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  Preface


  
    



    “And what if our life is someone else’s game?”—Lucky Wander Boy

  


  To start with a disclaimer: I have played video games for much of my life. My very first game—outside of playing Dig Dug or Q*Bert on the arcade machines at our local pharmacy—was Peanut Butter Panic for the Tandy TRS-80 computer. Soon after, I progressed to the Nintendo Entertainment System, and then through each successive generation of consoles: sometimes Sega, sometimes Sony, sometimes Microsoft, and so on. One of my earliest video game memories is playing the NES Ice Hockey game on Christmas day until I vomited. And then I played some more. It was probably at that point that I realized that the lines between hobby, passion, and obsession were excruciatingly thin. Even now, at age 41, I continue to incorporate video games into my life. Although I don’t play games for those vomit-inducing long periods of time, I do play games, as do my children. Thus, many of my ideas about the way video games interact with our lives and through the world of science fiction prose are borne through personal experience, as well as my interactions with other video gamers, from those casual gamers who keep sending me notifications to participate in Words with Friends, to the group of people who frequent the video game retail stores on the midnight of a major release.


  Those of my generation who were lucky enough to own a Tandy or an Atari or even the Nintendo Entertainment System could be considered digital gaming pioneers. Of course, video games existed in their earlier form a little before that in the arcades, but they weren’t readily accessible to most buyers. Before then, gaming took the form of quarters dropped into huge arcade machines located in sweltering mall storefronts or shoved into the corner of a local restaurant. Those who grew up in more rural areas may have played an arcade game once a week; those in more populated centers had their choice of arcade machines, so long as their supply of quarters remained steady. And, as we grew, so did the video games—eight-bit graphics gave way to sixteen-bit, which gave way to the then-earth-shattering 64-bit graphics. With each successive generation of console and PC, the games became more complex, in graphics and in capabilities. Famous musicians and actors started to provide the sound of the games, and they became less of a waste of time and more of an art form to be dissected and criticized, sometimes for better or for worse. Every now and again, I go back to play some of the first games I enjoyed, such as Punch-Out! Or Super Mario Bros. and, outside of a quick whiff of nostalgia, I think of the old phrase “you can’t go back again.” The games are definable classics, but whereas I played Ice Hockey on the NES almost all Christmas day, the white glare of the ice punishing my eyes, I could only really enjoy it twenty years later for a few minutes. I have even gone back to play some games that aren’t too far removed from today’s era, such as Silent Hill 2, which I remembered as being one of my absolute favorites of all time. Silent Hill 2, even the remastered version, looks and feels like a game that is, well, almost two decades old now. Going back to play it again showed me fuzzy graphics, odd sound effects, and clunky controls, providing me with a sense of deep disappointment—how could I have ever loved that game so much? Perhaps modern video gamers are spoiled.


  Anyone who was born and raised during the video game revolution—where it seemed each new console release provided a massive technological leap over the prior console generation—can appreciate just how magnificent games are today. Even some of the games that have been critically panned, such as Watch Dogs, would have made us salivate over the possibilities twenty years ago. And, along with this explosion in video game popularity has come video game culture, as indefinable as it is frustrating, as niche as it is accessible, and, in the end, a relatively confounding phenomenon. More people playing video games, and more money being spent on video games (by both companies and players) has led a relatively new entertainment industry into uncharted waters, where questions of diversity, equality, and fairness can result in often outsized and ugly actions by small but vocal portions of the group. Even so, modern mainstream perceptions of what makes a gamer, as we will see, have rarely been correct, and often have buried at their foundations the very same stereotypes that came into being in the 1980s.


  This growth of video gaming culture has led many critics and academics to wonder about how people perceive the world of the video games. Garry Crawford, Ian Bogost, Jesper Juul, and Greg Comitskey, among many others, have written numerous volumes trying to understand a variety of topics, often focusing on the popularity of video gaming. Academics have rushed into the field and have mined topics from violence to sexuality to nostalgia to marketing. From a theoretical standpoint, most of the discussion has centered around purely academic projects of reality and fantasy and the conflict between leisure and the quotidian. In some cases, however, the very concept of the gamer is examined: what makes a gamer, and how do we know that they are a gamer? In many areas of pop and contemporary culture, the academic discussion falls by the wayside, and the very idea of being a gamer is often suffused with negativity. This has hindered study of video games, mostly because the audience has been successfully stigmatized.1 Outside of academia (and even, in some cases, in academia as well), video gaming culture remains an outcast, buried in negative depictions.


  Surprisingly, positive portrayals of video gaming culture are particularly lacking in science fiction prose. This is surprising because science fiction is a genre which partially prides itself on forecasting future ideas and trends, and many of the authors are scientifically proficient in any number of scientific fields. Those science fiction fans who have read the works of Iain Banks or Stephen Baxter, among others, are well aware of just how science-laden their science fiction truly is. But what makes science fiction such an interesting realm of study isn’t just the science; it’s the depiction of how those scientific events mold and shape human culture, philosophy, and politics.


  Yet, after first proposing this work, I found that there was alarmingly little science fiction prose that featured video games or video gaming culture. Of course, Ernest Cline’s métier is in that very field—his two novels, Ready Player One and Armada, feature video gaming and video game culture in the near future, and both novels have been generally well regarded by critics and fans alike. Yet, there is not much else compared to the enormous amount of science fiction literature focusing on other subjects. Of the hundreds of science fiction novels and short stories published each year in this seemingly infinitely growing genre, only a few works truly focused on video games or video game culture. For both novels and short stories, there are around a dozen or so novels and perhaps the same number of short stories. That’s it.


  As of this writing, there are no other works examining how video games and video gaming culture are depicted in science fiction prose. At times, this book functions as a close critical reading of multiple science fiction novels, in order to expose the consistent themes that appear. This, to me, is a necessary function of the work—to provide a grounded foundation for future study and discussion. This work, then, is in no way to be considered a complete rendering of every single science fiction novel that uses video gaming as a plot element; instead, I focus primarily on the novels that have garnered some critical attention. Those works about video gaming that have been self-published, of which there are many, are excluded from the discussion, not because they do not have merit or are of lesser quality, but because they simply did not receive critical attention. Without devolving too far into a discussion on the merits of self-publishing, I often found that those self-published science fiction works too often struggle with some of the basics of storytelling, from consistent plotting to grammatical issues. Therefore, my intention remains to focus on those works that appear to be emblematic of the genre as a whole.


  In conducting research for this book, I was surprised to find that many of the novels and short stories tended to center on the same very few themes over and over again. This was surprising because my experience as an avid science fiction fan has taught me that the boundaries of science fiction themes are endless. Futuristic dystopias, trips through space, ethical conundrums surrounding genetics, and so on, all abound in a variety of works by a variety of authors. Yet, I have found that those few works that explore the ramifications of video gaming, or features video gaming culture, are often startlingly redundant in their thematic material. Rare is the science fiction prose work that breaks new ground while discussing video gaming, an observation that even holds true when one considers cinematic interpretations of video gaming as well, which I will do in the afterword.


  In an effort to be as inclusive as possible, I have also included juvenile science fiction works that focus on video gaming and video gaming culture. Interestingly, but perhaps not surprisingly, many of the newer juvenile fiction works have taken a somewhat more innovative perspective on video gaming; yet so many of these works, too, continue to circle around the same basic themes that were first introduced almost an entire generation before its current crop of readers. In other words, the hysteria surrounding arcades and video games in the 1980s is quite possibly completely foreign to those born in the early years of the 21st century; yet, those themes can still be found in abundance. As attitudes and perspectives toward video gaming have changed culturally in the ensuing decades since their widespread adoption into popular culture, little has change in how video gaming and video gaming culture is depicted.


