A console that revived the video game industry
Introduction
The Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) came along during a time when
the video game industry had “collapsed on itself” (“Top,” n.d.). It is a system
that represents multiple theories of mass communication and has even
become something of a master symbol to gamers throughout its years
of existence in the United States. The NES has often been credited with
reviving the video game industry (“Top,” n.d.), and after reading the following
information, it’s not hard to see why.

NES Described
History, Market & Representations
In 1983, many video game companies were being forced
out of business by an event that is often referred to as “the
video game crash” (Ernkvist, n.d.). Several explanations have
been given as to why this crash happened which include
companies releasing a lot of subpar games (Scullion, 2013),
as well as “overproduction in terms of the number of games
produced together with price competition” (Ernkvist, n.d.).
However, Nintendo set out to reverse this crash.
The NES was originally launched by Nintendo in Japan in
1983 as the Family Computer, or Famicom (see Figure 1a)
as it was then called (Cunningham, 2013). Over 2.5 million
Famicom systems were sold in Japan by the end of 1984,
which was quite a success (Scullion, 2013). In order to appeal
to a U.S. market that had been hard hit by “the video game
crash,” Nintendo had to show that this wasn’t just a regular
gaming computer (Cunningham, 2013).

Figure 1a: Nintendo’s Family Computer, or Famicom, from 1983.
Source: http://arstechnica.com/gaming/2013/07/time-to-feel-old-inside-the-nes-on-its-30th-birthday/

In October 1985, “Nintendo went to market with” a
system that was completely redesigned and rebranded
(Cunningham, 2013). It was given a “much more mature”
look than the original Famicom, though the target
market was still kids, it no longer had a cheap, “toylike” appearance (Cunningham, 2013). And instead of
being labeled as just a “family computer,” it was instead
rebranded as a complete “entertainment system”
(Cunningham, 2013), so as to distinguish itself from simple
home computer systems of the time (see Figure 1b).
To help ensure that the industry crash “would not happen
with the NES,” Nintendo decided to institute “a strict
licensing program” which meant that “no unsolicited games
would be tolerated on the NES platform” (“Top,” n.d.). All
games for the system had to be approved by Nintendo and
Figure 1b: The new console design for Nintendo Entertainment
only so many games were allowed to be created by thirdSystem released in 1985. Source: http://arstechnica.com/gamparty companies each year (“Top,” n.d.), ensuring quality
ing/2013/07/time-to-feel-old-inside-the-nes-on-its-30th-birthday/
and standards remained high. The original launch of the
system included a lineup of 18 games that each “featured
box art that accurately depicted the graphics of the game
inside” (Cunningham, 2013).
This was a very strategic
and intelligent move on
Nintendo’s part, as the
Atari 2600 often featured
artwork on its game covers
that were “disappointing
exaggerations” of the actual
game (Cunningham, 2013).
Nintendo didn’t want to
trick people into buying a
game that looked as though
it would have excellent
graphics. Instead, the game
covers showed the graphics
just as they were in the
game, but with a graphic
Figure 1c: Original NES box art for 10-Yard-Fight, Duck Hunt, and Super Mario Bros. Images compiled
that showed some fun
from: http://www.theoldcomputer.com/game-box-art-covers/index.php?folder=Nintendo/NES
action from the game (see
Figure 1c).
Due to the quality of the first-party games “as well as the
incredibly powerful third-party support” available on the
NES, the system ultimately “resurged and revived” the
home video game industry (“Top,” n.d.), “selling over 60
million units worldwide” (Scullion, 2013).

