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Decisions, Decisions
Narrative Video Games, Perspectivization
and Implicit Politics

Soraya Murray

Introduction

As playable stories, narrative-based video games contribute to a larger techno-
cultural imaginary. Video games convey ideologies through their representa-
tions, but also through their imaginaries around science and technology—or
in other words, the mechanics of power within our increasingly technological
lives. My investment in critical game studies is an extension of an interest
in the formation of the modern subject in relation to computational technol-
ogy. As part of those larger considerations, I am fascinated by the persuasive
functions of narrative-based games, and the many layers of design and user
experience that together constitute an articulated politics.! To illuminate pos-
sible meanings and implications (or what I refer to as the “stakes”) of narrative
and generally cinema-inspired game worlds, my scholarship has relied heav-
ily on considerations of ideological and socio-political context. In my recent
work, other elements become increasingly striking for their impacts on this
conversation, such as the poetics and aesthetic dimensions of video games,
and the underlying political affects that are conveyed through sustained ex-
posure in a game world. (cf. Murray 2020: 42-49) That is to say, the narrative
of a video game matters, and is something of which the player will almost al-
ways be completely aware. But there are also messages conveyed through the
mechanics of the world created, the choices one is afforded or denied, and
the more ambient affective intensities generated through gameplay.

1 Throughout this essay, | use the terms “video games” and “games” interchangeably.
But | want to acknowledge that there is a larger discourse of games (analog, etc.) that
exists—and which | don’'t intend to generalize about.



Soraya Murray

Because of this, concepts such as narrative perspectivization (an implicit
understanding of something as taking a particular vantage point in order to
become represented) need to be reinforced as key to the conversation about
video games as culture. (cf. Igl/Zeman 2016: 7-8) However, this is a part of a
larger interlocking set of qualities of the gamic form that come into play, such
as its rule-based system, and the sustained experiential engagement within a
gamespace, which I have earlier studied as highly ideological in nature, and
which might yield durational interpretations not possible by simply viewing
game images or recordings (cf. Murray 2020: 42—113; Murray 2018).

In Natalia Igl and Sonja Zemarn'’s Perspectives on Narrativity and Narrative Per-
spectivization (Igl/Zeman 2016: 7), Zeman writes “...a narrative is a perspectival
representation in a general sense as there cannot be a representation without
perspectivization.” This is true for video games as well. The nature of a video
game is a result of specific elements made manifest as a series of expressed
cultural positions, from the possibilities and limitations of its very code, to the
visual and narrative elements borrowed from pre-existing forms (like film and
literature), to the context in which it was made, the mode in which it is pre-
sented, and of course the experience of the subjective player. Game design and
representations require perspectivization, something which is greatly under-
acknowledged as core to an understanding of the medium.

How do narratives in games work in regard to judgment and evaluation,
and what results do those evaluations and forms of decision-making have
on its rhetorical dimensions? This article explores perspectivization—or, in
other words, the sense that video games present a perspective or subject po-
sition—as key for understanding how games require value-based relations
at every level of their making and use. Increasingly, my work takes into ac-
count the more nebulous dimensions of games, such as their political af-
fects especially as conveyed through aesthetic means. Beyond the surface of
representation, what mechanisms are at work in shaping hearts and minds
through video games as persuasive narrative objects? This article advocates
for a multi-faceted approach to the apprehension and negotiation of implicit
values, judgments and ethics present within video games as technological po-
litical forms. Further, I argue that a critical studies-based framework for un-
derstanding the stakes of implicitly judgement-based world-building of video
games is key for designers, not just theorists.
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A Game and Its Perspectivization

Narrative-based or story-driven video games typically highlight choice or eth-
ical decision-making as a core mechanic of gameplay. Navigation of such a
game involves, in this case, both the successful negotiation of action elements
such as combat, puzzle-solving and collecting, as well as narrative choices.
These may impact outcomes, points earned, consequences for the story that
is revealed, or even player access to particular branches of the story narrative.
As game scholar Ian Bogost has argued, video games are persuasive, rule-
based systems with which players engage, and which make claims about the
lived world. (Bogost 2010) Nuances of rule-based systems, come to impact
world-making around what is possible or ideologically acceptable within the
spaces of games. Therefore, the rule-based system of a game contains within
it a kind of perspectivization (a combination of valuation, opinion and selec-
tion) about the world it seeks to imagine.

