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Abstract

This dissertation studies Western big-budget video games of a genre often
referred to as “open world.” By tracking the concept of the “frontier” as a settler colonial
(and later neoliberal) signal for space that invites access, | argue these games are both
expressive of and cater to settler and neoliberal cultural anxieties regarding extermination
and desires for accumulative dominance. Furthermore, these games exhibit their settler
colonial and neoliberal ideologies through their narratives, gameplay mechanics, and
productive contexts. That exhibition of ideology comes in several formulas of settler and
neoliberal cultural production identified by various fields of scholarship. This
dissertation, drawing from Indigenous studies, video game studies, post-colonial and
Marxist theory, studies the Grand Theft Auto and Red Dead Redemption series,
Assassin’s Creed 3 and the so-called “Ubisoft formula” generally, as well as Horizon
Zero Dawn to argue a few central points about big-budget Western open world games:
(1) they are what I call artificial frontiers, and as such are the preeminent entertainment of
settler colonial cultural mores and the sustained eliminative and accumulative logics of
those mores’ historical frontierism; (2) they reveal, reflect, propagate, accommodate, and
assuage settler colonial anxieties and desires; (3) they exhibit (though attempt to obscure)
the genocidal logic and exploitative relations of Western settler colonialism and
neoliberalism; consequently, to some extent this dissertation argues the video game
industry’s social function shows the compatibility of settler-influenced neoliberalism

with fascist ideology.
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Summary for Lay Audience (350)

This dissertation argues that the big-budget, Western-made video games of the “open
world” genre draw from the concept of the “frontier” for their success. By studying the
Grand Theft Auto series, Red Dead Redemption series, Assassin’s Creed 111, and Horizon
Zero Dawn, I assert the genre’s features make them “artificial frontiers” because they
cater to the same cultural anxieties and desires “the frontier” has historically produced
and continues to “play” with. As the frontier is historically a space of imperial genocide,
modern video game companies design these games as power fantasies. These power
fantasies normalize the economic, racial, and political problems of Western culture, and
seek to soothe the fears and wants that context produces. Finally, | argue that these
fantasies reveal how the ideology of these extremely popular games is similar to fascist

ideology.
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Introduction

One person’s play session of the console video game Grand Theft Auto 111
(GTAIII) may look substantially different from another’s. Every player controls an avatar
and the screen’s view of it in the digital world, as if operating the player’s character and a
spectral camera tethered to it. Set in a fully 3D environment, the player can make the
avatar walk, run, jump, hit virtual denizens, shoot guns, and drive vehicles. A small
“minimap” in the lower left of the screen looks like a GPS map of the detailed digital city
players explore, a realized space complete with wandering citizens and traffic. When the
game is paused, players can view a full map of the city. Both maps include icons that
represent various things, such as points to save the game and store vehicles, as well the
start points for missions which push a central narrative. One player may decide to simply
play every mission as it becomes available, interested in the story about clashing criminal
empires. One player may decide to eschew this narrative entirely, simply choosing to
steal a passing car and run down random city denizens. Another player may hop in an
ambulance and play an optional timed activity to aid injured people—an activity which, if
accomplished well enough, eventually grants the avatar the ability to sprint on foot at full
speed without tiring. Another player may do all of these things in whatever order and
emphasis they desire. GTAIII, then, features “gameplay” * that privileges player
autonomy within a large, heavily detailed world, open to players’ individual desires. That
gameplay and large world are the foundations of what is often referred to as the “open

world” genre of video games.?

! “Gameplay,” at a basic level, is the systems and structure of a game’s interactivity. It can also refer to the
“feel” of that interaction, and is thus a concept that can be both objectively or subjectively described.

2 Other related terms/genres are “sandbox” or “free-roaming.” Modern examples of these games share traits
from common understandings of all three. I will use “open world” primarily because of how the term is



The open world genre has become wildly popular, and a great number of Western
mainstream, big-budget video games employ mechanics that fit into its broad
conventions. Genres, as well as their constituents and limits, are always sites of
contention. This is especially true for video games. Film and television genres, for
example, must contend with criteria as wide ranging as narrative, aesthetic content, the
people whose vision and labour they represent, and the regions and eras in which they are
produced. Video game genres must contend with these, too, but they must also add other
important criteria, such as the hardware that plays them, the digital frameworks that
structure them, and the forms of player interaction available in the games themselves.
One could argue there are early “open world” games (such as Adventure in 1980, or Elite
in 1984) that feature the freedom to explore the game’s spatial representations in ways
less structured (or at least more open-ended) than their contemporaries. The expansion of
open world games in large part relates to game designers’ longstanding attempts to push
past a form bound to “levels,” instead encouraging player exploration of game spaces that
became more detailed as technology advanced and consumer expectations rose. Grand
Theft Auto 111, released in 2001, is popularly said to be one of the earliest and most
influential examples of the genre’s contemporary big-budget development and structure.®
The open world games of this tradition, following GTA, typically feature large,

explorable game spaces that give players the “freedom” to choose where to go and when.

typically employed in development and consumer contexts, and for the conceptual weight of its particular
word choice.

3 IGN, one of the most popular video game hobbyist websites, featured GTAIII in a 2007 article, “Top 10
Most Influential Games” (Geddes and Hatfield). In it, GTAIII is said to have “spawned entire genres,
buzzwords, and cultural phenomena.” Similarly, in the years following GTAIII’s release, any game that
featured the hallmarks of the open world genre were often called “GTA clones” among video game fans
online (Reparaz).



These games generally offer primary linear “story” missions to advance the central plot,
but they also allow autonomous exploration and interaction, and provide ample
opportunities for optional activities meant to flesh out the world and allow the player to
gain more power. Open world games are often played in a first- or third-person
perspective.* For the most part, the most popular open world games between 2000 and
2020 feature third-person perspective exclusively or optionally, which gives a better view
of the player’s animated traversal and mastery of the game space, as well as a wider—and
thus more empowered—field of vision. All the games focused on in this dissertation
feature third-person perspective,® are attributed to Western studios, ® and are big-budget
open world games.

Hobbyist media measures the open world genre’s richly detailed game spaces,
breathlessly comparing the sizes of digital worlds to real-world kilometer equivalents in
what Cameron Kunzelman calls a “map size fetish” (“Why is GTAV So Conservative?”).
These massive open world environments require large budgets to accommodate the large
teams and advanced technology to make these digital spaces invitingly detailed and
lifelike. The incredible expense to create these games is an apparently acceptable risk for
the companies that develop and publish them, as big-budget open world games are among
the most high-grossing commercial narrative products in the world. Multiple recent open

world games, like The Witcher 3 have sold tens of millions of copies worldwide, and

4 First-person perspective refers to a view where the player’s view is through the “eyes” of the player
character (PC), whereas in third-person perspective, the view is like a camera that floats a few tethered but
mobile feet behind the PC, or gives a view from behind and over the PC’s shoulder.

5 See chapter two for further discussion on third-person perspective.

61 say “attributed” because of the international nature of big-budget open world game development. See
chapter one for a delineation of the outsourcing and international development chains that Western-based
companies use to develop open world games.



Grand Theft Auto V (GTAV) has, by 2020, sold more than 135 million copies.’ If, as some
scholars have argued, games satisfy generalized, simplistic categories of desire for
players, the open world genre offers a potent fulfilment of many of these desires. Nick
Yee’s quantitative research on the motivations of game players delineates some of these
categories, borrowing from previous literature.® One central category, “achievement,”
refers to players’ desire to gain in-game power, currency, abilities, and so on. Another
category, “immersion,” refers to a player’s investment in the story, interest in exploring
the game world, and so forth. Both are considered important motivations in open world
game design. Yee’s findings (2002, 2012) are well-reflected generalities in Jugo Hamari
and Janne Tuunanen’s survey of quantitative research into player motivations.® Open
world games are, in many ways, the video game industry’s most distilled attempt to
appeal to these motivations for an increasingly expanding consumer base.

GTAIIl and many of the most successful contemporary mainstream open world
games influenced by it have been designed by Western studios. As such, the genre is
unsurprisingly quintessentially “Western,” both in productive materialism and in style.
With gameplay foundations of the exploration and mastery of a large game space, open
world games are artificial frontiers for players. These frontiers are often populated by
largely brainless denizens that are often destructible set pieces more akin to vehicles,

landscape, and buildings than to the characters whose survival is linked directly to the

7 See CD Projekt Group for Witcher 3 sales, and Minotti for GTAV sales.
8 Yee mostly draws from Richard Bartle’s “taxonomy of player types” and scholarship inspired by it.

% Yee’s research is focused on Massively Multiplayer Online games [MMOS] (which are discussed further
in Chapter One) rather than the single-player open world genre this dissertation focuses on. That said, the
MMO genre (and indeed, most recent MMOs) follow very similar design principles as exclusively single-
player open world games, and vice versa.



story missions and cutscenes.'® The point of an open world game, mechanically, is to
traverse space and grow in power. Reviewers and critics often use the term “playground”
for open world settings, largely because the games themselves encourage a degree of
locomotive experimentation and give the illusion of player “freedom”; this freedom is the
abovementioned autonomy of desired gameplay within what is necessarily still limited
structure and possibility. These frontier spaces are, like many video games, playgrounds
for power fantasies. Keza MacDonald’s review of GTAV, for example, notes the game’s
advancement of open world genre characteristics as a “tremendous freedom,” perfect for
“whetting your appetite for independent exploration” in an “astonishingly well-realised . .
. living world.” This artificial freedom and the independence to dominate the game’s
massive, detailed space fulfills both players’ sense of “achievement”—or, broadly,
power—and “immersion.”

This dissertation is concerned with what power is at play in open world games
and, more specifically, what its resultant immersive fantasies illustrate about popular
commercial, political, and cultural mores. After all, as Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee)
points out, fantasy “presumes some measure of falsehood . . . too readily transformed
into pathology and neurosis,” and “also presumes a kind of arrogant certainty over what
is real and unreal, true and false, legitimate and delusional” (n.p.). Linking these neurotic
fantasies to the continuing literal power of settler colonial cultures reveals functionalities
of both the games and the settler colonial assumptions regarding settler colonial

legitimacy itself. Informed by and bringing together different fields—from the social,

10 Cutscenes are, simplistically, cinematic portions of games where the player has little to no input or
control.



political, and storytelling theory of Indigenous studies, to video game studies, to post-
colonial and Marxist theory—I will analyze open world games’ settler colonial codes
(both literal and figurative) as well as their treatment of Indigeneity. My dissertation thus
argues a few central points about big-budget Western open world games: (1) they are
what | call artificial frontiers, and as such are the preeminent entertainment of settler
colonial cultural mores and the sustained eliminative logics of those mores’ historical
frontierism; (2) they reveal, reflect, propagate, accommodate, and assuage settler colonial
anxieties and desires; (3) they exhibit (and attempt to obscure) the genocidal logic and
exploitative relations of Western settler colonialism and neoliberalism; consequently, to
some extent this dissertation argues the video game industry’s social function shows the
compatibility of settler-influenced neoliberalism with fascist ideology.

As this dissertation merges different scholarly fields, I must navigate and
streamline discourses, bodies of literature, and lexicons that are common in particular
disciplines but may not be obvious outside of them. As such, this introduction will
explain the specific values that are central to my analysis, as well as reference starting
points for further reading on other, less formative subjects. First, | discuss the concept of
the “frontier” and its constitutive settler neurosis between inside and outside, both
territorially and psychoanalytically. Next, | consider the structure of settler colonialism
and the ways in which its reliance on a “logic of elimination” creates a contradictory
appropriation of Indigeneity and disavowal of genocide. Then, I highlight how this
neurosis relates to the play of video games. | move onto an outline of how this
dissertation treats the concept of Indigeneity, and then turn to the more mechanical

aspects of my methodology: the reading, playing, and critical approaches that ground my



analysis. Finally, I emphasize this dissertation’s core aims: how these games function as
settler cultural reproduction, and what that reproduction tells us about the modern
structure of settler colonialism itself. A breakdown of how each chapter contributes to
this overall goal ends this introduction.
The Inside/Outside Frontier

| have already characterized open world games as artificial frontiers, but it is
important to describe (1) what “frontier” represents as a term and a concept and (2) how
it fits into the wider framework of settler colonialism, simplistically understandable for
now as a particular type of imperialism. Andrea Mura, in his psychoanalytic
differentiation between “border” and “frontier,” calls a border the “solid and hypertrophic
line of separation between inside and outside,” and a frontier the “the more permeable
organisation of the limit in neurosis” (64). The neurosis he refers to is the anxiety
produced by resisting or rejecting the permeability of every social and psychological
“inside” and “outside.” No individual or social “inside” is hermetically sealed; all that is
internal is always changed and even defined by the very existence of and interactions
with an “outside.” As this implies a lack of control over the domain of the “self” (or
“society”), a kind of threat to self-sovereignty, neurosis is the result of attempting to seal
that “inside” from “outside,” to turn frontiers into borders.

Mura cites Dario Gentili’s work (in Italian) on the relevance of these concepts
(and their concurrent neurosis) to historical expressions of imperialist expansion and
culture. Gentili points out that the finis was a crucial concept for pre-Imperial Rome, one
of finitude and confinement, associated with the “straight line” that demarcates a

territory’s boundary. Mura says “a better rendering in English is provided by the term



‘border’” (71-2). This characterization of the border as a “straight line” of boundary is
echoed by the Charter of the United Nations and the Western model of national
sovereignty, a legacy of the Westphalian treaties of 1648. As Laurence Peters puts it, the
principles of these “treaty doctrines . . . undergird modern-day international relations”
(70). These principles relate primarily to each nation’s sole jurisdiction over their
“internal affairs” and the supposed equality of sovereign-to-sovereign relations.
However, these principles only work with the finitude and confinement of borders, with
hard lines that determine the distinct division between a nation’s inside and outside: the
domain of their sovereignty and that which lies beyond.

Gentili’s work, Mura says, suggests that “post-republican Rome” was less
interested with their borders, their finis, and far more concerned with limis, “the kind of
defensive lines that were located in the peripheries of the Empire,” a term best translated
to English as “frontier” (72). The frontier’s expanse was a source of imperial anxiety due
to its porous nature. At the frontier, sovereignty was uncertain, and the “outside” (of
“barbarian” culture and population, invasion and uprising), was at once already inside the
frontier and always capable of entering it or pushing deeper. For post-republican Rome,
then, the frontier was a space that demanded the construction and maintenance of a
border so as to make sovereignty clear and defensible. The frontier must be definitively
“won” and thus become a border. In other words, the outside must be made inside, and
cleansed of the anxiety-producing alterity of the outside. But the frontier was not simply a
source of anxiety for Rome. It was also a source of identity, income, and, of course,
territory. Imperial Rome was culturally and economically defined by its expansion, and

the “frontier” is a concept that carries with it the promise of more outside to make inside,



a dangerous but profitable prospect. Mura suggests there is significant overlap between
the Roman imperial concept of the frontier and Frederick Turner’s once enormously
influential “frontier thesis.”

Turner’s “frontier thesis” was once the most popular American historical
interpretation of American society, and remains deeply influential. The thesis suggested
that American particularity was the product of frontier experiences. As one of the most
famous passages from Turner’s The Frontier in American History puts it:

American democracy was born of no theorist's dream; it was not carried in the

Susan Constant to Virginia, nor in the Mayflower to Plymouth. It came out of the

American forest, and it gained new strength each time it touched a new frontier.

Not the constitution, but free land and an abundance of natural resources open to a

fit people, made the democratic type of society in America for three centuries

while it occupied its empire. (294)

For Turner’s America, as for post-republican Rome, it was the imperial occupation of the
frontier that forged its state, culture, and imperial future; America was made by turning
that perilous inside/outside space into a confined whole. But of course, the lands that
were to become the United States of America are not the lands of Europe and North
Africa; the European colonial powers, and states founded by their settlers that would later
diverge from those powers, are not Imperial Rome. Rome’s project of imperialism was
reliant on the existing populations of its frontier as a source of labour (economic, martial,
and otherwise); the settling-America, by contrast, “occupied its empire” with the surplus

populations of colonial powers.
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My use of “surplus population” is drawn from Marxist theory addressing the
development of capital and the consequential management of population (and labour).!*
Broadly speaking, surplus populations are the under- and un-employed, the economically
deprived population not using its potential labour for any number of contextual reasons.
The European powers that engaged heavily in imperialism and the settlement of the so-
called New World had growing surplus populations for which colonization provided a
profitable and presumably less dangerously insurrectionist outlet.'? Indeed, the vast
majority of early European settlers came from deeply impoverished backgrounds, and the
transfer of these populations to the Americas was the genesis of Western indentured
servitude.'® In the settler colonial context, these surplus populations become settlers and
are no longer surplus in settlement. This is a crucial part of the settler project, and one
which the existing populations of Indigenous people are always-already “outside.” As
Frantz Fanon articulated, the metaphorical “zone where the natives live is not
complementary to the zone inhabited by the settlers. The two zones are opposed, but not

in the service of a higher unity” (37), and thus exist in a state of “reciprocal exclusivity.”