  I believe that there is a natural intersection between video game theory, video gaming culture, and science fiction. This intersection is something that is just now starting to grow, and I feel that the emerging trends and ideas in this overlooked subgenre needs to be examined. Of course, there are plenty of critical modes one can engage in the exploration of literature. This work, however, will use emerging video game theory to understand many questions: Why isn’t science fiction embracing video gaming? How are those few works faithfully or erroneously depicting video gaming culture and its adherents? How are these few depictions evolving over time? And, perhaps most importantly, how can video game theory provide us with a lens into understanding how science fiction authors depict video gaming, for better or for worse? Simply put, it is entirely possible that video game theory can not only teach about video games, it may indeed teach us about depictions of video games as well, providing scholars and gamers a new avenue of research in understanding a complex field that combines social, technological, and cultural criticism into one.


  Introduction


  
    



    “It was pleasure; it was play.”—Ender’s Game [274]

  


  One of the hallmarks of science fiction, or, at least, science fiction fandom, is to consistently reevaluate works that are set in the future to see how close that work managed to mimic the future. In other words, astute fans of science fiction can examine Metropolis and be astounded by just how close to reality Fritz Lang’s vision of the future hewed. Metropolis is startling in its portrayal of a futuristic and industrialized city, and it’s the fact that the film got that prediction “right” that helps it retain its fame as a major science fiction work. The same can be said of Back to the Future II, a film made in 1989 which portrays life in 2015. When the date featured in the film—October 21, 2015—arrived, the media and fans alike delighted in trying to see how “right” the predictions about the future were, dissecting the film frame by frame in some instances, and even asserting that, if the film got a fact “wrong,” it still managed to get the social or cultural forces behind that incorrect fact correct. An example of this would be the film’s tongue-in-cheek reveal that 2015 would see the advent of the film Jaws 19. Ah, the critics and fans cried, there’s no such thing as Jaws 19, but it does presage the advent of franchises with multiple sequels!1


  Hindsight, especially in science fiction, is indeed 20/20. Just as Nostradamus’s predictions (or the predictions of the fortune teller down the street) about the future are vague enough that they could be interpreted in any way, and thus find meaning wherever one sought to find meaning, so went science fiction. In many cases, the adoration heaped upon science fiction writers of the past who “got it right” is matched only by the apathy directed toward those science fiction writers who wrote about flying cars or frequent and inexpensive trips to the moon. On the other hand, some of the most imaginative science fiction has also pushed scientists in new directions, thus making life mirror fiction. The constant work on warp drives and transporters among certain segments of the scientific community has been inspired, in part, by Star Trek, which featured those ubiquitous concepts regularly. Entire books have been written about the leading edge of science fiction producing real-world results, including Brian Clegg’s Ten Billion Tomorrows, which, among other things, explores cloning, alien interactions, and augmented reality, all of which have been discussed at length within many science fiction texts. Even in these works, however, which posit potentially massive shifts in technology and culture, video gaming is rarely mentioned.


  



  Video Games in Science Fiction


  Even though decades have passed since the popularization of video gaming in American culture, science fiction depictions of video gaming and video gaming culture remain relatively sparse when compared to the breadth of other science-based topics covered in science fiction. And within the past decade, as video games and video gaming culture (which sometimes overlaps with “nerd” or “geek” culture), have become more popular, the dam has cracked, but only a little. There is a small stream of stories and novels that do indeed explore video games and video gaming culture. But only a small amount. Even so, Ernest Cline—who has crafted two bestselling science fiction works based on video game concepts and culture, Ready Player One and Armada—argues that this current generation of readers is experiencing a new form of evolution and their online and gaming existence “ends up informing their real life” (Brogan). In spite of this theory, however, depictions or thematic elements in science fiction that explore video gaming are just now routinely breaking into the mainstream, after appearing only sporadically over time.


  Unfortunately—and this is one of the central arguments of this volume—the depictions of video games, video gamers, and most of all, video gaming culture in science fiction has been overwhelmingly stereotypical and negative. Even in the most sympathetic depictions of video gamers and video gaming culture, such as in Ernest Cline’s work, negative portrayals of the “geek” abound. Overweight or socially awkward or shunned by society, or all of this and more, the protagonists of science fiction stories often focus more on establishing and maintaining the real-world stereotypes that has doggedly clung to gamers, even as video gaming culture—and its demographics—has changed around them. No longer, if ever, was the video game population dominated by socially awkward white, straight males, and yet this is the character that most frequently appears in science fiction depictions of video gaming culture.


  This is puzzling. Science fiction, of course, has always been on the leading curve of incorporating new scientific ideas and concepts. Take, for example, the 2015 edition of The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy. A brief read-through of this anthology will reveal concerns about terrorists hacking databases, genetic manipulation, gender identity crises, the growing role of the female in the military, and the effects of a small black hole, among other things. These subjects are at once realistic and yet theoretical; they exist in that nebulous “near future.” In other words, science fiction writers have successfully managed to incorporate numerous ideas into their work that are just now starting to emerge into society; this method allows the writer to simply ask “what if?” and then put the story together from there. Few “what if?” stories focus on video gaming. Perhaps it is because video gaming is already “here,” and there is precious little to predict about it. Or, perhaps video gaming is just not as exciting or sexy as space exploration or interstellar conflicts.


  



  Video Gaming Culture


  Yet, it is important to ask: What is video gaming and video gaming culture? To some, there may be no such thing as a video game “culture,” or they may feel that the culture is so narrow, so finite, that it barely merits mentioning, much less an in-depth exploration. After all, as some critics have mentioned, even though some “blockbuster” video games have increased in popularity and have made millions of dollars upon release, this phenomenon has been “barely noticed” by non-gamers (Wenzel). Yet, in 2014, Twitch, a streaming “channel” of video gamers playing games, claimed to have enjoyed 100 million unique monthly viewers (Wilson). Compare this number to the Super Bowl viewing audience in 2015 of over 114 million people in a single night (Breech). The numbers, and the ubiquity of video gaming and video game culture, quietly dominates American life. In fact, some have argued that video games have been successfully “domesticated” (Crawford 156–157), and that the presence of video games in a household is akin to having a refrigerator in the home—it’s just there, a quiet reality that goes unexamined. And yet, video gaming and video gamers hover just inside the mainstream, routinely pushed out of the cultural conversation by “bigger” and more mainstream cultural events. Even though there are, for example, major e-sports events for video game franchises such as Hearthstone, Overwatch, and Halo, among others, these events get precious little mainstream coverage, and such coverage tends to be adoring for the video gaming audiences and confused or condescending in tone to the mainstream audiences.


  At first blush, the answer seems simple, and borne out of stereotyping. When thinking of video games, people may think of the standard setup: a controller, a console, a television, and the usual demographic of the white, straight male teenager playing all hours of the night, bathed in the sterile phosphorescent glow of the screen (or screens, for those who multitask). Yet, the demographics have shifted dramatically over the years. A 2015 report by the Electronic Software Association describes the average age of a video game player as 35, which lends credence to the idea that, as gamers in the 1980s matured, the video games matured as well, increasing their “adult” content. More interestingly, however, the report indicates that around 44 percent of game players are female, and the average female gamer is 43 years old. By a narrow margin, the most popular games tend to be “social” games such as Words with Friends, which is essentially an online Scrabble-style game. As a result, the standard stereotypical definition has moved away from its moorings. Take, for example, a hypothetical 56-year-old woman on the transit bus. To pass time in between stops, she takes out her phone and plays Angry Birds, Candy Crush Saga, or Words with Friends. Ostensibly, she is playing a video game, but that same teenager who plays all hours of the night may cringe at the notion that this middle-aged woman is indeed a “gamer.”


