Mimicry

   We are tempted to understand these fan activities as mere escapism. While there are strong escapist motivations to these activities, it is not just escapism.  As mentioned above, one of Caillois’s categories for different kinds of games is mimicry, a term that shares its Greek roots with mimesis.  Mimicry consists of the construction of make believe worlds. The make believe, however, is normally a response to the real, material world, not a pure escape into a totally other world. Real world ideals and practices become the model for our make-believe worlds. This is easy to see, of course in the popular fantasy worlds, which are actually imitations of imitations. Popular action films and drama series, themselves imitations of a sort, are imitated by the game makers.  Viewers pick attractive elements of popular culture and highlight them, attempting to live in them, exist in them. They collect elements of that universe, by purchasing the merchandise marketed with the production, especially with movies. They attend fan conventions, attempt to meet actors and writers, and some try to add chapters to the story by writing their own versions of it. The religious parallels are strong and vary from philosophical (Matrix) to classical (Lord of the Rings, Star Wars), to a celebration of scientific humanism (Star Trek). In different ways, these alternate universes mimic features of the real world that fans choose to highlight. 

    Much of this activity is motivated by dissatisfaction with the present culture, and an attempt to create a new one, a utopian one, based on the violence of control.  It is a form of escapism, an inability to deal with the ambiguities of the real world, and a desire to enter a clearer world with specific purposes and goals and no gray areas or moral dilemmas to deal with. Modernity has given us the expectation of control, which feeds into the utopian impulse in society.  Roger Aden calls these “imaginary promised lands” or “symbolic pilgrimages” to places we desire. 

   Specific elements within these attractive universes are also desire. Take, for instance, the character of Lara Croft, the impossibly proportioned thin-waisted, big-busted star of the Tomb Raider video game. These idealizations of the perfectly toned body puts pressure on female self-image and heighten the contemporary problems with anorexia and bulimia, and excessive concern with fitness. Male physiques portrayed in these games also reach impossible proportions, though young men still try to approximate them by taking steroids and other muscle-building supplements and drugs.  We imitate the impossible models we create in the virtual worlds. We want to be the sports hero, the unassailable explorer, the fast-thinking fighter of evil. We live out popular fantasies of liberation and rebellion against social structures, as in the popular “Grand Theft Auto” video games. Some of these display a visceral misanthropy, intensifying some of the worst aspects of our culture. 

    Turning our attention to the actors and actresses themselves gives us another angle to approach the whole phenomenon. Some researchers have examined the subculture of celebrity worship (exemplified in such popular programs as Entertainment Tonight, and periodicals such as Entertainment Weekly, People and the newspaper tabloids), and found parallels to religious devotion. The fascination with celebrity lifestyles clearly has mimetic elements. We imagine ourselves to be the rock star, famous actress or sports hero. In a few situations, celebrity worship has led to obsession, stalking and even murder. Mimetic desire turns to violence. 

Scapegoating

    Television series often feature the display of strong social groups, and this is certainly part of their attraction. Popular TV shows such as Friends, MASH, and Cheers highlight the kind of tight bonds that have declined in real life. Some of the reality-based TV shows such as Survivor or Big Brother are attractive precisely because of their window in to the interaction of small social groups. On-line communication, while very isolating, is also a place where connections and made and communities, of a sort, arise. Interactive gaming often includes chat on the side, which gives it the potential to form communities. 

   This brings up a couple of questions.  Is there a scapegoating mechanism at work in some of these activities? Both in interactive gaming, and on reality TV shows, one of the main strategies is to form alliances between competitors, to gang up on other players and eliminate the competition. These alliances are often shifting, and betrayal and back stabbing is a strong part of it.  In the end, they end up being very instrumental and individualist, since competition usually produces only one winner. We aren’t talking about the founding of cultures here, but of the kind of fleeting, instrumental social relations more common in post-industrial societies. 

   The quality of on-line communities is certainly a topic for debate. A key difference is the absence of face-to-face communication. Certainly it does not approach the ideal of  koinonia, the Christian concept of community (Ebersole and Woods 2001).

Implications

  I can only briefly sketch some of the theological and ethical issues involved in this process.  Certainly, societies have been significantly hurt when large numbers of citizens pursue escapist activity, such as during the late Roman Empire, or in nineteenth century China when opium smoking was endemic. 

   Earlier, I briefly mentioned other kinds of alternate universes or escapes throughout history. I also briefly discussed that some are more escapist than others.  I did not mention monastic or liturgical alternate universes, where Christians escape the world, in order to enter another world. Liturgical realities, however, are meant to remind the Christian of a broader, more transcendent reality, to put the everyday world into perspective, and to renew and refresh the Christian so they can return to the world and serve it. Even forms of Christian monasticism were intended to send the monk back to the world to improve it (Clebsch 1979:160, cited by Baumeister p. 195).

   The media-created alternate universe, unlike liturgical realities, gives us only a patina 

of reality, a fleeting sense of control that is lost as soon as we exit the fantasy universe and re-enter the everyday one. Whereas passion in liturgy is directed towards social bodies (i.e. the church and congregation), in much consumerist fantasy, it is directed merely to escape, often in universes themed by science and violence. According to Girardian theory, the longing exhibited in these “serious leisure” practices reveals a search for transcendence, but often ends up merely as the imitation of shallow media productions. There is little renewal and strengthening, and studies show that after prolonged television watching, people are more depressed and agitated than before (cite). 

   Mimetic theory argues that the greatest threat to our survival is mimetic rivalry. While normally this is applied to situations that end up in explicit violence, we may find ourselves in a slow, steady slide to destruction though the construction of mimetic alternate universes. We have within us the power to destroy ourselves, not only physically but spiritually.  Our own technological creations will certainly assist us in this process. 
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