—eludamos

/ Journal for Computer Game Culture
Vol. 16, No. 1: Fictional Games (2025)

eludamos.org

“This is the Best Game!”

Rejecting and Redefining Arcade Norms
in Bee and PuppyCat

Jacqueline Moran

Eludamos: Journal for Computer Game Culture
Volume 16, issue 1 (Fictional Games), pp. 39-55



https://eludamos.org/

“This is the Best Game!”

Rejecting and Redefining Arcade Norms
in Bee and PuppyCat

JACQUELINE MORAN

Abstract

This article analyses The Best Game, a fictional arcade game encountered in the YouTube
animated series Bee and PuppyCat. Although arcade games in North America have long been
conceptualised as sites of masculine skill-based competition and mastery, this reputation
obfuscates the diverse history of arcade games and reinforces capitalist design conventions.
The Best Game offers a critique of these assumptions. By examining this fictional game
through arcade history, masculinity, capitalism, and dance, this article explores how The Best
Game eschews design conventions to align with the show's maho shéjo-inspired themes and
leverages its fictionality to suggest a game that neither trains nor evaluates its players, alt-
hough the result expresses resentment more than it incites resistance.

Keywords

Bee and PuppyCat; fictional games; work; capitalism; sports; arcades; masculinity; dance

Games in works of fiction may be unplayable for a variety of reasons, ranging
from incompleteness to illegality. However, these fictional games are uniquely ex-
pressive. They can reflect the fictional society's ideologies, represent the narrative’s
themes, or deepen the fictional world (Gualeni & Fassone, 2023). This article exam-
ines a fictional game encountered in season 1 of the animated series Bee and Pup-
pyCat (Seibret, 2013-2018). Bee and PuppyCat is a comedy drama created by Natasha
Allegri, inspired by the shdjo and mahd shojo genres and targeting an adult audience.
The series stars Bee, a precariously employed young woman, and her friend Puppy-
Cat, an intergalactic temp worker. Mihailova (2019, p. 1017) summarises Bee and
PuppyCat as the story of “a young woman incapable of holding a steady job ... Per-
petually almost-broke, Bee splits her time between lounging on the couch and ac-
companying PuppyCat on intergalactic temporary work assignments”.
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This essay examines Bee's favourite game, which she only calls “The Best Game". The
Best Game is located in a prototypical arcade parlour called Glitch Gorge (a maze of
closely spaced cabinets with bright art, blinking lights, and overlapping music in a
dark room) and follows a montage of prototypical arcade games (joysticks and but-
tons, points, competition, winners and losers). Amidst this familiar gaming canon,
The Best Game is a dancing game without scores, competition, goals, or tangible con-
trols. Since “it is difficult for us to imagine games ... that are not characterised by
activities related to an attitude of instrumental rationality” (Gualeni, 2021, p. 191),
The Best Game is particularly difficult to decipher. In contrast to the familiar conven-
tions of sports, work, and standardised controls, The Best Game is better understood
as an unchoreographed, unmeasured expression of lights, sound, and movement.
Through its inherent ambiguity and unplayability (Gualeni & Fassone, 2023), The Best
Game problematises arcade and videogame conventions, draws attention to designs
that neither train nor evaluate players, and offers a ludic representation of the shéjo-
inspired fictional world of Bee and PuppyCat. However, as underspecified and incom-
plete fictions, The Best Game's resistance to capitalist, masculine conventions and
Bee's resistance to labour and steady employment both remain indulgent fantasies.

Welcome to Glitch Gorge

The Best Game and the arcade parlour Glitch Gorge appear in episodes 5 ‘Birthday’
(Abrams & Allegri, 2016) and episode 6 ‘Game’ (Allegri, Winter, & Farias, 2016) of
season 1." In these episodes, it is Bee's birthday. We learn that, although she used
to celebrate with her dad at Glitch Gorge, her dad is no longer around and she has
not been to Glitch Gorge in some time. Bee has been celebrating her birthday by
doing what she typically does any other day: “I find something in the couch to eat,
then | take a nap until | get a headache”. PuppyCat encourages her to go to Glitch
Gorge. They trudge through the rain and forest to find Glitch Gorge overgrown and
abandoned. They break in, Bee restarts the generator with a kiss, and they play.