  A more recent study shows that although there has been some growth in women’s participation in video gaming, they generally continue to spend more time with “social” or “casual” games. Nick Yee found that games that are often on smartphones or social media sites such as Facebook tend to be dominated by women. These games include farming Sims and matching games such as Candy Crush Saga. Alternatively, men dominate, by far, console- and PC-based first-person shooters and sports Sims; only a small percentage of women play these games (Crawford 55–56). In other words, males have historically been the “heavy” gamer—those who spend multiple hours a day and significant amounts of income on video gaming. It remains to be seen, however, if this trend continues to hold.2 Considering, then, that the top-selling non-family friendly games are routinely first-person shooters and sports Sims, it is reasonable to expect that the overall population of female gaming remains minuscule, especially in more “hardcore” gaming circles. Yee does note, however, some growth in female gamers in games such as World of Warcraft or Star Wars: The Old Republic (“Beyond”). This phenomenon, however, may be because of the industries surrounding the games driving gamers toward the game itself. In other words, multiple tie-ins to the video game such as novels, comic books, films, and television shows could drive, for example, a female Star Wars fan to play a video game based on the franchise. This phenomenon of a predominantly male-driven world remains almost wholly intact and has led to a variety of issues regarding masculinity and femininity and the introduction of new gendered perspectives into the field. Alternatively, the slow rise (some would argue that a better phrase would be the slow return) of female gamers has forced all gamers to examine their roles in the industry, be they consumers or corporate heads.


  Several ideas have to be explored before we go much farther. Obviously, of paramount importance is what makes one a “gamer” and a participant in video gaming “culture.” Dan Golding argues, effectively, that video game culture and “gamers” are clearly defined by what they are not. Golding points out that the term “gamer” came to incorporate everything that made gamers different from mainstream culture, an “identity based on difference and separateness” (132). Ironically, this “difference and separateness” did not necessarily extend beyond racial and gender boundaries. Homogeneity in the perspective of the “gamer community” made it different from mainstream society in terms, perhaps, of outlooks and interests, but comfortably white, straight, and male in America. These gender and racial ideas were shaped by the mythmaking of the arcade and the crush of game marketing geared toward white males (Golding 135). This insularity led, in part, to the vociferous outrage when female gamers such as Anita Sarkeesian and Zoe Quinn openly challenged the stereotypical notions of being a “gamer.” The discussion extends even further, as some have even called for Nintendo to fire one of its marketing agents, Alison Rapp, because of her supposed involvement in the “censorship” of games brought to the United States from Japan. Some of this censorship includes, supposedly, the removal of an option to increase a female character’s breast size in Fire Emblem Fates. Although there is little evidence that Rapp has any responsibility for such decisions, many people—including those associated with the Gamergate movement—have called for her termination and even accused her of pedophilia (Klepek). Like Quinn and Sarkeesian, Rapp experienced the full force of a small number of self-identified Gamergaters, who doxxed the women (the process of revealing their personal information, such as physical addresses) and harassed them with a series of profane and threatening messages.


  There’s a definite difference in how gamers can be perceived as “casual” and “hardcore,” and these definitions will be useful as the discussion on science fiction depictions of gamers continues. Perhaps the biggest difference may lie in self-identification: those who are “casual” gamers may not even view themselves as gamers; “hardcore” gamers may wear the identity of being ensconced in video game culture more readily. Most science fiction depictions focus on the “hardcore” gamer, and the themes that science fiction authors frequently mine coalesce with the requirements or lifestyle of a “hardcore” game or gamer. In A Casual Revolution, Jesper Juul notes that “casual” games frequently feature low requirements of the gamer: there’s little to no (or there is extremely adjustable) difficulty, a player can pick up and leave the game as they like with no real time requirements, and the prior knowledge needed, either of the game or gaming, is minuscule (54). Let us use an example from my own life. If I have the desire to play a quick game that I can easily drop on a moment’s notice—let’s say I need to go to work in a half an hour—then I can play something like Angry Birds, in which I will receive unlimited attempts to hit the green pigs with the variety of birds at my disposal. To play Angry Birds, I need to do little more than download an app—something I do frequently on my smartphone or tablet anyway—and pay a relatively minimal cost. I require no knowledge of the “story” of why birds need to fly through the air and hit pigs, nor do I need to read an instruction manual or consult online wikis for guidance. Thus, for that moment, at least, I am a “casual” gamer. Casual gaming, because of its relative ease, is accessible to practically everyone.


  However, the question remains: Is casual gaming actually gaming? Garry Crawford argues that there is a subtle but large difference between casual gaming and every other form of video gaming. Casual games such as Angry Birds or even Pokémon Go! do not “involve the same level of concentration and separation from other more ordinary tasks and life rules” (22). These casual games are accessible to almost everyone because they aren’t demanding of one’s time or effort. People can pick up a casual game and put it down with ease; they can play it on the train or even (though it is ill-advised) play as they drive or ride their bikes—a common issue with Pokémon Go! which required the game’s developers to put warnings in the game reminding players to focus on their responsibilities to the world around them, including looking both ways before crossing the street.


  But if I want to play Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, I know I have to readjust my schedule somewhat. I need to wait until the kids have gone to bed or are at school. I know numerous tasks in that game require a significant time investment—some missions can last upwards of forty minutes if one wants to unlock all of the achievements or rewards in that mission. As I write this, I know I need to teach a class in about forty-five minutes. I know I should probably not attempt to start up Metal Gear Solid V primarily because I would have to rush through it in order to finish a mission; I may even be unable to complete the mission in time. There is also a chance I may fail in my mission and watch Snake get shot and killed. As Jesper Juul notes, failure is an intrinsic part of gaming, especially “hardcore” gaming, where failure may happen more frequently during gameplay (The Art of Failure).3 Of course, I could always stop the game at a mid-mission checkpoint but doing so seems to remove all the tension and certainly punctures the immersive environment. To purchase the game, I need not only to have the proper console, but I need to find it in a store or download it from an online store run by Sony or Microsoft. I also need to open my wallet. If I choose to purchase a game on the first day of release (or preorder it), I can expect to spend around sixty dollars; if the production company chooses to release add-on content, I may spend that same amount over time on new missions, characters, costumes, and so on. The game is inherently difficult, and, indeed, exposing your avatar to enemy troops will most likely end in the avatar getting brutally and efficiently gunned down.4 Some of the missions are difficult enough that I need to consult a wiki or game guide to progress comfortably, with minimal stress and scenes of virtual death. If I want to play the game online against other, distant, human players, I need to subscribe to the platform’s online service, which allows me to connect with these players through the game, and which also costs money. It also appears readily obvious to me as I play the game that (considering the last game in the franchise I played to completion was the original Metal Gear on NES) I am missing out on some of the lore and history of the game. Characters appear in the narrative cut scenes that I am obviously supposed to know, but simply do not. (Who is Revolver Ocelot, and does it matter if I don’t know the answer to that question?) If I am ensconced in the mission and have adjusted my schedule somewhat, say, by choosing to play the game rather than work on this book for an extended period, say a few hours, then I am probably engaged in “hardcore” gaming.