1 The concept, as developed in Marxist theory, first appeared in Engels’ The Condition of the Working
Class in England. Engels described the unemployed and underemployed in industrializing England as the
“reserve army of labour,” a precursor/equivalent concept to “surplus population.” Though the concept
categorizes a population under industrialized capitalism, I am using it here to refer to a more generalized
category. This is not to over-simplify or detract from the specificity of the term as it is used in the
scholarship, but rather to build upon it. Scholars such as Michael Mclntyre (2011) exhaustively relate the
concept to racial categories, and the development from colonial imperialism to modern capitalism. By
mobilizing the term “surplus populations” to reference events before industrial capitalism, I highlight this
related development (from imperialism to capitalism) as an undergirding settler logic regarding population
and labour management.

2 While a certain level of surplus population is desirable in (proto-)capitalist economies (to allow for
constant expansion of production with a ready and wage-starved demographic), a too-high level is
dangerous to a state in any form. A large population without means to sustain themselves is a population
amenable to rebellion.

13 See Salinger (1997) for a summary on the context of early settler indentured servitude and her focus on
its “exploitative nature” (338) in favour of trading interests.
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Fanon argues that no true “conciliation is possible,” for the Indigenous is “superfluous”
(38) in a framework that refigures another (formerly surplus) population into a newly
labouring population for the economic benefit of the colonial power.

Rome’s frontiers (and later, its legions) were not overwhelmingly populated (or to
be populated) by people from the Italian peninsula, but rather by those Indigenous to
those frontiers. The American frontier, though, was already a settlement project of
European surplus populations. By the time America’s frontier turned to borders, the
varied Indigenous peoples that lived within those borders became an even more
troublesome surplus to be managed.!* To put it back in psychoanalytic terms, settler
states figured those populations as a fraught trace of the frontier’s “outside” that exists
“inside”: a neurosis. This is not uniquely American, however: it is an integral part of
settler colonialism’s particularity, which contrasts with other kinds of colonialism and
imperialism. Rome’s imperial project to supposedly civilize the “outside” to be part of
the Roman “inside” has more in common with European colonialism in other parts of the
world, such as the Indian subcontinent, than it does with settler colonial projects. Though
just as oppressively paternalistic in both theory and practice, these imperial projects did
not have the same mechanics or aims as settler colonialism; indeed, neither did the
bordered settler nation states they would spawn, carrying the same strain of Westphalian

sovereignty.

14 This phenomena of Indigenous Peoples becoming surplus labour to be aggressively exploited as part of
elimination is broadly understood in scholarship for many settler states across disciplines, if not recognized
in these specific terminologies. As Glen Coulthard (Dene) writes regarding the Canadian context, “It is now
generally acknowledged among historians and political economists that following the waves of colonial
settlement that marked the transition between mercantile and industrial capitalism . . . Native labor became
increasingly (although by no means entirely) superfluous to the political and economic development of the
Canadian state. Increased European settlement combined with an imported, hyper-exploited non-European
workforce meant that . . . Canadian state-formation and colonial-capitalist development required first and
foremost land, and only secondarily the surplus value afforded by cheap, Indigenous labor” (12).
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It is tellingly in that same vein of surplus populations that Indigenous peoples
feature in Turner’s frontier thesis; in Turner’s vision, Indigenous peoples are there-and-
not-there, a neurotic outside/inside. This is certainly apparent in the passage quoted
above, in which Indigenous peoples are conspicuously absent from the “free land”—
unless of course they are figured among the land’s “abundance of natural resources”
(294). In any event, they are apparently not a “fit people” for the land they have lived
upon for thousands of years. But Turner does not wholly eschew Indigenous peoples this
way throughout; they are in fact a constitutive part of that frontier, the danger it
represents, and the trial and challenge that forges America. When Turner talks about
early settler “trade” as the meeting between “savage” and “civilized,” he characterizes the
contact as the “disintegrating forces of civilization enter[ing] the wilderness” (13). When
Turner notes Indigenous peoples as anything but a military challenge, he is
characteristically evasive in depicting their reality, obfuscating the active role of settler
populations and institutions as the disintegrating forces themselves. The agency of these
changes is depersonalized and abstracted. When Turner considers “the effect of the trader
on the Indian,” he says the “trading post left the unarmed tribes at the mercy of those that
had purchased fire-arms,” while saying nothing about the armed settlers themselves, and
the proxy wars their states engaged between Indigenous peoples (13). By the time Turner
moves on to the “rapidity” of the trader’s “advance,” the “disintegrating forces of
civilization” once again slips comfortably into abstraction, where settlers merely meet,
and the abstract frontier does the work that undoes Indigenous peoples:

Every river valley and Indian trail became a fissure in Indian society, and so that

society became honeycombed. Long before the pioneer farmer appeared on the
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scene, primitive Indian life had passed away. The farmers met Indians armed with

guns. The trading frontier, while steadily undermining Indian power by making

the tribes ultimately dependent on the whites, yet, through its sale of guns, gave to

the Indian increased power of resistance to the farming frontier. (13)

For Turner, the frontier itself is agency, and while the settler trader is dependent upon
Indigenous peoples, the trader is merely a stepping stone of progress towards the settler
farmer. The settler farmer needs the land the Native occupies, and he needs it as “free
land.” As such, these newly empowered and resistant “Indians” become the martial
obstacle between settler trader and settler farmer that is so closely associated with the pop
cultural Western image of the “Indian,” pitted in ongoing conflict against the “Cowboy.”
This progression is a natural one for Turner, a progression whereby the violent
dispossession of Indigenous lands is not an activity of agency, but of teleology, where
“primitive” life disintegrates before “civilized” life. The reality, of course, is much more
complicated.

Turner’s focus on this transition from trading frontier to farming frontier does,
however, gently acknowledge just how much Indigenous people (or at least, their
knowledge and ways of life) were critical to the teleology of settler nationhood:

the Indian trade pioneered the way for civilization. The buffalo trail became the

Indian trail, and this became the trader's “trace;” the trails widened into roads, and

the roads into turnpikes, and these in turn were transformed into railroads. The

same origin can be shown for the railroads of the South, the Far West, and the

Dominion of Canada. (14)
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What this gentle acknowledgement lacks is a crucial awareness of Indigenous peoples’
critical role in sustaining that early trading frontier entirely, and how settler farming
depended upon Indigenous stewardship or Indigenous dispossession, and often both. One
microcosmic example: William Bradford, governor of the young Plymouth colony, noted
that the colony’s survival was dependent on the teachings of Tisquantum, a member of
the Patuxet tribe. Bradford highlighted that Tisquantum was instrumental in the colony’s
survival, as he taught the settlers “how to set their corn, where to take fish, and to procure
other commodities, and was also their pilot to bring them to unknown places for their
profit” (81). It was Tisquantum’s aid in agriculture that is most prevalent in Bradford
dubbing him a “special instrument sent of God for their good” (85). Tiquantum showed
settlers how to grow crops in this so-called New World, “both the manner how to set it,
and after how to dress and tend it” (85), as well as how to properly prepare the exhausted
soil for further cultivation. Though just one anecdote, Bradford’s account is emblematic
of the contemporary settler record’s stark awareness of how critical Indigenous peoples
were to the very possibility of settler agriculture (and thus profit). This awareness must
evaporate for Turner’s (and the settler cultural standard’s) frame of historical
development. As Thomas Wessel so pointedly phrases it, “[w]hile Indian agriculture
failed to gain much notice in historical texts, the subjects of those texts were well aware
of its importance” (14). Even as broad-strokes historical summary goes, Turner’s thesis
(and its relevance to current Western conceptions of the frontier) drastically
oversimplifies and elides when convenient for its teleological progression. Turner’s

trading frontier and farming frontier make way for the “Indian frontier,” where America
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is forged by an even more simplistic contest against Indigenous peoples who are armed
and increasingly resistant to the hostility of the settler project’s disintegrating civilization.
Turner’s explication of the “Indian frontier” is when Indigenous people return to
his narrative as an agent rather than a spectral, passive presence like the “free land” itself.
Here, they become the trial over which the “fit people” of American settlement must
triumph:
The effect of the Indian frontier as a consolidating agent in our history is
important. From the close of the seventeenth century various intercolonial
congresses have been called to treat with Indians and establish common measures
of defense. Particularism was strongest in colonies with no Indian frontier. This
frontier stretched along the western border like a cord of union. The Indian was a
common danger, demanding united action. Most celebrated of these conferences
was the Albany congress of 1754, called to treat with the Six Nations, and to
consider plans of union. Even a cursory reading of the plan proposed by the
congress reveals the importance of the frontier. The powers of the general council
and the officers were, chiefly, the determination of peace and war with the
Indians, the regulation of Indian trade, the purchase of Indian lands, and the
creation and government of new settlements as a security against the Indians. It is
evident that the unifying tendencies of the Revolutionary period were facilitated
by the previous cooperation in the regulation of the frontier. In this connection
may be mentioned the importance of the frontier, from that day to this, as a
military training school, keeping alive the power of resistance to aggression, and

developing the stalwart and rugged qualities of the frontiersman. (15)
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In this unintentionally ironic depiction of violent settler expansion from “farming
frontier” into “Indian frontier,” settler expansion is posed as “resistance to aggression,”
which powerfully illustrates the kind of forgetting necessary for this notion of national
identity. Indeed, the last “Fact” against the King of England listed by the United States’
Declaration of Independence is that he “endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our
frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare” into conflict with
American national sovereignty. This too, of course, is a forgetting and strategic elision of
Indigenous peoples’ own choices of alliance in pursuit of sovereignty in order to position
them as obedient wards of an imperial power. Many scholars, such as Jo-Ann Episkenew
(Métis), argue that many Indigenous groups living around what would become the US-
Canada border chose to ally with the British against American independence because of
the comparatively brutal American settler campaign for Indigenous territory, directly
executed by or to the pointed indifference of the nascent American government (22).%°
The warfare associated with the “Indian frontier” is not cleanly separable from the
farming and trading so integral to Turner’s earlier stages. Indigenous trading becomes
competition rather than crucial; Indigenous agriculture and territory become targets for
settler invasion and occupation.

Wessel’s insistence that Indigenous agriculture was of utmost importance in the

texts of settlers themselves is once again relevant:

15 This is not to suggest the settler colonial project of Canada was innocent of this essentially genocidal
relationship to Indigenous peoples. Episkenew goes on to highlight how the comparatively broadly violent
American approach merely gave the proto-Canadian state apparatus more leverage for treaties less
favourable to Indigenous peoples. These Treaties were to be largely broken by the developing Canadian
nation.
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Much of the conflict between Indians and whites on the frontier revolved around
the agricultural year. French invasions of Iroquois lands in New York coincided
with the early harvest when troops could wreak the greatest damage on Iroquois
fields. In 1779, General George Washington ordered John Sullivan to march on
the Iroquois and specifically noted the need to destroy their growing crops at a
time when it was too late for replanting. Kentucky frontiersmen nearly made it an
annual event to attack the Shawnee along the Wabash in the late summer, sure in
the knowledge that if they did not destroy Indian corn-fields, the Shawnee would
attack them when the harvest was in. Persistent destruction of Indian fields
reduced many tribes to relying almost exclusively on the hunt and conforming to
a life whites insisted the Indian savages represented. Debilitated and destitute
tribes became an easy prey to the land-grabbing schemes of frontier governors
who insisted that the Indians made no use of the land. Engrossment of Indian
lands to make way for white farmers remained the most tragic circumstance in
which agriculture linked Indian and white destinies. (14)
Wessel’s summary highlights historical facts from which Turner must turn away. Though
the exact progression of Wessel’s scenario is not universal in the settler colonial context,
it is emblematic of how the frontier manufactures the conditions of its own apparent
necessity. Savagery is operationalized by settlers in the frontier (through violence,
destruction, and theft of land), but figured solely as the domain of Indigenous peoples

whose conditions have been changed by that frontier’s settler-made parameters. This
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supposed savagery then warrants settlers’ civilizing measures to correct the “Indian
problem.”

Just as the Declaration of Independence must make “savages” out of Indigenous
resistance, and just as Turner must figure settler invasion as “resistance to aggression,”
the settler conception of the frontier is a topography anxiously both inside and outside. It
is, simply, a terrain for a nation inside of borders to emerge. In the context of
historicizing settler colonialism, the frontier is about the creation of a national mythology
and identity. In the context of an accurate rendering of the frontier’s actual conditions, it
is less about creating “the settler,” and more about creating “the Indian,” the surplus
population to be removed, the “outside.” The frontier is a space of conditions meant to
frame peoples who were once critical to survival as savages existentially opposed to that
survival. So when Turner’s frontier thesis moves beyond this contest between settler and
“Indian,” it carries with it this misunderstanding, this critical gap. The gap becomes the
building neurosis of Turner’s frontier thesis. This neurosis recognizes the settler project’s
“disintegrating forces” as the genesis for the “social ills” of the American settler nation
state, but is unable to connect this process to the original conflicting reliance upon and
dispossession of Indigenous life and lands. In other words, once the frontier has become
the border, Turner must turn his attention to the “new frontiers” of America without
confronting how its newfound sovereignty of “inside” constituted itself by trying to
eliminate the “outside” of Indigenous sovereignties. This elimination was never

complete, and the nation continues to exist with those “outsides” within its borders. As

16 See the following chapter for references to scholarship on a specific instance of this progression,
particularly Hubbard (2014) and Smits (1994).
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such, it is in the full expression of this neurosis, this unchecked contradiction, where
Turner’s often explicitly racist and ahistorical thesis exhibits the analysis of American
society and identity that still resonates in popular culture today.

Having conquered the frontier of literal land, argues Turner, America developed a
sensibility that excels in surmounting broad national obstacles. This argument carries that
crude forgetting, that core neurosis regarding Indigenous aid and, more importantly,
Indigenous death, displacement, and survival. Turner says that in the “to-day” of 1893,
Americans look “with a shock upon a changed world” (293), where the primary goal of
territorial expansion has been replaced by conservation along very particular
economically-minded lines:

The national problem is no longer how to cut and burn away the vast screen of the

dense and daunting forest; it is how to save and wisely use the remaining timber.

It is no longer how to get the great spaces of fertile prairie land in humid zones

out of the hands of the government into the hands of the pioneer; these lands have

already passed into private possession. No longer is it a question of how to avoid
or cross the Great Plains and the arid desert. It is a question of how to conquer
those rejected lands by new method of farming and by cultivating new crops from
seed collected by the government and by scientists from the cold, dry steppes of

Siberia, the burning sands of Egypt, and the remote interior of China. .. The cry

of scientific farming and the conservation of natural resources replaces the cry of

rapid conquest of the wilderness. We have so far won our national home, wrested
from it its first rich treasures, and drawn to it the unfortunate of other lands, that

we are already obliged to compare ourselves with settled states of the Old World.
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In place of our attitude of contemptuous indifference to the legislation of such
countries as Germany and England, even Western States like Wisconsin send
commissions to study their systems of taxation, workingmen’s insurance, old age
pensions and a great variety of other remedies for social ills. (293-4)
That America is a “settled state” has unintentional double-meaning here, one not so
comparable to the “Old World” nations in question. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the
consolidation of American settlement turns the settler’s gaze to the progenitors of the
settler project for mimicry, and to far-flung locales for scientific advancement. Siberian,
Chinese, and Egyptian®’ agriculture springs to the forefront for the “rejected lands” that
are the “Great Plains,” where Indigenous peoples successfully farmed multi-seasonal
crops for deep stretches of time.!8 It is interesting as well that these “rejected lands” are
where many of the largest and most populous reservations within United States borders
are located. Thus by the time the settler state fashions itself after the colonial powers, it
must have forgotten its constitutive genocide, and the real aids, impacts, and losses of its
own construction. The new frontiers, here associated with a “cry” for “science” and
solutions to “social ills” of the settler economy and labour, are not fashioning American
institution and identity, but the tests left for America to surmount. The original American
frontier, for Turner, is where the contest aimed at Indigenous death and displacement is

naturalized as a process of “civilization.” The “new frontiers” of this settled civilization

71t is also worth pointing out that the three listed locales are sites of imperialist conflict. The steppes of
Siberia has its own history of Russian imperialist invasion against Indigenous peoples, such as the Yakut.
10 years before Turner delivered his thesis, England invaded Egypt to reassert control during growing anti-
imperialist sentiment. 10 years after he would deliver it, the anti-imperialist Boxer Rebellion would begin
in China.

