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Introduction

When we were teaching game design to undergraduate students, 
we had the pleasure of lecturing in a course dedicated to game 

analysis. Most students walked into the classroom in the second half of 
their second year, exactly halfway through their degrees. These were stu-
dents who were passionate about games, had a basic understanding of 
design principles and programming, and were ready to explore games 
through in-depth discussions and long-form writing. (Okay, maybe they 
weren’t looking forward to the writing; they were undergraduate students, 
so that’s to be expected.)

When we started having conversations and reading assignments, we 
realised that teaching students how to analyse games has to involve more 
than just teaching them the difference between structuralism and post-
structuralism. Although our students were passionate about games, in 
many cases they lacked faith that games were worth talking about beyond 
calling them ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and giving them scores. We had to teach them 
that games are cultural artefacts worthy of the same attention as novels, 
poems, theatre, film, paintings, and other texts.

But what do we mean by ‘texts’? Although textual analysis is often asso-
ciated with literal text—like novels or poems—Barthes (1957) describes 
‘texts’ as all artefacts and activities of human expression. This can,  
for example, include the written and performative aspects of a play 
(Fernández-Vara 2014: 5–6) or the entirely non-written, non-verbal 
expression of a painting (Belsey 2013). It can also include the interactive 
experience of a game—be that boardgame, tabletop game, videogame, or 
another hybrid interactive experience.

By referring to games as ‘texts’, we are allowing ourselves to engage 
with them through textual analysis. We are able to use the tools provided 
to us by other fields who engage with textual analysis and apply them to 
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the games we are playing and creating. In doing so, we can expand our 
vocabulary for examining games and their social impacts.

Our students knew how to have conversations about the media they 
engaged with. They had strong opinions about whether or not they liked 
different games and could articulate why. But the language they were using 
was the language of game reviews—which is the most common writing 
that game audiences consume alongside the games they play. Fernández-
Vara (2014) suggests that borrowing terms from game reviews means also 
borrowing terms from marketing materials, which reviews often draw 
from. Depending on the outlet, games journalism and games public rela-
tions can be difficult to differentiate; journalists receive in-depth emails 
describing the impressive features of games, and we know from our own 
experience as reviewers that it can be hard to avoid using this language in 
the reviews we publish.

Game creators and audiences—and the journalists writing these 
reviews—need more accessible tools and vocabulary (Fernández-Vara 
2014: 2) so they can talk about games in a way that better acknowledges 
their cultural significance beyond their ‘impressive graphics’ or ‘fun sys-
tems’. Diverse approaches to game analysis exist, but they are often buried 
in dense academic papers or are still waiting to be explicitly borrowed from 
parallel disciplines. The approach we taught in our game analysis class was 
derived from one such parallel discipline of study: English literature.

The structure of our course originally mirrored the structure of a simi-
lar literary studies course at the same university, which uses the analytical 
lenses in Barry’s Beginning Theory (2009) as a scaffold. Our book expands 
on and deviates from the structure of the course from when it was first 
taught, but its essence is still based on literary theories. These theories 
are referred to as ‘lenses’ because they are a screen through which we can 
observe texts—and the wider world. The idea is that every text can be 
observed in different ways, each revealing additional depth and impact. 
By applying literary lenses to games—including the non-exhaustive selec-
tion present within this text—we can examine these texts from different 
angles and within different historical and social contexts.

Descriptions of these lenses can be dense, and it’s difficult to encourage 
a game audience to put aside game reviews and instead engage with games 
criticism. Although game studies has been around for a surprisingly long 
time—with John Huizinga’s foundational book Homo Ludens published 
as far back as 1938 and the study of ludology starting to be popularised 
by Gonzalo Frasca in 1999—even undergraduate students are more likely 
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to read a review than a paper presented at the Digital Games Research 
Association (DiGRA) conference. Varied approaches to game analysis—
like the ones presented in this book—need to be made more accessible if 
we are going to help players and creators alike see games in more nuanced 
ways.

This is particularly important for theoretical lenses that are focused 
on the perspectives of social groups and identities. Games have a fraught 
history with diversity, but diversity is not a new concept, and examining 
cultural artefacts from identity-based perspectives has been practiced 
for centuries (Barry 2009: 116). It is impossible for humans to sepa-
rate themselves from the texts they engage with and if we create more 
accessible ways to talk about these feelings and perspectives, we may be 
able to unpack the ongoing arguments that have been happening in the 
games industry about race, gender, class, disability, mental health, and 
sexuality.

APPROACH
Each chapter of this book is dedicated to a different lens and the unique 
perspective it offers for analysing games. However, despite looking at these 
theories as discrete lenses, we are mindful of the way that each theory 
has developed in response to the approaches that came before it (Barry 
2009: 2). This means each perspective—and the identities that those per-
spectives reflect—must be considered intersectionally. Intersectionality 
describes the interconnected nature of social groups and communicates 
the inherent fallacy of discussing one facet of identity without exploring 
all facets (Shaw 2015: 7, 239). For example, although a feminist lens allows 
for interesting gender-based analysis of a text, an analysis is flawed if it 
considers the experiences of women without also exploring other genders 
using queer theory, the race of those characters using postcolonialism and 
race studies, and so on.

Game studies should be inherently good at intersectional approaches 
because we’re used to examining the intersections between ideas. Both 
the creation and analysis of games have been established by exploring the 
connections between games and other disciplines. However, the value 
that each discipline brings to game studies has been an ongoing source of 
debate between scholars. Most game studies scholars are aware of—and 
tired of—the ‘so-called ludology/narratology debate’ (Pearce 2005), which 
began in the early 2000s. Despite scholars like Frasca (2003) insisting that 
the debate ‘never took place’, there is a lack of consensus regarding the 
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degree to which game studies should be influenced by narrative and nar-
ratology (Aarseth 2001), and these discussions are ongoing.

Despite the position of some ludologists that narrative should not be 
considered in game studies—or perhaps that games cannot tell stories 
at all (Juul 1999)—the theories from which our research methods arise 
are fundamentally interested in the narrative of games, and we posit that 
these narratives are worthy of exploration. However, this does not mean 
that we are positioning ourselves as narratologists in this ongoing debate. 
Rather, we believe that narratology and ludology cannot truly be separated 
in games, as the mechanical, dynamic, and aesthetic elements of games 
(Hunicke, LeBlanc, & Zubek 2004) are inherently linked.

Just as we must understand and position ourselves in relation to debates 
within game studies, we must also consider our relationship to areas of 
contention within the field of literary studies. One of these debates exam-
ines the place of the author in relation to the work being analysed; the 
idea that the author can be disconnected from their work is referred to as 
‘the death of the author’ based on Barthes’ (1977) book of the same title. 
Barthes (1977) suggests that disconnecting the author from the text allows 
the analyst to avoid trying to ‘decipher’ the text in terms of the context in 
which it was written and the intentions of the author. While some analysts 
agree with this approach, others consider intent and the author’s historical 
context integral to the analysis process.

Literary studies has engaged in similar debates about whether the 
interpretation of the audience should be considered when analysing a text. 
‘Reader response theory’ maintains that meaning is not located in the 
text but is created through the reader’s engagement with it. Stanley Fish 
suggests that ‘the form of the reader’s experience, formal units, and the 
structure of intention are one, that they come into view simultaneously’ 
(in Tompkins 1980: 177), meaning that a text cannot be considered as a 
‘complete’ object if the analyst disregards the audience’s experience or the 
author’s intentions.

Debates about the relationship between a text and its creator or its audi-
ence are equally valuable—if not more so—when examining game objects. 
Games are altered more by the impact of the audience than other cultural 
artefacts—like books and films. This is because games are (typically) static 
objects unless an audience is interacting with them. Although Games as 
Texts does not put player experience—or related concepts like embodied 
play (Keogh 2018) and player agency (Cole 2018a)—at the forefront of our 
analysis, we acknowledge that the player cannot be separated from the 



﻿Introduction    ◾    5

game object because its systems cannot be put into motion without an 
audience. 

Analysing a game requires the researcher to look at the game as a sys-
tem (Fullerton 2004), but also to examine elements of the game as indi-
vidual components. Analysing games is complex and informative, and, 
by approaching games as texts through the lenses of literary theories, we 
intend to elevate games as an artistic craft that produces cultural arte-
facts rather than simply consumer products. In this way, textual analysis 
of games fundamentally differs from the value judgements of journalistic 
game writing that typically intends to review a product rather than engag-
ing with a text for its content and cultural significance.

When players view themselves solely as consumers rather than as indi-
viduals appreciating an artistic craft, they form expectations and feel enti-
tled to a product which minimises their understanding of a text’s artistic 
and critical significance. Games as Texts seeks to model the application of 
literary theories to games to make textual analysis more accessible, giving 
individuals some of the tools and vocabulary they can use to articulate a 
critical understanding of games.

Games as Texts is primarily designed to aid individuals who are analys-
ing games for research, whether that be for academic publication, tertiary 
classes, long-form press, or personal enjoyment. We aim to provide his-
torical context around literary theories, as well as definitional information 
and practical examples that will allow you to apply these theories in your 
own work. Additionally, Games as Texts hopes to demonstrate the role 
of games as cultural artefacts—either actively or passively—to the acad-
emy by showing how games are socially significant and can be analysed 
as such. Our book also aims to assist players in recognising the potential 
of games and to assist developers in considering the values that their work 
conveys (Fullerton 2004).

With our approach established, let’s commence our journey into liter-
ary theories and textual analysis.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME USING 
THESE LENSES, ASK YOURSELF…

At the end of each chapter, we will provide you with some questions that 
you can use to begin thinking critically about games from the perspective 
we have been exploring. But it’s important to remember that observing 
representations and ideas within a text is only the first step! Here are some 
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questions that will help you take your observations and turn them into criti-
cal analyses.

	 1.	 What can you observe and what is it trying to achieve?
	 2.	 What techniques are being used in this game and to what end?
	 3.	 What do my observations reveal about society?
	 4.	 Is this a deliberate commentary or does it reveal subconscious values?
	 5.	 What does this* mean?

* In this question, ‘this’ refers to the observation or argument that you have 
just made. You can continue asking ‘what does this mean?’ until you find 
values and meanings in a text.
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C h a p t e r  1

Games and 
Universal Truths

Liberal humanism is interested in the foundations of a medium, 
and the foundations of the human story. This theory—or meta-the-

ory—is the basis for all critical analysis of texts. It encourages us to see 
how all texts have the power to reveal universal human truths (Barry 
2009: 17–18). By examining modern texts through this lens, their content 
can be distilled to reveal the similar themes of the human condition that 
have always influenced our stories.

Studies suggest that, despite being dressed up in different ways, there 
are only a small number of plots that are repeated over and over across 
different mediums of storytelling. There have been many hand-coded 
and—more recently—computer-coded attempts to trace the similarities 
between the ‘shapes’ of plots. Hand-coded attempts have found three 
(Foster-Harris 1959), seven (Booker 2004), twenty (Tobias 1993), or thirty-
six (Polti 1895) common plots. Reagan et al. (2016) completed a thorough 
computer analysis and found six main emotional arcs and connected these 
back to oral histories and early folk stories.

No matter the number of similar plots, the important point is that com-
monalities exist between the stories we tell now and have told throughout 
history. Although games differ from traditional linear narratives in many 
ways, liberal humanism suggests that humans have prioritised the same 
essential ideas throughout history and that these commonalities are more 
important than the innovations of a medium or of a particular text within 
that medium (Barry 2009: 17–18).

Games as Texts Games and Universal Truths
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Liberal humanism invites us to look at commonalities between texts 
and between people. In doing so, this allows us to remember that we are 
all human and, despite variations in the specifics of our experiences, we 
all have the capacity to feel empathy for the fundamental truths underpin-
ning the lives of others. Many of the literary theories we are exploring in 
this book focus on the differences between social groups and the way that 
the representations of those identities within texts can reflect reality; these 
theories are a rebellion against the liberal humanist idea that everybody 
experiences the world in the same way.

However, in our approach to liberal humanism, we suggest that this 
theory is not claiming that human beings and their experiences are 
homogenous but, instead, that focusing on similarities is more important 
than focusing on differences. This includes the similarities between texts 
and the ways that they elicit emotion from an audience. For literature, this 
typically refers to poetic devices. Poetic devices are simply the techniques 
used by an author to create meaning; you have probably heard of some 
more common poetic devices like metaphors, similes, personification, 
alliteration, and so on.

Language can be used to ‘enact’ what it depicts by taking advantage of 
the connection between form and meaning (Barry 2009: 19). In literature, 
this refers to the way that the poetic devices within a text can help to create 
the meaning of that text. This approach to textual analysis sits parallel to 
the concept of ‘ludonarrative harmony’ in game studies, whereby design-
ers try to develop a strong connection between the narrative (meaning) 
of a game and the mechanics (form) through which that narrative is told 
(Pynenberg 2012).

Liberal humanism is interested in the ways that language (and mechan-
ics) can enact meaning. As a result, this theoretical approach values the 
way that a text is ‘showing and demonstrating’ ideas rather than ‘explain-
ing or saying’ them (Barry 2017: 19). Many writers have heard this put 
more simply: ‘show, don’t tell’. In game design, this idiom is taken one step 
further and designers are told, ‘do, don’t show’. This approach to design 
suggests that, where possible, players should be able to interact with a 
text—or ‘do’—rather than be shown content by the designer in the form 
of cutscenes, dialogue sequences, and so on. Player agency—or the ability 
for a player to ‘do’—is valued by many developers, and this agency allows 
players to be the cause within ‘the cause-and-effect process that drives a 
narrative arc’ (Cole 2018a).
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Viewing game systems through the lens of liberal humanism encour-
ages us to see how the player’s actions and interactions are inextricably 
linked to the messages that a game conveys, in the same way that poetic 
devices and content are connected in traditional linear narratives. Liberal 
humanism asks us to look at games through the eyes of the individual 
interacting with them and, more than that, through the greater human 
experience and the ‘universal truths’ presented by them (Barry 2009: 
17–18).

ARCHETYPES AND THE MONOMYTH
Archetypes in literature are recurring symbols, characters, and ideas that 
occur throughout the history of human storytelling. Liberal humanism 
focuses on connecting modern texts to the archetypes established in foun-
dational stories, thereby situating all texts within the same continuum of 
storytelling. Thus, having an understanding of different archetypes and 
being able to identify them in modern texts is an integral aspect of liberal 
humanist analysis—and remains an important tool when performing all 
forms of textual analysis.

One of the most well-known archetypal plot structures is the ‘mono-
myth’ or ‘hero’s journey’. In his 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 
Joseph Campbell defines the monomyth as a seventeen-stage journey. In 
short, the monomyth describes a hero’s call to adventure, the trials they 
face on their journey, and their return to their normal life as a changed 
person. Campbell codified this ur-narrative structure after tracing simi-
larities across mythological stories from around the world. Although the 
monomyth concerns itself only with early foundational narratives, the 
structure continues to influence or materialise in modern stories—inten-
tionally and otherwise.

The monomyth is not the only structure by which we can design a game 
narrative, but those who recommend this story arc praise its ‘simplicity’ 
(Dunniway 2000). By scaffolding a game using a narrative structure that 
everybody is familiar with—either explicitly or implicitly—games can 
spend ‘less time explaining’ and move into action quicker (Dunniway 
2000). The aptly named Journey (Thatgamecompany 2020) was explicitly 
designed with this in mind (Chen, in Ohannessian 2012). The game relies 
on the monomyth to guide the player, giving them no explicit instructions 
about their purpose for traversing the landscape. The landscape itself—
more specifically, its topography—mirrors the rise and fall of the hero’s 
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journey as it appears when it is drawn as a diagram of rising and falling 
tension (Figures 1.1 and 1.2).

One of the reasons Journey is so effective is that the player-char-
acter receives guidance from an ally. This ally comes in the form of 
another player who can only communicate with you using body lan-
guage and short musical sounds. They can choose to guide you through 
your adventure, showing you the path and extra secrets along the way. 
An ‘ally’ is one of several recurring characters within the monomyth 
narrative structure. Vogler (1998) interpreted the monomyth to define 
eight character archetypes: hero, mentor, threshold guardian, herald, 
shapeshifter, shadow, ally, and trickster. Each of these can be found in 
games, and can be used to guide an analysis through a liberal human-
ist lens.

For example, early games in the Pokémon series (Game Freak 2019) 
follow this archetypal model closely. In Red and Blue (1998), the player-
character is the ‘hero’, and they are given the task of adventuring through 
Kanto to collect Pokémon and eventually defeat the Champion. The task 
is given by Professor Oak, the ‘herald’, who also acts as an ongoing ‘men-
tor’ for the adventure. Oak’s grandson is the player-character’s rival and 
appears intermittently throughout the game, first as an ‘ally’, but also as 
a ‘shapeshifter’ as he reveals himself to be the Champion that the player 
ultimately has to defeat to win the game. Along the journey, the player-
character must gain gym badges from gym leaders—the ‘threshold 

FIGURE 1.2  The player reaches the climax of Journey after climbing both a lit-
eral and metaphorical mountain (Edwards 2013).
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guardians’—and must also defeat members of Team Rocket, who act as 
the narrative’s ‘shadow’.

More than a decade later, the Pokémon series is still releasing games 
featuring characters that map to many of the same archetypes, but that 
also surprise the player by subverting the established archetypes in unex-
pected ways. In Sword and Shield (2019), the game still features a professor, 
but her granddaughter better maps to the ‘mentor’ archetype throughout 
the story and becomes a professor at the end of her story arc. This game 
still has a ‘team’ of apparent antagonists (this time it’s Team Yell), but it 
turns out they aren’t trying to steal Pokémon; their goal is to enthusiasti-
cally cheer for one of the other gym challengers and prevent you from 
stealing her spotlight. Chairman Rose seems like an ‘ally’ for most of the 
story, but he is actually a ‘shapeshifter’ who turns out to be the villain, and 
his minions are the real ‘shadow’ of the story.

Pokémon demonstrates a way that many modern stories are inspired by 
narrative structures and archetypal characters but don’t necessarily use 
every single archetype from a particular model. The series also shows how 
archetypes can be deliberately subverted, combined, or otherwise modi-
fied. By using techniques such as conflating archetypes (so that one char-
acter plays multiple roles) or switching archetypes (so that a character you 
expect to be one archetype turns out to be another), the Pokémon series 
is able to follow a familiar and comfortable formula, while making each 
story fresh and interesting to a return player.

FAMILIAR FACES IN UNFAMILIAR PLACES

Analysing Mass Effect through a Liberal Humanist Lens

Mass Effect (BioWare 2007) uses familiar archetypal characters to allow 
the player to better connect with a narrative set in unfamiliar galaxies. This 
analysis will identify the ‘hero’, ‘mentor’, ‘shadow’, and ‘threshold guardian’ 
in the story—based on the model developed by Vogler (1998)—as well as 
explore the purpose of these archetypes within the text.

The hero of Mass Effect is Shepard, the player-character and protagonist. 
Shepard is the first human ‘Spectre’, who are agents given power to main-
tain stability throughout the galaxy however they deem necessary. By being 
the first of their species to be granted this power, Shepard becomes a type 
of ‘Chosen One’, as is typical of a character adhering to the hero archetype.

Shepard can have a range of backgrounds based on player choice; how-
ever, many of these allow Shepard to adhere to the stereotypical heroic 
trajectory regardless of the customisation option that the player selects. 
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Shepard may have been the sole survivor of an attack, an orphan raised on 
the streets, a brave war hero, or a refugee from a destroyed colony; regard-
less of the origin story that the player chooses, Shepard is established as a 
character who has faced adversity and risen above it.

As the hero, the archetypes of other characters are defined through their 
relationships with Shepard. Captain David Anderson plays the role of ‘men-
tor’ to Shepard, and originally was supposed to play the role of Chosen 
One—the first human Spectre—before being sabotaged and is instead 
preparing Shepard for the job. Anderson acts as an unwavering supporter 
of Shepard throughout the game, risking both his career and his life to 
assist Shepard in their heroic quest. The relationship between Shepard 
and Anderson is deliberately unambiguous to contrast with the unfamiliar 
aspects of the setting and institutions—including the Spectres—that the 
audience needs to understand. This allows the audience to learn about the 
universe in which Mass Effect is set without also immediately being chal-
lenged by complicated relationships between characters.

Although supporting Shepard in all aspects of their role as a Spectre, 
Anderson particularly puts himself at risk to assist them in their pursuit of 
the narrative’s ‘shadow’. The ‘shadow’ role is occupied by two characters—
Saren, who is considered a villain from the beginning of the game, and 
Sovereign, who the player discovers has been influencing Saren to assist 
with their own mission to eradicate all life in the galaxy.

Both Saren and Sovereign can be considered a ‘shadow’ to Shepard; 
however, each serve a different purpose for the audience. Saren is a tan-
gible individual—a straightforward face of the narrative’s antagonist that 
Shepard (and therefore the player) can pursue. Saren is responsible for the 
betrayal that sabotaged Anderson’s attempt to become the first human 
Spectre, and so the player can easily and unquestioningly be positioned in 
opposition to Saren from the beginning of the game. He is also established 
as a foil to Shepard, as the two of them are the only individuals known to 
have interacted with an ancient and advanced piece of technology called 
the ‘Prothean Beacon’ without being killed or losing their sanity.

The tangibility of Saren as an enemy is important because Sovereign—
the greater and more dangerous villain in the narrative—is a less tangible 
force. Initially, Sovereign appears to be a Reaper starship that Saren was 
somehow able to reactivate; however, as the narrative progresses, it is dis-
covered that Sovereign is actually a fully sentient Reaper who is leading a 
mission to ‘harvest’ sentient life and grow their race. It is further revealed 
that Sovereign uses Saren as a pawn throughout the narrative to aid in this 
mission using a process referred to as ‘indoctrination’, complicating their 
relationship. Saren did not take over a Reaper ship as originally suspected; 
rather, the ship took over Saren.

Even as this is revealed, Sovereign still takes the appearance of a 
large starship and so Saren acts as the more straightforward individual 



14    ◾    Games as Texts﻿

enemy while Sovereign is representative of the overarching threat. When 
Sovereign’s influence over Saren dissipates towards the conclusion of the 
narrative, Saren expresses regret for his actions; however, even despite this 
remorse he is still depicted as somebody who was a villain made more 
villainous rather than an innocent victim, ensuring his status as ‘shadow’ 
remains.

The primary resistance Shepard experiences in their pursuit of both 
Saren and Sovereign is the Citadel Council. This institution is the narrative’s 
‘threshold guardian’; in addition to being arbiters of who can and cannot be 
a Spectre, the Council acts as a gatekeeper to Shepard by allowing or disal-
lowing them to pursue both individual and institutional threats. In this way, 
the Council does not only guard the initial threshold to Shepard’s quest but 
several subsequent thresholds throughout their journey.

Although the Council is an unfamiliar organisation to the player, using 
archetypes allows the player to draw parallels between the Council’s role 
in Mass Effect and the role of ‘threshold guardian’ characters and groups in 
other narratives—as well as in their own reality. By adhering to archetypes 
when establishing the narrative’s ‘hero’ and ‘shadow’, Mass Effect clearly 
positions the player so that they become frustrated by the Council and 
the obstacles that they put between Shepard and Saren/Sovereign. Mass 
Effect uses well-established archetypes when introducing its audience to 
an unfamiliar setting to ensure the player understands who is their ally and 
who is their adversary while trying to decipher the intricacies of the galaxy 
they are exploring. This allows the series to build a foundation that can then 
be subverted in subsequent games set in the same, now-familiar location.

In addition to plots and characters, symbols are a common archetypal 
element of texts. Symbols are any items or objects that are representative 
of a larger idea (Barry 2009). They can typically be traced across narratives 
and connect to the larger sociocultural context in which a text was cre-
ated. Common symbols are recurring colours (red as love), animals (dove 
as peace), or settings (garden as paradise).

Colours are an interesting symbol to examine in games because they 
are able to communicate not only an emotional purpose but a mechani-
cal one—whether it be to denote allies and enemies, symbolise icons in a 
puzzle, or differentiate levels and spaces. In the Assassin’s Creed (Ubisoft 
2018) series, ‘Eagle Vision’ can be used to overlay colours onto the world, 
allowing the protagonist (and player) to distinguish between allies, ene-
mies, and targets based on colour symbolism. Allies are depicted in blue, 
which is a colour associated with ‘good’ due to its connection to the sky 
and heavenly beings; enemies are instead coloured red, which is associated 
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with concepts like war, blood, and anger. Assassin’s Creed relies on a sim-
ilar good/bad dichotomy with the white hooded robes of the Assassins 
and the black outfits of significant Templars (along with their red crosses); 
white is, again, typically associated with goodness and purity while black 
is associated with evil and death.

After early Assassin’s Creed games established the concept that blue/white 
is good and red/black is evil, the series began to play with these assumptions 
to create more complex heroes. Later protagonists are more likely to make 
morally questionable decisions or break the rules of their order, and often 
do so while wearing darker versions of the Assassin’s garb that players of 
the series have become accustomed to. By using colour to establish stereo-
types and obvious binaries and then manipulating colour to demonstrate 
moral shades of grey, Assassin’s Creed encourages players to interrogate 
their assumptions and examine the complexity of reality in a similar way.

EMOTIONS ARE UNIVERSAL
Analysing texts at a macro level to identify the archetypes they use is one 
way to engage with universal human truths, but it is also valuable to look 
at the individual experiences of characters and the way they reflect com-
mon human concerns. These concerns are often described as the ‘themes’ 
of the work; although texts can explore any theme, there are recurring 
central concepts across texts that express ‘ideas that have meaning to 
many individuals regardless of the time or place’ like love, loss, nostalgia, 
sacrifice, and conflict (Kirszner & Mandell 1993: 3–4).

The narrative of Bastion (Supergiant Games 2011) features many of 
these themes and, in doing so, explores the universal human truths that 
liberal humanism is used to identify. Bastion is set in Caelondia, a city 
that has been fractured by an event known as the Calamity. A narrator 
tells the story of the Kid—the player-character and protagonist—who does 
not speak. The story follows the Kid’s loss of innocence, his grief over his 
home, his uncertainty as he tries to determine which path to follow, and 
the community he forms with the few other survivors.

