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      Introduction

      
         
         
         The Novel, the Game, and the Long Road to Legitimacy—The Specificity of Video Games
            and How We Should Talk about Them
         

         
         
      

      
      A couple of years ago, maybe around 2018, a friend of mine was working at a fairly
         small middle school in Southern California. He really liked his job and was able to
         connect with the kids since he was willing and capable of handling modern technology.
         He told me that teachers had no real idea who their students were anymore, which,
         to be totally fair, is not exactly a new or unique concern for teachers. Since time
         immemorial, teachers have assumed that their students have the same experiences that
         they did when they were young and have received for that assumption a sea of totally
         checked-out faces staring back at them. No kid, in other words, is really like their teacher and vice versa.
      

      
      But this was something more, and it had to do with what kids were watching and consuming,
         media-wise, when they went home. This too isn’t exactly news, as my teachers and I
         hadn’t watched the same TV shows, either. But, he went on, this wasn’t an issue of
         taste or preference: it was an issue of radically divergent content—his students,
         he told me, weren’t going home to binge Netflix. They were going home to spend hours
         watching Twitch streams, which are channels focused strictly on a single streaming
         personality or streaming group, like a combination of a Facebook or Twitter profile
         and a TV channel.
      

      
      Twitch, for anyone who doesn’t know, is primarily for people who play video games
         regularly (whom we’ll refer to as “gamers,” albeit an inexact designation) to display
         their gaming, often to a large audience. There are streams that focus on peoples’
         everyday lives and of course some fun diversions like Twitch karaoke, but the primary
         function of Twitch is to connect people who are entertaining or who are very good
         at gaming to an audience of people who are incredibly interested in watching them
         do what they do best. Consider it like an online version of the one friend you knew
         who was really good at making trick shots, in basketball or Halo, except with an audience of potentially hundreds of thousands.
      

      
      And although Twitch allows anyone with the means to stream their gaming freely, the
         streams that my friend’s students were watching were almost certainly the Twitch stars
         who pull in a serious viewership and income from playing and streaming video games.
         People watch these streams because these people are often playing at a near-professional
         level—as, most famously, the player Tyler “Ninja” Blevins does in Fortnite—or because they are entertaining regardless of gameplay—as with the half-comedy, half-gaming
         streaming collective, the Go off Kings. But the main difference between these streamers
         and the TV and film stars of the past is that their viewers aren’t watching them to
         vicariously live a life they could not. Instead, they’re watching them play a game
         (at least when it comes to popular stream games like Fortnite) that many of them could and do play themselves.
      

      
      This seemed weird to me at the time, as it may seem strange to you if you’re of a
         certain age when most gaming was done in a physically connected and limited space.
         The worst thing to me as a kid was watching a friend play a game who didn’t give me
         a turn to play; the most tempting thing was to never give my friends a turn playing.
         Asking for one more turn to try to beat a level in Super Mario Brothers when I was six and my friend was desperate to try the weird new underground level;
         watching my cousins play Castlevania II and wanting a taste of that strange, gothic world and not getting one; playing at
         a new friend’s house just to see what the Playstation thing was all about and getting
         only that small taste of the Crash Bandicoot demo; not wanting to give up the controller until you got over that one hump in Street Fighter 3rd Strike or Tekken or Mario Kart—these were the kinds of feelings I experienced. Gaming with friends was, at its core,
         a power struggle for the controller, and watching wasn’t just less fun, it was, for
         most, not fun at all—it was an utter deferral and denial of satisfaction. So you can
         understand my confusion.
      

      
      The difference here is that Twitch is not about the gaming itself: it’s not a space
         that primarily values the actual inputting of mechanics into a video game interface.
         Put another way, you wouldn’t ask baseball spectators why they don’t just go outside
         and play baseball themselves; the two activities have completely different appeals,
         even for professional or semiprofessional players. Playing the game is an active use
         of energy and engages a kind of adrenal push for participation; watching, on the other
         hand, is a passive engagement with the culture of sport, a more social and relaxing
         activity. What I and a bunch of other thirtysomethings out there had missed, in other
         words, was that gaming now had what sports does: a reason to engage socially, outside
         of the game itself.
      