18 See Paul Minnis’ People and Plants in Ancient Eastern North America (2010) for an extensive survey of
the archaeobotanical data and academic literature of Indigenous farming in the Great Plains.
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are where Indigenous aid and pre-existing civilizational modes (like agriculture, trade,
and statecraft) evaporate as factors (original or continuing) in that same process.
Indigenous peoples did not evaporate, but their continued existence within the American
“inside” must be evaded for this frontier ideology to remain consistent. This forgetful
frontier ideology is not coherent (and therein lies the neurosis), but it is consistent. The
settler psychology of the frontier is a particular iteration of the same expansive, extractive
relationship based on possession as it was for Imperial Rome.

Mura points out that Aldo Schiavone’s work also connects the Imperial Roman
conception of the “frontier” with Turner’s. The frontier’s retrospective historical
incoherence makes it more a “state of mind . . . rather than a legal, material and
institutional concept” (Mura 72). It is, as Schiavone puts it, “not so much a line where
one stops, but rather an area that works as an invitation to access” (5). It is via this
“invitation to access” that the concept of the frontier is mostly potently and ubiquitously
represented in popular media and Western consciousness. In the expansionist mode of
American nationhood, or the so-called Wild West, the frontier is the invitation to lands,
invitation to expansion, extraction, and “exploration.” The invitation is fraught with
concurrent dangers, dangers which make the contest worthwhile—not to mention
lucrative. When the lines of American borders reach from coast to coast, the “frontiers”
become a new invitation to “conquer . . . rejected lands” with scientific farming (Turner
294), and so on. The Indigenous peoples displaced and destroyed by disease, warfare, and
increasingly divisive policy are at once over-present and spectral. Turner recognized that
the earliest stages of the frontier required “Indian” aid and trade just as the Roman

frontier was “semi-permeable . . . allowing for intense exchange and integration of social
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and economic activities” (Mura 72). The American frontier then progresses, and invites
access that requires the disappearance of Indigenous peoples for settlement, territory, and
agriculture to grow settler surplus labour. Turner fashions this as a defensive battle,
where once indispensable Indigenous life becomes fodder for American contest. Finally,
the frontier becomes the new venue of access (for teleological scientific and civilizational
progress), and Indigenous life is helpfully absent from the equation. But the frontier is
always “semi-permeable,” and its continued existence in Western cultural production
necessitates the neurosis of the “outside”—an outside it never fully eliminated and still
exists within the hard lines, the borders of the settler “inside.” The frontier’s graduation
to a fully conceptual space is the pure expression of a universal invitation to access. Mura
points out that the imperial mindset is a “single one with no outside: hence Ovid’s
emphasis that ‘Roman space is both the city and the world’” (73). This remains true for
the settler conception of the frontier. The settler colonial concept of the universal frontier
differs from the Roman one particularly in its positioning of Indigenous lives, a neurosis-

producing continuance outside the “single one.”*®

19 Mura’s article wants to reclaim some of the characteristics of the frontier, uncoupled from these
imperialistic anxieties (neurosis). My use of his study does not necessarily counter this entirely, but does
suggest such uncoupling is impossible in the settler colonial context that Turner writes in and has defined.
The concept of the frontier is one here associated with inevitable and constant permeability, which is an
inescapable psychological and political reality. Mura’s psychoanalytic framing of borders highlights them
as a response to the anxiety produced by the conceptual frontier’s permeability continuing after the physical
frontier’s closing. Mura appears to embrace the permeability of the frontier and dispense with that
permeability’s constitutive “invitation to access.” As the following section’s description should make clear,
and what each chapter should in some way demonstrate, the peculiar psychology of settler culture is
distinct in expansive genocide as constitutive of its frontier. Thus Mura’s frontier analysis shows the
conceptual “access” shared by Turnerian and Roman imperial frontierism, but fails to recognize the
substantive differences that makes settler colonialism uniquely neurotic and genocidal.
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The Structure: Settler Colonialism

In this dissertation, my use of “settler colonialism” is informed by a wide range of
literature from Indigenous, Settler Colonial, and Post-Colonial Studies. Patrick Wolfe’s
“Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native” is perhaps the most academically
influential in establishing the term’s continuing relevance. Wolfe’s argument is especially
relevant for my purposes in two ways. Firstly, it treats settler colonialism as a dynamic
and global phenomenon? that is distinct from other kinds of colonialism in its aims,
character, and resulting symptoms. As such, the cultural trends | will identify are legible
in that wide historical context. Secondly, Wolfe positions settler colonialism not as a
completed series of historical points on a timeline, but as a continuing and reconstituting
set of relations and institutions. As he famously puts it, settler colonial invasion is a
“structure not an event” (388). As such, Wolfe’s conception does not envision a
necessarily explicit conspiracy of interests in the different examples of settler colonialism
around the world, but instead identifies a shared logic of colonial powers with similar
aims. Furthermore, settler states that develop institutions and populations of ethnic
colonizer origins (such as Canada and the United States) grow from this logic and
dynamically retain it. In other words, as mentioned above, British colonial territoriality in
India differed from the structure of its dominance in North America or Australia. In
settler colonial countries, modern settler state history is born of, in Wolfe’s words, a
“logic of elimination” that views Indigenous inhabitants as obstacles to territorial control,

resource extraction, and authority over labour.

20 Australia, the United States, and Israel are three settler states that Wolfe details in that article.
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Beyond this précis, it is important to more substantively delineate how the settler
colonial structure differs from other colonial projects. | have introduced the notion of
surplus populations already, and the logic of elimination is the notable outcome of the
settler relationship to Indigenous surplus populations. While non-settler projects use
Indigenous populations as labour and long-term stewards of colonial military and
economic expansion, the settler project must eliminate Indigenous populations to achieve
“settlement” of the land. As David Lloyd and Wolfe put it, “colonial settlement provided
an outlet for the Malthusian excess, industrial society’s surplus poor, who departed their
Dickensian slums for Indigenous people’s stolen homelands” (112). Once these settler
populations differentiate themselves from the European colonial power into settler states,
the settler colonial structure and its logic of elimination are reshaped but nevertheless
continue. The logic takes many forms, including assimilation alongside death,
displacement, and containment. Despite a still-oppressive relationship structured by a
logic of elimination that continues, contemporary settler states often engage a
nationalistic “contradictory reappropriation of a foundationally disavowed Aboriginality”
(Wolfe 389) in their cultural identities. This is an important modern aspect of the anxious
neurosis delineated above. Since the elimination is not complete, settler states pivot to
cannibalizing Indigeneity as part of their characters. The outside still present, the settler
inside half-acknowledges genocide as a tragic past event, while ignoring the continuing
logics of elimination (in containment, in divide-and-rule, “Indian status” legislation, etc).
Just as with Turner, the frontier experience and battles with Indigenous peoples are

figured as past events rather than a key component of a continuing structure.
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Lorenzo Veracini has also contributed important work on settler colonialism, with
some distinct differences from Wolfe’s definition, in Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical
Overview, his synthesis of many studies of settler colonialism. For Veracini, what
differentiates settler colonialism from other colonialisms is not just that the colonizers by-
and-large remain on the land they colonize and do so by importing their own
governmental systems. Veracini is more interested in the host of other procedural and
long-term historical structures. He draws heavily from Wolfe’s assertion that settler
colonialism’s foundational trait is the “dispensability” of Indigenous populations on the
colonized land (Settler Colonialism 9). The people who make up those populations are
disposable, but their very existence, control, dispersal, extermination, and identities (as
legitimate claimants to the land), however, are foundational to settler colonial societies.
Turner believed it was the contest with Indigenous peoples that built a kind of national
American character, and in a sense Veracini’s argument agrees. But it is not a “character”
of rugged self-sufficiency as Turner portrays, but rather economic enrichment shaped by
the very institutional and economic realities for which Indigenous lives and lands were
and are figured as an invitation of access, a colonial territoriality.

Veracini notes several important “approaches” to understanding settler
colonialism’s development:

specific positioning in world trade patterns (settler economies operate in “areas of

recent settlement” and concentrate on a limited number of “staple” commodities),

the development of “settler capitalism,” the transformation of local biota and
landscapes, and a specific demography, where indigenous peoples are swamped

by invading Europeans, and other migrations. Specific patterns of land tenure,
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appropriation and distribution, a predominance of individual initiative over state-
centred activities, and, conversely, state promotion and organisation of the settler
enterprise[,] . . . particular spatial politics of exclusion[,] . . . specific reproductive
regimes (the possibility of reproducing familial patterns is one fundamental
defining feature of settler colonial regimes), and . . . a structural “logic of
elimination” (13).
The “logic of elimination,” as borrowed from Wolfe, manifests as settler colonialism’s
active processes that “strive for the dissolution of native societies” in order to erect “a
new colonial society on the expropriated land base.” Here, “elimination is an organizing
principle of settler-colonial society rather than a one-off (and superseded) occurrence.”
The aim is gaining more land, and Indigenous peoples are thus an obstacle to be removed
(Wolfe 388). “Territoriality,” says Wolfe, “is settler colonialism’s specific, irreducible
element,” and it is not always expressed as outright slaughter. As Wolfe says, “officially
encouraged miscegenation, the breaking-down of native title into alienable individual
freeholds, native citizenship, child abduction, religious conversion, resocialization in total
institutions such as missions or boarding schools, and a whole range of cognate
biocultural assimilations” (388) are just some of the ways settler colonialism attempts to
eliminate Indigenous peoples. These methods are not as obviously but no less effectively
genocidal than the frontier massacres that settler colonialism’s history in North America
(and elsewhere) includes. This highlights Veracini’s claim that settler colonialism’s
aggressive oppression of Indigenous peoples can be “invisible” in a way, particularly to

settlers. As Veracini says,
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settler colonial phenomena possess a mimetic character, and . . . a recurrent need
to disavow produces a circumstance where the actual operation of settler colonial
practices is concealed behind other occurrences . . . The settler hides behind the
metropolitan coloniser (the settler is not sovereign, it is argued; “he is not
responsible for colonialism” and its excesses), behind the activity of settlers
elsewhere, behind the persecuted, the migrant, even the refugee (the settler has
suffered elsewhere and “is seeking refuge in a new land”). The settler hides
behind his labour and hardship (the settler does not dispossess anyone; he
“wrestles with the land to sustain his family””). Most importantly, the peaceful
settler hides behind the ethnic cleanser (colonisation is an inherently non-violent
activity; the settler enters a “new, empty land to start a new life”; indigenous
people naturally and inevitably “vanish”; it is not settlers that displace them) . . .
Settler colonialism obscures the conditions of its own production. (Settler
Colonialism 14)
Just as the actual frontier manufactured the conditions of its own necessity literally—
such as the destruction of Indigenous agricultures as mentioned above—continuing settler
structure conceptually manufactures the conditions of its own necessity to justify the
further elimination in methods less overtly violent. Like Turner’s strategic omissions, this
forgetful and mythological historical narrative is a key component of the current settler
colonial neurosis. In a pedagogical study of “frontier logics” of Canadian teachers,
Dwayne Trevor Donald (Cree), potently highlights this neurosis, a cultural friction, in

similar terms for educators:
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Historical, social, and cultural understandings of the concepts of fort and frontier
have become conflated with ways of organizing and separating people according
to race, culture, and civilization; as a result, Aboriginal peoples and their ways
have been reduced to an existence outside Euro-Western civilization. The socio-

spatial separation of Canadian (insiders) and Aboriginal (outsiders) is a

naturalized idiosyncrasy of Canadian society that has been passed down

generation by generation in the form of an authoritative national historical
narrative . . . These influences leave many educators unable to comprehend the
historic and ongoing Aboriginal presence and participation within Canadian

society. (23)

Settler colonialism’s obscured conditions and production are why settler states so
easily advance their popular cultural awareness to a double-bind of disavowal and
appropriation. Anna Johnston, Alan Lawson, Veracini, and others have studied the ways
in which settler societies, despite the oppositional relationship to Indigenous peoples
generally and because of that obscured production of their own identities, engage in the
“contradictory reappropriation of a foundationally disavowed Aboriginality” (Wolfe
389). As Avril Bell notes, a great deal of scholarly attention has been paid to the “settler
appropriation of indigenous authenticity to give substance and distinctiveness to their
own nationalist identity claims” (122). This is perhaps the purest expression of the
neurosis of settler colonial cultural production. The outside must be fashioned as inside
while the society at large still engages activities formed from a logic to expunge that

outside. As such, the ideology present in even fictional representations still walk this
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contradictory line of disavowal and appropriation, as it does in the game Red Dead
Redemption, as will be discussed in the next chapter.
Cultural Production, Games, and the Artificial Frontier

This neurosis based on obscured history and eliminatory logic, together with the
aforementioned aspects of settler colonial structure and cultural production, are important
frameworks for my analysis of the open world video game genre. The several settler
nations around the world today share many institutional, economic, cultural, and social
trends. Again, this is not (necessarily) as a result of concerted effort, but because the very
structure of settler colonialism conditions particular exigencies and prescribes their most
self-interested responses. As carriers of settler colonial cultural axioms, Hollywood’s
Western and American sensibilities have in many cases founded or inflected the
languages of cinema and its global iterations; that settler states have global reach means
their ideological neuroses also find a great deal of international commercial traction.
Video games too are carriers of settler colonial cultural axioms that are part-and-parcel of
the cultures that spawned the open world genre.

Wolfe’s focus on the structures of settler colonialism is especially useful for
studying video games. After all, one thing that separates video games from other fictive
media is that they are more literally “structural.” From theorists like Ludwig
Wittgenstein and Johan Huizinga and on to early influential video game theorists like
Jesper Juul, Espen Aarseth, and Frank Lantz, and works such as Katie Salen and Eric
Zimmerman’s Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals, games are defined by rules as
a structure wherein “play” takes place. To “play” a game is to, at some level, agree to a

structure and engage a limited agency therein. Video games are perhaps even more
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structural than other kinds of games. The function of game design is to structure the
modes and progression of interaction available to players, and it is these seen-and-unseen
programmatic and programmed systems that variously obscure or reveal themselves in
order to guide “play” in the ways designers intend. Salen and Zimmerman’s concept of
the “magic circle” is drawn from Huizinga’s work “as short-hand for the idea of a special
place in time and space created by a game” (95). As Zimmerman later put it, “Time and
space, and identity, and social relations acquire new meanings while [a] game is going
on. This is how playing a game is ‘entering a magic circle’ — there are meanings which
emerge as cause and effect of the game as it is played” (2). Yet how a video game is
played is reliant on its programmed rules. Edward Castronova argues that the circles of
virtual worlds are necessarily porous, specifically in the areas of “markets, politics, and
law” (148), as these affect the production and play. In other words, if games create their
own virtual time and space wherein play happens and meaning is made, then their rules
necessarily affect how that play and meaning is understood and expressed in the real
world. This is no less true for how the rules of the exterior, material world affect the
interior, virtual world.

The porous nature of frontiers and the apparent rigidity of borders, then, are
conceptually important characteristics to consider for analyzing the open world video
game genre. The magic circle, necessarily porous between player and played, is
paradoxically rigid in its programming that structures the great majority of players’
interactions. Big-budget open world games, with their focus on an apparent freedom of
movement and choice, appear to embrace the “invitation of access” more directly than

almost any other genre. Yet in actuality, gameplay is a highly structured affair, where
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thousands of hours of human labour have been spent to direct certain styles of play and
produce particular reactions and engagements from its audience. The gameplay of big-
budget open world games, as mentioned above, is centred on autonomous traversal of
space and power gains. To add to that formula as it has been expressed through more than
a decade of multi-million dollar examples, the open world genre’s gameplay is also
centred on violence and extraction. For many of these games, freedom of movement,
killing, resource extraction, and crafting are the aspects of gameplay that dominate the
player’s input. These artificial frontiers, though necessarily limited in size (albeit
significantly larger than other genres), feature limitless death, extraction, and production.
Violent exploration and a limited set of activities to gain power for that violence are the
core principles, the “invitation of access,” of the frontier. As such, the frontiers depicted
by the content of the games | analyze here are direct inheritors and propagators of the
settler colonial concept. The borders of the magic circle, the structure of the games’
programmed design exhibit the neurosis of settler culture. These artificial frontiers are the
play of the settler frontier’s conceptual continuance, and as this dissertation will argue,
are productively emblematic of the psychology and ideology that conducted, continues,
and disavows the exploitation of this imperial relationship.