The above implies a sense of judgment. Within video games discourses,
there exists a core friction, issuing from the tension between a game as “a
series of interesting decisions” as luminary game designer Sid Meier defined
it, and their origins as “objective” techno-scientific mediums of rational cal-
culation that should not be compared with other forms of culture (cf. Alexan-
der 2012; Aarseth 2001). Renowned for his strategy games, particularly the
Civilization series (1991- ), Meier suggests that, “[i]t’s the combination of this
wonderful fantasy world that you create and the interesting decisions that
the player gets to make in that world that really is the sum total of the qual-
ity of your game.” (Alexander 2012) Decision-making in games has even been
weaponized to great effect, to create an ethical internal friction within the
player — something I will discuss in the next section. The core understanding
of games as fundamentally about choices, suggests a complex connection to
ethics, judgment and values.

Still, up until now, the mainstream media focus on ethics, judgment and
values in video games has mostly been limited to moral panics around the
impact of violent games on the minds of impressionable players. To a large
extent, that has been the cultural “narrative” around video games. For exam-
ple, as early as in the 1970s, concerns about the pernicious effects of violence in
games garnered public attention, through media coverage of the arcade game
Death Race (1976, Exidy Games) in which the object of play was to run down hu-
manlike “goblins” with one’s race car (cf. Kocurek 2012). In the mid-1990s, con-
cerns around the imaging of sex and violence like the gruesome fighting game
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Mortal Kombat (1992, Midway Games), and the cheeky slumber party murder
game Night Trap (1992, Digital Pictures) among others resulted in senate sub-
committee hearings and, in 1994, the video game industry’s voluntary agree-
ment to self-regulate using content warning labels (cf. Kocurek 2019: 309-316).
The 1999 Columbine high school shootings by Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold
stirred questions about the negative influence of violent and militaristic video
games, and the Grand Theft Auto (GTA) series, particularly GTA III and after
(2001-), has led to public outcries around the glorification of crime, sex and
violence (cf. Campbell 2018a). In 2011, after the Norwegian right-wing terror-
ist Anders Breivik massacred 77 people, many of them children, mention of
his enjoyment of World of Warcraft were highlighted, as well as his claim that
he used Call of Duty: Modern Warfare to prepare (cf. Boghani 2012). With each
new violent act, particularly one by a young white male shooter, video games
re-enter the public conversation. Some journalists have argued that blaming
video games is merely a tactic to draw attention from more critical issues of
gun control, intolerance and mental health. In 2018, the World Health Orga-
nization classified video game addiction as a disorder, further contributing
to an overall mainstream narrative of the medium as inherently corrosive and
morally suspect (cf. Wakefield 2018).

These kinds of positions are, I would argue, more rooted in a negative
public imaginary around video games established by early moral panics, since
sociological study has proven to be at best inconclusive regarding the direct
impact of violent imagery in video games on the proclivities of players. How-
ever, I mention them to give a sense of the kinds of conversations around eth-
ical decision-making that have troubled games and tended to gain the most
attention; namely, whether they are ultimately corruptive in their very form.

Video Games and Ethical Design

Among the most intriguing developments in the evolving discussion of ethical
awareness in video game design is the connection between decisions enacted
by a player, and the ramifications of those selections on subsequent gameplay.
MIT computer scientist D. Fox Harrell has underscored the social construc-
tions and value systems encoded into the rule-based systems of games (cf.
Harrell 2013). Specifically, Harrell has explored new forms for computational
narrative, gaming and social media that open up potentials for how software
might convey more inclusive values. Game scholars Miguel Sicart and José P.
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Zagal, among others, examine the ethics of video games from a philosoph-
ical standpoint, considering the inclusion of “wicked problems” and moral
dilemmas may potentially enhance ethical self-inquiry in the player (cf. Za-
gal 2009; Sicart 2011; Sicart 2013; Thi/Zagal 2016). A “wicked problem”, within
this context, would be a unique problem that a player faces, one which has
no clear solution, which impacts subsequent parts of the game (though the
player may not imagine how), and which cannot be reduced to simply ‘good’
or ‘evil’ choices. As Sicart (2013: 105-106) has theorized about ethical gameplay
design:

“Wicked problems are formulations of conceptual frameworks that can be
used to generate situations in which players are teased into playing using
their ethical imaginations, stepping outside of the pleasures of instrumental
play through a moment of pause. The response to wicked problems is player
complicity. Wicked problems make players complicit in the experience of the game.”
[emphasis added] (106)

This revelation about gameplay and ethics matters because it suggests a cu-
ration of the play experience that can exploit the opportunity of a fraught
scenario to generate ethical self-inquiry within the player. It proposes that
story-driven gameplay can be used to draw attention to the valuation, opin-
ion and selection enacted by a player, through the ramifications experienced
within the scope of play.

Complicating this is the notion that some games contain a friction be-
tween the stated narrative contract of the game and its mechanical contract.
Clint Hocking coined the term ‘ludonarrative dissonance” as a way of charac-
terizing a flaw in a game, in which the actions expected of gameplay contra-
dict the narrative message (cf. Hocking 2007). This creates a tension between
the stated values of a video game, and the more subtle or structural mes-
sages that might be communicated by way of a game’s rules. For example, as
Hocking argues regarding his example of the legendary title BioShock (2007,
Irrational Games and 2K Marin) a retro-futuristic dystopian game about a
defunct underwater utopian society:

“BioShock seems to suffer from a powerful dissonance between what it is
aboutasagame, and whatitisaboutasastory. By throwing the narrative and
ludic elements of the work into opposition, the game seems to openly mock
the player for having believed in the fiction of the game atall. The leveraging
of the game’s narrative structure againstits ludic [gameplay] structure all but
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destroys the player’s ability to feel connected to either, forcing the player to
either abandon the game in protest (which | almost did) or simply accept
that the game cannot be enjoyed as both a game and a story, and to then
finish it for the mere sake of finishing it” (Hocking 2007: unpag.)

Here, Hocking expresses frustration about the apparent dissonance between
narrative and gameplay. In fact, the larger lesson from his observation is
that both elements express values—in this case made evident by their friction
against each other.

But it is not necessarily a flaw when narrative and gameplay diverge.
Video games, such as Spec Ops: The Line (2012, Yager Development) have self-
consciously mobilized that dissonance, forcing the player to exist in the con-
tradiction, by having them commit war crimes, while in the role of military
shooter game ‘hero'. The highly popular Katamari Damacy (2004, Namco) op-
erates on a level that feels playful and sticker-like in its initial appearance,
while the true and deeper message depends upon extended gameplay. In this
game, the player occupies the role of a Prince, the son of the King of All Cos-
mos. In his drunkenness the king has destroyed the universe. One’s task is
to use a sticky ball to roll up objects into clusters, until they become large
enough to replace missing moons, stars and eventually whole constellations.
Play is technicolor, energetic, amusing, easy to learn and highly engaging.
The merriment of the gameplay does not invite a critical disposition while
one is swept away with its timed goals, exuberant music, and its super-flat
cartoony world. Over time, the game begins to take on darker dimensions.
Years after the game’s release, designer Keita Takahashi revealed that Kata-
mari Damacy was intended to present “an ironic point of view about the con-
sumption-based society,” which cast the thoughtless accumulation of things
in a whole new light (cf. Sheffield/Caoili 2009).

In another iconic example, Shadow of the Colossus (2005, Team Ico and SIE
Japan Studio), which is widely regarded as one of the most venerated titles in
video game history, a young adventurer hero carries a dead maiden into a for-
bidden land in the hopes of entreating a god to summon her soul back to the
living. The god agrees, but only if Wander commits to killing sixteen ancient
and mysterious colossi. Through its repetitive dimensions of exploration, en-
counter, challenge, and destruction of something wondrous and otherworldly,
the game effectively conveys an incredible sense of ambivalence. As the hero'’s
journey wears on, slaying ancient creatures becomes morally questionable at
best, in what appears a Pyrrhic pursuit for the sake of lost love. That is to say,
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there is one narrative in the “story” of the game, but another set of values that
emerges with the prolonged experience of playing it. The durational reveals a
fraught ethics.