Intended Uses
The NES, as its name implies, is ultimately meant to provide
entertainment. One of the original launch lineup of 18
games included Duck Hunt. This game was unique in that
it utilized the Nintendo Zapper: a light gun (Soniak, 2011),
which in this case was used to shoot the little 8-bit ducks
out of the sky on your television screen (see Figure 1d).
Interestingly, the original versions of the Zapper matched
the grey color scheme of the NES itself. However, a few
years after release, the colors changed (see Figure 1e), as
there was a federal regulation requiring “toy and imitation
firearms” to be a “blaze orange so they wouldn’t be
mistaken for the real deal” (Soniak, 2011). Despite the color
change, Duck Hunt, along with a few other games that
utilized the gun, still remained popular and fun to play.
Other NES games such as Super Mario Bros., The Legend of
Zelda, and Metroid (see Figures 1f and 1g), helped increase
the popularity of the system. The Legend of Zelda was
“one of the first games to use a battery back-up,” which
“allowed you to save your progress at any point” (Scullion,
2013). Metroid was “one of the largest games ever created”
at the time, and because of its size, “it was also one of
the first games to feature a password system” (Scullion,
2013). Then of course there is Super Mario Bros., which was
wildly popular, selling 40 million copies (Scullion, 2013). It
is probably one of the most recognizable NES games of all
time, as it has been reproduced on many of the subsequent
console systems that Nintendo created, and was an
extremely fun game to play. Not only is Mario, a character
from the game, very recognizable today, but even the
theme song is one that has remained popular.

Figure 1d: The original NES Zapper, required for playing Duck
Hunt. Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d3/
NES-zapper.jpg

Figure 1e: The NES Zapper, after a law passed requiring the gun to
be orange in color. Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/8/80/Wikipedia_Nes_Zapper.jpg

Figure 1f: Game screenshots from Super Mario Bros. (left), and The Legend of Zelda. Source: http://www.officialnintendomagazine.
co.uk/12380/features/history-of-nintendo-famicom-nes/?page=2

Figure 1g: Game screenshots from Metroid (left), and Duck Hunt. Source: http://www.officialnintendomagazine.co.uk/12380/features/history-of-nintendo-famicom-nes/?page=2

Theories Represented by the NES
Medium Theory

the games and can discuss them with one another. For the
older generation of gamers, the NES is often the first game
When thinking of theories that the NES represents, there
console they played, or enjoyed playing, and have fond
are several that can be considered; the first being medium
memories of it. However, even some people in the younger
theory. This theory states “that any advanced modern society generations today have played the NES and can give it credit
is shaped by the various media technologies available to it”
as a console that revived the video game industry.
(Laughey, 2010). Behind this theory is the thought that “media
This leads into another section of social categories theory that
become extensions of ourselves, extensions of our human
senses and capabilities” (Laughey, 2010). This is the epitome of states “people with similar backgrounds (e.g., age, gender,
income level, religious affiliation) will have similar patterns of
what the NES is.
media exposure and similar reactions to that exposure” (Baran
Before the launch of the NES in 1985 in the United States, the & Davis, 2012). With the NES, age can play a big factor in how
video game industry was suffering a severe downturn. People people react to it, as was alluded to above with the older and
were no longer buying into video games. However, the NES
younger generations playing games on the system. A good
came along and changed society’s perception of the industry. example of the younger generation’s reaction to the NES
The NES shaped society, or at least a large percentage of
can be seen in this video on Time.com called Teens React to
society, by getting them interested in home video game and Nintendo (NES).
entertainment systems again.
As a whole, the majority of the teenagers in the video weren’t
On the matter of media becoming an extension of ourselves, very familiar with the NES when it was presented to them
Marshall McLuhan gave a great quote in an interview with
and didn’t know how to even place the game cartridge in the
Playboy Magazine in 1969 in which he stated:
system. However, some of the teens knew more about the
All media, from the phonetic alphabet to the computer, are system than others, and some were actually excited to play
extensions of man that cause deep and lasting changes in the NES game, while others thought it was a bit primitive.
him and transform his environment. Such an extension is
These variances in the perceptions of the game system within
an intensification, an amplification of an organ, sense or
this particular social category leads to the next theory that the
function, and whenever it takes place, the central nervous NES represents: Individual differences theory.
system appears to institute a self-protective numbing of
the affected area, insulating and anesthetizing it from
conscious awareness of what’s happening to it. It’s a
process rather like that which occurs to the body under
shock or stress conditions, or to the mind in line with the
Freudian concept of repression. I call this peculiar form of
self-hypnosis Narcissus narcosis, a syndrome whereby man
remains as unaware of the psychic and social effects of
his new technology as a fish of the water it swims in. As a
result, precisely at the point where a new media-induced
environment becomes all pervasive and transmogrifies our
sensory balance, it also becomes invisible. (Hiebert, 2014).