In this dissertation, | argue that these games can neither transgress nor transcend
the settler neurosis, nor can they offer a substantial critique of settler structure—even
when they overtly attempt to do so. A frontier of a video game takes place within the
safety of the magic circle’s borders. As Castronova argues, the magic circle has a
necessarily porous relationship between players and the material realities of its

production and reception. But as Zimmerman’s re-articulation argues, the magic circle is
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play within borders. The borders, just as national borders, are not perfect sealants against
influence in either direction. This is not an anxiety-producing reality within the
boundaries of play, however. Play is not statecraft; play is the temporary, apparent
suspension of the rules of the material world for investment into the rules of an imagined
world. The neurotic anxious dangers of the frontier in the settler conception are muted
and artificial in a video game precisely because they are not real. The dangers of the
frontier (the universal “invitation to access,” logic of elimination, etc.) as a neurotic
construction, however, are inherent to the open world video game frontier. These aspects
are coded into their structures, written into their narratives. Open world games are
premised on the promise of the frontier, and are salves for the neurosis of settler
structure.
Dynamic Indigeneity

As the open world genre has its history in these Western cultural paradigms,
desires, and anxieties, their frontiers unsurprisingly deal with Indigeneity (fictionalized,
real, and allegorical) with increasing frequency. Indigeneity, as a category of identity, is
an integral part of the settler colonial imaginary?! that it plays and replays. Turner
believed the frontier experience (and, primarily, its role as the venue for “Indian” wars)
developed settler identity. This is half true, insofar as settler identity is constructed in
opposition to another identity it must create: the “Indian.” I use “Indigenous” adjectivally
to refer to an enormous number of different peoples, cultures, and languages, and

“Indigeneity” to refer to a category of identity, whereas I use “Indian” to refer to the

2l Manfred Steger and Paul James refer to “imaginaries” as “deep-seated modes of understanding [that]
provide largely pre-reflexive parameters within which people imagine their social existence—expressed,
for example, in conceptions of ‘the global,” ‘the national,” ‘the moral order of our time.”” (23)
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fictional figure/identity concocted by the settler relationship to Indigenous peoples. Both
of these terms require clearer, if not stricter definitions.

In this dissertation, I use “Indigenous people(s)” to refer to those people, nations,
tribes, and cultures that were the first to live on a particular land, now marginalized by
nation states (and attendant corporate apparatuses) of settler societies. Later chapters will
get more specific on how these categories relate to social structure, race, and genetics, but
here it is important to highlight that the relationship is dynamic. For many Indigenous
scholars, Indigeneity has more to do with community relationships (and the attendant
dynamic, nuanced, complicated elements that define those relationships) than DNA
testing (and its blunt attempt at mathematical racialization). A more specific definition
for what exactly “Indigenous” means, for a settler scholar like myself, requires careful
citation and theoretical restraint. This is not a move of hesitance but of principle formed
by my understanding of the work of many Indigenous scholars. For example, Taiaiake
Alfred (Mohawk) and Jeff Corntassel (Cherokee) theorize Indigeneity as a dynamic,
shifting category. They argue, “[g]iven that Indigenous identities are (re)constructed at
multiple levels—global, state, community, individual,” the “definitional authority” of
settler (and other) institutions use specification as a means of “political-legal
compartmentalization” (600). As Alfred and Corntassel put it, “demands for precision
and certainty disregard the reality of the situation: that group identity varies with time and
place” (600). This does not mean Indigeneity, as a category, is ethereal or spectrally
resists practical value.

My understanding of Indigenous identities, broadly, is somewhat akin to the

approach of Sean Teuton (Cherokee) and what he calls “realist theory”:
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social identities, for example, function like theories, processing data as they
appear, and, like theories, they are capable of producing normative knowledge of
the world. Built on our experiences, our identities are clearly constructed, but the
fact that they are theory mediated is not peculiar to identities; in fact, all inquiry—
scientific and otherwise—proceeds with inherent historical and social
attachments. (32)
As such, my use of the label “Indigenous” is intended to be dynamic but nevertheless
structural. As Teuton further states, such a concept “can be constructed but nonetheless
capable of producing stable accounts of the world. Identities can be politically and
epistemically significant and still not essentialist” (32). Expanding upon the simplest
notion regarding a people first occupying a land, Alfred and Corntassel provide a broader
set of criteria that is also part of my understanding: a “dynamic and interconnected
concept of Indigenous identity constituted in history, ceremony, language and land,” as
well as “relationships (or kinship networks)” (609), social structures that are historically
oppressed by settler nations around the globe. Though these histories, ceremonies,
languages, lands, and kinships may share many elements across countless cultures (as
they do between settler cultures, and between settler and Indigenous cultures), I assert the
importance of cultural specificity as principle as well as methodology. Often when 1 rely
upon broader uses of “Indigenous” or “Indigeneity,” I do so to elucidate how the
operation of settler conceptions multiply affect a myriad of culturally and historically
distinct peoples.
In analyzing the settler conceptions, | am indebted to many more Indigenous

scholars, such as Jodi Byrd (Chickasaw), Philip Deloria (Standing Rock Sioux), and
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Gerald Vizenor (Anishinaabe). Vizenor’s detailing of the American settler construction
of the capital I “Indian” identity as the authenticating obstacle to Manifest Destiny
(Turner’s “Indian frontier”) is central to my thinking throughout this dissertation, and I
will touch upon the work of all three scholars in the following chapters. For now, it is
enough to note I use “Indian” to refer to the fictional figure of simulated Indigeneity. The
games closely studied in this dissertation all feature this simulation, the aggregated,
simplified, and distorted simulations of Indigenous peoples.
Where This is Going and How I Do It

For this project, methodology includes more than the theoretical merging of
frameworks and terminologies mentioned above. While those are the conceptual lenses |
bring to my argument, my methodology for this project also involves (1) the work of both
close “reading” the games under discussion as well as an ongoing survey of hobbyist
media reception and video game industry standards, and (2) working through the games
themselves to inform my close reading and efforts to situate aspects of them in the above
merged framework. As such, a disclaimer is necessary: | have made editorial choices
regarding evidence and throughline. Either out of obsessive compulsion or determined
scholarship, I am a completionist for the games studied here. This makes me something
of an anomaly among players of open world games, which are designed to accommodate
a number of play styles, including those who play games with an outright hostility to
narrative. As a result, a great deal of these games’ content is missable. I am interested in
what these games’ designs prioritize in their structures (i.e., what is not missable if the
player wishes to finish the main storyline, what incentives are provided to experience a

part of the game that | am discussing). Nevertheless, simply because a particular part of a
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game is not experienced by even the majority of people who play it does not mean it
cannot enlighten us regarding broader trends. After all, every part of these games, in the
big-budget examples of this particular genre, has gone through numerous hands
(including massive Quality Assurance and testing teams) before it reaches a mass
audience. Thus the assumptions and ignorance | try to excavate can be as telling as the
more obvious evidence on the surface. | focus primarily on these games’ narrative modes
and symbolic languages, the context of their production and reception, and how their
designs privilege particular play.

As for games’ affective properties, I specifically target how these power fantasies
endeavour to satisfy the gamer motivations of “immersion” and “achievement,” and do so
by providing simulations of dominance and salves for colonial anxiety. As such, since
these games are developed with similar design principles—a proliferation of which |
highlight in the following chapter, and delineate in more detail in the second chapter—
my close readings are less interested in how these games feel, and more interested in how
these games deliver those interchangeable feelings through their symbolic and narrative
representations, as well as the contexts of their construction and delivery. Thus my
methodology, weighted more heavily on games as audio-visual narrative products and
their industrial/commercial contexts than the experiences unique to the medium, is
perhaps frictional with more formalistic analysis of video games. | am comfortable with
my methodological emphases, however, for a few reasons. Firstly, those shared, iterative,
and increasingly repetitive design principles are clearly motivated towards satisfying
those consumer desires for “immersion” and “achievement” by advancing their roles as,

broadly, immersive power fantasies. Secondly, | believe detailing the settler cultural
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context of these wildly popular products provides a theoretical framework useful not only
for understanding the material and psychoanalytical implications of those apparently
unique gameplay experiences, but also useful for further qualitative and quantitative
study of gamer experience. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, contrary to the more
extreme formalistic positions that suggest narrative content is at best secondary to video
game analysis, I maintain that this particular genre’s popularity, and its most popular
specific examples, remain in public consciousness with and through their narrative
trappings. These products, as cultural events part of a cultural framework, are stories of
settler colonial culture, and the stories that are written as part of them are necessarily
indicative of a wider cultural history, present, and future. As Jodi Byrd argues, settlers
tell themselves stories “in order to create these lands in their image, and their politics
continually return to the scene of the narrative in order to recast themselves as part of the
story. And not just in a supporting role, but rather as the central first-person narrator in
the story of America that depends upon vanishing the Indian as part of its denouement”
(“Tribal 2.0” 55). These games are just such playable narratives.

Using different games and their contexts, | assert that contemporary Western big-
budget open world games reveal ugly settler colonial cultural mores are unquestioned and
in fact constitutive logics of their narrative and design. This suggests these games play to
and cultivate the gaming “communities” of consumers, reviewers, and designers (insofar
as such things are legible categories) as systematically fertile ground for settler
colonialism’s modern expressions in neoliberalism and fascism (with their shared
emphasis on private property, particular economic relations, and violent dispossession). It

is not my position that these video games cause settler attitudes; rather, it appears rather
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obvious to me that settler cultures owe more to centuries of history (remembered,
misremembered, forgotten, and mythologized) than to the relatively recent advancement
of video games into the popular and monied industry it is today. It also appears just as
obvious to me that the narrative and technical formulas of these games would exhibit
symptoms of the settler neurosis both as product of those cultural trends as well as a
propagation thereof. As such, | am not interested in establishing an evidentiary,
quantitative basis for claiming these games program young players into accepting settler
colonial standards; after all, it appears unlikely such a thing could be proven as more or
less impactful in that sense than any other media, education, or social environment.
However, though | may reject the notion these games create settler attitudes, | am
certainly proposing they continue to propagate them and alleviate their constitutive
neuroses. This perhaps inspires an obvious counter-argument: video games are not
conclusively causally linked to changing certain aspects of real world behaviours. Studies
investigating this link have, until recently, focused on the effects of video game
violence—and these open world games are incredibly violent. These studies on video
game violence and its correlation to real world violence and aggression are largely
inconclusive.?? Some recent work even suggests that violent video games reduce crime
on a short-term basis, possibly providing an outlet—or merely a distraction—from real-
world violent impulses and pursuits.? In any case, if there is a relationship between

fictive played violence and real violence, the relationship is unlikely one of inspiration.

22 See Szycik, et al., and Ferguson, for just two recent examples that refer to the state of the scientific
literature at large.

23 See Cunningham, et al., and Markey, et al., which caution against the “outlet” hypothesis being read as
conclusive.
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However, that a great portion of the highest-grossing video games (aside, debatably, from
other genres like sports games) are still overwhelmingly violent in content at least
suggests that the reproduction of played violence is a self-sustaining trend.?* In a sense, |
am suggesting this genre and medium of popular culture does the same work as many
other settler media or institutions in representing hegemonic cultural trends, and is
similarly self-perpetuating. These games are part of a tapestry that covers the holes in
settler history’s wall, maintaining trends with their rehearsal and production: their play.
This play provides an outlet for the building neurosis of an increasingly faltering settler
societal status quo.

Video game violence may not produce real world violence, but it continues to
normalize video game violence. Similarly, and particularly since this issue is one of
broad cultural acceptance and awareness, rather than personal action or behaviour, settler
colonial structure in games normalizes settler colonial structure and comforts settler
anxiety in the real world. Further, the nominal critique of settler colonialism in some of
the high-minded games | will analyze is a gesture even more superfluous than the
symbolically and materially empty critique of violence that also turns up in ubiquitously
violent games. Even if violent games reduce violent tendencies,? they likely do so by
providing a harmless venue for violent expression. For the network of epistemologies,
institutions, and politics that make up the structure of settler colonialism, events of

behavioural and bodily violence are merely a function rather than the full character. The

24 For further discussion on these games’ ubiquitous violence, see the following chapter’s first section on
Red Dead Redemption 2.

% As per previous footnote, the most recent studies that provide some evidence to such an interpretation,
Cunningham, et al., and Markey, et al., suggest such a position would—at best—require further study.



40

modern day elimination of Indigenous peoples, as per Wolfe and others,?® is conducted as
much by the double-bind of legislating “Indians” into settler society at the same time as
legislating them out of that society’s metrics of success. These video games, and their
occasional critiques, are a similar double-bind: structures that functionally erase the
Indigenous Real, while assuming and cannibalizing Indian Unreal. It is the violence as
structure—the violence as cultural mindset—that gets reproduced, even though it is most
likely not causally relatable to individual racist violence; this violence, like settler
colonialism itself, is a self-perpetuating structure, not simply events of physical violence
in the real world.

So instead of merely establishing these games as a kind of settler propaganda, |
hope to mobilize the settler cultural traits that are apparent in these video games at a
narrative and structural level. In so doing, these close readings and analyses of production
and reception should reveal a few central points. Firstly, they will demonstrate how
settler culture has evolved from its origins in the relations of capital and colonialism, and
how this contemporary popular medium aids the cultural proliferation of that culture.
Secondly, these analyses explain the settler cultural anxieties and desires these gaming
expressions demonstrate and cater to, and how the expressions themselves exemplify the
settler colonial connection to neoliberalism and burgeoning modern fascism.
Consequently, they should offer some indication regarding how these largely
unchallenged norms perpetuate, distribute, and rehearse the settler neurosis that have

made “gamer” communities, the video game industry, and settler society broadly, fertile

26 See Barker (2005), Palmater (2014), and Vine Deloria Jr. (Custer Died for Your Sins) for just a small
selection of perspectives on the eliminatory aims and results of US and Canadian assimilative policy.
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ground for fascist ideology in a current neoliberal form. These artificial frontiers and their
inside/outside settler neurosis make the patterns of the genre predictable but elucidating
in their expression. | will refer to this neurosis in the following chapters by its particular
expressions as an “anxiety” or a “desire” for some cultural lack. | am arguing open world
games are materially and representationally emblematic of settler colonial structure,
anxieties, and desires, and also highlight settler cultures’ own propensities for and
comfort with fascist principles. My project is meant to delineate this particular mode of
settler colonial cultural myth-making, displaying the cultural machinery of settler
colonialism with these machine-based fictions as microcosms of the settler structure and
imaginary.

Each chapter’s first section ends with a small breakdown of their respective
contents, but I will end this introduction with a quick outline of all three. Chapter 1, by
far the largest chapter, builds upon the theoretical foundations this introduction has set
up. Focusing on two open world series developed by Rockstar Games, this chapter
connects settler colonial structure to what | identify as neoliberal ideology, and highlights
how that structure and ideology is reflected in those games’ production, gameplay,
narratives, and reception. The first half of this chapter uses the Grand Theft Auto series to
expand upon Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter’s Games of Empire, analyzing
Rockstar Games’ work beyond the publication of that book. I argue Rockstar’s continued
development of the open world genre specifically validates the book’s arguments about
that company’s oeuvre as well as demonstrates the inextricability of capital and
colonialism; thus the games reveal settler colonial neoliberalism’s racializing logics

exactly as it attempts to obscure them. The second half of the chapter turns to the Red
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Dead Redemption series, its representation of Indigenous peoples, and how its settler
formulas of representation are indebted to the neoliberal-colonial connection and
historical development, as well as their role in assuaging the cultural anxieties produced
by both, normalizing their continuance. It ends with a discussion of the siege mentality
reproduced in the settler imaginary, which foregrounds my argument about settler-
neoliberal compatibility with fascist ideology.

Chapter 2 studies Ubisoft Games and a specific title from their flagship Assassin’s
Creed series which explicitly features Indigenous peoples more heavily than any other
game of that series before or since. The game features a half-Kanien'keha:ka protagonist,
and this chapter investigates how a big budget open world game that attempts a respectful
treatment of real Indigenous people still replays the very omissions and appropriations
that settler colonial culture has consistently reproduced since the “closing” of the actual
historical “frontier.” This chapter’s latter sections also argue the mechanical formulas of
gameplay for this genre can be understood as a modern expression of both settler identity
and the historical impulse of settlers to “play Indian.”