In the montage that follows, the games appear for only a few seconds each, but it is
clear how they work. We see Bee and PuppyCat side-by-side, staring at a screen and
rocking joysticks and rapidly pressing buttons. One machine has buttons labelled
“BITE", "EAT", and "KICK". Audio from another machine asks, “Which hamster can kiss
the best?” while a “+1"” appears above two kissing hamsters. A machine labelled “Bad

" This essay will only analyse The Best Game and Glitch Gorge as they appear in season 1 of
Bee and PuppyCat. Both appeared again in season 2, which reboots season 1, but significant
changes were made, including Bee's absence from Glitch Gorge, the other arcade games,
and Bee's behaviour in the arcade. For these reasons, only season 1 will be considered in
this analysis.
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Baby" has baby bottles embedded in its interface and another machine labelled “Wa-
ter Man” has life-sized watercooler bottles for Bee and PuppyCat to handle. At al-
most every game, Bee engages in trash talk, the sports and videogame practice of
taunting competitors to improve one’s own performance or harm another’s (Irwin
et al. 2023; Johnson & Taylor, 2020). “I'm gonna kiss that hamster so hard you're not
gonna know what—", “I'm gonna fill up so many workspace watercoolers, you're not
gonna know what—". The games throughout this absurdist parody of arcade culture
conform to our expectations of arcade games in particular and videogames in gen-
eral: competitive, two player, equal controls, quantified performance, point accumu-
lation, wins and losses. Players can “BITE”, a kiss is awarded with a point, Bee wants
to win against PuppyCat.

In contrast, The Best Game is shown on screen for much longer but is far more am-
biguous. According to Bee, “this is the best game! My dad came up with it when | got
sick.? It used to be in our apartment. | played it non-stop”. When we first see The Best
Game in episode 5, it looks much the same as the other machines (see Figure 1): an
upright cabinet, two joysticks each surrounded by an equal number of buttons, and
a screen depicting a serene anthropomorphic white bunny who invites potential
players to “Help me fill my dark heart with stars”. If The Best Game adhered to the
established pattern, Bee and PuppyCat would stand at the tangible controls, face

Figure 1. Screenshot of Bee standing at The Best Game's cabinet in episode 5 ‘Birthday’
(Abrams & Allegri, 2016) of Bee and PuppyCat season 1. © Frederator Studios

2 Bee says her dad made “some of these games" in Glitch Gorge but The Best Game is the only
one she specifically confirms was made by her dad.
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Figure 2. Screenshot of Bee and PuppyCat playing The Best Game in episode 6 ‘Game’ (Alle-
gri, Winter, & Farias, 2016) of Bee and PuppyCat season 1. © Frederator Studios

the screen, and compete to, perhaps, collect more stars than the other, while Bee
proclaims, “I'm gonna get so many stars, you won't know what—".

However, at the end of episode 6, when Bee and PuppyCat return to Glitch Gorge
with the coins needed to play The Best Game,® we see Bee and PuppyCat standing
side-by-side in the dark away from the cabinet. No cabinet silhouettes, no blinking
lights, no beeping music. Bee stamps her foot. Pink stars illuminate on them, the
walls, and the floor. ‘Insert Coin’ plays, a downtempo®* song composed by electronic
musician Will Wiesenfeld (a.k.a. Baths), who composed all the music for seasons 1
and 2 of Bee and PuppyCat. The stars hang for a moment before slowly drifting across
the walls like a disco ball’s reflections. Bee and PuppyCat turn to face one another,
hold hands, and dance, turning in a small circle with little hopping steps (see Figure
2). This is all we see of the game. This scene lasts 13 seconds. We see Bee and Pup-
pyCat dancing for 10 of these seconds. This game is shown on screen for longer than
any other arcade game, and yet this game and its mechanics are far less clear.

