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3.3 America’s Army
My first, brief experience with America’s Army played out like this: I had installed the game, fiddled around a little with the interface and scanned some of the instructions, and realized that I needed to go through some training missions before I could play online. So I loaded the “Marksmanship” mission from the “Basic Training” menu.
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| AM AN AMERICAN SOLDIER.

Loading Training Mission “Marksmanship”, please wait...




Figure 2: The loading screens in AA, which are shown while the player is waiting for a mission to be loaded, display texts and images which enforce the rhetorical strategies of the game. This is “The Soldier’s Creed” (unofficial in-game screenshot taken by me).
When the mission had loaded, I found myself at a firing range, being instructed by a drill sergeant – incidentally, a familiar enough situation from my own real-life experience
, as well as from Hollywood movies and computer games. But unlike the many start-of-the-game tutorial sequences I had gone through before, the instructions were elaborate and delivered without humor – and moreover, I had to stand still until the sergeant was finished talking! Finally, after my impatient gaming persona had stood still and listened for seconds on end, I was instructed to approach a table where I could get my weapon and ammunition.
	[image: image2.jpg]



Figure 3: Drill instructor from the ”Marksmanship” basic training mission. (Official AA screenshot taken from gamespot.com.)


Then I was ordered to take position at the firing range. When I took my time, looking around at the set-up, I was suddenly met by a yell from the officer who told me not to waste his time, a black-out, and suddenly I found myself in the position where the officer wanted me. (Hey, that never even happened in real life!) There I was instructed to fire forty rounds at a handful of red silhouette-shaped panels, “for familiarization”. I started firing a few single shots, and then some bursts. Already I was getting bored, and still not willing to let go of my regular gamer attitude – basically: In games anything goes, except boredom – I turned around and placed a few rounds in the officer’s face. The officer’s voice shouted “Cease fire!” while his body was already falling to the ground, my screen went black, and a new loading screen told me that a new mission was being loaded: “Forth Leavenworth”.
I found myself in a small prison cell with a bed, a toilet, a bookshelf and a door, and some blues harmonica playing in the background. Surprised, I started looking around for a key, or some clue as to how the door could be opened; scanning my mind for computer game experiences from Doom-style first person shooters to adventure games, I reasoned to myself that the first thing to do must obviously be to find that hidden key. However, there was nothing to be found, just some dull, non-interactive prison cell inventory. Perhaps this was going to be one of those cutscenes where I remained in control of the avatar’s movements, as in Half-Life? I waited a while for some computer-controlled character to come and give me a clue about what was happening, until I finally understood that it wasn’t going to happen. My avatar was simply in jail for shooting an officer, and that was it; the only key out would be outside the gameworld, at interface level. Hitting ‘Esc’ on the keyboard brought up a menu telling me “Welcome to Fort Leavenworth, the U.S. Army’s central military prison”, telling a little about this old and historical institution, and then explaining the function of the game’s “Rules of Engagement”:

The Army operates under Rules of Engagement (ROE). Attacking a teammate, superior officer or noncombatant civilian is a violation of ROE. If you injure a teammate while playing online you will incur negative ROE points. Most servers have a limit to the amount of ROE that is allowed. If you exceed that limit you will be removed from the server and set to Leavenworth. You will also be sent to Leavenworth for injuring or killing an instructor during training.

Feeling most of all like a school boy caught while placing needles on the teacher’s chair, I exited to the main menu to start over – this time to put a greater effort into my make-believe identity as a soldier, so that I wouldn’t get thrown out again.
The point of the Leavenworth “mission” is quite obvious: In a game, the most effective form of punishment is not retaliation, as in the GTA series, where the police will fire back at the player and chase her if she attacks them – setting the scene for marvelous car chases and shoot-outs that are an important part of the fun of the game. In games, the only effective disciplinary punishment is boredom. Throwing the player out, quarantining her, forcing her to go looking for new servers, suffer the wait of new load screens, re-starting almost completed missions from scratch: That is annoying – and disciplining. AA presents itself as a game that is more serious, and demands greater discipline from its players, in return for an experience that is presented as authentic and realistic.