Other realities complexifying issues of games and ethics surely cast their
own shadow over products of the lucrative and global games industry. Player
intentionality is an important component, in terms of understanding to what
degree choices made by players in games can be seen to effectively mirror
their lived-world or ‘actual’ values. Still another matter is the troubled and
very public hand-wringing around the games industry and its ancillary cul-
tures, notorious for its gender-based and racial disparities, ‘bro’ culture as an
extension of the tech industry, and infamously selfish Randian Objectivist
value system (cf. Chang 2018). All of the above contribute to an expanding
understanding of how games are ethical objects, that implicitly contain per-
spectives, values, judgments and forms of evaluation — and can generate those
elements in players as well.

Internal Tensions

As was previously mentioned, there is a strong tension between the form of a
game as issuing from rational calculation and scientific origins, and the highly
subjective, selective and judgment-orientated perspectivization of values that
are expressed in a video game. Its form, however is not separate from politics.
The very medium of a video game as a rule-based system—such is its com-
mon understanding within game studies—ensures its perspectivization by
its very nature. Each game is built on a series of selections, in order to create
rules that build worlds in which players move. In addition, there is increasing
theorization on video games which now begins to understand code/coding
systems themselves as culturally inflected (cf. Harrell 2013). This challenges
a long-held myth regarding the neutrality and objectivity of code, something
that is being increasingly debunked from perspectives within code studies as
well as science and technology studies, the humanities and the arts (cf. Chun
2013).

Such selective design decisions manifest themselves in presences and ab-
sences: what choices can be made within the world of the game? Which can-
not? Whose story is being told? Who are the playable heroes? Who are the
non-playable characters? Who can be understood to be the presumed player
or audience for the game? By what means is one, as a player, able to engage
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with the world—purely in terms of conquest and violence, or by other modes
of engagement? Does the space open itself up? Is the experience highly con-
trolled or self-driven? What values are conveyed in the decisions that are pre-
sented? Which acts are rewarded, and which others punished? What consti-
tutes a win-state in the game? These questions are the tip of the iceberg when
it comes to the medium of video games.

In fact, all video games can be thought of as highly perspectivized, highly selective,
and perhaps implicitly, highly judgmental. A game designer must make choices,
too, not just the player. And in those games that render traversable spaces,
passage through them inevitably takes on ideological dimensions, both in the
design phase and one’s subjective experience of the finished product (cf. Mur-
ray 2020). Understanding this matters, because video games are necessarily
formulated cultural objects as a fact of their construction. Thinking of them
otherwise projects the false fiction of “objectivity” onto them, which I believe
issues from their technological origins and the often-extreme rationalism and
that cloying Randian Objectivism within the tech-oriented industries (cf. An-
derson 2000).

Evidence of perspectivization and judgment can also be seen beyond the
representational, in the very mode of visualization within games. True, it may
exist in the overt politics of the conveyed narrative. One may also look at the
cultural context in which the game was made, in what choices become viable
or impossible. What scope of potential relations may be enacted in the world
that is imagined? What view on the world does the game invite? But it is also
connected to how a player is able to have visual access to the world. For ex-
ample, I have argued that the virtual camera within the game holds a great
deal of power as a tool for perspectivization. It functions as an apparatus that
orders relations between the player (often via a character) and the space. Even
the simple decision about whether a game is to be accessed through the first-
person perspective or the third person, can make a large overall difference.
Often, particularly in third-person games, the perspective resembles a float-
ing cinematic camera eye that recreates angles that signal popular film genres
like horror or action. It creates the impression of placing the player “in” the
film.

A foreshadowing of this relation was famously theorized in regard to the
filmic image in terms of the camera eye as articulating relations between the
actor, the camera and the audience. Particularly with respect to the technolog-
ical image and its reproductions, philosopher and cultural critic Walter Ben-
jamin famously wrote of the film actor: “The audience’s identification with the
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actor is really an identification with the camera. Consequently, the audience
takes the position of the camera; its approach is that of testing.” (Benjamin
1968: 228-2.29). This notion of “testing” is significant and refers to a correla-
tion that Benjamin makes between the actor and mechanical equipment like
the film camera. In this relation, the film actor is increasingly tested in terms
of their ability to translate their expressivity into a form legible to the cam-
era, and transmissible through its organizing systems. The cinematics of the
in-game “camera” likewise re-adjusts this relation to the identification of the
player with their character as an identification with the computational. This
relation becomes about calculation, processing, problem-solving and encour-
aging a rationalizing view of the game world, in order for the player to come
into alignment with the most optimal gameplay outcomes. In some ways,
gameplay becomes about engaging with and mastering a system.