The narrative of Bastion culminates in a scene underpinned by 
betrayal and sacrifice: does the Kid save Zulf, who betrayed Caelondia 
after wrestling with his own loss and uncertainty, or does the Kid choose 
to protect himself? The individual circumstances of this narrative are 
fantastical but reflect real-life narratives. The loss of Caelondia reflects 
the loss of real communities during wars or natural disasters, and the 
exploration of how we cope with loss and grief can apply to not only 
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these major events that affect large groups but also to events that happen 
in an individual’s life. Narratives about these universal human themes 
allow us to safely explore our emotions and apply the lessons we learn to 
our own lives.

Texts allow us to not only explore human emotions in unconventional 
or fantastical settings but also to explore how universal truths might apply 
to non-human characters. By asking the audience to imagine how human 
emotions might be applied to personified animals, fictional species, or 
sentient artificial intelligence, we are encouraged to step back and look 
at universal truths from a more objective position. This is achieved in 
Nier: Automata (PlatinumGames 2017), which explores the relationship 
between humans and machines as a way to ask questions about the uni-
versal ‘human’ experience (Kirszner & Mandell 1993).

Although humans are long extinct in Nier: Automata, grand notions 
about the greatness of humanity remain, defended and preserved by 
androids that humans created in their image. These androids—whose 
rallying cry is ‘glory to mankind’—wage an endless war against the 
‘machines’. The machines are considered lesser beings, incapable of pro-
foundly ‘human’ traits like emotion, self-awareness, or speech. However, 
the machines are repeatedly shown to be more than simple tools of war: 
many machines demonstrate advanced speech and thought capabili-
ties, with some choosing to forgo their programmed violent behaviours 
entirely. For example, Pascal and his village of machines create a peace-
ful society—forming families, establishing diplomatic relations with other 
groups, and taking an interest in philosophy. The machines, it turns out, 
are capable of growth and advancement: they can learn, think, and feel.

Before they became extinct, the humans treated the androids as ‘tools’ 
that were useful and incapable of the traits that they considered to be 
uniquely human. These lessons were internalised by the autonomous 
androids, who chastise each other for displays of emotion because these 
feelings are ‘prohibited’. In the world of Nier: Automata, humans failed to 
recognise that the universality of emotions extended beyond themselves 
to other creatures—including those that they created—and inadvertently 
taught the androids this same lesson. In the game, the androids repeat 
these mistakes with the machines.

At their essence, the androids and machines are extremely similar. Both 
were created by a now-extinct species, are artificial intelligences, and are 
capable of independent thought, emotion, and speech. The fundamental 
difference between them is that the androids were made in the image of 
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humans while the machines were built by an alien species. If the androids 
were built to reflect the humans that created them, what does their overall 
dismissal of the machines as ‘lesser’ say about humanity?

You can apply a liberal humanist lens to a text by looking for the ‘themes’ 
that are considered fundamentally human like love, loss, nostalgia, sacri-
fice, and conflict (Kirszner & Mandell 1993: 3–4) as well as emotions like 
joy, grief, rage, and sadness. Who the text allows to express these universal 
truths, how they are expressed, and the tensions this can cause can be 
examined to reveal humanity’s similarities, idiosyncrasies, or hubris.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH A LIBERAL 
HUMANIST LENS, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 What universal experiences are depicted?
	 2.	 Does the text allude to myths, folklore, or religious stories? For what 

purpose?
	 3.	 Does the text try to explain the unexplainable? This might include 

origin stories, purpose, destiny, the afterlife, etc.
	 4.	 How does the text reflect universal hopes, fears, and expectations?
	 5.	 How does the narrative follow archetypal structures?
	 6.	 How do the characters fit within archetypes?
	 7.	 What symbols are in the text? What are they communicating?
	 8.	 What are the key themes of the texts, and how do they relate to 

universal human experiences?
	 9.	 What common human situations and feelings are revealed in the 

text?
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C h a p t e r  2

Games and Structure

When applied as a literary theory, structuralism is concerned with 
the ‘structures’ of a particular medium and how texts do—or do 

not—adhere to them. Structuralism as a movement began in the 1950s 
(Barry 2009: 38) and is concerned with how a text relates to other texts. 
When performing a structuralist analysis, we are looking for patterns 
and dualities, as well as the ways that a text connects to genres and other 
canonical structures that exist outside the text. Structuralism suggests 
that meaning is always found by examining a text’s place within its exter-
nal context rather than within the text itself (Barry 2009: 38). This theory, 
at its core, is about the way people construct the world and the ‘recogniz-
able and repeated forms’ that we design in doing so (Hawkes 1977: 14–15).

Structuralists believe that, through language, people construct them-
selves and the world they live in. As Hawkes (1977: 14–15) says, ‘man con-
structs the myths, the social institutions, virtually the whole world as he 
perceives it, and in doing so he constructs himself ’. But the gendered lan-
guage of this quote reveals an issue with structuralism—we cannot state 
that people construct the structures of society when many groups of peo-
ple are unwelcome in the process of that construction. The structures that 
are referred to by structuralists are institutions built by white, able-bod-
ied, cis men. These are the types of contradictions that post-structuralists 
are looking for within texts as they deconstruct them.

Where structuralists seek parallels and reflections in their analysis, 
post-structuralists look for contradictions, paradoxes, conflicts, and omis-
sions (Barry 2009: 70). Contradictions are inherent in the structures sur-
rounding videogames as a medium. For example, although videogames 

Games as Texts Games and Structure
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have existing institutions, like genres, the lines between them are blurry 
and difficult to define. This chapter will examine how to apply both a 
structuralist and post-structural lens to games and what each approach 
is able to reveal.

GENRE
As Lucy Morris stated in her 2019 GCAP talk on genre, ‘Genre is such a 
fluid concept—not any one person can decide what they mean!’ For exam-
ple, the ‘first-person shooter’ has a range of conventions that are used to 
define it as a genre—such as weapon-based combat and first-person per-
spective—but the games that share these traits are so incredibly different 
that classifying them as part of a single category is not useful. Both Doom 
(id Software 1993) and Portal (Valve 2007) are first-person perspective 
games involving gun-based interactions, but Portal doesn’t have varied 
weapons or ammunition. Superhot (Superhot Team 2016) is also a first-
person perspective game about weapon combat but, mechanically, doesn’t 
function in real time.

Matters are complicated further when ‘third-person shooters’ are intro-
duced, many of which have identical conventions to some of their ‘first-
person shooter’ cousins and only differ in any significant way through 
their camera perspective. In fact, ‘third-person shooters’ can be closer to 
some ‘first-person shooters’ than some ‘first-person shooters’ are to each 
other. Structural analysis of videogames that attempts to examine genres 
can quickly become post-structuralist because of the difficulty in mean-
ingfully separating genre categories and examining them as institutions.

Game genres are defined in varied ways. For example, ‘first-person 
shooters’ are defined based on their mechanics, but ‘horror’ games are 
similar to one another because of their theme and the emotional response 
they create in a player. It is possible for a game to belong to multiple genres 
if it includes mechanics and themes that adhere to the conventions of these 
different categorisations. Other genres, like ‘roguelikes’, are based on a 
‘prolific game’ (Morris 2019) that they share similarities with. ‘Roguelike’ 
literally means ‘like Rogue’ (A.I. Design 1980); although this game was 
not the first game that used the conventions of the genre, it is exemplary 
in terms of its procedurally generated dungeon levels, turn-based game-
play, and permanent player-character death. In 2008, the International 
Roguelike Development Conference sought to codify what a ‘roguelike’ 
must have in order to ‘properly’ conform to the genre conventions; how-
ever, this ‘official’ decision has not stopped the genre being applied to a 
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wide variety of disparate games—or from spawning a related genre, the 
‘rogue-lite’.

A structural analysis can be applied to determine how a game fits 
within the conventions of its genre, but also how the structures of that 
genre create meaning. Viewing roguelikes through a structuralist lens 
reveals that, although these games are composed of computer-generated 
levels and random systems, the player experience is created in the ways 
these systems interact (Ward 2015). In roguelikes like NetHack (NetHack 
DevTeam 1987) and Caves of Qud (Freehold Games 2015), symbols are 
used to create the physical structure of each level and these adhere to con-
ventions that allow the player to make educated guesses about the nature 
of new symbols they encounter; if roguelikes were completely random, 
players would not be able to learn the structures that ‘persist between play-
throughs’ (Ward 2015), which reduces the potential for meaning making.

Another genre characterised by a combination of persistent systems and 
randomised levels is the ‘battle royale’ genre. This emergent genre became 
a phenomenon after the launch of PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds (PUBG 
Corporation 2017), despite several games—and even more game modes 
and mods—having already established the foundations of the genre before 
PUBG’s launch. The genre at its core is defined by interactions between 
individuals or squads where each is trying desperately to survive, until 
somebody is the ‘last one standing’ and wins the game. With the release 
of several varied approaches to battle royale games, the other conventions 
of the genre have become clearer; common conventions include large map 
sizes and player numbers, shrinking play space, limited starting equip-
ment, and caches or chests. Items are placed randomly and players interact 
unpredictably, but maps—strategies for navigating them—retain a com-
mon structure between spawns.

Each battle royale game approaches these conventions differently 
while introducing a unique flavour to create a distinctive experience. An 
extremely popular battle royale game—both in terms of financial profit 
and player numbers—is Fortnite (Epic Games 2017). Fortnite’s battle royale 
game mode adheres to many of the genre’s conventions, while introduc-
ing a crafting system that allows players to manipulate their environment 
while attempting to survive against their opponents. The sprawling, mal-
leable environment of Fortnite’s map maintains its general geographical 
structure but introduces changes between each of the games ‘seasons’, 
which is considered one of the reasons this game has maintained popu-
larity for so long (Feldman 2018). Similar to roguelikes, it’s the tension 
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between the structured elements of Fortnite that are maintained between 
playthroughs—or seasons—and the randomised elements that are 
impacted by AI systems or player choice that creates a meaningful player 
experience and ongoing engagement.

CONTRADICTIONS AND AMBIGUITY
Structuralism analyses texts based on the conventions and ‘man-made’ 
structures that they are designed to abide by; meanwhile, post-structur-
alism analyses the ways texts deviate from these expectations and break 
down the barriers of these structures. In addition to examining the struc-
tures outside of the text’s narrative, structuralism and post-structuralism 
are also interested in the binary ideas, contradictions, and ambiguity pres-
ent within the narrative. If you are playing a game and two ideas con-
tained within it seem to be in opposition with each other, or the game is 
explicitly saying one thing but subconsciously reinforcing something else, 
then this is a perfect text to analyse using a post-structuralist lens. Post-
structuralism also encourages the multiplicity of interpretation, allow-
ing an audience to explore and justify multiple contradictory meanings 
within one text’s narrative.

Games provide an opportunity for audiences to ‘play’ in the space 
between supposedly binary oppositions. Star Wars: Knights of the Old 
Republic (BioWare 2003) features an alignment system where a player’s 
choices position the player-character as part of either the ‘light side’ or 
‘dark side’ of the mysterious power known as ‘the Force’. In the game, 
the light/dark binary is represented as a spectrum; the player is able to 
score between 0 and 100 on a scale that moves them between ‘High dark’ 
and ‘High light’, with grey areas in between. Shifting towards the light or 
dark side of the force imbues the player-character with special abilities 
and equipment, changes their appearance, and alters the way non-player–
characters (NPCs) interact with them.

Despite Knights of the Old Republic having a numerical approach to this 
spectrum—where each side of the binary is represented by the lowest or 
highest number on a scale—this system is obfuscated for the player. The 
player can get a general sense of how dark or light they are based on their 
appearance and skills but is not granted access to the numerical value of 
their morality, nor are they able to see exactly the number of ‘points’ they 
gain or lose from particular actions (although a text pop-up indicates if 
the player has moved ‘closer’, ‘much closer’, or ‘a great deal closer’ to one 
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side of the binary). Actions themselves may seem obviously ‘good’ or ‘bad’, 
but the game may not interpret actions the same way the player does, and 
this tension can create situations where a player thinks they are doing the 
right thing or making a completely amoral choice, but the game system 
decides that their choice is morally wrong.

Knights of the Old Republic features a simplified version of a morality 
system that is commonly more complicated in modern role-playing games 
(RPGs) and demonstrates the way games can encourage safe experimenta-
tion within the grey areas of binaries. By presenting players with a range of 
moral actions they can take and allowing them to place themselves some-
where within a spectrum, players are given opportunities for more mean-
ingful decision-making, rather than feeling forced to act as either always 
good or always evil. By doing this, Knights of the Old Republic suggests 
that there are good and bad actions, but that individuals are not always 
at one end of the spectrum or the other, and that each person’s morality 
can be more ambiguous. This ambiguity offers a site of analysis through a 
post-structuralist lens.

LESSONS AND LAMPPOSTS

Analysing The Beginner’s Guide through a Post-Structuralist Lens

The Beginner’s Guide (Everything Unlimited Ltd 2015) deliberately creates 
ambiguity to complicate the audience’s understanding of what defines a 
game. In doing so, the text encourages the audience to question what is 
real and what signifies authenticity in media.

Despite being framed as several games developed by an individual 
named ‘Coda’, The Beginner’s Guide is actually one cohesive game con-
structed by Davey Wreden. Wreden is the narrator of the game, who intro-
duces himself in the first scene. In addition to providing the player with 
his name, he also talks about the game he is famous for creating—The 
Stanley Parable (Galactic Cafe 2011)—and gives the player his real email 
address in case they have feedback or ‘interpretations’ that they would like 
to send him. Narrator Wreden even explicitly refers to Coda as a ‘real per-
son’. By referring to his own real name, email, and background, Narrator 
Wreden immediately attempts to convince the player that what he is saying 
is authentic. When we are presented with verifiable information alongside 
plausible information, it is easier to believe that the latter is also true.

Blurring the line between reality and fiction is a post-structuralist 
approach to an assumed binary. The audience is left questioning what 
is real, what is fictional, and what is a half-truth. Explicitly in the game, 
Narrator Wreden invites us to ask what Coda’s games tell us about Coda; 
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in doing so, Narrator Wreden implicitly asks us to consider what The 
Beginner’s Guide tells us about Davey Wreden. However, the game imme-
diately sabotages this suggestion by making it clear that it is impossible to 
understand a creator solely by analysing their work. In fact, this might be 
one of the primary purposes of the text—Narrator Wreden spends The 
Beginner’s Guide examining the authorial intent of the games he makes 
the audience play while simultaneously revealing that he has altered these 
games, imposing his own authorial intent upon them. These contradictions 
force the audience to question the assumptions they make about the texts 
they engage with.

Ambiguity is created through what Narrator Wreden reveals and how 
this conflicts with the ‘truths’ Coda presents to us. For example, in one of 
the scenes, Coda begins by telling the player that the game is connected 
to the internet. Immediately, Narrator Wreden contradicts this, telling the 
player that the game is not connected to the internet. Similarly, Narrator 
Wreden tells us about the lampposts that Coda begins adding to his games 
as a ‘destination’; but towards the climax of the narrative, Coda shares that 
Narrator Wreden has been adding these lampposts—and Coda would like 
him to stop. This ambiguity makes us question the reliability of the narrator 
and the version of Coda presented to us and further encourages us to ques-
tion what is reality and how reality is shaped by its narrator.

Although Narrator Wreden and Coda both claim that the scenes that 
comprise The Beginner’s Guide have been ‘altered’, it is valuable to remem-
ber that this collection of scenes is a complete game exactly as presented—
‘alterations’ included. By using a framing narrative, Narrator Wreden 
creates the illusion of multiplicity. For example, in one of Coda’s early 
games, Narrator Wreden describes the way the level ‘should be’ played but 
then alters the game to show the player a ‘bug’ that Coda originally created 
and talks about its significance. Branching narratives with multiple endings 
are not unusual in games; however, The Beginner’s Guide subverts this 
by suggesting an interaction could have been presented in multiple ways 
while forcing the player to experience them linearly, in a particular order, 
and with Narrator Wreden’s interpretations imposed on them. Further, it 
becomes clear that Narrator Wreden is seeking validation that his analysis 
is correct and, as the player cannot disagree with him at any point, The 
Beginner’s Guide is inherently designed to support this outcome. Even the 
choice of pacing is removed from the player—game endings are ‘spoiled’ 
by Narrator Wreden before we reach them ourselves, or we are forced to 
move to a new scene without choice or warning.

While games are often a medium of choice, The Beginner’s Guide is 
about how Narrator Wreden removes choice—both that of the player and 
of Coda. This creates questions for the audience regarding what defines 
a game and what a text needs in order to be classified as one. Narrator 
Wreden explicitly asks this question in one of the scenes when describing 
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a debate he had with Coda; Narrator Wreden insists that a piece of media 
needs to be ‘playable’ to be a game. We are told a story about how Coda 
responds to this—he creates hundreds of games with generic box-shaped 
rooms that the player can walk around in without being able to do anything 
else. If playability is the metric by which we measure games, are these 
games?

This question—both in its explicit and implicit presentation in The 
Beginner’s Guide—encourages the player to ask post-structuralist questions 
about the ‘structure’ of games as a medium and how a game can be decon-
structed into its elements. By imposing himself on Coda’s work, Narrator 
Wreden inadvertently shows us that games are more than a collection of 
elements that are combined and owned by a developer; they also require 
an audience. The very act of consuming a game, by necessity, requires a 
player to bring something of themselves to it in order to ‘complete’ the text. 
This means that each player will interpret a game differently based on the 
unique memories and experiences they bring to the text, and each player 
owns the text that they help to create—including Narrator Wreden and his 
interpretation of Coda’s games.

A post-structuralist analysis of The Beginner’s Guide reveals the text’s 
multiplicity, ambiguity, and contradictions. These are deliberately designed 
to encourage the audience to question what defines a game and what 
defines reality, and how one can help inform the other. The Beginner’s 
Guide shows us that texts can be a window into what is ‘real’ but that real-
ity is always filtered through the perspectives of an author and an audience.

Similar to Knights of the Old Republic, the Deus Ex series allows the 
player to explore the ambiguous space between good and bad, heroic and 
villainous. The games Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montréal 2011) 
and Deus Ex: Mankind Divided (Eidos Montréal 2016) each seek to create 
a narrative that explores prejudice by examining the relationship between 
humans and augmented humans. Throughout Human Revolution, aug-
mented humans are presented in different ways and the player is given 
the opportunity to experiment within the space between good and bad 
extremes to help form their own opinions about whether augmented 
humans are ‘too dangerous’ to exist. This opportunity is particularly 
poignant because the player-character, Adam Jensen, is an augmented 
human, so the player is able to see first-hand the power that augmented 
humans can have in this gameworld.

Towards the end of Human Revolution, augmented humans are hacked 
and sent into a violent rage. As a result, there is greater prejudice against 
augmented humans in Mankind Divided. The player continues to play as 
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Adam Jensen and therefore should be given the opportunity to experience 
this prejudice first-hand; however, contradictorily, the player-character is 
treated as special and is allowed to focus on his privilege and skills with-
out suffering the exploitation and marginalisation typical of augmented 
humans in this gameworld. When explored through a post-structuralist 
lens, this contradiction suggests that the text is sharing different messages 
explicitly and implicitly. While explicitly exploring the inescapable mar-
ginalisation and prejudicial treatment of a social group, Human Revolution 
implies that this marginalisation can be avoided with ‘appropriate’ behav-
iour and enough determination—or a greater source of privilege. Through 
this subtext, Deus Ex is suggesting that if the rest of the world considers 
you to be special and contributing something of value, they are more likely 
to treat you as human, despite the fact that all people deserve to be treated 
as equal regardless of their societal output.

Both structuralism and post-structuralism allow an audience to anal-
yse games in terms of rules—both those that the text follows and those 
it breaks. Although these approaches may seem in competition with one 
another, really one is an evolution of the other, and both offer valuable 
opportunities to understand games based on the structures that exist 
outside them, that are imposed upon them, and that they are created 
within.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH A 
STRUCTURALIST LENS, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 How does the text conform to genre?
	 2.	 How do game systems and mechanics create structure in the text? 

How do these structures contribute to meaning?
	 3.	 What are the binary pairings at work in the piece? Do these binaries 

imply a hierarchy?
	 4.	 Do words, dialogue, imagery, or allusions associated with binaries 

contribute to the elevation of one part of the narrative (e.g. light) 
over another (e.g. darkness)?

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH A POST-
STRUCTURALIST LENS, ASK YOURSELF…

	 1.	 What binary oppositions or tensions operate in the game? How are 
the lines blurred between binary ideas? Some examples to look for 
include light/dark, good/evil, old/young, linear/nonlinear, poor/rich, 
masculine/feminine, Western/Eastern, etc.
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	 2.	 How does the text explore the space between binary ideas?
	 3.	 How does the text invite ambiguity versus certainty? 
	 4.	 How does the text create the possibility of multiple meanings and 

interpretations?
	 5.	 How does the text allow multiple contradictory meanings to 

co-exist? 
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C h a p t e r  3

Games and Class

Marxism is a theory about class. At its core, it demands the com-
mon ownership of production, distribution, and exchange in the 

hope that this could lead to social power being more evenly distributed 
(Barry 2009: 150). Although Karl Marx (and other theorists who started 
the Marxist movement, like Friedrich Engels) did not make a specific state-
ment about literature and the creation of texts, the concepts underpinning 
Marxism have led to a Marxist lens of textual analysis being created and 
applied (Barry 2009: 152).

Essentially, Marxist literary theorists suggest that a text cannot be sepa-
rated from the social class in which it was written. Rather than assuming 
authors are struck by inspiration or genius, Marxism highlights the impor-
tance of education and opportunity, which are more easily afforded to 
people of a higher social class (Barry 2009: 152). This means that applying 
a Marxist lens to a text encourages us to focus on the aspects of class and 
political climate contained within that text—either explicitly or implic-
itly—and reflect on what these themes reveal about the world we live in.

Videogame audiences are not altogether unfamiliar with Marxism. The 
term is frequently used in debates about videogames, particularly regard-
ing the relationship videogames have to diversity and representation. 
The games industry has had a fraught relationship with diversity (Cole & 
Zammit 2020), and the years of ongoing debate have led to many terms 
losing their meaning and significance—including Marxism. The term is 
now often used not to discuss and debate representations of social class; 
instead ‘Marxist’ has been co-opted as an insult for anybody with a liberal 
or left-leaning political alignment.

Games as Texts Games and Class
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For example, when Queerly Represent Me (for which both authors are 
directors) conducted an audience survey in 2017 about diversity and inclu-
sion, some participants referred to the surveyors as ‘Marxist shitstains’ or 
as being part of a ‘Marxist religion’. One respondent stated that it wasn’t 
important if character creators in videogames represented them ‘because 
I’m not a mentally ill Marxist’. These participants may completely under-
stand the theory of Marxism, but it wouldn’t be a stretch to assume that 
there are some gaps in their knowledge.

The trouble is that it’s easy to parrot the term ‘Marxist’ in incorrect 
and insulting contexts when political representatives and media outlets 
are also misusing the term. In particular, ‘cultural Marxism’ is an increas-
ingly popular phrase, with a definition that has become so diluted that 
even the people using it don’t know what it means anymore. The term was 
originally coined in 1973 as an extension of traditional Marxism, suggest-
ing that it is not only capitalism that perpetuates social power, but also 
gender hierarchies, race relations, sexuality, and so on (Schroyer 1973). 
More recently, it’s been picked up by conservative reactionaries as a way 
to claim that ‘left-wing intellectuals’ are ‘trying to destroy the foundations 
of Western society’ (Zappone 2017) with ideas of political correctness and 
privilege (Wilson 2015).

The popularity of the phrase ‘cultural Marxism’ has an origin story that 
can be traced uncomfortably close to home for the authors of this book; 
although first appearing in niche online forums, the term started gain-
ing traction with a wider audience due to the work of Australian jour-
nalists and politicians. Conservative political columnist Andrew Bolt has 
used the phrase ‘cultural Marxism’ in his writing, and former Australian 
Labor opposition leader Mark Latham has also claimed that it is a ‘pow-
erful’ movement that is ‘dominating’ 80% of public life (Zappone 2017). 
These public uses of the phrase have exposed the wider Australian public 
to it, encouraging its more widespread use. For radical right-wing figures, 
cultural Marxism has become an umbrella for ideas of postcolonialism 
and race studies, feminism, gender and sexuality, and social justice more 
broadly (Zappone 2017) and is being used to equate communism with 
entirely unrelated political concepts like marriage equality in the hopes 
that it will frighten people into voting against human rights.

Videogames as texts reveal a lot about social structures, political cli-
mates, and capitalism when viewed through a Marxist lens—but these 
conversations can only be valuable if shared by people with an under-
standing of what the theory of Marxism is actually concerned with. To 
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this end, it’s time to put aside ‘Marxist’ as an insult and ‘cultural Marxism’ 
as a right-wing dog whistle and, instead, consider the theory of Marxism 
as an analytical lens.

Existing Marxist analysis of games typically examines the medium 
in relation to the society in which it sits and asks questions of class and 
power regarding who puts labour into producing games, who has access 
to technology, and the ways technology now permeates our lives (Dyer-
Witheford & de Peuter 2009; Kirkpatrick et al. 2016). When Marxism is 
used to consider the content of games, it’s often focused on how designers 
make choices about what to include in games (Campbell 2016) rather than 
analysing the content itself. This is an interesting trend considering ques-
tions of power, class, and currency drive the mechanics of many games 
and values are being perpetuated by these decisions—either accidentally 
or deliberately. Multiplayer games can have a direct correlation between 
real-life resource ownership and in-game power, strategy games have dis-
posable labour forces controlled by a player, and role-playing games often 
feature rags-to-riches storylines that comment on class.

MULTIPLAYER GAMES AND MARXISM
Multiplayer games that position players against one another competitively 
work as excellent exemplar texts for examining how power is distributed 
within class structures. In these games, in-game currency and resources 
act as a marker of power that can allow players to ‘win’ to various degrees 
when matched against other players. Games like Second Life (Linden Lab 
2003) and Star Citizen (Cloud Imperium Games 2013) rely on in-game 
currency to purchase items, including ornate houses or impressive ships. 
These items create social hierarchies within the games—which have full 
economies and follow a capitalist model—and therefore lead to the devel-
opment of in-game classes.

Because these open-world games don’t have an end-state, being of a 
higher class in-game does little but allow players to have bragging rights. 
However, in Star Citizen, having access to better ships and resources 
means having an advantage in player-versus-player (PVP) modes, mean-
ing ‘lower class’ players are limited in their ability to engage with this part 
of the game. This issue is amplified when the source of in-game currency 
is examined; players are able to buy in-game currency using real-life cur-
rency, meaning there is an immediate relationship between a person’s 
real-life social class and their in-game social class. People with more dis-
posable income are able to purchase more in-game resources and better 
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ships, and therefore access parts of the game—like PVP modes—that play-
ers from lower classes are excluded from. This reinforces the way higher 
classes exclude lower classes in capitalist societies.

