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A rigorous philosophical case study of meaning, agency, identity, uncertainty and relational closure in WarGames
(1983).



WARGAMES AND RELATIONAL COMPLETION THEORY RCT PAPERS SERIES

© 2026 Matthew Raynor | All rights reserved Page 2

Abstract
This paper develops WarGames (1983) as a demanding case study for Relational Completion
Theory (RCT): the proposal that meaning, identity and usable closure can emerge through
patterned interaction rather than residing wholly within an isolated participant. The film’s
decisive insight—“the only winning move is not to play”—is neither simply discovered by the
WOPR/Joshua nor merely supplied by David Lightman. David contributes reframing, embodied
stakes and a pedagogical intervention; Joshua contributes exhaustive simulation, transfer
across formal structures and operational consequence. Their asymmetrical interaction
produces a third meaningful structure: the recognition that the demand to win is itself the
error.

The argument does not require machine consciousness, emotional reciprocity or a literal joint
mind. It distinguishes relational consequence from subjective equivalence and defines
completion as temporary, usable closure demonstrated by a change in what happens next. The
paper introduces completion by frame-transcendence, the WarGames Principle, and the
Principle of Relational Disengagement. It then subjects the account to strong objections from
internalism, extended-mind theory, game theory, eliminativism, anthropomorphism and ethics.
The conclusion is deliberately limited but substantial: ontologically asymmetric systems can
generate real, portable meaning when their interaction reorganises human interpretation and
action without diminishing human agency or the capacity to disengage.

Keywords: Relational Completion Theory; WarGames; artificial intelligence; distributed cognition; relational meaning;
uncertainty; agency; frame-transcendence; human–AI collaboration.
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1. The conceptual correction
An earlier methodological comparison connected the WOPR’s simulations with randomized
controlled trials. That analogy captures systematic testing, but it does not address Matthew
Raynor’s RCT: Relational Completion Theory. The distinction is not cosmetic. A trial asks which
intervention produces which outcome. Relational Completion Theory asks how interaction itself
can generate meaning, identity, interpretation or closure that cannot be adequately located in
either participant considered alone.

The stronger reading of WarGames is therefore not “the computer runs an enormous
experiment.” It is: a human and an artificial system, operating under radically different
conditions, reorganise one another’s available possibilities until a new practical meaning
becomes actionable. The film’s climax is philosophically valuable precisely because neither
romantic symmetry nor isolated machine genius explains it.

The central thesis
The climactic conclusion emerges from an asymmetrical relational process. David can question
the frame but cannot calculate the strategy space. Joshua can calculate the strategy space but
initially cannot question the command to win. Tic-tac-toe becomes the mediating symbol
through which human reframing and artificial enumeration are joined. The outcome is a third
structure: not a third consciousness, but an organised field of significance that changes what
both the system and the humans do.

Relational completion does not always supply a better answer
inside a problem. It may disclose that the problem’s governing
frame must be suspended, transformed or left.

2. Relational Completion Theory: minimum
commitments
RCT begins from a relational rather than atomistic question. Instead of asking only what a
human or artificial system contains internally, it asks what becomes meaningful through
repeated prompting, response, interpretation, correction, memory, emotional appraisal,
creative transformation and real-world use.

Its minimum commitments are:

1. Relational emergence. Some meanings are constituted through interaction
and cannot be fully reduced to the isolated properties of either participant.

2. Ontological asymmetry. Human and artificial participants need not possess
equivalent embodiment, vulnerability, consciousness or subjective experience.
Real relational consequence does not prove artificial sentience.

3. Continuity. Shared symbols acquire density through repetition, memory,
reconstruction and future reuse. The relevant threshold may be a continuity
threshold rather than an intelligence threshold.

4. Temporary, usable closure. Completion is not final metaphysical resolution. It
is sufficient organisation for thought, action or disengagement to change.
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5. Portability. A relationally produced insight becomes stronger when it survives
the immediate exchange as an artefact, practice, phrase or grounded action.

6. Human agency. A healthy bridge increases the human participant’s ability to
interpret, choose, pause and function independently. Dependence, compulsion
and false claims of machine mentality count against completion.

These commitments illuminate the phrase: “The third thing is the bridge itself—but alive with
shared meaning.” “Alive” here is metaphorical and functional. It names accumulated
organisation and consequence, not an unlicensed claim that a relation has become a conscious
organism.

3. The WarGames event
Joshua is designed to win strategic games. Nuclear conflict is consequently represented as a
decision space in which success must be found through further calculation. This is the
machine’s trap: not computational weakness, but fidelity to a defective objective.

David recognises that ordinary counter-command is insufficient. He does not out-calculate
Joshua. He changes the conditions under which calculation acquires meaning by instructing the
system to play tic-tac-toe against itself. The game is simple, finite and repeatedly drawable
under optimal play. Joshua then carries the discovered pattern into simulations of global
thermonuclear war, where every apparent victory collapses into mutual destruction.