3 When Bee finds The Best Game, she has no more money to play. The majority of episode 6
takes place during the temp job they accept to earn more money. In further contrast with
The Best Game, the temp job is a role-playing game parodying many role-playing conventions
such as tedious side-quests, levelling up, and a ‘chosen one’ hero who saves a helpless pop-
ulous from a threat that will wait patiently until the hero is ready. The show's commentary
on role-playing game conventions is amusing but straightforward and any further theorizing
will be no different from existing discussions of non-fictional role-playing games, and thus,
will not be discussed further in this paper.

4 As tagged on RateYourMusic.com.
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The shojo flair

Bee and PuppyCat is one of many animated series inspired by the shéjo and mahd
shéjo genres. The Japanese word shojo describes a young woman between preado-
lescence and social adulthood and the shéjo genre is about the independence and
agency experienced by Japanese women when they are outside the parental and
marital spheres (Darley, 2023). In the mahé shojo, or ‘magical girl’, genre a young
woman with magical powers of transformation triumphs over adversity (Darley,
2023; Saito, 2014). Although magical girls face supernatural dangers, the real con-
flicts centre on their personal and domestic lives and they use empathy and com-
passion to save the people and relationships they treasure most. According to Dar-
ley (2023), shojo and mahd shojo anime were popular among Western audiences in
the 1990s for showing that, in a media landscape dominated by boys, it was okay to
be a girl. North Americans who grew up watching Fruits Basket and Sailor Moon went
on to create shows like Adventure Time, Steven Universe, and Bee and PuppyCat “with
a shojo flair" (Hemmann, 2020, p. 149). Consequently, these shows appeal to “young
women (and young-at-heart women) who may have felt excluded from traditional
male-centred genres” (Hemmann, 2020, p. 154).

On one hand, the shgjo genre's increased prevalence and the manga industry’s tra-
dition of adopting fan talent are economically driven and often exploitative. Shojo
manga and anime in the 1960s and 1970s were essentially toy commercials (Saito,
2014) and they became more prolific in the 1980s and 1990s in Japan when more
young women were entering the workforce and had the disposable income to be-
come a profitable audience (Darley, 2023). And, as Woodcock (2019) explains, the
convention of co-opting fan talent into official projects converts fan works from anti-
establishment to pro-establishment and normalises industry exploitation of fan
playbour. On the other hand, the shéjo and mahé shéjo genres were empowering
escapes from heteroromantic and patriarchal social structures (Darley, 2023). The
blurred boundary between fan and professional, common in shojo publishing in Ja-
pan but rarer in North America, allows fans like Allegri to tell stories from perspec-
tives historically excluded from corporate settings and traditional pathways (Hem-
mann, 2020). Allegri accrued a fan following on social media through her gender-
swapped redesigns of Adventure Time's protagonists (Hemmann, 2020; Hobbs,
2022), which led to Pendleton Ward, Adventure Time's director, giving Allegri the op-
portunity to create a short animation for Cartoon Hangover (Hobbs, 2022; Mihailova,
2019). This pilot episode became the first episode of Bee and PuppyCat.

As in the shojo and maho shéjo genres, Bee and PuppyCat values compassion and
relationships more than conflict and achievement. Bee's “utterly unremarkable”
(Darley, 2023, p. 70) life is more important than her magical powers. This makes Bee
a relatively uncommon and thus interesting protagonist. For similar reasons, The
Best Game is an uncommon and interesting arcade game.
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Rethinking the arcade

The 1970s and 1980s were the “golden age” of arcade parlours in the West (Imai &
Woite, 2024). As Kocurek (2015) and Skolnik and Conway (2019) explain, the North
American arcade industry, journalists, and popular culture positioned arcade games
as socially acceptable, rather than a waste of time and cause of delinquency, by con-
necting them with activities and qualities socially expected of young men. They pre-
sented arcade games as sports-like, skill-based activities that developed mastery
and promoted digital literacy, the defining characteristics of “middle-class masculin-
ity” (Kocurek, 2015, p. 99) and the “postindustrial economy of the 1980s" (Skolnik &
Conway, 2019, p. 747). These social and cultural factors around arcade games, more
than the design or technologies of the games themselves, naturalised an association
between arcade games and youthful masculinities characterised by “entrepreneur-
ship, technological development, and success” (Kocurek, 2015, p. 125).