      
      The way games developed this culture is a longer story than this book can deliver—and
         probably one that can’t be told in a single book. In part this is because the popularity
         and cultural emergence of gaming has a lot to do with the development of gaming technology,
         the internet, and the rapidly distanced culture we all engage in now. But the mostly
         untold story involves how the act of gaming shifted away from the individual action
         of play and refocused on the communal experience we see in the popularity of Twitch
         gaming. Specifically, this story is about how gaming as a medium of cultural expression
         was shaped specifically by the reaction of its fans, more so than perhaps any other
         medium in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
      

      
      Or, to frame this like a question: Is the fact that we are as happy to watch games
         being played as we are to play them ourselves due to how gaming has changed or due
         to how we are changing gaming? Does the audience determine the product when it comes
         to video games, or are we being driven along by the industry? As we see, both the
         developer and the audience share the responsibility of creating the current cultural
         moment in gaming, and this revelation can show us that we, as an audience, have the
         ability to impact how that moment changes moving forward. But before we go forward,
         let’s go back just a bit, to circa 325 BCE.
      

       

      * * *

       

      Video games are now and have always been on the cultural defensive. From their introduction
         in the home through the Atari 2600, they have been viewed as a waste of time or a
         frivolity. Further back, they served as the fun counterpart to the real computational
         revolution—Deep Blue, the famous early supercomputer that took on chess grandmaster
         Garry Kasparov, may have been playing a game, but the match counted for industrial,
         political, and, most importantly, economic stakes; your average game of Pong did not. The intelligence that could be marshaled by supercomputers promised advances
         in automation, calculation, and efficiency, after all. In comparison, the gaming that
         invaded the home and arcade marketplace might have had profit-making potential for
         its creators, but it was ultimately considered a pastime in the tradition of whist
         or charades—unremarkable at best, actively distracting and trivializing at worst.
      

      
      But there’s more to the story than productivity and profit when it comes to cultural
         and social impact. Indeed, the consistent presence of cultural objects that are in
         and of themselves unproductive has been a fact of life throughout recorded history.
         Human beings need recreation to balance the daily work they have to do to survive
         and prosper materially, and the truly impractical life of the mind is the place where
         this recreation takes place when people are unsuited to or uninterested in physical
         play. And so the poetry, novels, and games that occupy the mind and shock the productive
         conscience proliferate even as they are attacked by their cultural and moral critics.
         These attacks have roots that are millennia old.
      

      
      In his Republic, written around 325 BC, the Greek philosopher Plato recounts a dialogue involving
         his teacher Socrates in which Socrates explains why poetry needs to be heavily censored
         in any perfect state. Plato and Socrates are, as is typical, on the same page about
         this, and much of current cultural critique takes its inspiration from these two ancient
         philosophers, particularly concerning “imitation.” For both philosophers, imitation
         is a philosophical problem because it cannot fully replicate the model it means to
         reproduce. Even if I take an ideal chair as a model for my attempt to build a chair
         as an untrained carpenter, for instance, the latter will not live up to the former—neither
         in function nor appearance. Similarly, Plato and his teacher tell us, the poet or
         author’s imitations of reality cannot live up to the model of truth. Since a young
         mind “takes the impression that one wishes to stamp upon it,” any sort of lie that
         could influence those young minds away from truth should not be told.[1]  
      

      
      In the typical nature of a Socratic dialogue, the question-and-answer cadence regarding
         truth and representation leads us down the road very quickly to “a censorship over
         our storytellers.”[2]   And if this all sounds a bit antiquated to you, maybe Socrates’s reasoning will
         sound a bit more contemporary. He argues that stories should be sanitized and free
         of satire or ambiguity because “the young are not able to distinguish what is and
         what is not allegory.”[3]   This line of thinking—that children won’t or can’t distinguish between fantasy
         and reality—is what drives almost all reactive critique against media, from Fredric
         Wertham’s screed against comic books in The Seduction of the Innocent to Jack Thompson’s decades-long campaign against video games. Most recently, Thompson
         could have been paraphrasing Plato and Socrates when in 2018 he said of a recent mass
         shooting, “What happens in the case of heavy users of video games is that when they
         have the virtual reality taken from them, they will set out to make it real reality.”[4]  
      