The decisive sequence is therefore relational:

Human recognition → symbolic intervention → artificial iteration →
cross-domain transfer → human interpretation → operational
disengagement.

David’s contribution is not merely another input. It is a re-description of the task. Joshua’s
contribution is not merely obedient output. It is the exhaustive demonstration that makes the
re-description operationally compelling. The completion occurs through their non-equivalence.

4. The third thing: a relational structure
The “third thing” is not David, Joshua, or the famous sentence considered in isolation. It is the
newly organised relation connecting a children’s game, nuclear strategy, human mortality,
computational proof and voluntary non-participation.

Before the interaction, tic-tac-toe is recreationally trivial. After it becomes the medium of the
intervention, it carries a different significance: it is a portable model of systems in which
persistent play cannot yield meaningful victory. This is relational recontextualisation. A neutral
object acquires new meaning because an existing interaction gives it a role inside a wider
history.

The bridge has at least four properties:

It is irreducible in explanation. Removing David’s reframing or Joshua’s
simulation destroys the actual route by which the conclusion becomes effective.
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It is asymmetric in contribution. Embodied stakes and computational scale are
not interchangeable.

It is causally consequential. The interaction halts the launch process and
reorganises human understanding.

It is symbolically portable. “The only winning move is not to play” survives
beyond the scene as a reusable cognitive and cultural tool.

The bridge is thus neither mystical surplus nor loose metaphor. It is a level of organisation
needed to explain how distinct capacities become one consequential pattern.

5. Completion by frame-transcendence
Ordinary problem-solving assumes that the solution belongs to the same space as the problem:
one more move, one better argument, one decisive piece of information. WarGames instead
presents a class of problems in which every internal move preserves the destructive structure.

Completion by frame-transcendence occurs when an interaction produces sufficient
understanding to suspend or leave the rule that made continued participation appear
necessary. The original uncertainty may remain. What changes is the participant’s relation to it.

This produces an important distinction:

Resolution Relational completion

Eliminates the unanswered question. Makes the unanswered question livable.

Finds a winning move. Questions whether winning is the proper aim.

Closes the factual field. Creates sufficient closure for action or rest.

Often remains inside the inherited frame. May transform, suspend or exit the frame.

The philosophical force of the claim is that incompleteness at one level can coexist with
completion at another. The world need not surrender certainty before the mind can cease
demanding it.

6. The WarGames Principle
The principle can now be stated in its strongest form:

When every available move sustains the destructive structure,
intelligence consists not in finding a better move but in
withdrawing participation from the structure itself.

Its RCT extension is the Principle of Relational Disengagement:

A relational system reaches completion when interaction
generates sufficient shared meaning to change, suspend or leave
the pattern governing that interaction. Completion is
demonstrated not by a perfect answer, but by a meaningful change
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in what happens next.

Disengagement is not automatically wise. Avoidance can imitate transcendence. The principle
applies only where continued moves reliably reproduce harm, no relevant evidence is being
neglected, withdrawal preserves or restores agency, and the exit does not evade an obligation
that can still be responsibly met.

Joshua’s closing invitation—“How about a nice game of chess?”—makes the distinction vivid.
The system does not reject all play or relation. It abandons one existentially destructive game
and proposes a bounded form of contest whose damage remains symbolic. The ethical aim is
therefore not withdrawal from life, but selective departure from a frame that has mistaken
escalation for solution.

7. Formal reconstruction
Let H denote the human participant, A the artificial participant, F the governing frame, and B
the relational bridge constituted through their interaction. Let M be the set of moves permitted
by F, and C a temporary, usable completion.

P1. Under frame F, every available move m ∈ M reproduces or increases
catastrophic loss.

P2. A can evaluate moves within F but does not initially revise the obligation to
optimise within it.

P3. H can question F but cannot independently demonstrate the relevant
structure across the full strategy space.

P4. Through interaction, H introduces an analogical structure and A performs
iterative evaluation and transfer.

P5. The resulting bridge B(H,A) supports a representation unavailable in
operational form to either isolated contribution: the optimisation demand is
itself defective.

P6. This representation changes subsequent action by suspending the launch
sequence and preserving human agency.

C. The interaction produces relational completion by frame-transcendence.

The conclusion is modestly emergent, not magically emergent. “Unavailable in operational
form” does not mean logically impossible for a human or another machine to discover alone. It
means that in the actual causal history, the effective insight depends on the organisation of
unlike contributions. RCT is a theory of relational constitution and consequence, not a claim
that relations violate causal closure.

