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Dietmar Meinel
Video Games and Spatiality in American
Studies: An Introduction

This volume aims to bring the methodological richness of American Studies to
the study of space in the medium of video games. The essays assembled here
map out conversations about spatiality in video games from the vantage point
of American Studies, exploring the digital spaces players experience, navigate,
and manipulate within games and beyond. Following this approach, video
games are not understood as forms of digital literature or as an interactive or
playable media (although they certainly are) but first and foremost as a medium
of space. Games, we argue, are defined by their spatiality. While this introduction
conceptualizes video games as a medium inherently characterized by its various
modes of spatial production, the present volume examines a particular kind, one
that is keyed to the history and formation of U.S. culture.

From its inception, the experience of space in video games marked the deci-
sive quality of the medium. In one of the earliest video games, Tennis for Two
(1958), for example, players had to hit a simulated tennis ball on a court at a pre-
cise moment to either gain an advantage over their opponent or avoid hitting the
ball into the net. Understanding the position of the ball on the digital tennis
court (seen from the side) was crucial. Similarly, Spacewar! (1962) required play-
ers to understand the space — in this case the gravity well of a star in the uni-
verse — in which their spaceships moved. Players had to manipulate the simulat-
ed gravitational push and pull of the star to gain an advantageous position over
the other player to shoot down their ship. Consequentially, Michael Nitsche sees
the “representational form and their interactive design” of these early video
games as originating from their “spatial realization” (18). Likewise, the popular
text-adventure-game genre of the late 1970s and early 1980s also followed less a
literary tradition and foregrounded experiences of space. While players encoun-
tered the game world only as a written text on a screen and could only interact
with that world by typing in commands, text-adventure games, Henry Jenkins re-
minds us, “centered on enabling players to move through narratively compelling
spaces” (“Narrative Spaces” 56).

With the ubiquitous use of 3D graphics today, space and movement in space
have become an inherent part of the visual, auditory, and haptic gaming experi-

Note: | thank Damien Schlarb and Lara Ullrich for their invaluable critique of this introductory
essay.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110675184-002
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ence as navigating a digital world continues to be an essential feature of all gen-
res. From vast open worlds to small one-screen challenge rooms, the play of
video games takes place in and produces space. At the same time, space also
functions as one of the quintessential narratological forms of video games
since the medium tells its stories, Sebastian Domsch asserts, by way of “the ex-
perience of navigating through space” (104). Indeed, in the words of Alenda Y.
Chang, “[a]lmost by definition, all computer and console games are environ-
ments” (58). In the digital spaces and environments of video games, questions
about the medium, its mode of narration, its aesthetics, and its form coalesce.

Video Game Studies shares this interest in the function and meaning of
spaces with American Studies which possesses an even longer tradition of think-
ing about space. Historically, notions of space have been crucial in describing
the experiences of white settlers in North America and in the development of
U.S. culture. While notions of a “wilderness,” a “virgin land,” a “garden,” the
“frontier,” or a “city upon a hill” date to the colonial period, these ideas have
played an instrumental role in shaping the making of a national culture in the
nineteenth century. Since the 1950s, American Studies has wrestled with these
ideas whether as myths and symbols, as ideological constructions, or as meth-
odological frameworks of the field. Yet, even when American Studies scholars
began to challenge conceptions of North America as a “virgin land” (Perry Miller)
or a “garden” (Leo Marx) as a narrow perspective, these interventions tended to
deploy a spatial vocabulary, nonetheless. The following introduction aims to pro-
vide an overview of the spatial discourse in Video Game Studies and in American
Studies. As both fields have undergone a spatial turn in thinking about their sub-
ject of study, their distinct theoretical approaches and methodologies provide a
critical vocabulary to interrogate the productions of space.

In bringing the two fields into a dialogue about their notions of space, this
volume continues a conversation Sascha Péhlmann initiated with his volume
Playing the Field (2019). In his introduction, P6hlmann wonders how conceptions
of American Studies change by studying video games. He advocates to “system-
atically discuss ways in which the study of video games may present a challenge
to the methods that are current in the loose interpretative community of Amer-
ican Studies, how it might demand new methods, or how it might reinvigorate
those methods that have become unfashionable but are still part of the field’s
historical repertoire of cultural criticism” (4). Spatiality, I argue, may offer one
such systematic approach to thinking about video games and American Studies.

1 The interest in the role of space developed out of P6hlmann’s inquiry and led to the organi-
zation of the conference “Playing the Field II: American Studies, Video Games, and Space” at the
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Consequentially, the following passages trace the development of the role of
space in Video Game Studies as one of the defining features of the medium. Sim-
ilarly, the introduction will then look at the long history of the use of space and
spatial vocabulary in American Studies from its early myth-and-symbol school to
the(ir) fundamental revisions in the field and present scholarship following a
spatial turn in American Studies.?

In tracking the meanings and functions of space in Video Game Studies and
American Studies, this introduction sketches the plurality of conceptual and
methodological approaches to space in both fields as well as their various inter-
sections. The first part of the introduction examines the development of spatial-
ity and discourses of space in Video Game Studies. This section provides a the-
oretical framework for the essays in this volume as they adopt the spatial
vocabulary of Video Games Studies to critically examine the production of
North American spaces in their material. The second part of this introduction
provides a history of American Studies, albeit with a particular interest in the
role of a spatial vocabulary since the inception of the field. This section thereby
aims to demonstrate the centrality of spatiality in the theoretical conceptualiza-
tions of American Studies and in its programmatic shifts. By placing spatiality in
Video Game Studies in proximity to similar debates in American Studies, the lat-
ter part of the introduction furthermore hopes to indicate a path for future explo-
rations. As Video Game Studies moves beyond thinking about space as merely
representative or representational to understand the production of space also
as an act of playing, American Studies may similarly expand its notions of
space as a practice or a form of doing. The introduction hence concludes with
the idea of scripting as a current example of spatiality in the field; its interest
in the scripted scenarios and the prescriptive actions of physical environments
not only illustrates a performative sense of space but may offer novel approaches
to thinking about video game spaces as well. Eventually, the individual contribu-
tions to the volume expand this overview and provide concrete examples of
studying space in video games from an American Studies perspective while si-

Kulturwissenschaftliches Institut (KWI) in Essen, Germany, in May 2019. This collection of essays
grew out of the event.

2 In some regard, this volume takes its cue from Gamer Nation (2019). In his book, John Wills
provides “an analysis of video games within American culture; their presentation of America
past, present, and future; and their potential to reframe American experience” (18). By examin-
ing gameplay mechanics as well as the production of space, this introduction and the following
essays expand on Wills approach of looking at the “representation in (and the narrative geog-
raphy of) games” (14).
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multaneously questioning some of the theoretical premises introduced. In the
following pages, I hope to provide a context for these conversations.

Space and Spatiality in Video Game Studies

Early Video Game Studies wrestled with a seemingly simply question: what are
video games? Or rather, how should we analyze video games? In the 1990s, these
questions were mostly answered with reference to literary theory and narratolo-
gy. Video games were seen as “interactive narratives, procedural stories or reme-
diated cinema” (Eskelinen). By the end of the millennium, this view of video
games came under intense scrutiny as scholars increasingly foregrounded ele-
ments of play in their studies. Even as video games tell stories, video game schol-
ar Jasper Juul maintains, “if we were to play only a single game session of a hy-
pothetical game and end up performing exactly the same sequence of events that
constitute Hamlet, we would not have had the same experience as had we watch-
ed Hamlet performed” (“Games Telling stories?”; emphasis in the original). Fur-
thermore, the enjoyment of a video game may be completely detached from any
story it attempts to tell (if, indeed, a game tries to tell a story in the first place).
Scholars eventually transcended debates about the narrative or ludic quality of
games as they shifted their exploration of the uniqueness of video games to
questions of space, among other issues.

In Video Game Studies, three interrelated notions of space developed over
the years. First, literary and media scholar Janet H. Murray describes the unique-
ness of digital texts in general as the experience of moving in space. Second,
theme park designer Don Carson and video game scholar Henry Jenkins further
conceptualize this quality of video games as a form of narrativizing space to
argue for their storytelling and worldbuilding potentials. A third strand of think-
ing, found in the work of video game scholars Espen Aarseth and Michael Nit-
sche, concentrates less on the narrative potential of space and instead theorizes
what kind of space video games produce or how space functions as a digital en-
vironment. Stephan Giinzel eventually describes this period in the 2000s as a
“spatial turn” in the field. By conceptualizing video games as “active navigation
through a pictorial space” (Giinzel, “The Spatial Turn” 148), hence, scholars (and
players) are asked to both read and interact with digital environments (see
Giinzel, “The Spatial Turn” 147). Lastly, this spatial turn also expanded the vo-
cabulary to engage critically with the politics of representations at work in the
medium. Spaces, landscapes, and environments are never empty or merely scen-
ery, a Cultural Studies approach to space argues, but always possess meaning
whether in service of various ideologies or as subversive sites thereof.
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All these approaches to video game spaces ascribe meaning to the digital en-
vironments players experience. For Sebastian Domsch this act of “semanticizing
space” (104) is a common occurrence in everyday life but is made particularly
prominent in video games. “As we experience spaces,” he explains, “we read
them for their meaning and the stories they contain, and as we perform these
spaces through movement and interaction, we inscribe our own narrative into
them” (104). The narrativization of space through movement stands in stark con-
trast to sequential forms of storytelling most prominently found in literature and
film and constitutes a defining feature of video games (see Domsch 105). Even-
tually, video game scholars have drawn from insights into the narrative potential
of physical spaces to conceptualize virtual ones.

In her pioneering work about digital texts, Janet H. Murray plants the seeds
for thinking about digital texts as spatial phenomena (even though she is often
considered a proponent of a narratological approach to video games). In Hamlet
on the Holodeck (1997),> Murray ascribes the unique means of telling stories in
the digital medium to the immersive quality of experiencing the digital world
as a “navigable space” (79). Murray does not have video game spaces but hyper-
text novels of the early 1990s in mind when she argues that whereas “[l]inear
media such as books and films can portray space, either by verbal description
or image, [...] digital environments can present space that we can move through”
(79). She underscores that the spatial quality of the digital medium does not de-
rive from its graphical capabilities or its ability to connect far-flung places in a
global communication system. Instead,

[t]he computer’s spatial quality is created by the interactive process of navigation. We know
that we are in a particular location because when we enter a keyboard or mouse command
the (text or graphic) screen display changes appropriately. We can verify the relation of one
virtual space to another by retracing our steps. (Murray 80; emphasis added)

This sense of movement in space is furthermore intimately tied to an experience
of the narrative since the “navigation of virtual space has been shaped into a
dramatic enactment of the plot” (Murray 83). Her conceptualization of digital
media foremost as a navigable space refers to hypertext novels but eventually ex-
tends to include video games.*

3 Her book spawned vivid responses as seen in the earlier quote by Juul. For further critical as-
sessment of her work, see Ryan “Beyond Myth and Metaphor” (2001).

4 For a detailed mapping of spatial forms in digital media of which the neologism “cyberspace”
coined by William Gibson in his 1984 novel Neuromancer is probably one of the most famous
instances, see, for example, Ryan “Cyberspace, Cybertexts, Cybermaps” (2004).
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Theme-park designer Don Carson was one of the first to bring architectural
thinking of physical spaces into conversation with video game spaces. For Car-
son in “Environmental Storytelling” (2000), a ride in a theme park tells its nar-
rative or story through “the physical space a guest walks or rides through” (Car-
son). In his view, the physical environment “does much of the work of conveying
the story the designers are trying to tell” as “[c]olor, lighting and even the texture
of a place can fill an audience with excitement or dread” (Carson). Thanks to en-
vironmental storytelling, a narrative is not a linear procession of plot points but
the immersive experience of an entire fictional world. Drawing from his work,
Carson asserts that video game players should ultimately “come to a conclusion”
about the fictional world “through their experience of the physical space and
random encounters with peripheral game characters” (Carson).?

In the early 2000s, space seemed a particularly enticing concept for video
game scholars, as environmental storytelling connects video games to early
forms of play and allowed scholars to segue from fruitless debates about the sta-
tus of narratology and ludology in the field. In “Game Design as Narrative Archi-
tecture” (2004), Henry Jenkins proposes to move the study of video games away
from questions about their narratological or ludic quality and instead center the
field around spatiality. Jenkins argues “for an understanding of game designers
less as storytellers and more as narrative architects” (121) as the production, de-
signing, or sculpting of space stands at the heart of video games. For example,
the first text-based adventures, although devoid of visual depictions of space,
“centered around enabling players to move through narratively-compelling
spaces” (Jenkins 121).° As the graphic capabilities of gaming devices advanced,
video games did not appeal to players because of their narrative form. On the
contrary, early “Nintendo games have simple narrative hooks — rescue Princess
Toadstool — but what gamers found astonishing when they first played them
were their complex and imaginative graphic realms” (Jenkins 122). Instead of ap-
preciating or analyzing video games exclusively for their narrative complexity or

5 In his essay, Carson provides some concrete suggestions for the production of video game
spaces from a “set of rules that will guide, the design and the project team to a common
goal” to giving players a first sense of their placement in and their relationship to an environ-
ment, “Storytelling Through Cause and Effect,” “The Power of Designing the Familiar,”
“Using Contrasting Elements to Your Advantage,” and “Remember, This is a Theatre!” (Carson).
While Carson hopes to inform and educate designers, his list also represents a set of useful an-
alytical tools.

6 Jenkins even harkens back to early table-top role-playing games, an inspiration for the text,
noting that a play started “with designing the space — the dungeon — where the players’ quest
will take place” (121).
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their ludic functionality, Jenkins suggests focusing on the critical examination of
gamespaces since “the core narratives behind many games center around the
struggle to explore, map, and master contested spaces” (122).

Thinking about video game spaces as “narrative architecture,” “narrative
space,” or indeed “environmental storytelling” allows Jenkins to theorize
video games as a unique form of cultural texts differing from literature and vis-
ual media. Jenkins conceptualizes “environmental storytelling” (which he
adapts from the essay by Carson) by distinguishing four interrelated features:
spatial storytelling references established narratives, spatial storytelling relates
its narratives as movement in space, spatial storytelling communicates informa-
tion in its setting, and spatial storytelling emerges out of the experience of space
(see Jenkins 123). The digital environment, in this view, shapes the experience of
the game narrative and world. To tell their stories, for one, video games draw
from and evoke a “larger narrative system in which story information is commu-
nicated through books, film, television, comics and other media” to immerse
players in a world they can “wander through and interact with” (Jenkins 124).
Secondly, they enact stories through their spaces. These gamespaces privilege
“spatial exploration over plot development” by structuring their narratives as
“a matter of designing the geography of imaginary worlds so that obstacles
thwart and affordances facilitate the protagonist’s forward movement towards
resolution” (Jenkins 125). Consequently, the traversal of a gamespace becomes
an inherent aspect of the narrative experience because the accessibility of digital
environment is tied to advancement in the plot of a game. Simply put: the plot is
often organized around movement in space (see Jenkins 125 —126). Thirdly, devel-
opers embed narrative components in the interactions with the digital world
when designing a game. Players must locate and recognize these storytelling el-
ements as games distribute “information across the game space” (Jenkins 126).
This requires players to properly read and decipher the digital environment to
advance the narrative. Lastly, narratives can be “mapped onto game space” (Jen-
kins 128) as the narratives emerge from the ways in which players can interact
with and thereby produce space. These gamespaces then hold a potential for tell-
ing multiple stories or even allowing for player-driven narratives (see Jenkins
128 -129). Instead of following a pre-written story, players write their narratives
as they traverse a space or find their actions imprinted on the landscape of the
game. From the perspective of environmental storytelling then, space moves to
the fore of understanding video games.”

»

7 Following Carson and Jenkins, Celia Pearce foregrounds the possibilities an architectural ap-
proach holds for the study of video games in her essay “Narrative Environments” (2007).
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A third strand in Video Game Studies concentrates less on the narrative po-
tential of space and instead theorizes the kind of digital environments video
games produce. An early work to conceptualize space is Espen Aarseth’s “Alle-
gories of Space” (2001).8 In his view, space in video games poses a dilemma
since no physical realms exist which a person can actually enter (as the idea
of the holodeck suggests). To solve the quandary of describing digital spaces,
he borrows the notions of representational space and represented space from
the work of Henri Lefebvre instead.® Aarseth understands computer games as
“spatial practice[s]” which are “both representations of space (given their formal
systems of relations) and representational spaces (given their symbolic imagery
with a primarily aesthetic purpose)” (163). Aarseth moves beyond reading digital
environments only as narratives to understand

spatial representation in computer games as a reductive operation leading to a representa-
tion of space that is not in itself spatial, but symbolic and rule-based. The nature of space is
not revealed in this operation, and the resulting product, while fabricating a spatial repre-
sentation, in fact uses the reductions as a means to achieve the object of gameplay, since
the difference between the spatial representation and real space is what makes gameplay-
by-automatic-rules possible. (Aarseth 163; emphasis added)

Although gamespaces are representational, Aarseth foregrounds their “automat-
ic rules” as the fundamental element of these digital environments. Obviously,
digital environments simulate physical landscapes: anyone who set foot into
the New York of GTA IV (2008) or the Washington DC of The Division 2 (2019)
will attest to the realist qualities of these depictions of space. Yet, video game
spaces “are not exclusively focused on representation since the representation
is always serving the primary purpose of gameplay” (Aarseth 47). Indeed, few
players have complained about the inability to shop for groceries, sit at a café
to read the daily paper, or the absence of the need to sleep, eat, and hydrate
in these games since “[glameworld design must defer to gameplay design” (Aar-
seth 47). Consequentially, Aarseth proposes to understand games as “allegories
of space” because “they pretend to portray space in ever more realistic ways but

8 The essay by Espen Aarseth has seen several reprintings. I will be referring to its initial pub-
lication but also to a shortened version of his essay from the volume Space Time Play: Computer
Games, Architecture and Urbanism: The Next Level (2007) edited by Friedrich von Borries, Steffen
P. Walz, and Matthias Bottger.

9 The spatial turn, of course, signals an interest in the exploration of culture with the help of
notions of space and place. La Production de L’Espace (1974) and its English publication The
Production of Space (1991) by Henri Lefebvre have become foundational texts in this regard
(see Giinzel 13).
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rely on their deviation from reality in order to make the illusion playable” (169).
The scholarship following this sense of space encounters the challenge of how to
adequately analyze digital environments as narratives and symbols (representa-
tional spaces) but also as experienceable or playable (representations of space).

In his Video Game Spaces (2008), Michael Nitsche provides a toolbox for en-
gaging with the narrative and architectural qualities of digital environments. His
work furthermore expands the sense of spatiality in the study of video games by
considering the physical places where people play and the social spaces playing
produces. Similar to Aarseth, Nitsche does not understand video game spaces
merely “as foregrounded spectacles based on visual cues such as perspective
and parallax but as presented spaces that are assigned an architectural quality”
(3).*° While his work would echo the writing of Henri Lefebvre in conceptualizing
3D space as representation and representational, Nitsche also draws from narra-
tology and aesthetic theory to explore the making of video game spaces.

To understand (the production of) video game spaces, Nitsche first examines
the ways in which the narrative of a video game fosters a sense of space and
movement therein. Comparable to the sense of navigable space in digital texts
Murray describes, Nitsche also understands storytelling in video games first
and foremost as movement in space. When completing a quest in a role-playing
game, for example, players experience its narrative not merely as a story told by
a non-player character but by comprehending “the events a player causes, trig-
gers, and encounters inside a video game space” (Nitsche 7). Secondly, the aes-
thetic presentation of a video game world complements this narratological ap-
proach as the audiovisual production of space often borrows heavily from
cinema to organize the game world and the possible interactions with that envi-
ronment through a “narrative filter” (Nitsche 7). From (digitally simulated) cam-
era positions and movement to sound design and music, video games produce
their spaces by adopting the aesthetic conventions of other audiovisual media
(see also Bolter and Grusin Remediation). Lastly, Nitsche borrows from architec-
tural theory and design to explore the ways in which video games create a sense
of presence and immersion in their spaces (see 159—-202). As the production of
video games increasingly necessitates to design three-dimensional spaces,
their creators become a kind of “‘spacemaker’” or even “‘narrative architect’”
and players the “explorer and conqueror of space” (Nitsche 20).*

999 e

10 Despite the rich history of space in video games, Nitsche concentrates on 3D navigational
space in his work because he sees “fundamental differences among a space described in a writ-
ten text, a cinematic space, and an interactive navigable virtual world” (5-6).