  There is, as with many topics within video gaming, some blurring of the boundaries. Games such as Minecraft or The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim are open-world adventures, and gamers can proceed in almost any fashion they want. With the use of numerous mods in Skyrim, for instance, gamers can wander endlessly for days, exploring new realms created by other users, or they can build intricate structures to house their characters. On the other hand, gamers can pursue any one of hundreds of missions in Skyrim and proceed on an entirely linear path from beginning to end. Minecraft, however, has no missions or stated goals for the player. They simply take control in an 8-bit universe and mold and shape it how they wish. Players could pursue any number of goals designed to put them into the game’s final boss battle against the Ender Dragon, but much of Minecraft’s charm and popularity is the near-endless worlds players can explore and build in. Even though these games can be casual in nature, the video gamer can also choose to spend countless hours in the game performing tasks or simply building new objects.


  The male “loser” or “geek” stereotype persists, and perhaps this is fueled by video game marketing: a 2009 study revealed that, even though female gamers as a demographic field was expanding rapidly, the games themselves often focused on males (and those I would consider “idealized” males) with females often in a subservient position if they appeared at all (Mou and Peng 923–924). This could be, according to Carly Kocurek, traced all the way back to the nostalgic and somewhat revisionist belief that the arcade in America was the result of a longing for “an adolescent homosocial space” (181). In other words, although arcades were never quite the sole domain of the young white male, they’re widely believed to be, and this belief has spurred the stereotypes that still exist today, in spite of the overwhelming data—both real and anecdotal—that exists. In fact, arcades were egalitarian—one’s social or class background always took a back seat to “success at a game,” which “translated into a level of respect and admiration previously unavailable outside the arcade” (Williams 202). Indeed, the arrival of the Reagan administration, which sought to “frame” debates about social issues by using doom-laden language about “truancy, unsupervised children, and the negative influences of electronic media” (Williams 204). This resulted in the media following suit, leading to a quick castigation of some of the earliest video gamers as outcasts from “normal” society. One need only look at the description of an arcade in D.B. Weiss’s Lucky Wander Boy to see that the stereotype is fully in effect:


  
    Hundreds of times I had stepped into the palpable darkness [⁠…] stumbling through the football players and freaks and blacks and gearheads and dropouts and nobody specials and Mexicans and no-good trust-fund rebels, half of them higher than hell [⁠…] their blood-engorged eyeballs flashing mote reflections of five dozen CRT screens.

  


  Not only are all of the players presumably male in this arcade, but they are all outcasts in some way, encircled by a societal subgroup of gamers. Within the arcade, Weiss suggests, those on the margins of society and societal acceptance can find some sort of community, even if that community is comprised of people who spend most of their time ignoring the presence of one another. This closely mirrors, ironically, the reality of arcades prior to the Reagan-era demonization of gamers, as “mixing grounds for homeless children and lawyers, housewives and construction papers, and countless other socially impermissible combinations” (Williams 204).


  Lucky Wander Boy is unusual, then, in how it reflects the meritocratic and boundary-breaking atmosphere of the arcade. This image was replaced by Reagan-era characterizations of the gamer as a loser, misfit, or even a criminal. Such social shame created a new stereotype, one that continues to appear in the mainstream today, including in many science fiction works about video gaming culture: the “[i]solated, pale-skinned teenage boys [⁠…] hunched forward on a sofa in some dark basement space, obsessively mashing buttons” (Williams 196).


  



  Cultural Shifts in Science Fiction and Video Gaming


  The growing number of people who are different from the stereotypical young, straight, white male who are video gamers could be a direct result of the growing prevalence of mobile gaming and sport Sim gaming. These more casual gamers are often denigrated among the some of the more “hardcore” cliques, as they are not “real” gamers (Madigan 38). And, as Jesper Juul points out, some gamers may even identify as “casual” just to avoid the stereotypes of the “hardcore” gamer as “nerdy and socially inept” (Casual 63). In other words, video gaming culture, like any number of other pop cultures, have a small, cloistered group of individuals who perceive themselves as having been there “from the start,” and people who don’t know or otherwise question the lingo or the history of the culture (or the accepted norms) are not “real” and are therefore inauthentic. This perceived inauthenticity creates an “us versus them” mentality, which then leads to castigation of those who are on “the outside.” Of course, these are more extreme examples of what appear to be a small number of gamers, but the idea that video game culture exists can be proven by this phenomenon, which has happened in any number of other pop cultures. Fandom is a fickle thing. As we will see, the primary notion of gaming and of science fiction has been one of separation from the mainstream. This separation has led to the stereotyping of fans from those placed firmly within the mainstream, but it has also led to an embrace of the same stereotypes as badges of honor of sorts by some of those same fans.


  In many ways, both science fiction culture and video game culture have been on matching trajectories. As the fields have become more popular and diversified, the idea of what constitutes a “fan” of the genre has shifted. There are some people in both cultures who have pushed back against changes in the demographics and thematic material of these fields. Not to be too flippant but suffice to say there have been growing pains. The pushback from the long-time fans has, at times, been as intense as it has been puzzling to those who are not a part of the conversation. The recent and seemingly endless “Gamergate” controversy, which ostensibly started as a social-media based discussion of video game journalism, quickly devolved into sexual harassment, death threats, and so on, by some of the more vociferous people on the internet. Most of these offensive messages and tirades were directed at females in the gaming industry, be they reviewers, gamers, or developers.


  Like video gaming, science fiction has long been considered the sole domain of the heteronormative white male, often in spite of the reality. Science fiction, like video gaming, has been seen as an almost exclusively insular culture. As Brian Clegg writes, “It is certainly true that when a literary fiction author ventures into SF, the outcome is often not called science fiction, because the genre has always been considered second class by those who move in literary circles” (10). In other words, science fiction has long been decidedly niche, hovering, in the minds of others, well below “literary” or “elite.” Much the same can be said of video gaming as well. Even though both have become significantly more mainstream over the past decade, the idea of science fiction or video gaming fans being a part of a wholly insular and standoffish group. Over time, the insularity of these groups has become self-defining. What was once a labeled applied by mainstream outsiders has become a rallying cry for those who were labeled as outsiders.


  It should be noted that science fiction, along with video gaming, has also been interrogated for supposed “political correctness” over the past few years. It is no accident that these two groups—Gamergate and Sad Puppies—came into existence at around the same period in time: pop culture and social media has introduced growing diversity into both genres. The Sad Puppies is comprised of a group that is a bit more structured than the Gamergaters. The Sad Puppies were concerned about the supposed incorporation by publishers and award committees of racial and gender issues (among others) that they felt pushed against “quality” science fiction. In other words, science fiction was quickly, in the view of the Sad Puppies, becoming a matter of promoting multiculturalism and feminism, and had lost sight of some amorphous definition of “quality.” In an effort to promote their agenda, the Puppies attempted to “stuff” the balloting for the Hugo Awards, but have struggled in their quest to promote their (mostly white male) authors (Anders).5 Although this movement has been viewed as a backlash against “political correctness,” it can also be viewed as a backlash against the previously “safe” domain of science fiction—as the science fiction fan cliques grow larger, more and more people enter (or attempt to do so), and bring their different viewpoints to the discussion. No small part of this is the same shared sentiment amongst heteronormative white male video gamers: a once knowable and predictable community (even if defined by stereotype), one whose basic maxims emanated from an overwhelming and distinctly homogenous view—has undergone seismic demographic changes. Within the “geek” appellation was the tacit knowledge that one was firmly outside of the mainstream and, for at least one segment of a person’s life, could be rather insulated from social and cultural changes. Groups like Gamergate and Sad Puppies have quite possibly lost something that felt not only unique to them, but also something that kept their identity firmly ensconced, in part, outside of the mainstream. For some, this growing diversity and the introduction of a new discussion that questions preconceived norms can only be met with a growing militancy that attempts to viciously reject anyone who does not represent or agree with the former insularity of the form.