According to David B. Nieborg, Counter-Strike was one of the main inspirations for AA. Referring to the developer’s own account of how AA was developed, he explains how in the early stages of the project, “a mission statement was formulated where the main goal was to develop a game as attractive as Counter-Strike but with the emphasis on a more authentic combat experience, the inclusion of the U.S. Army values and a significant role of training” (Nieborg 2005a: 33). Looking at the current version of AA, this description seems quite fitting. Like CSS, AA is a round-based multiplayer online tactical shooter, in which two teams with opposing objectives face each other in a relatively confined environment. And just like CSS, the game is based on relatively short rounds in which each player has only one life – there are no magic health packets to revive a wounded player, and once a player is killed, she is out for the remainder of the round. However, there are significant differences in all aspects of the games.
First of all, game structure. Rounds last about twice as long in AA as in CSS (default time limit for AA is 10 minutes). This means that not just novices, but even expert players will from time to time be stuck for minutes watching the last players finishing off each other. The missions in AA also vary more, and have more complex objectives than in CSS. The scoring system in AA is also more complicated than in both the other two games. Players receive a positive score of 10 points for each enemy they have killed, a varying number of “goal points” (usually between 5 and 50) for contributing to completing an objective (as well as for other actions benefiting the team, such as treating the wounds of fellow team members when playing as a medic), and leadership points if playing as the leader of a squad or fireteam. Players also receive negative points for violating the Rules Of Engagement (ROE) – e.g. for shooting at team members, or for dying, as well as negative leadership score if failing an objective or dying while being in a leader role. The number of points lost for killing a team member is determined according to a complicated system and depends on time, frequency and amount of damage; the punishment is minimum 40 points, but often it can be several hundred points (cf. Tran 2004: 58).
 If the player scores 500 negative ROE points, she is kicked from the server and sent to jail. These statistics are all displayed in a score board, where the team members that are still alive are highlighted. The score for each player is stored permanently with her player account and contributes towards the “honor score”, which can be between 0 and 100 and indicates the individual level of each player. Players start with an initial honor score of 10, which is the minimum required to play on most official servers. However, many servers require a higher honor score to let players in, and on any “SF” map one must have a minimum honor score of 15 to play one of the SF classes. The honor score is displayed next to the player name in the lists of team members, so that it also works as a public indication of the player’s level of skill and experience.
 But most importantly, the combination of the large amount of negative ROE points incurred by killing team members, and the permanent storing of these points in the honor score, means that the player’s actions in the game can have permanent consequences for her possibilities in the game in the future. Consequences may even occur outside the game, as information of the player’s conduct in the game may be assessed by army recruiters if the player wishes to join the army in real life.

Although it is mainly a multiplayer game, AA starts with a series of single player training missions. As mentioned above, some of these must be completed in order to be allowed to play online at all. Others must be completed in order to unlock certain missions, such as the Airborne Rangers missions; or certain kinds of player roles, such as Medic; or both, as with the Special Forces. These training missions cannot be saved until they are completed, and have to be repeated in their full length if they are not successfully completed. These missions are relatively demanding; personally I was a relatively experienced first person shooter player when I first started playing AA, but I had to run through several of the missions many times before I passed the test. The fact that I took quite a while to learn to separate enemies from teammates in a glance also contributed significantly to these failures. Of course, that particular ability is very important when coming online, and is the main point of the MOUT exercise, the hardest of the basic training missions. Like in BF2, the HUD display does bring up a “nametag” whenever the player’s gun is pointed at friendly soldiers, but only when the physical distance is relatively small, and after a short delay – and since there is no corresponding differently-colored nametag popping up for the enemies, these nametags can’t be relied on to discern teammates from enemies.
 Also, unlike in CSS, the friends and the enemies in general look quite similar; the safest indicator for deciding which is which is the headwear.
These individual training requirements are an answer to one common design problem with online multiplayer games; how to make sure new players entering the game for the first time will be able to survive for more than a short while faced with more experienced counterparts (see for instance Bartle 1996 or Castronova 2001). Instead of the alternative option of giving extra protection to the first-timers, AA puts tough requirements on the players to make sure all who enter online servers hold a certain level of basic skills. But in addition to this, these training missions are a primary spot for messages to be communicated directly to the players in a classic edugame-format. The different kinds of training take place in environments that are modeled on corresponding real-life training facilities of the US army. The history and current function of these army camps are presented in relatively long texts along with the mission description, whereas the missions themselves focus on familiarizing the player with the weapons, equipment and tactics to be used.
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Figure 4: To be able to play as ’medic’ in online missions, the player must attend a classroom lecture on first aid, and pass a multiple-choice test. The lecture has no practical relevance to the game. (Official screenshot, taken from Gamespot.com.)