This persistent image of arcade games as elite and masculine festered into the con-
cept of “hardcore games” (Kocurek, 2015). Videogames are considered hardcore if
they are “expensive, difficult to learn and master, and time consuming” and are as-
sociated with masculinity (Chess, 2017, p. 13). Anything falling outside those bounds
tends to be marginalised as “casual” and associated with being cheap, easy to learn,
and played by dilettantes: those who are feminine, elderly, unknowledgeable, un-
skilled, or uncommitted to games (Chess, 2017).

The hardcore-casual dichotomy is political, not theoretical. It is often deployed to
legitimise games that fit dominant industry standards while dismissing nonconform-
ing games as fringe and unimportant (Chess & Paul, 2019). Juul (2010) argues games
are labelled “casual” when they are more flexible in how, when, and by whom they
are played, and Vanderhoef (2013) points out these judgements are frequently gen-
dered. Hardcore games seem more official because they receive more industry,
journalistic, and academic attention (Chess & Paul, 2019), but non-hardcore games
are not necessarily less popular or less played (Coavoux et al., 2017). If the “casual”
label encompasses games that, as Juul (2010) concludes, appeal to people who were
previously ignored by an industry that prioritised young male players with the time
and money to play long, difficult videogames and learn its obscure conventions, then
The Best Game is casual. However, this alone does not reveal much.

It could perhaps be considered a “cozy” game, but the term “cozy” has many “over-
lapping descriptors and design elements” with “no absolute” definition (Boudreau et
al., 2025, p. 2648). Waszkiewicz and Bakun (2020) characterise cozy games by “the
emotional reaction it causes in players” (2020, p. 226), specifically by offering “safer,
emotional, heart-warming experiences” (2020, p. 228). While Andiloro (2024) and
BAdi (2024) both argue cozy games replicate the same capitalist and consumerist
values typical of other videogames and the daily life from which cozy games suppos-
edly offer a reprieve, The Best Game seems to lack the progress, accumulation, and
evaluation characteristic of capitalist coziness. However, if, as Boudreau et al. (2025,
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p. 2648) argue, coziness is a culturally determined “feeling” or “vibe” of warmth, com-
fort, and safety, then The Best Game could be cozy to Bee simply by reminding her
of her dad and her childhood.

The Best Game may also be what Navarro-Remesal (2016) calls a Zen game. Unlike
“mindful” games, which present undemanding activities to “reduce stress and pro-
duce a calm state of mind” (Navarro-Remesal, 2016, p. 7), Zen philosophy encour-
ages “a deep, non-personal knowledge” (Navarro-Remesal, 2016, p. 3) not for the
sake of achieving relaxation but to encourage an awareness of the body as histori-
cally situated. This practice allows us to better understand our actions as they arise
from our context. Navarro-Remesal argues Zen play, or more specifically play-
prajna, occurs spontaneously during immediate engagement with the particulars of
one's context and historical moment, such as playing Dance Dance Revolution
(Konami, 1998) in an arcade, which involves the whole body, the whole machine, and
the audience. A Zen game would be one that “has no goals, not even relaxing”, where
we “notice everything, every process in the present moment” (Navarro-Remesal,
2016, p. 7), where importance is placed on “the encounter with the particular before
the abstraction, of the body as situated in the world and time” (Navarro-Remesal,
2016, p. 8). The Best Game is certainly not a relaxing game. It demands more bodily
action and effort than the other games in Glitch Gorge. Rather than standing in place
and moving their hands and eyes and focusing on a single screen, Bee and PuppyCat
are in constant motion, moving with the lights, music, and one another. They focus
on the present moment, not a goal in the future. And, without knowing the goals or
rules, we as an audience also focus on the present moment.