      
      So we see our cultural critics from 325 BC and AD 2018 both insisting that the reality
         we live in can and will be tainted by the imitated realities we consume and also that
         only morally and factually true media can instruct us and aid our journeys as productive
         citizens. Video games and television, even more than novels, poems, films, or plays,
         fall directly into this critique: dangerous fluff that by virtue of their ubiquitous,
         everyday presence in our lives hides the nature of the world from us more effectively
         than any previous entertainment technology.
      

      
      This distrust has not, of course, curbed their popularity, and video games enjoy increasing
         relevance in our current moment as Twitch streaming, e-sports celebrities like Ninja
         and FaZe Clan, and the rise of digital downloads make video games more popular and
         more accessible than ever. But the moral panic that accompanies the Platonic concerns
         does not mean that right-wing or traditionalist politics are straying away from video
         games; to the contrary, video games as a genre are becoming more and more reactionary
         as time goes on, representing or misrepresenting reality in service of paranoia and
         power as opposed to progressivism or distancing. This is important, too, because although
         we’ve given a lot of time to how imitation is viewed by its critics, imitation is
         also the only way to imagine better or different realities. That these realities could
         be imagined in both a progressive and a reactionary sense is something that hasn’t been given enough attention by people
         who want to understand the cultural potential of games: the future of video games
         isn’t necessarily the homogeneity of reactionary patriotism and fear. There are paths
         that we have yet to imagine the medium taking.
      

      
      This book aims to try to imagine those paths yet traveled and provide a progressive
         audience a reason to care about a medium that is so often given over to angry young
         white men in popular media. Though we’ve come a long way from puritanical valuations
         of “hard work” as a virtue in and of itself, self-care culture is still laser focused
         on efficiency and production, and the embarrassment over the frivolity of leisure
         hasn’t entirely disappeared. As a result, gaming is typically seen as frivolous and
         inessential, and although it certainly is unproductive in a real sense, there is no
         reason to abandon gaming as a toxic dead end without exploring both its history and
         its potential as a cultural medium uniquely receptive to its audience. If we are to
         imagine alternative political worlds from a progressive and, yes, leftist perspective,
         the simultaneity of reception, critique, and revision that is taking place in gaming
         today provides the best place to think beyond the seemingly impossibly firm limits
         of our political and cultural present. Because imitation doesn’t always erode the
         model from which it draws, it also can surpass it as well.
      

      
      I’m going to try to prove this point by considering the ways that famous gaming series
         have changed over time as they initially make their claims, are taken in by a mass
         of fans who interpret those claims in their own ways, and are finally reimagined,
         the later entries in the series doing their own form of imitative reproduction of
         the earlier. This feedback process of production-reception-reproduction is one that
         I think is unique to serialized media, and the length of time that some of these properties
         cover makes video games in particular of great interest to this analysis. The Final Fantasy series, one of our objects here, is thirty-three years old and counting; the genre
         of the battle royale shooter, our youngest and most diverse group of games by far,
         is at its youngest, seven years old already. A lot of time has passed between the
         earliest games in this book and the most recent, and that has allowed these series
         to change, often in dramatic ways, from their original projects. How we view their
         politics and aesthetics—which are, to my mind, political in and of themselves—is changing,
         and how we might work to influence them in the future is what this book strives to
         answer.
      

      
      But before we get to gaming, I want to take a trip back in time and briefly consider
         another upstart media genre that upset a great many people, seemed like it would change
         the world with its progressive politics, and took a mass audience by storm before
         proving to be as conservative if not more so than any other genre that had preceded
         it. That’s right, let’s talk about the novel.
      