Chapter Three turns to Horizon Zero Dawn, and uses that game to show how the
previous chapters’ findings are reproduced in another award-winning game. | argue this
game eliminates real Indigenous cultures from its digital space to make room for artificial
Indigeneity that can be adopted by its consumers. Furthermore, | suggest this game
demonstrates how the genre is a power fantasy formula I term hypertopian, an expression
of the settler colonial imaginary’s sense of superiority, never truly excised from a culture
that obscures its logic of elimination rather than confronts it. Finally, with Walter

Benjamin’s analysis of technological spectacle, and Carl Schmitt’s nomos, | argue big
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budget open world game production and design not only suggests these games fulfill
similar social functions as spectacle did for Nazi fascism, but also that they reveal settler

colonial imaginary’s continuing genocidal logics encoded therein.
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Chapter One: Rockstar Games and the Settler Fantasies of the Neoliberal Frontier

Grand Theft Auto 111, mentioned in the introduction as the game popularly
believed to have been one of the most influential in the conventions of the open world
genre today, was developed by New York-based video game publisher Rockstar Games.
Since GTAIII’s release in 2001, Rockstar Games has released at least six other games
featuring the same broad characteristics of the genre—such as GTA: San Andreas,
GTAIV, GTAV, and Red Dead Redemption, to name a few—that GTAIII popularized. As
such, Rockstar Games is influential not only as one of the originators of the modern big-
budget open world game, but also as the creator of some of the genre’s biggest-budgeted
and highest-selling examples for nearly two decades. As such, the company’s work
deserves close analysis for the productive, ludological, and narrative aspects of the genre
that this dissertation critiques. In this chapter, I contextualize Rockstar’s influential open
world games as rehearsals and propagators of historical settler frontier logics and
contemporary neoliberal advancements of those same logics. In doing so, | highlight how
those frontier logics and neoliberal ideology are inextricably related, and how Rockstar’s
open world games—produced in particular ways—specifically substantiate these
connections as entertainment products that cater to settler and neoliberal infatuations and
anxieties.

First, | begin by establishing some important analysis of ideological principles by
building upon Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter’s use of “Empire” and
“neoliberalism” with video games from their co-authored Games of Empire: Global
Capitalism and Video Games. | continue by sketching out Dyer-Witheford and Greig de

Peuter’s appraisal of entries of the GTA series. Then, | address GTAV and its online



45

component, GTAOnline, simultaneously expanding on Games of Empire’s analysis while
arguing that one of Rockstar’s important ideological narrative maneuvers is the
extrication of racism from the relation of capital. Then, | trace the insights that scholars
of settler colonialism can bring to this analysis through study of another suite of Rockstar
games, the Red Dead Redemption games. Looking at the Red Dead Redemption
franchise, | argue that these games exemplify settler culture’s enmeshment with
neoliberal ideology and continued reliance on well-worn representational tropes of
Indigenous peoples. These tropes, as | noted in the Introduction, pose Indigeneity as a
useful metaphorical association for modern settler anxieties (a “reappropriation of a
foundationally disavowed Aboriginality” a la Wolfe [389]), and, relatedly, as a tragic
vanishing category of masculinity (a disintegration before civilization, a la Turner).
Together, the Red Dead Redemption games’ reliance on tropes of neoliberal economics,
settler identity, and representational clichés of Indigenous peoples are emblematic of the
open world genre’s conventions. Finally, 1 conclude the chapter with a brief look at the
Indian-as-zombie trope in Red Dead Redemption’s Undead Nightmare as identified by
Jodi Byrd (Chickasaw), and expand this argument by noting the open world games
influenced by this trope. The “state of siege” mentality of settler colonial frontierism
these depictions reveal is important to my arguments about fascism at the end of Chapter
3.

These readings essentially argue that the productive context and artistic
sensibilities of Rockstar, one of the genre’s most influential developers, evidence the
constitutive partnership of settler and neoliberal economic and cultural development;

indeed, while Rockstar’s influential design principles are expressions of this partnership,
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the developer’s market-leading position highlights that this partnership is intrinsic to the
open-world genre. What is especially noteworthy is the way these games narratively
extract racism from the relation of capital, and similarly extract settler frontierism and
private property from the relation of colonialism, primarily by obfuscating both relations’
worst inequities behind an excess of individuation and normalization of systemic
contexts. As Glen Coulthard (Dene) notes, capital and colonialism are “relations” most
effectively analyzed as “the sum effect of the diversity of interlocking oppressive social
relations that constitute it” (15); thus these games’ extractions serve to sanitize capital
and colonialism even as they are critiqued, and as such replay the historical and
continuing logics of the settler frontier, Indigenous dispossession, and neoliberal
economics. Outlining the productive, narrative, and gameplay formulas of an industry-
leader like Rockstar helps substantiate a few of this dissertation’s core arguments: big-
budget Western open world games are expressions, propagators, and demonstrations of
settler frontierism and neoliberal ideology. It also helps foreground one of this
dissertation’s core points to be more thoroughly detailed in Chapter 3: open world games,
as settler and neoliberal expressions, exemplify a coherence of fascist ideology with
settler neoliberal culture, and thus demonstrate the fascist seeds that rest in the soil of
settler and neoliberal worldviews.
The Grand Theft Auto Series: Neoliberal Production of Cynical Empire

The violent criminal fantasies of the GTA franchise before 111 had some similar
concepts to later games: a game world that could be explored, missions that can be started
at player discretion, and various optional activities that are secondary to the main story.

These early iterations of the franchise had a top-down view centred on the player
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character; 111, however, moved the series into third-person perspective, bringing players
closer to the games’ increasingly detailed worlds. As the franchise progressed,
subsequent games featured greatly expanded worlds, stories, and optional activities, but
the general formula remained rather consistent. Similarly, despite massive changes in the
technology, shifting production practices, and the increasing narrative focus, the
gameplays structure, as well as the caricatural style of the franchise’s characters and
setting, retain some notable consistency. Even many of the optional activities that appear
in the first GTA are in the franchise’s most recent installment, GTAV, released in 2013.
The visuals and interactive possibilities are drastically different between the two, but
Rockstar Games’ oeuvre does not eschew the broadly gaming-formulaic simplistic appeal
of jumping cars over great distances and killing as many people as possible within a
given time limit. After all, though the franchise’s reception and production focused more
on storyline, dialogue, and characters with each successive entry, Rockstar Games’ big-
budget open world design principles must provide ample incentive and opportunity for
players only interested in mayhem in a vast, richly detailed digital world. To put it
bluntly, these games must appeal to a broad set of gaming interests to attract a wide
audience and justify their massive budgets.

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter contextualize these design (and production)
principles with an analytical framework of “Empire,” partially drawn from Michael Hardt
and Antonio Negri’s book of that name. Hardt and Negri use “Empire” to characterize the
modern international power apparatus, the primary function of which is capital
accumulation. Mostly centred on the economic, political, and social power of

corporations and the cooperation (or non-interference) of states, government bodies, and
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other institutions, Empire transcends the hard lines of borders to more effectively extract
and profit on resources and labour that would otherwise be traditionally thought of as part
of a national sovereignty. Hardt and Negri even use “frontiers” to describe this
international mode of capitalist accumulation:
In contrast to imperialism, Empire establishes no territorial center of power and
does not rely on fixed boundaries or barriers. It is a decentered and
deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire
global realm within its open, expanding frontiers. Empire manages hybrid
identities, flexible hierarchies, and plural exchanges through modulating networks
of command. The distinct national colors of the imperialist map of the world have
merged and blended in the imperial global rainbow.” (xii-xiii)
Where Ovid figures the Imperial Roman view of “Roman space as both the city and the
world,” here too we have the frontier’s universal invitation to access writ large, but writ
without the aims of a specific or national imperial project. Instead, Empire is the shared
interest of large capital seeking greater capital. Empire is “deterritorializing” not because
these interests are disinterested in land-centric concerns; it is quite the opposite. The
resources and labour power attached to land is the primary concern of empire. Empire
deterritorializes (in the logics of privatization) precisely because it makes the world a
frontier, an invitation to access. All land, globally, is within the purview of Empire. There
is no “territory” to global capitalist interest; Empire transcends the borders of nation
states and makes the world a frontier. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter characterize this
figuration of Empire as “a new planetary regime in which economic, administrative,

military, and communicative components combine to create a system of power ‘with no
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outside’” (xii). All frontier, “Empire is governance by global capitalism . . . Its
decentered, multilayered institutional agencies include nation-states but extend to include
multinational corporations, like Microsoft and Sony, world economic bodies . . .
international organizations . . . and even nongovernmental organizations” (xx). This
decentralized, deterritorialized, deregulated, and privatized approach to global power is
broadly represented by the ideology of neoliberalism. As all modern settler nation states
are heavily invested in principles of neoliberalism, it is little wonder that Dyer-Witheford
and de Peuter refine and define their use of Empire this way: “By Empire, we mean the
global capitalist ascendancy of the early twenty-first century, a system administered and
policed by a consortium of competitively collaborative neoliberal states” (xxiii).
Neoliberalism can be thought of as the ideological framework of Empire as Hardt,
Negri, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter use it. The particular metrics of this ideology are
important. As the term’s broadening use in popular discourse may have muddled rather
than clarified its parameters, | feel a definition and expansion here is useful. In this
project, | draw primarily from David Harvey’s definition in A Brief History of
Neoliberalism:
Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade. The
role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to
such practices . . . It must also set up those military, defence, police, and legal

structures and functions required to secure private property rights and to
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guarantee, by force if need be, the proper functioning of markets. Furthermore, if
markets do not exist (in areas such as land, water, education, health care, social
security, or environmental pollution) then they must be created, by state action if
necessary. But beyond these tasks the state should not venture. (2)
A Brief History of Neoliberalism gets to some of the inherent contradictions of this
ideology in theory and its failures in practice, but for my purposes it is enough for now to
simply state that neoliberalism’s core tenets of private property and market value as
insurmountably hegemonic ethical standards have entrenched themselves in a number of
settler political, economic, and social norms. Certainly, they run counter to other forms of
community governance, and their metrics have impacted Indigenous communities around
the world. These impacts are visible in past and current moments of settler structure,
visible in broken treaties, massacres, resource extraction, sequestration and reservations,
and in the assimilative but still eliminative processes that enforce principles of private
property, and so on. The less obviously genocidal methods (settler federally designated
“Indian status,” residential schools, and the reservation system itself, for just a few
examples) are still fundamentally aimed at eliminating Indigenous kinships and
sovereignty, as well as simply numerically reducing Indigenous populations that are
identified as such, in the hopes of freeing the land for privatization. As such,
neoliberalism is the ideological descendent of colonial capitalist economics. I will return
to this connection later in the chapter; for now, I gesture to Dene scholar Glen
Coulthard’s Red Skin White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition to
emphasize that the principles of neoliberalism are a product of the economics and “social

relations” of colonialism. Coulthard points out that settler states like Canada have enacted
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and continue to enact a “long-term goal of indoctrinating the Indigenous population to the
principles of private property, possessive individualism, and menial wage” (12), and that
“disciplining Indigenous life to the cold rationality of market principles will remain on
state and industry’s agenda for some time to follow” (14). He partially demonstrates this
point by quoting the 1890 Canadian commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1890 on the
Indigenous peoples under his authority: “The work of sub-dividing reserves has begun in
earnest. The policy of destroying the tribal or communist system is assailed in every
possible way and every effort [has been] made to implant a spirit of individual
responsibility instead” (qtd. in Coulthard 13).

Recognizing these principles of neoliberalism (and their connection to
settler/colonial history) is important for studying open world video games. After all,
Rockstar designs games that appeal to a broad set of gaming interests by catering to many
of these deeply entrenched, almost invisibilized aspects of neoliberal ideology. As
neoliberalism pervades the real cultural contexts generative to producing and purchasing
these games, it makes sense that the power fantasies they seek to indulge would parrot
neoliberalism’s central tenets. At the simplest level, the foundation of these fantasies is
mastery of a space. Naturally, the rugged heroic (or anti-heroic) individualist
entrepreneurialism of the player’s character is also a repeated characteristic. Dyer-
Witheford and de Peuter write that “the military and the market” are the “two pillars” of
Empire (xiv), and their critique of the GTA series partially focuses on the violent
accumulation of capital that constitutes the structure those pillars hold up. Critical to this
analysis, however, is a recognition of the neoliberal ideology in these games’ productive

contexts, rather than simply their narrative or ludological content.



52

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter call “video games . . . a paradigmatic media of
Empire—planetary, militarized hypercapitalism” (xv), and “a school for labor, an
instrument of rulership, and a laboratory for the fantasies of advanced techno-capital”
(xix). Again, the ideological biases on display in the games only adds to this
characterization, though they are not wholly constitutive of it. For the economics of big
budget open world game production to be viable, production relies on the global frontier
of corporate reach. After noting that video games have become a globally successful
hobby, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter write that “the internationalization of digital
games” is apparent in the “transcontinental value chains” (xvii) that make the big budget
examples possible. The game consoles are made all over the world, and the mineral
materials inside them “come from sources such as the mines of the Congo and end up in
the electronic waste dumps of Nigeria and India” (xviii1). The internationalization of
production along disparate demand and reward has only intensified in the decade since
Games of Empire was published. Michael Thomsen, in his article “The Universe Has
Been Outsourced,” interviewed employees at Virtuos Ltd., a Chinese company to which
many large Western game developers and publishers outsource 3D asset production. This
outsourcing is ubiquitous in big-budget game development—indeed, it is practically a
requirement for developing the big-budget open world games that demand an incredible
amount of human labour. Virtuos contributed to the development of the game I discuss in
Chapter 3, Horizon Zero Dawn. Thomsen writes that “sixty-five of Virtuos’s employees
spent over two years building 11 of Horizon’s 32 enemy robot types; modeling many of
the bandit settlements spread across the game world.” They were also “only one of 18

different outsourcing companies that worked on the game” (n.p.).
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This outsourcing in big budget game production plays multiple cost-saving roles
in the economics of game development. Thomsen notes than an entry-level animator at
Virtuos will make approximately 11k USD a year, whereas a comparable position in the
US will pull around 50k USD a year. This outsourcing also has the added bottom-line
benefit of obscuring the labour and labourers from consumers and other studios. A
common term for these outsourcing studios in Western game development vernacular is
“asset farms,” a term taken as pejorative by many, including the founder of Virtuos,
Gilles Langourieux. In Thomsen’s piece, Langourieux says the terms “asset farm” and
““outsourcing’ [evoke] something which is commoditized, trivial to do, easy to do, so you
find locals to do it cheap and fast.” Langourieux’s point is not incorrect; the terms
certainly seem to connote trivial, replaceable labour in the industry parlance—Ilabour that
IS necessary but not specialized and thus not worthy of remuneration on par with those
directly employed by game developers. This is a perception that justifies literally
undervaluing that overseas labour, both monetarily in terms of workers’ salaries and
conceptually in terms of their value or necessity to the final project. Sometimes, large
video game corporations set up branches that do the work typically associated with these
“asset farms” alone; while this somewhat reduces the labour offloaded to contractors, it
still takes advantage of cheaper international labour, allowing corporations to tighten
their belts on already massive budgets. Ubisoft, a company that makes multiple big
budget open world franchises and is discussed in Chapter 2, founded a branch in
Shanghai in 1996. The bulk of Ubisoft Shanghai’s work is creating assets for multiple
other projects at once, leaving the apparent creative vision to their studios in

Western/Central Europe and North America. The managing director of Ubisoft Shanghai
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rebuffed the label “asset farm” in an interview in 2017 (qtd. in Kumar). The larger issue,
however, is not with the nomenclature, but rather with the labour practices the apparent
epithets obscure or take for granted. The problem is not that these words denigrate the
labour, but that the term reflects the standard perspective in the industry. It is a corporate
practice that elides accountability and transparency while undervaluing the labour of
hundreds of people required to make these artificial frontiers. Just as settler colonial
frontierism materially and conceptually forgets and obscures its manufactured conditions,
thus necessitating further frontierism, open world games obscure the immense labour
behind their characteristic free movement and choice, thereby manufacturing (through
marketing and availability) its mass uptake by consumers as part of the massive capital
investment necessary to produce it. This in turn justifies the escalating desire by
consumers and developers alike for more (obscured) labour to produce larger artificial
frontiers; the “internationalization of games” echoes the borderlessness of empire itself,
and the escalation of open world design and production echoes the self-perpetuation of
the frontier literally and conceptually.