This difficulty in understanding and classifying The Best Game is not entirely due to
its fictionality or on-screen brevity. The other games in Glitch Gorge are just as fic-
tional and fleeting, but they are more easily understood because they fit our cultural
image of arcade games. With the decline of arcade parlours, the ones that remain
become “secret’ places of desire” for the past, where patrons can “remember certain
moments and re-encounter places of their childhood” (Imai & Woite, 2024, p. 15).
This “nostalgic arcade” is “a constellation of stereotypes, fragments of facts and his-
torical realities mixed seamlessly with the values and desires of the present mo-
ment” (Kocurek, 2015, p. 187). Certain arcade games have survived in public con-
sciousness through films, TV shows, merchandise, and documentaries, inflating the
perceived importance of a supposed arcade canon and obfuscating the diverse
range of arcade games that existed. The Best Game disrupts what we have learned
to expect of arcades and videogames. It may be fictional, but it could have existed.

Unproductive, unregulated, unevaluated

According to Henricks (2015, p. 11), societies “dominated by individualistic, middle-
class mythologies” that “endorse commitments to self-control, the future, social mo-
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bility, material and cultural acquisition, procedural fairness, and education as path-
ways to success” tend to value play for its functional purpose. Play develops skills.
Play has value when it betters the players and play betters players when it is “for-
mally organised with established (adult) leaders, timetables, supervised competi-
tions, and measurable outputs” (Henricks, 2015, p. 13).

By regimenting, evaluating, and measuring behaviour and rewarding progress, ar-
cade games, like sports, “ideologically reproduce the world of work” and “defend the
capitalist order and bourgeois rule” (Brohm, 1978, pp. 69-70). Glitch Gorge's arcade
games reduce mundane and innocuous tasks (babysitting, refilling watercoolers,
kissing hamsters) to standardised actions that can be systematically measured and
compared. Their systems constrain the body to stereotyped movements, removing
bodily spontaneity and maximising efficiency. Bee is treated as a machine, trained
to “sustain prolonged effort and maintain the necessary regularity of pace” (Brohm,
1978, pp. 55-56) to maximise output in the form of scores: kiss hamsters better, fill
more watercoolers. Bee is only concerned with progress and success when playing
these arcade games. While Bee is lackadaisical and laidback throughout the series,
in Glitch Gorge she is aggressive towards PuppyCat and obedient to each game’s
rules. She insists she will win against PuppyCat (who must lose). It is as though these
games raise anxieties around success and production that are absent across the
rest of the series. Bee may not efficiently use her time or maximise her output in
any other part of her life, but she will try in Glitch Gorge.

Arcade games were promoted as the forefront of technological advancement, train-
ing boys and young men for their future work (Kocurek, 2015; Skolnik & Conway,
2017). The Best Game seems far from technologically advanced. The machine pro-
vides music and light, but without clear indications of any points or evaluation sys-
tem, The Best Game could potentially be played with a nightlight and music box. Spe-
cialised equipment, such as the joysticks and buttons of arcade games, require hold-
ing one’s body in a specific position and learning intricate and precise movements
through repetition (Chess, 2017; Keogh, 2018). Such standardised equipment repro-
duces standardised dominant ways to play (Boluk & LeMieux, 2017). As Keogh (2018,
p. 93) explains, standardised controls “demand a preexisting habitualised
knowledge of the gamepad”, which, due to socially and culturally gendered circum-
stances and expectations, are more likely to be possessed by young men and boys.
Consequently, controller standardisation privileges a young, male audience.

The Best Game's lack of evaluation and standard controls makes it incongruous with
the rest of Glitch Gorge, but those other arcade games are incongruous with the rest
of Bee and PuppyCat. Much of Bee's identity is tied up with work or, more specifically,
her dislike of work and her lack of a stable job. According to Mihailova (2019, pp.
1017-1018), portraying Bee's predicament in a “sympathetic, non-judgemental way”
is a key source of the show's appeal, particularly for young adult women. Bee and
PuppyCat appears to express the Japanese concept of iyasareru, or a desire “to relax
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and escape from an alienating, exhausting work environment” (Dale et al., 2017, p.
5).

According to Kagen (2022), the ambivalence and guilt around leisure time under late
capitalism lead to games increasingly resembling labour. Giddings (2018) argues
computer games are microcosms of capitalism, simulating economies and reifying
the worker’s body under capitalist conditions. While most of Glitch Gorge's games
reproduce capitalist systems that would consider Bee a failure for her precarious
work and insufficient income, The Best Game aligns with the show's shéjo-like prefer-
ence for empathy, compassion, and relationships over conflict, domination, and suc-
cess.