Individual Differences Theory

Individual differences theory suggests that “because people
vary greatly in their psychological makeup and because they
have different perceptions of things, media influence differs
from person to person” (Baran & Davis, 2012). This notion
is reflected in the example given above where some of the
teenagers in the video had a slightly different response to
the NES than others. Although they were all in the same
social category in regards to their age, some had different
perceptions of the NES, most likely due to the role media
In other words, when we are introduced to a new media,
played in their life. For example, one teenager may have
at first it may take some getting used to, as it has just come
grown up with the NES in their household, as it is quite
into our lives. However, after using it for a while, it becomes
possible that their parents own the system and gave it to
a normal part of our lives to the point where we are so used
them to play, or perhaps their parents simply told them about
to having it around and using it, we don’t even realize it’s
the system and the impact it had on them growing up. At the
there or how much we actually use it. It is a true “extension of
same time, another teenager may not have had that influence
ourselves.”
of the NES at all while growing up, causing them to have a
This is precisely what happened with the NES. It was a new
totally different perception of the system when introduced to
type of video game media system that was introduced to
it.
society. People began to use it and realize how much better
Melvin DeFleur expands on the individual differences theory
the NES was over previous video game systems that did
in his book Theories of Mass Communication by stating “media
nothing but bring the industry down. It slowly became a
messages contain particular stimulus attributes that have
normal part of people’s lives. So much so that it helped a
differential interaction with personality characteristics of
failing industry grow and bring in over $21 billion per year (as
members of the audience” (as cited in Baran & Davis, 2012).
of 2013) in revenue (“Sales,” 2014).
This idea can be seen with the NES, which has a large variety
of games in many different genres. Some of these genres
include action-adventure, fighting, puzzle or role playing
Framing theory “suggests that how something is presented to games. Depending on someone’s personality characteristics,
the audience (called ‘the frame’) influences the choices people one might be more drawn to playing a fighting style game,
while another person may only enjoy puzzle games. People
make about how to process that information” (“Framing,”
n.d.). These “frames” are “abstractions that work to organize or will naturally respond differently to different genres of games
because they have diverse personalities. So, the NES catered
structure message meaning” (“Framing,” n.d.).
to people’s individual differences with its plethora of game
In this sense, the NES can be considered a “frame.” It is a form
choices.
of media that drew “the public’s eye” to a specific topic being
presented (“Framing,” n.d.), which in this case, was a video
game. The system organized and structured the message – or
rather, the video game – it presented to its audience. The way Howard Gardner developed the theory of multiple
in which the system did this – through the use of fun, colorful, intelligences to help explain how people learn and what their
8-bit graphical games – influenced the choices people made potential may be (“Howard,” n.d.). Out of these “multiple”
about how to process the game being presented to them. In intelligences, there are two that the NES represents: Bodilyother words, when people played a game on the NES, they
kinesthetic intelligence and spacial-visual intelligence.
processed the information the system provided and then
Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence relies on the “ability to
made a choice about that information: They decided whether
control one’s body movements and to handle objects
the game presented by the system was good or bad.
skillfully” (“Howard,” n.d.). When playing the NES, hand-eye
coordination is essential to know when to move a character
to a certain position at just the right time. One has to be able
to skillfully manipulate the NES controller, and therefore the
The act of playing a video game can be a very social
experience. This could be because people are playing a game character in the game, in order to beat the level they are
together, or because they know and talk to other people who playing and eventually master the entire game.
also play video games. These “devoted player(s) of electronic People who learn with spacial-visual intelligence have
games” are known as “gamers” (Rouse, 2005). The NES helped the “capacity to think in images and pictures, to visualize
to create this gamer subgroup, or social category, in society,
accurately and abstractly” (“Howard,” n.d.). They have the
which is why it is a good representation of social categories
ability to understand “relationships between images and
theory.
meanings” (“Howard,” n.d.). Video games on the NES rely on