That the labour is undervalued and obscured, predictably, benefits the leading
(mostly white, mostly cis-male) figures heading Western development studios and game
publishers. These leading figures are also typically hostile to unions, and the vast
majority of workers in the industry have no organized representation or advocacy.?’
Neoliberal ideology is consistent with anti-union sentiment; the abstractly philosophical

individualistic, hyper-privatized, and de-regulated paradise that neoliberalism envisions

27 See Garst (2018) on some recent attempts at unionization in the industry, as well as Shanley (2020) on
the growing pro-union sentiment among workers, and the steadfast rejection by some industry leaders.
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as the utopia for all human endeavour is naturally opposed to organized communal
advocacy and the regulations they historically demand to improve worker compensation
and labour conditions. Working conditions at the large companies making big budget
open world games are notoriously demanding. So-called “crunch culture” involves
employees working excessive hours for long stretches of time, damaging worker health
and creating the conditions for burnout. Indeed, Rockstar Games, Electronic Arts, and
Ubisoft have all had public reckonings with their working conditions. In 2009, Rockstar
covertly settled a 2.75 million USD class-action lawsuit launched by workers from their
San Diego branch for unpaid overtime wages (Gilbert). Barely a year later in 2010,
months before the first Red Dead Redemption was released, an open letter claimed the
San Diego branch of Rockstar developing RDR had been in crunch mode for nine months
with another three months still to go.?® In the internationalized neoliberal market, there is
always surplus population for any kind of labour already in global circulation. Rockstar’s
crunch culture, as it is with most game studios, has been enforced less by strict demands
than by social pressure, and most importantly, by the awareness that not rising to the
expectation of crunch could lead to nearly immediate layoff. True to neoliberal form,
Rockstar’s lack of regulations regarding crunch led to an atmosphere that necessitated
and compelled it. 2° Nearly every worker can be viewed as redundant; every position can
be quickly filled from the surplus population, or even by currently employed workers
desperate for the prestige accompanying a position with the globally successful

company—even if that prestige is overvalued in the industry’s obfuscated labour. In other

28 See Sinclair (2020) for the original open letter and Rockstar’s non-response, defense, and eventual
admissions and nominal attempts to change.

2 See Schreier “Inside Rockstar Games' Culture Of Crunch.”
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words, the “redundancy culture” of the neoliberalized international value chain produces
“crunch culture.”

Lacking the protections of an organized workforce or (inter)national regulatory
bodies that labour organization typically produces, the video game industry is also
notorious for failing to credit people who contributed to a game’s development. Game
director Alex Hutchinson (who formerly worked for Ubisoft and Electronic Arts) and
game programmer Katharine Neil both claim the practice is part of the industry’s
“redundancy culture” (qtd. in Robinson, “Game Credits”), whereby “primary” Western
studios and outsourcers alike will often hire many workers to make a deadline, then fire
them after the deadline has been met. Many studios also see huge layoffs immediately
after a game ships, even when a game is significantly profitable.>® Not crediting all these
workers is part of the neoliberal economic ecology that keeps workers unable to insist
upon their market value. As Hutchinson says,

Whenever someone becomes known, they become potentially more expensive,

and worse, they become someone who could wrest some of the control over a

game or franchise away from the publisher . . . Games are still essentially in the

Hollywood studio system from the 1930s, where studios want complete control of

the product and they want to be perceived as the creators rather than the teams.

(gtd. in Robinson “Game Credits”)

Katharine Neil echoes that sentiment: “like film and TV—it’s about getting hired for the

next job and not looking like a liar on your CV . . . There are still no industry standards

30 See Schreier, “Why Game Developers Keep Getting Laid Off” for a rundown of some of these industry-
wide practices.
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that developers can count on their employers adhering to” (qtd. in Robinson “Game
Credits”). The 1930s Hollywood system’s exploitation of “creatives” (actors, writers,
directors, etc.) was a catalyst for worker organization and the resulting regulations and
protections the industry has since developed (including standards for crediting, even for
non-union workers on union sets).3! This exploitation continues unabated in big budget
game development; this means credit goes to a select few, whose opportunities and media
spotlight are the result of work produced by those who may get no credit at all. This
structural failure dovetails with video game hobbyist media’s tendency to subscribe to an
auteur theory of art production, whereby works made by the labour of thousands are
credited to a handful of apparently brilliant figures.

This popular perception of auteur game production is perhaps best demonstrated
by the treatment of Dan and Sam Houser, the founders of Rockstar Games. Even after
multiple scandals regarding Rockstar’s labour practices and toxic workplace culture,
profiles repeatedly centre on Dan’s writing “craft” and Sam’s business prowess. This is
even despite the Housers’ tendency to eschew the spotlight, a notorious characteristic
mentioned in every effusive, deferential piece in which the writer is given access to
interviews—including an entire book on the Housers’ success.>? Dan takes centre stage in
popular media as the reclusive genius whose narrative craft has been an integral element
to the success of their franchises. Shortly before the highly anticipated sequel Red Dead
Redemption 2 was released in 2018, Vulture, a subsidiary of New York magazine,

published a glowing profile of the Rockstar’s New York studio that featured interviews

31 See Nielsen (1988).

32 See Vella (2008), Stuart (2012), Kharif (2020) for a cross-section of these profiles, and Kushner (2012)
for the book.
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with Dan Houser. In the profile, he is quoted mentioning 100-hour work weeks in the
game’s final months of crunch (Goldberg), a claim Houser would personally walk back to
gaming outlet Kotaku by claiming he was referring only to the demands on his personal
work schedule and that of his tight-knit writing team (Schreier “We Were Working™).
Though public perception may have gently moved towards concern for worker equity, the
perception of and exploitation made possible by the auteur persists, settled comfortably
on a foundational gargantuan neoliberal business model.

Dan Houser’s narratives are often replete with ham-fisted critique of many trends
in Western capitalist culture; that the games themselves are produced in some of the
industry’s most notably extravagant exploitation does not efface that apparent thematic
bent alone. The effacement of that apparent Houserian critique is also accomplished by
its fatalist content, and literally played out in mechanics ideologically consistent with the
neoliberalism in the guts of its creative outlook and production. With that background, I
now return to Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter’s analysis of some of the GTA games and
their neoliberal narrative sensibilities and gameplay logics. Dyer-Witheford and de
Peuter’s critique focuses on what they identify as a GTA’s cynical worldview of an
apparently ubiquitous and inescapable criminality of the human condition, most clearly
expressed by the capitalism it lampoons. Using Dan Houser’s self-stated aim of central
narrative “punch lines” for focusing his writing, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter write that
the GTA series offers a “contradictory blend of insight into, and complicity with, urban
corruption . . . [T]he category of cynical ideology explains why the “punch line” that

Rockstar’s virtual cities deliver is, ultimately, that of Empire’s brutalism™ (34).



59

The GTA entries Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter’s book focuses on are GTA: Vice
City (2002), GTA: San Andreas (2004), and GTAIV (2008). Analyzing these games’
increasingly detailed depictions of urban spaces, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter assert the
series “is informed by, and reinscribes, dominant relations of power. . . . GTA constitutes
space in ways that are not just generically urban, but characteristically imperial” (157).
Games of Empire lays out much of the historical and social context each game must elide
or ignore for its caricatures and critiques. In this sense, precisely what the games
represent in caricature and what they forget are ideologically weighted emphases and
omissions. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter describe the neoliberal tone of Vice City’s
1980s setting and its distinctly crafted “uneven socioeconomic landscape.” Protagonist
Tommy Vercetti’s aim, and thus the player’s goal, is to dominate the game’s Miami-like
setting, “to occupy it, activate it, and network it into a setting for optimal capital
accumulation . . . [the game] puts market imperatives and their rewards into playable
forms” (162). Contrary to claims that the GTA series’ narrative is little more than set
dressing for enjoyable gameplay mechanics, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter argue that the
incentivized gameplay is “precisely the point on which the game’s narrative and the
algorithm intermesh perfectly: the play logic and the plot line of Vice City are thoroughly
neoliberal” (163). Playing through Tommy Vercetti’s rising-mafioso storyline also entails
buying up properties around the city. These businesses give the player passive in-game
income to spend on more properties, weaponry, vehicles, and so on. This passive income
mechanic is emblematic of this narrative-ludological-ideological enmeshment, of what
makes Vice City “properly neoliberal . . . as your financial tally rises, there is not a hint of

labor, just the abstracted, increasing magnitude of accumulated capital” (163). The player
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no longer need even play at labour; the game itself incentivizes its neoliberal logics of
accumulation, collecting the fruits of an invisible labour on the private property
purchased.

Focusing on the depiction of race in the neoliberal matrix of San Andreas, Dyer-
Witheford and de Peuter look beyond some of the simplistic stereotypes that Rockstar’s
worlds are often replete with and instead read the game’s power fantasy happy ending on
its ideological principles. San Andreas ends with a revision of the 1992 Los Angeles
riots; the game elides the structural racism at the core of the city’s boiling race relations,
instead focusing on a single fictionalized crooked cop—who is Black—and a drug
dealer—who is also Black—as the primary antagonists and broadly representative of
corruption. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter connect this elision to the gameplay mechanics
of gang warfare and property ownership that lead to the game’s ending, clearly
representative of the apparently post-racial progressiveness of neoliberal ideology.
Beating “the system,” as in the game’s dialogue, is the murder of ““a crack dealer from
[the protagonist’s] own [B]lack community with a cross-ethnic and mixed-gender
coalition of criminal capitalists” (169). Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter argue this climax is
“[f]ar from suggesting that ending urban collapse requires repudiation of neoliberal
policies,” but rather that “the game’s one semiutopian moment is the product of a path of
hybridized free enterprise” (169). This is a “fatalism” (169) for the dominant modes of
“pervasive oppression” (170), where the immediate power fantasy of murderous revenge
is part of the played freedom, and the very principles that have legislated Black death and

poverty are here framed as the only possible resistance.
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GTAIV demonstrated a large expansion of the franchise’s graphical technology;
less cartoonish and more hyper-realistic, Rockstar Games from GTAIV and beyond all
use this labour-intensive, heavily detailed approach to translating its caricatural writing
style to more realistic looking places and people. Rather than the cartoonish style of Vice
City that makes visual and narrative references to classic crime films like Scarface and
Goodfellas, with GTAIV onwards, Rockstar’s intentions were clearly more to compete
with the narrative merit and artistic aspirations of these classic films. The new hyper-
realistic visuals and slightly more restrained game world reflect these intentions. Indeed,
even the changing priorities for voice and motion capture® actors demonstrate this shift.
Ray Liotta, who plays the lead role in Goodfellas, a film heavily referenced in GTAIII
and Vice City, actually voiced Vice City protagonist Tommy Vercetti. From GTAIV
onward, however, the series stopped featuring known celebrity voice actors in character
roles. In Dan Houser’s words, “we don’t bring in name actors anymore because of their
egos and, most important of all, because we believe we get a better sense of immersion
using talented actors whose voices you don’t recognize” (qtd. in Goldberg). Without egos
to compete with the creative genius of Houser and company, Rockstar can create the
impression of a real, living world, one that can be believed and inhabited more than even
filmic counterparts.

Terming a game “immersive” is so common in marketing for and reviews of open
world games that it has become cliché—though its ubiquity has only cemented
“immersion” as a necessary quality for “good” open world design. As noted in this

dissertation’s introduction, “immersion” is taken up in quantitative scholarship as a

33 Motion capture (or “mocap”) is a process where actors’ bodily performances are captured and modelled
into graphics. This is a very common practice in big budget game and cinema production.
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common motivation for players’ engagement with particular games, but it is also a
natural consequence of the technological arms race that is the escalating “production

34 of gaming’s visuals. It is also a natural consequence of video gaming’s

value
substantial difference from other forms of media; player interactivity can take new
intensities of affective power if players are better able to suspend their disbelief and feel
“immersed” in the world. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter cite Rowland Atkinson and Paul
Willis’s “Charting the Ludodrome,” which studied and interviewed several players of
GTAIII, a representative before Rockstar’s intensification of their game’s immersive
qualities with GTAIV. Atkinson and Willis suggest that, for many players of these
detailed open worlds, there is a “bleeding of the game world—its gameplay syntax,
narrative structures and apparent representation of real places—into the real world for the
players” (835). Atkinson and Willis’s “ludodrome” is akin to Castronova’s refined
version of the magic circle: there is a porous relationship between player, the game world
inside the circle, and the world outside. Based on their interviews with players, Atkinson
and Willis conclude that “[i]n this modulating set of connections within a ludodrome
space, the sense of what is real or stable in either the concrete urban or virtual city has
further shifted, blurred and subtly been inflected with certain strands of this kind of

gameplay” (842). The obviously consequence-free activities players can engage in (death

and arrest merely take seconds out of the gameplay flow or necessitate a mission restart,

34 This term is often used rather casually in gaming hobbyist media; what precisely it indicates is hardly
ever clearly defined, but it appears gamers knows it when they see it. Since it is typically used in reference
to big-budget games’ visual aspects, however, the term can be taken rather literally. As referenced above,
for these games to have incredibly detailed assets covering asset-rich worlds to “immerse” players,
hundreds of people around the globe spend considerable hours of labour crafting every visual element with
myriad tiny details—some of which will never be seen and many more never noted even by the players that
complete the games. As such, “production value” is at times little more than shorthand for the incredible
expenditure needed to pay armies of people to create the visuals of the game—an expenditure that these
companies control for by outsourcing the labour to the so-called asset farms.
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for example) are parts of this Rockstar magic circle that allow an empowered and
dominant relationship to the game world into which it wants greater and greater
immersion and investment. What Atkinson and Willis’s study appears to show, then, is
that while some elements of gameplay are not taken literally by players as to their
viability in the “real world,” some of those gameplay elements, and certainly the
representation of the world itself, do alter perceptions of the world outside the magic
circle. Another important conclusion we may take from Atkinson and Willis’s study of
the “ludodrome” is that ideology is what is most conversant in this meeting of the real
and the digital. The subtle ideological implications of the game world, explored and
interacted with through gameplay mechanics made to be fun and fulfilling, can have very
real impacts on the perception of the real world. It is perhaps almost banal to point out,
but this essentially says that fictional representations can transmit and reinforce ideology
and subtly alter worldviews. What the concept of the ludodrome adds is that gamified
fictional representations are perhaps even more effective and subtle in this relationship
than other media. This is especially true for open world games like Rockstar’s, where the
porous inside/outside frontier, a magic circle whose primary design is in its immersive
invitation to access, incentivizes particular played epistemologies, rehearses and replays
particular ideological formulas.
For an example, | turn to the ludodrome of GTAIII and IV, “Liberty City,” an
obvious New York City stand-in. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter’s analysis of
GTAIV’s depiction of NYC (as “Liberty City”’) emphasizes exactly the
“contradictory blend of insight into, and complicity with, urban corruption” (34)

that is Rockstar’s hallmark. The New York City Rockstar branch that the glowing
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Vulture profile details as a “highly secure enclave” (Goldberg) is itself deeply
invested in exactly the neoliberal ideology and urban space it satirizes, valorizes,
and rehearses. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter point to the extreme irony of a
Rockstar representative’s statement around the game’s release that describes
GTAIV’s Liberty City as a “gritty urban environment . . . that hasn’t benefited
from economic boom and it hasn’t got Mayor Guiliani” (174). Games of Empire
explains how this pre-2008 crash “boom” and Rudy Guiliani’s neoliberal policies
are in fact representative of GTAIV’s depiction of ugly corruption, rife
criminality, and exploitation. The book cites David Harvey’s detailed historical
record of neoliberal policies of “corporate welfare” broadly and “an
entrepreneurial turn in city governance” in New York City particularly. Harvey
found the resulting widened rich-poor gap and gutting of social services and
protections actually led to an increase in crime, which consequently led to figures
like Guiliani investing more heavily in an increasingly militarized police to
criminalize entire impoverished and marginalized communities (172). Rockstar
and its parent company, Take-Two Interactive Software Inc., moved into NYC as
beneficiaries of the “new frontier of real estate development” (173) in the city’s
aggressive neoliberal policies that saw many parts of NYC undergo hyper-
gentrification. The building Rockstar would eventually inhabit saw studio rents
explode to over 10,000 USD a month (173); aggressive policing urged by
Guliani’s focus on reducing crime to attract corporate high-tech businesses went
into effect alongside “Business Improvement Districts (BIDs)—in essence,

corporate-controlled mini-municipal governments” which transformed entire
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neighbourhoods. In this time, crackdowns on “the homeless . . . licensing

sidewalk artists, attacking street musicians, harassing news vendors, and silencing

street protests” became a combined effort by the NYPD and high-tech-
corporation-controlled BIDs (173). In the context of municipal, state, and federal
legislation that increasingly favored privatization and was anti-welfare (aside
from the corporate variety), New York City’s violent corruption and exploitation
is in fact typified by the “boom” and the policies of Guiliani and his ilk. As Dyer-

Witheford and de Peuter strongly articulate it:

Rockstar . . . was the beneficiary of an urban class war that erased, marginalized,

and moved on those very aspects of metropolitan life the developer would

fictionalize and celebrate in its games . . . Rockstar could only capitalize on that
grit [of its fictionalized city] because of the boom, the gentrification, and Mayor

Giuliani’s draconian law-and-order regime. The grittiness of Liberty City is, then,

the digitized capture of class inequalities (173-174).

