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In t he opening of  The Birth of the Clinic, Michel Foucault  describes his
scholarly project  about  medical epist emology as being "about  space,
about  language, and about  deat h" and "about  t he act  of  seeing, t he
gaze" (ix). Alt hough Foucault  exploit s t he image of  t he "membrane" as it
is observed in living or dead t issue and acknowledges t he prominence in
cult ural life of  t he generally held assumpt ion t hat  "t he human body
defines, by nat ural right , t he space of  origin and t he dist ribut ion of
disease: a space whose lines, volumes, surfaces, and rout es are laid down
in accordance wit h a now familiar geomet ry," he challenges t his
commonsense spat ializing of  disease in t he body as "neit her t he f irst ,
nor t he most  fundament al" (3). For Foucault , it  is t he disciplinary spaces
of t he built  environment  of  t he clinic, which include and pot ent ially
exclude part icular observers, t hat  define t he regulat ory charact er of
knowledge t hrough an archit ect ure of  prohibit ion and license t hat
separat es medical pract it ioners from t he ranks of  t he general public.
Now t hat  government  agencies and public healt h organizat ions are
const ruct ing virt ual learning environment s t o t rain medical personnel and
emergency f irst  responders t o respond t o radioact ive or chemical
cont aminat ion or out breaks of  disease, it  is wort h considering how t hese
self-ident if ied "virt ual clinics" or "virt ual [End Page 101] academies"
similarly delineat e t he relat ions of  power and subject ivit y. In t hese
programs t hat  simulat e professional dut ies, users in front  of  a comput er
screen are sit uat ed and init iat ed in a t opography of  comput er-
generat ed 3D models t hat  represent  t he physical boundaries of  bodies,
equipment , buildings, and landscapes.

To underst and t he cont ext  for t hese virt ual clinics, it  is useful t o look
at  t wo development s in t he emerging discipline of  comput er game
st udies: 1) t he rise of  so-called "serious games" in t he independent
games movement  as an alt ernat ive t o commercial "hardcore" and
"casual" gaming, and 2) new scholarship about  t he rhet orical charact er of
videogame t echnologies t hat  draws at t ent ion t o message-making in
t he user's experience of  navigat ing t he spat ial environment  as defined
by t he mechanics of  t he game's int erface.



In recent  years, t he f ield of  "serious games" has burgeoned wit h a
number of  t axpayer-funded init iat ives designed t o develop specialized
videogames for milit ary t raining, t he modeling of  scenarios for
emergency f irst  responders, disease prevent ion and healt h
maint enance, physical and ment al pat ient  rehabilit at ion, geopolit ical or
cross-cult ural sensit ivit y t raining, conflict  resolut ion, religious
enlight enment , public diplomacy, social market ing, and t eaching and
learning at  all levels from early childhood educat ion t o exit  cert if icat ion
from medical school. The rat ionales for t hese so ware development
project s generally promise t o deliver great er pleasure and social
grat if icat ion for recalcit rant  or nont radit ional learners, or even claim t hat
convent ional st udent s or professional apprent ices will benefit  from
great er realism and t ransferabilit y of  game skills t o t he act ual world. As
t he niche f ield of  serious games wit hin t he larger elect ronic game
development  communit y has creat ed it s own nat ional and int ernat ional
venues for sharing knowledge and showcasing new project s wit h
compet it ions, websit es, elect ronic mailing list s, professional
associat ions, and annual conferences, it  has propagat ed disciplinary
st ruct ures of  recognit ion t hat  prot ect  it s claims on expert ise.

At  t he same t ime, t he increasing influence of  rhet orical st udies on t he
met hods for scholarly int erpret at ion of  digit al games has encouraged
game developers t o examine fundament al quest ions about  ideology
and t he st at us of  game players as discursive act ors. For example, t he
journal Games and Culture is current ly edit ed by rhet orician Douglas
Thomas, and ot her rhet oricians have made cont ribut ions t o t he crit ical
canon in t he f ield. In his work on "rhet oric in t he art  of  comput er game
development ," Ken McAllist er argues t hat  game developers must  creat e
games t hat  are responsive t o a variet y of  audiences and also
appropriat e t o t he specif ic [End Page 102] occasion of  t he game's
launch. McAllist er claims t hat  t hese rhet orical negot iat ions can be
underst ood by examining several essent ial cont radict ions:

(1) comput er games require art  t o be pract iced under t he
const raint s of  big business; (2) comput er games must  be realist ic



enough t o hook players wit h t heir int uit ive int erfaces, game rules,
and physics engines, but  not  so realist ic t hat  t hey're experienced
as t edious, dist urbing, and as irreversible as...
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