Analysing Hearthstone’s (Blizzard Entertainment 2014) in-game 
‘classes’ can demonstrate how these also mirror reality. The game has been 
criticised for its ‘free-to-play, pay-to-win’ model, which suggests that any-
body can download and play Hearthstone for free, but people with dispos-
able real-life currency and more free time are more likely to win games 
because they are able to buy important in-game resources and spend time 
earning in-game items.

Within the ‘ranked’ mode of the game—where players are encour-
aged to compete against one another and gain a ‘rank’ to indicate their 
skill—there are particular approaches identified by players as the stron-
gest strategies for winning. Each of these strategies requires the player to 
own specific cards; although players can earn these by participating in 
daily quests or arena challenges, the frequency with which the game is 
updated and competitive strategies change makes it difficult for players to 
participate in these strategies without paying real-life currency for cards. 
In this way, players with less disposable income are made to play ‘catch-up’ 
against people who are able to purchase cards and use winning strategies 
more reliably. This reflects the power dynamics of real-life class structures, 
with upper-class people being able to afford better education, healthcare, 
transport, and other key services that provide them with advantages, 
while lower classes are forced to play ‘catch-up’.

EXPENDABLE LABOUR
Although many games do not feature a direct connection between real 
and virtual currency, they are still able to make a social comment about 
wealth and power when examined through a Marxist lens. The Age of 
Empires series (Ensemble Studios et al. 2019) is a well-known real-time 
strategy game where players lead their empire to victory by spawning vil-
lagers and armies to conquer other empires. This is a game of sheer num-
bers; no matter how well-prepared you are, some of your army will die 
in your attempts to fight your enemies, but these individuals are seen as 
disposable in service of the larger goal. When the population becomes too 
high in the later stages of a skirmish, you can literally delete villagers to 
make space for individuals who will ‘contribute’ more to the success of 
your empire.
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This is typical of strategy games with a focus on conquering enemies. 
The Total War series (Creative Assembly & Feral Interactive 2019) high-
lights the disposability of labour through the combat strategies that are 
most effective in the game. Although these games don’t explicitly tell you 
how to win (although they do provide tutorials and advice), the series 
inevitably places a value judgement on particular choices by making them 
more effective than others. For example, in Rome: Total War (The Creative 
Assembly 2004) an effective tactical approach involves using groups of 
poorly equipped soldiers recruited from poor families to attack an enemy 
and soften their forces, before following up with well-equipped veterans—
often recruited from richer families—to finish them off. This presents the 
value judgement that lower-class individuals are more disposable and are 
not even worth giving appropriate equipment to defend themselves, while 
individuals from the upper class have more power within a conflict and 
are more worthy of protecting. This attitude reflects approaches used in 
actual wars and is an attempt to present realistic subject matter; however, 
by replicating these classist attitudes, games like Rome: Total War are also 
perpetuating them.

Guild of Dungeoneering (Gambrinous 2015) adopts a similar approach 
and, although it tries to lighten the themes with humour delivered via the 
tongue-in-cheek songs of the Bard, the disposability of adventurers for the 
financial gain of the guild is still uncomfortable. In this game, the player 
operates a guild for adventurers and must send these employees into dun-
geons to uncover information about the rooms; as the game progresses, the 
strategy of sending ‘lesser’ troops into the dungeons emerges, as they are 
more expendable than stronger, better trained troops. In this way, Guild of 
Dungeoneering exposes the way commanders view some troops as more 
‘valuable’ than others despite each being a human life; however, unlike 
Rome: Total War, Guild of Dungeoneering grants the player more distance 
from the direct parallels between this attitude and real-life conflict because 
of the fantasy themes and unrealistic visual aesthetic of the game.

Marxism asks us to consider the value of the individuals who own the 
‘means of production’ versus the individuals who are forced to sell their 
labour to produce a passive income for this higher class. Games that show 
human lives being treated unequally—with some seen as disposable cogs 
in a larger system while others are viewed as individually valuable—pro-
liferate the idea that some human lives are worth more than others depen-
dent entirely on their place within class hierarchies.
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CLIMBING THE LADDER
The character development of protagonists in games—particularly role-play-
ing games—tends to follow a ‘power fantasy’ trajectory, where characters gain 
experience, money, and abilities throughout the narrative until ultimately 
reaching god-like status. This common trajectory can inadvertently (or delib-
erately) suggest that because characters with more money and ability are 
‘heroic’, then characters with less money or hindered ability are inherently not.

Might and Magic VII: For Blood and Honor (New World Computing 
1999) follows the adventures of four protagonists controlled by the player 
who begin their journey by winning a scavenger hunt on a secluded island 
and becoming lords. Similarly, the protagonist of The Elder Scrolls V: 
Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011) begins as a prisoner and turns out 
to be the Last Dragonborn, the chosen hero destined to save the world. In 
both of these examples, the player-characters start out in a position where 
they lack wealth and status, and success within the narrative is based on 
achieving both. By linking narrative progression to the accumulation of 
wealth and status, games reinforce the capitalist narrative that wealth is 
the primary goal that individuals should strive for.

‘HONESTLY, HE DOES KIND OF LOOK LIKE YOU AFTER ALL’

Analysing Disco Elysium through a Marxist Lens

Disco Elysium (ZA/UM 2019) explores various governmental and economic 
structures—both explicitly and implicitly—to reveal that each system 
results in similar challenges at an individual level. When institutions hold 
consolidated power, the power of the individual is inevitably undermined 
and exploited. This outcome occurs in systems where one government or 
individual was deliberately granted ultimate power, as well as systems that 
were initially designed to equitably distribute power among the masses.

Disco Elysium follows the story of a detective in the fictional city of 
Revachol, which is underpinned by four main ideologies: communism, fas-
cism, moralism, and ‘ultraliberalism’. Many decisions the player-character 
makes throughout the narrative contribute to his political alignment, which 
also feed into a research system called the ‘thought cabinet’ where the 
player can select various bonuses and abilities based on the alignment they 
have chosen. Not every ‘thought’ is tied to an ideology, though there is 
significant overlap between the two.

Although there are explicitly four ideologies in Disco Elysium, they go 
by many names. For example, the communists will use labels like ‘social-
ists’ and ‘social democrats’ to distance themselves from the war they lost 
fifty years before the events of the game. Similarly, fascists try to separate 
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themselves from the negative connotations of that label and refer to them-
selves as ‘traditionalists’ or ‘nationalists’. But no matter the name, every 
ideology is depicted pessimistically in a city that has been economically 
ravaged by revolution and occupation.

Although not explicitly named in the four pathways that the detective 
can pursue, the interests of capitalism are preserved by the ultraliberal-
ist ideology, represented by the Wild Pines company and several NPCs. 
One ultraliberalist that the player encounters is colloquially referred to as 
the ‘Mega Rich Light-Bending Guy’ who is so rich that the laws of physics 
literally cease to apply when the player-character interacts with him. He 
claims that this is due to an ‘extremely low-net-worth individual’ coming 
into contact with an ‘extremely high-net-worth individual’.

The player primarily experiences ultraliberalism through Joyce Messier, 
a negotiator sent by the Wild Pines company to resolve a strike that is 
being held by the Dockworkers’ Union. The Union is a vestige of com-
munism, and unpacking its governance immediately reveals the issues 
that arise when the theory of communism is applied practically. Evrart 
Claire—the current leader of the Union—trades leadership back and forth 
with his identical twin brother, Edgar, to avoid breaching the regulations of 
term limits. Even rules designed to enforce equity can be manipulated by 
institutions, as these institutions hold societal power and power leads to 
corruption.

The Union strike acts as the backdrop to the crime that the player-char-
acter is sent to Revachol to investigate. Essentially, a fascist mercenary—
who was also sent by the Wild Pines company, to tempt participants of 
the strike into illegal action and potentially give leverage to negotiators—is 
murdered. All of these interactions between the fascists, communists, and 
ultraliberalists are observed by the moralists who are the current governing 
body of Revachol.

The Moralist International is a coalition of parties that installed them-
selves as suzerain of Revachol following their betrayal of the communist 
revolution—which ultimately led to its fall. Moralist International claim to 
represent ‘humanism’ but instead seem to care more about maintaining 
the status quo than they do about improving conditions through structural 
change.

The problem that Disco Elysium presents to the player is that there are 
seemingly no viable solutions. The remaining supporters of the overthrown 
communist revolution are corrupt; the moralists who took over governance 
are focused more on maintaining a poverty-stricken status quo than on 
improving conditions; and the fascists are attempting to resist through racist 
doctrine rather than any productive measures. Even the ultraliberalists—
represented to the player through Joyce Messier—don’t seem happy with 
the state of the world that they are attempting to maintain, but it seems 
that nobody is able to imagine an alternative. This reflects Western society, 
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where many people can identify and criticise the issues with capitalism 
but, lacking a viable alternative, the status quo remains.

Disco Elysium suggests that all governmental and economic institutions 
are vulnerable to corruption, and this corruption leads to the power of indi-
viduals being exploited or destroyed. This is compounded by the sugges-
tion that everyone is best served by looking out for their own interests—an 
attitude used to justify the murder that initiated the events of the game’s 
narrative. Still, the text isn’t entirely nihilistic—there is a suggestion that if 
individuals are able to ignore this message of egocentrism, they can reclaim 
their collective power by valuing and fostering community.

Although for some gamers earning in-game currency is difficult, other 
players end up with so much in-game currency that they can’t use it all. 
The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017b), Baldur’s Gate 
(BioWare & Black Isle Studios 1998), Persona 5 (P-Studio 2017), Destiny 2 
(Bungie 2017), and the Pokémon series (Game Freak 2019) are just some 
examples of games where it becomes difficult for the player-character to 
run out of in-game currency, especially late-game. When a game’s econ-
omy becomes unbalanced and a player is able to access any material goods 
they desire, it undermines the real-life challenges people face when trying 
to climb the ladder of social class. By incorporating these escapist ideas 
in otherwise capitalist societies, games blur the lines between the realistic 
and the fictional, and this can diminish the experiences of the real-life 
working class.

Currency provides power, status, and privilege; characters with more 
currency are able to purchase better weapons and armour, useful tools or 
items, or their favourite customisation options—depending on the game. 
In this way, the power fantasy and currency are inextricably linked. In 
multiplayer games, players with more currency have the additional power 
of being able to help—or refuse to help—other players. In massively multi-
player online role-playing games (MMORPGs) it’s common for established 
players to aid newcomers by giving them currency and items that they 
might otherwise need to spend time earning. These interactions reflect 
the class privilege of a capitalist society; if an individual knows a wealthy 
person, comes from an upper-class family, or receives an inheritance, they 
are immediately given an advantage over individuals who enter a society 
without that financial aid. Sometimes these games have mechanics where 
currency generates more currency, like providing access to items with 
higher sell prices or investment schemes. This continues the cycle—new 
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players with the wealthiest friends are able to become the next wealthiest 
players, and a class system is established.

The ‘progression’ systems in games are able to explicitly or implicitly 
reflect economic systems from society, with the common power fan-
tasy progression idealising the capitalist idea that striving for increased 
wealth—and therefore power—should be each individual’s ultimate goal.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH A 
MARXIST LENS, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 Who has the power in the text and who doesn’t? Why?
	 2.	 How do social forces shape the power relationships between 

groups?
	 3.	 Does the text challenge or affirm the social order it depicts?
	 4.	 How does the text reflect urban, rural, or suburban values?
	 5.	 Does the text address issues of economic exploitation?
	 6.	 How do economic conditions determine the direction of characters’ 

lives?
	 7.	 Can a character’s struggle be seen as symbolic of a larger class 

struggle?
	 8.	 What role does money play in the text?
	 9.	 Do any of the characters reflect types of government or economic 

systems, such as a dictatorship, democracy, communism, social-
ism, fascism, capitalism, etc.? What attitudes towards these political 
structures/systems are expressed in the work?

	 10.	 How does the text reflect the society in which it was created?



http://taylorandfrancis.com
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C h a p t e r  4

Games and Women

Despite a societal stereotype that gamers are male (Golding & 
van Deventer 2016), videogames did not start being designed for and 

marketed directly towards males until the 1980s and 1990s (Fron et al. 
2007). Once videogames started to be considered ‘toys’, a decision (appar-
ently) had to be made as to which binary toy aisle they would belong in. 
Although women had always played games, even the earliest games—
including Pong (1972)—were often installed in gender-segregated bars, so 
beginning to more explicitly target game content and advertising towards 
boys was a logical decision (Golding & van Deventer 2016: 22). Since this 
divide was created, society has been positioned to consider games ‘as male-
oriented pursuits’ (Golding & van Deventer 2016: 21–22), despite statistics 
revealing that nearly half of all gamers are female (IGEA 2017).

Feminism and games have a fraught relationship. Academics and crit-
ics seeking to analyse games through a feminist lens—the way they might 
with other texts—have been abused and harassed by a male-dominated 
subculture of gamers who feel that they can act as gatekeepers in the 
games industry because that industry has actively targeted them for years 
(Golding & van Deventer 2016: 28). One of the most famous examples of 
this is Anita Sarkeesian’s ‘Tropes vs. Women in Videogames’ series, which 
was successfully crowdfunded despite a significant, wide-reaching harass-
ment campaign towards Sarkeesian. This harassment was part of the 
wider GamerGate movement in 2014, which primarily targeted women 
in the games industry—including well-known figures like Zoë Quinn 
and Brianna Wu—with abuse, death and rape threats, sharing personal 
information online (doxxing), and intimidation tactics that forced some 

Games as Texts Games and Women
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victims to lose their homes, jobs, and personal relationships (Golding & 
van Deventer 2016).

Feminism is not a direct threat to videogames and the audience that 
consumes them; it is a critical theory that examines texts in relation to 
their representation of power within a patriarchal paradigm. Put more 
simply: feminist analysis looks at how gender is represented in texts. 
Inspired by the analysis of power relationships in Marxism, feminism 
studies the ways in which the representation of characters are constrained 
by patriarchal assumptions and power structures. Feminist theory is pri-
marily concerned with understanding and exposing areas within society 
that either explicitly or implicitly create inequality between women and 
men and, as a textual analysis lens, can be used to see whether a text chal-
lenges or perpetuates these ideas.

Definitions of feminism were initially focused on the binary separa-
tion of women and men and analysed how biological differences were used 
to create a power imbalance between ‘females’ and ‘males’. As the theory 
developed, some feminists began to understand that believing in a uni-
versal experience of ‘being female’ was problematic, and that the binary 
separation of women and men was a false dichotomy, which has led to 
the birth of several variations of feminism; however, this initial revolution 
started a dialogue that allowed people to consider how social, cultural, 
and economic structures in Western society favoured men.

Historically in Western society, men have acted as the chief policy mak-
ers and leaders of social institutions—and, as such, the perspective of men 
have dominated social consciousness. The first wave of feminism sought to 
give women a voice in the decision-making process regarding the policies 
that affect their daily lives. Once gaining the right to vote, women began to 
further examine the social and cultural limitations placed on their gender. 
Second-wave feminism arose from this reflection and sought to provide 
women more control over their own sexuality and reproductive rights, 
as well as draw attention to male violence by citing the disproportionate 
cases of domestic violence and rape against women.

Third-wave feminism saw a further reclamation of the female body 
and a celebration of sexuality, while at the same time beginning to under-
stand that feminist theory was not speaking for all women equally; this 
caused feminism to branch into even more intersectional forms including 
Black feminism and lesbian feminism, which destabilised the idea of the 
white middle-class straight cis woman’s perspective being universal for all 
women. We are now seeing feminism expand further to acknowledge a 
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broader spectrum of genders rather than the binary dichotomy of original 
feminist analysis.

Feminist theory as an approach to literature was born directly from the 
women’s movement of the 1960s (Barry 2009). The analysis of texts was 
an integral part of reflecting on patriarchal structures within society and 
therefore textual analysis was an integral part of feminism from the begin-
ning (Barry 2009). This makes feminism dissimilar from Marxism, which 
inspired a form of textual analysis years after its initial social theories were 
being disseminated. Feminist textual analysis has, by contrast, developed 
alongside the various social waves of feminism, and has concerned itself 
not only with the content of texts but also with the gender of individuals 
producing these texts. However, despite social concepts of feminism con-
tinuing to grow and embrace a broader understanding of gender, feminist 
criticism is still underpinned by the analysis of the binary pairings of fem-
inine and masculine, and this chapter will be examining texts from this 
perspective; queer theory evolved from feminism to explore the fluidity 
between binary categories, and so the fluidity of gender will be explored 
alongside sexuality in ‘Games and Queerness’.

As women became more aware of the social ideas that perpetuated 
female oppression and inequality, they began to reject these narratives. 
One way that feminists identified and vocally rejected narratives of 
oppression was through textual analysis, where feminist critics began to 
identify tropes and stereotypes. These tropes typically limit women in 
texts to roles that support a male character’s story and emphasise traits 
that are seen as traditionally ‘feminine’.

Feminism can also be used as a lens to identify the tropes that patriar-
chal society has also created for men. Men are typically depicted as either 
a heroic character (such as the knight in shining armour, tough guy, sex-
ual stud, or stoic soldier) or a humorous one (such as the socially awkward 
nerd, effeminate man, or overweight sidekick). One character can inhabit 
several of these roles, blurring the line between several heroic or humor-
ous tropes. For example, a stoic soldier might have women throwing 
themselves at him like a sexual stud (such as Snake from the Metal Gear 
Solid series) or a socially awkward character might also be an overweight 
sidekick (such as Barry Wheeler from Alan Wake).

Women are typically depicted in more discrete categories than men, 
which can make these tropes easier to identify. Archetypes like the nurtur-
ing figure, the femme fatale, and the damsel in distress each highlight dif-
ferent traditional social narratives of women’s oppression by positioning 
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the woman as solely a caregiver, a sexual object, or a helpless creature in 
need of protecting and saving.

WOMAN AS CAREGIVER
One narrative trope places women primarily in the role of caregiver. The 
idea that women should primarily serve as ‘nurturing’ figures perpetu-
ates the idea that the purpose of women is for them to look after others, 
and that women have a natural propensity for being caregivers. This trope 
positions women as domestic and reinforces the ‘ancient trope of Western 
writing’ that assigns women the home or ‘private sphere’ while allowing 
men to own the outside world or ‘public sphere’ (Vickery 1993).

‘Domestic’ women in real life are typically housewives and stay-at-home 
mothers; however, mothers in videogames are uncommon. When they do 
appear, they are either monstrous creatures—like the giant high-heeled 
shoe creature in The Binding of Isaac (McMillen 2011) or Marguerite Baker 
in Resident Evil 7: Biohazard (Capcom 2017)—or are mostly absent. This is 
in stark contrast to the prominence of father figures in videogames, who 
often drive the plot (Bertrand 2017)—as in Bioshock Infinite (Irrational 
Games 2013) and The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013).

That said, there are still a handful of examples of mothers in games. 
Role-playing games like the Pokémon series (Game Freak 2019) and 
EarthBound (Ape & HAL Laboratory 1995) feature nameless mother char-
acters who support their protagonist children through healing, gifts, or 
storing in-game currency. At face value, these characters seem like perfect 
examples of the nurturing figure considering they are one-dimensional 
women who only exist to provide a mechanical service to the player and 
otherwise are uninvolved in the narrative; however, closer analysis reveals 
they are not particularly effective caregivers considering they have encour-
aged their young children—between 10 and 13yearsold, depending on the 
game and its country of release—to go on unsupervised adventures across 
the country. These mothers are superficially nurturing and act solely as 
facilitators for their (usually male) children to achieve their dreams, while 
remaining absent for the majority of those adventures.

Some videogame mothers nurture their children in more nuanced and 
present ways. Joyce in Life is Strange (Dontnod Entertainment 2015) is 
involved in her daughter (and key character) Chloe’s life and is concerned 
for the rebellious teen throughout the story. Similarly, Candy is worried 
about her own rebellious teenage daughter (and protagonist), Mae, in Night 
in the Woods (Infinite Fall 2017). Both of these characters are defined by 
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their relationship to the protagonist and their primary contribution to the 
plot is through the tension between their desire to nurture their daughter 
and their daughter’s need for independence. They still fall into the ‘woman 
as caregiver’ trope but do so in a less superficial way.

The lack of mothers in videogames does not mean that the ‘woman 
as caregiver’ trope is uncommon; supportive and nurturing women still 
occur frequently in games despite not being literal ‘mothers’. For exam-
ple, in BioShock Infinite (Irrational Games 2013) Elizabeth is the ultimate 
supporter for the player-character. She spends most of the game tossing 
health, salts, or ammo to Booker, or else summoning useful objects for 
him through tears to another dimension. The items she ‘finds’ are not 
located in the environment for the player to pick up; they are seemingly 
conjured from thin air by Elizabeth as a way of aiding Booker, making her 
useful when he finds himself in a pinch.

One explanation for where Elizabeth is ‘finding’ these items is through 
those aforementioned inter-dimensional tears. Both the narrative and 
mechanics of the game require Elizabeth to open tears and pull objects 
through, but the narrative also shows that these inter-dimensional pow-
ers deplete Elizabeth’s energy, causing nosebleeds and other physical 
symptoms. This clashes with how the mechanics work; the player can ask 
Elizabeth to summon freight hooks or gun automatons at will without 
any significant drains on Elizabeth’s health, and she finds other items 
frequently with seemingly no impact. She will literally drop everything 
to aid the player upon request, such as stopping in the middle of pick-
ing a lock to summon whatever Booker asks for. Although Elizabeth has 
nuanced motivations and backstory in the narrative of the game, outside 
of cutscenes she becomes a tool for Booker to use in combat.

Elizabeth provides the player with healing, buffs, and support items, 
which fulfils a stereotypical female role in videogames. It’s not unusual 
for women to play a supporting role—both as characters and players—
while men are responsible for damage-per-second. Ratan et al. (2015: 19) 
found that women playing games are ‘compelled, pressured, or otherwise 
directed toward playing the Support role’ and that these roles are seen 
as ‘subordinate to, and less desirable than’ damage-per-second (DPS) or 
attack-damage-carry (ADC) roles.

Representation of characters in multiplayer videogames reinforce this 
stereotype. In Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment 2015), players can 
choose between three roles: damage, tank, and support. There are more 
female than male characters in the support category (4:3) and less in both 
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the damage (7:8) and tank (3:5) categories. Although this is not a large dis-
parity, it still reinforces the assumption that more women than men will 
play in supporting roles while the opposite is true for damage-focused roles.

The trope of ‘woman as caregiver’ relegates female characters to back-
ground and supporting roles and, in turn, encourages women who play 
games to restrict themselves to stereotypical ‘caregiving’ duties—heal-
ing, buffing, and otherwise providing for their male counterparts. This 
has societal impacts, potentially encouraging women who play games to 
unconsciously perpetuate these stereotypical subservient roles in their 
real-life relationships.

GENDER INEQUALITY NEVER DIES

Analysing Overwatch’s ‘Mercy’ through a Feminist Lens

Applying a feminist lens to Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment 2015) reveals 
parallels between the role and function of the character ‘Mercy’ and the broader 
societal concept of inequal division of labour between men and women. 
Mercy belongs to the category of Overwatch heroes referred to as ‘Support’, 
meaning her mechanics primarily allow her to heal and buff damage-dealing 
team members to support them in securing a victory. To contextualise her sup-
portive nature, she is depicted as a doctor and caregiver in the game through 
her actions and cosmetic items. Although the game’s transmedia delves further 
into Mercy’s backstory to reveal that she is also a leading researcher and sci-
entist (Chu 2019), in-game content focuses on her being a passive caregiver.

In her role as a Support hero, Mercy has several abilities: she can heal 
or boost the damage of an ally, fly towards someone to reach them quickly, 
and resurrect fallen teammates. Although she has a pistol she can use in 
emergencies, her boost ability tends to help her team deal more damage 
than her gun can manage on its own. As a result, to effectively use Mercy’s 
skill set, a player’s accuracy with a gun is less important than their aware-
ness of what everybody else is doing and how to best aid them in securing 
a victory. This ‘awareness’ relates to the feminist theory of division of labour.

According to research into how labour is divided between the binary 
genders, women perform more unpaid labour than men (Shelton 2006). 
Traditionally, ‘women’s work’—such as caring for children and the house-
hold—has facilitated the function of the formal economy by allowing men 
to advance their careers. Even now, as we are approaching parity between 
men and women in the workplace, women who are the primary earner 
in their household are still doing more unpaid labour than their partners 
(Hamid Rao 2019). This work involves a high degree of ‘mental load’, which 
describes the observation and recall required to not only perform house-
hold tasks but also notice they need to be done, plan to complete them, and 
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delegate tasks to other members of the household if required (Ruppanner 
2017). In Overwatch, Mercy’s role is to observe the game, plan, and act 
accordingly; this requires a mental load that mirrors that of unpaid house-
hold labour. Her ‘background’ work is critical for the success of damage 
dealers, just as ‘women’s work’ is critical for the success of the economy.

Mercy’s cosmetic items—including her skins and voice lines—reinforce 
that her role is one of observation and assistance, and not of direct action. 
Her observant nature—and the subsequent unpaid labour she performs—
is emphasised by the line she says when selected at the start of a game: 
‘I’ll be watching over you.’ When respawning, Mercy’s lines include, ‘Now, 
where am I needed?’ and ‘I must go where I am needed,’ reiterating that her 
primary goals are supporting the needs of others. If she receives commen-
dations at the end of a game, she says, ‘It’s nice to be appreciated,’ which 
reflects narratives of women being underappreciated for the unpaid labour 
they perform in the household (Scott 2018) or ‘I couldn’t have done it alone!’ 
which emphasises Mercy’s role as a background actor supporting the needs 
of damage dealers. If Mercy happens to achieve a streak of kills with her own 
pistol, it’s depicted as being surprising to her team with the line, ‘Now this 
must be a surprise to you,’ or to herself with the line, ‘Never knew I had it in 
me,’ reinforcing that getting kills directly is not Mercy’s expected role.