       

      * * *

       

      When scholars refer to the “birth of the novel,” it’s important to remember that there
         is no single “first novel” to which they’re referring. The murky soup of the novel’s
         origins is mixed up with poetry, short fiction, travelogues, and the strange ambitions
         of eighteenth-century writers. This isn’t a book of literary criticism, so I won’t
         bore you with my readings of Ian Watt or Michael McKeon (though the authors themselves
         certainly are worth your time), but the novel itself has a lot to teach us about the
         nature of video games and their potential as a medium. Both have been roundly dismissed
         as trivial, brain-rotting uses of time in their own moment. Both are typically enjoyed
         by younger, more impressionable people, which makes authority figures then and now
         nervous. And both have grown to some sort of maturity amid a hugely controversial
         tug-of-war between the people who would define them as media.
      

      
      You could argue that in the eighteenth century, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe was the beginning of the novel and that novels were at their core fictional stories
         of adventure, danger, and a strange economic wit. Someone might respond that you are
         a fool, that novels should look like Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, a series of fictional letters between characters both in love and in danger of losing
         their virtue to love. And a third person could argue that novels were morality tales
         mixed with the kind of epic structure we see in Homer, à la Tom Jones by Henry Fielding. A fourth person might stop you in your tracks and say that the
         novel is meant as a satirical experiment, like the wondrous and confounding Tristram Shandy by Laurence Sterne. And all of these arguments would be right in some respects and
         wrong in others—the novel contains multitudes and is at various times adventurous,
         scandalous, edifying, experimental, and, more often than not, entertaining.
      

      
      Consider the same kind of debate around video games in the late 1970s and early 1980s.
         Roberta Williams might tell you that her new game Mystery House was the future of the video game genre, with branching narrative paths, a progression
         of ever-more extravagant ways to die, and rudimentary but remarkably evocative graphics.
         Will Crowther might interrupt her and say that his game, Colossal Cave Adventure, with its confounding mazes, engaging adventure, and mental difficulty combined with
         textual flair was the way things were going. Someone might interject and say that
         video games were simply a stopping point before electronic art and literature proper
         merged, which would offer new potential for all three forms. Then Toru Iwatani might
         peek around the corner and tell you that his new game, Pac-Man, was going to revolutionize the world of games, which were, of course, not about
         stories at all but rather about amassing millions of points in reflex-breaking work.
         And once again, all of them would be right in a way. But as we look at it from the
         twenty-twenty vistas of hindsight, we can say none was exactly right.
      

      
      This is because video games, like novels or any type of artistic medium, are somewhat
         more capacious than their descriptions imply. A novel might be instructive—like, say,
         the sentimental literature of early America that provided girls with rules for chaste
         living and horror stories to deter rebellion—but ultimately it has an aesthetic set
         of concerns behind the instruction, which leaks out of that small descriptive box.
         A video game might be narrative at its core but still have the kinds of mechanics
         that encourage speed-runners and competitive-minded gamers to try and overcome the
         limits of the narrative frame. Similarly, people can bring their own stories to the
         blank slates of Robinson Crusoe and Pac-Man, projecting and creating their own realities, which are ultimately no less real or
         significant than the realities on the page.
      

      
      In short, these two mediums are related to each other because they resist being defined
         in any single predictable way despite their popularity and their reach. Even today,
         four hundred years later, the novel is tricky to pin down as a medium, and video games
         are getting even more complex than ever. And the dialectic corollary to this inability
         to pin down the medium for these types of art is that the force behind their meaning
         expands beyond the stories they tell about themselves and beyond the stories we tell
         about them. A game’s story may be trivial, even silly on its face, but it is almost
         certainly transformatively important to someone, not in spite of but because of that triviality. The tiny plumber who fights turtles or the noble hero trying to
         save her tiny alien friend, the Metroid, are more than willing to adapt themselves
         to the story you want them to tell as a player. Well—up to a point.
      

      
      But instead of telling you about this, as I do in the rest of this book, allow me
         to share an example of my reading of Fortnite.
      

       

      * * *

       

      Fortnite can somewhat modestly be called a historical worldwide phenomenon. Massively popular,
         incredibly widespread in its player base, and available to be played on almost any
         platform for free, the game has earned its parent company Epic Games an ungodly amount
         of money and allowed it to go toe-to-toe with Apple Store, a feat heretofore unheard
         of. But beyond its popularity as an intellectual property, the game is about something,
         too, and involves you playing a character fighting for resources in a gradually shrinking
         world while trying to kill off the other players before they kill you.
      