  In some ways, the “hardcore” gamers of Gamergate infamy were protecting what they perceived as what Jamie Madigan calls their “self-brand” (51). Having been “on the inside” of the video gaming world for a lengthy amount of time, or the sharing of esoteric knowledge, gives the “hardcore” gamers what they perceive to be credibility that cannot be denied by outsiders. This “self-brand” reveals that the “hardcore” gamers blur the line between themselves and the products they buy and enjoy for many, many hours. Cultures spring up around certain video games and video gaming in general, powered primarily by the “hardcore” gamers, who frequent message boards on 4Chan and Reddit, among other places, trading in tips and lingo. Thus, Sarkeesian and Quinn’s rather gentle observations were met with nothing less than a vociferous, pointed, and out-of-proportion assault; in the minds of many of the Gamergaters, Quinn and Sarkeesian’s ideas (as well as those of other critics) are not only assaults on video game culture, but are assaults on their own identities, no small portion of which is built up on the notion of being a “hardcore” gamer. In many ways, the stereotypes that originated in the 1980s were not only adopted by certain gamers but given a wholesale embrace. For some, the stereotypes, even though they are negative, became a sort of identification card for an exclusive club, of which only those who fit those same supposed stereotypes can be members.


  For those on the outside looking in (which includes many academics), the controversies that continue to bubble under the surface of video game and science fiction cultures can be confounding. But it is important to remember that these sometimes-conflicting cultures, like many pop cultures, require near-immersion levels of lifestyle in order for one to gain credible “access” to peer groups, both in person and online. The immersive aspect of the cultures can be found everywhere, from blogs to fan fiction to cosplay—being considered a “real” fan of either (or both) requires deep involvement, almost a complete education on a topic before one can join a peer group. Hence, online, the constant denigration (and sometimes self-denigration) of the n00bs, people who are asking questions that clearly display their ignorance of a topic. For example, a message board about the Company of Heroes franchise is indeed about a series of video games, but the board and its denizens are active participants in the culture of the franchise. The community is founded on a platform of shared knowledge and experience, lingo and ideas, and so on. The creation of these cultures—and the tacit acknowledgment of who “belongs” in that particular culture—has led to tension, not only between video gamers and mainstream culture, but also between factions of video gamers themselves.


  This same mindset may be manifesting itself in the science fiction prose genre as well. As more and more people are finding interest in science fiction—in no small part due to social media and cinema—then the people who view themselves as having “been there from the start” will find themselves threatened by the new and sudden influx of people who do not have, in their view, the credibility or expertise required to be considered a part of the group. Considering the diversification and recent growing pains of both genres over the past decade, it is somewhat of a surprise to see that, despite their shared issues, science fiction about video gaming remains rather sparse. There are indicators, however, that seem to show video gaming slowly growing into a slightly more popular element in science fiction prose, if only just so. Press Start to Play was released in 2015 and focused entirely on science fiction short stories that incorporated video gaming and its concepts. Even though Ernest Cline writes in the foreword to Press Start to Play that “video games have become a major facet of human experience” (xii), science fiction remains reluctant to regularly depict the form. Although there have been short stories, novels, and films dealing with these concepts, they often appear in fits and starts—a short story here, then nothing, then another work appears, and so on. Compared to other, more popular, subjects such as genetic manipulation, or space operas, video gaming has been mostly ignored, with only Ernest Cline continuously exploring the subject in Ready Player One and Armada. Other science fiction authors have indeed explored video gaming culture but have not mined the same thematic material from work to work. Additionally, the relatively low number of works about video gaming and video gaming culture points toward a conceptual field of neglect in the science fiction genre, especially in the West. Indeed, although video games have appeared in a series of science fiction works, video gaming (and video gaming culture) routinely only make cameo appearances in broader, more futuristic settings, or rely on virtual realities, in which the “reality” so closely mimics reality that a major theme is the continued inability to decipher the differences between the two.


  Even though anthologies such as Press Start to Play (many of the short stories were written specifically for that volume) feature video games as the main narrative device for every story, science fiction prose exploring video games and video gaming culture remains a tiny, almost infinitesimal, amount of the science fiction genre. So, although there have indeed been multiple attempts, both in cinematic science fiction as well as in science fiction prose, to portray video gaming and video gaming culture, these attempts have been relatively few and far between. One need only look at the brief burst of films about video gaming in the 1980s: after a few films appeared, science fiction cinema went—and, for the most part—stayed, in an entirely different series of worlds. From the end of the previous century until this one, science fiction depictions of video gaming and video gaming culture have remained far and away one of the lesser (and lesser explored) thematic elements of popular science fiction.


  



  The “Geek”


  There is some overlap, too, between the “geek” stereotype and video game culture. As we will see, the “geek” is a concept based on the consumption and display of pop culture knowledge. Much of the time, the average person may feel that the “geek” is one who is knowledgeable, perhaps even obsessed with, certain science fiction or fantasy franchises, such as Star Trek or Star Wars. Yet, video gaming has risen to such prominence in American pop culture that cinema and television are no longer the sole domains of “geekdom.” Indeed, a visit to even mainstream stores such as Target feature an abundance of t-shirts, figurines, and other collectibles from such television and film franchises as The Walking Dead or The Avengers alongside video game franchises such as Bioshock and Fallout.


  There is a distinct relationship between science fiction and video gaming, and also the very notion of being a geek. Within the subculture (which has since essentially gone mainstream among many), there is a distinct overlap between the realms of science fiction, video gaming, and related topics in a variety of other art forms, including cinema and comic book. On the surface, this statement is rather simplistic, as one could think, quite easily, of numerous times that video games have depicted science fiction concepts, from game franchises such as Biohazard, Fallout, and Dead Space, among others. However, it is important to note that science fiction culture (the idea of the “geek” in particular) and video game culture have a shared history. Although video gaming is far newer than science fiction concepts, the two genres have consistently, over time, attracted in their earliest days, heteronormative white males. As a result, the idea of the geek or the gamer is reliant, in many ways, on insularity. At first, this insularity was enforced by mainstream culture upon a select group of individuals with “odd” or “unusual” pastimes. Over time, however, the insularity became a point of pride for many gamers or geeks (or both), and the genres became, for the most part, the unquestioned domain of the heteronormative white male. As we will see, this has led to some significant conflict among gamers and science fiction fans.