 However, a couple of the missions actually take the form of classroom lectures, after which the player must pass a multiple choice test based on the information given in the lecture. While officials behind the AA game claim that the first aid lesson given in one of these missions gave one player the skills he needed to save his brother’s life after a real-life accident (Powell 2005), these “lecture” missions don’t contain any information with relevance to the game itself. Instead they follow the old and infamous edugame format of requiring the player to sit through some educational sequence in order to receive a gameplay reward afterwards (in this case, the opportunity to play as a medic).
Probably the most well-known and debated design choice of the game, is connected with the organization of player roles: In AA, both teams see themselves as playing US soldiers, and the other team as enemies. Each team is given contradictory descriptions of the mission, exactly opposite to each other, in which their team is assumed to play the role of the US forces, while the other team plays as “Opposing Forces” (OPFOR), a generic enemy force not identified with any real-world nationality or organization.
 And during the mission, the player’s own avatar and all her teammates will be seen as US soldiers wearing US uniforms and using US weapons.
 All the members of the opposing team will be seen as “enemies” wearing generic clothing with different colors and camouflage patterns, and using non-western weapons such as Russian Kalashnikov rifles and RPG grenade launchers. In other words, each and every player is playing two roles at once: To herself and her teammates, she is playing as a US soldier, but to the players on the opposing team, she is playing as an enemy soldier.
 The implications of this arrangement will be analyzed further a little later.
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Figure 5: OPFOR and US teammates. The figure to the left, and in the background to the right, are avatars controlled by players on the other team, and therefore appear as OPFOR; whereas the figure in the foreground to the right (and in the background to the left) are on the same team as the player whose perspective the picture is showing – and therefore appear as US soldiers in standard uniform. For the players on the opposite team, this situation would look exactly opposite. Situations such as this, with numerous players from both teams present in one, small room, are quite unusual, and the picture above seems to be an arranged “photo-session”. It was submitted as “Picture of the Day” on the America’s Army Files website by WW3sniper January 14th 2007, under the title “Caught looking in the toilets!” (see http://americasarmy.filefront.com/potd/68902, last retrieved February 16th 2007 at 15:00 CET).
The gameworld of AA also distinguishes itself clearly from most other games. In particular, it has a number of qualities that places it closer to the challenges of real life than the world of CSS. This applies most of all to the player’s avatar, which has a much larger variety of possible movements: Not only walking, running, jumping, crouching and climbing ladders, but also going prone and doing various special moves like rolling over and leaning to see around corners. And in fact, AA players need to take advantage of all these opportunities to a much larger degree than in BF2 or CSS, due to the simple fact that the avatars in AA are much more vulnerable than in any of the two other games – it usually only takes one or two rifle hits to kill someone.
The functioning of the body is also much more accurately modeled in AA than in any of the other games: When an avatar is wounded, it starts to “bleed”, something which is indicated by a red drop of blood displayed in the player’s interface; and if nothing is done to stop the bleeding, the avatar may bleed to death. A player who is a medic can stop the bleeding, but can not bring back any of the health points that the wounded avatar has lost. And the injury affects the avatar – not in ways which are depicted graphically, such as blood spots or limping movements, but in ways which affect the player’s effectiveness: A wounded avatar moves more slowly and aims less accurately than a healthy one. The posture of an avatar is also important for its accuracy while shooting, as well as the (simulated) breathing. In fact, even the avatar’s (simulated) psyche may influence the “Combat Effectiveness Meter”, displayed in the player interface: During intense combat the meter goes up, simulating stress, and if it comes too high up the avatar’s weapon is lowered and the player can’t move or fire until the avatar’s “nerves” have calmed. However, compared to BF2, there is one aspect in which the simulation of the body seems less realistic: Unlike in BF2, the avatar is able to sprint at the same pace indefinitely. The pace is also not affected by running in steep slopes (but neither is it in the other two games).