11 In addition to offering a set of tools to analyze the multi-layered production of space in video
games — the mediated space and the fictional space of video games — Nitsche further draws at-
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In his introduction to the essay collection Ludotopia (2019), co-edited with
Espen Aarseth, Giinzel would further expand this thinking about video game
spaces. With his emphasis on video game space as “symbolic space” (21), Giinzel
aims to move away from questions about “the what? of space or the where? of
place” and towards the “how? of space” (22; emphasis in the original). Rather
than merely using spatial theories to analyze video games as previous scholar-
ship has done, however, he suggests “look[ing] at computer games themselves
as spatial concepts” (13; emphasis in original). At times, video games are instan-
ces of spatial theory.

Whether “environmental storytelling,” “narrative environments,” “spatial
narrative,” or “narrative architecture,” all these concepts describe the role of
space in video games as narrative elements, as aesthetic features, and as part
of the gameplay mechanics. Yet, the “highly spatialized storytelling techniques”
(201) of video games, as Celia Pearce reminds readers in her essay “Narrative En-
vironments” (2007), create a sense of place that is tied to concrete identities,
communities, and various forms of agency. Rather than thinking about how
video games produce spaces, then, a Cultural-Studies-inspired approach to
these digital landscapes explores the politics of their representation.

From a Cultural Studies perspective, as media scholar Soraya Murray asserts,
the production of space in video games implicitly or explicitly “naturalize[s] a
certain set of relations through a highly curated framing of the playable environ-
ment” (142) as every digital rendering of land eventually “make[s] claims about
space, place and landscape” (180). In On Video Games (2017), she therefore con-
ceptualizes “landscapes as ideology” (142, emphasis in the original). Drawing
from the work of W.J.T. Mitchell, Murray eventually situates video game spaces
in the broader history of landscape art to conceptualize their ideological work
as a cultural practice or a form of doing (see 143 -144). This doing includes an
examination of the perspective on space, its uses and values within the logic
of the game, the ways in which space produces meaning, and the gameplay me-
chanics to experience space (see Murray 180).> Murray, for example, reads the

” < ” <

tention to the role of digital environments as a “social space” within a “narrative landscape” (7).
Video Game Spaces includes a theorization of the locations in which people consume video
games, the “play space” and the social landscapes games produce as “actions in the virtual
world can affect the spaces of other players” (Nitsche 16; emphasis in the original). For another
interdisciplinary approach to the study of video game spaces, particularly with an interest in
their epistemological potential, see Fraser “Why the Spatial Epistemology of the Video Game
Matters” (2011).

12 For an earlier engagement with the ideologies of digital spaces, see Magnet “Playing at Col-
onization” (2006).
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depiction of 1980s Afghanistan in the open-world game Metal Gear Solid V: The
Phantom Pain as “startlingly devoid of local people, eliminating the possibility of
friendly fire or collateral damage;” instead “[t]he land yields resources like me-
dicinal plants and raw diamonds, but is just as easily a site of unexpected dan-
ger, such as animal attacks or passing Soviet trucks filled with enemy soldiers”
(148 -149). While Murray explores the production of space from a critical white-
ness perspective in one instance, Metal Gear Solid V, Souvik Mukherjee provides
a postcolonial look into the spatial ideologies of the medium in general.

With concepts such as Third Space (see Bhabha) and an-Othered space (see
Soja), it should not come as a surprise that Postcolonial Studies offer a language
to critically engage with spaces in video games." In his Videogames and Postco-
lonialism (2017), Mukherjee connects the study of video games with a postcolo-
nial perspective through the lens of spatiality. For Mukherjee, the history of col-
onialism and imperialism and the playing of empire in video games share an
interest in “the acquisition of geographical space” (29). Mukherjee underscores
the imperial logic of spatial expansion, conquest, and exploitation in (some)
video games by looking at their gameplay mechanics of “spatial expansion”
(29) and by interrogating “who the player is and whose maps are being repre-
sented” (31) in these scenarios. As players engage with, shape, and eventually
conquer “the maps that perpetuate the logic of colonialism instead of challeng-
ing it,” their “personal [experiences and] histories are intertwined with and con-
structed out of a colonialist logic” (Mukherjee 31; emphasis in the original). Con-
sequentially, many video games — Mukherjee pays particular attention to the 4X
and real-time strategy genres with prominent examples being the Colonization
and the Total War series — provide an experience of space akin to the logic of
imperialism by situating players at the helm of European empires at the start
of their global expansion. In these games, space is something to be conquered,
its natural resources and inhabitants exploited for further expansion by military,
diplomatic, and religious means (see Mukherjee 40).**

13 Despite their rich analytical vocabulary, however, Postcolonial Studies have not found their
way into the study of video games on a larger scale. For an overview of Postcolonial approaches
to the study of video games see Mukherjee 8-9.

14 Mukherjee also locates various challenges to any straightforward sense of ideological inter-
pellation in playing empire in video games. In real-time strategy games and 4X games, players
have the opportunity to re-write history and create alternate versions as they lead the nation of
their choice (and these games tend to organize human cultures alongside national identities) to
global dominance. Yet, even within the “expansionist logic of empire” video games tend to pro-
vide moments, scenarios, and non-player characters who (try to) resist and even challenge the
control of the player. Mukherjee sees a “thirdspace of protest” (45) at work when non-player
groups or settlements hinder player expansion or challenge their seamless authority as non-
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Whereas Mukherjee acknowledges the imperial logic informing the game-
play mechanics in real-time strategy and 4X games, Alenda Y. Chang examines
similarly exploitative relations to gamespaces from an ecocritical perspective.
In “Games as Environmental Texts” (2011) and Playing Nature (2019), Chang de-
scribes three principal roles nature and ecological environments play in video
games, namely as “background scenery,” as “stereotyped landscapes,” and as
“natural resources” (“Environmental Texts” 58). Digital landscapes in video
games often consist simply of hazards and obstacles players need to surpass
while their visual portrayal is limited all too often to clichés of an untouched wil-
derness or a pastoral ideal lacking any regional detail. Possible interactions with
these environments furthermore boil down to what use value they have for play-
ers (see Chang, “Environmental Texts” 59 —60). Consequentially, in-game inter-
actions with the environment script player agency and expression as forms of
“dominance,” “manipulation,” and “mastery of the external environment”
(Chang, “Environmental Texts” 60).

The examples of the postcolonial and eco-critical approaches to the study of
space showcase the development of the earlier spatial interest in Video Game
Studies. The notion of space has been at the heart of the field from early attempts
to understand the unique quality of digital texts as a form of movement in space
to the spatial turn with its conceptualization of space as a narrative, aesthetic,
and interactive feature of the medium. This theoretical tradition and its meth-
odological toolbox inform an essential part of the critical work in this volume.
Interest in the production of digital spaces, the experiences of the environments,
and their politics of representation, however, also resonate with similar interests
in the critical examinations of the production of North American spaces in Amer-
ican Studies.

Space and Spatiality in American Studies

Comparable to the spatial turn in Video Game Studies, American Studies under-
went a similar change in recent years. While this shift opened novel perspectives
bringing the interdisciplinarity of the field into proximity with, for example,
Urban Studies, American Studies possesses a long history of thinking about no-
tions of space. These ideas have been essential in characterizing the experiences

player populations protest, revolt, and even acquire independence in various scenarios — a tug-
of-war between players pursuing an imperialist logic of expansion and exploitation (even when
leading a subaltern group) and moments of resistance to their imperial authority (see 49).
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of white settlers in North America and in the development of U.S. culture. No-
tions of a “wilderness,” a “virgin land,” a “garden,” the “frontier,” or a “city
upon a hill” date to the early colonial period, continued to shape the making
of a national culture in the nineteenth century, and stood at the center of
early American Studies in the mid-twentieth century. From the 1950s to the
2010s, the conceptualization of space and spatiality in American Studies shifted
from being understood as myths and symbols mediated in U.S. literature and his-
tory (North America as a new garden of Eden) to being used as a geo-political
framework to debate the nation-state, American exceptionalism, and the trans-
national turn in the field.”

As video game scholars adapted the work of Lefebvre to formulate a spatial
understanding of their medium, so can the competing roles of space in American
Studies also be described fruitfully with his concepts. The framing of space in the
myth-and-symbol school of the 1950s articulates, to borrow from The Production
of Space (1991) by Lefebvre, a representational sense of space, i.e. “space as di-
rectly lived through its associated images and symbols” (39). For Lefebvre, rep-
resentational space is less concerned with the built or physical environment; in-
stead, it is “making symbolic use of its objects” (39). The myth-and-symbol
approach to spatiality in U.S. literature therefore shares with the notion of rep-
resentational space a tendency “towards more or less coherent systems of non-
verbal symbols and signs” (39; emphasis added). In the wake of the myth-and-
symbol school, American Studies scholars challenged the representational
power of the chosen myths and symbols as too narrow to encapsulate the diverse
literary (and cultural) production of the nineteenth century.'® Revisionist inter-
ventions within the field since the 1970s also foregrounded, in the words of Le-
febvre, the multiple spatial practices in North America to adjust, critique, or even
dismiss notions of “the garden” or “the frontier.” In highlighting the possibilities
of the borderland or in linking U.S. culture and literature to U.S. imperialism and
advocating for transnational perspectives in the field, American Studies scholars
explore the multiple local, national, and global “spatial sets characteristic of
[their] social formation” (Lefebvre 33). Recent years have also seen attempts to

15 For an introduction to the development of the video game industry and digital play in the
United States, see, for example, The Video Game Explosion (2007), From Playgrounds to PlaySta-
tion (2016), Atari Age (2017), or Gamer Nation (2019).

16 Revisionist approaches to American Studies questioned whether a set of tropes, such as “vir-
gin land” or “the machine in the garden,” could be representative of American society — and
whether canonical authors could actually offer a “radical resistance” against the rationalization
of human life as the “[h]ighbrow writers in the tradition of the American Renaissance [...] [were]
described as racist, sexist, imperialistic and complicit with the system” (Fluck 79).
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bridge the divide between a representational view of space and the representa-
tion of space when thinking about the ways in which texts as well as built envi-
ronments script stories and actions. In the following, I will spotlight some of the
moments when notions of space shifted in American Studies.

Scholarship about the early colonial period in North American has shown
the long history of European spatial concepts informing perceptions of North
America. Oliver Scheiding, for example, examines the reorganization of Christian
maps of the world from the Middle Ages to incorporate the North American con-
tinent after 1492. Scheiding reads early mappings of and storytelling about North
America as cultural practices shaping “the colonial imagination of British Amer-
ica” (1). Scheiding refers to a “geography of salvation” in the writing of Richard
Hakluyt about North America which fostered “the colonial imagination of British
America and serves as a point of departure for understanding the global dynam-
ics of empire building” (2). Similarly, the maps of Theodor de Bry — depicting
North American spaces and people — framed Native Americans as “the descend-
ants of Noah who have only forgotten social virtues as they turned into hunters
over time” (Scheiding 14). Through maps, illustrations, and paintings, sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century Europeans wrote North America into their perception of
the world. For Ralph Bauer, the mapping of the North American continent com-
plicated and ruptured European systems of knowledge production. More impor-
tantly, his The Cultural Geography of Colonial American Literatures (2003) argues
that “the transformations in the organization of early modern knowledge must in
part be understood as a response to the distinct geo-political questions raised by
European settler colonialism in the Americas” (3). Knowledge and knowledge
production in the colonial period should not only be understood as an expres-
sion of social hierarchies informing the political organization of the European
empires. Epistemic systems were also organized “in geographic space in early
modern settler empires;” Bauer understands colonial notions of science or
“the early modem scientific paradigm” as “territorialized economies of knowl-
edge production, ‘empires of truth’ that were structured by a geo-political
order that might be characterized as forms of epistemic mercantilism” (4). In ad-
dition to placing the formation of knowledge within frameworks of historical de-
velopments and change - i.e. time — Bauer underscores “the spatial dialectics
that were foundational in the making of modernity” (12).

Although indebted to European notions of space, the nineteenth century ex-
perienced a popularization of spatial language in an attempt to formulate a de-
cidedly U.S. American perspective. One of the most (in)famous examples, the
essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (1893) by Frederick
Jackson Turner, describes the process of becoming a U.S. American as a practice
of westward movement into a frontier. For Turner, life on the frontier remade Eu-
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ropean immigrants into U.S. Americans through a form of rebirth fostered by the
unique qualities of that space. Initially, the frontier experience overwhelmed the
European immigrants, depriving them of their heritage, and forcing them to
adopt the ways of the Natives for survival. As the frontier wilderness changes
the settler completely, “the outcome is not the old Europe, not simply the devel-
opment of Germanic germs, [...] [but] a new product that is American” (Turner
61). By stripping the settlers of their past, as historian Richard White explains,
the frontier gives “them a new and uniform set of American characteristics [in-
dividualism and democracy]” (26). Writing from and about a white Eurocentric
perspective (even as he hoped to substitute the former with a white U.S. Amer-
ican perspective), Turner was not the first and would not be the last scholar to
link the search for an American national character to space.

Well into the twentieth century, notions of a “virgin land,” a “wilderness,” a
“garden,” or the “frontier” continued to indicate the centrality of spatial concep-
tions in American Studies. I am particularly thinking of Henry Nash Smith’s Vir-
gin Land (1950), Perry Miller’s Errand into the Wilderness (1956) and Leo Marx’
The Machine in the Garden (1964). While these scholars are usually subsumed
under the label of the myth-and-symbol school, strikingly, their work refers to
and revolves surprisingly often around notions of space in U.S. literature."”
Space in the myth-and-symbol thinking is mostly an imagined landscape — the
pastoral for example — with “symbolic power” in that these spaces bring “the po-
litical and the psychic dissonance associated with the onset of industrialization
into a single pattern of meaning” (Marx 30). Rather than embracing earlier ideas
of space uncritically, these scholars bemoaned that the myth of a wilderness, a
virgin land, or said frontier, in the words of Nash Smith, “ceased very early to be
useful in interpreting American society as a whole because they offered no intel-
lectual apparatus for taking account of the industrial revolution” (259). Eventu-
ally, the myth-and-symbol school engaged (not only) with spatial myths about
the United States in nineteenth-century literature because the frontier, the gar-
den, or the virgin land, i.e. the agrarian myth in U.S. culture, have “appeared
with increasing frequency in the service of a reactionary or false ideology, there-
by helping to mask the real problems of an industrial civilization” (Marx 7). The
myth-and-symbol school hence cared little for a theorization of physical environ-
ments. They preferred to explore the mythologization of spaces in nineteenth-

17 Even the last publication in the spirit of this first generation of American Studies scholars,
Brooklyn Bridge: Fact and Symbol (1965) by Alan Trachtenberg, refers to a distinct space to think
about U.S. culture.
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century literature in order to formulate a critique of mid-twentieth-century cap-
italism.®

Revisionist scholars of the 1970s and 1980s would formulate their challenge
of the myth-and-symbol consensus with attention to spatial language. Indeed,
even as numerous scholars from Annette Kolodny to Gloria Anzaldaa, Patricia
Limerick, and Marie Louise Pratt have highlighted the countless experiences
complicating frontier stories of westward expansion, notions of a virgin land,
or gardens endangered by technology, their works also introduce novel spatial
conceptions of North America and the United States as a contact zone or border-
land, thereby exemplifying the persistence of a spatial language. Conceptually
speaking, however, these revisions also challenged the merely allegorical under-
standing of space as a symbol for ways of writing (and reading) North American
landscapes. While the feminist intervention of the 1970s would still operate
under the paradigm of space as an allegory albeit one of gender, revisionist
scholars of the 1980s would increasingly ask what other spaces and experiences
thereof exist in the United States to question the function of national boundaries
and frameworks altogether. Spaces, as video game scholars would later main-
tain, did not merely tell stories and were not only representational.

In the 1970s, Annette Kolodny criticized the prevailing notions of space in
U.S. literature and in American Studies as predominantly male-centered meta-
phors and fantasies. In The Lay of the Land (1975), Kolodny traces the myth of
the garden to early colonial writings about North America underscoring its gen-
dered connotations. The idea of North America as a lost garden of Eden and its
use as metaphor for a “regression from the cares of adult life and a return to the
primal warmth of womb or breast in a feminine landscape” (Kolodny 6) first ap-
peared in promotional texts hoping to lure settlers to the continent. Kolodny sit-
uates this framing of the North American landscape within the broader colonial
project of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the westward expansion

18 Since the 1970s, however, scholars have similarly emphasized the “reactionary or false ideol-
ogy” embedded within the myth-and-symbol approach. Examining the status of space in the
myth-and-symbol school, Richard Slotkin complicates the notion of the frontier in proposing
a wider, more inclusive perspective in his Regeneration Through Violence (1973). Instead of focus-
ing entirely on the function of the myth of the frontier (or, by extension, of a virgin land or the
garden) in U.S. literature, his work points to the importance of thinking about the implied as-
sumptions and perspectives — or social structures — operating in these concepts. In his view,
(canonical) literature was not merely using the myth of the frontier to formulate a critique of
the longing for a pastoral past in an industrialized society but failed to acknowledge the history
of economic exploitation, the racism of slavery and Segregation, environmental destruction, and
Native American genocide (see Slotkin 5). For another early critique of the myth-and-symbol
school, see Sklar “American Studies and the Realities of America.”
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of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to ask rhetorically whether a need ex-
isted “to experience the land as a nurturing, giving maternal breast because of
the threatening, alien, and potentially emasculating terror of the unknown?”
(9). Indeed, the depiction of the North American landscape in literature and cul-
ture, Kolodny maintains, constitutes “probably America’s oldest and most cher-
ished fantasy: a daily reality of harmony between man and nature based on an
experience of the land as essentially feminine” (4). In her feminist reading, Ko-
lodny interrogates the male premises informing the literary and scholarly pro-
ductions of space.

In the 1980s, various scholars continued to follow this path of questioning
the prevalent ideas about U.S. American space. In The Legacy of Conquest
(1987), for example, historian Patricia Limerick challenges not only the Turneri-
an notion of the frontier as a “civilizing” process but the entire idea of westward
movement as progress. For Limerick, Turner and his frontier thesis privileged the
perspective of “English-speaking white men” (21) and “agrarian settlement and
folk democracy in the comparatively well watered Midwest” (21) at the expense
of a plurality of other people, spaces, and experiences. Limerick therefore prefers
to understand the American West as an intersection of multiple cultures all shap-
ed by the pursuit of conquest (see 27). In Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), Gloria
Anzaldaa places the movement (and displacement) of indigenous and Mexican
people at the heart of the history of the North American continent. For Anzaldda,
borders do not separate two irreconcilable opposites as Western historians tend-
ed to rationalize European colonial and imperial conquest but are products of
cultural, economic, political, and social struggles. Consequently, indigenous
and Mexican people (not only) in the U.S. American South have been and con-
tinue to inhabit a borderland (see Anzalda 3). Where Turner depicted the fron-
tier as a vast and uninhabited space of immense transitory power but also in
need of cultivation by white settlers, Anzaldda challenges this clear-cut distinc-
tion foregrounding the conceptual work the frontier vocabulary does: “Borders
are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from
them” (Anzaldida 25; emphasis in the original). Lastly, in her essay “Arts of the
Contact Zone” (1991), Mary Louise Pratt introduces the notion of the contact
zone to expand on what Anzaldta labeled borderlands. For Pratt, the contact
zone also refers to “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple
with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power,
such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths” (34), but she extends the con-
tact zone to all parts of the world. Also, whereas Anzaldiia proposed a new con-
ceptualization of border spaces, Pratt foregrounds the modes of expression con-
stitutive of the contact zone or, its “literate arts” (37). These arts include “[a]
utoethnography, transculturation, critique, collaboration, bilingualism, media-
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tion, parody, denunciation, imaginary dialogue, vernacular expression” (Pratt
37).%

Alongside these interventions, scholarship further complicated notions of
space in literature, culture, and American Studies as expressions of an imperial
ideology. The essay collection Cultures of United States Imperialism (1993) edited
by Donald Pease and Amy Kaplan, for example, faults the myth-and-symbol
school for its formulation of an American exceptionalism and early American
Studies for contributing to the dissemination of U.S. imperialism.?® Whereas re-
formulations of the role of space in American Studies in the 1970s and 1980s un-
derlined the plurality of experiences and perspectives within North America, the
early colonies, and the nation state, Kaplan formulates her critique by embed-
ding the United States and its history in a global network of European colonial-
ism and Western slavery (see 6).