      
      Well, okay, that’s what I think it’s about anyway.

      
      A couple of years before writing this book, I wrote an article at the (now sadly defunct)
         Outline titled “Fortnite Could Only Exist in a World That’s Running out of Resources.” I want to revisit the
         article’s argument, at least in part, because I think I was right (naturally) but
         also because perhaps I was proven wrong in the end by Fortnite’s own player base.[5]  
      

      
      So let’s start with a bit of a description for those readers who don’t have kids or
         refuse to learn what their kids like: in Fortnite, you are dropped from a goofy flying bus onto a cartoonish island with ninety-nine
         other players. Your goal on the island is twofold: to survive and to build. The survival
         part is also twofold, as the other players can shoot or axe or explode you to death
         and a storm encroaches on you from all sides. The storm takes what is a massive map
         and quickly shrinks it down so that you’re forced to face the other deadly players
         who are trying to be the last one standing.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the building part is a crucial element of the game. A holdover from when
         Fortnite was conceived and planned as a cooperative game revolving around fortress building
         against zombie hordes, the building mechanic has been the crowning achievement of
         the battle royale mode. Cutting down trees, buildings, cars, rocks, and really anything
         in your way with a pickaxe, your avatar can amass materials and build walls, ceilings,
         stairs, and more. Using these constructions, you can bide your time safely as the
         storm closes in or create an unbreachable vantage point from which to gun down your
         enemies.
      

      
      What this unconventional blend of gaming elements—the coordinated violence of Player Unknown’s Battleground combined with the cartoonish world building of Minecraft—produces is an army of Twitch streamers performing acrobatic, operatic maneuvers
         around each other, building while shooting and dodging upward as a storm surges around
         them. It has all the hallmarks of a blockbuster, and it’s really no wonder that it’s
         been an enormous hit.
      

      
      But for a game that’s deeply popular with the preteen set—thanks in no small part
         to being free to play as well as for its seamless mobile port—it’s a bit strange to
         see the dramatization of kill-or-be-killed fantasies in bright colors and wacky costumes.
         Fortnite is a totally bloodless and innocent game despite its ostensible murder-for-survival
         subject matter—a game almost every child plays wherein the basic goal is to murder
         an entire island full of people and do funny dances.
      

      
      Let me stop for a moment and say in no uncertain terms that I don’t think video games
         cause violence, nor do I think Fortnite is poisoning our kids. As someone asked before I wrote this piece, why spend time
         taking Fortnite to task for dramatizing murder for resources when there are games like Player Unknown’s Battlegrounds or Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 4 that have all the elements of Fortnite but none of the cartoonish levity? But what’s interesting about Fortnite isn’t the violence of the game itself, but rather the somewhat laissez-faire reaction
         to the violence by a media apparatus that has largely loosened up, compared with 1999,
         yet still finds a way to clutch its pearls during every news cycle. Fortnite’s violence, in other words, is only interesting because people are not reacting with
         shock. Instead, they understand that it makes all the sense in the world.
      

      
      The logic of scarcity asserts that there’s a finite number of things in the world
         that we all need to survive and thrive and only the strong can have them. This is
         something that we’ve basically internalized and banished to the background of our
         mind, only noticing when it is expressed in surprising or blunt ways. One example
         was a tweet in which Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu justified the use of
         force against Palestinians who were fomenting against Israeli occupation of their
         land by tying the idea of the scarcity of land and shelter to violence in “defense”
         of those resources for Israelis and against Palestinans and was justifiably censured
         widely. But we casually reiterate the same sentiments daily when we—even those of
         us on the far left—talk about the ways massive climate change operates not as a structural
         imperial injustice but as a scientific tragedy. The logic of scarcity is not simply
         at the root of Netanyahu’s brutal proclamation, but also at the core of all of our
         assumptions about the future of human civilization, about birth rates, about walls
         around our borders, and about the need to buy land in the Pacific Northwest to avoid
         being boiled alive: there’s not enough for all of us, so I need to get mine. Even in our video games.
      