Like CSS and BF2, the AA avatars can use a variety of hand-held weapons, from pistols and a large variety of rifles to rocket-propelled grenades. However there is much less freedom in the choice of weapons and equipment than in both the other games. Like in BF2 there is a certain range of different soldier classes available to the players, each with their distinctive set of weapons and equipment (and many of them with specific training missions required to qualify for play) – but the number of different classes is less than in BF2, as is the variety of weapons available. Unlike in BF2, there is a definite set-up of combat roles for each mission, which limits the players’ choices. In the popular “Pipeline” mission, for instance, when all 13 positions are filled, each team will have 8 “riflemen” (armed with standard automatic rifles), 2 “grenadiers” (with small grenade launchers) and 3 “automatic riflemen” (with machine guns). These roles are chosen at the start of a match, and the players with the highest honor score (see below) get to choose their roles first. Hence, inexperienced players will only get to play with particular weapon types (such as machine guns, grenade launchers or sniper rifles) when there are no experienced players who take them first. And unlike in CSS there is no option to buy weapons; the only modifications that can be made to the standard gear is a choice of five different rifle customizations which can be used when playing as a Special Forces soldier. This becomes possible only after successfully completing the Special Forces training missions and reaching an honor score of 15.
The maps of AA are generally much larger and more open than those of CSS; even when there are maps in AA that consist partially or entirely of narrow corridors and tunnels, these structures are generally larger and more complex than in CSS, with several vertical levels. Combined with the slower speed of running, the higher vulnerability of avatars and other elements of the game structure, all of this makes AA a much slower, and more complex game than CSS. Where the gameworld of CSS is too small and dense to make stealth tactics and elaborate strategies effective,
 such tactics and strategies play a major role in AA. At the same time maps of AA are much smaller and more enclosed than those of BF2; this is a natural consequence of the absence in AA of vehicles and weapons which can be used over long distances. Playing AA on maps like those of BF2 might imply playing hide and seek with the other team for hours, rather than engaging in intense combat simulation.

As I will be discussing further on, the realism of the gameworld is of great importance for understanding one of the main rhetoric strategies underlying AA, that of authenticity; and so I have made detailed measurements to support the claim. These are presented in the next subchapter.

In the table below I have summarized some of the qualitative differences between AA, CSS and BF2:
Table 1: Overview over differences between America’s Army, Counter-Strike: Source and Battlefield 2.

	
	America’s Army
	Counter-Strike: Source
	Battlefield 2

	Nametags separate friend from enemy
	No

	No
	Yes

	Vehicles
	No
	No
	Yes

	Visual blood effects
	None
	Some
	None

	Respawn
	No
	No
	Yes

	Waiting time when killed
	Up to 10 min
	Up to 5 min
	15 seconds

	Health packs/revival
	No
	No
	Yes

	Speed of movement
	Low
	High
	Very high

	Live map view/radar
	No

	Yes
	Yes

	Training qualification before online play
	Yes
	No
	No

	Close-quarter combat
	Half-and-half
	Exclusively
	Partly

	Hierarchical command structure
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Punishment for teamkilling
	Negative points (large amount) and automatic kicking
	Negative points (medium amount)
	Negative points (small amount), semi-automatic kicking

	Votekicks
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Mutiny
	No
	N/A
	Yes

	Points scored are saved in permanent ranking system
	Yes

	No
	On ranked servers

	Free choice of role
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Free choice of weapon
	No
	Yes
	Partly


	Enemies are identified by nationality or group
	No
	Fictive
	Yes (semi-fictive)

	Single player version/bots
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	User-made maps, modding community
	No

	Yes
	Yes


� I spent one year in a recon unit of the Norwegian army (“Grensekompaniet”, at the Russian border) with emphasis on training similar to that which is simulated in the “Special forces” training missions in AA. In the discussions of realism in AA, I have relied in part on this experience for some basic observations about the nature of real-life training and combat, as opposed to its simulated counterparts.