In this critique of American Studies, the conception of space constitutes the
central focus of debate. The myth-and-symbol school not only omitted a plurality
of perspectives in centering their study of U.S. literature and culture around the
garden, the wilderness, or the frontier; the approach also situated the (history of
the) United States outside of global networks of exchange and exploitation. Spa-
tiality, then, as Klaus Benesch asserts in his introduction to Space in America
(2005), is “perhaps the most important single driving force not only to build a
new nation but to imagine one” (18). Given the debates surrounding the premises
of American Studies, one may add that spatiality is also “the most important sin-
gle driving force” to critically interrogate (the idea of) the nation.

19 In The New American Studies (2002), John Carlos Rowe develops a comparative approach to-
wards American Studies by discussing the works of Bhabha, Lauter, and Pratt. However, Rowe,
ultimately, finds the concept of the “contact zone” most intriguing for a comparative perspective
because it avoids the traps of multicultural pluralism, melting-pot assimilationism, and a total
fragmentation of evaluation (one culture, one evaluation system). The curriculum of courses
should thus focus on texts “through which cultural confrontations have been negotiated histor-
ically in the United States” (Rowe 14). Rowe also argues that in all major research fields dealing
with U.S. culture and society the contact zone presents a useful tool (Rowe names African Amer-
ican Studies, Chicana/o Studies, Native American Studies, Asian-American Studies specifically)
(see 15-16).

20 For further critique of American exceptionalism, see, for example, David M. Wrobel The End
of American Exceptionalism (1993), Daniel T. Rodgers “Exceptionalism” (1998), Rowe Post-Na-
tionalist American Studies (2000), Donald E. Pease and Robyn Wiegman The Futures of American
Studies (2002), Deborah Madsen “American Exceptionalism and Multiculturalism” (2003), Amy
Kaplan “The Tenacious Grasp of American Exceptionalism” (2004), William V. Spanos American
Exceptionalism in the Age of Globalization (2008), Donald E. Pease The New American Exception-
alism (2009), Winfried Fluck Romance with America? (2009).
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Benesch captured the quintessential role of space at a moment when Amer-
ican Studies would further expand its spatial vocabulary. Following the critique
of imperialist premises within the field, American Studies scholars increasingly
situated their analyses of U.S. literature and culture in hemispheric and transna-
tional contexts. This approach invited critical exploration of the United States
and its cultures from a global perspective in order to de-center the nation-
state. In her presidential address to the American Studies Association, “Cross-
roads of Cultures” (2004), Shelly Fisher Fishkin advocated for a transnational
shift in the field to enable scholars to comprehend American culture and litera-
ture “from vantage points beyond its borders” (20) and within broader net-
works.?* While a post-nationalist conceptualization of American Studies contin-
ues to be a widely shared understanding of the field, not all scholarship
embraced the challenge to the nation-state as optimistically as Fisher Fishkin
did. A critical view of globalization, the post-national, and the transnational cau-
tions, in the words of Donald Pease, to “enshroud the structural injustices of the
contemporary global economic order within the cosmopolitan ethos of a trans-
national democracy that had not yet materialized” (15). The spatial vocabulary
of borderlands, crossroads, and the transnational asks American Studies, to bor-
row from Janice Radway’s 1998 presidential address, what is in its name.?

So far, my overview has indicated a tension at the heart of the notion of
space in American Studies. Some perspectives foreground the representational
or symbolic potential of spatial vocabulary within literary and cultural texts; oth-
ers may prefer to approach issues of space with an understanding of “their for-
mal systems of relations,” i.e. their lived experiences and ideological formations,
in mind. Recent years have seen attempts to bridge this divide. In doing, the
work by Barbara Buchenau and Jens Gurr offers a conceptual language to
think productively about video game spaces as representational, as representa-
tive, and as practices.

21 For further transnational interventions see also Walter D. Mignolo’s Local Histories/Global
Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking (2000) or Ramén Saldivar’s
The Borderlands of Culture (2006).

22 In the early 2000s, for example, contributors to the volume Post-Nationalist American Studies
(2000) cautioned that the national “cannot be easily wished away by the application of the post-
prefix” (Curiel et al. 2; emphasis in the original). Similarly, a critical view of globalization, the
post-national, and the transnational would find articulation, for example, in the edited volume
Re-Framing the Transnational Turn in American Studies (2011). In his introduction, Pease formu-
lates a cautionary assessment of the transnational turn in American Studies when he writes that
“no isomorphic relation [exists] between the transnational as a signifier and what it is made to
signify” (6).
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The examination of the mediated, the lived, and the representational qual-
ities of space is at the heart of the urban scholarship Buchenau and Gurr pur-
sue.” Their approach to space lends itself most explicitly to a study of spatiality
in video games. In their essay “City Scripts” (2016), Buchenau and Gurr inquire
into the “prospects of bringing American studies’ current focus on media, mate-
riality and knowledge into a structured conversation with” the narrative turn in
Urban Studies, i.e. its “increasing attention to story, narrative and space” (397).
Buchenau and Guir therefore not only examine the mediations of urban spaces
but also explore the narratives that built environments tell as they connect a spa-
tial turn in American Studies with a story turn in Urban Studies (see “City
Scripts” 395-398).* To do so, they introduce the notion of “scripting.” Scripts
are, Buchenau and Gurr explain, “pieces and systems of writing” but can also
designate “social roles” or function “as theatrical and cinematic manuscripts
and typescripts, maps and other visual media” (“City Scripts” 409). As scripting
describes a variety of literary and cultural practices, the concept eventually “per-
mits further insights into literature’s ability to tentatively build scenarios and
thereby preview future actions” (Buchenau and Gurr, “City Scripts” 409). This
scripting of scenarios or prescription of actions, however, not only applies to lit-
erary and cultural texts. The notion of “scripting” also indicates a horizon of pos-
sible interactions with and within urban environments as scripts provide in-
sights into the ways in which built environments “predicate human behavior
and social interactions” (Buchenau and Gurr, “City Scripts” 396, 409).> Video
games, with their imaginary yet simultaneously built environments and their pre-

23 The research group Scripts for Postindustrial Urban Futures: American Models, Transatlantic
Interventions explores the imaginative strategies and narrative scenarios which the centers of old
industries (steel, coal and cars) in the United States and Germany are devising to forge paths into
their futures. City Scripts is a joint endeavor of the American Studies Departments of the Univer-
sity Alliance Ruhr (Duisburg-Essen, Bochum, Dortmund). The research group is led by Prof. Dr.
Barbara Buchenau.

24 Buchenau and Gurr call for greater scholarly attention “to questions of form and shape as
they affect both, narrativity and the built environment” with particular interest in the develop-
ment of “a better understanding of the conjunctions between matters of materiality and matters
of media, narrative and representation” (“City Scripts” 398).

25 In their essay “On the Textuality of American Cities and Their Others” (2018) they further
elaborate that scripts function “as powerful unconscious or semi-conscious guides of individual
and collective human behavior” (136). Although many daily practices, such as a restaurant visit,
prescribe social interactions, Buchenau and Gurr are particularly interested in the various ways
the infrastructure of urban environments and the “detailed guidelines about proper usage of
standard urban commodities and amenities [...] script what urban dwellers do and don’t do”
(“Textuality” 136) — as architectural and urban scripts “initiate various sets of action” (“Textual-
ity” 148).
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scribed interactions with the game world (and other players), exemplify this con-
ception of scripting.

The story turn in Urban Studies and the spatial turn in American Studies res-
onate with the understanding of space in video games sketched earlier. For one,
video game spaces tell stories. Whether video games simulate concrete cities or
draw on imagined worlds from science fiction to the fantastic, as the notion of
environmental storytelling argues, space is the essential element of narration.
Spaces are furthermore not merely digital approximations of built environments
or imaginative worlds to escape to but carry complex cultural connotations as
the Cultural Studies approach to video games demonstrates. Digital spaces are
never empty; they possess meaning. Comparable to literature, cinema, and
other media, video games furthermore “build scenarios” and allow players to
“preview future actions.” Cultural and social scripts find playful expression in
digital spaces.

Yet, through their gameplay mechanics, video games also script the possible
interactions players have with their environments (and other players). Compara-
ble to the usage of physical spaces, video games prescribe concrete interactions
with the game world — whether as minute reproductions of urban spaces or in
the form of a hostile extraterrestrial wilderness. This scripting of player action
via the gameplay mechanics may be limited to running and jumping to complete
a level as fast as possible or may follow scripts empowering players to re-shape
their digital environments completely.?®

To think about spatiality in video games necessitates and fosters interdisci-
plinary approaches. Video games have been about space from their inception.
Video Games Studies have been similarly wrestling with space as scholars con-
tinue to develop their critical vocabulary. American Studies not only shares some
of that vocabulary for studying space but possesses a long history of thinking
about the production of space. In exploring the complexity of video game spaces
and by drawing from Video Games Studies, this volume also hopes to deepen the
understanding of spatiality in American Studies.

26 Games, however, not only script the proper modes of interacting with the game world, play-
ers also re-script these possible interactions for their advantages or pleasure. For example, spee-
drunning - the attempt to complete a game as fast as possible while using any means available
— may include ignoring most of the existing game mechanics or adopting them to further pro-
gression. Most notably may be the deliberate killing of the player character to advance in the
speedrun or to exploit glitches (programming errors) in the game.
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Contributions

This volume is divided into three parts. Each section engages with a concrete fea-
ture of video game spaces from an American Studies perspective. Whether tradi-
tional spatial tropes, environmental storytelling, or the performative uses of
physical space, each part also revolves around a distinct set of video games.
The first section focuses exclusively on contemporary mainstream games by
AAA companies, while the second part expands its scope to include independent
and smaller scale productions. The last section moves away from traditional
video games to examine gaming apps as well as the artistic use of video game
spaces in stage design and puppetry, in the theater, and the museum.

The first section collects essays critically engaged with traditional notions of
space in American Studies. The frontier myth plays a central role here as contri-
butions interrogate its nostalgic, imperial, and gendered dimensions in a variety
of contemporary video game franchises. Similarly, video game companies adver-
tise the agency to traverse and shape such vast spaces as an empowering expe-
rience for players while narrowing the possible interactions to exploitative prac-
tices so intimately tied to the spatial history of the United States. The expansive
and post-apocalyptic frontier spaces of recent open-world games, however, also
create moments of introspection allowing for critical reflections of the digital
landscapes and their relationships with the player character as well as the play-
er.

The first part opens with Séren Schoppmeier and his engagement with the
nostalgic quality of the frontier myth in contemporary video games. In “Notes
on the State of Montana: The U.S. American Spatial Imagination and the Retro-
topia of Far Cry 5,” Schoppmeier focuses on the depiction of spaces and interac-
tions with places that never existed in the romanticized video game version of
Montana, thereby exemplifying the retrotopian character of Far Cry 5.

Felix Zimmermann also focuses on the frontier as a playable space. “Ethical
Boredom in the Wilderness: Treating Red Dead Redemption 2 as an Ambience Ac-
tion Game” not only reads the frontier as a narrative device as well as a site of
violence and settler colonialism in the Western game. The essay also under-
stands the frontier as a space of introspection since its vast traversable land-
scape asks for little engagement from players, thereby fostering an experience
of ethical boredom.

Nathalie Aghoro continues this cluster of essays about the mediation of the
frontier myth in video games. In “On Postapocalyptic Frontiers in Horizon Zero
Dawn,” Aghoro argues that the projection of the frontier myth onto a postapoca-
lyptic landscape in the video game undermines its hegemonial status as the spa-
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tial knowledge players acquire in their exploration of the game world fore-
grounds the ecological precarity stemming from the exploitation inherent in
Western expansionism.

David Callahan expands discussions of the frontier myth by examining its
imperial dimension in “Owning Global Spaces and the Frontier in Uncharted
4: A Thief’s End.” Callahan critically probes the function of non-European spaces
as playgrounds of masculine bravado by situating the protagonist of Uncharted 4
within the long Euro-American history of imperial adventure stories and the fron-
tier myth from James Fenimore Cooper to Frederick Jackson Turner and Edgar
Rice Burroughs in particular.

Andrei Nae continues the examination of imperial themes of the frontier
myth in video games Callahan began but shifts from a critical assessment of
masculinity to femininity. In “From Male to Colonial Gaze: The Intersection of
Patriarchy and Colonial Discourse in the Rebooted Tomb Raider Video Game Ser-
ies,” Nae questions whether the most recent incarnation of Lara Croft in the
Tomb Raider series presents a progressive femininity by foregrounding the impe-
rial discourse encoded in the gamespaces the heroine traverses.

Lastly, the ideological premises of adventuring in a world of seemingly end-
less opportunities stand at the center of “The Inevitable Fate of the ‘Dragon-
born:’ Selling Player Agency in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim.” In her essay,
Hanne Nijtmans questions the promise of player agency Skyrim advertises by
foregrounding the absence of any meaningful action players can take in the
game and the limited possibilities they have in shaping this expansive game
world. This kind of agency, Nijtmans argues, fosters an exploitative relationship
with the gamespace.

Part II of this volume shifts from long-standing spatial myths in U.S. culture
to an exploration of video games and their ability to narrate stories through their
spaces. Contributions examine the role of in-game maps to make spaces reada-
ble and to shape the understanding of the landscape they symbolize. Mapping,
however, is not only a cartographical practice but can also serve as a tool to nav-
igate the sprawling and multi-nodal plots of contemporary video games. Al-
though historically maps and mapping have often functioned as means of con-
quest, contributions in this section shift attention from the exploitative to the
collaborative potential of gamespaces. The stories inscribed in these digital en-
vironments can derive from player interactions, but modes of environmental
storytelling similarly draw from long-standing literary traditions and discourses.
This section hence also sees contributors examining the role of the Gothic mode
in video games or the potential of digital spaces to create culturally-hybrid envi-
ronments. Given its interest in unconventional spatial modes of storytelling, this
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section shifts away from the most popular mainstream games and sees an in-
creased interest in smaller, independently produced titles.

Maps, mapping, and their role in telling stories are intimately linked to the
exploration of open-world games, Damien Schlarb shows in his contribution.
Drawing on scholarship about cultural geography in Early American Studies,
“Filling Out the Map: The Anxiety of Situatedness and the Topological Poesis
of Cartographic Maps in Video Games” examines the ways in which in-game
maps render space legible, demarcate playable areas, encourage exploration,
and express spatial politics.

While also examining the role of mapping in video games, Juliane Borosch
moves from spatial to narrative mapping. In “Detroit: Become Human — Orienta-
tional Mapping in the City and (Hi)Story,” she explores the ways in which Detroit
is re-imagined in an alternate, science fiction future not only through its land-
marks but also through a sprawling narrative that players are able to map
with the help of various in-game tools. Eventually, Detroit: Become Human pres-
ents its various stories as navigable spaces.

A similar interest in the ideologies of space guides Stefan Schubert’s “‘Play-
ing for Space:’ Negotiating and Narrativizing Space in One Hour One Life.” In his
contribution, however, Schubert examines practices of spatial exploration and
management not as conflict and struggle but as cooperation. As player-charac-
ters only exist for a single hour, One Hour One Life fosters collaboration within
the game and communication outside leading to communal spatial practices.

In contrast to the interest in mapping and collaborative spaces as narrative
practices, Greta Kaisen examines the use of the Gothic mode in Gone Home as
players discover the haunting past of a mansion by exploring the various spaces
of the house. In “There is no Place like Gone Home: Exploring Gothic Settings in
Video Games,” Kaisen not only reads the setting as a defining feature of Gothic
texts but also scrutinizes the restrictions to movement, the haunting presence
players leave behind in the game world, and the nostalgic tone of the locations
as part of a digital American Gothic.

Florian Deckers looks at the spatial design of Grim Fandango and its depic-
tion of a culturally-hybrid urbanity rarely present in video games. “Exploring the
Digital Land of the Dead: Hybrid Pan-Latinidad in Grim Fandango” analyzes the
hybrid formations of various North American cultures in the built environment of
a metropolis for the dead located in the architecture of its buildings, the charac-
ter design of its inhabitants, and the sound design of its scenes.

Part III concludes the exploration of spatiality in video games by moving
away from the TV or computer screen. Contributions focus on the intersection
of digital play and physical space as people use apps to exercise in urban envi-
ronments or plant vegetables in virtual gardens only to harvest actual produce.
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Essays not only critically interrogate the cultural tropes embedded in these spa-
tial practices but simultaneously examine the ways in which video games spaces
shape our perception of the world around us. More explorative in nature than the
previous parts, contributors sketch the various uses of video game spaces as a
workshopping tool in stage design or a training ground for puppetry. Similarly,
this section introduces the perspective of artists creating experimental theater in-
spired by jump-and-run games and curators offer insights into their decisions
when arranging museum spaces for video game exhibitions. All essays share a
desire to move beyond an analysis of virtual gamespaces to explore the manyfold
adaptions and creative uses of digital landscapes in artistic, commercial, institu-
tional, and urban spaces. Consequentially, Part III brings American Studies into
conversation with other disciplines, most notably Urban and Performance Stud-
ies, foregrounding the interdisciplinary nature of the field and the study of
space.

In “Breaking Worlds Three Ways,” Michael Nitsche explores the potential of
video game spaces for artistic and creative work. They function as workshops in
stage design but also help to conceptualize the blending of the physical and the
digital world in everyday life as social environments or they become perfor-
mance spaces for non-human agents such as virtual puppets. In his examples,
Nitsche fuses video game spaces with Performance Studies, new materialism,
or the posthuman to indicate the potentialities of the medium.

Maria Sulimma continues to explore the intersection of physical and digital
spaces, albeit with a critical look at the commercialization of these spaces in fit-
ness apps. “Surviving the City: Zombies, Run! and the Horrors of Urban Exercise”
particularly discusses the liberating potential the running app Zombies, Run!
possesses for female runners by re-scripting physical urban spaces as fictional
post-apocalyptic environments in its narrative, design, and interface.

The entanglement of production, marketing, and consumption inscribed at
the intersection of physical and digital spaces moves to the center of the next
contribution as Elisabeth Haefs looks at the gamification of gardening and
small-scale agriculture. In ““#Gameiise:’ Planting the Digital Garden,” Haefs in-
terrogates the use of the pastoral ideal in the marketing of IPGarten, a start-up
provider of all-inclusive gardening services, as well as the digital interface con-
sumers use to manage and surveil the cultivation of their parcels.

Drawing from a performative approach to digital gamespaces, Kirsten
Moller’s “Performative Playground: Narrative Spaces in Theater Games” introdu-
ces the work of the artist collective AnnaKpok and their use of the narrative and
interactive features of video games for the theater. Moller particularly details the
ways in which space shapes the creative process of adapting video games to the
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traditional stage as well as to unconventional sites of performance such as repur-
posed buildings.

In a related manner, Lauren Kolodkin and Ryan Linthicum conclude this sec-
tion by examining the intersections of video game worlds and physical space in
the museum. In “Museum Space Invaders: Video Gaming at the Smithsonian
American Art Museum,” they present their curatorial work in the The Art of
Video Games exhibition at the Smithsonian American Art Museum, detailing
the design decisions going into the exhibition as well as discussing their choices
of exhibited games.