      
      Once again, though, let’s take a step back and acknowledge that when your thirteen-year-old
         nephew plays Fortnite all through Christmas Eve while muttering “thank you” for the Amazon gift certificates
         he receives, he isn’t actively becoming a reactionary fascist or anything. No kid
         or streamer is thinking of Fortnite as some kind of political statement; they’re playing it because it’s fun and well
         made. I would even go so far as to wager that Epic Games didn’t make Fortnite because it thought it could profit from a pernicious logic that undergirds late capitalism.
         It made its battle royale hit because its fortress-building game flopped and it wanted
         to save the intellectual property. None of the actors here is performing some sort
         of deep skullduggery.
      

      
      But that we have a legitimate cultural phenomenon based on a ritualized kill-or-be-killed
         game style and no one seems overly concerned about the implications is something that
         I think is worth noting. Maybe in 1999, the media would have been absolutely frothing
         about the battle royale’s renaissance, but the persistent terror and spectacle of
         2021 cast a much larger shadow. This lack of attention, however, may ultimately be
         why Fortnite matters. One benefit of art, historically, has been that it defamiliarizes the world
         in ways that allow us to recognize our own ingrained behaviors as ridiculous or harmful.
         When Bertolt Brecht claimed that art wasn’t a mirror of reality but a hammer that
         shapes it, he meant that art and theater have the ability not just to reflect reality,
         but to distort it as well. Fortnite isn’t about scarcity, but it could not reach such a level of popularity in a world
         that wasn’t shaped by scarcity. What we recognize in Fortnite, at an almost unconscious level, is the logic of our own world reflected back to
         us. There’s comfort in being able to manipulate and control that logic so that we
         end up on top for once.
      

      
      So is the end of the story, I asked when I wrote this article, that Fortnite is conditioning us to accept the order of the world as a meat grinder that spits
         out all but the elite? Is this seemingly innocent murder-dance simulator teaching
         kids that shooting up a school is ephemeral but hoarding the means of survival is
         forever?
      

      
      And the answer then and now is, of course not. But what’s hard to parse is that this
         logic is at the core of the game’s appeal, and as such Fortnite can reveal the paranoia and fear of hoarding and land grabbing in a clear-eyed and
         disturbing way. As Netanyahu demonstrated, when the tenets behind the logic of scarcity
         are expressed in starkly Manichaean terms, they aren’t as easily normalized as the
         idea that, for example, there isn’t enough food for everyone. If it can make people
         question why a fight to be the last one standing feels so comfortable in contemporary
         America or why the natural extension of a battle royale, even for kids, is to acquire
         bigger guns, then maybe Fortnite can be a hammer to shape reality too.
      

      
      But the distinction that is missed here is that Fortnite doesn’t shape reality; rather, reality shapes Fortnite, or at least its player base does. The game itself may function around the mechanics
         of violent scarcity and may literally involve the hoarding of wood, stone, and metal
         to build fortresses that are defended with shotguns, sniper rifles, and more, but
         the actual logic of the game is determined by the psyche of the player base, whose average age is
         far younger than anyone who cares one iota about global scarcity. Instead, what we
         see in Fortnite is a privileging of the cartoonish, collectable, and event-driven nature of the metagame
         surrounding the battle royale. Yes, most of the popular Fortnite streaming involves the building and the shooting elements of the game, which makes
         sense from the standpoint of spectatorship. But the actual spectacle of the game is
         its massive communal quality, with concerts and speeches taking place in-game for
         players to see as they shoot, build, and dance outside of the confines of the battle
         royale. Or it’s in the recurring gimmicks, rendered as seasons, in which John Wick
         or Galactus, the devourer of worlds, descends into the world of Fortnite to cause some sort of limited-time event.
      

      
      And, yes, these events and spectacles get the player base to buy the Fortnite currency, which is the way this free game makes its ungodly profit. But such events
         and spectacles also are determined by its player base and their appetites; Fortnite operates in that too-rare capitalist synergy that free-market advocates champion:
         it produces a supply that is bolstered and informed by a demand.
      