This reorganization of vision into an identification with the computational
is all achieved through the perspectivization of the game. It is made possible
through the view afforded onto the game world. The very notion of a “camera’
is conceptually misleading as there is no camera at all: it is merely a perspec-
tivization that simulates the lens-based camera technology, emulated through
code. One might ask why this should be of any concern for the game designer,
and whether ethics and aesthetic considerations of affect should come into
the design process at all. Helen Nissenbaum and Mary Flanagan, for exam-
ple, imagine the role of the “conscientious game designer” who is intentional
about the core values they build into their video games, who seeks to build
games with social impact, and considers potential unintended consequences.
(Flanagan/Nissenbaum 2014: 3-13) For them, this issues from the truism that
all games reflect values, a point with which I agree. However, for the sake of
my argument here, I am less interested in the objective of building more ethi-
cal games, and more interested in how narrative perspectivization can be used
to understand that all video games implicitly possess political dimensions.

This acknowledgement that video games contain perspectivization, selec-
tion, opinion and valuation within them should not mean wrestling the form
into a condition of fictive neutrality, or demonizing those who have noticed
this reality as liberal progressive “social justice warriors” bent on destroying
fun. Instead, it can help critical game scholars understand the same narra-
tives that get told again and again, in a new way. Video game analysis should
account for these elements as a part of the very constitution of the medium,
and should maximize this knowledge toward pushing games into new direc-
tions.
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The very making of a game is dense with selection, valuation and judg-
ment. The presence of narrative in even the most subtle application means
that selectivity, valuation and judgment follow by necessity. Understanding
this, one who is committed to learning about the cultural function of games
can detect value systems that are implicit to the design process, and to which
industry and academy alike should pay concentrated attention. Realizing the
design limitations caused by such a narrow focus in perspectivization—limi-
tations which might have resulted in the preponderance of a particular type of
game—may help open up potentials for many other innovations, narratives,
and perspectives.

Games and Politics: A Nascent Debate

Of late, a driving set of questions around narrativization and perspectiviza-
tion in video games has arisen from the increased perception that video games
have political dimensions. There has been significant journalistic attention
paid to the notion that while games image political perspectives and represent
fictionalized or historical political events, the makers of those games typically
do not discuss their products in those terms. This conversation is, in itself,
full of slippages around the notion of what it means to say that video games
have a politics. For the sake of this article, I am concerned with two notions of
games as political. First, I am interested in the significance of political theo-
rist of modern technology Langdon Winner’s “theory of technological politics”
for video games as technological forms. The concept pertains to the politics
inherent in the very design process of our technologies, and the way in which
their continued presence in our daily lives shapes outcomes. Second, I will
turn to the hotly-contested topic of the ethics around representing incendi-
ary political viewpoints within video games, particularly given their status as
entertainment products.

In his essay entitled “Do Artifacts Have Politics?”, Winner elaborated a se-
ries of examples that linked design decisions with urgent socio-political ram-
ifications. In his most persuasive example, he illustrated how intentionally
designed, low-slung Long Island overpasses executed specific forms of power
and authority, and shaped outcomes in public life. They did so by inhibiting
bus traffic into key parkways. This allowed some constituencies like middle
and upper class automobile-owning city goers easy access into Jones Beach
State Park, while limiting the presence of the poor and others who used buses
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that were too tall for the low-clearance overpasses. Winner described this as
“away of engineering relationships among people” and exerting social control
over bodies, by literally building it into the design. Among other things, he in-
voked his very important concept of a “theory of technological politics” that
understands certain innovations “as political technologies in their own right.”
(Winner 2001a: 2) Winner, in an earlier text, defines technological politics in
the following way:

“Technological politics, in this manner of seeing, encompasses the whole of
technology’s capacity to transform, order, and adapt animate and inanimate
objects to accord with the purely technical structures and processes. It is the
system of order and governance appropriate to a universe made artificial. To
the extent thatthe human world becomes a product of rational artifice, it will
fall under this mode of governance. Political reality becomes a set of insti-
tutions and practices shaped by the domination of technical requirements.
The order which evolves is marked by stringent norms of performance, rigid
structural limitations, and a tendency to alter subtly the human master’s re-
lationship to the technological slave..My selection of the term technological
politics is meant to emphasize a point made again and again in the sources
mentioned—that the rule of technological circumstances in the modern era
does in fact supplant other ways of building, maintaining, choosing, act-
ing, and enforcing, which are more commonly considered political.” (Winner
2001b: 237)

Video games also possess the capacity to mirror the value systems of their
makers. A game is like that low overpass which, by design, funnels us as play-
ers into some places and not others, that suggests some affordances and not
others, that tells us where we belong, and where we do not. Games are, in ev-
ery aspect of their construction, dense with layers of decisions that have been
made, with rule-based, aesthetic, and ethical evaluations. They are a highly
concentrated iteration of selections, evaluations, opinion, and an articulated
sense of an envisioned target audience. In this sense, all video games have
a technological politics. What this means is that they are capable of shaping
outcomes in a technologized world through the modes of relations they open
up, and foreclose upon.

The second sense of a politics of games pertains to conveying specific po-
litical viewpoints, or representing both fictive and historical political events
within video games. While the conversation was brewing for several years
prior, in 2018 a flurry of articles in games journalism were published high-
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lighting the gulf between the brazenly political content of recent video game
major title releases, and the refusal of game company representatives to dis-
cuss them in those terms. The primary debate was around whether games
should contain overtly political topics — an extension of the charge that games
are being taken over by liberal progressives who wish to inject their poli-
tics into games. Then, there was the pattern of game companies denying
that politics exists within their games, despite overt political references, such
as the representation of a modern-day civil war, or the resurgence of white
supremacy groups, or a militia stand-off against law enforcement.

Terry Spier, creative director of Red Storm Entertainment, which deliv-
ered Tom Clancy’s The Division 2, claimed the narrative which features a Wash-
ington D.C.-based narrative of a civil war in which the people take up arms
against a corrupt government is “definitely not making any political state-
ments.” (Hall 2018; Alexandra 2018). Tommy Francois, Vice President of Edi-
torial at Ubisoft addressed the topic by attempting to reframe the conversa-
tion around player freedom and providing realistic worlds as systems to en-
gage with: “There’s an avid intent to make these games as rich as real life,” he
said. “But we don't want to narrow it down to just political systems or views.”
(Ubisoft 2019) Detroit: Become Human (Quantic Dream, 2018) undeniably refer-
ences the civil rights movement and specifically Martin Luther King, Jr., in a
scenario involving the liberation of sentient robot servants. But is it only “re-
ally about androids” as Director David Cage claims? (Alexandra 2018: unpag.)
From a critical cultural standpoint, these types of positions felt duplicitous.
And, they seemed to — perhaps inadvertently — side with an ongoing toxic re-
sistance to progressive interventions into game discourse (cf. Alexander 2014,
Chess/Shaw 2015: 208-220).

As a result, progressive games journalists pushed back. Edwin Evans-
Thirlwell blasted “technothriller” genre innovator Tom Clancy’s “noxious” in-
fluence on the medium, whose branding of political thriller games “quietly
advocate hawkish attitudes and philosophies while trying to lose the player
in their lethal machinery, in the smooth interlocking components and com-
mand structures.” (Evans-Thirlwell 2018). Ubisoft, which is responsible for
major franchises like Assassin’s Creed, Far Cry, and Tom Clancy’s games, has
been called out for repeatedly addressing political and historically fraught
topics, but without being willing to overtly take a position on those themes (cf.
Sinclair 2019; Schoppmeier 2019). These are only a few of the many examples.
Games journalist Colin Campbell unpacked the refusal of game companies to
discuss the politics in their games, concluding they want to “garner publicity
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and a sense of cultural relevance but [...] avoid the challenge and expense of
controversy.” (Campbell 2018b) It is easy to understand the business move of
avoiding the alienation of customers by refusing to verbalize a specific politi-
cal stance. Still, it is ultimately a disingenuous position—especially when the
game content overtly deals with narrative perspectivizations tied to historical
or fictive revolutions, that signal fraught present-day tensions. Further, the
whole framing of the question hinges on a presumption of the very possibility
that any human expression within the context of society can exist outside of a
politics, a false notion (or misdirection) that constructs the normative as apo-
litical, and alterity from the norm as exclusively political.> Accepting the fact
of perspectivization as a precondition of any representation, means under-
standing that subjectivity, selection, and ultimately ideological positioning,
are present in all narratives—not just some of them.