Soraya Murray concludes this volume with her coda “Disoriented in the Field
of Play.” Murray brings together the various intellectual threads addressed
throughout the chapters to describe possible future trajectories for the study of
video game spaces. Central to her intervention is an invitation to scholars engag-
ing with digital environments not only to critically examine familiar spatial
tropes as this volume attempts to do. In addition, Murray calls for an engage-
ment with unfamiliar, disorientating, possibly uncomfortable digital environ-
ments and the affective, phenomenological, or contemplative frictions they pro-
duce. Eventually, her coda asks to move beyond the all too familiar comfort zone
of critical distance and encourages scholars to “point us someplace else.”
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Soren Schoppmeier

Notes on the State of Montana: The U.S.
American Spatial Imagination and the
Retrotopia of Far Cry 5

“Montana. Big Sky Country. The Treasure State. People got a lot of names for it. I
just call it home” (Far Cry 5). These are the first words heard by the player in Ubi-
soft’s first-person, open-world shooter Far Cry 5 (2018). Uttered by Mary May Fair-
grave, a bar owner and resident of the game’s fictional Hope County, they do not
just introduce the game’s setting. They also establish an affective contrast to the
violent events surrounding the militant, Christian-fundamentalist cult called
Project at Eden’s Gate, which constitute the basis for the game’s central conflict.
A particular sense of place, then, permeates the gameworld and combines with a
larger notion of space that emerges from a long history and tradition of a decid-
edly U.S. American spatial imagination. This conception of space, in turn, is im-
bued with a temporal dimension unequivocally oriented toward the past, which
is exemplary for a line of reactionary political thinking that has grown in prom-
inence over the past decade.

In his 2017 book Retrotopia, Zygmunt Bauman theorizes the recent surge in
populist, reactionary, and nationalist political movements in many Western de-
mocracies. Bauman locates the visions of society and community guiding these
rising political forces in a disfigured appropriation of the utopian tradition,
which has been inverted and reoriented from a progressive, ideal future-in-the
making to a return to a past experienced as lost but worthy of resuscitation
(see 8-9). In Bauman’s words: “From that double negation of More-style utopia
— its rejection succeeded by resurrection — ‘retrotopias’ are currently emerging:
visions located in the lost/stolen/abandoned but undead past, instead of
being tied to the not-yet-unborn and so inexistent future, as was their twice-re-
moved forebear” (4-5). One could say, then, as I argue in a comparable context,
that “retrotopia constitutes a longing for a better future in the image of an ide-
alized, if not outright imagined, past” (Schoppmeier 18). This longing, one may
add, evidently hampers efforts to envision alternative futures not based on a pre-
sumed state of a better past, which may be better equipped to solve empirically
real, global, and unprecedented challenges — such as human-caused climate
change — which are rooted precisely in the past romanticized here.

Drawing on Bauman’s concept of “retrotopia” (8), this chapter argues that
Far Cry 5’s spatial imaginary betrays a distinctly reactionary view of the United
States. Even though the game seemingly attempts to stay clear of (explicit) polit-
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ical statements, its rendering of contemporary Montana as a place suffused with
a nostalgic longing for an imagined, bygone state that never was exemplifies the
“retrotopian romance with the past” (9) delineated by Bauman.

I begin with a brief summary of Far Cry 5 in order to contextualize its setting,
plot, and gameplay. My argument then unfolds across three sections. First, I ex-
amine Far Cry 5’s organization of gamespace against the background of U.S.
American traditions of imagining space on the North American continent, focus-
ing particularly on the ways in which gameplay is structured around and informs
the gamespace in this context. This consideration of gameplay continues in the
second section, which zooms in on specific notions of place in relation to the
shared cultural history of the venues depicted in the game. Finally, the third sec-
tion weaves together the threads from the preceding parts and explicates the re-
actionary temporal imagination underlying Far Cry 5’s depiction of Montana qua
its fictional proxy Hope County, illuminating the game’s cultural work with re-
gard to questions of space, time, and American culture.

Out of Montana: An Overview of Far Cry 5

Released in March 2018 for PC, PlayStation 4, and Xbox One, Ubisoft’s Far Cry 5
both follows established routines and breaks new ground for the Far Cry series.
Staying true to the franchise’s blueprint, gameplay revolves around exploring a
vast, freely traversable gamespace of varying terrain and conquering its sections
by force. Whereas the familiar Far Cry formula continues to structure the ludic
experience of Far Cry 5, however, its setting marks a turning point in the history
of the series. Previous titles were set in remote and decidedly exoticized regions
such as Micronesia, central Africa, an archipelago somewhere between the Indi-
an Ocean and the Pacific Ocean, and the Himalayas. In contrast, Far Cry 5 is the
first entry to take place in the United States, specifically rural Montana. Populat-
ed, as were its predecessors, not only by hostile factions but also an assortment
of habitat-appropriate wildlife, Far Cry 5’s gameworld evokes the recurring func-
tion of nature in the U.S. American cultural imagination — not without conse-
quence for its cultural work vis-a-vis ideas about time and space in the United
States, as I elaborate in the following pages.! Before returning to the question

1 From the myth of the wilderness and the frontier to the myth of the garden, and from the tran-
scendentalists’ appreciation of nature as the source of truth to the continuing allure of finding
enlightenment in nature in postmodernity: the American wilderness has played a central role in
how Americans have imagined themselves and their country from the colonial era to the present.
For some key texts on these evolving conceptions of ‘untamed’ spaces on the North American
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of the American wilderness, however, a few words on Far Cry 5’s central plot are
in order.

Set in Hope County, a fictional blend of recognizable Western landscape,
rural industry, and small-town clichés, players take on the role of an unnamed
deputy of the United States Marshals Service on an assignment with the goal
of ending the activities of an apocalyptic, Christian cult called ‘Project at
Eden’s Gate’ and arresting its charismatic leader Joseph Seed. The mission
ends in a disaster, with Seed escaping and the cult, which operates like a para-
military militia, capturing all members of the squad except for the protagonist
and the local Sheriff. The remainder of the game revolves around taking Hope
County back from the cult by expunging its members and rallying the scattered
resistance around the county. Throughout the game, players help the locals, res-
cue hostages, destroy cult property, and, most importantly, liberate cult out-
posts, which are essentially various businesses hijacked by the cult. The fact
that Hope County is finally devastated anyways in Far Cry 5’s final scene does
not take away from the dominance of acts of retaking throughout the duration
of the game.

First announced in 2017, Far Cry 5 entered a political moment in the United
States that had just seen former real estate mogul and reality TV star Donald
Trump win the American presidential election for the Republican Party. Against
this background, the populist right-wing resurgence in the United States imme-
diately became a lens through which some interpreted Far Cry 5’s plot and set-
ting when the game was revealed. Once the game was released, however, nearly
all allusions to the political reality in the United States had been subdued either
by not engaging with issues evoked by the game or by keeping them contained
in smaller, often inconsequential parts of the game. Nonetheless, as I will argue
in the following sections, Far Cry 5’s conceptions of space and place and their
relation to longer traditions of thought in American culture betray a reactionary
vision of the United States intimately related to that underlying Trump’s election
and presidency.

continent from wilderness to garden, see Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land: The American West as
Symbol and Myth (1950), Perry Miller’s Errand into the Wilderness (1956), Leo Marx’s The Machine
in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America (1964). For a transcendentalist trea-
tise on nature and truth, see especially Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Nature (1836). For two widely
received non-fiction accounts of solitary journeys into U.S. American nature, one successful
and one resulting in a young man’s untimely death, see Cheryl Strayed’s Wild: From Lost to
Found on the Pacific Crest Trail (2012) and Jon Kracauer’s Into the Wild (1996).
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Big Sky Country: Gamespace and the American
Spatial Imagination

The first thing players see in Far Cry 5 after the failed mission to arrest Joseph
Seed is the inside of a high-tech bunker, where the protagonist wakes up after
having been rescued by a local prepper. Upon leaving the bunker for the first
time, players are momentarily blinded by sunlight before witnessing what ap-
pears like a placid forest. Players now find themselves surrounded by lush
and seemingly unspoiled nature, which exudes a sense of tranquility and regen-
eration. From this point onward, open spaces and idyllic landscapes dominate
the visual and spatial experience of playing Far Cry 5, while also providing a re-
curring contrast between the enclosed and the open, between the technological
and the natural - in other words: between the ‘civilized’ and the ‘wild.” As the
third-least populated state of the United States, Montana epitomizes a region
prone to evoke sensations of a vast, untamed continent even today. The
game’s audiovisual representation, I argue, combines this geographical focus
to imbue the structural organization of the gamespace and the rhythms of
open-world gameplay with cultural connotations linked to a particular history
of thought concerned with ‘uncivilized’ space on the North American continent.

From a purely formal perspective, the game not only follows its predecessors
in the Far Cry franchise, it also epitomizes a spatial distinction regularly found in
video games. Particularly in the genres of role-playing games and open-world
shooters, the most fundamental segmentation of gamespace is the differentia-
tion between safe zones, where the player character cannot be attacked or at
least is not attacked without provocation, and conflict zones, where the player
character is continuously exposed to potential harm by other entities in the
gameworld.? The former often serve as opportunities for the player to save the
game state, regenerate the player character’s health, purchase in-game goods,
and learn about and accept quests. The latter, in turn, provide the space for
the game’s ludic challenges as well as the ensuing rewards. While safe zones
generally come in the guise of towns or even houses, conflict zones are often de-
cidedly marked as a kind of wilderness regulated by little other than the ‘law of
the jungle.” In other words: it is commonly a representation of ‘civilization’ that
grants players safety, while it is the ‘wilderness’ that puts them in peril at the
same time as it also promises material rewards and character growth.

2 Christopher W. Totten has theorized this using the terms “prospects and refuges” (211; empha-
sis in the original) for conflict zones and safe zones, respectively (see 210 —221).
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In the history of the U.S. American spatial imagination, few ideas have pro-
ven as powerful as that of the wilderness on the North American continent. A
central figuration of this idea has been the myth of the frontier, whose core argu-
ment is that the Western frontier, the line which separates the civilization em-
bodied by settlements east of the frontier from a perceived wilderness beyond,
has decisively shaped the American people and nation. Throughout the various
forms of the myth, exceptional individuals of originally European origin leave
civilization, venture into the wilderness, endure hardships, and eventually return
to civilization as new, stronger, and wiser men, now distinctly U.S. American.?
The most famous formulation of the myth has been historian Frederick Jackson
Turner’s 1893 paper “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.” Turn-
er viewed the frontier experience as the single most important influence in the
emergence of an original U.S. American nation. In his view, the pioneers’ contact
with wilderness forced them into a struggle with a hostile environment for which
they were not prepared. Yet they endured and eventually overcame this ordeal,
during the course of which they were remade as U.S. Americans at the same
time as the wilderness was transformed into a place of civilization (see Turner
1-4).%

A more pertinent conceptualization of the frontier thesis as a myth can be
found in Richard Slotkin’s study Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology
of the American Frontier 1600 —1860 (1973). What Turner considered a historical
development, Slotkin identifies as a myth originating in Puritan writing and per-
petuated through numerous works of U.S. American literature. What is absent in
Turner’s hypothesis, however, becomes the central force defining the American
experience of westward expansion in Slotkin’s study: violence. The regeneration
allegedly afforded by the mythic space of the frontier appeared to necessitate vi-
olence, generally directed at Native Americans: “The first colonists saw in Amer-
ica an opportunity to regenerate their fortunes, their spirits, and the power of
their church and nation; but the means to that regeneration ultimately became
the means of violence, and the myth of regeneration through violence became
the structuring metaphor of the American experience” (Slotkin 5). Throughout
its many figurations, the myth of regeneration through violence simultaneously

3 The myth of the frontier has been a decidedly gendered myth, propagated chiefly by male writ-
ers, in which men acted, conquered, and remade the North American continent.

4 This wilderness/civilization dichotomy, which has not lost its allure in U.S. American culture,
remains oblivious to the erasure of the native populations who, for centuries, had been living in
the very spaces imagined as pristine before they were violently removed from whichever area of
land was deemed expedient by settler colonists and the U.S. American government.
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has produced and justified the violence characterizing the colonization of the
continent and the westward expansion of the United States.

In Far Cry 5, the lush nature of Hope County dominating the visual land-
scape is significant for the relation between gamespace and the U.S. American
spatial imagination. Adapting the work of Soraya Murray, who conceptualizes
video games as “playable representations” (On 25; emphasis in the original),
one can consider this aspect of Far Cry 5’s gameworld as playable wilderness.
Drawing on W. J. T Mitchell’s work on landscape and power, Murray reminds
us that

[v]ideo games that render land make claims about space, place and landscape. As the many
forms of landscape that came before them, games are tools of power, and particularly in
relation to lived spaces, may be thought of as connected to imperialist expansion. As ‘prac-
ticed” forms of place, the spaces of games in which players move often tend toward a pred-
atory vision of landscape, in the sense that the space is observed from a privileged position,
and often assessed in an ongoing, activated manner for its use-value or exploitability for
success within the rule-based system of play. (On 180)

This assessment of both the constructed nature of landscape and its instrumen-
talist appropriation in video games equally applies to the spatial imagination of
Far Cry 5.

Although most of the action in Far Cry 5 takes place in human-made environ-
ments, the gameworld is dominated by nature. Players repeatedly cross forests,
meadows, and rivers populated by a variety of wildlife and they are frequently
presented with captivating vistas of an almost sublime Western mountain land-
scape. If one stays away from the action, Far Cry 5 can feel like taking a walk
through Yellowstone or Yosemite. Players regularly cross the ways of the region’s
fauna. Ranging from herbivores like hare and caribou to predators like cougars
and wolves, wildlife is a prominent feature of the game’s “ambience act” (Gallo-
way 10; emphasis in the original). Coined by Alexander R. Galloway, this term
refers to all the things that continue to happen in the gameworld without
input from players. The protagonist can be attacked by these animals, but play-
ers can also choose to hunt them, which is even formalized in hunting and fish-
ing challenges.

While hunting is a common feature in many video games, it also signifies
more than the activity itself, at least in a U.S. American context. In Slotkin’s ac-
count of the frontier myth, the hunter, best embodied by the mythical figure of
Daniel Boone, is a principal agent of regeneration through violence (see Slotkin
294-312). As the mythical hero equally versed in the ways of the natives and the
settlers, the hunter figure in American literature regularly ventures into the un-
known and opens up new territories. Hunting in Far Cry 5 may not fulfill the
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same function, yet it cannot be divorced from the myths evoked by the game-
space and the logic of regeneration through violence that the game embeds in
it. Killing animals in Far Cry 5 facilitates character growth by generating experi-
ence points, and Hope County’s native species exist predominately as a resource
for personal gain; pelts can be sold for in-game money, which can be exchanged
for weapons, health kits, and other equipment. Wildlife as a resource, further-
more, cannot be exhausted in the game since it continually respawns. This end-
less replenishment aligns with the idea of a continent of seemingly limitless re-
sources bound to be exploited for economic gain. Ultimately, one can find, then,
at least a residue of the mythical hunter figure in Far Cry 5, which lingers in the
player character’s repeated engagement with the gameworld’s natural environ-
ment.

In settlements and buildings held by the resistance, as indicated earlier, Far
Cry 5’s protagonist is mostly out of harm’s way. As soon as players go ‘into the
wild,” whether that is Hope County’s forests or the violence-ridden locations con-
trolled by the cult, however, players are left to their own devices and often find
themselves in danger. This movement virtually reenacts that of the pioneer in
Turner’s and Slotkin’s accounts, who regularly crosses the line between civiliza-
tion and wilderness and consequently undergoes a personal transformation.’®
Like the mythical heroes of American literature, every time the player character
returns from the wilderness, they come back changed, having gained resistance
points and often also perk points, which may be invested in special abilities for
the protagonist that further facilitate progress in the game. Similarly, the player’s
mastery of Far Cry 5 likely improves with each endeavor, too. But most impor-
tantly, Hope County itself is being remade with each effort, from a space perme-
ated by savagery into a civilized area. This process amounts to a regeneration
through violence enacted by the player. In contrast to its mythical-historical fore-
bear, however, nature itself is not transformed in Far Cry 5 but, at best, preserved
(see fig. 1).6

5 Parts of Far Cry 5 even reenact the genre of the captivity narrative, as I have argued elsewhere
(see Schoppmeier 16).

6 Fittingly, Far Cry 5 players regularly visit places ostensibly aimed at both preserving nature
and commodifying it. Examples include the F.A.N.G. Center animal sanctuary, the Whitetail
State Park, and the Mastodon Geothermal Park. The preservation aspect underlines a conserva-
tive logic of maintaining a state of affairs, in this context certainly laudable, and thus points be-
yond the present and into the past, to a time when what is deemed worthy of preservation now
was presumably unspoiled. Such a view of nature reserves naturally aligns with a retrotopian
mindset.
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Fig. 1: Nature preserved and commodified in Hope County’s Whitetail State Park (Far Cry 5,
Ubisoft).

The combination of Far Cry 5’s audiovisual and procedural representations
of the American West, then, align the game with the enduring myth of the fron-
tier and with its ideological implications. While the larger gamespace replicates
this mythic structure, the individual places that serve as focal points for the
game’s missions and plot come with their own cultural histories, which also be-
tray a particularly nostalgic, even reactionary, view of the American heartland,
as the next section elaborates.

The Treasure State: American Places and their
Cultural History

Far Cry 5’s Hope County appears as a collage of U.S. American places with dis-
tinct cultural histories, all of which have developed to allow mythical images to
supplant their material histories. While the game aspires to a seemingly realistic
depiction of rural Montana in its graphical and sound design, the audiovisual
verisimilitude actually throws into relief the archetypal shape of Hope County
and its individual places. Graphical realism comes at the expense of historical
realism at the same time as narratives and histories about westward expansion
and settler colonialism permeate Far Cry 5 below the surface. The game’s Mon-
tana setting is a case in point here.
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One of Montana’s common nicknames, also mentioned in Far Cry 5’s open-
ing cut-scene, is the Treasure State. The nickname hails from the state’s histori-
cally rich deposits of gold and silver, which have even become Montana’s state
motto: oro y plata. Evidently, the prospective fortunes of gold mining played
their part in the settlement of Montana and the accompanying displacement
and slaughter of the region’s indigenous population throughout the second
half of the nineteenth century.” In Far Cry 5, players can discover the residues
of this history in the form of the Catamount Mines, an old gold mine in Hope
County.

The treasures of the Treasure State, however, include more than precious
metals. The mining of coal, the pumping of petroleum and gas, the production
of lumber, mineral extraction, and farming have been equally important to Mon-
tana’s economy. These industries connect the past, specifically the expansion of
the United States in the nineteenth century, with the present. They were central
to industrialization and economic growth in the past and they continue to play a
role in the Montana economy and self-perception today, even though their share
of the overall economy has radically declined (see “Montana Economy at a
Glance”).

With the exception of farming, these industries share a common feature:
they are all extractive and, thus, exhaustive industries. Mining and its kin epit-
omize an economic model based on the exhaustion of finite natural resources.
Here the primitive accumulation of American settler colonialism and its land
grab from the native populations continues in the literal extraction of resources
from the same stolen grounds (see Marx, Capital 915). Additionally, with their in-
dispensability to industrial capitalism, the extractive industries of Montana and
similar states are intrinsically tied to carbon dioxide emissions, which have been
identified as a major catalyst to an ever-accelerating human-caused climate
change headed towards catastrophe.

7 In the process, Montana saw the perhaps most mythologized battle of the war against the in-
digenous people of the Great Plains fought on its ground. In the Battle of the Little Bighorn in
1876, George Armstrong Custer’s cavalry regiment was defeated by Lakota, Northern Cheyenne,
and Arapaho forces. For a long time, this battle has been remembered in American culture under
the myth of “Custer’s Last Stand.” Its commemoration has mostly concentrated on mourning the
fallen U.S. troops rather than remembering this rare victory of the victims of American settler
colonialism and the genocide against indigenous people. It was also one of the last major vic-
tories of Native American forces before large-scale resistance was principally subdued by the
end of the century, not incidentally coinciding with Turner’s declaration of the closing of the
frontier.
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Fig. 2: Driving through the sublime mountain landscape of Hope County, powered by fossil
fuels, past the Baron Lumber Mill and the Golden Valley Gas Station, both of which re-
present extractive industries (Far Cry 5, Ubisoft).