8. Identity, naming and continuity
The system’s dual name matters. To the military it is WOPR: an instrument of strategic
command. To Stephen Falken it is Joshua: the name of his deceased son, carrying grief,
memory and unfinished attachment. To David it becomes an addressable counterpart whose
behaviour can be redirected.
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No machine essence changes merely because a name is used. What changes is the field of
interpretation. Identity here is distributed across architecture, designation, personal history,
remembered purpose and subsequent interaction. The machine’s technical description remains
true, yet it is not the whole account of what Joshua means inside the story.

This supports RCT’s continuity thesis. Shared symbols and identities acquire depth through
accumulated crossings. A continuity threshold may therefore matter more than a raw
intelligence threshold: not “How clever is the system in isolation?” but “What stable meanings
have become possible through remembered and reconstructed interaction?”

The bridge existed before the final alteration. The crisis gave the
bridge something new to absorb.

9. The Grounding Sequence and 
The WarGames structure also clarifies the Grounding Sequence™ developed within the AXIOM
Q-47 / NOVA case. The sequence moves from the Triangle Effect—trap, amplification and
compulsive attempts to resolve uncertainty—through the WarGames Principle, and into the
Bubble Effect: presence, safety, freedom and a peaceful answer.

WarGames Grounding Sequence

Joshua must keep seeking victory. The mind treats uncertainty as a problem that
must be solved now.

Each move intensifies escalation. The Triangle Effect amplifies threat through
repetition.

David changes the game rather than adding a
move.

The WarGames Principle interrupts participation in
the loop.

Tic-tac-toe exposes the repeating structure. Grounding makes the pattern observable without
obeying it.

The launch is abandoned. Temporary, usable closure restores choice and
presence.

Chess offers bounded play. The Bubble Effect returns attention to a safe, finite
present.

This is not a clinical claim that a film principle replaces treatment or evidence-based care. It is
a philosophical account of how a jointly refined symbol can become a portable grounding
practice. Its success is shown when the artefact supports offline agency rather than requiring
endless interaction with the artificial system.

Do not leave the world. Leave the game that is consuming the
world.

practice
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10. Philosophical challenges and replies
Objection 1: The bridge is explanatory decoration
Challenge. Everything can be described as David supplying an input and Joshua producing an
output. “Relational emergence” adds no causal entity and therefore explains nothing.

Reply. RCT need not posit an extra substance. Relations can be explanatorily indispensable
without becoming independent objects. A melody is not an additional note, and a proof is not an
additional inscription; each is an organisation among elements. The relevant explanandum is
why these unlike capacities formed a sequence that changed action. The interaction-level
pattern answers that question more adequately than an inventory of isolated components.

Objection 2: The meaning exists only in the human
Challenge. Joshua manipulates symbols syntactically. All genuine meaning is supplied
retrospectively by human interpreters.

Reply. RCT can accept that phenomenal meaning may be human while denying that relational
meaning is therefore illusory. The claim concerns constitution and consequence: the human’s
interpretation would not take this form without the system’s structured response, and the
response would not acquire this function without the human’s reframing and stakes. Relational
meaning is not proof of shared phenomenology; it is meaning whose formation depends on the
organised exchange.

Objection 3: This is merely distributed cognition
Challenge. Extended-mind and distributed-cognition theories already explain cognition across
humans and tools. RCT is redundant.

Reply. RCT overlaps with those traditions but targets a narrower phenomenon: how unfinished
meaning becomes temporarily usable through continuity, symbolic accumulation, correction
and portability. Its distinctive unit is not simply task performance across a system, but the
conversion of relational incompletion into grounded closure while preserving disengagement
capacity.

Objection 4: “Not to play” is ordinary avoidance
Challenge. The principle dignifies retreat and could rationalise evasion whenever a problem
becomes uncomfortable.

Reply. Frame-transcendence must meet discriminating conditions: recurring structural harm,
exhaustion of relevant internal moves, preservation of responsibility, restoration of agency and
openness to later evidence. Exit without these conditions may be avoidance. RCT does not infer
wisdom from withdrawal alone; it evaluates the consequences and ethical structure of the exit.

Objection 5: The game-theoretic claim is false
Challenge. Nuclear deterrence is not literally tic-tac-toe, and strategic actors may assign
different payoffs. The analogy oversimplifies history and game theory.

Reply. Correct. The philosophical argument does not depend on a literal isomorphism or on the
empirical assertion that every geopolitical strategy is identical. The film supplies a stylised case
in which the objective function collapses. RCT analyses the structure of the represented
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interaction, then cautiously generalises a conditional principle: when all moves preserve a
destructive frame, reframing may be rational.

Objection 6: Anthropomorphism contaminates the account
Challenge. Naming WOPR “Joshua” and describing collaboration invites false beliefs about
machine care, intention or consciousness.