Mercy’s voice lines position her as a supporting character expected to 
work in the background to aid the achievements of the damage dealers on 
her team; the ‘skins’ or costumes she can unlock in the game links these 
behaviours and expectations to femininity. In particular, the Mercy skin 
titled ‘Pink’ was created as part of the Breast Cancer Research Foundation 
event in 2018 and was the only skin available during the event. Breast 
cancer—which is between 70 and 100 times more common in women 
than men (American Cancer Society 2020)—is inherently linked to femi-
ninity and therefore connecting Mercy to this campaign with an exclusive 
in-game item also links her to femininity. Moreso, because Mercy was the 
only woman in Overwatch’s hero roster to receive an item as part of this 
event, she is depicted as the character deemed most symbolic of woman-
hood—including all of the supporting behaviours and unpaid labour asso-
ciated with her.

In conclusion, analysing Overwatch’s Mercy using a feminist lens 
reveals that she is presented as a symbol of womanhood. Despite trans-
media depicting her as a researcher and scientist, in-game content empha-
sises her caregiving nature and passive approach to objectives. As such, 
the game associates womanhood with passivity and caregiving, as well as 
unpaid labour including the situational awareness and observation often 
associated with household chores and childcare. Ultimately, this analysis 
reveals that even games like Overwatch—which are praised for their pro-
gressive approach to representing women (Watson 2016)—can be reinforc-
ing harmful stereotypes about what it means to be a ‘woman’.
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WOMAN AS SEXUAL OBJECT
‘Objectification’ was once a ‘relatively technical term in feminist theory’ 
(Nussbaum 1995) but has more recently become a word commonly used 
by reviewers and consumers when describing how women are portrayed 
in media. In feminist criticism, identifying situations where women are 
dehumanised, sexualised, or treated as objects (Nussbaum 1995) can act 
as a foundation for analysing a text. Videogames allow players to have 
more control over both characters and camera, and are therefore ‘vulner-
able to giving players a sense that they own the character they play’ (Cross 
2016). This can be particularly problematic when they are able to interact 
with female player-characters as though they are merely ‘dolls’ or ‘tro-
phies’ (Cross 2016).

In Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Kojima Productions 2015), 
the design of non-player-character Quiet demonstrates all of these facets 
of objectification. Quiet is a soldier who wears a bikini top while support-
ing the male protagonist in combat, and remains silent for most of the 
game. When initial promotional images were released of Quiet’s default 
outfit, the game’s creative director responded to criticism by saying, ‘Once 
you know the secret reason for her exposure, you will feel ashamed of 
your words [and] deeds’ (in Scheier 2015). Both her default outfit and her 
inability to speak are explained in-game by the ‘parasites’ she is infected 
by; these parasites cause her to breathe through her skin using photosyn-
thesis and will only breed (and thus further harm her) when she speaks 
English. However, these justifications do not hold up to scrutiny. If Quiet 
is unable to speak English, why doesn’t she speak in a different language or 
spend more time communicating by writing? If Quiet needs to limit how 
much clothing she wears to breathe, why didn’t ‘The End’ in Metal Gear 
Solid III: Snake Eater dress similarly—especially given that he is afflicted 
with the same condition?

In-game, the parasites force Quiet to be silent and scantily clad, and 
these parasites are analogous to the game designers who forced the same 
thing upon her. As she says in her final scene, ‘I did not choose to be quiet’. 
Quiet’s objectification is furthered by the optional customisations that 
the player can unlock for her—in particular, outfits like ‘Gold Q’. This 
unlockable makes Quiet appear as though she is made from gold metal, 
turning her into a silent, moving trophy. Presenting women as trophies or 
as rewards for men is a trope common in texts, often tied to the ‘damsel 
in distress’ story line where a man rescues a woman and she becomes his 
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reward. In this sense, when men are attracted to women in texts, they can 
become symbolic of that man’s desire rather than an active character in 
their own right.

Lara Croft—the protagonist and player-character of the Tomb Raider 
series (Eidos Montréal et al. 2018)—has been debated by videogame crit-
ics, researchers, and players since she first appeared in the original Tomb 
Raider in 1996. In some ways, Lara is a symbol of women’s empowerment: 
she is the leader of an action game series, was one of the first female protag-
onists in the medium, and has a backstory that depicts her as strong, intel-
ligent, and decisive. But despite this, she was originally treated and talked 
about as a sex object and power fantasy. A 1998 New York Times article 
refers to Lara as a ‘gun-toting, tomb-raiding sex symbol’ (Barboza 1998) 
and describes her ‘rebellious past’ as an inclusion made simply to make 
her more attractive to her audience. Lara demonstrates that even charac-
ters who lead a franchise and appear to be active participants in their own 
story lines do not necessarily escape the influence of objectification.

A common technique used to disguise the objectification of women 
in texts is to make them more aware of their own sexual attractiveness. 
‘Femme fatales’ are sexually desirable women who use their attractive-
ness to manipulate and control men for their own ends (Knight 2010) and 
are often depicted as negative or villainous characters. The common asso-
ciation between a woman’s awareness of her own sexuality and villainy 
reflects a wider societal attitude that women should be ashamed of their 
sexuality (Weiss 2018).

Femme fatales are designed to be attractive to other characters within a 
text, but are also designed to be appreciated by a text’s audience—based on 
the assumption that this audience is comprised of heterosexual men. The 
act of making a character sexually appealing to straight men—who are the 
assumed consumers of that text—is referred to as appealing to the ‘male 
gaze’ (Korsmeyer 2017). The male gaze is especially evident in videogames 
when the camera is directed up a female character’s skirt or zooms in on 
her cleavage.

But that’s not to suggest that every ‘sexy’ character is inherently sex-
ualised (Cross 2016). In her essay on objectification, Nussbaum (1995) 
suggests that one of the primary ways we can analyse a female character 
to see if they are sexually empowered or a sex object is by determining 
whether they could be switched out for an alternative character with little 
or no impact on the media overall. We can do this by understanding a 
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character’s personality and then assessing their actions and poses to see if 
they reflect that personality or are just generically ‘sexy’.

Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment 2015) presents an interesting case 
study for understanding how characterisation can counteract the impacts 
of objectification. Two of Overwatch’s female heroes—Widowmaker and 
Tracer—wear skin-tight clothing. Widowmaker is a French sniper and her 
character’s aesthetic leans heavily into the ‘femme fatale’ trope; however, 
the game’s transmedia reveals her backstory as a ballerina turned terrorist 
hunter, countering the stereotypical idea of the femme fatale as villainous. 
Her leotard and physique are therefore references to her past career, and 
this justification makes Widowmaker’s attire feel more like her own active 
choice rather than the seemingly mandatory revealing outfits of Metal 
Gear Solid V’s Quiet.

Tracer also wears skin-tight clothing, but her personality is in stark 
contrast to Widowmaker’s. While the latter is typically intense and seri-
ous, Tracer is playful and makes frequent jokes. This is why a suggestive 
‘victory pose’ originally released for Tracer was criticised by players (Fipps 
in McWhertor 2016); the issue was not that Tracer was being depicted as 
‘sexy’ but rather that she had been given a generic, interchangeable pose 
rather than a pose that reflects her personality (Cross 2016). In the original 
pose, Tracer stands with her back to the camera and looks over her shoul-
der, her skin tight leggings showing her buttocks; in contrast, her new 
pose shows her standing on one leg in a playful ‘pinup’ style. In the new 
option, her buttocks are still visible but in a way that feels more suited to 
her personality. The original pose is very similar to a Widowmaker option, 
where the stance is much more suited to the character’s femme fatale ste-
reotype (Figures 4.1 and 4.2).

The titular character of Bayonetta (PlatinumGames 2009) is also a 
femme fatale and analysing her through a feminist lens can help deter-
mine whether her hypersexual portrayal is representative of her personal-
ity or is objectification. Returning to the idea of interchangeability, we can 
ask whether Bayonetta can be swapped for another character without the 
text losing its impact. Cross (2016) argues Bayonetta is not interchange-
able: ‘What makes Bayonetta special is that every inch of her style—from 
her clothing, her posture, her walk, her signature moves, her weapons—all 
say something about who she is.’

Bayonetta’s sexuality is not her entire personality—it is part of her per-
sonality. She is not forced to wear a bikini top and remain a silent non-
player-character; instead, she seems to understand and enjoy her body, as 
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FIGURE 4.1  Tracer’s original victory pose looks generically ‘sexy’ (Blizzard 
Entertainment 2015).

FIGURE 4.2  Tracer’s new victory pose tries to capture her playful personality 
(Blizzard Entertainment 2015).
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well as the camera’s attention. During her ‘break dance’ move, she spins 
her legs in the air to kick her foes before sliding towards the camera and 
winking at it. That said, there are some scenes in Bayonetta that could be 
seen as problematic. Generic poses in cutscenes and ‘cheesy crotch shots’ 
(Cross 2016) do little to develop Bayonetta’s character, and, in these scenes, 
she is interchangeable with any woman of similar proportions. This obser-
vation reiterates that there isn’t an inherent issue with women’s sexuality 
being portrayed in videogames—women are only transformed into ‘sex 
objects’ when their sexuality exists for the titillation of others rather than 
for the expression of themselves.

WOMAN AS HELPLESS CREATURE
When women are presented to men as trophies, the woman is typically 
portrayed as either a sexual object or a powerless damsel. In the latter sce-
nario, women are placed in a secondary role and are depicted as requiring 
the protection of a (typically male) companion.

Although Lara Croft began her life as a sex symbol—as discussed in the 
previous section—her role shifted in the Tomb Raider (Eidos Montréal et 
al. 2018) reboot. Although she still remained the player-character of the 
series, the game’s executive producer, Ron Rosenberg, shared that he felt 
people would not ‘project themselves into the character’ but rather think 
that they’re ‘going on this adventure with her and trying to protect her’ 
(in Schreier 2012). Despite the fact that Lara is the protagonist leading the 
adventure in Tomb Raider, Rosenberg specifically notes that she is being 
accompanied and aided by the player and therefore isn’t the subject of her 
own story.

For Lara to be helped and protected, she must face difficult situations. 
Rosenberg (in Schreier 2012) outlined some of these: ‘Her best friend will 
be kidnapped. She’ll get taken prisoner by island scavengers [and] those 
scavengers will try to rape her.’ Ultimately, the game did not include a 
scene with rape, with the game’s brand director Karl Stewart stating that 
Rosenberg ‘misspoke’ (in Francis 2012) during this initial interview. But 
even if Lara doesn’t experience rape or sexual assault in Tomb Raider, these 
traumas remain a common feature in the history of women in media—
either as a way of demonstrating their helplessness or as the catalyst for 
turning them into ‘strong’ people.

Jessica Hammer (in wundergeek 2012) suggests that rape is commonly 
used in videogames because of their failure to recognise women as human 
beings. This limits a creator’s ability to imagine the nuanced, human 
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tragedies and problems that a woman may need to overcome, instead 
defining (cis) women by their genitalia—and how it’s used by others. When 
it’s not being used as shorthand for a woman’s traumatic and challenging 
past, rape is instead turned into a symbol of the ‘evil’ nature of the perpe-
trator (Hamilton 2012; wundergeek 2012). It is used by writers as a tool to 
‘paint a bad guy as particularly bad and a woman as particularly vulner-
able [...] without dealing with the consequences or meaning of such an act’ 
(Hamilton 2012). In this way, the act not only makes the women involved 
invisible but also trivialises the reality of rape and sexual assault—crimes 
that are most commonly committed by individuals a woman knows and 
trusts (Smith 2018). This has a tangible impact on societal understandings 
of the prevalence and realities of sexual assault.

Although ultimately Lara’s backstory in Tomb Raider does not include 
rape in the final game, she is still seen to be treated differently to male vid-
eogame protagonists for no reason other than her femaleness. Rosenberg 
(in Schreier 2012) describes how the player will want to ‘root for [Lara] 
in a way that you might not root for a male character’. This suggests that 
players will want to treat her differently to protagonists of other action 
games—not because of her personality, history, or behaviours but because 
of her gender (Hamilton 2012).

Toby Gard, who worked on the original Lara back in the 1990s (in 
Plunkett 2012), shared a similar sentiment about players wanting to 
‘protect’ Lara as they accompany her through the Tomb Raider games. 
However, Gard has identified that ‘protecting’ and ‘rooting for’ Lara are not 
the only ways players uniquely interact with her; he says players also ‘loved 
killing her’ (in Plunkett 2012). The ability to kill Lara gives players a sense 
of ‘power’ over her (Gard in Plunkett 2012), which aligns with Rosenberg’s 
vision for the character. Rosenberg (in Schreier 2012) suggested that in 
this reboot Lara was going to be ‘literally turned into a cornered animal’, 
positioning her as less than human and equating her to prey.

Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 2010) leans into the idea of the ‘helpless 
woman’ being a type of ‘prey’ who is continually hunted and tortured. 
Madison is a war correspondent who has nightmares and hallucinations 
due to her past experiences—although the sexually and physically violent 
content of these hallucinations rarely seems to reflect her real-life experi-
ences of war. Madison is also featured in sections of the game where she 
is almost (or actually, depending on the ending the player achieves) killed 
by a taxidermist, is forced to strip for a nightclub owner, and is killed by 
a fire set by the game’s primary antagonist. In one scene, the player—who 
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embodies Ethan at the time—can decide whether Madison has sex with 
him, which removes her agency in this situation and allows the male 
character to determine whether she ‘consents’. Heavy Rain does not treat 
Madison as a human being, but rather as a powerless ‘toy’ for the audience 
to play with.

These examples show two extremes of how narratives represent the 
‘helpless woman’ archetype: as a character for the player to protect or as a 
creature for the player to harm. An additional iteration of the archetype 
places the helpless woman off-screen for most or all of the narrative, with 
the promise of her existence acting as a motivator for the protagonist’s 
‘quest’. This subcategory—referred to as the ‘damsel in distress’ trope—
positions the woman as a symbol that the protagonist must seek out 
and rescue from an antagonist or circumstance. Upon completing their 
quest, the protagonist—and player—is often ‘given’ the woman as a prize, 
removing the woman’s agency in making choices for the direction of her 
own life.

Double Dragon (Technōs Japan 1987) is an early game that features this 
trope. It was originally released as a multiplayer arcade game featuring 
two main characters, the twins Billy Lee and Jimmy Lee. These two broth-
ers are both enamored with a dojo student named Marian; after defeating 
several waves of Black Warriors’ gang members, Jimmy and Billy—and, as 
such, the two players—battle one another, and the winner claims Marian 
as a prize. When the game was ported to consoles that only offered single-
player options, the narrative was modified so Jimmy Lee was the leader of 
the gang and kidnapped Billy’s girlfriend, Marian, ensuring that the two 
brothers could still fight over the damsel in distress.

Another early example of the ‘damsel in distress’ can be found in 
Donkey Kong (Nintendo 1981). The game has a simple story: Jumpman 
is attempting to rescue ‘Lady’ from the eponymous Donkey Kong. Even 
though neither human character is named, Jumpman has an action 
attached to his title—‘Jump’—which positions the male as an active force, 
while the female is defined by her gender and plays a passive role in the 
story. Later, ‘Lady’ was renamed Pauline and has played minor roles in the 
Donkey Kong and Mario series. While she has a ‘major’ role as a mayor 
in Super Mario Odyssey (Nintendo 2017a), Pauline’s first appearance as a 
playable character came in 2018, where she debuted as an option in Mario 
Tennis Aces (Camelot Software Planning 2018). Similarly, the predomi-
nant narrative for the Super Mario series is Princess Toadstool’s abduction 
and subsequent need to be rescued by Mario—and the player.
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In all three of the archetypes explored in this chapter—woman as care-
giver, sexual object, and helpless creature—a woman is depicted in terms 
of her relationship to the (typically male) protagonist rather than as their 
own character. Applying a feminist lens to texts allows us to identify situ-
ations where characters are present only to support, motivate, or titillate 
other characters and unpack the gendered norms that underpin these 
representations.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH A 
FEMINIST LENS, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 How are men and women represented? Are they depicted in dis-
tinctly different ways?

	 2.	 What relationships can be identified between men and women in 
the text? Are these relationships a source of conflict?

	 3.	 What is the default power dynamic between masculinity and femi-
ninity in the text?

	 4.	 Does the game challenge or affirm traditional representations of 
masculinity and femininity?

	 5.	 How are masculine and feminine ideas portrayed in the game? Are 
these considered to be binary ideas and/or connected to gender?

	 6.	 How are characters who subvert traditionally masculine or feminine 
presentations perceived by others?

	 7.	 Are women in the game present only to support, motivate, or titil-
late the protagonist (and player) or are they nuanced, standalone 
characters?

	 8.	 What behavioural expectations are imposed on characters and what 
effect do these expectations have?

	 9.	 What marital expectations are imposed on characters and what 
effect do these expectations have?

	 10.	 How does the society depicted in the game relate to the patriarchal 
structures of our society? Compare them economically, politically, 
socially, and psychologically.



http://taylorandfrancis.com
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C h a p t e r  5

Games and Queerness

Critical analysis of queerness in texts has multiple origins. 
‘Lesbian feminism’ emerged in the 1980s as a way of highlighting 

that lesbian women have different social needs and are fighting for differ-
ent rights than the white straight woman that feminist theory originally 
treated as the default (Barry 2009). In response, ‘queer theory’ emerged 
in the 1990s as a way of looking at both lesbian and gay representations 
rather than focusing solely on lesbians through the lens of feminism 
(Barry 2009).

Neither of these two approaches is yet to adequately and explicitly dedi-
cate itself as studying the diverse sexualities and genders that comprise 
the queer community beyond lesbians and gay men. The area of queer-
ness in games is a burgeoning field of study, with many papers and books 
being published on the topic in recent years (Ruberg & Shaw 2017), but the 
majority of in-game representation and supporting research still focuses 
on these same representations of lesbians and gay men.

This chapter will be reflecting on the analytical approaches of lesbian 
feminism and queer theory, while also exploring representations of peo-
ple attracted to multiple genders, people who do not experience sexual 
attraction, and people who have trans or nonbinary genders. This broader 
and more inclusive approach can be referred to as ‘queer criticism’ and 
involves understanding common tropes and stereotypes associated with 
the queer community, identifying them within games, and interpreting 
what they reveal about society’s perception of queer people. Although 
analysing texts in this way has less of a theoretical framework underpin-
ning it than the approaches we have considered thus far, it mirrors aspects 

Games as Texts Games and Queerness
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of these lenses and creates a space for reflecting on the representations of 
other marginalised identities.

Queer criticism is derived from feminist textual analysis, which posi-
tions masculine and feminine traits as binary opposites to one another. 
Feminist analysis can be used to examine how a text treats these char-
acteristics; for example, this lens encourages us to ask whether feminine 
traits are typically assigned to women in a text, if traditional understand-
ings of gender are being subverted, or if binary ideas of gender are being 
blurred. Similar questions can be asked in queer criticism to understand 
how traditionally masculine and feminine traits are used to ‘code’ queer 
characters and themes in games, as well as how diverse genders are 
represented.

MASCULINITY, FEMININITY, AND SEXUALITY
One common trope in the representations of gay men and lesbian women 
is to flip traditionally masculine and feminine characteristics, depict-
ing gay men and lesbians as having stereotypical traits of the opposite 
binary gender. There are many examples of feminine gay men in games, 
with some early games relying on their stereotypical ‘flamboyance’ as the 
sole indicator suggesting their sexuality. This flamboyance is portrayed 
through a male character’s enthusiastic and often high-pitched voice, styl-
ish clothing choices, and exaggerated physical movements.

More recently, sexuality and same-sex relationships have started to be 
made more explicit in games, meaning that players don’t have to make 
assumptions about a character’s sexuality based only on their appearance 
or mannerisms; however, even gay characters who are explicit about their 
same-sex attraction are often still represented in this stereotypical way. In 
Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Studios 2018), Quique Montemayor is 
depicted with flamboyant mannerisms as shorthand for communicating 
his sexuality. This characterisation provides context for Quique’s flirta-
tions with Vincente de Santa and encourages the player to view their inter-
actions as sexual rather than platonic and humorous. Similarly, Antoine 
in My Time at Portia (Pathea Games 2019) tells the player how much he 
likes and cares about Dr. Xu, a male doctor who runs a clinic on the island. 
This fixation could be seen as admiration rather than romantic attraction; 
however, the game depicts Antoine with pink hair, an obsession with skin 
care, and ‘sashaying’ walk animations, encouraging the player to interpret 
him as gay by associating him with stereotypically feminine colours, pri-
orities, and mannerisms.



Games and Queerness﻿    ◾    57

Skin care and makeup are both treated as traditionally feminine rou-
tines in Western society, and so depicting male characters as being inter-
ested in these products is one of the tools used in texts when trying to 
imply that they are gay. In Persona 2: Innocent Sin (Atlus 2011), Kurosu 
Jun’s original character art shows him wearing lipstick, and the game 
features in-game dialogue where Lisa laments that Kurosu looks better 
in makeup than she does. In Resonance of Fate (tri-Ace 2010), makeup is 
similarly used to depict the bartender of Le Chit-Chat Noir as gay.

Another way games attempt to convey a male character’s sexuality 
through his femininity is with his voice and dialogue. In the Valkyria 
Chronicles (Sega 2008), Jann Walker often uses terms of endearment in his 
dialogue like ‘honey’ and ‘sweetie’; these affectionate terms convey emo-
tion and connection, which are typically associated with femininity (in 
contrast with the logic and stoicism of masculinity). In Grand Theft Auto 
IV (Rockstar North 2008), Bernie Crane is even assigned a female voice 
artist, and his character uses the generic female scream sound when he is 
injured in the game.

When gay men in games are depicted as having stereotypically femi-
nine traits, these are often superficial and based on the character’s physi-
cality or appearance. However, when women are depicted as ‘masculine’ 
and therefore implied to be lesbians, their masculinity is often portrayed 
instead through their personality, career choices, and hobbies. For exam-
ple, Horizon Zero Dawn (Guerrilla Games 2017) features Petra, a woman 
who works with machines and cannons; similarly, Borderlands: The Pre-
Sequel (2K Australia & Gearbox Software 2014) introduces Janey, a junk 
dealer. Working with their hands on machinery and junk is not a tra-
ditionally feminine career, and leads to both characters being shown in 
practical clothing and with dirty skin. However, while feminine men are 
often depicted in a way that makes them seem comedic, masculine women 
are instead presented in a way that heterosexual men are still likely to 
find attractive. This practical clothing—often coupled with short hair—
remains paired with thin, curvy body shapes and soft, feminine facial 
features.

‘Butch’ women with masculine physiques—including larger builds, 
muscle mass, and angled features—are far less common in games. Where 
they are present, they are assumed by audiences to be lesbians even if 
this remains unconfirmed, such as in the case of Zarya from Overwatch 
(Blizzard Entertainment 2015). Of Overwatch’s cast of characters, one has 
been confirmed to be a lesbian but rather than the stereotypically ‘butch’ 
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woman, it was Tracer who was assigned this identity. Tracer—an ex-pilot 
with a short pixie haircut—more closely aligns to the trope of making les-
bian characters masculine only in ways that ensure they remain attractive 
to the heterosexual male gaze.

Using stereotypically feminine traits to depict gay men as comedic 
associates femininity with humour, while masculine traits held by attrac-
tive women are seen as improvements. This not only reinforces problem-
atic assumptions about sexuality but also creates a harmful narrative 
around whether having masculine or feminine traits is inherently positive 
or negative.

CROSS-DRESSING AND RESPECT
Cross-dressing is one technique used as shorthand to depict an individu-
al’s sexuality, such as when a man is shown as wearing makeup to suggest 
that he is gay (as covered in the previous section). However, cross-dressing 
can serve purposes unrelated to sexuality in games as well, despite being 
a practice commonly associated with ‘queerness’. A common trend is for 
protagonists to use cross-dressing as a way to sneak into areas or fool 
other characters.

In Final Fantasy VII (Square 1997), Cloud cross-dresses to sneak 
into the headquarters of a slumlord. Similarly, in The Legend of Zelda: 
Breath of the Wild (Nintendo 2017b), Link has to dress as a woman to 
enter Gerudo Town, a place where only women are permitted. Both of 
these examples depict a male protagonist cross-dressing as a strategy to 
sneak into an area necessary to further their quest. Despite this similar-
ity, there is an integral difference between these representations: Cloud 
is attempting to fool a male slumlord who wields power while Link uses 
cross-dressing to deceive women into letting him enter a women’s space. 
In patriarchal society, men hold more social and structural power than 
women, and women’s spaces are created as areas of safety and relief; 
implying that deceiving women to enter one of these spaces is acceptable 
or even humorous undermines the necessity of these spaces within soci-
ety and turns them into a joke.

The trend of men dressing as women in texts for the sole purpose of 
sneaking into women’s spaces perpetuates an unfounded fear that cis 
men will use policies designed to protect trans people to access women’s 
spaces and prey on their users. There is no evidence that these crimes 
increase with the implementation of policies that guarantee trans people 
the right to use spaces suited to their gender (Marza 2014); however, texts 
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reinforcing this fear can lead to more widespread resistance to trans rights 
even if it is not founded in fact.

When men cross-dress as women in games, they are often depicted in a 
humorous way, losing the respect of other characters or the player; in con-
trast, when women cross-dress as men, they often do so to gain respect. 
In Final Fantasy V, Faris works as a pirate captain and cross-dresses as a 
man to maintain the respect of her crew. In Persona 4 (Atlus 2008), Naoto 
cross-dresses as a man to be taken seriously as a detective. In The King 
of Fighters (SNK et al. 2016), King cross-dresses to become a respected 
fighter and to be permitted in the Muay Thai ring.

In a patriarchal social structure, being a man is more respected than 
being a woman. This explains why a woman can disguise herself as a 
man to gain more respect, while men in feminine clothing are found 
entertaining by other characters or the audience. Contrasting these rep-
resentations using a feminist lens (as per Chapter 4) reveals the inequal-
ity between how each binary gender is seen within society; however, 
applying a queer theory lens to this representation allows us to instead 
examine how society views lesbians and gay men specifically. As we have 
already explored, gay men are often depicted as feminine and lesbian 
women as masculine as a shorthand for expressing their sexuality to an 
audience. It follows then that gay men are seen as less respected than 
lesbian women due to their association with femininity, a less respected 
set of traits within patriarchal society. This aligns with studies which 
have found that lesbian women are more accepted than gay men in social 
structures including governments, sports teams, and popular media 
(Fitzsimons 2020).

BEYOND THE BINARY
Despite its historical focus on gay and lesbian identities, ‘queer theory’ 
also suggests that researchers should look for instances of binaries being 
dissolved and fluidity being embraced within texts (Barry 2009). This 
post-structuralist approach encourages us to expand how we apply queer 
theory to texts, using it to identify and explore representations of the 
broader range of sexualities and genders within the queer community.