� By comparison: If one kills a team member in BF2, one gets minus 4 points, which is the double of the score gained by killing an enemy or winning a round, which both gives 2 points. In CSS, teamkilling is punished by a much larger score deduction: Minus 3300$, which is 11 times the score gained by killing an enemy, but only 50$ more than the bonus for winning a round. In AA the punishment is around 5-25 times the score one gets for killing an enemy (10 points), and 1-5 times the score one gets for winning a round (around 50 points). Moreover, in CSS there is no punishment for injuring a team mate unless the avatar is killed, while in AA there is a complex system calculating the punishment in relation to the damage inflicted.


� Zhan Li claims that there are indications that the honor score doesn’t work quite as intended, referring to in-game conversations where a high honor score is seen as “evidence that the high Honor player possibly spends too much time playing the game, and consequently ‘has no life’” (Li 2003: 107). However, this is much less significant in my discussion of the game as a work of rhetoric, than in Li’s discussion of the game as public sphere. Whether or not a high honor score makes other players view the high honor player with increased respect as a person or not, will of course depend on the different players and their individual values. And either way it will still function as an indicator of experienced players, who will generally be strong assets for a team.


Some of Li’s interviewees also dismiss the sanctions involved with ROE violations as trivial, since even in the case of the most severe punishment – permanent deletion of a player’s account – the player can just register a new account and start from scratch. However, Li’s informants are all highly devoted players and clan leaders, many of them with real-life military records, so these statements may be an expression of these players’ disappointment that the player community at large don’t adhere to the same strict standards of military discipline they subscribe to themselves. This doesn’t change the fact that the game of AA implements a system which is closer to military discipline than in other, similar games.


� Cf. the following excerpt from the game’s FAQ: “Players who request information AND reveal their nom-de-guerre to Recruiters may have their gaming records matched to their real-world identities for the purpose of facilitating career placement within the Army. Data collected within the game such as which roles and missions players spent the most time playing could be used to highlight Army career fields that map into these interest areas so as to provide the best possible match between the attributes and interests of potential Soldiers and the attributes of career fields and training opportunities” (“Windows FAQs: Parents Info” 2007: “Will the Army know whether or not I'm a good player?”).


� In the game manual quoted in this thesis, it is actually claimed that there is a corresponding nametag for enemies, which displays the name in red if it’s an enemy, green if it’s a teammate and yellow if the distance is too far to decide. However, this information only comes up when the target is within a distance of “a few feet” (Tran 2004: 24) – and at that point, one normally either knows the target is friendly, or one of the avatars is already dead.


� Exception: The “Insurgent Camp” mission, where the enemy is identified as Taliban.


� In the ”Special Forces” missions, some players may also play as so-called “Indigenous forces” which are presented as local, non-specified forces supporting the US forces.


� The one exception to this rule is the “MILES” missions, when played on “MILES only” servers – see below.


� This is also evident in the gamer culture, as manifested in the player's exchanges in the in-game chat, where 'camping' (staying hidden in one place) is strongly derided.


� In some cases, the values in this table refer to server default settings which can be modified on private servers.


� Or rather, only when the enemy is already too close – see above.


� AA from version 2.7 and onwards features a radar in the interface. Prior to this version, there is only a static map of the battle arena, without any dynamic information (such as player positions or achieved objectives).


� Official servers, which save the honor points after a round, are the norm in AA. Unofficial servers also exist, but they are not as common as for BF2.


� In BF2 one must use the weapons of the soldier class one has chosen; but as one is promoted in the ranking system, the player can unlock an alternative weapon for each different class (two in the “Special Forces” expansion pack).


� A level editor was made available with the AA version 2.8.0 “Coalition”, which was released December 21st 2006, as this thesis was being finalized. Players are invited to submit their homemade maps for evaluation by the army’s experts, to be included among the maps played on official “honor” servers.
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