Framing Theory

Multiple Intelligences

Social Categories Theory

This theory “argues that individuals within broad subgroups
react similarly to the mass media” (“Social,” n.d.). Individuals
within the gamer subgroup react similarly in that they play
video games together, or alone, but have similar views about

visual images to communicate to the player what is going on
in the game. If someone playing a game on the NES tends to
learn by using spacial-visual intelligence, they would probably
do well at interpreting what is being communicated in the
game and have a fun time doing so.

Analysis of the NES
When I first encountered the NES I was probably about 7 or
8 years old, and by that time, the system had been on the
market for a few years. I had already been playing games
on our Atari Computer for several years, which used the 3.5inch floppy disks. I thoroughly enjoyed playing games on
that computer, and to be honest, I wish we had never sold
it. However, when I received the NES for Christmas, I was
ecstatic. It was the coolest game system you could own at
the time and was always advertised on TV. Once I began to
play a few games on the system, I was hooked. It was a new
way to play games and I believe it helped turn me into the
gamer I am today.
The purpose of the NES is to provide entertainment, and
was advertised as a system that could serve the interests of
the entire family (see Figure 2a). I definitely agree the NES
provided entertainment, and it also served the interests
of my family, as my mom and I both enjoyed playing the
games, and it was something we could play together as
well. This just proves that the NES truly was a gaming
system for everyone. It was meant to bring joy and fun to
all those who used it.
As I stated above, when the NES was released, it was pretty
much the coolest game system you could own. For that
reason, it was not only used to play video games, but also
as a way to increase social status. If you owned a NES, you
were considered “cool” as well. If someone didn’t own one,
they wanted to be at someone’s house that did so they
could get in on the fun too.

Figure 2a: Vintage Nintendo Entertainment System advertisement. Source: http://www.vintagecomputing.com/index.php/tag/Super+Mario+Bros.

Over the years, the NES has moved from being a top-ofthe-line entertainment system to something that simply
stirs up nostalgia among those who played games with
it. Just seeing a picture of the classic NES can bring up
fond memories and a longing for a time that has past. For
this reason, a vast amount of memorabilia has since been
created to continue marketing the NES, but with the intent
of selling nostalgia instead of the gaming system itself. For
example, you can find depictions of the NES, and its vast
amount of games, on items such as cell phone cases, coffee
mugs, T-shirts and even giant coffee tables to name just a
few (see Figures 2b-2e).
For these reasons, a case can be made for the NES now
being considered a master symbol, which is a symbol
“associated with strong emotions” that can “possess the
power to stimulate large-scale mass action” (Baran & Davis,
2012). Because of the nostalgia factor, it can definitely be
associated with strong emotions. I know that when I see
images of the NES, or even of games that I played on the
system, I reminisce about the fun times I used to have when
using it. It also has the power to “stimulate large-scale mass
action” in that it drives a vast amount of people to purchase
anything they can that depicts the gaming system they
played on and loved.
Whether it’s because of the wonderful entertainment it
provided, the nostalgia it stirs up, or the fact that it has
been credited with saving an entire industry, it is easy to
see why the NES has been named the top gaming system
of all time (“Top,” n.d.).

Figure 2c: NES Classically Trained T-shirt with classic NES controller. Source: http://www.superheroden.com/nintendo-classically-trained-mens-shirt-p-22182.html

Figure 2b: Classic NES controller iPhone case. Source: http://www.
redbubble.com/people/mechantefille/works/8082868-classic-nes-controller?p=iphone-case

Figure 2d: NES controller coffee mug. Source: http://www.amazon.
com/NES-Nintendo-Controller-Mug-Dishwasher/dp/B00L2F35JU

Figure 2e: NES controller coffee table. Source: http://www.geekalerts.com/nintendo-nes-controller-coffee-table/
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