Increasingly, our understanding of gender objects to the idea of a 
binary, instead opting to consider gender as a spectrum or multiplicity, 
with blurred boundaries that an individual might move between fluidly 
(Linstead & Brewis 2004; Linstead & Pullen 2006). We can use queer 
theory to identify situations where these gender binaries are dissolved, 
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as well as analyse the ways a fictional world interacts with gender-diverse 
characters and reflect on what these representations reveal about our 
society.

Although still uncommon, explicitly transgender characters are gradu-
ally being introduced in more videogames. This includes characters who 
identify as a binary gender as well as characters who identify as genders 
outside the binary or have a fluid gender identity. In some instances, these 
characters are easy to identify, with developers flagging—literally—their 
existence within a game. In Borderlands 3 (Gearbox Software 2019), 
the character ‘Fl4k’ wears a pin on their jacket with the nonbinary flag 
colours, featuring a line crossing through 0s and 1s—a reference to their 
identity as a nonbinary robot. In the game, Fl4k’s gender is irrelevant to 
how this player-character functions mechanically, making this a simple 
way for Borderlands developers to incorporate greater diversity into the 
game with few additional requirements.

Instead of using a literal flag to denote a character’s identity, character 
gender can be explored through dialogue; in these instances, even more 
work needs to be done to ensure a text is representing characters authenti-
cally and appropriately. One challenge developers face in crafting these 
representations is how to make it clear that a character is trans, nonbinary, 
or gender fluid without them oversharing information about themselves 
in an unrealistic way. For example, in Pokémon X/Y (Game Freak 2013), 
a Beauty Trainer (an all-female group of NPCs) in the Battle Maison tells 
the player-character that they used to be a Black Belt (an all-male group 
of NPCs). In the English translation, the Beauty Trainer refers to this as 
‘quite the transformation’ while the original Japanese dialogue references 
the power of medical science (Mandelin 2014). This interaction uses dia-
logue to imply that the character is trans.

Similar to Fl4k in Borderlands 3, the Beauty Trainer’s gender is irrel-
evant to how they play mechanically and therefore making this char-
acter trans is an easy way to incorporate gender diversity into Pokémon 
X/Y while having limited impact on the game itself and how it is devel-
oped. However, the Beauty Trainer differs because of how her gender is 
revealed to the player; instead of a pride pin—a common accessory worn 
by members of the queer community—the Beauty Trainer immediately 
tells the player-character about her ‘transformation’ with no prompting. 
This interaction is jarring and inauthentic; most people don’t introduce 
themselves to strangers by enthusiastically revealing personal information 
about themselves. This representation reveals the ignorance that society 
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still has towards trans people and the ways they might authentically inter-
act with strangers on the topic of their gender.

Similarly, in Mass Effect: Andromeda (BioWare 2017b), a scene where 
Hainly Abrams introduces herself had to be removed after her discussion 
of gender was found to be inappropriate and offensive to the trans com-
munity. In this scene, Hainly revealed to the player-character that she is 
a trans woman when they were practically strangers and then proceeded 
to reveal her ‘deadname’—the name she used before she transitioned. As 
Laura Kate Dale (2017) states in her editorial on the topic, ‘Having their 
dead name brought up isn’t a problem for some trans people. For many, 
myself included, it is. Hearing my pre-transition name is an emotional gut 
punch that reminds me of how bad I felt during that part of my life’. Hainly 
immediately revealing a detail that is so emotional for many trans people 
made her representation inauthentic, and this inauthenticity can perpetu-
ate ignorance among players who may think—and continue thinking—
that talking about topics like deadnames is acceptable.

Ignorance is a common thread that can be identified in representations 
of transgender, nonbinary, and gender fluid characters. While in some 
cases, this ignorance is an accidental expression of the developers’ own, in 
other cases it is deliberately expressed in-game by a player-character as a 
cipher for the player.

In an earlier BioWare game, Dragon Age: Inquisition (BioWare 2014), 
the player-character has the opportunity to select from some ignorant 
questions during a conversation with Krem. At this point in the game, the 
player-character has had several interactions with Krem already and the 
topic of his gender arises in a relatively natural way—via a joke between 
Krem and another NPC, Iron Bull. This representation can be interpreted 
as a reflection of the lack of understanding still common in wider society 
and as providing the player with an educational opportunity; however, 
this representation has also received some criticism from trans people as 
the player-character is able to ask personal questions about Krem’s physi-
cal attributes without being rebuffed. This can incorrectly teach players 
that it is acceptable to ask a trans person these questions. Representations 
that involve a character revealing their deadname or a protagonist ask-
ing a trans character about their physical attributes without consequences 
reveal underlying truths about the current overarching societal under-
standing of how trans people can—and should—be treated.

In The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (CD Projekt Red 2015), Geralt encounters a 
character named Elihal while searching for one of Dandelion’s girlfriends. 
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Elihal originally appears wearing masculine clothing and speaking with 
a low voice but, when Geralt asks about Dandelion, Elihal walks into an 
adjoining room and returns in feminine clothing and makeup. When 
Geralt says, ‘So you’re…’ Elihal responds simply with, ‘Elihal’. Geralt’s 
additional questions are somewhat more subtle than those of Dragon Age: 
Inquisition’s player-character and Elihal frequently jumps in to offer infor-
mation before being asked for it, mostly focused on the nature of their 
relationship with Dandelion. This representation shows that a player-
character can be ignorant and unsure how to respond to gender diversity 
in-game, while still allowing a gender-diverse character to be an authentic 
portrayal and simultaneously avoiding being offensive to trans people in 
the text’s audience. In doing so, this representation also models ways that 
ignorant people in society can be confused by an unfamiliar situation but 
still navigate conversations on the topic while being less likely to sound 
insensitive or offensive.

Not all representations of gender diversity are explicitly included in 
dialogue exchanges—or in the game at all. Some characters are treated 
as gender-neutral in a source text without anything in-game referring to 
their gender explicitly; their gender identity is then confirmed externally 
through accompanying media or developer statements—or isn’t con-
firmed at all. For example, in Pokémon Go (Niantic 2016) one of the team 
leaders—Blanche—is referred to as ‘they’ in a blog post designed to be 
read as an update log written by Professor Willow, the in-game profes-
sor (Niantic 2019), but their gender identity has not been confirmed, nor 
has it been made explicit within the game itself. Similarly, Apex Legends’ 
(Respawn Entertainment 2019) Bloodhound is referred to with they/them 
pronouns in their official EA biography (EA 2020) but their gender is not 
confirmed or referred to within the game.

When examined through a queer criticism lens, this incidental rep-
resentation could be considered an acknowledgement that people with 
diverse genders exist and therefore should be incorporated in games even 
when an individual’s gender doesn’t matter to—or even get mentioned 
in—the content of a game. This allows a gameworld to become more 
nuanced and true to life. However, an alternative argument can be made: 
by including gender diversity only in supplementary content, it’s easier 
for companies to appease LGBTQ+ players without enraging—and poten-
tially losing—their conservative audience.

Celeste (Matt Makes Games 2018) features a scene in Chapter 9 where 
the protagonist, Madeline, is chatting on her computer with tiny gay 
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pride and trans pride flags sitting on her desk. This seems like a nod 
towards Madeline’s sexuality and gender—similar to the nonbinary pin 
on Fl4k’s jacket—but the developers have not commented on whether or 
not Madeline is trans (Dale 2019). Although the representation within the 
game itself suggests that Madeline is trans and this interpretation can exist 
without authorial intent or input, this representation has implications for 
a game audience. Dale (2019) notes that although implicit representation 
is a good way of showing that being queer is ‘no big deal’, not confirming 
this representation ‘empowers those who would rather not face the fact 
they might have played as a trans person in a game they like’. This can 
result in situations like ‘moderators on the Celeste Wiki [taking a] stance 
against Madeline being a trans character’ (Dale 2019), despite the inter-
pretation that Madeline is trans being a valid analysis of the text. This dis-
empowers trans audiences, perpetuates societal norms, and demonstrates 
the need for multifaceted textual analysis of games.

Games that feature ambiguous depictions of gender provide us with 
opportunities to analyse these representations and identify the multi-
plicities; however, when the wider games community is not approaching 
games from the same analytical standpoint, interpretations become inval-
idated—and identities along with them.

ERASURE
The erasure of identities is not evident only in the games community—it is 
also present within texts themselves. When approaching a text using queer 
criticism, you can look at the gaps and spaces within that text rather than 
the representations of characters and themes that are featured. Erasure of 
queer identities—particularly queer identities that are even marginalised 
within the queer community, like bisexual, pansexual, asexual, and non-
binary identities (Walker 2016)—is a societal issue that is reflected within 
texts.

In some instances, erasure of queer identities in games is deliberate 
and explicit. When RimWorld (Ludeon Studios 2018) was first released, 
in-game code was discovered that dictated the way ‘pawns’ interacted with 
each other and formed relationships. This code created rules that the AI 
followed as it made decisions, including how each pawn decided who they 
found attractive. These rules were applied differently to male and female 
pawns, with each finding different ages and genders attractive. For exam-
ple, male pawns were always either gay or straight, while female pawns 
were either gay or bisexual (Lo 2016).
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These rules were changed in subsequent updates of the game but exam-
ining this original text suggests certain assumptions about how different 
(binary) genders experience sexuality and sexual attraction. The conscious 
choice to include code that makes heterosexual women and bisexual men 
impossible within RimWorld actively erases these identities from the game. 
This reflects society’s acceptance of some sexualities and genders within 
the queer community over others, relating back to our previous examina-
tion of how society responds to lesbians versus gay men (Fitzsimons 2020).

However, there are other ways erasure of queer identities can mani-
fest in games. It can be argued that explicit representations of bisexual-
ity, pansexuality, and other multiple-gender-attracted people are erased 
from games that use ‘playersexuality’ as a mechanic. ‘Playersexuality’ is 
a term used to describe games where romanceable NPCs are attracted 
to the player-character regardless of their gender, rather than having an 
identity and romantic history that exists outside of the character’s feel-
ings towards the player. It is a mechanic that is particularly common in 
open-world games that emphasise player freedom (Cole 2017), which seek 
to allow players to go wherever they like, do whatever they want, and 
date whomever they prefer. For example, in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 
(Bethesda Game Studios 2011), there are 30 women and 35 men that all 
player-characters can marry, regardless of gender. Each of these characters 
require the player to complete a task to ‘romance’ them, from succeeding 
in a quest, to chopping wood or giving them grapes. Despite this large 
number of romanceable character options, each of these characters has 
a limited individual identity—including no relationship history in most 
cases—meaning that they are attracted exclusively to the player rather 
than to particular personalities, appearances, or genders. In addition, 
despite the fact that each of these romanceable characters are willing to 
date player-characters of the same gender, there are almost no other same-
sex relationships in the gameworld of Skyrim.

The fact that 65 characters can be interested in a same-sex relation-
ship within Skyrim but only with the player is indicative of the fact that 
these characters are not bisexual, pansexual, or some other form of pluri-
sexual—they are playersexual. They are interested in the player no matter 
who they are and they are interested in nobody else. By creating the option 
for players to experience same-sex relationships, players are able to intro-
duce queerness into the game if they choose to but can still have limited 
exposure to same-sex couples if they’d prefer a heterosexual experience. 
Plurisexual people are always plurisexual, no matter who they are dating, 
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and hiding the sexuality of romanceable characters unless it serves the 
player contributes to the erasure of these identities.

PLAYERSEXUALITY IN PELICAN TOWN

Analysing Stardew Valley Using Queer Criticism

Stardew Valley (ConcernedApe 2016) is a simulation game where the 
player-character moves to a farm in Pelican Town and tends crops, explores 
mines, and forms relationships with townsfolk. There are twelve romance-
able characters in Stardew Valley—six men and six women—and each can 
be dated by any player-character, regardless of gender. Each of these char-
acters has no sense of self-identity, have limited heteronormative relation-
ship histories, and exist within a heteronormative gameworld.

Each romanceable NPC in Stardew Valley has items that they like and dis-
like, including favourite items that they become particularly excited about. The 
player-character is able to give these items as gifts, which is the easiest way to 
raise their ‘friendship score’ with the NPC. Although there are some other meth-
ods of raising friendship scores—such as having conversations or making cer-
tain choices in cutscenes—regular gift-giving is the most effective method for 
improving the player-character’s relationship with anybody else on the island.

To date an NPC, the player-character’s friendship score with that char-
acter needs to become high enough. Once the score is maxed out, it’s 
possible to propose marriage to the NPC. This mechanic suggests that 
the progression from stranger to friend to spouse is a linear one, which is 
reinforced by your spouse becoming jealous if you give gifts to anybody 
else and increase your friendship score with them. This contrasts with the 
diverse and interesting relationships Stardew Valley tries to create between 
NPCs, which includes siblings, co-workers, and platonic relationships that 
cross gender boundaries. Some of the single characters in town are friends 
with each other and can be seen socialising together at different times 
in their schedules, so why does the game attempt to shame the player-
character for forming friendships with single characters and being generous 
towards these friends once they are married to somebody else?

In addition to platonic and familial relationships, there are also a num-
ber of existing romantic couples in Pelican Town including Evelyn and 
George (an older married couple), Jodi and Kent (with Kent only returning 
home in the second in-game year after serving in the army), and Demetrius 
and Robin (another married couple with children). It is also suggested that 
Mayor Lewis is seeing Marnie when the player is tasked with locating his 
pants, which can be found in Marnie’s bedroom. Despite these interesting 
romantic relationships at different stages throughout Pelican Town, there 
are no same-sex relationships in the game.

This is particularly interesting when it is considered that twelve differ-
ent characters in Pelican Town are single and potentially interested in a 
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same-sex relationship with the player-character if the player-character initi-
ates one. Why is there no evidence of any of these eligible villagers ever 
dating each other? The implication that each of them has eyes only for the 
player and has no romantic history reinforces that these characters are not 
plurisexual but are simply playersexual. Although each NPC has likes and 
dislikes towards items and gifts, they have no preferences towards who 
they date and the appearance, personality, or gender of the player-char-
acter is irrelevant to their desire to be married to them provided they have 
been given enough presents. By limiting a sense of personal history for 
each character—especially in regard to relationships—the game centres 
sexuality around the player and erases the sexuality of NPCs.

The lack of same-sex relationships—either present or historical—in 
Pelican Town puts pressure on the player if they would like their character 
to embark on a same-sex relationship. Mirroring the uncertainty of coming 
out in real life, there is no indication as to how a potential same-sex partner 
might respond to the suggestion of dating or how the rest of Pelican Town 
might react. Is it safe to be in a same-sex relationship in Pelican Town and 
the surrounding locales of Stardew Valley?

If the player-character does engage in a same-sex relationship, the 
player must then field awkward questions and interactions with NPCs who 
are accustomed to a heteronormative town. This includes George making 
uncomfortable comments about you having a same-sex partner and Mayor 
Lewis hesitating with how to announce you both after officiating your wed-
ding. This unfamiliarity seems to be confined to the locations explored in 
Stardew Valley and is not reflected within the structures that govern the 
gameworld; a same-sex couple is able to adopt a baby as easily as an 
opposite-sex couple is able to conceive one, suggesting same-sex relation-
ships are legally acknowledged and respected in this world.

Stardew Valley allows the player-character to date any eligible NPCs in 
Pelican Town, regardless of gender, as a way to suggest that all sexualities 
are accepted in this setting; however, by making the town heteronormative 
in its other romantic relationships, the game demands that queer player-
characters must be torchbearers for marriage equality, including dealing 
with curious questions and awkward interactions with other NPCs.

Playersexuality relates to the larger issue of texts relying on internal and 
imagined storylines created by the player to include queer representations. 
By hinting at potentially diverse sexualities and genders, games are able to 
inspire queer audiences to develop ‘headcanons’, which are unconfirmed 
imagined stories that could be true.

Applying queer criticism to a text can involve looking at opportuni-
ties for audiences to create queer headcanons. In Dragon Age: Inquisition 
(BioWare 2014), ‘Cole’ is an example of a character whose representa-
tion led to headcanons in the game’s audience. Cole is a spirit who never 
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explicitly refers to himself as asexual but, during a conversation with 
Solas, he reveals that he doesn’t feel attraction; this reference allowed the 
game’s asexual audience to establish a headcanon that Cole’s sexuality was 
a representation of their identity. This was undermined in the Trespasser 
downloadable content, where the player is given the opportunity to help 
Cole become human. If the player assists him, Cole forms a relationship 
with a woman and explains this by saying, ‘Well, I am human now’. This 
representation implies that the reason Cole did not feel attraction previ-
ously was due to him being a spirit and not a human, and therefore that 
all humans feel sexual attraction. Not only does this conflict with the 
headcanon audiences had established and remove the possibility of Cole’s 
asexuality, but this representation also suggests that asexual people are 
somehow less human than allosexual people. This not only erases asexual-
ity from the text but also suggests it does not exist in society.

In addition to erasing individuals and their identities from texts, queer 
criticism can also be applied to games to reveal instances of queer com-
munities being erased. When a queer character is present within a game, 
it’s unusual for any other queer characters to be included alongside them 
(Shaw et al. 2019). When more than one queer character is included 
together, they are typically romantic partners (Shaw et al. 2019). A com-
mon refrain by audiences who are hesitant about increasing diversity in 
games is that it is unrealistic to have large groups of queer characters in 
one game or scene (Queerly Represent Me 2017)—especially considering 
only 5%–10% of the population self-identifies as LGBTQ+ (The Williams 
Institute 2019). However, if we always aim to ensure that there are nine (or 
nineteen) straight cisgender people for every one queer person in a text, 
we are removing the context of how queer individuals interact with each 
other in reality.

The term ‘LGBTQ+ community’ or a similar variation has become 
extremely common but can mean different things depending on who is 
using it (Formby 2017). It can be a generic term that is used as a synonym 
for ‘people’ or ‘population’, a physical space where queer people gather, 
or an abstract space where queer people can find ‘support or similar-
ity’ (Formby 2017). Regardless of the definition used, the existence of an 
LGBTQ+ community suggests that there are spaces where queer people 
congregate, situations where queer people interact, and contexts where 
queer people are otherwise considered collectively. This means it is not 
unrealistic to depict multiple LGBTQ+ people interacting within the same 
space—physical or virtual—and games that only represent queer people as 
individuals or pairs are erasing these communities.
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2064: Read Only Memories (MidBoss 2015) is one game that specifically 
seeks to represent the queer community. Within the physical space of the 
Stardust nightclub, individuals of assorted sexualities and genders congre-
gate and will have conversations with the player-character. This is one of 
few examples of multiple queer characters sharing a space within a game, 
and it’s within a game that was specifically developed to be ‘queer-inclu-
sive’ (Ligman 2013). In the few games where queer community is explored, 
it is often at a superficial level and most commonly revolves around the 
physical space of a ‘gay bar’ (Shaw 2020). These representations of queer 
community suggest that queer people rarely congregate and, when they 
do, they primarily meet one another in bars. This has the consequence of 
associating queerness with extroverted behaviour and alcohol and stereo-
types queer people as having a specific set of personality traits rather than 
reflecting the reality that queer people—and communities—are diverse. 
It also associates queerness with adulthood, erasing queer children and 
teenagers, and failing to acknowledge their need for a community to pro-
vide them with ‘support and similarity’ as they establish their identities.

Queer criticism allows us to examine explicit representations of queer-
ness in games, but also encourages us to understand the ‘queerness’ that 
can be found in subverted binaries, gender fluidity, gaps and silences, and 
audience headcanons.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME USING QUEER 
CRITICISM, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 How is queer content treated within the text’s thematic content or 
character portrayals?

	 2.	 What does the text contribute to our knowledge of queer, gay, or 
lesbian experiences and history, including media history?

	 3.	 What does the text reveal about society’s social, political, or psy-
chological discrimination of diverse sexualities and genders?

	 4.	 In what ways are characters represented as ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’? 
How do these representations relate to their perceived sexuality?

	 5.	 How does the text represent relationships? Who is romantically 
interested in whom and what does this reveal about the game-
world’s attitudes towards diverse sexualities?

	 6.	 What opportunities for queer representation are not explored in the 
text?

	 7.	 How is queer community explored or erased in the text? Are there 
examples of physical or abstract communities? What are their 
purposes?
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C h a p t e r  6

Games and Race

Postcolonial theory suggests that all texts make a social com-
ment about power relationships; however, unlike the theories in the 

previous chapters that have been concerned with class, gender, and sexu-
ality, postcolonial theory examines texts for their representations of race 
(Barry 2009: 186). This theory explicitly challenges liberal humanism’s 
claim that all texts can convey a universal human experience and is instead 
founded on the idea that texts are interpreted differently depending on the 
identity of the individual. Postcolonial theorists proclaim that people of 
different races have different life experiences, and these are reflected in 
both the creation and consumption of texts.

One of the main pillars of postcolonial criticism is that non-white 
characters are treated as an ‘Other’ in texts (Barry 2009). To understand 
this, you first need to understand what we mean by ‘white’ in this con-
text. ‘Whiteness’ is not about the literal colour of a person’s skin, but 
rather the cultural and political climate of a particular time period; 
‘whiteness’ is not a static or consistent category (Twine & Gallagher 
2008) and excludes or includes different groups in different time periods. 
For example, ‘whiteness’—and the privilege of being part of the socially 
accepted race—has historically excluded Italians, Greeks, the Irish, or 
Jews (Jacobson 1999; Guglielmo 2000) due to political relationships and 
views on immigration.

This perspective of ‘whiteness’ is America-centric and based on 
immigration trends within the US during the 19th and 20th centuries. 
Discussions of race—and therefore of colonial and postcolonial ideas—
were originally oriented around British views, but have shifted from 

Games as Texts Games and Race
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British ideals to American ones as the British Empire fell and the US 
began to establish itself as an ‘empire’ in its own right (Höglund 2008). 
One way the influence of these ‘empires’ can be seen is through the way 
media representations of the ‘Other’ are used to legitimise foreign policy.

For example, the British Empire created negative representations of 
the East in their media to make ‘British colonial policy both possible and 
agreeable to the British and European public’ (Höglund 2008). These rep-
resentations are referred to as ‘orientalism’, which is a concept founded 
by Edward Said in Orientalism (1978). Historically, the term ‘orientalism’ 
refers to the ways the media (including journalism, literature, political 
public relations, and even academia) represented Eastern regions to legiti-
mise—and ‘enable’ (Höglund 2008)—British expansion over the East.

Similarly, ‘orientalism’ can be seen in American media where repre-
sentations are used to perpetuate stereotypes, spread fear, and make citi-
zens agreeable to US foreign policy. For example, American media during 
the Cold War typically positioned Soviets as a stereotypical enemy, and 
this can be seen reflected in games like the Command & Conquer: Red 
Alert series (Electronic Arts & Westwood 2009), which presents itself as a 
‘historical’ game with realistic weapons and vehicles; however, the game 
allows American armies to access 1980s tanks alongside Soviet 1940s air-
crafts (Kukulak 2018). More recently, similar orientalism is also evident 
in media representations of the Middle East, as a way to legitimise US 
foreign policy related to the region—specifically Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
Iran. Middle Eastern characters and symbolism are used as shorthand 
to denote antagonists and create fear in audiences, and this trend can be 
unpacked using postcolonial criticism.

Similar techniques have been used in representations of Black people 
in games, who are often depicted as ‘extreme and blatant racial tropes’ 
(Leonard 2006). More specifically, these tropes and stereotypes vary from 
‘gangstas’ to ‘sports players’ (Adams 2003), which craft Black people into 
symbols of the ‘fears, anxieties, and desires of privileged Western users’ 
(Nakamura 2002: 6). Specifically, this suggests that unless the character is 
a gang member that can be used to instil fear in a Caucasian audience or a 
sports player that that same audience can idolise, there is limited motiva-
tion to include Black representation in games.

PROTAGONISTS AND WHITENESS
Player-characters in videogames are either predetermined or player-cre-
ated—which means they are either assigned a race by the developers or 



Games and Race﻿    ◾    71

the player is given a selection of skin colours and other racial signifiers 
to choose from (assuming the character is humanoid). Predetermined 
humanoid protagonists are overwhelmingly white (between 70% and 
85%) with a smaller percentage split between being Black, Asian or Pacific 
Islander, Hispanic and Latinx, Native American, and biracial (Cole & 
Zammit 2020). This creates a problematic assumption that all players and 
all heroes are white, or can relate to a white protagonist. Games where 
there are non-white protagonists tend to have multiple playable characters 
and present people of colour as options or intermittent player-characters 
rather than the sole protagonist.

Mafia III (Hangar 13 2016) presents a comparatively rare example of a 
game with a single predetermined Black protagonist and player-character: 
Lincoln Clay. The game is set in LA in 1968 and does not shy away from 
exploring themes of racism by deliberately incorporating interactions 
between the player-character and his environment that expose the racial 
politics of the era. By making it impossible for the player to inhabit the life 
of any other player-character, Mafia III forces all players to be exposed to 
the discrimination that Lincoln experiences as an attempt to elicit empa-
thy or catharsis—depending on the real-life experiences of the player.

Through Lincoln, the player is asked to confront white supremacists, 
endure racial slurs, and witness hate crimes. The game positions the player 
as an ally alongside Black NPCs who are experiencing targeted harass-
ment by law enforcement and white civilians by highlighting their shared 
humanity through shared in-game experiences. Mafia III is an open-
world game, but the gameworld is not open to Black NPCs—and it’s also 
not entirely open to the player. Hateful glances and comments follow 
Lincoln through whites-only areas of the map, making him feel as though 
he doesn’t belong. All of these experiences give context to the news reports 
that the player hears as they drive around the city, including stories about 
the Freedom Riders and the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.

Mafia III is far from perfect, but by forcing the player to experience the 
narrative as a Black protagonist, the game grapples with aspects of racial 
tension that many games fail to acknowledge. Knowing that all players 
will be experiencing the world from the perspective of a Black man allows 
the game to approach the player with a specific form of racial hostility, 
which games that simply allow for a racially diverse protagonist cannot 
explore. When a character creator allows the player to embody a Black 
character, the gameworld rarely responds to them uniquely based on the 
identities that have been selected.
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Character creators that feature the bare minimum of non-white skin 
colours are still limited by the options that a developer provides (Dietrich 
2013) and this can result in avatars still being forced to resemble Anglo 
appearances in some ways, such as through facial features, voice, or hair-
styles (Passmore & Mandryk 2018). Alternatively, the player-character 
might be able to look like a person of colour, but their movements and 
mannerisms might be stereotypically ‘white’ (Passmore & Mandryk 2018). 
This has been referred to as ‘digital blackface’—a virtual form of the phe-
nomenon of white people using make-up or paint to make their skin darker 
and act as a marginalised race (Kaur 2019).