While standardised controls privilege a masculine audience, The Best Game appears
to use a mimetic interface where players engage with the game through familiar
bodily movements learned through the player's everyday existence (Keogh, 2018).
Rather than standing side-by-side facing a shared screen while operating joysticks
and buttons, Bee and PuppyCat stand facing one another, not touching any tangible
controls nor watching any screen. This interface seems unnatural for an arcade be-
cause standardised controllers have produced and reinforced dominant modes of
input, marginalising alternative modes such as dance (Keogh, 2018, p. 87).

Dance like nothing is watching

Keogh (2018) argues videogames are primarily about movement with audiovisuals.
Goals provide a context for performing particular actions, but the resultant “sights
and sounds is the point” (Keogh, 2018, p. 120 emphasis in original). Rather than fo-
cusing on goal-driven activities, Keogh argues we should consider “videogames as a
more open-ended form of expression” (2018, p. 121). Similarly, Miller describes
dance as a multisensory experience where dancers “bring techniques of listening,
moving, watching, and touching into powerful alignment” (2017, p. 95). Dance games
match bodily movements with sounds and visuals “capturing the sensation of music
in the player-dancer’s gestures” (Keogh, 2018, p. 122 emphasis in original). For ex-
ample, “to play a song in Audiosurf [Invisible Handlebar, 2008] is to experience that
song's form through sensorial fields other than hearing” (Keogh, 2018, p. 125). While
interactivity is usually discussed in terms of a machine adapting to a player’s actions,
we can instead talk about “proprioceptive interaction” (Miller, 2017, p. 101), where
the user’s bodily movements change their perception of the machine’s audiovisuals.
“In this form of interactive audio, the perceptible effects play out through players’
bodies ... a machine provides the input in the form of musical sound, and a human
carries out the kinesthetic translation of this material to create a danced output”
(Miller, 2017, pp. 102, 107). The Best Game allows Bee to experience the song through
not just sound, but also movement, space, and lights.
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Dance videogames challenge Western gameplay conventions. Kirkpatrick (2011) ar-
gues all videogames can be understood as dances, but he privileges hardcore con-
ventions of complexity, manual skills, mastery, and winning. Players must figure out
the “right” manoeuvres in the dance “puzzle” and perform perfectly (Kirkpatrick,
2011, p. 134) and the player’s role is “to follow [the game’s] instructions” (Kirkpatrick,
2011, p. 137). As Snowdon (2019) explains, the precise and complex dance Kirkpat-
rick describes is more like masculine-coded choreography than feminine-coded
dance. Similarly, Smith (2006) argues Dance Dance Revolution tournaments and “tech
play” (playing to get a high score) are attempts to athleticize and masculinize what is
perceived in North America as threatening feminine gameplay. Even dance criticism
tends to assume that technical, powerful, and masterful choreography is more im-
portant than the precognitive body, individual dancers, and the labour, knowledge,
and emotion situated in the act of dancing (Snowdon, 2019).

Miller (2017) explains that console dance videogames Just Dance (Ubisoft Paris Stu-
dios, 2009) and Dance Central (Harmonix Music Systems, 2010) were treated with
suspicion by Western reviewers for their graphical and technological simplicity and
humiliating gameplay. Standardised controls require training and literacy but, once
learned, are consistent and precise. By eschewing these habituated bodily tech-
niques, dance videogames lead to “uncoordinated, disorderly, reactive, and exces-
sive movements” (Miller, 2017, p. 35). Their more naturalised mimetic interfaces al-
low “different kinds of bodies to be comfortable with gaming” (Chess, 2017, p. 161):
bodies that do not already have the technical literacies and skills required for spe-
cialised equipment (Jacob et al., 2008), bodies that are likely non-masculine (Chess,
2017; Keogh, 2018).