  Another possible reason is that the writers themselves may be limited by video game concepts, either as a result of their lack of exposure to the medium or the limits that video gaming may place on their attempts to create fictional worlds. Simply put, many of today’s science fiction writers may have either grown up in the era before video games, or they may find the medium itself rather foreign. It may not just be the writers, however, but also editors and agents, who are slow to recognize the storytelling merits of video gaming. After all, not only does an author need to write a story, but they also need to convince an editor or agent of the story’s marketability—a task that may have only recently been made much simpler with the recent American cultural embrace of the “geek” culture. As we will see, very few of the authors who write about video gaming in science fiction have anything more than a casual knowledge about video gaming. Science fiction novels routinely about video gaming and video gaming culture often struggle with depictions of actual gaming, relying instead on a well-trod narrative device of alternating chapters between the game and the reality. Characters who are named John, for example, often switch to their game avatars, perhaps a troll named Bezzelblubble, creating firm breaks in the narrative, clear demarcations between the game and reality. This trend allows many authors to focus less on video gaming and video gaming tropes and instead on simply inserting a fantasy narrative that sometimes greatly, sometimes mildly, influences the events of the novel. That the characters use a console or a PC and play a game to enter a fantastic world makes little difference. They are simply there. The console or PC is a plot device to put the characters into a faraway land. Issues of violence or gender are often featured, but rarely explored. A novel in which a character plays as a demonic entity that routinely kills people leads to no greater ruminations on the role of violence in gaming. No small part of this is that authors such as Nick Cole and Neal Stephenson have admitted that their interaction with video gaming is casual at best. This may also be a reflection not only of the market itself—literary agents are incredibly prone to following trends—but also of the biases as well. Authors present stereotyped visions of games and gamers, fueled, in part, by media and cinematic portrayals, and literary agents embrace them because they, too, know no better. A sale is a sale, and it is better to fulfill audience expectations by not rocking the boat too much.


  There’s also the stereotype of the lonely gamer that is at work in this conversation. As we will see in later chapters, the stereotype of the male gamer who wiles away his time in a darkened bedroom for much of the day is just that—a stereotype. This concept was truly born in depictions and discussion of video gamers in the 1980s and 1990s, when video gaming was primarily an individual and reclusive experience, a shift from the more public displays of video gaming prowess necessitated by the massive arcade machines and occurring in the era before modern networking and computing allowed players to talk to one another and socialize via game chats. Yet, even this shift was mired in the hysteria of the era, where video games themselves, especially on computers and consoles, were a new concept, and, as such, were met with consternation by parents, church leaders, and political wonks. In science fiction, even in very recent works such as those found in Press Start to Play which feature numerous stories by game developers and game writers, the “gamer as lonely loser” stereotype still surfaces frequently. This may be a function, again, of gamers and science fiction writers laboring under the stereotypes that still dominate mainstream depictions of the “geek” or video gamer. The stereotype is well-described by Katherine Isbister, who writes: “The isolated gamer sits alone, face illuminated by the blue glow of the screen, lost in a solitary trance [⁠…] hunched over a keyboard or game controller, focused intently on the screen, the only signs of life his frantically twitching fingers, and his rare outbursts of joy or frustration” (43, 74). Isbister is correct that this is the stereotype, and she is also entirely correct in noting that the stereotype is not uncommon. Authors (and filmmakers) have mined the territory of the always awkward, occasionally overweight, and socially disconnected video gamers so frequently that it has become a self-sustaining myth that has lasted for the better part of forty years.


  



  Virtual Reality


  The existence of virtual reality tends to bely the classic argument that, like cinema or literature, is some form of “escapism,” as Simon Parkin notes (xv). Virtual reality is just another evolution in the idea that video games are anything but escapism—although they certainly temporarily remove a player from the supposed “real world,” video games have recently excelled in the pure mimicry of the real. Games such as Grand Theft Auto or even somewhat more abstract games such as Civilization base themselves almost entirely on the real world—either through intensive graphics, fuller immersion, or simply by creating computer programs that attempt to—sometimes successfully—human interactions and decision-making. This is not escapism, but rather the embrace of a sort of ur-reality, something which reminds players of a distinct, recognizable reality with creating an entirely new set of rules for that reality. The blurring of these reality and un-reality has dominated video game research and philosophy and is often a theme in science fiction written about video games.


  Since video gaming started entering our homes, not much has changed. Yes, the graphics are leaps and bounds ahead of their ancient counterparts, and now games often feature budgets that would put some Hollywood films to shame, but the basic rubric for video games has essentially remained the same: a television, a console, a controller, and a person. Although there have been some attempts to shift this formula, most notably Microsoft’s Kinect device, which has cameras and microphones designed to more fully immerse the player in the experience, these attempts have largely been ignored by gamers and game producers. The “next big thing” are virtual reality headsets, which may or may not provide a boost to the classic video game format of device, screen, controller, player. The concept of “virtual reality” has been a tantalizing prospect for many gamers and game developers. It works like this: the user straps a large set of goggles or a helmet-like structure onto their head and the device displays a “virtual” world for the gamer. Even with some advances in the technology, access to the devices has been mostly limited and out of reach of the average consumer—a virtual reality device such as the Oculus Rift costs more than a console and the selection of games is meager. Additionally, there are concerns that users, as possessing human anatomy, may be prone to any number of issues, including dizziness, disorientation, or motion sickness, as they play. As a result, virtual reality remains, for now, just barely out of reach, and it’s safe to wonder if it will be fully embraced by gamers, as it would radicalize the standard idea of video gaming, much like the Kinect and PlayStation Move devices attempted to do but failed. Even so, devices such as the Oculus Rift currently have limited gaming selections and are priced so that the average consumer would need to spend as much on the VR system as they would the console itself, although the prices are slowly dropped. Even science fiction literature has been slow to adopt, at least, the gaming possibilities of virtual reality. The Press Start to Play collection, for example, features twenty-six stories, and one can’t help but notice, on reading the collection from cover to cover, that many of the stories mine the same thematic territories, with a few even going so far as to recreate classic ASCII text games in their narratives. Indeed, of this newest batch of stories focused on video gaming, the consistent usage of some of the earliest video gaming ideas reveals an important point: that the realm of video gaming culture still places an enormous amount of credence on its very own origins, often relegating new concepts to the back seat.


  It is important to note, however, that there has been much, much more science fiction dealing with virtual reality, and in some academic circles, virtual reality is often lumped in with video gaming. Virtual reality without gaming concepts is, of course, an entirely different concept altogether, and has been a part of science fiction imagination for some time. In works such as Peripheral, for example, the divide between the game and the gamespace is so thin that the characters’ inability to determine if they are in a “real” or virtual world is a major plot point. In many of these works, the typical gamespace rules are suspended as well: if you die in virtual reality, you suffer damage or die altogether in the gamespace as well. Thus, the kinship between science fiction and virtual reality often does not feature gaming concepts. In some cases, such as Nick Cole’s Soda Pop Soldier, however, the virtual reality that players inhabit do indeed feature numerous gaming concepts and reflects gaming culture as well. Although virtual reality is considered by many scholars to share a close kinship with video gaming, for the purposes of this volume, virtual reality will only be discussed if video game concepts and culture appear in the virtual reality itself.