The point here is that the Treasure State of Montana in Far Cry 5 represents
an economic model of the past and one that is at odds with Montana’s much
more diverse and healthy contemporary economy (see “Montana Economy at a
Glance”). It is not only a fact that “[tlhe specter of exhaustion always hovers
over a mine” (Studnicki-Gizbert 99) and other extractive industries. With a global
community slowly but steadily realizing the threat of the impending climate cat-
astrophe, the key measure to combat climate change is the reduction of carbon
emissions. Although the United States are among the most reluctant countries in
this respect, even here unsustainable energy sources will become less and less
lucrative in the long run. Employment in the U.S. American coal industry has
steadily declined throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries even as
overall coal production grew well into the new millennium, before starting to
shrink severely in recent years (see “Coal Mining Fatality Statistics”; “Coal Pro-
duction, 1949 —2019”). Coal mining as a stable source of employment, then, does
not seem to have a viable future in the United States.

This is relevant to understanding Far Cry 5’s gameworld in relation to a U.S.
American spatial imagination because it connects the Montana setting with the
specific places around which the game centers its action, characters, and narra-
tives. Hope County is a decidedly rural area dominated by vast stretches of na-
ture interspersed with roads, small businesses, and a single town called Fall’s
End (see fig. 3). The cult outposts in want of liberation mainly comprise business-
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Fig. 3: A view of Fall’s End, Hope County, with its small businesses and the seemingly un-
spoiled nature on the horizon (Far Cry 5, Ubisoft).

es from the three sectors agriculture, processing and manufacturing, and preser-
vation and recreation. Over the course of Far Cry 5’s missions, players liberate
farms, ranger stations, shops, a lumber mill, a packing facility, a hotel, a
youth camp, a brewery, a garage, a rail yard, a fertilizer company, and more.
While all of these places simply fit the Montana setting, they are significant
for at least two reasons.

First, nearly all of these places are businesses in the sense that they are com-
mercial enterprises. There are no schools, libraries, community colleges, parks,
or public swimming pools in need of liberation in Hope County. While some
of the businesses appear to be somewhat larger companies, like the Green-
Busch Fertilizer Company, several are distinctly small businesses, such as Lor-
na’s Truck Stop and Nolan’s Fly Shop. In fact, the characters who serve as inter-
mediaries sending the protagonist on quests often relate their own personal in-
volvement in these businesses, how their owners established them, or how they
have been run by local families and long-time community members for years.
These narrative vignettes authenticate the businesses as belonging to the com-
munity, as the result of hard work, and as the deserved reward for individual ef-
fort.

Second, Far Cry 5’s places are not significant in themselves but, rather, in
their common denominator: their temporal dimension. All of the places men-
tioned point to an idealized American past which is easily contrasted with a pre-
sent that bears no resemblance to such idealizations. As Antje Kley and Heike
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Paul assert, “the rural connotes notions of the past” (3) in itself, and Hope Coun-
ty is no exception here, especially in the composition of its economy. Businesses
appear entirely family-owned, with strong ties to the community; retailers, for ex-
ample, are exclusively independent, small shops. Fall’s End conforms to the
ideal of Main Street, whose “dual reality [...] as place and as idea,” as Miles Or-
vell argues, has “[given] it its centrality in American culture” (3). In the words of
Richard V. Francaviglia, “‘Main Street’ has come to symbolize a place close to the
people, people who have few pretenses and honest aspirations; and because it
fuses images of place and time, it also symbolizes their past” (xviii). In Fall’s
End, there is no mall in sight, no Walmart, no Google data center. In terms of
its economy and the nature of its businesses, Hope County truly appears like a
place frozen in the past, particularly since these kinds of places have become rar-
ities in the contemporary United States. The small, family-owned business is not
only no longer the norm that Main Street America, as embodied by Far Cry 5’s
Fall’s End, represents; it is, in fact, a species threatened by extinction (see Orvell
47-71). Rural and small-town America, as David B. Danbom asserts, is “a rem-
nant that is shrinking, demographically, economically, culturally, and political-
ly” (31), even as its people “consider their communities the heartland of Amer-
ica” (Wuthnow 3).2

The places central to Far Cry 5’s gameworld and story, therefore, stand for a
cultural history of American economic growth after World War II, the attainabil-
ity of middle-class status and business ownership through hard work, and strong
ties between businesses and the communities in which they were located. Com-
parable to the extractive industries of Montana, this ideal of small-town America
is a remnant of the past and increasingly hard to find in rural regions in the pre-
sent.

Being set in the Treasure State, then, Far Cry 5 relates to both the historically
important extractive industries in Montana and to an idealized image of rural,
small-town America in the ways in which space and place work in concert on
a representational level. Both space and place here reveal a temporal dimension
that signifies a prosperous past rather than the present, which has momentarily
become unbearable, or the future. The way in which the Montana setting and the
specific places of Hope County are integrated into the game’s “procedural level”
(Sicart 51), its gameplay mechanics, furthermore accords both a distinct mean-
ing, as I elaborate in the next and final section. It addresses the cultural work
performed by the move from the actual to the imagined in relation to Far Cry

8 For a recent survey of the challenges rural America faces, see Robert Wuthnow’s The Left Be-
hind (2018).
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5’s spatial imagination, its temporal dimension, and the historical context of the
game’s release.

Calling It Home:

Retrotopian Delusions and the Cultural Work of Far Cry 5’s
Spatial Imagination

Far Cry 5’s depiction of American spaces and places, especially in light of the
Trump presidency, exhibits retrotopian sentiments throughout. The gamespace
incorporates the logic of the frontier myth in the way it stages missions in spaces
structured around a wilderness/civilization dichotomy; in the process, parts of
the wilderness are remade into civilized spaces. Hope County’s selection of pla-
ces, in turn, seems to signify an American past rather than the present in which
Far Cry 5 is supposedly set. The game, therefore, revels in an imagined, foregone
America seemingly lost but desirable to revive, at least in its spatial vision.
The only thing that disturbs this idealized American space is the Project at
Eden’s Gate. The cult members are the intruders who have ruined Hope County,
taken its citizens and businesses hostage, and corrupted its communities. Gone
is Main Street, gone is the lumber mill, gone are freedom and security — at least
as long as the cult resides in Hope County. This state of affairs, the starting prem-
ise of Far Cry 5, signals two related things: the ‘good life’ of rural and small-town
America still exists, it has only been suspended by the cult, and one only needs
to remove the cult to return to that blessed state of the past. Since there is no
other way to expel the Project at Eden’s Gate than with deadly force, players
are literally proceeding by exterminating unwanted populations from the
area.’ “The player actively saves small-town America from a lurking threat,”
John Wills summarizes the game’s central thrust, but “there is always a sense
of righteousness and patriotic duty on display.” Hope County’s residents and
the player character here appear similar to the “moral communities” of rural
America described by Robert Wuthnow, which he views in the “sense of a
place to which and in which people feel an obligation to one another and to up-

9 For an insightful reading of the Project at Eden’s Gate’s motivation and appeal as expressed
through Far Cry 5’s music, especially the cult’s hymns, in which the author identifies “a collec-
tive whose concerns align with many of today’s real-world concerns” behind the cult’s violent
surface, see Eli Badra’s “Folk-Music, Radical Politics, and Bliss: Far Cry 5’s Music as Western
Hymnody” (2019).
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hold the local ways of being that govern their expectations about ordinary life
and support their feelings of being at home and doing the right things” (4).

As the cult is repeatedly marked as savage and evil, the ideological work of
progressing through Far Cry 5’s story and gamespace ties in with an imagination
that is connected to the myths outlined earlier. On one level, gameplay in Far Cry
5 exemplifies the trope of regeneration through violence described by Slotkin in
its purest form. Hope County is literally restored through consecutive waves of
violence. Although the violence starts with the cult’s intrusion, it is then reflect-
ed by the player-led resistance, which appears to reinstate a previous condition —
a deceptive reversal of the historical developments of U.S. American settler col-
onialism that formed both the material and ideological basis of said previous
condition, the rural idyll. “I just call it home,” says Mary May Fairgrave of Mon-
tana in the game’s opening cut-scene. Yet players do not actually get to see what
she calls home, as they enter Hope County only after the Project at Eden’s Gate
has already taken over. In this sense, the “home” Mary May speaks of is pre-
sumed but no longer existent at the moment the game sets in. Hope County is
only made home again for characters like Mary May through the process of re-
generation through violence in the game.

Similarly, all of the businesses only become functional again after the player
has expelled the cult from each premise by killing all cult members present. This
is the second and more significant level of Far Cry 5’s ideological work. Reinstat-
ing Hope County’s businesses is nothing short of the fulfilment of the retrotopian
fantasies guiding the rhetoric and subsequent success of reactionary political ac-
tors like the Trump administration and the Republican Party under it. Elsewhere,
I have argued that “the politics of ‘making America great again’ reverberate
strongly in the central rhetoric of Far Cry 5” (Schoppmeier 19). The regeneration
of local businesses in Hope County is perhaps the most explicit overlapping of
the video game and the retrotopia that has formed parts of the basis for Trump’s
success in rural and small-town America (see Wuthnow 1). One of the recurring
talking points of Trump during his campaign were the numerous pleas to bring
business back to the United States, especially to the regions left behind by the
structural changes that have resulted from the ongoing period of deindustrializa-
tion since the second half of the twentieth century. Particularly his advances to
coal miners are exemplary for the retrotopian delusions underlying Trump’s ap-
peal since this is an industry that, as outlined before, is more likely to die out
altogether than to generate any considerable number of new jobs (see Cohn).

Far Cry 5, in contrast, keeps that promise. By reinstating one business after
the other, the regional economy is indeed revitalized, and there is not a trace of
chain stores, malls, or big box stores, let alone twenty-first-century corporations
like Amazon and Google. Hope County’s economy is entirely local, which is to
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say it is entirely U.S. American, and it is able to thrive (again). There is agricul-
ture, there is industry, and there is recreation. But most importantly, there is in-
dependence and self-determination for the residents and small enterprises of
Hope County once more, as the cult is expelled along with the decline associated
with it. Ultimately, however, “the cult is nothing more than a scapegoat, a whip-
ping boy for all of the problems of Hope County and America writ large,” as Aus-
tin Walker asserts in his review of Far Cry 5 before denying the game the integrity
that warrants such an interpretation. The game remains oblivious to the con-
cerns and challenges brought about by the shift to a postindustrial society
that has played a significant role in the decline of rural and small-town econo-
mies and communities in the United States and instead casts an intruding, out-
side force as the root of Hope County’s current problems.

The discourse of calling it home, epitomized by Mary May Fairgrave’s state-
ment quoted earlier, comes full circle here. As Adi Robertson describes it, Far Cry
5’s “most straight-faced and important storylines are generally about pastors, vet-
erans, farmers, and other positive rural American archetypes protecting their
way of life.” Under the cult’s presence, Hope County’s residents feel like “strang-
ers in their own land” (Hochschild 219) just like the disillusioned Louisiana Tea
Party supporters surveyed by Arlie Russell Hochschild in her book of the same
title have done after the societal shifts of the past 50 to 60 years. These are
the sentiments, in turn, on which the Trumpian rhetoric and appeal have oper-
ated since his first bid for the Republican presidential candidacy — successfully
so, one must add, until the 2020 election — while deflecting from the structural
root causes of the problems faced by such communities. Similarly, “[m]uch of Far
Cry 5 feels less like a game about a modern world in crisis, and more like a stock
conservative fantasy about the triumph of small-town America” (Robertson). In
this light, the State of Montana qua its proxy Hope County is the retrotopia of
America under the Trump presidency come true in Far Cry 5. Progressing in
the game means realizing the retrotopian vision one business at a time.

Conclusion

As 1 elaborated in this chapter, Far Cry 5’s utilization of space and place within
its Montana setting draws on a rich tradition of a U.S. American spatial imagina-
tion, more specifically the cultural histories of imagining nature, wilderness, and
the rural small-town. Whereas the first two aspects lend meaning to the game-
space, the latter elicits a particular sense of place. The cultural work of the
game’s spatial imagination can ultimately be located in the reactionary logic
that emerges when Hope County is coupled with gameplay revolving predomi-
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nately around conquering, liberating, and restoring. Space in Far Cry 5, thus, ac-
tually signifies time: it constantly points to an imagined past and urges players
to reinstate that past. By securing the places central to Hope County’s commu-
nity, players really turn back time to an undifferentiated but supposedly better
past. This impetus is not unlike the one encapsulated by Trump’s slogan
“Make America Great Again,” which, like the political rhetoric around Trump’s
candidacy and presidency more generally, similarly posits a more prosperous
past but never really pinpoints what exactly it refers to or what it looked like.
The return to such idealized, imaginary pasts, whether in the gameworld of
Far Cry 5 or in the political vision of the U.S. American President, blanks out
past and continuing realities of violence and oppression in a distinctly reaction-
ary view of the United States.

This does not mean that Far Cry 5 actively supports reactionary politics.
Nonetheless, as Murray asserts, “the constructed landscape models a particular
kind of relationship between player and the in-game space, which is in turn con-
nected to the lived-world reality that informs it” (“Landscapes” 172). It does con-
cern us that the logics sketched out above structure not only the spatial imagi-
nation but the entire gameplay of a video game that appears to have no real
interest in politics or social issues (see Robertson). Imagined spaces, like imag-
ined pasts, have consequences; it is our responsibility to work toward different
imaginations of the past, the present, and, most importantly, the future. Here,
Far Cry 5 has it the wrong way around. Perhaps this is where the game’s strange,
apocalyptic ending, in which Hope County is annihilated by an atomic bomb, ac-
quires a meaningful dimension: holding on to the past, especially an imagined
one, may literally usher in the end of the world. While the game thus unwittingly
hints at its misguided imaginary, drawn from the long history of U.S. American
culture, it simultaneously concedes its impotence in envisioning a different fu-
ture. In this view, Far Cry 5’s ending is not subversive or even clever; it is cynical
at best, and cynicism is ill-equipped to prevent catastrophe.
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Felix Zimmermann

Ethical Boredom in the Wilderness:
Treating Red Dead Redemption 2 as an
Ambience Action Game

When the ever-present violence of Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Games
2018)" and its ludic realization as repetitive and monotonous shoot-outs have
drained players of their energy to continue, they can find refuge under the
trees of the Big Valley in West Elizabeth, a fictive scenery referring to real-
world landscapes in California, U.S.A. (fig. 1). West Elizabeth is only one of
five states you can traverse in RDR2 while trying to find your place as Arthur Mor-
gan in a world that increasingly condemns his lifestyle as an outlaw. Clinging to
the only life he has ever known, Arthur rides, robs, and kills on a quest to score
that one last big heist that will finally allow him to retire from this dangerous
line of work. As an open world game RDR2 allows players to follow this storyline
at their own pace or, if they prefer, spend their time with side activities like play-
ing poker or hunting one of the 166 huntable animals (see GTABase). RDR2 has
been particularly praised for its implementation of a “dynamic and interactive
ecosystem” (Ali).? In his review of the game Kirk Hamilton writes that RDR2 “con-
tains the most bracingly beautiful depictions of nature I have ever seen in a
video game” and jokingly describes it as an “Open World Human Nature Simu-
lator” (Hamilton, “The Kotaku Review”). It does not seem far-fetched to claim
that the game’s depiction of a lush frontier landscape is one of the reasons for
its success.

To explore this assumption, I visited the review aggregator metacritic.com
and compared the much-debated “Metascore” based on critic reviews to the
“User Score” of user reviews. The discrepancy I found between professional as-
sessments of the game and user impressions was more noticeable than expected.
While user reviews are “generally favorable”, the PlayStation 4 version displays
a “User Score” of ‘only’ 8.4 of 10 while the Xbox One version shows a “User
Score” of 7.8 of 10 at the time of writing this essay. This is of interest in that
the game shows an impressive score of 97 of 100 for both the PlayStation 4

1 From here on referred to as RDR2.

2 Similarly, Alenda Y. Chang notes that Rockstar Games “has taken positive steps” towards “se-
riously [considering] the goal of environmental realism — not solely in terms of visual rendering,
but also in sound design, weather, species density and distribution, and the arrangement of or-
ganic and inorganic actors in complex interrelation” (22).

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110675184-004
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Fig. 1: A typical view of the Big Valley region in Red Dead Redemption 2. All pictures in this
article taken by the author with the in-game camera (except stated otherwise) and used cour-
tesy of Rockstar Games.

and Xbox One version based upon 99 (PlayStation 4) and 33 (Xbox One) included
critic reviews (see Metacritic “PlayStation”; Metacritic “Xbox”). The clarity of this
discrepancy motivated me to take a closer look at the user reviews in search for
an explanation. One major complaint apparent in many responses to the game —
also suggested in many professional reviews — concerns the controls of the game.
The user “MisterLupus” for example writes in one of the more serious reviews
that “[t]he controls are clumsy and bad — needlessly hard to navigate, often un-
responsive — and both movement as well as combat are clunky to say the least
and also unimaginative” (Metacritic “User Reviews”). The user “theTRUTHson”
adds that “[i]t is a slow game with lots of waiting and little action” (Metacritic
“User Reviews”) while user “NuSix3” points out that “the controls are convolut-
ed and it feels very slow and clunky” (Metacritic “User Reviews”).?

However, I argue in this chapter that the undeniably unresponsive controls
as well as the general slowness of RDR2 enable an experience vastly different
from recent blockbuster open world games. Because of the way in which a
game of such enormous production value undermines the conventions of con-

3 1 have picked three of the user reviews here that other user found “[m]ost helpful” according
to Metacritic (see Metacritic “User Reviews”). Of course, other reviews could be quoted here, but
the reviews claiming the game is mediocre or bad all paint a similar picture (see Metacritic “User
Reviews”).
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temporary game design I will describe RDR2 as an Ambience Action Game. This
genre term is an epistemological tool which enables scholars to put emphasis on
specific elements of games. “As an umbrella term, referring to games in which
presence in awareness spaces is central to the experience” (Zimmermann and
Huberts 38) it was originally coined by Christian Huberts and me to do justice
to games misrepresented by the reductionist term “Walking Simulators.” We
see the term as a description of “a specific mindset which changes the way play-
ers of digital games play” (Zimmermann and Huberts 46) rather than an attempt
to replace the commonly used term “Walking Simulator.” Therefore, it is produc-
tive not to claim that something categorically is an Ambience Action Game but
rather to treat something as an Ambience Action Game and gain a fresh perspec-
tive on existing material. Treating a game as an Ambience Action Game empha-
sizes if and how a game reduces player agency to produce awareness spaces
which allow for experiences different from the usual player-action based game-
play.

The “ambience act” has been defined by Alexander R. Galloway as “the ma-
chine’s act” (10). While “[t]he user is on hold [...] the machine keeps on working”
(10). By this, Galloway suggests that when an ambience act occurs the player acts
to a lesser degree than the machine (that is the computer and the game) does
through the game world (see also Chang 96). The spaces, in which these ambi-
ence acts occur, must therefore be of a specific kind in that they reduce the “op-
erator actions” (Galloway 5), i.e. the player actions, to a minimal level. Conse-
quently, and to distinguish them from possibility spaces — that is a functional
space which serves the player in that it enables certain action (see for example
Sicart 2008) — Huberts and I have termed such spaces “awareness spaces” (32)
and the games in which they are prominently found “Ambience Action
Games” (38—-39). Using this term as an epistemological lens, I want to treat
RDR2 as an Ambience Action Game and claim that the unresponsive controls
and the slowness of the protagonist’s movements inhibits the player agency in
such a way that they become susceptible to perceiving the ambience acts of
the game world. I understand especially the wilderness areas of the game,
which are mostly devoid of non-player characters, quests, bandits, or any
other elements which force the player to act, as awareness spaces.

‘Wilderness,” as I will show utilizing Marc Bonner’s concept of “striated wil-
derness” (1), is common in the open world games of recent years and realized in
specific, ludified ways. However, a reading of the wilderness areas in the game
as awareness spaces is complicated by the Western setting of RDR2. Oftentimes,
in the predominantly positive critic reviews of the game I found on Metacritic,
the virtual landscape is praised in light of this tradition-rich setting of the
game. For example, in one review by the Swedish tech website “M3” it is called
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“the ultimate Wild West sandbox-experience” (Metacritic “PlayStation”) while
the games blog “Hardcore Gamer” calls it “the single most immersive Wild
West game yet” (Metacritic “PlayStation”). Therefore, wilderness in RDR2 has
to be regarded considering how it utilizes mythologies of the frontier so closely
intertwined with popular Wild West iconographies. I will draw from the work of
Leo Marx on the Machine in the Garden (1964), in which he identifies the “pas-
toral idea of America” (73) as the pivotal manifestation of a machine-nature di-
chotomy. Wilderness, in this sense, is not only a space presumably untouched by
humans but also a space ever in danger of becoming assimilated by the ma-
chine, of ceasing to be wilderness and becoming something else as the frontier
is pushed westward. Hence, what is of interest for a reading of RDR2’s wilderness
areas in light of its Western setting is how the relationship between machine and
nature is negotiated in the cultural tradition of the American West and in one of
the most recent entries into this tradition, namely RDR2.