Miller (2017) argues dance games found popularity in shamelessness. One may
dance badly but the gaming context makes it safe and shared. Skilled and unskilled
dancers alike perform awkwardly. Everyone is brought low and thus allowed to ex-
plore and feel bodily movements neglected by standardised gaming interfaces.
However, even these dance games involve choreography (Snowdon, 2019) and train
players through ongoing dressage (Keogh, 2018). The game system is always watch-
ing and responding to the player’s performance, even when playing in private (Miller,
2017). Although dance games embolden gamers to dance badly, it is always in con-
trast with the cultural values and practices perpetuated in each game’s dance rou-
tines. Revelling in failure may be a rejection of mastery, but it does not reject the
evaluative system that defines failure and mastery.

In contrast to these routines that equally train and shame players, let us consider
the moments in these dance and music games where players are not evaluated. In
Rock Band (Harmonix Music Systems, 2007) and Guitar Hero (Harmonix Music Sys-
tems, 2005) there are breaks in the precise button-based routine for players to per-
form their own unevaluated solos (Keogh, 2018). In Audiosurf, choosing the mono
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character® generates a racetrack of mostly obstacles to avoid rather than coloured
blocks to collect, “allowing for a more relaxed surf focused less on scoring or optimal
play and more on simply moving through the music” (Keogh, 2018, p. 125). Dance
Central has freestyle breaks during routines where players are encouraged to do
whatever they want in reaction to the music (Miller, 2017). Even Dance Dance Revo-
lution’s announcer’s vague commentary, such as “l see tomorrow in your dance” and
“Are you a monkey?” (Smith, 2006, p. 199), obscures what is being praised or criti-
cised.

The context in and with which one plays shapes the play forms that emerge by mak-
ing it easier (or possible) to “carry on” in one way or another (Henricks, 2015, p. 32).
There is more to a dance game's context than just its hardware, software, and eval-
uations. Dance Dance Revolution's floor pads only detect the dancer’s foot placement.
A dancer can express “creativity, virtuosity, and authenticity” by performing “acro-
batic moves and feats of agility” undetectable by the machine (Miller, 2017, pp. 8-9).
If Just Dance can be played and even won by sitting on a couch and waving the Wii
Remote (Miller, 2017, p. 41), then moving the rest of one's body is an interpretive
choice by the player. Players value movements that game system either do not eval-
uate or cannot measure.

The Best Game's context comprises lights, music, the floor, the room, Bee's and Pup-
pyCat's own bodies, and (seemingly) no evaluation, no tangible interface, and no
screen. These absences are important. The Best Game is entirely freestyle solo. By
constraining the body and treating it as a machine, sports deny the body “playful or
aesthetic pleasure” (Brohm, 1978, p. 74). Even the dance and music videogames dis-
cussed above enforce standardised postures through their choreography and eval-
uative systems. In contrast, The Best Game embraces feminine-coded dance and al-
lows Bee and PuppyCat to explore and revel in bodily movement, to carry on in ways
that do not involve perfecting standardised movements or competing against each
other.

Resentment without resistance

Although The Best Game eschews capitalistic and masculine videogame conventions,
it is a reprieve more than a revolution. Much like the shojo and mahd shojo genres
that inspired Bee and PuppyCat, The Best Game is an escapist fantasy that neither
subverts nor offers an alternative to capitalist structures. Darley (2023, p. 77) argues
the shéjo and maho shojo genres offer a “safe form of resistance” and ultimately
maintain more than resist “patriarchal power structures”. Saito (2014, p. 145) argues

> In Audiosurf, the player must select a character before generating a racetrack for a song.
The chosen character determines the nature of the racetrack.
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mahd shéjo manga and anime send “mixed messages”. The protagonist’'s magical
transformation and powers are presented as empowerment and womanhood, es-
pecially when the magical transformation involves bodily changes. However, if the
central message of maho shojo is the strengths of shéjo-hood and the undermining
of this magic, then mahé shojo also rejects that empowerment. Rather than empow-
ering women, many maho shéjo instead depict a prolonged childhood of being cute
and carefree without the responsibilities of motherhood and subservience that their
audiences cannot avoid without being considered a failure.