On rare occasion, game designers have been frank and unapologetic about
the political nature of their games. Creative Director of Days Gone (SIE Bend
Studios, 2019), John Garvin, spoke openly about political viewpoints being
expressed within the game, and the strongly libertarian, right-wing, sepa-
ratist, or even occasionally paranoid conspiracy bent (cf. Bailey 2019). Days
Gone (which owned its politics from the beginning) initially presents itself
as a fairly generic zombie-style apocalyptic survival horror narrative. How-
ever, with prolonged play, the game begins to open up as an extremely direct
address of an American populist perspective whose force has gathered sub-
stantial traction within the United States since the Barack Obama presidency
years. This occurs through the character representations, through scenarios
encountered, and political rhetoric voiced.

What is revealed is a troubled and oppositional worldview, a fantasy of
American self-reliance and right-wing populism that strongly resonates with
a Trump-era nationalist turn (cf. Serhan 2020; Lamont/Park/Ayalo-Hurtado
2017: 153-180). Days Gone gathers up its affective political force in its narra-
tive perspectivization of a dispossessed working class white male anti-hero,
but also in its game spaces which model a survival-of-the-fittest elemental
struggle, in its game mechanics of scavenging, combat, stealth, crafting, and

2 This is greatly explored in Marxist philosophy, perhaps one of the most influential ex-
amples being in Louis Althusser’s concept of “interpellation”. This concept outlines the
process by which an individual enters into power relations with the state, simultane-
ously becoming a subject and being subjugated through ideological state apparatuses
(cf. Althusser1971).
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navigating the wilderness. It models an America that is overrun with infected
humans that must be taken back.? Regardless of one’s receptiveness to the
game’s worldview, the game company’s acknowledgement that they are con-
tending with these challenging issues sends a strong message to the game
community about normalizing the conversation around the political dimen-
sions of video games. But his was a highly unusual position, one that refresh-
ingly diverged from the standard fare of public relations that would ultimately
evade this question.

I mention this nascent debate neither to reify the idea that some games
are political while others are not, nor to encourage constraining the discus-
sion to that false binary. Rather, I wish to point to a telling sensitivity within
game culture. That reaction against the idea of video games as political objects
signals a strong desire to control the nature of the discussion, to delimit its
terms. But the games themselves, as mass culture forms, are far more com-
plex than that. They are often riveting, troubling and quite brilliant—in short,
incredibly revealing of dominant narratives.

Implicit Politics: Systems, Mechanics, Stories and Players

Story-based video games are incredibly complicated narrated worlds that op-
erate on multiple levels, and ultimately require multi-faceted critical engage-
ment with their systems, mechanics, stories and players. Narrative perspec-
tivization as a concept can help game scholars and designers recognize that
narrative games implicitly must take a particular vantage point in order to be
represented. That vantage point has political dimensions, established through
the systems, game mechanics, stories and even player subjectivity — not to
mention the context in which the game came into being. This essay is not
about faulting designers, or rigidly holding them to unattainable ethical stan-
dards. It is about removing ideological blinders that can actually help them do
better work, and offering those who play games the tools to better appreciate
the complexity of those designers’ visions. It is about owning the fact that a
video game, on every level of its conception and execution, is a perspective.
While it does complexify one’s relation to the design process, operating
in awareness of the dynamics of narrative perspectivization can open up pos-

3 | analyze this game in more detail in “America is Dead. Long Live America!: Political
Affect in Days Gone” in the European Journal of American Studies (Murray 2021).
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sibilities around other perspectives, and as yet untraveled new territories of
innovative game design. Embracing the reality of perspectivization in the de-
velopment and critical assessment of video games also eliminates a false and
misleading binary between the video game as a medium of rational calcula-
tion, and as an expression of culture. This conversation can ultimately pro-
mote less troubled relations to the reality of politics in games on both the
design and narrative level—and normalize the conversation of video games
as political technologies. Truly, a video game is a series of interesting deci-
sions; this is true not only for players, but for designers as well.
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