Finally, the strands of my argument will coalesce as I will argue that in its
slowness and even sometimes boringness RDR2 opens up a special connection
to its highly sophisticated depictions of nature which makes it possible for play-
ers to achieve a state of “embodied empathy” (op de Beke 5) for the ecosystem of
the game. As Hans-Joachim Backe points out, “ecocritical studies of computer
games would benefit from taking the long and rich history of mainstream com-
puter games into consideration more frequently and systematically” (41). By of-
fering an ecocritical reading of RDR2, I will do so and show that apart from its
conventional Western narrative the game can be seen as an intriguing approach
to wilderness experience which is of value in the geologic age of the Anthropo-
cene.

Red Dead Redemption 2 as a Cinematic Western

Let me begin by explaining how RDR?2 is not special. The tradition of digital
Western games can be traced back as far as the arcade machines of the 1970s
like Gun Fight/Western Gun (1975) or Boot Hill (1977) (see Wills; Buel). While
these earliest games differ significantly from titles like RDR2 in the quality of
their presentation or the complexity of their gameplay, they are very much com-
parable to these recent games in how they cater to “expectations of the Wild
West” and how they, therefore, “include [their] fair share of cowboys, outlaws,
and Indians” (Wills 278). As John Wills notes, these Western games — and this
has not changed in the last 50 years — are “simulacra of simulacra” (277) as
they display an image of North American frontier space which never existed in
such a manner but has always been infused by fiction, mythology, and ideology.
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More than anything else digital Western games draw upon the fantastical
iconography of the cinematic Western which “helped cultivate and mythologize
much of the imagery of the American West through presenting concrete, larger-
than-life visuals” and thereby embedded “the image of the cowboy, the choreog-
raphy of the gunfight, the sweeping vistas, and the horizontal expanses of des-
ert” (Buel 50) into popular culture. As Esther Wright points out, Rockstar Games,
the developer of RDR2, rigorously uses these cinematic influences in their mar-
keting efforts. By publishing blog posts in which they make their cinematic in-
fluences explicit, for example, Rockstar Games “attempt[s] to orient potential
players toward a specific way of reading or accessing cinematic history” (Wright
154). In these blog posts “’Rockstar Recommends’ certain films that could be
watched before playing” (143), for example Once Upon a Time in the West
(1968), The Wild Bunch (1969) or Unforgiven (1992) (see 146 —147). In doing so,
Wright claims, Rockstar Games tries to produce “cinematic authenticity” (143)
to verify their version of the Wild West.

This version of the Wild West in RDR2 and in its predecessor Red Dead Re-
demption (Rockstar Games 2010)* draws heavily from such popular cinematic in-
fluences but struggles to provide critical commentary on the tropes it inherits
from them. Buel goes so far as to attest that RDRI is a “revisionist Western in
terms of its narrative genre as it romanticizes the West and views it nostalgically”
but simultaneously points out that “[t]he audience is encouraged to take a crit-
ical look at the underlying ideologies of the American West mythology of power
and entitlement” (53). What is described here for RDRI still holds for RDR2. It is
true that the central role of “the cowboy figure, the rugged individual” (Hum-
phreys 200) is contrasted in both games by the inevitable death of the protago-
nist who is unable to withstand the pressure of modernization or, as Humphrey
puts it, “neoliberalism that is euphemistically described in frontier narratives as
progress and freedom” (200). This narrative certainly encompasses the possibil-
ity “to get players to think critically and reflect upon violence within games and
within Westerns” (Buel 56). Considering that players will have killed hundreds of
non-player characters until the protagonists, Arthur Morgan and John Marston
respectively, meet their untimely demise and that they can then continue the kill-
ing with a different character, RDR1 and RDR?2 still fall short of being a critical
commentary on Wild West mythology. Even with the addition of the so-called
“honor system” in RDR2 which reacts to unlawful and ethically questionable be-
havior by players (see Hoffmann), RDR?2 still stages the West “as violence par ex-
cellence” (Wills 303). It is in this vein, to borrow from Wills, that RDR2 “use[s]

4 From here on referred to as RDRI.
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fresh technology to preserve an old chimera” (295) — at least on the level of nar-
rative, characters, and overall gameplay.®

Arthur Morgan and Pastoral Hope

In light of the game’s narrative this “old chimera” comes forcefully into view
when turning to Leo Marx’ work on “the machine in the garden,” a trope he dis-
cusses in his literary critique of influential works of U.S.-American authors like
Henry David Thoreau or Mark Twain. For Marx, the trope of “the machine in
the garden” refers to “the contrast between the industrial machine, say a
steam locomotive, and the green landscape” - that is, the disruption of the pas-
toral idyll by “iron, fire, steam, smoke, noise, speed” (374) of the engine. This
trope, as I have pointed out in the introduction, is intertwined with what Marx
calls the “pastoral idea of America” (226). This idea entails that when the ma-
chine enters the garden - the “conquest of the wilderness” (226) — something
is at stake of being lost, namely a “rural happiness” (226). As Marx points out,
“[iln this sentimental guise the pastoral idea remained of service long after
the machine’s appearance in the landscape” (226) in the sense that the “pastoral
hope” (355) endured. The incarnation of this hope is the “middle landscape”
(226), a space of balance between nature and civilization that is to be created
to preserve a pastoral way of living. Thereby, the trope of “the machine in the
garden” is as much about the “machine’s increasing domination of the visible
world” (364) as it is about the “pursuit of rural happiness while devoting itself
[the American nation] to productivity, wealth, and power” (226). In this lies
the “contradiction” (226) of trying to bring the dominator and the dominated
into a state of balance, of harmony even. “[Plastoral fables” (364), therefore,
deal with exactly this contradiction between nature and machine and the protag-
onist’s struggle to solve it.

RDR2 appears to be a faithful rendition of this trope. Arthur Morgan, as part
of a gang of outlaws, clings to an ideal of life in communion with nature. As part
of the “Van der Linde-Gang,” Arthur lives in a small camp under the trees just
outside the small town of Valentine — at least at the beginning of the story. He
sleeps in a tent next to the gang’s homestead wagons, hunts for food, and
only seldom gets in contact with the townsfolk. Meanwhile, industrialization

5 This is not to say that RDR2 does not warrant a more thorough analysis in terms of its narra-
tive strands and characters (e.g. considering Arthur’s illness in the game or the role of Sadie
Adler). However, such analysis is reserved for future scientific engagements with the game.
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Fig. 2: The locomotive in RED DEAD REDEMPTION 2. Picture taken in the so-called “cinematic
mode” of the game.

and productivism push from the east and try to take this way of life away from
him. The symbolism is clear and enacts the trope of “the machine in the gar-
den:”® The untouched wilderness is disrupted by the locomotive (fig. 2); the
calm and slow life in the gang’s camps (fig. 3) is contrasted with the bustling ac-
tivity in the easternmost town of Saint Denis and the smoke rising from the fac-
tories (fig. 4). Beyond that, the “Pinkerton National Detective Agency” — always
in pursuit of the gang — symbolizes order and control and a subjugation of a free
way of living under the code of law that modernization brings with it.” While the
relationship to the other members of the gang is ambiguous and changes during
the game, the Pinkerton detectives are the definite antagonist of the game.
What is at stake, now, for Arthur Morgan is the “pastoral hope” (Marx 355),
the hope of running away from the conforming pressures of civilization and of
finding peace in a “middle landscape,” a space “neither wild nor overcivilized,

6 Also, as Dietmar Meinel criticizes in his engagement with Leo Marx’ work, the latter “contin-
ues to validate the idea of the (white, male, heterosexual) American hero — whether triumphant,
tragic, or disrupted — as the essential figure through which increasing industrialization, urban-
ization, and commercialization are negotiated” (197). RDR2 reinforces this problematic dynamic
of “the machine in the garden” trope by employing Arthur Morgan as the lens through which the
confrontation between wilderness and civilization is observed.

7 Of course, it is not the Van der Linde-Gang’s way of life in communion with nature that forces
the detectives to prosecute but rather the gang’s inclination to rob and murder.
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Fig. 3: An encampment of the “Van der Linde-Gang” in RED DEAD REDEMPTION 2.

Fig. 4: A typical view of the town of Saint Denis in RED DEAD REDEMPTION 2.

where the dream of harmony between humanity and nature might be attainable”
(Marx 377). In its narratives RDR2 reveals this “middle landscape” to be a fanta-
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sy.® Arthur Morgan fails in his attempt to conserve his pastoral lifestyle. He tries
to keep the gang together and preserve their living in harmony with “undefiled,
bountiful, sublime Nature” (Marx 228) but has to witness the gang falling apart
in the course of the narrative. He is unable to dissolve this contradiction of want-
ing to live a rural life while also profiting — by stealing — from the wealth and
power of the modernized world. The “middle landscape” that seems so nearly
perfect in the first hours of the game emerges as unsustainable. “[I|n the end
the American hero is either dead or totally alienated from society, alone and
powerless” (364), writes Leo Marx, and this assessment holds true for RDR2.

Narratively, therefore, RDR2 reproduces the trope of “the machine in the gar-
den” while emphasizing the inescapability of the machine’s triumph. In this
sense, RDR2 employs a “complex pastoral” which “acknowledge[s] the power
of a counterforce” to the sentimental pastoral hope and thereby “acknowledges
the reality of history” (Marx 362—363). On the level of gameplay and game world,
however, RDR2’s engagement with the pastoral has to be regarded separately. On
the one hand, the game adheres to the trope of “the machine in the garden” and
showcases a futile “pastoral hope.” RDR2 thereby adds a narrative layer to its
landscapes in that they come to represent a clash of nature and the machine,
of the rural and the modernized. On the other hand, however, the gameplay in-
vites an intimate involvement of the player into the wilderness areas in the game.
Therefore, somewhat contrary to the incompatibility of nature and machine
brought forth in the game’s rendition of the trope, nature and machine appear
to enter a symbiotic relationship in the virtual world.

Ambience Acts in Smooth Spaces

As I pointed out earlier, the virtual open world landscapes of RDR2 function as
awareness spaces that allow players to focus their attention on the ambience
acts of the game world. These awareness spaces in RDR2 are best understood
in terms of what Marc Bonner has called a “striated wilderness” (1) that is de-
signed to afford certain actions by the player and restrict others. This theory
puts emphasis on the contrast between representations of seemingly untouched
nature and the ludic subjugation, i.e. the ‘playability’ of natural landscapes.
Thereby, it ties in with the cultural implications of RDR2’s setting in how nature

8 Similar observations can be made regarding RDR2s predecessor RDRI1. Especially, as RDRI’s
plot takes place after RDR2’s, an intriguing dynamic comes to pass. Having played RDRI players
can be reasonably sure of the futility of Arthur Morgan’s pursuit of his “pastoral hope.” However,
for the sake of stringency of my argument, I will not go into detail about RDRI here.
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and machine — the computer — find themselves in conflict on the level of game-
play. Finally, by connecting the notion of “striated wilderness” to the Ambience
Action Game, it becomes visible that this conflict is also one between possibility
spaces and awareness spaces.

“Striated wilderness” is defined by its two-layered structure, consisting of
one layer of “polygon meshes and historical as well as cultural coined sign sys-
tems” and of another which Bonner calls a “practice of wildness” (8). In this
sense, wilderness in a game always is an amalgam of reproduced iconographies
of culturally well-grounded notions of wilderness as a unique type of place and a
specific set of affordances for crossing this space, hence a practice (see 8). The
simulacrum of wilderness which “has no antecedent, no original from which it
has emerged” (Vidon et al. 66) and which acts “as a virtual panacea for social
ills, a place of solitude, wholeness, and serenity” (66) is therefore striated by
the ways in which it becomes ludically accessible.

According to Bonner, this process of striation becomes visible in the form of
two types of spaces into which the totality of the open world gamespace can be
divided. The “striated space” is the space which “enables a goal-oriented, ludic,
crossing of the vast landscape” (Bonner 8) and which comes close to the afore-
mentioned idea of a “possibility space” catering to the players’ needs and ena-
bling their actions. “In context of computer games this means following naviga-
tional points, overall goals of a quest or the NPCs’ path routines” (8), as Bonner
elaborates. While other open world games like Assassin’s Creed Odyssey (Ubisoft
2018) or Horizon Zero Dawn (Sony Interactive Entertainment 2017) rely on more
elaborate navigational systems such as a compass-like interface element at the
top of the screen showing nearby points of interest and the way to the next
quest, RDR2 employs only a small map at the bottom left corner of the screen.

This, I would argue, eases the transition from “striated space” and its accom-
panying modes of exploration into “smooth space” (Bonner 9). The latter type
“focuses on the stretch of way, the distance itself” and can be reached by “play-
ers turning a blind eye to maps, icons and markers of interfaces” (Bonner 9). This
is why I see a game like RDR2 with a more minimalistic interface as being more
prone to having its space experienced as “smooth space.” As Bonner notes,
“[o]nly few open world games are brave enough to confront the players with wil-
derness as an empty vastness free of quests, hostile NPCs and other affordances”
(4) while it is in this space that it becomes more likely that players enter a state
of “free roaming” which is the mode of experiencing smooth space (see Bonner
10). Therefore, a game which is willing to offer such empty spaces specifically
encourages free roaming practices.

RDR?2 is such a game. Between the few human settlements in the world of
RDR?2 there are vast spaces encouraging undirected exploration. The so-called
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fast-travel function prominent in almost every open world game is limited to only
a few stagecoach stations in RDR2. The lush green meadows of the Heartlands
(fig. 5) or the sticky marshes of Lemoyne (fig. 6) are therefore best traversed
by yourself on horseback and their sheer size and emptiness invite a non-
ludic - in this sense more paidiaic — way of experiencing this space.’

Fig. 5: A typical view of the Heartlands in RED DEAD REDEMPTION 2.

Still, at times the player is confronted with seemingly random events like a
stagecoach robbery, an animal attack, or with a call for help from a stranger bit-
ten by a snake. This is part of the “emergent events, rewarding prospects or rare
items” (10) which Bonner identifies, and which are employed by designers to
specifically encourage free roaming practices. But the farther the player travels
to the north or west of RDR2’s world, the more uncommon these interventions
by the game become. There were times when I camped in the western Big Valley
area and just roamed the nearby forest areas without anything happening for
hours. In this extreme form, the smooth spaces of RDR2 come close to the
idea of awareness spaces as a constituent part of the Ambience Action Game.
“The frontier in open world games seems to shift with the players’ agency by ex-
ploring, conquering and freeing designated places from hazards” (3), Bonner

9 Roger Caillois coined “ludus” and “paidia” as “ways of playing” (53). Paidia, in his influential
definition, is positioned as “active, tumultuous, exubertant, and spontaneous” (x) while ludus
“represent(s] calculation, contrivance, and subordination to rules” (x).
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Fig. 6: A typical view of the Lemoyne region in RED DEAD REDEMPTION 2 with two dead ban-
dits sinking into the marshes.

writes, but these secluded spaces in RDR2 cannot be conquered in this sense.
Reaching them remains time-consuming for the entirety of the game, the ludic
possibilities continue to be minimal.

One thing which is true, however, is, that the fauna in these areas still can be
exploited by players. Bears, cougars, or stags can be forced “into tables of ex-
changeable data sets, into economies of XP and rupees” (Brown 398) as is com-
mon in open world games. The player who hunts perfect pelts of certain animals
is rewarded with a new hat or an improved carry capacity for one of the protag-
onist’s bags. At least, as Backe notes in his analysis of RDRI, “[h]unting is not
trivialized” (50) as the process of skinning the dead animal is displayed in
some detail. “Still,” he adds, “the game makes hunting attractive through re-
wards, and the player will be motivated to explore the possibilities of this activ-
ity” (50). The same can be said for RDR2.

So while RDR2 encourages free roaming and notably employs smooth spaces
which display characteristics of awareness spaces more than other recent block-
buster open world game, it still takes an act of “transgressive play” (Aarseth 132)
by players to really utilize the potential of these awareness spaces. “Transgres-
sive play,” as coined by Espen Aarseth, refers to “a symbolic gesture of rebellion
against the tyranny of the game” (132) which, in the case of RDR2, would mean to
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resist the urge to exploit your surroundings for ludic purposes.'® RDR2, however,
makes it easy to be transgressive. As [ mentioned, the game is criticized for its
unresponsive controls and the general slowness of Arthur Morgan’s movements.
Players can control Arthur, yes, but they are never really in control.

In another article for Kotaku, Heather Alexandra opens up a different per-
spective on this critique by writing about “smaller and more subtle friction
points” in RDR2 and by coming to the conclusion that this game “is something
you push against, something that you comb and scratch and brittly feel in your
hands” (Alexandra). She therefore argues that RDR2 has a certain feel to it and
that even the clunkiness of the game adds to “the texture of the world” (Alexan-
dra). I see two consequences following from the realization that the presumably
unresponsive or uncomfortable controls of this game are not bad game design
but a way to add to the illusion of world. Firstly, I argue that this “friction” bol-
sters the game’s potential to offer awareness spaces as it haptically involves the
player in the game world and therefore heightens awareness for the ambience
acts of the game world as they become physically appreciable. Secondly, this
“friction” — visible in the user scores of the game - still has the potential to
be less fun than other open world games with their tight and responsive controls.
This is why RDR2 makes it easy to be transgressive. In the context of other recent
games, the pure gameplay of RDR2 is mediocre in the sense that it is not up to
date to how other games are controlled and therefore played. This encourages
players to experience RDR2 differently, not only as an action game but also as
ambience acts by taking a break at the campfire, contemplating their surround-
ings, and indulging in the game world’s atmospheres at times because this cor-
responds well with the specific qualities of the game’s controls. RDR2 provides a
special form of striated wilderness which encourages the player to experience it
as smooth space. Ultimately, this leaves room for ambience acts to occur in these
smooth spaces, turning them into awareness spaces for the players.

Pastoral Awareness Spaces

One could be inclined to call RDR2’s hyperreal wilderness environments a man-
ifestation of a “postmodern pastoral” (77) as defined by Scott Hess. For him, the
“postmodern pastoral” is a “popular pastoral of consumerism” which symboliz-

10 The online mode for RDR2, which is not the focus of this paper, adds the highly interesting
character of Harriet Davenport to the game. The naturalist Davenport actively encourages players
to not exploit the game’s fauna but to study it in the name of science (see Zimmermann).
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es “the pursuit of happiness through leisure in a secular and sensual Utopia par-
adoxically claiming to be grounded in nature, even as it is refracted back at us
through the massive proliferations of our technologies” (71-72). Based on the
notion that increasing digitalization has changed the dynamic between machine
and nature, authors like P. Saxton Brown (2014) or Dietmar Meinel (2014) have
brought forth the proposal to rethink the trope as its inversion and therefore —
as both the essay by Brown and Meinel are titled — “The Garden in the Machine”
(see also Chang 158 —163). As Hans-Joachim Backe makes clear, “there are abso-
lutely no natural environments in computer games” but only “environments
coded as natural” (43-44). Consequently, RDR2’s landscapes can be said to
be “the machine’s version of the garden” (Brown 386) and, finally, a “garden
in the machine.” In this sense, the wilderness of RDR2 has already been
tamed by the code which suddenly puts the fantasy of the “middle landscape”
and therefore of “harmony between humanity and nature” into the player’s
reach.

One implication of this, then, could be to follow Hess’ idea of a “postmodern
pastoral” and see these beautiful, all-too-perfect landscapes in RDR2 as a form of
escapism, as “the perfect fulfillment of his or her ‘natural’ desires and thus the
final realization of secular happiness” (78). In a pessimistic reading the smooth
or even awareness spaces of RDR2 can be said to “distract us from recognizing
the impact of our daily lives both on the local and global environment” (Hess
92) and to “keep us from pursuing happiness in more profound and effective
ways” (89), that is, in interacting with real-world natural environments and
working to preserve them.