      
      So although the logic of scarcity informs the mechanical rules of the game itself,
         Fortnite has changed over time to become more capacious than its space of play. The game is
         a social event, a signifier of social capital, and it operates like a meeting spot
         or a shared reference as much as or more than it operates as a shooter. In this way,
         the “text” of Fortnite—what it is literally about—actually does not tell us much about why the game is popular or what the game accomplishes
         for its fans and players. Instead, those fans and players determine that appeal, changing the game from the inside as readers change a novel by internalizing
         and personalizing the content.
      

       

      * * *

       

      Fortnite is, of course, a radical outlier. The game is a free-to-play shooter that turned
         into a social phenomenon thanks to sudden stream popularity, a killer mobile app,
         and an audience that absolutely clicked with what Epic Games was producing at exactly
         the moment it needed that audience to click. Furthermore, the model of profit for
         Epic Games relies on fan engagement. There’s no money in Fortnite if players aren’t buying the extras, so fan engagement is absolutely the most important element to the soup that is the free-to-play battle royale. And finally,
         Fortnite is online, which makes it a social experience ready to be shared on demand by millions
         at almost any moment during the day, which makes the already volatile “reading experience”
         of the game’s “plot” radically more changeable.
      

      
      But what is not unique or exceptional about Fortnite is the interaction between game and fan itself. As we see in this book, the history
         of games, particularly of games that are parts of long series or part of a specific
         genre, is one of creative tension between players and creators. It’s of course tempting
         to read this relationship in a cynical, mercenary way, and certainly we are dealing
         with massive companies, so that element absolutely exists. However, we’re also dealing
         with the issue of authorial intention and what happens to that intention when it meets
         readers or, in this case, players.
      

      
      Because although you may find that hypothetical person willing to argue with you about
         Tristram Shandy, you’re far more likely to find someone willing to argue that the novel’s figuration
         of coitus interruptus—both textually and visually through black pages entirely obscured
         through printer’s ink and squiggly illustrations—are postmodern precursors and apt
         metaphors for the writing process and creation. Is it possible Sterne thought this
         was the point of his novel when he wrote it? Of course. But is it likely the purpose
         of Tristram Shandy or, moreover, what the novel is about?
      

      
      The answer is yes and also no. Both Tristram Shandy and Fortnite—a comparison that has M. H. Abrams spinning in his grave as we speak—present the
         productive quandary of authorial intention meeting an inventive and perhaps unintended
         audience. I imagine Fortnite didn’t expect a largely streaming/media crossover audience younger than eighteen,
         and neither did Sterne intend Tristram Shandy to be the novel du jour for academics concerned with the representational quality
         of textuality. Yet this interplay is part of the patina of both pieces now, a rich
         layering of intention and reception, all adding to the totality of what these texts
         are about.
      

      
      But we can’t do much more than say this and move on, observing the interplay and quibbling
         over which side matters more. That is, we can’t do it until we consider the series
         in gaming. A series refers to a group of games that follows a cycle of sequels, prequels,
         and additions to a major franchise or, in some specific instances, a group of games
         that continues to iterate on a particular genre. In these games, we see the same kind
         of interplay between an intended product and its audience, but we also see an evolution
         of this interplay over time, as the games respond to their audience, and the audience’s
         opinions respond in kind. In these instances, what we see is not a single interaction,
         but an evolution—the birth of a trend and an observable change. It is through this
         change that we can see the potential of what games can do as a medium, as well as
         the ways in which the medium can fall apart.
      

      
      What we see on this journey through games is the way that video games can change their
         audience and also the ways an audience can change a game. Although we may come no
         closer to determining the medium specificity of games, we will see the ways in which
         they can serve as avenues of influence, both in terms of their own ability to change
         as a medium and in terms of their ability to suggest new ways of thinking about our
         political and cultural landscape.
      