  As an example, Ray Bradbury envisioned the ramifications (and dangers) of the creation of a virtual world in 1950s “The Veldt.” Although virtual reality and virtual reality concepts are now being applied to video gaming, the ideas behind virtual reality, in many ways, have existed far longer. In numerous stories and novels evaluated for this volume, a significant number of them tended to use virtual reality without gaming ideas and concepts—characters merely “escaped” to a new realm. Virtual reality itself may prove to be a clunky and clumsy tool that may enhance video gaming but is currently a square peg in a round hole, akin to the high school teacher who desperately tries to incorporate smart phones into their curriculum. Although there are educational apps galore, the smart phones themselves were never intended for educational usage, but there they are, almost out of cultural necessity. The same can be said of virtual reality devices, which have yet to truly break into mainstream usage, but has fired the imagination of science fiction writers for well over a half a century now. As such, this volume will only explore virtual reality when it pertains to video gaming, but will exclude other explorations of the topic, such as the virtual reality depicted in “The Veldt.” Other books such as William Gibson’s Peripheral feature the same tropes. Although the characters in Peripheral call their experiences a video game, they are, in fact, working within the confines of an online security team in a world that mimics the reality without ever quite becoming a “game.” They go into an online environment and protect assets and people from hackers, terrorists, and others. This is closer to the concept of “work” rather than “game,” and, as a result, Peripheral, and others, will be excluded from the volume. Quite simply, the idea of gaming culture and gaming concepts do not seem to translate into the world of Peripheral, thus, it, too, seems to focus primarily on the virtual reality aspect rather than gaming itself Likewise, works such as Ender’s Game will focus primarily on the depiction of video gaming concepts within the work. Although video games as we know them do not truly appear in Ender’s Game, many video gaming concepts do. Works such as the juvenile science fiction novel The Leveller, however, features virtual reality, but explores gaming and game culture within that virtual reality environment, and are thus included.6


  



  Tropes and Themes


  And yet, there are some possibilities to the collision between video games, video gaming culture, and science fiction storytelling, as we will see. Much like conventional science fiction has sounded the warning gong for science running amok, so, too, have authors who explore video gaming. One need only compare, for example, Ender’s Game, which uses as its central conceit a video game that trains (or tricks) users into becoming soldiers, with the American military’s creation of the free video game America’s Army, which itself was used as a military recruiting tool. Within the framework of video game critical theory, much work has been done on determining how closely video games represent reality; this work seeks to determine if there are realistic depictions of video gaming with a fictional genre. The consideration of this point therefore focuses on the realism within a fictional realm of a set of real games, themselves set within fictional (and often illogical) worlds.


  This work explores the following themes:


  
    Militarism: Video gaming has often been used as a plot device to train presumptive future soldiers. Often, the gamer is unaware of this process until something occurs that forces the military to expose their own charade, such as an alien invasion. The gamer’s gaming skills often translates readily to real-world battles, and the gamer’s obsession with gaming is glorified and redeemed; the gamer becomes a hero but retains their “geek” status.


    Blurring of Fantasy and Reality: In numerous narratives, video gaming characters have trouble differentiating between the “real” world and the video game world. As such, the blur between those two distinct spaces fuels these stories. The gamer often finds themselves immersed in a gaming world while being hunted by real-world culprits. The gamer usually overcomes these obstacles, not necessarily due to their gaming skill, but rather because of their intimate familiarity with the game world’s rules.


    Addiction to Video Games: Video games are often considered to be destructive and addictive to characters and, in some cases, can even be detrimental to society itself. In order for a gamer character to progress in the narrative, they often have to “step out” of the gaming world, or otherwise overcome their addiction. Interestingly, this often takes the form of a love interest who “redeems” the gamer and inducts them into the “real world.”


    Gender-bending: Male characters choosing female avatars, and vice versa, has allowed multiple authors to explore questions about how gamers pursue expressing their gender identity in both the real world and the game environment. Awkward romantic interludes and comedic exchanges about sexuality occur between multiple gamer characters; in some cases, a case of mistaken identity in the gaming environment leads to open and sometimes violent conflict in the real world.


    Overthrow of Corporations: Corporations are often depicted as domineering and even enslaving of society. Gamers, either in the real world or in the game world, work to overthrow these corporations, many of whom rely on the supposedly addictive qualities of video games in order to pacify their subjects. Gamers have the unique power of having played video games and garnered unique skills suited to an overthrow of a corporation, leading to a reset of the societal order.


    Stereotypes: It is incredibly difficult to find sympathetic portrayals of gamers in science fiction. For the most part, the gamers are relegated to a subculture that even other characters seem reluctant to enjoy. A large number of gamers are characterized as socially awkward, obese, and overly obsessed with esoteric and unimportant knowledge. In many cases, these gamers find some sort of redemption, but, in the end, they often eschew video games in order to embrace reality.

  


  These themes often appear multiple times in numerous works that this book examines. It could be argued that a fair amount of genre fiction, and even literary fiction, relies on some variations of these themes. However, video gaming and video gaming culture creates a unique set of circumstances that allows—or perhaps forces—authors into revisiting these same themes over and over again. Indeed, of the numerous novels and short stories that this volume examines, almost all the works mine the same territory, with little thematic variation from work to work. Most pressing is the consistent stereotyping of video gamers and their culture.


  



  Conclusion


  There is, to be certain, plenty of arts- and literature-based criticism that surrounds science fiction prose. However, for those science fiction works which focus on video gaming or video gaming culture, the lens of video game criticism and theory will prove more useful in determining how video games are depicted in science fiction prose. Doing so will also reveal the status of video gaming within the science fiction world and give us insight into how video gaming theory and concepts can allow theorists and critics a new perspective in interpreting these instances.


  As noted, there are relatively few science fiction works about video gaming, which begs the question: why study these works at all? Quite simply, the intersection of video gaming and science fiction provides a lens to examine a variety of interrelated topics, from fandom to the role of women to how violence, gender, and sexuality are depicted in the works. So, even though there is comparatively little science fiction fodder in terms of original subject matter—just a dozen or so novels and a similar number of short stories—that focus on video gaming, the combination of the two exposes a variety of new perspectives in which to view how video gaming has impacted not only science fiction, but pop culture (or geek culture) itself.


  Throughout this work, we will attempt to decipher not only the meaning of what makes someone a “gamer,” but also what science fiction prose can tell us about attitudes and beliefs about video gaming in the United States today. This work will focus on the very few depictions of video game and video game culture in science fiction by using the lens of existing video game theories rather than literary theories.


  In the comparatively few instances in which video gaming and video gaming culture have been depicted in science fiction prose and cinema, such portrayals have often been negative. As we will see, the stereotypes of video gamers continuously shine through in science fiction narratives. Simply put, science fiction authors have routinely focused on the negative aspects of video gaming, aspects that are mired in media-fueled hysteria and stereotypes of video gamers. In the end, even the most sympathetic portrayals of video gaming and video gaming culture, such as Ready Player One by Ernest Cline, continuously fall back onto the idea of gamers and their culture as being a waste of time at best, cancerous to society at worst.


  Each chapter of this work explores a different facet of this unique and relatively new amalgamation of genres and cultures. First, we have to establish some technical terms; the first chapter provides much of the conceptual and critical framework for what follows, including the ever-present (but often ever-shrinking) divide between “reality” and the game. Afterwards, we take a look at how the “gamer” or the “geek”—especially stereotypical depictions of them—have influenced and dominated science fiction prose since the 1980s. The third chapter focuses on how the video game industry has worked to make gamers feel more “adult,” and how those pressures and demands have led to some issues in both video gaming culture and depictions of video gaming. The fourth chapter may, no doubt, be the most controversial, as gender norms and gender definitions becomes the focus. One of the biggest trends in science fiction depictions of video gaming has long been sticking it to “the man,” be it a corporation or invading enemy; this is the focus of the fifth chapter. We then examine what is happening next in science fiction depictions of video gaming culture, as juvenile literature seems to be exploring new ground in some areas, but fully embracing stereotypes in others.


  I have also included an afterword focusing on the heyday of video gaming in science fiction cinema: the 1980s. It is very possible—perhaps even probable—that many authors who have tackled video gaming culture in their works have been influenced by films such as Tron, War Games, and The Last Starfighter. While some authors, such as Ernest Cline, wear these influences on their literal (book) sleeves, some seem to be repeating tropes and stereotypes that first germinated in the fear-driven attitudes toward video gaming and video gaming culture in the 1980s.


  1


  The Game and the Gamespace


  



  
    “‘Maybe we should go back and get their guns,’ Marlon suggested.