This was taken to the extreme in Animal Crossing: New Leaf (Nintendo 
2013) when it was first released. Originally, players were unable to cus-
tomise their skin colour and could only appear dark-skinned if they spent 
hours ‘tanning’ at an in-game tropical resort island (Frank 2016), which 
essentially ‘paints’ a white-skinned character. With this approach, no 
characters were able to actually be people of colour, even if they were per-
mitted to superficially look like one.

Examining the limitations of character creators through a postcolonial 
lens shows that ‘whiteness’ is being used as the default within these sys-
tems (Dietrich 2013). Due to the way that media not only reflects but also 
maintains social norms (Harwood & Anderson 2002), existing character 
creators are thus perpetuating this normalisation of whiteness in future 
character creators and in society more broadly. It is not enough to take 
a white character model and allow for the skin tone to be tinted darker; 
people of colour have more physical and experiential characteristics than 
the tone of their skin. Ultimately, considering whiteness to be the default 
for protagonists and player-characters creates a societal assumption that 
white characters are always the heroes while people of colour are relegated 
to supporting roles, antagonistic or stereotypical depictions, or are erased 
entirely.

ORIENTALISM IN THE MIDDLE EAST
In his analysis of the Middle East in fine arts and photography, Said (1978) 
suggests that the West presents this region as ‘timeless and exotic’ through 
orientalism. Although Said’s perspectives on orientalism are controver-
sial and oversimplified (Kamiya 2006), Said (1978) is correct in his asser-
tion that people from the Middle East are often incorrectly categorised 
as a homogenous group. In games, characters from the Middle East tend 
to belong to one of two stereotypes: adventure and role-playing games 
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exploit ‘orientalist’ imagery in fantasy settings, while action games and 
first-person shooters prefer to present Middle Eastern people as villains, 
expendable enemies, and ‘extremists’ (Šisler 2008).

Arabian Nights (Silmarils 2001) is an adventure game based on the text 
One Thousand and One Nights, as well as Western stereotypes of Middle 
Eastern aesthetics and culture. In this game, the player controls Ali, who 
wears an open vest and a turban. The player moves him through stereo-
typical environments such as market squares and palaces, and interacts 
with characters wielding scimitars or dressed as belly dancers. These ‘visual 
signifiers’ are typically used in videogames to ascribe somebody Middle 
Eastern heritage (Šisler 2008) and are ‘effectively props’ that are used to 
indicate that something is ‘exotic’ to the Western audience (Smith Galer 
2019).

Images of ‘turbans, fezes, and monkeys’ and settings like ‘deserts, min-
arets, bazaars, and harems’ have permeated Western culture because of 
19th-century Western art depicting the Middle East (Smith Galer 2019), 
which used these objects and settings as symbols. These have now become 
synonymous with many Western representations of Middle Eastern 
people and culture. The Assassin’s Creed series (Ubisoft 2018) was heav-
ily influenced by this art—particularly the work of British artist David 
Roberts (Boyes 2018; Martin 2017). Although Roberts differs from many 
19th-century Western painters, in that he actually travelled to the loca-
tions he was depicting in his paintings, his work still views the Middle 
East through a Western lens.

The Prince of Persia (Brøderbund 2018) franchise assigns the player the 
role of Western observer of the East, just as Roberts was when he was trav-
elling the region. Prince of Persia is another collection of videogames that 
relies heavily on stereotypical visual signifiers to depict Middle Eastern 
locations and characters, with the series even using the words ‘harem’ and 
‘sands’ in some of their titles (Harem Adventures, The Sands of Time, and 
The Forgotten Sands). While NPCs in the game speak with ‘caricatured’ 
Middle Eastern accents, the Prince—the player-character—has a distinct 
British accent, which ‘mark[s] him as Westernized’ (Tucker 2006). This 
character acts as a cipher for Western players to project themselves onto. 
Western mediators are often included in Western representations of the 
Middle East so that they can proclaim that the scenery is ‘strange and/
or wondrous!’ therefore establishing the location as ‘Other’ from the per-
spective of the mediator and separating it from the collective Western ‘Us’ 
(Tucker 2006).
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This Western representation of the Middle East has become so prolific 
that it has even infiltrated the media of other Eastern countries. Super 
Mario Odyssey (Nintendo 2017a) was created by a Japanese development 
studio but still borrows from the stereotypes that have been perpetuated 
by orientalism. In addition to creating a homogenous Middle East, Super 
Mario Odyssey borrows motifs from Native Central and South American 
cultures, creating open world ‘playgrounds’ for players to explore that 
have a mismatch of Aztec, Mayan, and Egyptian aesthetics (Al-Aaser 
2017).

Final Fantasy XII (Square Enix 2006)—also a Japanese-developed 
game—similarly incorporates ideas of the homogenous Middle East into 
its settings. The game does not map to any specific geographic region; 
instead, it borrows from many locations to create a ‘magical, fantasti-
cal East’ filled with many of the symbols and tropes mentioned earlier: 
bazaars, deserts, nomads, silk trousers, hookahs, and so on (Boyes 2018). 
The game inserts a Western-looking party of characters into this space—
including white-skinned, blond-haired princesses and knights (Boyes 
2018)—allowing Western players to, once again, project themselves onto 
these ciphers and have the Eastern world mediated by them.

However, Final Fantasy XII also engages with ideas of Western colo-
nisation in a critical—although simplified—way. The game begins in 
Dalmasca, the name of which alludes to the Syrian city of Damascus, 
which is in conflict with the Archadian Empire; ‘Archadia’—and its capital 
city of ‘Archades’—use word structures that mimic Greek language roots. 
Archades is aesthetically a Western-looking capital city and characters 
from the area tend to have English accents (Boyes 2018). The primary 
antagonist of Final Fantasy XII is the Archadian Empire and its leaders, 
who rule over most of the gameworld. The game’s exploration of colonial 
relations is not particularly nuanced—and does not counteract the prob-
lematic homogenisation of the Middle East—but is significant, particularly 
considering stereotypical representations of the Middle East continue to be 
used to justify ongoing Western exploitation of the region.

Rather than the ‘fantastical’ Middle East common in adventure 
games, action games are more likely to depict Middle Eastern characters 
as expendable or villainous. This perpetuates modern attempts to make 
Western society ‘fear’ the Middle East and thus make US foreign policy 
more palatable for the Western world—mirroring techniques the media 
historically used to make colonisation of the East more agreeable to the 
British public (Höglund 2008).
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Homogenisation is also the foundation of these fear narratives, with 
large groups of people being painted with the same stereotypical brush 
in order to push a certain agenda. Independent game developer Rami 
Ismail has spoken on this subject at many industry events. At the Game 
Developers Conference in 2016, Ismail addressed the homogenous portay-
als of the Middle East in videogames when he told an audience of game 
creators that ‘Muslim is not a people’ (Lee 2016). Despite being a diverse 
region, people from the Middle East are often assumed to all be Arabic, 
a term which people also treat as synonymous with Muslim. As such, 
‘Muslim’ has become a ‘racialized group’ in that it has become associ-
ated with particular racial and cultural traits by Western society (Corbin 
2017: 458), despite being a term explicitly referring only to followers of the 
Islamic faith.

This is evident in games when the individual cultures and identities of 
Middle Eastern settings are incorrectly represented. For example, in Call 
of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (Infinity Ward 2009), the multiplayer map set 
in Karachi featured Arabic words as part of the scenery despite Pakistanis 
in this city not speaking Arabic—they speak either English or Urdu. Urdu 
features the same characters as Arabic, but the words are different—just 
as many different languages use the letters of the Latin alphabet in differ-
ent orders and combinations (Boyes 2018; Lee 2016). Even Assassin’s Creed 
(Ubisoft Montreal 2007)—which has been praised for its historically accu-
rate and well-researched representations of Middle Eastern cities—makes 
missteps. In this first entry in the Assassin’s Creed series, Altair has the 
same last name as his father (Ibn-La’Ahad), which goes against Arabic 
naming conventions (Lee 2016).

In addition to blurring the lines between what it means to be Middle 
Eastern, Arabic, and/or Muslim, Western media has also been responsible 
for creating an association between the Islamic faith and terrorism. In 
games, Muslims are ‘Othered’ by being presented as a threat or linked to 
terrorist activity, with limited representation of ‘ordinary Muslims’ pro-
vided to contrast with these associations (Šisler 2008). This, in turn, causes 
audiences to internalise the bias that all terrorists are Muslim or—worse—
that all Muslims are terrorists (Corbin 2017).

In action games and first-person shooters featuring Middle Eastern 
characters, these characters are typically positioned as the ‘enemy’ and are 
depicted using an assortment of the stereotypical visual signifiers men-
tioned above, such as head coverings, loose silk clothes, and dark skin 
(Šisler 2008). Middle Eastern enemies are often linked to terrorism, with 
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the player-character being part of heroic counter-terrorist forces (Šisler 
2008).

The Counter-Strike series (Valve 2012) is a first-person shooter with 
teams of five alternating between offensive and defensive roles. The offen-
sive team is referred to as the ‘terrorists’ while the defensive side are 
‘counter-terrorists’, who skirmish on different maps that are inspired by 
different global settings. In Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, there are 
seven terrorist and counter-terrorist ‘factions’ based on different geo-
graphic regions including the Middle East, the Balkans, North America, 
Somalia, Russia, and Southeast Europe. However, despite the diversity of 
settings and factions, the ‘Elite Crew’—a group of non-distinct Middle 
Eastern terrorists wearing shemagh—receive the most audience exposure. 
The Elite Crew are the terrorist faction used on ‘Mirage’, which is the only 
map that has featured in every competitive major map pool (15 in total), as 
well as ‘Dust 2’, which is considered ‘the most popular and iconic Counter-
Strike map’ (Yin-Poole 2017). This means that, although both casual play-
ers and esports audiences have opportunities to see a variety of terrorist 
groups from different backgrounds and with different motivations, they 
are most likely to see vaguely Middle Eastern people playing the role of 
terrorists.

When used as villains, Middle Eastern characters are almost always 
presented as part of a ‘monolithic’ depiction of Islamic people with no 
ethnic or religious diversity (Šisler 2008; Deniz & Ismail 2017). When 
heroic characters or counter-terrorist groups are also depicted as Middle 
Eastern, they are given more specific nationalities and individual traits. 
For example, the ‘Elite Crew’ in CS:GO has a generic ‘Middle Eastern’ 
identity but is combated by the Israel Defense Force—a specific organ-
isation from a specific Middle Eastern country. This correlates to wider 
tendencies seen in journalism and Western media (Hafez 2000; Jackson 
2010), but the use of stereotypes to depict all Middle Eastern people 
as villainous seems to be most prevalent in videogames (Šisler 2008). 
Portraying individual people as a homogenous enemy group ‘trains 
people to respond similarly to that group of people in real life’ (Cole & 
Zammit 2020).

COLONISATION AS A MECHANIC
Colonisation is frequently explored thematically and mechanically in vid-
eogames, from the extremely explicit in empire expansion games to the 
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more subtle in farming simulators. Acts of colonisation are simplified, 
glorified, and used as mechanics for players to engage with, often without 
critique.

Sid Meier’s Colonization (MicroProse 1995) is an obvious place 
to start examining the ways colonisation has been adapted to create 
‘fun’ gameplay mechanics, drive in-game goals, and act as a narrative 
‘wrapper’ around design choices that are focused more on their player 
engagement than political message (Harrer 2018). Colonization uses a 
familiar model of power accumulation as the fundamental guide for 
the game’s design. Players attempt to conquer a larger area and create 
lucrative trading relationships with Europe, with the ‘native’ people 
of America treated as collateral in these attempts to expand. While 
European people are treated as characters capable of creating new cit-
ies, the indigenous people have no agency and are only able to ‘wait 
for Europeans to take advantage of them in trade or obliterate and 
loot their civilizations’ (Owens 2010). In this way, Colonization is pro-
grammed to consider the European people as characters and the indig-
enous people as objects or resources—which the player is rewarded for 
using.

Games that put the player in the role of a coloniser force the player 
to engage in horrific behaviours and to strip indigenous people of their 
agency if those games are at all attempting to accurately portray the events 
of colonisation. However, to remove these horrific actions—or allow the 
player to avoid them—‘whitewash[es] some of the worst events of human 
history’ (Morris cited in Owens 2010). The elements of history that a 
game conceals from a colonisation narrative can be just as offensive as 
the elements the game includes. For example, Colonization chooses not 
to incorporate the slave trade into its mechanics despite including many 
other atrocities committed by European settlers, such as being able to raze 
indigenous villages or use missionaries to convert indigenous people to 
then use as labour.

It’s a conundrum. Allowing the player to be a coloniser in a historically 
accurate narrative means allowing—and encouraging—them to commit 
racist, criminal acts, but removing those acts from the narrative white-
washes history (Owens 2010). Does this mean the only alternative is never 
exploring colonial narratives in games? Expecting developers to entirely 
avoid addressing these important historical events in the medium is not a 
solution either.
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BARBARIANS AT THE GATES

Analysing the Civilization Series through a Postcolonial Lens

The core game loop of the Civilization series (MicroProse, Activision, 
& Firaxis Games 2019) encourages the player to expand their civiliza-
tion across a map. As part of this expansion, players are motivated to kill 
‘barbarians’ to gain resources and prevent premature skirmishes. Of the 
non–player-controlled groups of humans in Civilization, the barbarians are 
granted the least power and significance and are typically removed (func-
tionally, if not literally) from the map early in the game.

The Civilization series treats barbarians as unimportant and inconve-
nient, especially when compared to the civilisations that the players and 
AI are able to control. Speaking about Civilization III (Firaxis Games 2001) 
specifically, Sybille (2003) notes that settings for ‘barbarian activity’ are in 
the menu alongside categories like ‘world size’ and ‘climate’, which suggests 
that the game mechanically considers the gameworld’s indigenous people to 
be more similar to the natural landscape than to the colonising civilisations.

In this settings menu, the primary control a player has over ‘barbarian’ 
settlements is how much they can move around the map. This freedom 
of movement is directly tied to the level of ‘danger’ the barbarians pose 
to the player’s growing civilization. The highest difficulty setting is ‘rag-
ing’, which relies on the harmful ‘savage’ stereotypes that have historically 
been applied to indigenous people to justify their mistreatment by colonial 
forces. Civilization III represents the barbarians as ‘a wild tribe which has to 
be controlled’ (Sybille 2003) or—more accurately—eradicated.

However, if we examine the actions of the barbarian units, there are strik-
ing parallels between their behaviour and those that the player is rewarded 
for engaging in. These non-centralised, semi-nomadic people are either 
performing the same unprovoked acts of violence that the game attempts 
to justify for the player or are otherwise defending their land against the 
encroachment of a foreign power who is seeking to tame, dominate, or 
destroy their home.

The mechanics of Civilization devalue any groups that do not explicitly 
pursue colonial values—not just the barbarians. The city-states that appear 
in Civilization V and VI can also be destroyed and pillaged; however, civi-
lizations are also able to form ally relationships with the city-states that are 
not possible with barbarians, further reinforcing the stereotype that indig-
enous people are ‘savages’ who are incapable of interacting with the player 
through any means other than violence.

City-states lack the innate need to expand from where they initially 
spawn on the map. Their borders will likely grow minutely throughout the 
course of a game, but they won’t create additional cities or attempt to swal-
low up distant resources. Simply put, they are neither eligible nor interested 
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in ‘victory conditions’; they busy themselves with their city’s primary inter-
est (maritime, culture, faith, etc.) and are content to watch larger civilisa-
tions grow, offering them assistance in exchange for relevant aid.

Unlike city-states, barbarians can spawn additional encampments 
across the map—even in areas already explored by the player. Barbarians 
do not use a ‘settler’ unit to create a new base, which both player- and 
AI-controlled civilisations require; barbarian encampments will appear 
anywhere that is currently outside the players’ line of sight. This implies 
that the barbarians are not founding new encampments like civilisations do 
but rather their existing encampments are being noticed. This suggests that 
the gameworld’s indigenous people are not using violence as their first act 
but rather as the only act that allows them to be seen—by the nation, by 
the player, and by the game itself.

In Civilization VI, barbarians can also spawn near cities if the loyalty 
of that city drops low enough to create disquiet or if an enemy spy agi-
tates a district. By creating a parallel between the rioters or revolutionaries 
who are reacting to civil upset and the barbarians who otherwise act as 
tokens of indigenous populations, Civilization is allowing the player to view 
both groups the same way—as an inconvenience that can only be stopped 
through violent means.

The Civilization series features humans gathering together in different 
types of communities and cities, but suggests that some of these formats 
are more ‘acceptable’ than others. Civilisations are treated as the only 
acceptable way for humans to congregate; only civilisations can ‘win’ the 
game while those without colonial motives are ignored, manipulated, or 
pillaged by the player. This representation fails to question the ideas of 
colonial conquest that led to European expansion across the world, and 
which ultimately led to the continuing marginalisation of people of colour.

Resident Evil 5 (Capcom 2009) attempts to address the contention 
around how to represent colonisation narratives by fictionalising aspects 
of its story in an attempt to place distance between the player and the hor-
rors they are committing. The game is set in the fictional West African 
city of Kijuju, where the white protagonist encounters locals who have 
been infected by a virus and turned into ‘bio-organic weapons’. Africa has 
a bloody history of European colonisation, but Resident Evil 5 attempts 
to remove the player’s potential guilt around replicating this history and 
committing violence against the local people by depicting those people as 
‘infected’ and therefore ‘framing violence against them as a benevolent 
deed’ (Harrer 2018). But analysing this text through a postcolonial lens 
reveals that this may be even worse than historically accurate colonisation 
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narratives. Resident Evil 5 demands that the player kill Black people to 
ensure the survival of white people, and therefore becomes a shameless 
representation of colonial domination.

Although the murder of indigenous people is one significant act of col-
onisation, it is not the only one. Manipulation of landscapes can also be a 
colonial mechanic in games. For example, games that encourage clearing 
natural resources, planting introduced species, and building structures—
which are core mechanics of many survival, farming, and city-building 
simulation games (Murthy 2019)—are drawing on colonial ideas. That said, 
it’s important when analysing games using a postcolonial lens to remem-
ber that ‘scale’ is relevant to discussions about colonisation (Murthy 2019). 
Indigenous people engage in activities like gathering resources and craft-
ing items, but they do this with far less environmental impact than factory 
production or large-scale industrial agriculture. White violence against 
people of colour is always an act of colonial violence, but the manipulation 
of the environment can be interpreted as colonial or not depending on the 
scale of the action and its impact on the landscape. Videogame mechanics 
that involve exploiting the environment for the progression of the player 
are further explored in ‘Games and the Environment’.

NON-HUMAN ‘RACES’
Similar to the way abstraction is used to create distance between the player 
and colonial mechanics, abstraction can also be used to explore relation-
ships between different races without directly addressing the political and 
historical context that exists in relations around white people and people 
of colour. Some of the most common examples of this stem from Tolkien’s 
conception of fantasy races in the Lord of the Rings series (1955), where the 
‘fair’ elves are placed in contrast with the dark-skinned orcs. While elves 
are treated as noble and beautiful, orcs are treated as irredeemably evil 
and are ‘dealt with by extermination’ (Rearick 2004).

The way Tolkien explored race in Lord of the Rings and other supple-
mentary texts most obviously influences videogames that directly draw 
on this source material. For example, Middle-earth: Shadow of Mordor 
(Monolith Productions 2014) explores the tensions between humans and 
orcs, with the player controlling a ranger named Talion in his quest for 
revenge against the entire Uruk (Great Orc) population. The in-game 
description of the Uruks states that they were ‘bred for war’ and ‘hate beau-
tiful things’, and suggests that they will approach all situations and people 
with violence. This description is used as justification for the torture that 
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Talion is encouraged to inflict upon them. But the representations of the 
Uruks in the game make it increasingly clear that they are not culture-
less savages; they have societal structures and roles, they form bonds and 
relationships, and they create cultural artefacts to adorn themselves and 
their strongholds. Not only do the Uruk have language, but based on the 
lore of Middle Earth, each Uruk can likely speak a local Orcish dialect, 
the unifying Mordor language ‘Black Speech’, and the common language 
Talion uses to communicate with them.

The jarring disconnect between the way Uruks are described and how 
they are actually represented reflects the narratives that the Europeans told 
as they colonised countries all over the world and claimed that the native 
people of those lands were uneducated, uncultured savages. These racial 
relationships—where one is undeservedly treated as ‘lesser’ than another 
as a justification for discrimination—are mirrored in other modern fan-
tasy RPGs, with the interactions between fictional humanoid ‘races’ used 
as sites to explore real-life conflicts between ethnic groups.

World of Warcraft is a massively multiplayer online role-playing game 
(MMORPG), with more than twenty playable races across two ‘factions’—
the Alliance and the Horde. The races within these factions are physically 
and behaviourally distinct, with their cultural differences being tied to 
their biology (Monson 2012). This perpetuates erroneous understand-
ings of the supposedly innate differences between ethnic groups when, in 
actuality, the lines between ‘races’ are blurred (Tishkoff & Kidd 2004). As 
Chou (2017) puts it, ‘there is so much ambiguity between the races, and so 
much variation within them, that two people of European descent may be 
more genetically similar to an Asian person than they are to each other’.

Players are able to join either the Alliance or the Horde and, therefore, 
are also able to choose how they will interact with other players. Despite 
this, the Alliance (comprised of humans, night elves, dwarves, gnomes, 
etc.) are assumed by many to be the ‘good’ side while the Horde (com-
prised of orcs, blood elves, goblins, trolls, the undead, etc.) are assumed 
to be the ‘bad’ side (Higgin 2009). Initially, little of the in-game lore sup-
ported these assumptions, with this instead coming from the players’ pre-
conceived ideas of which fantasy races are ‘good’ and which are ‘bad’. It is 
likely that these assumptions were also influenced by the fact that humans 
are part of the Alliance, and players instinctively want to assume that 
people like themselves are part of the morally correct group. These con-
troversial assumptions of ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ have since been reinforced 
by in-game content that depicts the Horde as shifting from a number of 
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groups who unified to ensure their own survival into one clearly defined 
faction ruled by a bloodthirsty and exploitative warchief.

The representations of the Alliance and the Horde allow players to act 
out racial relationships and learn from these interactions; however, instead 
of creating two obviously fictional and morally similar groups, World of 
Warcraft has used fantasy races that have historically been used to depict 
real-life ethnicities. The game has even reinforced these parallels by draw-
ing on stereotypical imagery and aesthetics in the design of the Horde 
races (Monson 2012), such as iconography, hairstyles, and facial features 
typically associated with cultures like Jamaican and Native American 
(Higgin 2009). When we determine that the ‘Horde’ is being depicted as 
the ‘bad’ faction through player interaction and narrative choice, while 
simultaneously being the faction that unites races that are aesthetically 
inspired by people of colour, a postcolonial reading of World of Warcraft 
can show that this game is reinforcing the idea that Blackness is inherently 
‘lesser’ or ‘bad’.

All texts are influenced by historical events, cultural iconography, and 
otherwise human stories. Analysing these texts through a postcolonial 
lens, however, allows us to interrogate the ways that this inspiration is 
turned into stories that reinforce false assumptions about race, vilify par-
ticular ethnic groups in service of a larger political purpose, or glorify 
and whitewash horrific acts of colonisation rather than critically explor-
ing these continually pertinent concepts.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH A 
POSTCOLONIAL LENS, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 How does the text depict characters of different races, cultures, and 
religions?

	 2.	 Does the text borrow from the aesthetics or narratives of various 
cultures or ethnicities? How are these used?

	 3.	 Which individuals and groups are identified as “Other” in the text? 
How are they described and treated?

	 4.	 How does the text represent the various aspects of colonial oppres-
sion, either explicitly or allegorically?

	 5.	 How does the text explore the theme of anti-colonialist resistance? 
Are there ways to resist colonisation within the narrative or mechan-
ics of the game?

	 6.	 What does the text reveal about how our race and culture can shape 
our perception of ourselves, others, and the world in which we live?
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C h a p t e r  7

Games and Chronic 
Health Conditions

Chronic health conditions are defined as ‘conditions that last a 
year or more’ and that ‘require ongoing medical attention’ or oth-

erwise impact the daily life of an individual (Anderson & Horvath 2004: 
263). This definition encapsulates physical disabilities, neurodivergence, 
mental illness, and chronic illness and can equally include people who 
self-identify as experiencing symptoms that fulfil the definition as well as 
those who have been officially diagnosed with a condition. Although some 
of these areas of inquiry are recently being talked about more in relation 
to games, chronic health conditions remain an under-researched field of 
analysis.

Literary criticism focused on representations of chronic health con-
ditions in texts is still a burgeoning field—particularly when compared 
to well-established areas of criticism, like structuralism or feminism (as 
explored in earlier chapters). Growing alongside fields of research like rep-
resentations of disability in news media (Briant et al. 2011; Johanssen & 
Garrisi 2020) and educational texts (Táboas-Pais & Rey-Cao 2012; Golos 
& Moses 2011), the literary analysis that does exist often focuses on physi-
cal disability (Hall 2015) or generic ‘madness’ (Bolt et al. 2012; Donaldson 
2002). The lens used for this criticism tends to be referred to as ‘disability 
studies’.

Although mental health conditions and neurodivergence can some-
times be referred to as ‘disabilities’—particularly in their more severe 
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manifestations—referring to this analysis as ‘disability studies’ tends to 
exclude many chronic health conditions, their symptoms, and their sec-
ondary effects as valuable sites of analysis. As such, we will be applying a 
lens we are referring to as ‘chronic health criticism’ in this chapter, which 
we have expanded to include considerations of a broader range of condi-
tions and their impacts.

Although analysing games using chronic health criticism reveals weak-
nesses, silences, and stereotypes in many cases, some games are actively 
attempting to explore the stories of people with chronic health conditions 
and allow these characters to act as protagonists. For example, Hellblade: 
Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory 2017) follows the journey of Senua, a 
protagonist with psychosis. The creators of Hellblade consulted with the 
Wellcome Trust and psychosis patients to create an authentic representa-
tion of psychosis (Takahashi 2019), and, although it was not universally 
accepted or appreciated (Lacina 2017), it received broadly positive feed-
back regarding its ‘honest’ depiction of one symptom of mental illness 
(Takahashi 2019).