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter go on to describe the great number of financial
malfeasances for which Take-Two faced multiple investigations and legal ramifications:
insider stock trading, falsified revenues, and top level executives receiving millions more
than their already massive taxable incomes are just a few of the offences they detail.
Games of Empire includes a telling quote from Dan Houser in 2008 when many of these
cases were leading to charges: “It’s what I associate with being in America: corporate
drama” (175). Houser’s dismissive attitude towards legitimate concerns with malfeasance
and mistreatment has likely remained in Rockstar’s continuing legal troubles after Games

of Empire was published. Leslie Benzies, lead developer of every GTA game from
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GTAIII to GTAV, launched a lawsuit in 2016 against Rockstar, Take-Two, and both
Housers, claiming (among other things) a fractious atmosphere of the Housers’ egos and
demanding $150 million USD in unpaid royalties. This particular corporate drama came
to an end in a “confidential settlement” (Supreme Court of the State of New York), likely
of untold millions, to get the three-year suit out of public rotation in a year where articles
on Rockstar’s exploitative labour culture were circulating once again. Dyer-Witheford
and de Peuter persuasively connect this dismissive attitude regarding “corporate drama”
to the ethos of the GTA series’ worldview; they argue that the franchise’s sense of
humour and narrative arcs manifest a “generalized indifference” for the neoliberal forces
the games depict, and for the neoliberal ideology whose very practices are foundational
and endemic to Rockstar’s production (178). GTA:VC’s inclusion of passive-income
properties is a trend that is expanded in the series” most recent entry, GTAV, and in a way
that yet again rehearses Rockstar’s real-world ideological investments. In order to make
enough money to buy all the many passive-income properties and experience the totality
of GTAV’s content, players must invest in (and manipulate) a detailed stock market
system. This marries GTA’s narrative ideological investments with Rockstar’s history of
capitalist malfeasance: the invitation of access of the artificial frontier is here rendered as
the ability to access the same labour-obscuring, stock-manipulating modus operandi of
Rockstar.

It is important to note that GTA, like many games of its size, features entire teams
of writers—some of whom will or will not be involved with every element of the project,
let alone be there for substantial parts of the project’s development or be in the position to

make substantial creative decisions. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter point out that “many
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politically left gamers like GTA,” recognizing that its caricatural style both intentionally
and inadvertently makes the games “by [their] very extremity a comedic expose of U.S.
politics” while featuring comedy that is “a scathing parody of neoliberal sensibilities”
(179). Given Rockstar’s secretive practices, it is difficult to estimate whether or not some
of the games’ more incisive writing is done by Houser or by other members of the team.
Determining this is likely impossible, but more importantly it is immaterial: in the end,
we are left with a system designed to most acutely enrich its auteur and the boards of his
parent companies. Dan Houser is an engine of the games’ ideology; he can shrug off the
millions of dollars changing hands for his own personal and employer-involved
“corporate dramas.” It is this comedic dismissiveness that Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter
demonstrate as deeply symbolic for a game series that represents neoliberal ideology;
while only occasionally making fun of it, the games always make it fun.

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter argue that the digital urban space of the GTA series
“performs a normalization of corporate criminality. Its game world asserts that crime is
the way the universe is—the way money changes hands, business is done, society
organized; it is the nature of reality” (178). For all of its vaunted freedom of player
agency, the core principles of its design and writing are cynical:

What is excluded from its virtuality is any alternative to the rottenness . . . The

game presents a no-exit situation. GTA contains occasional allusions to the fierce

genealogy of radical politics in North American communities of blacks, Latinos,

Asians, and other immigrant and minority communities—but only to negate their

potential . . . the ideological consistency of the games’ demonic satire [is] that
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brutalization, racism, and greed be ubiquitous . . . There may be other options; but

you can’t play them. (180)
This no-exit cynicism is in fact part-and-parcel of this tapestry of neoliberal ideology.
There is a line that can be drawn from this no-hope, no-alternative framing of the human
condition in a game functionally structured on criminal violence, to the justifications of
crunch culture as individual employee choice, to the conservative policies of policing as a
response to “the systemic patterns of inequality and marginalization inherent to global
capital, of which violence and crime are often only symptomatic” (156). Neoliberalism’s
obsession with the individual over the systemic (which ironically serves to maintain a
systemic order of “global capital”) translates well to the power fantasies of open world
video games. As Cameron Kunzelman asserts in his article on crunch culture: “Reducing
a systemic issue into an individual one masks the exploitation at work, though, in the
same way that talking about local weather doesn't give you a diagnosis of global
warming.” Flattening broad issues into matters of individual choice, heroism, and villainy
is a simplistic framework for consequence-free gameplay with the illusion of agency and
freedom. The Rockstar “punch line” is not simply the brutality of the human experience,
the comedic cynicism for the inevitability of neoliberal ideology; it is also how much
money is made by exploiting labour and providing consumers an empowered fantasy
within a digitized hellscape of neoliberalism. These games operate as salve for the
anxiety of crumbling social order with the advancement of neoliberalism—and Rockstar
sells that salve at a premium. The “joke,” then, is the normalization of the ideology in an

empowering fantasy, in a game genre of barely restricted movement, of repeatable
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activities designed to inspire feelings of satisfaction and excitement. As Dyer-Witheford
and de Peuter sum it up:
GTA is a cynical game that simultaneously satirizes, indulges, and normalizes
individual hyperpossessiveness, racialized stereotypes, and neoliberal violence in
a self-cancellation that allows these elements to remain intact, a structure that is,
in a very precise way, conservative . . . At one level GTA exposes some basic
operations of, and hypocrisies about, imperial economics, politics, and culture.
Yet at the same time the rendering of these truths in the form of excess, mockery,
equivocation, and ridicule functions to keep those same truths at safe distance—
the distance necessary for their endless repetition in a world where all streets
leading to an alternative have been blocked. (181)
As the following section will argue, this neoliberal cynicism of the GTA franchise has
reached an even more cultivated and revealing form since Games of Empire’s
publication.
GTAV’s Asshole Theory of Capitalism and the Neoliberal Treatment of Race
GTAV s neoliberal bent can be analyzed (and operationalized in this chapter’s
forthcoming expanded theoretical framework) for its attempt to pose the anti-heroism of
greedy violence—the rewarding activities of its video game capitalism par excellence—
as capable of being earnestly racially egalitarian. This attempt is unsurprising, as modern
neoliberalism has fashioned its own particular brand of nominal post-racialism in the
West to facilitate its continued exploitation. Rockstar’s games indulge racist stereotypes
at the same time as it lampoons racism itself, just as they satirize capitalism while

valorizing its central compunctions in gameplay, narrative, and, most importantly, the
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exploitative labour contexts in which they are produced. As Dyer-Witheford and de
Peuter have pointed out, though the comedy may occasionally strike true, the
characteristic veneer of self-aware irony is merely equivocation that serves to distance the
work from the implications of its own punch lines. Games of Empire’s summary of San
Andreas’ ending as a “semiutopian moment” brought by the player’s “hybridized free
enterprise” alongside a cast of “cross-ethnic and mixed-gender coalition of criminal
capitalists” (169) is emblematic of this modern sensibility. GTA’s worlds, and neoliberal
ideology, tells us that if you wish to succeed, you simply need capital by any means—and
capital no longer has a “whites only” sign attached.

The reality is that neoliberalism and the free-market, privatizing, and
entrepreneurial policies it engenders are verifiably and progressively disastrous for most
non-white people in the West.® These neoliberal policies are also deeply invested in the
global supply chains that exploit the labour and conditions of non-Western peoples. As
such, neoliberal ideological expressions perpetuate structural racism while professing the
egalitarianism of their approach. Neoliberal global capital’s supposed multicultural post-
racialism, then, merely validates treating the world’s different peoples as open to its
access—the psychology of the frontier. As David Lloyd and Patrick Wolfe put it, though
neoliberalism advanced its strategies of public relations, it maintains the structural
inequities of previous forms:

the fundamental act of demarcation, the distributions of legality and ruthless force

... continues in new forms, constituting new frontiers appropriate to the emergent

% For a few starting points on this reality of neoliberalism’s continued racist outcomes, see J. N. Robinson
on poverty; Lipman and Giroux for education; Nkansah-Amankra, Agbanu, and Miller for incarceration
and public health; and Duggan for a broad look at the culture and outcomes of neoliberalism in the 1990s to
early 2000s.



71

mode of accumulation on a global scale . . . Now, at a moment when the globe

has been appropriated ‘as a unity’, the current crisis of capital may find no

geographical ‘outside’ any more, but is no less productive of forms of

racialization. (114)

So the forays into race that GTAV engages, even more than San Andreas, thus makes
GTAV’s singleplayer story a distantiating cynical satire. GTAV explicitly names and
shames capitalism more than any game in the series previous, so its attempts to decouple
racism from the relation of capital with which the game and Rockstar are so thoroughly
enmeshed actually rehearses the very obfuscation of neoliberal ideology itself. GTAV’s
treatment of race in particular belies the series’ continuing no-escape neoliberal cynicism,
and anecdotally reveals precisely how neoliberalism’s supposed post-racialism is
essentially a dismissal of the continuing racist status-quo that neoliberalism is itself;
naturally, it also allows the games to be more palatably marketed to the massive
demographics of non-white, non-Western gamers.

GTAV features three playable protagonists: two white men, Michael and Trevor,
and one Black man, Franklin. The game, after a certain point, allows players to switch
between these characters at will, but missions are often tied to particular characters.
Michael is a former bank robber who made a deal with the FBI for a clean slate and a
high life in the GTA-equivalent of Hollywood Hills. Michael, a depressed family man,
explicitly says that he is trapped by his own 80s nostalgia. Trevor is one of Michael’s
former criminal buddies. When we first see (and play) Trevor, he is a rural-living meth
dealer often described by other characters (and himself) as “creepy” and “crazy.” Still

living a chaotic, violent, and criminal lifestyle, Trevor says he has dreamed of being an
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international drug and arms dealer since childhood. He is unpredictable, intelligent,
vulnerable, scary, and sad. Many critics and reviewers have latched on to Trevor as the
most interesting character, and indeed, many have pointed out that Trevor is himself a
kind of embodiment of the GTA series. As Tom Bissell puts it, “Trevor—the funny but
ultimately terrifying lunatic—is the embodiment of what the game actually is: an
experience uncomfortably pinned between grand narrative ambition and open-world
incontinent madness” (n.p.). Franklin, on the other hand, is a young Black man from
South Central Los Santos (GTA’s Los Angeles equivalent first represented in GTA: San
Andreas), a former gangbanger who links up with Michael and Trevor to learn the tricks
of their high-stakes-heist criminal trade when the storyline begins in earnest. He is often
represented as a kind of moderate centre between the chaotic mayhem but fundamentally
only-wants-to-be-loved nature of Trevor, and the selfish, nostalgic, but comparatively
rational nature of Michael. Trevor and Michael, through most of the game’s story, have
an uneasy alliance where neither man is capable of trusting the other, and Franklin must
frequently mediate—until the final choice of the game’s main story, where the player
must decide for Franklin whether he will kill Michael, Trevor, or neither, and instead
reconcile them.

A word that comes up again and again in the game itself and criticism thereof is
“asshole.” The game is about assholes as much as it is about capitalism, and assholes are,
first and foremost, self-interested individuals. Bissell calls GTAV “basically the most
elaborate asshole simulation system ever devised,” perhaps a reference to disgraced
lawyer and activist Jack Thompson’s attempts to ban an earlier GTA game by calling it a

“murder simulator.” Cameron Kunzelman, one of many critics who say GTAV positions
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itself as “above any real commitment to an ideology,” (“Why is GTAV So
Conservative”) highlights an example of in-game advertisements for a Republican
running for governor with the slogan “I may be an asshole, but I'm your asshole.” The
word “asshole” is tightly coded in GTAV. It is a specific epithet that turns up frequently,
but usually only once in a particular scene or dialogue (not counting the ambient
pedestrian dialogue in the open world). Trevor tells Michael’s white, disaffected, lazy,
and Black-culture-appropriating son that Michael’s life is “just one long manifestation of
asshole-ness.” Michael’s reconciliation with his wife near the end of the story is based
upon his acknowledgment that she deserved a better husband, because he is “an asshole.”
After Trevor calls Michael a “shell” of a human for his selfishness, self-loathing, and
aspirations to upper-class leisure, Michael asks “Are you some kind of pure, morally
justifiable asshole? What, because you’re totally psychotic, somehow it’s okay?”” Trevor
returns with “I’m honest, alright? You’re the hypocrite.” Michael then sarcastically calls
Trevor a “hero” that’s “so far above it all.”*® Kunzelman’s claim that GTA positions
itself “above any real commitment to an ideology” is here validated, precisely through the
self-aware comedic distance that Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter emphasize. Trevor’s
comedic absurdity most embodies GTA’s at times incoherent mix of invested narrative
and power-fantasy play. Michael is a hypocrite, and in the game’s logic Trevor is, in a
sense, justifiable, insofar as this “hero” is the one through which the narrative tensions
and open-world mayhem gameplay make sense. The game itself highlights its violence,
its cruelty, and its cynicism as points of contention, even through the personal character

traits of the protagonists players inhabit. If this is an asshole simulator, the game

36 Cutscene from the mission “Paleto Score Setup”
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repeatedly reminds the player that you, too, are an asshole—despite the fact that the
game, like the GTAs Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter studied, provides no alternative in
procedural play or narrative vision.

Importantly, however, the two main assholes—Michael and Trevor—fit into a
larger framework of assholes: cultural capitalism. “Capitalism” comes up in an
uncountable number of scenarios: Trevor’s arms-dealing associate says capitalism is “ten
percent business, ninety percent putting other people out of business,” and the game’s
social and political critiques are most blatant when capitalism is directly named. 3" When
Lester, the virulently anti-government and anti-corporation brains behind Michael’s
heists calls “government contracts” a “license to steal,” Michael notes that he and his
bank-robbing associates “are in the wrong business.” Lester responds that they’ve just
“taken the wrong contracts,”® explicitly connecting the criminality of armed robbery to
the practices and inequities of government and corporate conduct. This comparison is
made many more times. Even honest Trevor decries his lack of funds by alluding to
dreams of a rich future in the following terms: “Where’s my consultant’s fee and my big
fat dividend? I want a franchise network. | want reward cards, merchandise. | wanna
make gun violence and drug dependency accessible to every man and beast.”*® Thus the
criminality of Michael, Trevor, and Franklin is put on the same scale as the selfish
assholes running corporations and governments—the characters are simply less
successful. Whiteness is never given an acknowledged role in determining the capitalist

scale of assholes, here—in GTAV, anyone can learn to be a rich white asshole. One of the

37 From the “Arms Trafficking Air” side mission.
38 From the mission “Cleaning Out the Bureau.”

39 Also from the “Arms Trafficking Air” side mission.
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game’s primary antagonists iS Devin Westin, a multi-company-owning billionaire who is
shown to have influence over government agents, agencies, and politicians. In what could
be called the game’s “happy” ending of three possible endings, Devin Westin is the final
death that brings Michael, Trevor, and Franklin together—an act that answers a much
earlier scene with Trevor, where he says he wants Devin to understand “that all the
money in the world can’t save him from a nasty guy who thinks he’s an asshole.”*® The
player is given the power to decide the ending as Franklin, the moral center of GTAV’s
competing impulses, now that he has learned from his white mentors.