       

      * * *

       

      In the rest of this book, we’ll take a wide-ranging journey through genre and series,
         stopping to discuss high and low points, optimistic shifts in gaming consciousness,
         and pessimistic moments of failure. I discuss the creators and the games themselves,
         putting them in context with what came before, during, and after their development,
         and, of course, what people had to say about and demand from these games. It is a
         uniquely revealing journey through the gaming landscape of the past thirty years.
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      Chapter 1

      Survival Horror

      
         
         
         
         What Are You Scared of and What Does It Mean?

         
         
      

      
      What do we most fear? And why? Horror video games are understood as flashpoints of
         terror for most, and the question of why they are so scary or what they are making
         a metaphorical terror out of typically falls out of the frame. There are larger ideas
         that horror draws from and social concerns that animate the trends we see in the media
         and shake us to our core. Horror games may emblematize this balance between drawing
         on the world for influence and reproducing these worldly fears as a cathartic release.
         As we see in this chapter, how these fears evolve can tell us how video games reveal
         important truths about our society and culture, as well as the ways games themselves
         help us unpack these fears in ourselves through an aesthetic expression.
      

      
       

      
      * * *

      
       

      
      Perhaps the most common observation about the 1980s slasher flick boom is that the
         whole craze and perhaps the entire subgenre of “crazed madman kills fleeing teens”
         is a thinly veiled metaphor for sexual conservatism. It’s not a bad observation, really,
         and it can be easily complicated by the realization that we as an audience typically
         relate less to, say, Texas Chainsaw Massacre’s Leatherface than the girl who escapes him. Media critic Carol Clover is generally
         considered the first major critic to make this turn in her seminal text on horror
         films, Men, Women, and Chainsaws, and she further argues that horror movies actually can allow us a space to explore
         radical feminist impulses in media. In other words, that Friday the 13th marathon you’re about to watch isn’t all about killing coeds after they just got done
         having some premarital sex; it’s about rooting for the one woman who escapes the blood orgy.
      

      
      Now, there are some critiques of Clover’s perspective that are clear even from a cursory
         reading: How superficial were these emancipatory feminist moments, given that the
         craze happened at the height of Ronald Reagan’s culturally conservative omnipresence?
         Why is it empowering to let one girl live and kill five or six others? And why, in
         the revenge fantasy spur of the slasher genre, does a woman need to be raped or assaulted
         in order to claim some kind of agency? Is the claim that the slasher genre is feminist
         really any easier to dispute than the claim that it’s all about sexual repression?
      

      
      Clover does answer more than a few of these questions, and I’m doing a disservice
         to her work by being so glib, but it is useful to see how the discourse around horror
         shifts and distorts around whoever is watching or experiencing the horror themselves.
         Horror is, at its core, a genre that asks a lot of its audience: it asks that the
         audience withstand deliberately uncomfortable moments of tension; it asks that its
         audience bring to bear on the media their own fears so that the scares resonate more
         deeply; and it asks that viewers sympathize both with the killer (in order to make
         the film more interesting) and the victim (in order to make the film more suspenseful).
         In short, horror needs its audience to participate actively to succeed as much as,
         if not more than, any other contemporary genre.
      

      
      This helps to explain why the modern horror genre is populated with creators who were
         fans before they were writers, directors, or—in our case—video game developers. The
         active participation in the framing of horror, as a sort of symbiotic process between
         the film (or game, novel, etc.) and the audience, empowers a sort of personalized
         version of terror. More than, say, serious dramatic fare, it’s absolutely reasonable
         if not necessary to respond to a horror movie by talking about what it made you feel, how it impacted
         you, what it made you think it was about. I could argue the “correct” reading of To Sleep with Anger, but as critic Sean McTiernan demonstrated recently in his perceptive podcast on
         found footage horror, Hundreds of Dead Pixelated Bodies, one’s reaction to something like The Blair Witch Project is so colored by personal experience as to make a singularly correct or agreed-upon
         reading impossible.
      

      
      All we can really say definitively about the horror genre boils down to three basic
         truths: horror is expected to scare its audience, whether through jump scares, psychological
         terror, excessive violence, and so forth; the success of the horror genre depends
         on keying
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