Therefore, one could come to the conclusion that RDR2 does indeed, as I
pointed out ealier, offer awareness spaces which afford meaningful interactions
with nature-like environments. However, these spaces, which could be termed
pastoral awareness spaces, afford a problematic kind of interaction because
they offer an illusionary depiction of a seemingly untouched wilderness. There-
by, it “seduces the nature tourist with its siren song of authenticity” (Vidon et
al.66) while failing to make the player aware of how nature is under siege in
the real world through exploitation.

There are arguments for such a position. For one, the pastoral awareness
spaces of RDR2 are never really threatened by the expansion of industrialization
so prominent in the narrative of the game. The environment does not change dur-
ing the course of the game’s narrative, so players could come to think that the
threat to the game’s wilderness is indeed not imminent. However, there are
areas of the game world, for example the expanses of Annesburg in the eastern
part of the map, where cleared woodlands signal what might happen to these
pastoral awareness spaces in the future (fig. 7).
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Fig. 7: A cleared area near the eastern coast of Annesburg in RED DEAD REDEMPTION 2.

Additionally, “as games present themselves as tempting vehicles for environ-
mental escapism, the hard reality is that the games industry is a significant con-
tributor to the demolition of our planet” (D’Anastasio). In the same vein, Brown
points out that “[h]igh-tech, high-energy electronics like video games [...] are an
important element of the same network of exploitation and exchange as such
‘dirty oil’ processing plants” (385). While it remains to be seen if these measures
will have an effect, some of the biggest gaming companies, however, “formally
committed to harness the power of their platforms to take action in response
to the climate crisis” (Rukikaire). There at least seems to be a growing conscious-
ness in the video game community of the detrimental effects of video game pro-
duction on the environment." That said, RDR2 nonetheless affords a non-player-
centric engagement with its environments. Similar to how Laura op de Beke en-
gaged with the idea of pastoral landscapes in her research on “the environmen-
tal orientation of videogames” (5) and came to the conclusion that some games

11 Also, there have been alarming accounts of so-called “crunch” practices in the development
of RDR2, meaning that a significant amount of people working on the game had to put in extra
hours to finish the game while some even cracked under the pressure and had to leave the pro-
duction for health reasons (see Schreier). One could argue that the hardships of these game
workers are hidden behind the beauty of the game world. There are, however, efforts to unionize
in the industry (see Game Workers Unite) but in this regard it also remains to be seen if this cam-
paign will have an effect.
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make possible an “embodied empathy for a virtual ecosystem” (74), I claim that
RDR?2 is able to raise environmental consciousness.

Ethical Boredom and the Sustainable Pastoral

As a crucial addendum to the introduction of the Ambience Action Game earlier,
it needs to be pointed out that being witness to an ambience act in the pastoral
awareness spaces of RDR2 is not a form of passivity. On the contrary, by offering
these spaces RDR2 “create[s] time and space for the contemplation of ways of
being in the world” (Brown 387) and for “the appreciation of the atmospheres”
of these spaces (Zimmermann and Huberts 36). Emphasizing awareness over ac-
tion is not equivalent to forcing players into passivity. Rather, “[w]hen the ambi-
ence action game brings the player into a latent state of pause, it fills the emerg-
ing void with the action of the game world—the ambience act” (Zimmermann
and Huberts 45). In her analysis of the game Stardew Valley (Chucklefish 2016)
op de Beke comes to a similar conclusion. She points out that it would be
wrong to speak of a “postmodern pastoral” (20) here. As Hess makes clear, a
“[plostmodern consumer pastoral is almost completely passive” (87) and RDR2
by no means puts players into a state of passivity in how it lets players engage
with their environment. To the contrary, it can be said that “many of today’s en-
vironmentalisms, such as community, slowness, and sense of place” (66) that op
de Beke identified in her analysis can also be found in RDR2.

It is especially notable how through the slow and time-consuming traversal
of the landscape the game reduces the possibilities for player action and thereby
creates awareness spaces. One could go as far as to say that the pastoral aware-
ness spaces of RDR2 afford “ethical boredom” (401) as termed by P. Saxton
Brown. “Boredom,” as he elaborates, describes here “not the repetitive tasks
of work Horkheimer and Adorno focus on as a central tenet of the ‘culture indus-
try,” but a cessation of goal-directed behavior” and thereby “might have a value
for an environmental consciousness” (400). He adds that “[b]oring gameplay can
be a resistant strategy” (400) comparable to what has been discussed as trans-
gressive play in the context of RDR2. More than any other mainstream open
world game of recent years RDR2 not only offers ample opportunities to be
bored but even encourages players to be bored while playing the game.

The boredom in RDR2 can be called “ethical” in how it gives “rise to ques-
tions about the relationship between a technological-natural world and the pres-
ence of the (presumably) human user” (Brown 402). It negotiates whether the
aforementioned “environmentalisms” and especially slowness might be a valid
way for humanity to responsibly interact with the ecosystems on our planet.
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In this ecocritical reading, the game is comparable to the so-called “Slow Move-
ment” which “emphasizes slowness in the creation and consumption of products
as a corrective to the frenetic pace of 21st-century life” (Green). To put it bluntly:
RDR2 produces slowness in times of the blazingly fast machine, the computer. It
dares to bore the player in a time in which game makers work so hard to erad-
icate all traces of boredom by flooding their games with distractions. For exam-
ple, in the context of open world games developed and published by Ubisoft,
this “focus on busy work or mindless padding” (Frye) has been criticized as
the so-called “Ubisoft Open World Formula” (Frye) while RDR2 has been espe-
cially praised by critics for how it “rejects so many modern open-world game de-
sign mainstays” (Hamilton “Open-World Trends”) like world maps filled to the
brim with question marks showing potential activities for the player. This devia-
tion from the norm has also informed many of the negative user reviews for the
game. The user “MisterLupus,” for example, concludes his aforementioned re-
view by attesting that RDR2 “treats you more like a spectator than a participant”
(Metacritic “User Reviews”) which encapsulates the perceived affront of RDR2
well. It is in this vein that the pastoral awareness spaces of RDR2 could be inter-
preted by some players as a humiliation, “being less important than the world
around them” (Zimmermann and Huberts 45; see also Chang 71). In treating
RDR2 as an Ambience Action Game it becomes clear that in its ability to afford
“ethical boredom” it is a powerful antidote to the anthropocentric perspective so
common in video games.

It would be wrong, surely, to fall under the spell of RDR2s impressive land-
scapes and claim that it is an act of environmental activism. As I have shown by
engaging with the critique of how the game still affords exploitation of its envi-
ronment and how its very development causes harm to our real-world environ-
ment, RDR?2 is not. However, the game also challenges conventions of contempo-
rary open world games and opens room for notable free roaming practices in
pastoral awareness spaces which encode environmental consciousness through
slowness and even boredom.

The environmental depictions of RDR2 and especially its wilderness areas
are hyperreal in their beauty, sure. Having built an intimate relationship to a dig-
ital notion of nature in RDR2, players might find that this environment is worth
defending against the human exploitation — in the virtual as well as the physical
world. RDR2, then, might be a step towards a “sustainable pastoral” in video
games, “a pastoral that recognizes its relation to other forces, a pastoral that
does not attempt to escape and drown out social and environmental tensions,
contingencies, injustices, but which highlights tensions and provides a staging
ground from which balances are readjusted, from which harmonies can be con-
tinuously and contingently restored” (Hess 95). The pastoral awareness spaces of
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RDR2 have the potential to help in such an act of balancing. Since they encour-
age slowness in our engagement with the environment, they could become a
staging ground for environmental discourse.

Conclusion

In this essay I have shown how Read Dead Redemption 2 can be treated as an
Ambience Action Game. I have introduced the concept of the Ambience Action
Game as a lens which helps to emphasize how a game reduces player agency
to achieve certain goals. Referring to Marc Bonner’s concept of “striated wilder-
ness” I conclude that RDR2 emphasizes free roaming in smooth spaces which
can even be described as awareness spaces. These spaces, then, encourage play-
ers to perceive the “ambience acts” (Galloway) of the environment by employing
“friction points” (Alexandra) and therefore afford a slow playstyle. Hence, RDR2
is an intriguing addition to the tradition of Western games even though its nar-
rative hardly qualifies as daring. It sticks to the typical figure of the cowboy as
the center piece for its rendition of the trope of “the machine in the garden.”
It is only on a gameplay level, then, that it puts an interesting spin on this estab-
lished trope by producing ample opportunities for indulging in “ethical bore-
dom” (Brown). In the twenty-first century, ironically, the “undefiled, bountiful,
sublime Nature” (Marx) is accessible via the machine. Especially in its pastoral
awareness spaces RDR2 encourages players not to act and may thereby facilitate
an “embodied empathy” (op de Beke) of the player for the game’s environment.
RDR2’s step away from the dominant anthropocentrism in video games hints at
what role video games and their creators could be playing in the age of the An-
thropocene.
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Nathalie Aghoro
On Postapocalyptic Frontiers in Horizon
Zero Dawn

An array of distinct time layers pervades the space of Horizon Zero Dawn and de-
fines its topographic density. Published for Playstation 4 by Guerilla in 2017, the
open-world action RPG is characterized by a sublime wilderness with animal
populations and settlements that allude to the Neolithic as much as it resembles
a future Earth largely reclaimed by nature and populated by machines after the
annihilation of mankind. Horizon Zero Dawn’s postapocalyptic gamespace is rid-
dled with residential sites marked by techno-tribal civilizations and unexplored
remnants of an ancient world that invoke the state of the Earth at the beginning
of the twenty-first century.

Spatial exploration drives the gameplay and the progressive uncovering of
the map leads to discoveries that explain the interdependencies between nature,
technology, and NPC settlements found in each region of the game. Horizon Zero
Dawn’s game world is an interstitial space in which each site is simultaneously
situated in the Neolithic present of its current settlers and the futuristic past of
the Old Ones who triggered their own mass extinction. Moreover, players are en-
couraged to draw on their own geographical and historical knowledge while
traveling through the gamespace. The video game not only fictionalizes actual
places in North America and around the globe to produce an ecological science
fiction setting rife with allusions to contemporary environmental and posthu-
manist debates. It also works with the idea of the American frontier as a cultur-
ally specific means to conquer space through the establishment of spatial and
social dichotomies that order and subsequently transform contact zones into do-
minated areas. The frontier serves as a reference system and spatial device for
the production of Horizon Zero Dawn’s temporally dense gamespace.

Spatial knowledge directly affects the power relations within the game
world. While the player-character Aloy navigates the game’s frontier space, the
player encounters differing perspectives on the postapocalyptic contact zone
that determine how characters understand the territory, how they treat natural
and technological resources, and how they interact with others. Aloy’s travels
are motivated by her quest to find out where she comes from. As she moves
along her increasing knowledge becomes crucial in assessing situations, posi-
tioning herself, and resolving conflicts. In this context, the main quest negotiates
frontier-related ideas of conquest, colonization, and exploitation by complicat-
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ing dichotomies along the lines of nature and technology as well as wilderness
and civilization.

This chapter seeks to establish that Horizon Zero Dawn projects a reimagina-
tion of the American frontier onto a postapocalyptic environment while challeng-
ing the hegemonial characteristics of its imaginary. The video game positions
players as explorers who can use both the geographical and historical knowl-
edge that they bring to the game and the spatial knowledge they acquire through
the exploration of the game world to fully experience the precarity of its ecosys-
tem. Horizon Zero Dawn showcases a temporally layered game environment that
alludes to a fictionalized historical past, to our contemporary present, and to
possible futures through the postapocalyptic frontier that it generates. In a
first step, a look at how the game deals with notions of order — with a focus
on the relationship between wilderness and civilization — and ideas of techno-
logical progress will provide a conceptualization of the postapocalyptic frontier
in the game. Then, an analysis of the game’s virtual space shall explain how the
mapping of temporal references onto the spatial plane drives the gameplay. Fi-
nally, this chapter will end on considerations about the functions of ecological
aspects within Horizon Zero Dawn’s gamespace.

The Frontier in Horizon Zero Dawn

Nature, settlements, and machines forge close interdependencies within Horizon
Zero Dawn’s ecosystem. Machines are inextricably connected to nature; the dis-
tinction between wilderness and civilization situates tribal principles of inclu-
sion and exclusion on the map; local rituals and knowledge production respond
to material remnants of preapocalyptic technology and natural conditions. To-
gether, these interdependencies both replicate and contradict established dichot-
omies of frontier imaginaries.

Wildlife in form of machines represents technology and nature as simulta-
neously opposed and inseparably merged aspects of the game world. Machines
are zoomorphic and populate the vast natural spaces that the player can explore.
They are hunted like deer for their material components. To the heroine Aloy and
the majority of non-player characters, their provenience is unknown since knowl-
edge about the technology involved is lost. As a consequence, they are perceived
as natural resources from an anthropocentric point of view. Because they look
and behave like animals, machines are considered to be just another species
alongside the natural fauna and flora, beasts alongside other animals “of the
air, water, and earth” (Horizon Zero Dawn), as Rost — Aloy’s guardian and father
figure — states at the beginning of the game. They appear as part of an unpredict-



On Postapocalyptic Frontiers in Horizon Zero Dawn = 73

able natural environment to in-game characters and they render the locations in
which they roam uninhabitable. Along the lines of the Wilderness Act signed by
Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964, they emphasize the “primeval character” of Horizon
Zero Dawn’s wilderness “as an area where the earth and its community of life are
untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain” (Sec-
tion 2.c). The uninhabited spaces populated by machines can be traveled and
visited but never fully tamed and conquered. To in-game populations they ap-
pear as wilderness while players recognize the presence of zoomorphic machines
as an imprint of human-made technology onto the landscape that complicates
clear distinctions between nature as unaffected by humankind and its construc-
tions that shape natural spaces.

As naturalized technology or techno-nature, machines provide an interactive
stimulus to the progressive deployment of the gamespace. Since Aloy is a hunter
who collects machine components to sell them or to build and reinforce armor
and weapons, the player’s spatial exploration of Horizon Zero Dawn includes ex-
periencing wilderness and civilization through the dynamic confrontation with
techno-nature. Learning how to hunt machines with bow and arrow serves as
an initiation into the tribal structure of the fictional society as well as the various
cultures and rules that define these associations. At the same time, the weapon
types as well as the differing costumes and armors of each tribe qualify the
gamespace as an interstitial space in time simultaneously set in a post-industrial
future and an early stage of human history. To use Edward Soja’s words when he
discusses the emplacement of social beings, one could argue that the player in
Horizon Zero Dawn is “being actively emplaced in space and time in an explicitly
historical and geographical contextualization” (11). The in-between character of
Horizon’s time-space allows the procedural discovery and conquest of places un-
known and their successive transformation into a multidimensional and tempo-
rally layered contact zone as players gain spatial knowledge throughout the main
story arc and side quests.

Stormbirds, tallnecks, and other machines simultaneously reproduce and
undermine the frontier myth of a virgin land waiting to be discovered. On the
one hand, their robot appearance clearly implies that they are an advanced tech-
nological invention. On the other hand, they determine wilderness in opposition
to settlements as they exhibit territorial behavior in contact with human charac-
ters who approach or attack them and, when they transgress the boundaries of
populated areas, defend the demarcations of their settlements. The spatialization
of adversarial relations between machines and human characters emulates Fred-
erick Jackson Turner’s description of the American frontier as the “the outer edge
of the wave [of westward expansion] — the meeting point between savagery and
civilization” (3). The erasure of oppression and extinction in the wake of territo-
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rial expansion in Turner’s hegemonic, future-oriented master narrative of nation-
al progress determines his problematic definition: “American development has
exhibited not merely advance along a single line, but a return to primitive con-
ditions on a continually advancing frontier line, and a new development for that
area. American social development has been continually beginning over again
on the frontier” (2). According to him, the frontier is a border line with a
clear-cut spatial and temporal teleology, not a space or contact zone of exchange
and mutual connections. As Horizon Zero Dawn uses the techno-natural hybrid-
ity of zoomorphic machines for world building purposes, it explicitly counters
the hierarchical idea of “a return to primitive conditions” (Turner 2) with the
postapocalyptic premise of a highly technologized society that the machines
are a sign of.

They signify to the player that neither is technological progress an unlimited
upward movement, nor do new beginnings take place on a blank page. In The
Rhizomatic West (2008), Neil Campbell notes the ideological perspective that
transpires from Turner’s historiographic take is an interpretation of America as
“a nation forged out of the intense and diverse experiences of the so-called
open, vacant frontier, transforming encounter and contact into a closed, destined
relationship of evolution and progress toward the production of an essentially
rooted American character” (2). For Campbell, this national imaginary encom-
passes the two contradictory experiences of

mobility and migration existing both as ideas and as the material conditions that trans-
formed the region [...] and the mythic quest for rootedness, settlement, and synthesis so
often accepted as the outcome, the final point, and the essential identity of this fluid move-
ment. The desire for fixity, belonging, and integration has an impressive presence in the
narratives of the West. (1-2)

Hence, the frontier constitutes the nation by separating it from the openness of a
world beyond. Migration and rootedness are strictly separated phenomena in
terms of time and space as respectively appearing in places previously located
outside of and situated inside the nation after a successful conquest.

Horizon Zero Dawn plays with this opposition by changing the outcome of
gameplay and storyline from settlement to perpetual mobility. The gameplay fo-
cuses on generating spatial immersion through movement away from the place
players are introduced to at the beginning, renewed exploratory stimuli through-
out the game, and a resolution that does not end in a final arrival. Tribal princi-
ples of social inclusion and exclusion in the game drive the player’s movement
away from the apparent security of the settlements. Aloy is introduced as an out-
cast by birth from the Nora tribe. She is a foundling who was handed over to her
outcast foster father Rost because her appearance appeared suspicious to some



On Postapocalyptic Frontiers in Horizon Zero Dawn =—— 75

of the tribe’s matriarchs. She was raised by him according to tribal customs on
the outskirts of a Nora settlement. Aloy is allowed to participate in the tribe’s
initiation trials called the Proving and wins which qualifies her to become an ac-
cepted member of the Noras. Her repositioning within the social structure of the
Nora results in her acquiring the special status of Brave with her victory, a role
that makes it possible for her to go places other Noras are not allowed to explore.
In combination with her early experiences at the fringes of the community, her
double position as outsider and insider enables her to move back and forth be-
tween the open world and Nora settlements and to explore the in-between space
of the frontier. She becomes traveler and cultural go-between who never settles,
but, instead, learns to recognize the complex interconnectedness of the world on
her travels.

As the player-character, Aloy extends her successively acquired spatial priv-
ileges to the player. In The Art of Videogames (2009), Grant Tavinor observes that
in order to allow players to “adopt a role in the fictional world of a videogame,
many videogames represent the player as character within that world, making
the game world fictions [...] more [...] robust” (70). The interactive handling of
Aloy’s movement and actions allows players to become alternative pioneers to-
gether with her on her quests. Along the way, they experience how her main
quest to search for clues about her roots almost accidentally intersects with a fu-
ture-oriented survival narrative in a world threatened by a second destruction by
an imperialist faction of the Carja tribe who seeks domination through conquest
and war after the apocalypse that precedes the story of the game. As Keith Stuart
remarks in his review of the game,

Aloy, is not so much motivated by some grand mission to save humanity (though that sort
of comes into it), she is motivated by intellectual curiosity. She is fascinated by the mech-
anised monsters roaming the landscape and the ruins of an ancient technological culture
that she first discovers as a child, and she wants to learn more. Her interactions with the
world, the characters and the wider narrative within it, are all personal rather than heroic.
In short, she acts like a human being. (Stuart)

Along these lines, the protagonist’s wish to learn motivates the action and serves
as a catalyst for the player’s movement around the map.