In GTAV’s depiction of capitalism, everyone is stuck in a system of assholes, and
racism is simply one more tool, like government contracts, for assholes to control and
exploit. Even Franklin criticizes the gangs of South Central Los Santos by saying “kids
do all the work to pay for some old bastards to live like kings . . . it’s like the
government.” Racism is mentioned, but it is fundamentally separable from the primary
exploitation that is, as Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter say, the “nature of reality” in
Rockstar’s ideology. Gangs—Ilike the one Franklin leaves to join the apparently smarter
assholes that are Michael and Trevor—are here not social responses to, or even
symptoms of, societal positioning or the racially categorical poverty that neoliberalism
has deepened. Instead, gangs are cast as simply another order of assholes trying and
failing to reach the upper-class leisure Michael has achieved and seeks to secure, which is
itself orders below assholes like the government and Devin Westin. Trevor is a Canadian
posing as American “trailer trash,” a term that Michael uses to describe his own early life

as well. Michael, on more than one occasion, mentions his lack of “opportunity” as

40 From the mission “Pack Man.”
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young “trailer trash,” and that robbery was his way of making opportunity. Trailer trash
whiteness is here made an equally embattled position, one that can be surpassed through
the correct performance of individualized, property-rich assholeness. The only thing
keeping Franklin from a mansion like Michael’s is not his race, but his deficiencies as an
asshole, still tied to a community that is narrativized as little more than exploitation.
When Franklin learns to be an asshole from his white mentors, he gains his mansion
through independent contract killing with Lester; it is his individuality and new white-
taught abilities that advance his prosperity, get him his mansion, and places the player’s
agency for the ending in his hands. Thus in the asshole capitalism of GTAV, racism is just
one more obstacle for individual assholes to overcome for greater personal prosperity. It
pre-emptively inoculates race and racism from being constitutively generated by modern
American cultural capitalism, class, and opportunity in the game’s grand, totalizing
outlook. Racism in GTAV is not an inherent product of the very economics of American
history and present, but merely another cynical entry in a terrain of exploitation. There
are no races, only assholes, GTAV says, and people of every colour can learn to be better,
self-interested assholes against the world of assholes.

Thus GTAV encounters racism, but elides it for its toothless central cultural
capitalist critique. Devin Weston, his billionaire ilk, and the federal government are the
true targets of the game’s critique. GTAV s asshole theory of capitalism is indebted to
neoliberal ideology: individuals and individual action, rather than systemic norms and
structures, decide the social realities that shape individual action and possibility. While
this is theoretically ironic for an open world video game, where the very structure of

available actions overdetermine players’ immersion and sense of freedom in what is
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actually a rather limited agency, it is not ironic in light of Rockstar’s deep commitment to
neoliberal ideology. Just as Rockstar’s world of assholes is a world where the systemic is
made individual (which, we may recall, was the company’s early defense against
criticism of its crunch culture), neoliberalism divides and exploits its surplus populations
along these very lines. This individuation is the cultural validation for how neoliberalism
is still “productive of forms of racialization” (Lloyd and Wolfe 114). As Dana-Ain Davis
writes,
Neoliberal practices pull into its orbit a market of ideas about a lot of things
including the family, gender, and racial ideology. It is, as Lisa Duggan (2003)
notes, “saturated with race,” (xvi) using capitalism to hide racial (and other)
inequalities by relocating racially coded economic disadvantage and reassigning
identity-based biases to the private and personal spheres. (349)
GTAV’s asshole capitalism essentially captures this division, but naturalizes it the same
way it makes capitalism itself the inescapable “nature of reality.” In this way, racism is
figured fundamentally as a particular, separable kind of exploitation from inescapable
capitalist reality; it is an activity that is a “personal,” “identity-based” expression, and
thus not an integral part of GTA’s systemic theory of reality. GTA’s ethos is, at its most
positive, that the world is full of assholes, but there is good to be had and loyalties and
families worth holding onto in a world defined by exploitation; these positive aspects are
the product of personal choices, of individual morality in the exploitative context to
which all life is subject. Racism is bad, says GTAV, but it is not an integral part of how
the “nature of reality” is organized by capital. In other words, we can choose not to be

racist, but we cannot choose not to be capitalist.
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Nowhere is this individuation clearer in GTAV’s ethos than in the representation
of Franklin and his friendship with Lamar, a still committed member of the gang Franklin
leaves behind. GTAV has a number of “doubled” characters: Lester, Michael’s cane-using
anti-government anti-corporate intel-gatherer is doubled by Ron, Trevor’s perpetually
limping, knee-brace wearing intel-gatherer, obsessed with government conspiracies of the
“trackers implanted in our teeth by dentists” variety. Trevor’s double is Lamar—also
consistently referred to as “crazy,”—the irrational but passionate friend of the more calm,
selfish Franklin, who is the Michael of the relationship. Franklin’s story takes him further
and further from his South Central Los Santos neighbourhood. As this unfolds, Lamar
consistently questions Franklin’s dissociation from his community, but the game presents
Lamar’s criticism as narrow-minded and foolish. Franklin, after all, is learning how to be
a smarter asshole, how to not do all the work while older heads of the gang “live like
kings.” Because GTAV decouples race from its capitalist critique, Lamar’s insistence on
remaining in the gang lifestyle and his community is, essentially, cast as evidence of his
own stupidity. As the player-controlled white version of Lamar, Trevor’s contradictions
and gestures to self-awareness and self-loathing are fundamentally more correct—and
certainly more intelligent—than Lamar’s are in the game’s logic. Trevor’s successes and
failures apparently have little to do with his race, and everything to do with his mindset
as a character; as a player character, this matches the game’s structure and narrative,
where Trevor’s aforementioned “madness” is both his strength, weakness, and what made
reviewers latch onto him as most consistent with GTA’s mechanical frictions with
narrative ambitions. The difference between Lamar and Trevor, in GTAV’s world of

caricature, is not whiteness. Rather, the difference is that one has the self-awareness to
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know he is a posturing contradiction; Trevor knows he is an asshole and is content with
that fact. Lamar, the Black man who stays in his community and fights for his beliefs,
flawed though they may be, is presented as the stupid version of Trevor, just as Ron is
presented as the stupid version of Lester. That Lamar is a humourous side character, and
Trevor is playable alone makes this distinction clear: Trevor is an independent asshole
with agency, while Lamar is an asshole too caught up in that which ties him down: his
Black community.

GTAV critiques capitalism, but, in so doing, centers the ability and knowledge of
white characters as the signifier for that critique; these characters are the lens through
which critique is possible. Blackness and Black life are never serious touchstones for
examining capitalism and identity in a game that repeatedly deals with capitalism and
identity, and features a Black protagonist; Lamar’s critiques of America are toothless
because Lamar is, largely, rendered a blinders-wearing fool circling the loop of his own
beliefs, much like he circles the South Central Los Santos neighbourhood from which
Franklin drifts. This refusal to engage Blackness and Black life as central to the workings
of capital is again understandable as a neoliberal set of emphases; as Davis argues,

Under neoliberal racism the relevance of the raced subject, racial identity
and racism is subsumed under the auspices of meritocracy. For in a
neoliberal society, individuals are supposedly freed from identity and
operate under the limiting assumptions that hard work will be rewarded if
the game is played according to the rules. Consequently, any impediments
to success are attributed to personal flaws. This attribution affirms notions

of neutrality and silences claims of racializing and racism. (350)
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GTAV’s depiction of alternatives (like Lamar’s insistence on staying and working in his
community contrasted with Franklin’s individualized success) are not only blocked off,
they are mentioned precisely to be belittled as the personal choices of the misguided, of
those too stupid to be more active assholes and thus able to resist the systemic symptoms
of neoliberalism and its structural racism. The player power fantasy of GTAV, and open
world games broadly, is a fantasy rewarding individual autonomy—Iike neoliberal
societies, the undergirding irony is that these individual choices of players take place
within a deceptively restricted system.

This extrication of race from capital through individualization, and the
normalization of neoliberal ideology, makes up subtext that inflects the ways players
interact with these open worlds and their real worlds, as with Atkinson and Willis’s
ludodrome. To be fair, the power-fantasy activities that feature no long-term
consequences in the game are not instructive or imitable in the real world. Yet the
ideological sanitation is at least as effective as any cultural production, particularly when
Rockstar’s games, starting with GTAIV, are widely praised as examples of potent, big-
budget storytelling and player freedom in the medium. Surely, GTAV does not expect the
depicted activities of its anti-heroes to be encouraged, but in the context of a game genre
where players’ primary interaction is ubiquitous violence, these attempts to depict levels
of moral scale in its worldview are revealing. Casual homicide and driving at ludicrous
speeds, and so forth, where the consequences are little more than sixty seconds of delay
for another attempt after death, clearly exist inside the magic circle. What slips through
the porous boundary of the circle, of the ludodrome, are the narrative structures that

house those inside activities as enjoyable, rewarding interactions that incentivize living in
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accordance with the structure’s ideological implications. When these narrative structures
are heavy with neoliberal ideology, it can normalize simply by entertaining. GTAV’s
effective and direct approach of neoliberal obfuscation comes in the same package that
most obviously represents Rockstar’s enrichment on exactly the principles of capitalist
corporate greed it mocks and equivocates—though has absolved of its constitutive
racism.

GTAV’s asshole simulation equivocates the relation of capital to matters of scale,
rather than kind; systemic and historic reality falls away for the primacy of individual
choice, naturalizing both capital as the law of human existence, and shielding capitalism
itself from being an inherently racist mode. Rockstar’s flattening individuation implicates
players’ played asshole power fantasies into the spectrum of ideology represented by the
capitalist modes its games critique and its business operates upon. In the aforementioned
happy ending, Michael talks to billionaire Devin Westin before killing him alongside
Franklin and Trevor. He tells him that “there’s two great evils that bedevil American
capitalism of the type you practice,” the first being “outsourcing”—which he uses as
metaphor for private mercenaries he “underpaid” to kill the three protagonists—and
“offshoring your profits”—which he uses as metaphor for the cliffside ocean view at
which the protagonists drown Westin in the trunk of a car. As shown, Rockstar’s open
worlds simply cannot be produced as they do without substantial outsourced global
supply chains, and Rockstar is infamous for offshoring its profits to escape national

taxations.*! This asshole simulation, where assholes triumphantly kill a bigger asshole,

41 A report by Tax Watch UK called “Gaming the System” details this offshoring, and even points out that
Rockstar lists its games, including GTAV, as “culturally British” to gain millions in tax credits provided by
the UK government for independent game development.
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provides a presumable sense of liberation for gamers. Westin, the stand-in for “the kind
of capitalism” that is bad, is one person whose choices stand in for systematic activities
that Rockstar has engaged for years. Players get to kill Westin and they pay Rockstar for
the privilege. The particular individuating narrative ideological expressions, which make
racism more a personal choice than a concealed component of that very ideology, also
serve to normalize player- and Rockstar-as-asshole. As the next section will further
detail, Rockstar sells the artificial frontier’s invitation of access, all the while epitomizing
the exploitation of the global neoliberal frontier upon which its business model functions.
The Non-Physical Casino Games of High Finance and GTA Online

GTAV features an online component called GTA Online. In GTA Online, the
game’s more absurd elements of player empowerment and mastery of space take center
stage, with the stories and characters taking a more secondary role in the multiplayer
section. The central gameplay loops are primarily invested in (1) making in-game money
and (2) all of the expensive digital items and property this money can purchase. Some of
these items, like clothing, are purely cosmetic. Others provide benefits; mansions and
apartments can store more vehicles or function as a social space to host other online
players, and illicit businesses provide even more opportunities for making money. Then
there is, of course, an incredibly large assortment of vehicles (from humble sedans to
flying motorcycles equipped with rocket launchers) and weaponry (from baseball bats to
death ray laser guns) available for purchase. Completely eschewing even the veneer of
gritty realism that restrains the player’s dominance of the game’s map, which GTAIV
began and carried to a less-invested extent in the singleplayer portion of GTAV, GTA

Online is pure fantasy for those with enough money to purchase it. Servers of GTA
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Online can become warzones of jets and tanks of competing in-game millionaires and
their hired player associates in the streets of a fictionalized Los Angeles and its
surrounding southern California countryside.

Many Western big budget open world games, including GTA Online, share and
cross-innovate design principles with Massively Multiplayer Online (MMO) games.*?
Most of these innovations are, naturally, aimed at extending the profitable life of a
particular game. For some MMOs this leads to a subscription model, whereby players
typically pay a monthly fee to play the game, which features periodic content updates and
thus new reasons to engage the core gameplay loops of the base game. Another
increasingly common phenomenon is a special in-game currency that can be purchased
with real cash—a so-called “microtransaction”; usually, this special currency is limited
only to purchasable cosmetic items for players. In a study on “Virtual Consumerism,”
Vili Lehdonvirta et al. argue that the “microtransactions” of real-world currency for
digital items or in-game currency have made “simulated shopping and commodity
consumption” (1059) a centrally important factor in MMO design principles. As Hamari
and Lehdonvirta point out, this virtual consumerism has become almost inextricable from
multiplayer design because these microtransactions have become the main source of
revenue for many game companies (15), another trend that has intensified in the years
since their 2010 article “Game Design as Marketing: How Game Mechanics Create

Demand for Virtual Goods.” That article sought to delineate and advise how the

42 Most MMO games are now, by and large, open world games with worlds that are shared among multiple
players simultaneously, with various kinds of player cooperation and opposition encouraged. Because the
world is shared, these games manage the mobility and autonomy of players more than singleplayer games;
they are similarly confined in progression until so-called “endgame,” where high-level players run
gameplay loops that are often more self-contained: “dungeons,” and player-versus-player arena-style
match-ups.
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“persuasive technology” of games could be used for “linking game design . . . and
marketing” for the purpose of “selling products or services” (27). Drawing from literature
that connects “games as domains of artificial outcomes” to life in the real-world society,
which is “full of games” of this nature, the proposed marketing strategy hinges on the
similar observations of Atkinson and Willis’s “ludodrome.” As “the distinction between
computer games and these other ‘games’ in the society is blurring” (27), Western open
world games that do not even have multiplayer components have become marketplaces
for digital items.*® Though the subscription model is still in use, some of the most
profitable games today (such as Fortnite) gain their entire revenue from
microtransactions, forgoing even an initial purchasing fee for the game itself.

GTA Online is updated periodically to add new vehicles, weapons, new modes for
player-versus-player violence, as well as missions with self-contained versions of the
characteristically absurd and cynical Rockstar stories. However, as GTA Online is
packaged as part of a game ostensibly billed as heavily focused on its single-player
content, it does not have a subscription fee. Instead, the revenue necessary for Rockstar to
both maintain the servers that host online play and produce new content to attract new
consumers comes from the ability to purchase in-game multiplayer funds with real cash.
For those players who wish to access the expensive items without labouring in the game’s
mechanics, Rockstar offers “Shark Cards,” which are simply pre-determined amounts of

in-game cash purchased for real dollars. The in-game cash can be used for anything in the

4SMany games from Ubisoft’s catalogue (which I will focus on in the following chapter) are single-player
only but still feature an extra marketplace for buying in-game items like clothing or weapons. Some of
these purchasable packages are literally titled “Time Savers” and provide resources that let players spend
real money to reduce the time spent on in-game labour collecting resources in the massive, checklist-style
activity-heavy open worlds.
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game, including the armaments that give the digitally wealthy players dominance over
other players. This structure is often colloquially referred to as “pay-to-win” in gaming
media, as those with the real money to spend on the game can gain an immediate tactical
advantage over other players who do not put in real money. GTAV (and the later free
addition of GTA Online) was released before some of the more heavily publicized
Western consumer rejections of the practice. For example, two big-budget games (one an
open world) released in 2017 drew so much ire from gaming communities and media that
Electronic Arts and Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment suffered headline-garnering
temporary losses to their stock prices (Huang).** GTA Online’s pay-to-win structure
cultivates GTAV’s asshole capitalist ideology not just through the immersion of its world
and narrative, but by emphasizing individual players’ prerogative to literally game the
system with capital, which translates to the equivalent of otherwise hard-won assets that
provide player advantage.

Eustance Huang argued in 2018 that players in the Western game market are less
amenable to the pay-to-win structure than players in the Chinese market, primarily
because of their respective histories with video games as a medium. Until recently, a
significant proportion of gaming in China was done in internet cafes and other venues
that required “paying recurring costs to game” (Huang, n.p.). Huang draws the
perspectives of multiple games market analysts who agreed that the differences between
these markets would likely fade over time, and the likelihood is that Western markets

would come to accept the microtransaction-based models that are overwhelmingly

44 perhaps ironically, the Warner Bros. game, Middle-earth: Shadow of War, is a single-player-only open
world game, and still fell under the scrutiny of microtransaction antipathy for its pay-to-win structure. 