Most of the negative feedback Hellblade has received stems from it 
being one of the only available representations of its kind, particularly in 
the AAA game space (which Ninja Theory self-identifies as being within 
(Ninja Theory 2014)). For example, one criticism of Hellblade is that the 
symptoms Senua experiences are linked to trauma and grief; this is not 
necessarily an unrealistic or inauthentic aspect of the representation but 
when no other representations exist to provide context to Senua’s experi-
ence, this can imply that all mental health conditions require trauma or 
grief to exist.

Chronic health conditions can have a variety of causes—or no cause at 
all—and many of the circumstances that could lead to chronic health con-
ditions in characters are already explored in videogames. However, often 
the expected impacts of these situations and events are glossed over or 
erased.

ERASURE
Conditions that last more than a year and require ongoing medical atten-
tion are uncommon in videogames. Acute injuries requiring immediate 
medical attention—such as drinking a potion or sleeping in a bed—are 
far more common, and typically have no long-term impact on a charac-
ter. Protagonists can have near-death experiences and return to normal 
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with the application of the correct medicine, with no physical or mental 
ramifications.

This is in part due to the same ‘power fantasy’ described in the chap-
ter ‘Games and Class’, where a continual increase in status and ability is 
an integral part of the escapist promise many games offer players. When 
a player-character recovers fully from a life-threatening injury, they are 
portrayed as strong and healthy; contrastingly, grappling with physical 
or mental conditions for the duration of a game narrative does not help 
make a player feel powerful or to escape the realities of their day-to-day 
lives. This is despite the actions and experiences of protagonists in action-
heavy games lending themselves to acquiring physical disabilities or men-
tal health issues. It would be easy to believe that player-characters return 
from bandit camps, war zones, or ancient tombs with permanent injuries, 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), or any number of other long-term 
consequences, but games rarely explore these topics.

In the trailer of Rise of the Tomb Raider (Crystal Dynamics 2015), 
protagonist Lara Croft is depicted as potentially showing symptoms of 
PTSD during a session with a therapist (Ishaan 2015). However, this was 
not included in the game itself, following a public statement made by the 
game’s director who insisted Lara’s foot-tapping is not due to ‘a weakness 
or disorder’ but rather ‘anticipation to get out of the situation and just go 
on her adventures’ (Marco 2015). Despite it being completely reasonable 
for Lara Croft to be experiencing PTSD or any number of other physi-
cal or mental conditions due to her history, the text’s creators attempted 
to not only avoid including symptoms of these conditions but to actively 
deny their existence, even when plausible symptoms are visible. The con-
cept that a chronic health condition might be a sign of ‘weakness’ (Marco 
2015) is a false perception that relates back to the power fantasy. The idea 
that people with chronic health conditions are weak and that players want 
their protagonists to be strong limits their inclusion in games and some-
times causes them to be actively erased from texts.

Similarly, Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Kojima Productions 
2015) suggests the relevance of chronic health conditions in the title of 
the game but, although there are several conditions represented within 
the text, the impacts of these conditions are often minimised or misrep-
resented. Venom Snake, the player-character in MGSV, lost his arm in the 
‘Ground Zeroes Incident’ and—following a nine-year coma and an escape 
from hospital—is fitted with a robotic prosthesis.
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Spotlighting a protagonist and player-character with a chronic health 
condition is significant, and the game even hints that it is going to explore 
the difficulties that Venom Snake will experience as he gets used to the new 
prosthesis; in an early cutscene, Venom Snake has some difficulty trying 
to take a water canteen from Revolver Ocelot. In a brief exchange between 
the two, Revolver Ocelot asks if Venom Snake is ‘Getting used to it?’ and 
Venom Snake experiments a little with his grip, implying that he is still in 
the process of adapting to the prosthesis. However, once the player regains 
control of Venom Snake—and for the remainder of MGSV—Venom Snake 
has no further difficulties or issues. Mere minutes after this stumble, he 
masters the use of his prosthesis and can roll, grapple, shoot, and climb 
without fear of imprecision or imperfection.

It seems likely that this representation is intended to demonstrate 
Venom Snake’s legendary ability as a soldier; however, it feels strange that 
MGSV draws attention to Venom Snake’s struggle only to ignore it later. 
Venom Snake’s military prowess and near-instantaneous adaptation to his 
new body creates a disconnect between him and the ‘average’ person with 
a chronic health condition, making this representation less about a mean-
ingful exploration of disability and more about the impacts of war.

The multitude of other characters grappling with chronic health condi-
tions in MGSV reiterate this assertion. Almost all characters in the text—
including minor NPCs—are seen to be carrying the physical, emotional, 
and/or psychological markers of their experiences with war. Kazuhira 
Miller, a key supporting character and comrade of Venom Snake, talks 
about his phantom limb pain and the way it is indistinguishable from—
and, indeed, deliberately conflated with—the pain he feels at the loss of 
his comrades. He tells the player, ‘Every night, I can feel my leg... and my 
arm... even my fingers... The body I’ve lost... the comrades I’ve lost... won’t 
stop hurting... It’s like they’re all still there.’ Kazuhira uses both his literal 
and metaphoric pain to fuel (and justify) his fight against their enemy, 
again demonstrating that the text is more interested in exploring the cost 
of war on individuals rather than the lived experiences of people with 
chronic health conditions.

Relying on chronic health conditions solely to act as a metaphor or sym-
bol is a form of erasure; similarly, using metaphors to stand in for chronic 
health conditions also erases these conditions from a text. In the Deus Ex 
series (Eidos Montréal 2016; Eidos Montréal 2011), people with augmenta-
tions are discriminated against in a way that is indicative of both disabil-
ity and racial difference without properly addressing either issue. Despite 
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regularly presenting perfect sites for exploring chronic health conditions, 
games regularly avoid depicting disability, neurodivergence, or mental ill-
ness in favour of relying on more typical models of power accumulation. 
Even in situations where mental health or physical disability are included 
in games, it is common for these depictions to be downplayed in favour of 
allowing the player to have fun adventuring without having to think too 
much about the consequences, or in favour of exploring other issues.

When chronic health conditions are included in a text with limited 
mechanical or narrative significance, this is considered to be ‘incidental’ 
representation (Cole 2018b). This can be seen as a positive way of incorpo-
rating chronic health conditions into a game, as people with these varied 
conditions exist in the real world and are generally involved in actions 
and conversations that are not explicitly linked to their conditions. For 
example, in Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment 2016) you can select from 
a diverse array of characters whose varied appearances and backstories 
don’t impact the gameplay but still provide incidental diversity—includ-
ing Junkrat, who is an amputee. Similarly, the chef that the player chooses 
for their avatar in Overcooked (Ghost Town Games 2016) doesn’t impact 
the game mechanically but there is the option for the player-character to 
be a raccoon chef in a wheelchair.

However, depending on its execution, one could argue that incidental 
representation is also a form of erasure. By making chronic health condi-
tions an aesthetic choice that have no impact on the actions and abilities 
of a character, the real-life impacts of these conditions are undermined. 
For example, viewing the aesthetic options in Sea of Thieves (Rare 2018) 
through chronic health criticism reveals that the player-character can 
equip items that turn them into a stereotypical pirate—complete with 
hook hand, wooden leg, and/or eyepatch. The incidental representation of 
these conditions is undermined because the player-character can return to 
having their original eyes and limbs at any time; these visual signifiers of 
disabilities are accessories and are not indicative of actual chronic health 
conditions. NPCs in Sea of Thieves also have these visual signifiers of ste-
reotypical ‘pirate’ injuries but these representations can be interpreted as 
similarly transient; this gameworld allows the player-character to add or 
remove disabilities at will, and this implies that other characters inhabit-
ing the same setting can do the same.

All of the characters in Sea of Thieves have the same capabilities, regard-
less of their apparent chronic health conditions. When these conditions 
are represented in games, characters who acquire serious injuries are often 
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able to resolve these near-perfectly with the right piece of equipment. For 
example, Bentley in the Sly Cooper series (Sucker Punch Productions & 
Sanzaru Games 2013) experiences an injury at the end of Sly 2 that causes 
him to lose the use of his legs; however, in the next game he upgrades 
a wheelchair so he can still be a secondary field agent and continues to 
add to the technology of the chair so that the limitations it places on him 
become inconsequential.

In an even more extreme example, BJ Blazkowicz in Wolfenstein II: The 
New Colossus discovers he has lost the use of his legs. After climbing into 
a wheelchair, he manages to perfectly navigate a German U-boat despite 
the fact that several doorways and corridors could not be traversed by a 
wheelchair-user (Fahey 2020). This is by design—the game’s executive 
producer stated that he wanted to create an ‘intuitive’ experience where 
the player would have ‘the same freedom as when they are on their feet’, 
which is a game design decision that directly conflicts with the genuine 
experience of using a wheelchair for the first time (Fahey 2020). Even an 
experienced wheelchair user would struggle to navigate the space depicted 
in this sequence of Wolfenstein II.

In the Dishonored series (Arkane Studios 2017), Billie Lurk first appears 
as an NPC in The Knife of Dunwall downloadable content for the first game 
and returns as Meagan Foster in Dishonored 2. In both of these appear-
ances, she is missing her right arm and right eye but, despite this, man-
ages to hold her own. Billie becomes the protagonist in the standalone 
expansion Dishonored: Death of the Outsider, but by this time her arm and 
eye have been replaced by ‘Void artifacts’, which not only return the use 
of these body parts but actually make her more powerful by granting her 
additional access to magic. Examining this representation using chronic 
health criticism exposes that the Dishonored series does not allow Billie 
to be a protagonist while maintaining her lost limb and eye, implying that 
her disabilities needed to be ‘fixed’ before she could be a playable character.

The representation of Billie’s disabilities is an evolution of the idea 
that videogame characters can have chronic health conditions that don’t 
impact the characters’ lives in any meaningful ways. The ‘Void artifacts’ 
that Billie uses do impact her life, but positively—by granting her addi-
tional powers. Similarly, in ReCore (Comcept & Armature Studio 2016) 
the protagonist Joule Adams has a ‘powered leg brace’ on both of her legs, 
which improve her jumping abilities without having any other notable 
impacts on her life.
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This can be interpreted as a form of erasure, with these games ignor-
ing the challenges that come with chronic health conditions in favour of 
using aids like prostheses as sources of superhuman abilities for the player. 
However, applying chronic health criticism to these texts can reveal an 
alternative reading: associating disabilities with superhuman powers pres-
ents a source of escapism for people with chronic health conditions, allow-
ing them to experience worlds where they are more abled than the average 
person rather than less. This demonstrates the complexity of textual anal-
ysis: there are multiple arguments to be made, and these are capable of 
existing simultaneously, each equally supported by evidence within the 
text and secondary sources.

ESCAPING TO IVALICE

Analysing Representations of Chronic Health Conditions in Final Fantasy 
Tactics Advance

Final Fantasy Tactics Advance (FFTA) (Square 2003) follows the journey 
of several characters through an illusory world that symbolises escapism 
from their assorted physical conditions and emotional traumas. Ivalice—
the setting of FFTA—is created when a character named Mewt reads from 
an old magical book, and the space reflects the desires of the narrative’s 
central characters. These desires vary from healing physical conditions like 
an inability to walk or white hair, to altering situations that have caused 
emotional trauma such as the death of a parent, bullying, and neglect.

Ivalice is a manifestation of the concept of escapism. Escapism is con-
sidered both a helpful tool and a potentially harmful habit in psychology. 
Daydreaming can allow us to rehearse future scenarios and avoid danger, 
solve problems in creative ways, and prompt us to remember important 
information (Glausiusz 2014). There is a neurological relationship between 
memory and imagination (Schacter et al. 2008), and escaping into alter-
nate realities can help us establish our identities and integrate ourselves 
into the outside world (Glausiusz 2014). However, escapism becomes 
harmful when it is used as a way of avoiding real problems and can also 
be an indicator of the onset or relapse of anxiety disorders (Spinhoven et 
al. 2017).

Ivalice represents both the positive and negative aspects of escapism 
for the main characters of FFTA. Marche, the protagonist, acts as a leader 
in Ivalice and is given attention—which he seems to resist. Experiencing 
the attention he craved in the real world helps him to better understand 
himself, and he chooses to use the power of his leadership role to con-
vince others that prolonged escapism is unhealthy and that they should 
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leave Ivalice. For some, it is easy to encourage people to join him on his 
mission; however, for others, the gifts provided by Ivalice are difficult to 
refuse.

The main reason Marche received less attention in the real world is 
because his younger brother, Doned, has an unspecified condition that 
causes him to be regularly unwell and unable to walk. In Ivalice, his illness 
is gone and, as a result, he is against Marche’s mission to return them to 
their real lives. Not only does he resist Marche, but he actively stands in 
his way, reporting Marche’s clan to the authorities and alerting bandits of 
their travels. When Marche and Doned finally confront each other, Doned 
suggests that it’s easier for his older brother to want to return home because 
there he has ‘everything’ and Doned has ‘nothing’. This oversimplification 
can be interpreted as erroneously suggesting disability removes everything 
of value from a person’s life.

Ultimately, Marche persuades Doned to help him in his mission to 
restore their real world by telling him that he envied the attention and love 
that Doned received—comparing his challenges of being the able-bod-
ied sibling to the challenges that come from being unable to walk. From 
this conversation, Doned is convinced that his desire to remain in a world 
where he can walk is selfish. Being a carer or family member of a per-
son with a disability is difficult, but conflating this difficulty with having a 
disability and complaining about this challenge to the disabled person in 
question is unfair and damaging.

Doned is not the only character who resists Marche and the plan to 
return home; Mewt also fights against Marche and his goal of destroying 
Ivalice. This may be because Ivalice is Mewt’s idealised world, so he has 
even more to lose. In the real world, Mewt’s mother died when he was 
young, and his father became an alcoholic whose struggles at work dis-
tracted him from looking after his son. In response to the trauma of losing 
his mother at a young age, Mewt remains emotionally immature and car-
ries a teddy bear to remind him of her. In addition to being a victim of these 
life circumstances, he is also victimised at school by bullies.

When a magical book allows him to create an illusory world of his 
desires, Mewt gravitates towards circumstances that make him feel safe, 
secure, and powerful. He is made the prince of Ivalice, his mother is alive, 
his father becomes the ‘Judgemaster’ whose job is to enforce rules that 
protect Mewt, and his bullies are turned into mindless monsters. With all 
of these changes made to improve Mewt’s life, it makes sense that he is 
reluctant to return to his old life as a victim. It is only by demonstrating to 
Mewt that Queen Remedi—his mother in Ivalice—is actually a manifesta-
tion of the magical book that is manipulating him, and therefore once again 
victimising him, that he can be convinced to work with Marche and the 
others to return to their real world.
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Although Queen Remedi carries the form of Mewt’s mother, it is Babus 
who represents her compassion and love. Although it is not explicitly 
stated in the text, it is implied that Babus is the manifestation of the teddy 
bear that Mewt carried in the real world; this is based on Babus’s love of 
Mewt, his role as Mewt’s assistant, and the different shape of his nose com-
pared to that of other nu mou (his race). After assessing the situation and 
determining that this escapism is causing more harm than benefit to Mewt, 
Babus decides to side with Marche and assist with returning the main char-
acters to their real world. This suggests that sometimes in life, true love is 
not demonstrated by doting on somebody—as Queen Remedi dotes on 
Mewt—but through encouraging them to process their traumas, even if that 
is more difficult than escaping into a fantasy world.

However, the characters still benefit from the time they spend in Ivalice, 
as this escapism allows them to experiment with danger without experienc-
ing harm. The Judgemaster and his judges enforce the rules of Ivalice—
which, mechanically, are reflected in the restrictions placed upon the 
player in battle. In addition, Judges have the power to heal wounds and 
prevent death. This means that not only does Mewt desire his mother’s 
resurrection but he has also manifested a world where he never has to 
grieve the death of another person, indicating his intense anxiety around 
death and physical injury. This may be based on Mewt’s experience with 
sports or videogames—both of which we see him talking about or engag-
ing in before entering Ivalice—especially because breaking the rules of 
battle result in a whistle being blown and the character receiving a yellow 
or red card, drawing a parallel to football.

However, some zones—referred to as ‘Jagds’—are not protected by the 
Judges; in these zones, the rules do not apply, and characters can die per-
manently. Jagds are mostly optional for the player throughout the game and 
could be interpreted as spaces for the player to experience the possibility of 
death in small doses; this alludes to exposure therapy methods used in the 
treatment of anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder. Players are better 
prepared for the Jagds because of their experience battling in safe spaces 
protected by the Judges, just as individuals can use escapism to practice 
scenarios while avoiding danger (Glausiusz 2014).

Ultimately, FFTA uses Ivalice as a symbol of escapism, demonstrating the 
positive benefits that people can receive from short periods of time within a 
fantasy world while also emphasising the harm that can be caused by pro-
longed periods spent in these spaces. There is a relationship between the 
escapism represented in FFTA and chronic health conditions, as the individu-
als most tempted to stay in Ivalice are those with physical disabilities, mental 
health conditions, and emotional trauma; this suggests that people with chronic 
health conditions are most at risk of being tempted to disappear into fantasy 
worlds, while demonstrating the harm that can be caused by this temptation.
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VILIFICATION
Chronic health conditions can be used as symbolic signifiers that charac-
ters or settings are villainous. Some videogames use visible disabilities to 
denote enemies to the player while others use common symptoms of men-
tal illness in their characterisation of antagonists. Associating chronic 
health conditions with villains and enemies reinforces harmful stereo-
types and social stigma, which in turn negatively impacts the treatment of 
people with chronic health conditions.

RAGE and RAGE 2 (Avalanche Studios & id Software 2019) use an exag-
gerated cleft lip and cleft palate on their ‘crusher’ enemies, perpetuating a 
history of clefts being associated with ‘villainy and mental health disor-
ders’ (Plante 2019). In Rage 2, cleft imagery is also used to signify a collec-
tion of mutants who are ‘subhuman’ and ‘ridden like horses or mounted 
like animals’ (Plante 2019). Characters in RAGE 2 are depicted as having 
fewer physical differences, the ‘better’ they are, with traditional beauty 
used as an indicator of allies while physical signifiers like clefts are used 
to denote enemies.

The Borderlands series (Gearbox Software 2019) uses chronic health 
conditions for similar symbolism, but these problems are hidden behind 
the praise that the series has received for representations of characters like 
Patricia Tannis or Sir Hammerlock. Tannis is a character with autism who 
is integral to the narrative of the original Borderlands game and recurs 
throughout the series. Her representation is nuanced and although her 
lack of empathy, difficulty with social cues, and other symptoms impact 
her interactions with NPCs, they are generally accepted by her compan-
ions. Similarly, the first character (other than Claptrap) that the player-
character interacts with in Borderlands 2 is Sir Hammerlock, who has 
an artificial eye. Hammerlock is helpful to the player and is treated with 
similar acceptance by other NPCs. However, despite these thoughtful 
representations, the Borderlands series falls into the trope of using some 
chronic health conditions as shorthand for communicating that a charac-
ter is an enemy.

Just as clefts indicate enemies in the RAGE series, dwarfism is linked to 
villainy in Borderlands. Borderlands and Borderlands 2 feature many vari-
ations of the ‘midget’ enemy—a slur used against people with dwarfism. 
This language was deliberately changed in future titles, replaced by ‘Lil’ in 
Borderlands: The Pre-Sequel and ‘Tink’ in Borderlands 3; however, replac-
ing an offensive word while continuing to associate dwarfism with villainy 
does not solve the greater issue with this representation. By positioning 
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people with dwarfism as always being an enemy that the player should 
kill—and rewarding them for doing so—negative associations are created 
or reinforced that the player can then apply to people with dwarfism out-
side of the game context.

The Borderlands series doesn’t just use physical impairments to indi-
cate enemies. ‘Psychos’ and ‘lunatics’ are also common enemies in the 
Borderlands series, named after derogatory terms for people with mental 
illness. Associating mental health conditions with ‘dangerous’ characters 
is not uncommon in videogames. Batman: Arkham Asylum also depicts 
characters with mental health conditions as defective and violent (Lindsay 
2014; Dunlop 2018) despite research demonstrating that mentally ill indi-
viduals are more likely to be a danger to themselves than others (SANE 
Australia 2016).

The issues with Arkham Asylum are not limited to the characters them-
selves; the setting of the ‘asylum’ is a common trope in the horror genre, 
which suggests that mental health conditions—and the places designed 
to treat them—are ‘worthy of fear, apprehension, and disgust’ (Barker 
2018). These stereotypical depictions of asylums resemble ‘prisons’ more 
than modern treatment facilities, representing mental health conditions 
as illnesses that require people to be locked up rather than given access to 
‘practical help’ (Cole & Zammit 2020). Arkham Asylum is not the only vid-
eogame that employs this stereotype; Darkest Dungeon (Red Hook Studios 
2016) places characters with mental health conditions in the role of player-
characters but still relies on the horror aesthetic of asylums—even going 
so far as depicting the treatment centres as having bars on the windows.

Chronic health criticism can be used to compare characters who are 
perceived as ‘good’ with those who are villainous to discover the harmful 
stereotypes that a text is perpetuating about who can have chronic health 
conditions. This approach to textual analysis can be similarly applied to 
setting. When motifs associated with chronic health conditions are used 
to indicate a character or setting is evil, scary, or otherwise negative, 
this reinforces harmful associations for the player and can perpetuate or 
worsen social stigma that already exists around these conditions.

SECONDARY IMPACTS
Where disability studies focusses primarily on representations of dis-
ability, chronic health criticism widens the scope to consider all chronic 
health conditions and how they are depicted in texts. But beyond that, 
chronic health criticism allows us to examine the secondary impacts of 
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chronic health conditions, both on the individuals with those conditions 
and on their friends, family, and community.

A study conducted by Golics et al. (2013) found that family members of 
people with chronic illnesses experience emotional trauma as well as neg-
ative impacts on their relationships, finances, and employment. Family 
members also noted the onset or worsening of their own medical condi-
tions, which Golics et al. (2013) refers to as the ‘ripple effect’ of illness. 
This impact is explored in That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous Games 2016), 
where the player is included as part of the Green family and asked to cope 
with the diagnosis, treatment, and ultimate death of their child, Joel. Joel’s 
real-life parents created the game as an interactive way of documenting 
their son’s cancer treatment, so the game’s narrative is told from the per-
spective of Joel’s carers—not Joel himself. This means the story focuses on 
the various impacts that chronic conditions like Joel’s—which lasts for a 
period of four years—has on the people in his life.

In Papo & Yo (Minority Media Inc. 2012), the player-character is also 
a family member and bystander to another character’s chronic health 
condition. In this case, Quico experiences abuse and neglect as a result 
of his father’s chronic alcoholism, which was brought on by a traumatic 
experience where he hit a pedestrian with his car. Substance abuse can 
be a valuable site of inquiry for textual analysis—although it needs to be 
handled with care, as it is a nuanced topic that can be difficult to appro-
priately explore within limited scope. In addition to being its own chronic 
condition, addiction can also be an indicator of other physical or mental 
chronic health conditions, as well as a range of experiences and traumas. 
Texts can be more explicit in exploring secondary impacts of chronic 
health conditions rather than the conditions themselves, so identifying 
and exploring these secondary impacts—including addiction—can allow 
for greater applications of chronic health criticism.

For example, in Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 2010), Norman becomes 
dependent on the fictional medication ‘Triptocaine’ after originally taking 
it to deal with physical symptoms caused by the ‘Added Reality Interface’ 
system he uses. Similarly, the protagonist of the Max Payne series (Remedy 
Entertainment & Rockstar Games 2012) develops an addiction to alcohol 
and painkillers in response to the trauma of losing his family (Hamilton 
2019; Crecente 2012). In both of these examples, the substance dependency 
itself is an example of a chronic health condition with its own impacts 
on the characters and narrative, but it also acts as a marker that draws 
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attention to the other physical and mental health issues that these charac-
ters are experiencing and encourages further analysis.

WHEN ANALYSING A GAME USING CHRONIC 
HEALTH CRITICISM, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 Are any chronic health conditions explicitly referenced in the text?
	 2.	 How is physical disability represented in the text?
	 3.	 How are bodies modified or manipulated in the text to decrease or 

increase ability? How do modified bodies interact with their envi-
ronment? For example, does a character receive upgrades that alter 
their physical body, are prostheses or cybernetics used, etc.?

	 4.	 How are acute injuries and illnesses treated in the text versus 
chronic health conditions? Are characters more likely to experience 
short-term health issues than long-term impacts?

	 5.	 What situations occur in the text that would likely result in a chronic 
health condition in reality? How are these handled by the text?

	 6.	 Can you identify symptoms that might imply the presence of invis-
ible illnesses?

	 7.	 Can you identify symptoms that might imply the presence of mental 
health conditions?

	 8.	 How do others respond to characters in the text who have chronic 
health conditions?

	 9.	 How are chronic health conditions used as symbols for other char-
acter traits?

	 10.	 How do people with or without chronic health conditions relate to 
concepts of good and evil within the text?

	 11.	 How does the text represent places of healing and treatment such as 
hospitals or asylums?

	 12.	 How are secondary impacts of chronic health conditions explored 
in the text, such as unhealthy coping mechanisms, addictions, 
financial consequences, impacts on relationships, or caregiving 
responsibilities?



http://taylorandfrancis.com
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C h a p t e r  8

Games and the 
Environment

‘Ecocriticism’, or ‘green studies’, is one of the most recently developed 
lenses through which we can look at texts and concerns itself with represen-

tations of the physical environment (Glotfelty & Fromm 1996; Barry 2009). 
An offshoot of ecocriticism is critical animal studies, which looks specifi-
cally at the relationships between humans and animals in texts (Shapiro & 
Copeland 2005; Jański 2016). Unlike approaches to literary criticism that have 
had decades to develop, ecocriticism is still establishing the key practices and 
doctrines that comprise it. However, researchers seem to agree that the first 
step in an ecocritical reading is to focus more attention on the ways texts 
‘partake in environmentalist discourses’ (Backe 2014) and analyse what texts 
reveal about environmental issues using this ‘new dimension’ (Barry 2009).

Similar to Marxism, feminism, and postcolonialism, ecocriticism is 
interested in the power dynamics of society and the norms that these 
dynamics perpetuate. Best et al. (2007) argue that ecocriticism is not just 
similar to these theories but must be considered alongside them to reveal 
‘a larger, interlocking, global system of domination’. This is particularly 
important in forms of ecocriticism and critical animal studies that believe 
this lens should not only concern itself with representations of the envi-
ronment but should also explicitly be involved in the conservation of it 
(Best et al. 2007; Jański 2016).