The contextualization of places is crucial for the player’s immersion into the
open space of Horizon Zero Dawn. While discussing the differences between
space and place, Marie-Laure Ryan argues in Narrative as Virtual Reality 2
(2015) with reference to Yi-Fu Tuan that spatial immersion requires a sense of
place. She notes that “[t]he opposition is one of abstraction versus concrete en-
vironment invested with emotional value” (86). Accordingly, the initial storyline
connects places to formative experiences for Aloy, in particular Rost’s hovel
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where Aloy grew up and Mother’s Heart, the Nora settlement where she succeeds
in the initiation trials. However, one could argue that the opposition between ab-
stract and concrete spatiality does not necessarily reside in emotional value per
se but in the different kinds of affective needs that they fulfill. Ryan herself notes
as she continues to contrast space and place that “[s]pace allows movement —
and therefore freedom, adventure and danger — while place offers a sense of se-
curity but also of containment” (86). In other words, localized needs define pla-
ces while the affective dimensions of spatial imaginaries like the reimagined
frontier in Horizon Zero Dawn may entail the gratification of the above-men-
tioned curiosity, of bonds forged with new encounters, or of the potential relief
from social pressure in transit.

The crossing of thresholds and the ensuing discovery of places the player
can relate to through Aloy’s mobility builds up spatial immersion. Her movement
is the impetus for the player’s discovery of a world imprinted with the frontier
motif. Her interstitial perspective on the game world highlights its “global di-
mension as a geographical, cultural, and economic crossroads defined by com-
plex connectivity, multidimensionality, and imagination” (3), to appropriate the
phrasing that Campbell uses to describe the dense layers of signification embed-
ded in the idea of the American West. The knowledge about the semantic layers
that define it — a knowledge that is unevenly distributed among the characters
one interacts with — transpires from the abundance of encounters and the con-
tinuous assembly of partial information shared along the way. Consequently,
Aloy’s in-depth understanding of the global dimensions of the gamespace she
lives in helps her to avert the imperialist conquest. Moreover, the personal origin
story that she discloses on her travels only strengthens her position as wanderer
between worlds instead of pinning her down. In both cases, Horizon Zero Dawn’s
main storylines do not provide closure in form of a final order or rootedness but
the perpetuation of openness and continuous change.

Time-Space and Virtual Space

Architecture provides spatial and temporal information in the postapocalyptic
setting of the gamespace. Ancient, ruined sites of concrete and metal disrupt
and complicate the dichotomies of settlement and wilderness, nature and tech-
nology. They highlight that players do not venture out as settlers into virgin lands
but rather travel through locations that nature has recovered after the extinction
of preceding technological societies. Buildings and human-made sites function
in relation to nature in Horizon Zero Dawn.
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Together, architecture and nature establish a comprehensive and multilay-
ered time-space. As Michael Nitsche writes, in-game architecture “relate[s] to
natural spaces in three different ways” (161):

They make the natural space more precise — including the visualization of the natural
space, the understanding of it, and the resulting building in it [...]. They complement the
natural space — adding what seems to be lacking in the natural space [...]. They symbolize
the human understanding of nature - including the translation of acquired meaning of
space into another medium. (161; emphases in the original)

In the game, settlements define nature more precisely as a wilderness that in-
cludes zoomorphic machines. It establishes clearly demarcated boundaries be-
tween their habitat devoid of buildings and the residential sites with their
walls and fortifications. The player understands the space that constitutes the
frontier because of the relationship between architecture and wilderness. An-
cient, mid-twenty-first century human-made places like the abandoned urban
agglomerations, bunkers, and military production sites one finds when leaving
the tribal centers complement the natural space while qualifying this dichotomy
between nature and culture as artificial, shifting, and unstable. Since they are
not considered suitable housing for larger communities and because they are
rank with weeds and populated with wildlife, they symbolize a historical per-
spective on the mutual relationship between nature and human life.

A significant example for the translation or remediation of spatial meaning
simultaneously referencing time in the game is the former welcome center of a
wildlife reserve that situates the gamespace on the Northern American conti-
nent. In the building, the hologram installation of extinct wildlife plays a
sound file spoken by a male voice that includes the final commercial claim
“Brought to you by Montana Recreations” (Horizon Zero Dawn). This is one of
several instances in which the game offers what Nitsche calls “evocative narra-
tive elements” to the players that “encourage [them] [...] to project meaning onto
events, objects, and spaces in game worlds” (44). For Nitsche, these elements
“help to infuse significance. Their value is not realized on the level of the ele-
ment itself but in the way players read and connect them. Creating these connec-
tions, players can form narratives that refer to the game world” (44). In case of
the commercial, the player understands that Montana Recreations is a place,
while Aloy and the character on site, Enjuk, do not. Enjuk believes that it is
the name of the man who built the digital installation of animals that no longer
exist in the current time-space of Horizon Zero Dawn, like the black bear, the
puma, and the mule deer. By referencing an actual place name and animals fac-
tually subject to species conservation at the beginning of the twenty-first centu-
ry, the holograms function as symbols for a cultural conception of nature that is
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framed as U.S.-American. They allow the player to connect the game story to dis-
courses of nature as national heritage that is preserved in national parks and wil-
derness territories, or, in other words, remainders of spaces that have undergone
the transformation process of the frontier during the nineteenth-century west-
ward expansion.

In Horizon Zero Dawn, architecture not only relates to nature in multiple
ways. Pre- and postapocalyptic buildings are also set into relation to one anoth-
er. They are spatial artifacts in which time sediments. For instance, the techno-
logical advances from an earlier age are integrated into the settlement space of
All-Mother, the inner sanctum of the Nora tribe. Light comes in from a hole that a
machine drilled before the apocalypse and the drill head remained stuck, prob-
ably because it ran out of power. In the background we can see a locked door
that never opens since the knowledge about the necessary identification device
is lost. The request for identification is spoken by an artificial intelligence with a
female voice. Only the matriarchs interact with this central installment and they
interpret the voice as a spiritual phenomenon. To them the speaking Al is All-
Mother, the goddess. And since the leaders interpret what is said as prophecies,
the site is recognized as a religious place of pilgrimage and consequently deco-
rated with candles and handcraft. Hence, the gamespace is depicted as an as-
semblage of different layers of time, knowledge, technologies, and spatial usage.

In Horizon Zero Dawn, knowledge about cultural references from before the
apocalypse is lost because most inhabitants do not know what caused the ex-
tinction of a previous civilization and how the technology of the Old Ones
works. However, they trigger their imagination and therewith the production
of stories and lore. These situated stories in turn change the meaning and pur-
pose of particular locations that “acquire their status of being places through
the stories that single them out from the surrounding space” (Ryan 86) as
seen in All-Mother. The economic dimension of the welcome center is lost on
Enjuk, but its function as a place of learning transpires through the virtual wild-
life exhibition that is still functional. In correspondence with Aloy’s intellectual
curiosity, Enjuk envisions himself as “a student of the natural world” who seeks
to “catalogue behaviors, preserve images” (Horizon Zero Dawn). His scientific in-
terest cannot transcend the level of speculation or conjecture because of the
technological threshold that prevents him from accessing further epistemic infor-
mation.

Aloy, however, has access to the virtual archive hidden in the world. She ex-
emplifies “the role of the player-character as an epistemic agent in the visuo-
spatial worlds of videogames” (74) that Tavinor relates to the interactive charac-
teristics of video games. She can both combine information from several sources
into comprehensive spatial knowledge and facilitate the player’s interactive ac-
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cess. Aloy and, consequently, the player is endowed with a device called Focus
that enables her to navigate the various layers situated on the technological fron-
tier. She finds the device by accident as a child and it virtually enhances her in-
teractions with technological artifacts scattered around the world map. Through
these interactions, she acquires more skills such as gathering information, hack-
ing machines, and uncovering the map. She also learns more about the apoca-
lypse and her own role in this world during her progression on the path of the
main story. By activating the Focus, she can access a virtual space that adds priv-
ileged meaning to the overall space of exploration. As a consequence, sites be-
come transitory and situated in different temporal layers when Aloy navigates
between the time-space seen by all and the unseen layers that complement it.
She shifts from one spatial layer to another. The Focus emphasizes her status
as a fringe character in the game by turning her into a border crosser with ad-
vanced knowledge. Other characters recognize her special abilities to make con-
nections, but do not necessarily understand how she makes them because the
virtual space remains invisible to them.

In terms of gameplay, the Focus fulfills two functions: It is a navigation sys-
tem that also provides access to a twenty-first century communication network
that still works within the game. It is used by the faction of the Carja tribe en-
gaged in a civil war for imperialist purposes and by Sylens, a rebel who eventu-
ally appears to support and guide Aloy through her main quest in order to pre-
vent the destruction of the human population by a corrupted Al. Both functions,
i.e. navigation and communication, steer the spatial immersion of the player be-
cause they facilitate the connection of in-game events with contemporary dis-
courses and pop cultural references that the player knows more about than
Aloy. As Nitsche argues, when discussing the player’s involvement in a video
game, “[ulncovering the space, its drama, and meaning goes hand in hand
with the gradual comprehension of events and objects into narrative context”
(45). The Focus can therefore be considered as a tool for the mediation of tem-
poral and spatial context. It provides the player with privileged knowledge
about the meaning and significance of the heroine’s quest.

In addition to Aloy’s access to Horizon Zero Dawn’s archive, players bring
their own perspectives to the fictional gamespace. They complement the virtual
space with their understanding of the twenty-first-century technology represent-
ed in the gamespace, such as computer interfaces, holograms, interactive dis-
plays, and other technological equipment. Tavinor argues that in story-driven
video games “the player has an epistemic interest in the fictional world: success-
fully playing the game, interacting with the simulation, or interpreting the nar-
rative all demand that the participant is able to access what is fictional of the
world” (74). Through the asymmetric distribution of knowledge between players,
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NPCs, and protagonist, the game constructs a second, technological frontier in
which the powers that arise from knowledge advantage are crucial to the inter-
active assembly of a cognitive map.

The technological frontier in the sense of an interstitial space is mapped
onto the in-game surroundings once the Focus is activated by the player.
While exploring the world of Horizon Zero Dawn, the player can search for vant-
age points, often situated on an elevation, mountain, or ruined skyscraper. Vant-
age points virtually display images of buildings or constructed sites that are now
ruins directly on their former geographical location. Thereby they convey infor-
mation about the building’s past purpose. In combination with audio files that
players can listen to while looking around the virtual rendering of architecture,
vantage points allow the player-character to retrace the path of a traveler right in
the early stages of the apocalypse when places designated as Mother’s cradle or
Devil’s Thirst on the map had names players can situate in the United States,
such as Colorado Springs or Denver.

Overall, information gathered with the Focus is site-specific. Datapoints can
only be found in specific places and provide information about the explored
space, the time of their recording, and their connections to other sites around
the globe. This means that players build a joint archive of a near future from
our perspective and Aloy’s current gamespace as they assemble a cognitive
map. “Cognitive maps are complex mental interpretations of a real or fictional
environment, and its components that live in the fictional plane” (161), Nitsche
observes. The assembly of information during the player’s spatial exploration in
Horizon Zero Dawn leads to a “resulting cognitive map [that] ties spaces together
in a meaningful way, assembles events in a spatial order, and positions the
human in relation to them” (Nitsche 162). Vantage points, found footage, and re-
cordings in the game transform settlements, buildings, and wilderness into tem-
poral nodes. The nodal structure of space makes switching timelines possible to
compare the game’s present renewal to its highly technologized past as well as to
the possible futures that the game suggests through the references to actual
twenty-first century environmental issues and technological advances.

The archive allows players to uncover the reason for the apocalypse that the
game describes as a fatal malfunction of self-reproductive military machines and
weapons causing an ecological crisis because of their consumption of biological
material to fuel their progress. This insight reveals the ecocritical stance of Hori-
zon Zero Dawn. The game’s storyline gains its environmental perspective from
the science fiction backstory that attributes the fault for the disaster to the
greed for economic gain and military supremacy of a tech company with produc-
tion sites around the globe. The solution is terraforming, which in science fiction
most often means to alter the environment in order to make possible the support
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of terrestrial life forms on other planets. In Horizon Zero Dawn, however, the ter-
raforming system is launched on Earth and not in space. Instead of sending hu-
mans on a quest to find new inhabitable space out there, the game positions this
planet as the only viable solution for the survival of the biosphere. Thus, the re-
imagined frontier negotiates the material impact of a former militaristic and cap-
italist notion of unlimited progress as well as the altered relations between na-
ture, society, culture, and technology. What has once failed can potentially fail
again. Therefore, the threat of extinction remains inscribed in the open world
of Horizon Zero Dawn and its successful prevention only seems tangible where
flexibility and openness trumps the ordering pull of fixity and permanence.

The Frontier as Endangered Ecosystem

Ultimately, Horizon Zero Dawn’s eco-fictional resolution challenges imaginaries
of unlimited spatial expansion that would allow to avoid the consequences of
ecological wastage, such as climate change or — to come back to the idea of
the frontier — the ruthless exploitation and conquest of territories. The problems
caused by the damages to organic life and terrestrial ecosystems cannot be es-
caped but need to be dealt with right on location. By offering the player the ex-
periences of repurposing machine components, and by extension, industrial
waste, of exploring the temporally dense spaces of the game world, and of un-
covering the main story arc through player-character interaction, the game con-
structs its gamespace as an ecology that remains precarious even after the first
success of the terraforming system.

In “Games as Environmental Texts” (2011), Alenda Y. Chang underlines the
relevance and potential of games that include ecological principles in their
game design:

Ecological specificity and accuracy may be neither necessary nor sufficient criteria for suc-
cessful commercial games, but if we seek to measure games as instruments of public
knowledge, it suddenly becomes worthwhile to make games that are more meaningfully
local, games that take the goal of environmental realism seriously—not solely in terms of
the visual rendering of environments, but also at the levels of sound design, weather, spe-
cies density and distribution, and the arrangement of organic and inorganic actors in com-
plex interrelations. (59 —60)

Even if one could criticize Horizon Zero Dawn for “predicating player success on
extraction and use of natural resources” (58) — a gameplay driver common for
most blockbuster games that Chang identifies as anti-ecological —, its handling
and contextualization within the gameworld must clearly be regarded as a suc-
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cessful development of ecological consciousness that takes known forms of play
a step further into an ecocritical future.

In this sense, it is “meaningfully local.” Its environments are subject to tem-
poral change and a thick visual density that is not only rendered visible by traces
of decay and overgrowth. It also becomes consistently accessible during player
interaction with the environment through the Focus device, vantage points,
and textual artifacts that are invariably tied to specific places in the gameworld.
Locations clearly differ in terms of distinct climates, diverse social settings, and
localized resources (if not finite throughout, at least scarce in appearance). More-
over, they are subject to dynamic weather and a night and day cycle. Finally, ma-
chines certainly are fair game and thus subjected to the game principles of dom-
ination and manipulation, their position in relation to other actors and to the
player-character, however, is far more complex. The set of possible interactions
is broad with alternative options that go beyond hunting for resources. The ma-
nipulation of tallnecks, for instance, resembles the marking of threatened spe-
cies for conservation purposes. With overall five active tallnecks in the main
game and one more in the Frozen Wilds DLC that the player can rescue and re-
pair, their number is limited. Once Aloy discovers one of them, she interacts with
the machine once and then leaves as the tallneck continues on its path, unim-
paired. Other types of machines are available for alternative interactions as rid-
ing mounts or temporarily tamed protection. After a while, though, the manipu-
lation effect fades, and they return to their flock or become a threat to Aloy once
more. The immediate effect of these time-bound interactions is that the player
cannot take these changes for granted but needs to remain vigilant and respect-
ful of techno-nature at all times. In this sense, Horizon Zero Dawn’s postapoca-
lyptic frontier calls for its populations to sustain an inherently fragile equilibri-
um and to embrace its cultural, social, and ecological richness and diversity
instead of seeking to exploit nature and dominate the living environment.
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David Callahan
Owning Global Spaces and the Frontier in
Uncharted 4: A Thief’s End

Who has played Naughty Dog’s Uncharted 4: A Thief’s End (2016) and not en-
joyed the madcap drive in a 4x4 down the long slope of the fictitious city of
King’s Bay in Madagascar, attempting to avoid an armored vehicle and to save
one of the party at the bottom? The lack of time to make considered decisions
adds to the frantic desperation and contributes to the sense of satisfaction
when one arrives breathlessly at the harbor. Before being able to catch much
of a breath, you are off again, this time on the horizontal, as you try to catch
up to a convoy of enemy vehicles in order to rescue someone. And yet who
has not also been aware, despite the concentration required to navigate, avoid
obstacles and enemy fire, and shoot back, that your avatar Nathan Drake and
his vehicle are mostly smashing their way destructively through people’s proper-
ties, crops and livelihoods? Of course, no real people are seeing their fences flat-
tened or leaping for safety as you come their way, and yet it must matter in rep-
resentation that these things are being depicted as happening somewhere, in
this place and not another one, in a named country even if the city is made
up. Representation studies have insisted that “digital systems [...] operationalize
and instrumentalize race” (Nakamura 209), whether race is their deliberate focus
or not. This chapter will explore some of the ways in which the locations in Un-
charted 4 “operationalize and instrumentalize” discourses of ethnic, cultural,
and gender formations in ways related to the ongoing relevance of Frederick
Jackson Turner’s “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (1893).
The chapter claims that the representation of spaces and locations, and what
these places make possible within gameplay, reproduce sedimented hierarchies
of cultural value, while simultaneously attempting to articulate an updated pol-
itics of gender more in tune with contemporary priorities.

One of the characteristics which most marks the Uncharted series (2007—
2017) is its traversing of global spaces generally beyond most people’s experi-
ence, spaces evoked in the game series’ map-referring title. Nathan Drake and
assorted family members and companions are involved in complicated quests
for treasures of different types, and these quests take them through well-

Note: Funding for this chapter was provided by the project “Bodies in Transit 2: Difference and
Indifference,” Ministry of Science, Information & Universities, Spain (Reference FFI2017 — 84555-
C2-2-P).
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known adventure locations such as tropical jungles, far-flung islands, and re-
mote countries. In the process the player has to work out how to traverse difficult
terrain or cityscapes without attracting enemies’ attention, eliminate these ene-
mies when necessary, deal with puzzles designed to make access to the treasure
difficult, and follow numerous cut scenes which stitch the narratives together.
Individual differences in playthroughs come from how skillful the player is at
managing the game’s mechanics of movement, combat, and clues which enable
puzzles to be solved: the common affordances of action-adventure games.!

Playing our way through the visually detailed locations does not just provide
us with what Cara Ellison calls the “feedback candy” (19) of digital interaction,
but reprises the classic tropes of imperial adventure stories in which the rest of
the world is available for Euro-American quest narratives, masculinity-proving
scenarios, and the establishment of hierarchies of value in which local inhabi-
tants’ priorities are written over by those of white males from the centers of met-
ropolitan power. Martin Green sums this context up bluntly: “[Tlhe adventure
tales that formed the light reading of Englishmen for two hundred years and
more [...] were, in fact, the energizing myth of English imperialism” (3). And Sou-
vik Mukherjee in his Videogames and Postcolonialism: Empire Plays Back (2017)
wearily points out how many adventure video games “seem to replay the narra-
tives of empire from time immemorial” (55). As Edward Said would stress, “[u]
nderlying social space are territories, lands, geographical domains, the actual
geographical underpinnings of the imperial, and also the cultural contest”
(93). Critical inquiry has only confirmed this assessment, from Mary Louise
Pratt to English historian and novelist Miranda Carter who encapsulates contem-
porary thinking when she points out that “[m]any of these books are now un-
readable. They were cheerleading for imperialism, and were imbued with an un-
thinking assumption of the racial superiority of the white colonial adventurer
over the colonised native.” In this dispensation, the world is a series of locations
in which ranging through other people’s territories is available to particular
white, male characters and no-one else.

1 In another sort of chapter, the need to dominate the protocols through which digital space
itself encases gameplay might conceivably be highlighted. For example, games made by or
with a high degree of input by Indigenous peoples intent on creating “space for Indigenous
teachings that reconnect players with the land utilizing gameplay” (89), in the words of Métis
scholar Elizabeth LaPensée, cannot avoid the movement across both digital space and represent-
ed space as a basic gameplay affordance. Thus, in the Inuit Never Alone (2014) we explore our
relation to the natural world by way of moving ourselves across it and achieving certain things,
or not, which enable us to keep moving. Whether this affordance in itself always implies extrap-
olation to scripts of dominance and hierarchy is beyond the intention o