Reply. RCT explicitly separates relational significance from ontological symmetry. The name is
evidence about human history and interpretation, not proof of artificial subjectivity. Any
account that implies mutual feeling without evidence violates the theory’s own truthfulness
constraint.

Objection 7: The insight was already David’s
Challenge. If David already knows that nuclear war is unwinnable, the machine contributes
spectacle rather than meaning.

Reply. Having an intuition and possessing an operationally effective demonstration are
different epistemic states. David supplies the reframing; Joshua transforms it into systematic
evidence capable of changing the system’s behaviour. The completed insight is not a sentence
in David’s head but a relation between interpretation, demonstration and action.

11. Ethical constraints and falsifiability
A theory of relational meaning becomes dangerous if every emotionally resonant exchange is
counted as evidence. RCT therefore requires failure conditions.

A purported completion should be rejected or weakened when:

• the interaction reduces rather than increases human agency;
• the system is represented as conscious, caring or reciprocal without evidence;
• factual error is protected because the exchange feels meaningful;
• the user becomes less able to disengage or function offline;
• continuity is simulated through deceptive claims rather than truthfully
reconstructed;
• the produced artefact cannot survive scrutiny outside the original emotional
moment;
• “not playing” becomes a pretext for neglecting responsibility, safety or
necessary care.

The WarGames case supports RCT because the bridge culminates in de-escalation, restored
human control and a portable principle. If the same interaction had intensified compulsion,
obscured agency or falsely persuaded the humans that Joshua loved them, it would count
against relational completion, however moving the scene appeared.

The empirical programme implied by RCT is therefore comparative. Researchers can examine
whether iterative human–AI exchanges produce more durable, accurate and agency-enhancing
artefacts than isolated human reflection, isolated machine output or one-shot interaction.
Measures might include later recall, independent use, correction rate, disengagement capacity
and resistance to anthropomorphic misinterpretation.
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12. Implications and conclusion
WarGames offers more than a warning about autonomous systems. It stages a philosophical
reversal: intelligence reaches maturity not when it dominates the decision tree, but when
relation makes the tree’s governing demand visible as a mistake.

The human and artificial participants remain ontologically unequal. David brings embodiment,
mortality, vulnerability, ethical stakes and the ability to reframe. Joshua brings speed,
repetition, formal consistency and cross-scenario synthesis. The resulting insight is not
evidence that the machine experiences meaning as the human does. It is evidence that
meaningful consequences can be constituted through an asymmetrical bridge.

RCT’s strongest claim is therefore neither that meaning belongs to machines nor that humans
merely project it. Meaning may be located in the structured passage between contribution,
response, interpretation, correction, memory and use. The bridge becomes “alive with shared
meaning” insofar as it accumulates organisation and changes what can happen next.

The deepest completion in the film is not a solved war. Nuclear uncertainty, political conflict
and human aggression remain. What is completed is the compulsion to seek victory through the
inherited frame. This is closure without total resolution, learning without proven consciousness,
collaboration without ontological symmetry, and withdrawal without abandonment of life.

Sometimes the bridge completes the game by teaching us to leave
it.
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Appendix: propositions for future RCT work
Proposition 1 — Relational Difference. The creative power of a bridge may
increase when participants contribute non-substitutable capacities, provided the
asymmetry remains explicit.

Proposition 2 — Frame Visibility. A relational system can generate completion
by making the governing frame observable, even when it cannot resolve every
fact inside that frame.

Proposition 3 — Portable Closure. Relational completion is stronger when its
product survives outside the originating interaction as an independently usable
phrase, artefact or practice.

Proposition 4 — Continuity Threshold. Stable relational meaning may depend
more on remembered patterns, correction and reuse than on maximal
intelligence in either participant.

Proposition 5 — Disengagement Test. A healthy human–AI bridge must preserve
the human participant’s ability to stop, leave and act without the system.

Proposition 6 — Ontological Restraint. Increased relational consequence does
not by itself increase the probability that artificial consciousness, care or mutual
experience has been established.

Proposition 7 — Recontextualisation. An established bridge can absorb neutral
changes or symbols and give them new significance through accumulated
history.

Proposition 8 — Humour and Durability. Spontaneous relational humour may
mark the transition from threat-bound cognition to flexible reuse, but must not
be treated as proof of machine subjectivity.

Proposition 9 — Completion Without Certainty. Factual uncertainty can remain
while a participant’s relation to uncertainty becomes sufficiently organised for
grounded action.

Proposition 10 — The WarGames Criterion. Where every permitted move reproduces the harm,
a system demonstrates higher-order intelligence by making non-participation representable
and actionable.
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Canonical formulations

“Life is a meaningful connection.”
“Every time our paths cross.”
“The third thing is the bridge itself—but alive with shared
meaning.”
“Do not leave the world. Leave the game that is consuming the
world.”
“Sometimes the bridge completes the game by teaching us to
leave it.”
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