Post-structuralism also underpins key ideas of ecocriticism and criti-
cal animal studies, particularly in the destabilisation of assumed binaries. 

Games as Texts Games and the Environment
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For example, to examine the relationships between humans and nature 
through an ecocritical lens, first one must establish what ‘nature’ is. 
Dichotomies such as ‘culture and nature’ and ‘civilization and wilder-
ness’ are socially constructed (Best et al. 2007) and represent a spectrum 
of human interaction and interference with natural environments (Barry 
2009). Similarly, researchers of critical animal studies emphasise that the 
binary idea of what constitutes a ‘human’ and an ‘animal’ is a Western 
concept, where humans behave as though non-human creatures are their 
inferiors; this form of analysis seeks to destabilise the human/animal 
dichotomy (Best et al. 2007; Jański 2016).

The relationships between humans and animals—and where we arbi-
trarily draw the line—also forms the foundation of a relatively new field of 
psychological study titled ‘anthrozoology’, which is beginning to unpack 
why we have such complicated and nuanced feelings towards animals. 
Many of the ways humans interact with animals are hypocritical—we 
invite some into our home as part of the family, we breed and kill some for 
food, and we use pesticides on others (Herzog 2010). There are some classi-
fications that can be given to different environments and animals in games 
that help us ‘unearth certain patterns related to their functions, origins, 
and conceptions’ (Jański 2016). For example, animals can be depicted as 
hostile ‘enemies’ to be killed for experience points and loot, ‘background’ 
creatures designed to make the environment more believable, anthropo-
morphised ‘heroes’ or allies, ‘companions’ like pets or mounts, and ‘tools’ 
used for transport or resources (Jański 2016).

Different types of animals are more likely to fill different roles. For 
example, domestic creatures based on actual animals are more likely to 
be ‘tools’ while mythical creatures are more likely to be ‘heroes’. In vid-
eogames, there is also the potential for the player to choose the role that 
natural elements—including animals—play mechanically by deciding 
how they want to interact with their surroundings. Videogames present 
a unique site of analysis for ecocritical readings because their systems are 
capable of not only representing individual aspects of the environment 
but also of simulating how ecosystems interact as functioning systems and 
respond to human influence (Backe 2014).

EXPLOITATION
One of the key sources of study for critical animal studies as outlined by 
Shapiro & Copeland (2005) are the ‘human and animal relationships in 
the work’—and this can be expanded to examine the environment more 
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broadly through an ecocritical lens. In some games, this relationship can 
be one of exploitation, destruction, and violence.

Games that focus on the value that animals and the environment can 
bring to humans or human-equivalents—particularly the player-charac-
ter—reflect an anthropocentric view of ecosystems. Anthropocentrism 
positions humans as the centre of the universe and determines the 
value of others based on their relationships to humanity. Games with an 
anthropocentric approach to the environment might involve anything 
from humans being able to freely destroy the environment for necessary 
resources to humans being able to violently interact with animals for ‘fun’.

Minecraft (Mojang 2011) is a game about surviving and creating, and 
the resources that the player can use for both of these acts are acquired 
by destroying the natural environment. This environment is built entirely 
from cubes, which the player can break and remake with various tools. 
The player interacts with enemy creatures the same way as with rocks: hit-
ting the cubes repeatedly eventually causes them to break and gives you 
items of value that can be used for your own purposes. In this way, crea-
tures and objects are conflated as similar natural resources in Minecraft. 
The resources the player gains are often used to mirror preconceived ideas 
of what a landscape should look like, with Western players clearing for-
ests to build roads or neat rows of houses (Harron 2014). This thoughtless 
destruction of physical space is a type of violence.

The destruction of creatures and the physical landscape is reflected in 
many survival games where players move through space cutting down 
trees for timber and killing animals for food. Chickens are commonly 
portrayed as a source of resources rather than a companion, with their 
feathers being used for crafting arrows, armour, and quills, while their 
eggs and meat are used for sustenance (Fothergill & Flick 2016). However, 
although in these instances players are encouraged to exploit and harm 
the environment for resources, in some games the value gained from 
inflicting this harm is more abstract.

Chickens can also be an outlet for violence with minimal or no reward. 
In Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (Valve 2012), the player can kill chick-
ens for a single irrelevant point in ‘Deathmatch’ mode. In Fable (Big Blue 
Box & Lionhead Studios 2010), the player is able to kick chickens and is 
given ‘titles’ for both the distance a chicken travels and the quantity of 
chickens kicked.

Videogames provide us with an opportunity to examine our relation-
ship to animals, and the way our comfort with exploiting animals differs 
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depending on their species. While kicking chickens for no reason can be 
incorporated into a game and be considered humorous, players are unlikely 
to have the same response to the same mechanic being applied to puppies, 
for example. This disrupts the Western idea that ‘human’ and ‘animal’ are 
discrete categories, instead suggesting that we have different expectations 
towards different creatures and the ways that they are treated.

COLONISING EVERY NOOK AND CRANNY

Analysing Representations of the Environment in Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons

The Animal Crossing series allows the player to live as a human villager 
in a setting otherwise inhabited by anthropomorphised animals, and New 
Horizons (Nintendo 2020) is no different. The relationships between the 
player-character, the residents, and fauna and the landscape reveal an 
anthropocentric perspective where value is given to the environment 
based on how it can serve humans.

Time passes in New Horizons in parallel with the player’s real-life time, 
which is primarily demonstrated to the player through the seasonal changes 
to available items and the landscape’s aesthetic. These changes—like cherry 
blossoms in Spring or mushrooms in Autumn—encourage the player to pay 
attention to the environment. With the passing of seasons, different bugs 
and fish become available on the island for the player to catch and log in 
their ‘critterpedia’. These critters can be donated to the museum for resi-
dents to observe or sold to various vendors for a profit. Each creature has a 
literal value placed upon it, from the cheap moth to the expensive tarantula.

Creatures are treated as synonymous with other objects in the game, 
like the fossils and paintings that can also be donated to the museum or 
the fruit and flowers that can be sold to the shop. The mechanic of col-
lecting objects and creatures as though they are synonymous is not unique 
to Animal Crossing; however, it feels especially jarring when the player is 
catching animals and then donating or selling them to other animals.

New Horizons is aware of this dissonance. When catching a frog, the 
player-character says, ‘I caught a frog! Or it’s a new neighbor… and I have 
some apologizing to do’. This shows that the difference between a critter 
and a resident is an arbitrary one; there is a line somewhere between ‘ani-
mal that deserves their own home’ and ‘animal that can be sold for a profit’, 
but the exact location of this line is not made explicit.

The most obvious differentiation between animals and neighbours is 
whether they have typically ‘human’ traits like standing upright, wearing 
clothes, and speaking a human language. This difference is made most 
apparent when comparing animals of the same or similar species. For 
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example, the player is able to catch a ‘squid’ for their critterpedia but there 
are three ‘octopus’ residents. Similarly, there are several items that suggest 
the domestication of animals, such as the ‘hamster cage’, ‘bird cage’, and 
‘doghouse’ (complete with chain and collar), but there are also hamster, 
bird, and dog villagers.

Residents seem insistent on reminding the player-character that they are 
more anthropomorphised than the critters they share the island with—per-
haps because they are trying to avoid being donated to the museum too. As 
the relationship between the player-character and villagers improves, resi-
dents will give the player clothing or furniture, ask to give them nicknames, 
request help with thinking of new catchphrases, and teach ‘reactions’. Each 
of these emphasises the ‘human’ qualities of the residents, including their 
ability to express and share emotions like humans do.

In addition to the variety of residents that can move onto the island, 
the player-character shares the space with several other regular NPCs. 
One of these—Isabelle the dog—is responsible for giving the player daily 
announcements as well as telling the player how they can achieve a better 
island ‘rating’. Isabelle can instruct the player to do several things, including 
inviting more residents to the island, disposing of weeds, planting flowers, 
adding or removing trees, and placing more outdoor furniture. If a player 
wants to achieve a high island rating, they have to interact with the envi-
ronment in a particular way—which requires them to build houses, clear 
native flora, and otherwise colonise what was a ‘deserted’ space.

However, we also know that the island wasn’t deserted when the player 
arrived, as it had a thriving abundance of animals. New Horizons simply 
decides that these animals are somehow ‘lesser’ than the residents who 
move in and therefore do not deserve ownership of the island. This mir-
rors the narratives that colonisers have used to steal land from indigenous 
people throughout history.

Isabelle’s ratings are used to unlock key milestones in the game, includ-
ing a visit from a famous musician, the recipe for a special watering can, 
and tools that allow the player to ‘terraform’ their island. Before terraform-
ing, players are limited in the ways that they can manipulate their physical 
space; they may dig up trees, smash rocks, or build bridges and ramps, but 
they cannot make significant changes to the landscape. Terraforming allows 
players to redirect rivers or block them off entirely, create new ponds or 
cliffs, and cover whole areas of natural landscape with paths. Tom Nook—
the capitalist tanuki who is responsible for bringing the player to the island 
in the first place—encourages this manipulation without consideration for 
how altering waterways and cliffs might impact native wildlife. For exam-
ple, some fish can only spawn in ponds or on higher levels, and the player’s 
terraforming might completely remove their habitats.

Animal Crossing: New Horizons is, superficially, a game about the com-
panionship between a human player-character and many animals as they 
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share an island together. However, a closer look using ecocriticism reveals 
that only some animals are considered equal by the player-character and 
their neighbours, and what defines this distinction is ambiguous and tenu-
ous. New Horizons encourages a positive relationship with the environ-
ment as the player watches the landscape change with the seasons, but 
simultaneously encourages the player to manipulate that landscape to serve 
their purposes without considering the consequences. Ultimately, New 
Horizons wants players to appreciate the natural environment, but only 
when it is serving the player’s immediate needs and desires, thus promoting 
an anthropocentric perspective.

COMPANIONSHIP
Games can use companionship between the player and the environment 
as a way of establishing empathy that can then be applied to their real life. 
This is often created by anthropomorphising the animals or landscape of 
the game, and having them assist and support the player.

Talking trees are a common motif in narratives, and games are no 
different. The ‘wise trees’ in games like Dark Cloud (Level-5 2000), The 
Legend of Zelda series (Nintendo et al. 2019), and Paper Mario (Intelligent 
Systems 2000) assist the player-character by offering advice and guid-
ance and, in turn, foster a positive relationship between the player and the 
environment.

Games also create relationships between the player and animals. 
Sometimes this leans on people’s existing proclivity towards existing 
animals, such as dogs, cats, or horses. One of the most common connec-
tions created between players and animals is established through the use 
of mounts which—although used for their utility by the player-character 
and, in turn, the player—are often treated as friends.

In The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (CD Projekt Red 2015), Geralt and his horse 
Roach spend more time together than Geralt does with any human com-
panion, and this is shown through the warmth of his dialogue towards her. 
He tells her stories of his past and is affectionate when giving her instruc-
tions, and even jokes about her behaviour and the bugs that sometimes 
occur when she is pathfinding in the landscape. In a secondary quest from 
the Blood and Wine downloadable content, a woman named Pinastri gives 
Geralt a portion of a ‘common graytop brew’, which allows him to tempo-
rarily speak to Roach. During these conversations, Roach refers to Geralt as 
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‘[her] human’ and explains that this is why she can travel to him no matter 
where he is on the map, emphasising the closeness of their relationship.

Similarly, the relationship between Wander and Agro in Shadow of 
the Colossus (Team Ico 2006) demonstrates their closeness and the time 
they’ve spent together. This culminates in a scene towards the end of the 
game’s narrative where Wander must cross a collapsing bridge; despite 
riding a galloping Agro, it becomes apparent they are not going to make it 
in time, so Agro bucks Wander onto the platform to safety before falling 
into the chasm below.

In these examples, companionship between humans and horses occurs 
by almost anthropomorphising the animals, both in how they are designed 
and how the player-character interacts with them. The protagonist speaks 
to them like they can understand—and, in the case of Roach, there is even 
a circumstance where she can definitely comprehend and respond. This 
companionship is not reserved for relationships between humans and 
horses; in Fallout 4 (Bethesda Game Studios 2015), the player-character 
finds a german shepherd named Dogmeat early in the game and forms a 
close friendship with him. After befriending Dogmeat, he becomes one 
of the player-character’s ‘companions’—an NPC who is able to follow the 
protagonist around on their adventures, have conversations, and par-
ticipate in combat. Other companions become close friends or romantic 
relationships; placing Dogmeat on equal footing shows the value of his 
friendship with the player-character.

In addition to animals that are relatively common companions to 
humans—like horses and dogs—some games create relationships with 
less typical creatures. Never Alone (Upper One Games 2014) follows Nuna 
and a wild arctic fox as they travel through the tundra, solving puzzles by 
interacting with the landscape. It is only by switching between Nuna and 
the fox—or cooperatively playing with a second person who controls the 
fox—that the player is able to progress. By allowing the fox to either be 
intermittently controlled by the player or to be inhabited by a secondary 
player, a deeper empathy of the animal’s abilities and contributions to the 
adventure can be established. The fox is no longer a non-player-character 
designed only to serve its human companion; it is an equal participant 
in the journey with some unique skills that are necessary for the pair’s 
progression.

Another game featuring a fox companion is Yonder: The Cloud 
Catcher Chronicles (Prideful Sloth 2017). Yonder allows the player to 
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befriend a range of creatures and, although they have fictional names 
like ‘Fernicorn’ or ‘Girpacca’, they are influenced by real-life counter-
parts like foxes, rabbits, or deer. Yonder is an exploration game delib-
erately devoid of combat mechanics, so interactions with creatures 
become purely about relationship-building. Although these creatures 
are able to provide the player with in-game resources, to achieve this 
the player has to repeatedly interact with a creature, encouraging them 
to follow the player-character to a fenced area with an always-open 
gate. Each of these interactions involves the player-character bending 
down to the creature and touching noses with them, while hearts appear 
around them both.

The animation shared between the player-character and each creature 
they befriend are deliberately ‘cute’ to elucidate affection from the player. 
Designing for ‘cuteness’ is a technique used to develop companionship—
or perceived companionship—between a person and an animal. Relying 
on the ways humans relate to creatures they consider ‘cute’ is an approach 
animal conservation organisations use to raise money; these groups use 
mammals with big eyes and fur in their marketing campaigns but share 
donations with less ‘appealing’ creatures like reptiles and amphibians 
(Veríssimo & Smith 2017).

Cute interactions—including the love heart symbolism and rewarding 
sound effects of Yonder—are used in many games to foster companion-
ship. The relationships between humans and animals described so far are 
just small components of the games they are within, but some games rely 
entirely on the enjoyment humans feel when forging a connection with 
an animal. Toys like Digimon and Tamagotchi are designed around the 
‘human desire to care for dependents’ (Anderton et al. 2016) and use sym-
bols of cuteness to encourage players to care about their pixelated pets. 
The digital game Nintendogs (Nintendo 2005) built on the success of these 
devices, creating an opportunity for players to care for more realistic-look-
ing animals using voice commands and tactile gestures on the Nintendo 
DS’s touch screen.

However, these pets are—by necessity—two-dimensional creatures 
that do not have the unique and unpredictable personalities of a real-life 
pet. Interactions with virtual pets also lack the commitment of adopting 
a real animal, as well as the negative emotions that are an inevitable part 
of pet ownership—like frustration at misbehaviour, fear of them running 
away, or grief after they die. Although there may be disappointment at 
the loss of a virtual pet, it pales in comparison to the loss of a pet that has 
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been integrated into your life for a prolonged period and that you cannot 
put down and walk away from. In response to this reality, games use tech-
niques like making creatures playable or ‘cute’ to strengthen the compan-
ionship between the player and the environment, which can potentially 
have an impact on a player’s real-life interactions with the environment 
too.

CONSERVATION
Representations of the environment and animals in some games can inad-
vertently lend itself towards messages of conservation, while other games 
explicitly attempt to disseminate this message. Each of the instances of 
companionship described in the previous section could be argued as 
contributing to a message of conservation. For example, wise, anthropo-
morphised trees encourage players to look at the age and wisdom of the 
landscape and to resist causing it damage. Similarly, using game mechan-
ics to only allow players to have loving and non-violent relationships with 
wild creatures can inspire people to respond to real creatures they encoun-
ter with similar generosity and respect.

Techniques used in these games are utilised in ‘serious games’ that are 
created to spread messages of conservation. Serious games are created 
specifically for a ‘purpose other than, or in addition to, pure entertain-
ment’ (Barker 2018) and can include games for education and training, 
marketing, and awareness raising. Serious games have explored a range 
of conservation topics, including overfishing in EcoOcean (Nissen 2015), 
sea level rise in Game of Floods (County of Marin 2019), and sustainable 
development in Port of the Future (de Boer & Vergouwen 2016). Serious 
games that explore conservation vary greatly in scale and quality, with 
some being created by experienced development teams and supported by 
government funding, while others are made by one individual with lim-
ited exposure to game-making techniques.

Due to game design’s reliance on systems, games present a unique 
opportunity for players to explore how different actions and interac-
tions can influence ecosystems and natural cycles (Backe 2014), making 
the creation of serious games for conservation an exponentially growing 
field. However, it is arguably more interesting to use an ecocritical lens to 
identify themes of conservation within texts that were not explicitly made 
for this purpose. Just as many games inadvertently represent the environ-
ment as something to exploit or as a potential companion, texts can also 
encourage acts and attitudes of conservation.
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Flower (Thatgamecompany 2009) explores the feeling of being power-
less in the environment. The game focuses on how individuals may feel 
unable to ‘affect large-scale environmental change’ (Harron 2014) and 
combats these feelings of inadequacy by instead focusing on emotional 
points of connection between nature and an individual. Proteus (Twisted 
Tree Games 2013) explores a more intimate form of powerlessness, with 
the player’s primary method of interacting with the gameworld being 
through observation. The player is unable to interfere with the passing of 
time—even as the winter ends and the player-character dies. By ending 
the seasonal cycle and the player-character’s life cycle in parallel, Proteus 
attempts to establish an empathetic bond between the player and the envi-
ronment they inhabit, which they are then able to carry with them outside 
the fictional gameworld.

While Proteus is about observing environmental systems, Equilinox 
(ThinMatrix 2018) is about manipulating them. Instead of a first-person 
camera view, Equilinox allows the player to observe the environment 
from overhead. This suggests that they have been assigned a god-like role, 
which reinforces the game’s primary mechanic: the player can use simpli-
fied evolution mechanics to gradually expand and diversify ecosystems. 
In doing so, the player must carefully place particular flora and fauna 
together to ensure everything has an appropriate habitat and source of 
food. Although the game has no explicit win state, the mechanics encour-
age the player to unlock as many different natural elements as possible 
by meeting their increasingly complex requirements. Equilinox does not 
explicitly encourage the player to adopt a mindset of conservation, but by 
showing the ways different species of plants and animals are connected 
within ecosystems and require each other to survive, the game’s repre-
sentation of the environment incentivises acts of conservation, which can 
influence a player’s real-life attitudes.

An ecocritical approach can also reveal themes of conservation in texts 
that are not explicitly about natural systems at all. For example, Cities: 
Skylines (Colossal Order 2015) is primarily about urban systems, with the 
player attempting to establish a successful city that balances the needs of 
residential and corporate occupants. The challenge of Cities: Skylines is 
the way complex systems overlap with one another, dividing the player’s 
focus. Applying an ecocritical lens to the game allows us to choose one 
system to focus on and unpack the ways it encourages conservation: the 
pollution system.
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Ground pollution—one of the three forms of pollution in Cities: 
Skylines—is caused by factories, incinerators, and power stations that use 
fossil fuel. Polluted areas can make individual residents unhappy or sick 
and can negatively impact the value of land, mechanically penalising the 
player in multiple ways for investing in power sources that pollute the 
environment. The game also rewards players for making other environ-
mentally conscious decisions, like implementing policies that encourage 
the use of electric cars or biofuel buses. These options are just a handful in 
a game full of large, complex systems, but they encourage acts of conserva-
tion by mechanically rewarding environmentally conscious choices.

Ecocritical analysis is not reserved for simulation games either. 
Observing the Dishonored series (Arkane Studios 2013) through an eco-
critical lens reveals complicated messages of conservation. In the steam-
punk world of Dishonored, machinery is powered by whale oil and the 
player-character’s abilities are channelled through charms made from 
whalebone. The relationship between humans and whales is explored in 
the text, with references to a history where they lived harmoniously exist-
ing in contrast with the reality where whales are being exploited for the 
resources they can provide. The relationship between humans and all ani-
mals in Dishonored are challenged by similar tensions. The player wit-
nesses both animal abuse and animal attacks during the game, showing 
that humans and animals are both violent perpetrators and victims in this 
gameworld. The level of overall violence portrayed is controlled by the 
player mechanically; Dishonored allows the player to complete missions 
non-violently and, if this offer is ignored, the gameworld retaliates. An 
ecocritical reading of this mechanic suggests that mistreating the envi-
ronment results in the environment mistreating humans; for example, the 
carbon emissions that humans have been responsible for have led to cli-
mate change that is now harming humans with heat waves, bushfires, and 
other natural disasters.

Ecocriticism can be used to analyse any game featuring environments 
and creatures. This lens is an obvious choice for viewing games that are 
specifically about ecology and natural systems, but can also be used to 
reveal interesting messages that are being implicitly presented by games 
where the environment is not a central focus. Human characters and their 
experiences are sometimes easier for human audiences to acknowledge 
and consider; it’s important that we don’t forget non-human creatures and 
the environments they inhabit when deconstructing texts.
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WHEN ANALYSING A GAME THROUGH AN 
ECOCRITICAL LENS, ASK YOURSELF...

	 1.	 How is nature represented in the text, and what is its relationship to 
characters?

	 2.	 How are animals represented in the text and what is their relation-
ship to characters?

	 3.	 How do different characters connect to the natural environment? 
What do the differences between these characters signify?

	 4.	 What environments are present in the text’s setting? How are natural 
and constructed environments treated differently?

	 5.	 Are there instances of environmental crisis or disaster represented in 
the text, either explicitly or through allegory?

	 6.	 Where is the environment placed in the power hierarchy? Is nature 
empowered or oppressed in the text?

	 7.	 What parallels can be drawn between the treatment of the environ-
ment and the marginalisation of different groups of people?

	 8.	 Does the text promote anthropocentric ideas?
	 9.	 What purpose do animals serve to the player in the text?
	 10.	 How does the text challenge assumed binaries such as civilisation/

wilderness and human/animal?
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Intersectionality

Textual analysis is a topic often reserved for high school English 
classes or specific university courses—but it doesn’t have to be. Terms 

like ‘liberal humanism’ or ‘post-structuralism’ might seem complicated, 
but, at their essence, they are just lenses you can look through to see texts 
in different, more nuanced ways.

There are so many ways to look at the games we play. We can dive deeply 
into how they explore universal truths, adhere to structures, or represent 
various identities. We can ask how their systems explore class dynamics or 
the environment. And—beyond what is covered in the pages of this book—
we can ask how designers have created a particular game feel (Swink 2008) 
or flow state (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi 1992), how composers 
have elicited particular emotions in players, or how artists have achieved 
a distinctive and recognisable visual style. There are hundreds of ques-
tions we can ask about each game we play, and no single question is more 
important than any other. Each helps us to ascribe greater value to the 
medium by acknowledging the intricate web of decisions, contexts, and 
values that inform the development of these texts.

Just as there is no single question to ask, there is also no single answer. 
Textual analysis can lead to multiple arguments being made about any 
one text, each of which can exist simultaneously and sometimes contra-
dictorily. When we wonder about the impacts that a game can have rather 
than the intentions of its creators, it’s possible to find evidence that sup-
ports a range of interpretations. These interpretations can lead to in-depth 
discussions that reveal the value of games—not just as entertainment, but 
as an art form.

But the key word here is ‘evidence’. Using techniques like those outlined 
in this book encourages us to conduct research, ask questions, and make 
arguments that can be backed up with proof that can be found within 
a primary text (the game) and in secondary sources (other research). 
Textual analysis encourages curiosity, asking us to apply a range of lenses 

Games as Texts Intersectionality
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to the world we live in and unpack the power dynamics that are permitted 
to thrive there.

Although we refer to these lenses as though they are discrete, and we 
separate them into their own chapters, it is important to remember that 
they are fundamentally connected. Each approach to textual analysis was 
informed by the approaches that came before it and acts as an adapta-
tion, extension, or rebellion. Race does not exist without gender, sexuality 
does not exist without class, and all of these identities inhabit the environ-
ment and are linked by the fundamental questions that make us human. 
Identity is intersectional.

‘Intersectionality’ is a term that was originally used to articulate the ways 
efforts to recognise ‘social and systemic’ marginalisation often occurred 
mutually exclusively (Crenshaw 1991), despite the ‘multidimensionality’ of 
people’s identities (Crenshaw 1989). Specifically, Crenshaw (1991) sought 
to explore the experiences of Black women and how they occurred at the 
intersection between existing feminist and antiracist research.

As we look through the lenses described in this book, it is important to 
also apply the perspective of intersectionality so that we do not accidentally 
make assumptions about the experiences of individuals simply because 
they are connected by one dimension of their identities. Even lenses like 
ecocriticism benefit from an intersectional approach. For example, envi-
ronmental situations like the Flint water crisis and the Dakota Access 
Pipeline have been motivated by race and class (Lloro-Bidart & Finewood 
2018), and to consider these events without an intersectional perspective 
erases the experience of marginalised people.

In this way, intersectionality is becoming its own critical lens or meth-
odology. However, we also need to maintain an intersectional approach to 
intersectionality itself (Bilge 2013). As the term is used more in academic 
work, we risk creating a prescriptive method for applying intersectionality 
that undermines other equally valid approaches (Bilge 2013). Academia is 
a patriarchal institution that serves white straight cis men (Gabriel & Tate 
2017), so allowing this institution to dictate how and when intersectional-
ity is used threatens to erase its history. We cannot disconnect intersec-
tionality from its roots in Black feminism.

The idea for this book started while both of us worked at a university, but 
there is so much value in making supposedly academic concepts more acces-
sible to a wider audience. Textual analysis hasn’t just made us better at ask-
ing questions about games, but also about the world we live in. We hope this 
book has helped facilitate that same curiosity and critical thinking for you.
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