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Jeremy Bernstein
Freelance Writer/Game Designer

TITLE PRESENTATION

PROCEDURAL RHETORIC: 

CRAFTINGEMOTIONTHROUGHMECHANICS



A novel, revolutionary idea for designersé

éor a stunningly obvious idea cloaked in 

obscure academic language that makes 

me sound important?



Jeremy Bernstein
¾ Freelance Writer/Game Designer
·MFA in Screenwriting from USC

¾ Written projects for:
·Producer Robert Cort
·USAôs The Dead Zone

¾ Designed Games for:
·Childrenôs Hospital of Los Angeles  
·LA Times
·National Science Foundation
·National Counter-Terrorism Center
·Ben-10: Alien Force
·Pretty In Pink



Common Serious Games Thinking

ñMost educational games have failed 

because they use generic game 

templates (e.g. Pac Man) rather than 

original game rules designed to illustrate 

the rules of a systemò

- Jenkins & Hinrichs, Games to Teach, 2004



All games are teaching toolsðbut most 

games only teach you their own rules. If 

those rules align with real world learning 

objectives, voila!

Common Serious Games Thinking



Serious Games- Redistricting Game

Mechanics: Draw lines to change districts



Serious Games- Redistricting Game

Mechanics mimic reality, therefore good 
teaching occurs



Serious Games- Tax Invaders

Mechanics: shoot bullets from George Bushôs headï

what does this have to do with budget control?



Procedural Rhetoric

ñProcedural rhetoric is the practice of using 

processes persuasively, just as verbal 

rhetoric is the practice of using oratory 

persuasively and visual rhetoric is the 

practice of using images persuasively.ò

- Ian Bogost, Persuasive Games, 2007



Procedural Rhetoric

¾Creating emotional response is one of 

the most effective forms of persuasion.

¾ If we can create emotion to persuade, 

why canôt we create it for entertainment 

purposes?



Procedure and processes (that is, game 

mechanics) are a COMMUNICATIVE 

LANGUAGE that can be used to create 

emotion in story-telling



Battlestar Galactica

¾ Fantasy Flight 

Games

¾Designed by 

Corey Konieczka



Battlestar Galactica: The Series

¾ 50,000,000,000 humans spread across 12 
planets are massacred by the Cylons

¾ 50,000 refugees are all that remain, fleeing 
in 40 rag-tag spaceships protected by a 
lone Battlestar (an aircraft carrier in space)

¾ The Cylons, who are hunting the survivors, 
are robots who look just like humans; 
anyone in the fleet may secretly be a Cylon



Major Emotional Themes

¾Despair

¾ Paranoia

¾ People are imperfect

¾ Survival requires hard choices



Battlestar Galactica: The Game
¾Cooperative game. Players work 

together to try to survive

¾ Players play characters from series

·Each character has unique, useful abilities

·Each character has a significant weakness

¾Moral: Everyone is 

frakked up



Loyalty Cards
¾ Distributed secretly at start of 

game 
·Players are either Human or Cylon.

·Rare abilities do let players look at 
otherôs Loyalty Cards, buté

¾ A second round is distributed 
midway through
·Some players who thought they were 

Human turn out to actually be Cylon
sleeper agents! 

¾Moral: No one can be trustedé not 
even you!



Order of Play

¾On their turn, players:

·Draw Skill Cards (limited resource)

·Take an Action (limited resource)

·Contend with a Crisis Card

¾Moral: Resources are sorely limited



Crisis Cards
Three types:

¾ Events- one player chooses 
between two bad options

¾ Skill Check- all players play Skill 
Cards to avert a disaster
·Cylon players can work in secret to 

make this more difficult

¾ Cylon Attack- players use Actions 
for space combat

¾ Moral: There are no blessings, 
only crises



CylonAttacks
¾ Separate system for 

space combat

¾ Space battles are 
almost impossible to 
win

·Best hope is hold 
them off until the fleet 
can flee

¾Moral: You donôt fight. 
You run.



Resource Wheels

¾ Vital Resources: Fuel, Food, Morale, & Population

¾ If any resource reaches zero, humans lose

¾ Crisis Cards & Cylon Attacks constantly eat away at 
these resources
·Very few ways to restore resources

¾Moral: You canôt get ahead; you can only slow the 
bleeding



Victory Conditions

¾ If any Resource Wheel runs out, Humans lose

¾ If Galactica takes too much damage, Humans 

lose

¾ If Cylons board Galactica, Humans lose

¾ If the fleet lasts long enough before the Humans 

lose, Humans win

¾Moral: Victory is merely the absence of defeat



Major Emotional Themes

¾Despair

·You win by not losing

·Combat is at best a holding action

·Resources are few and always dwindling

¾ Paranoia

·You canôt trust anyone

¾ People are imperfect

·All characters have a weakness

¾ Survival requires hard choices

·Crises are costly and constant

·Have to sacrifice for the greater good



Comments From My Friends

¾ñI had a nightmare after we played this 

game.  I dreamed I consigned all my 

friends to a horrible death in the 

vastness of spaceéò

¾ñI will never, ever complain about the 

characters on the show being whiney 

and annoying ever again.ò



Examples of Procedural 

Rhetoric used to create 

emotional experiences in 

entertainment games:

(NOTE: these arenôt all the first games to use these mechanics; 

theyôre just my favorite examples)



Enemy Design- Left 4 Dead

Mechanics- Hunter Zombies pin a character and 
do damage. That character cannot kill the 
Hunter; other characters must save them.

Emotional Effect- Interdependence



Enemy Design- Left 4 Dead

Mechanics- Smoker Zombies drag a character away 
from the other survivors. That character cannot kill 

the Smoker; other characters must save them.

Emotional Effect- Interdependence



Enemy Design- Left 4 Dead

Mechanics- Boomer Zombies projectile vomit on a 
character, making them blind. All nearby zombies 
charge them, attracted by the ñsmellò.  Other players 

must protect

Emotional Effect- Interdependence



Enemy Design- Left 4 Dead

The Boomer mechanic (enemy that makes 
you blind and then sends all enemies 

running towards you) would be appalling in 
a single player game



Timers- Portal

Mechanic- Timer on final mission; this is the 

only timed mission in the game. 

Emotional Effect- Tension