Bee’s dislike of work and preference for sleep also aligns her with the Sanrio char-
acter Gudetama. Gudetama is a lazy egg that resents its job of being food, rejects
the glorification of labour, and only wants to sleep. He has become popular among
workers whose jobs make them feel useless, unwanted, and unrewarded, first in
Japan and then across the Western world (de Vries, 2017). Much like Gudetama,
Bee's resentment towards labour and consumption is “an indulgent fantasy” of re-
sistance, a safe expression of dissatisfaction that “will never change the inequitable
situation that workers face today” (de Vries, 2017, p. 269). Bee's mahé shéjo charac-
teristics in particular compromise her portrayal. According to Darley (2023), mahé
shojo heroines are often uniquely powerful and display symbols of financial opu-
lence to emphasise their agency and importance. Although Bee is a temp worker,
she, much like her mahé shojo inspiration, is powerful and does not appear to suffer
from financial struggles beyond occasional embarrassment. She lives in her own
comfortably furnished apartment, has an amicable relationship with her landlord,
always has enough to eat, and, although temp work is by definition precarious, she
always has work when she needs it.° Bee and Gudetama embody lethargic pleasure
that their audiences cannot afford.

Just as Bee avoids work without suffering any consequences, The Best Game is itself
a superficial rejection of capitalism. Its mechanics may eschew capitalist and indus-
trialist conventions, but Bee must still pay money to play it. Additionally, the epi-
sodes disconnect Glitch Gorge, The Best Game, and Bee's game designer dad from
capitalist systems and global infrastructure. The show implies Bee’s dad is the only
person who made these games, omitting all other vital roles from marketing to the
material labour of mining and producing metals and plastics (Woodcock, 2019). This
romanticises the self-employed indie developer who creates videogames from noth-
ing without worrying about the job insecurity, competition, or exploitation rife in
videogame production (Woodcock, 2019). Even Glitch Gorge is glamourised as a
wonderland hidden in the forest without need for electricity or e-waste disposal.

& Throughout the series, when Bee needs money there is always a temp job conveniently
available.
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The Best Game, and Bee and PuppyCat overall, are what Page (2017, p. 79) calls “cruel
relief”, a practice that offers a respite from the stresses of precarity, low wages, and
surveillance and thus “normalises neoliberal capital and work”. Page calls it “cruel”
because the relief helps the subjugated worker further endure exploitation, thus
bolstering capitalism.

Conclusion

A fictional game’s “underspecification” can be used for “expressive purposes” to sur-
prise audiences with “unexpected in-game situations, devious strategies, and the
revelation of latent in-game possibilities” (Gualeni & Fassone, 2023, p. 25). Through
its inherent incompleteness and unplayability, The Best Game is ambiguous to the
audience and even the writers and animators and thus can eschew capitalist ideo-
logies and masculine posturing without fully explaining how. The Best Game seem-
ingly has no goals nor points, requires no skills, has no means of evaluation, lacks a
tangible interface, and involves little if any punishment for mistakes and failure—if
concepts like mistakes and failure are even meaningful. This presents a videogame
that is more dance than sport. Designers often associate these features with games
for women, but these are simply good design features that would appeal to any non-
experienced player (Chess, 2017, pp. 46-47). “Playing dance games offers constant
reminders that the human body is not a mass-produced technical interface like a
traditional game controller, nor a playback device that repeats the same material
the same way again and again” (Miller, 2017, p. 111).

The Best Game is distinctive for being the only arcade game in Glitch Gorge to not
resemble work or reproduce capitalist ideologies and masculine posturing. Bee
works when playing games in Glitch Gorge, when selecting a job, and when earning
money. The work stops with The Best Game. Here, Bee is not concerned with skilful
performance, maximising output, or competition. She is neither motivated to suc-
ceed nor worried about failure. However, much like its shojo and mahd shéjo inspi-
rations, The Best Game and Bee and PuppyCat are safe forms of resentment that do
not offer actionable resistance. While The Best Game seems to offer an alternative to
the competitive, masculine, work-like games of the “nostalgic arcade” (Kocurek,
2015, p. 187), its depiction in these episodes and Bee's depiction across the series
ignores work without resisting the capitalist structures in which they are embedded.
Bee and The Best Game are both powerful and unproductive, but also remain under-
specified and fictional.
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