  


  
    ‘That’s how it would work in a video game,’ Csongor said, which was his way of agreeing.”—Reamde [996]

  


  In his book Half-Real, Jesper Juul posits that many video games are comprised of what he calls “incoherent worlds” (22). These “incoherent worlds” are best explained, for example, by a video game character having multiple lives, or, alternatively, a video game character who can get shot several times at point-blank range and only lose partial health rather than dying.1 This conflict between what we know to be true, according to Juul, and what video games presents to the user is the tension between what we know to be true in our existence2 (getting shot multiple times would most likely lead to death, and would definitely lead to being immediately incapacitated) with the truth that video games are presenting to the user (that, after being shot several times, a character can still run and jump with few problems, and stepping on an icon will immediately heal them). When confronted with the contradiction, according to Juul, gamers often cite the rules to make sense of the contradiction. Gamers thus “resort to explaining the events in the game by appealing to the rules” (130). It may be simple enough, for example, to embrace Simon Parkin’s explanation that “video games improve on some aspects of our own reality,” and that video gamers play because there is an inherent meritocracy at work in video gaming, that “struggle always leads to success, where effort is repaid in kind” (67). This outlook, assumes, however, that video games are something beyond structural symbols, that they represent not only a set of tangible rules, but also that those rules inherently favor the gamer. This does not appear to be entirely correct, as, even though many games feature, as a part of their internal logic, multiple lives and endless play through attempts, the goal of the game is to seek out some form of enjoyment. This phenomenon manifests itself in any number of franchises, but particularly in sports simulations, where players are already familiar with the rules through their adoption in the gamespace and can thus simply play the game with minimal long-lasting frustration. Even so, the mirror image is at once realistic and distorted: playing an online game of, for instance, the Madden football simulation franchise will often result in a sort of arcade game. Gone are the tactics and ideas that fuel “real” football; in its place are players committed to throwing the deep ball on every play and going for it on every fourth down.3 Herein lies the deep tension between video games and the reality they seek to depict—the subtle balance between pleasing gamers by making them think they are worthy, somehow, of not only playing the game, but also talking about it, and the idea that a game should challenge gamers to make them “earn” their accomplishments.


  This tension between the real and the make believe—this creation of the “incoherent world” is often flipped on its side in science fiction narratives. In fact, it often seems that reality itself is the “incoherent world,” that some rules simply do not make sense to a gamer (or an author’s depiction of one) in the “real” world. In other words, the “real” world, in which someone is expected to get a job, make money to buy goods, and then retire (having children is not always optional) can often be difficult to understand as well. As McKenzie Wark writes,


  
    Ever get the feeling you’re playing some vast and useless game whose goal you don’t know and whose rules you can’t remember? Ever get the fierce desire to quit, to resign, to forfeit, only to discover there’s no umpire, no referee, no regulator to whom you can announce your capitulation? [⁠…] Ever get mad over the obvious fact that the dice are loaded, the deck stacked, the table rigged, and the fix—in? Welcome to gamespace. It’s everywhere, this atopian arena, this speculation sport [1].

  


  For Wark, “gamespace” is the capitalistic reality, the “real world” that is essentially a “video arcadia divided into many and varied games. Work is a rat race. Politics is a horse race. The economy is a casino” (6). The “rules” of reality are created (and sometimes enforced) by societal and cultural pressures. Thus, to a gamer, the “real” world may be just as “incoherent” and puzzlingly rule-laden as a video game reality. To explain reality, the science fiction depiction of a gamer may be at a loss to explain the interior logic of certain societal or cultural norms and simply turn to citing the “rules” of reality itself. Thus, science fiction authors frequently mine the idea of blurs between fantasy and reality, the “incoherent” reality with the “incoherent” game. Or to put it most simply, as James Paul Gee writes, “Real life is like a video game. Video games are like real life” (19).


  There is, however, a gulf that needs noting, the “separation” that Steven Poole noted in his book Trigger Happy (63). This divide balances the demands of the gamespace and the game, legitimizing the actions that occur within both. As Poole notes, “After all, a sense of pleasurable control implies some modicum of separation: you are apart from what you are controlling. You don’t actually want to be there, performing the dynamically exaggerated and physically perilous moves yourself; it would be exhausting and painful. [⁠…] You don’t want it to be too real” (63). Less than the gamespace and less than the game, the divide between the two is what truly makes a video game. A game with clunky controls removes the sense of immersion and reminds the player that they are, in fact, using a controller. And the idea of walking through a darkened spaceship corridor with creatures stalking you is only acceptable if one remembers to reject the game’s underlying reality as false. Within this gulf lies the thin balance that many video game companies must struggle with: how to make a game function as a game, while only lightly mimicking the gamespace itself. Too much reality in video games, as we have seen, can be a bad thing; they are derided as “too hard” or “unfair,” and thus strip away the pleasure the gamer seeks.


  Although not strictly a science fiction story about video gaming, Jonathan Lethem’s “Vanilla Dunk” explores the overlap between the game and the gamespace. The primary conceit of the game is that average basketball players—who are essentially celebrities—are allowed to draft, instead of real people, software algorithms of legendary basketball players such as Julius Irving or Michael Jordan. When the average basketball player puts on a special exosuit, they can play exactly in the same style as the superstar player they’ve chosen. In this case, the gamespace becomes the game, a rare turnaround in the usual tropes that are often featured in science fiction depictions of video gaming. One’s ability to play in the gamespace no longer matters—it was literally all about the game: “It didn’t matter who you drafted anymore. What mattered was the skills they picked up in the lottery. Which star’s moves would be lifted out of the archives and plugged into the rookie’s exosuit” (70). As the story progresses, however, the player who receives Michael Jordan’s skills—Alan Gornan, who adopts the moniker Vanilla Dunk—simply uses his newfound abilities to gain fame, eventually retiring after one season, enriched by multiple endorsement deals. The Michael Jordan algorithm is, by rule, retired for 15 years, making it unavailable to anyone else. Simply put, Gornan is a video game troll, but in the gamespace. “Vanilla Dunk” is a story, quite simply, of what happens when some video game concepts trickle into the gamespace rather than vice versa. With the continuing trend of “immersive” video gaming, it’s easy to wonder if stories like “Vanilla Dunk”—written over twenty years ago—which invert the typical science fiction formula of the gamespace leaking into the game, will become more prevalent.


  But a constant theme in science fiction examinations of video gaming culture often do not surround the game; instead, it is the gamespace, and how it becomes affected by the game. Rather than bringing the gamespace into a game, science fiction authors, almost universally, take game rules and heighten them into the gamespace itself. Take, for example, Neal Stephenson’s Reamde, in which nefarious shenanigans in an MMORPG leaks into the gamespace. Suddenly, every person in the book is in a gamespace dominated by game theory: characters (or shall they be called players?) become jet-setting individuals, forging alliances and rivalries with one another in minutes, and suddenly become armed warriors. Even the most placid characters in the narrative of Reamde seek out and use weapons in completing their tasks with a sort of nonchalant, quotidian air about them. Many of them know how to use guns in the gamespace because they used them in the game.4


  Science fiction depictions of video gaming derive much of their narrative power from the conflict or interaction between the game and the gamespace. In many, if not all, depictions of video gaming in science fiction, problems that exist within the gamespace should or can be solved within the borders of the game. The game itself often takes many forms, be it a sort of virtual reality (Soda Pop Soldier or Ready Player One), an online game (Epic), or a series of events that occur in a reality that is so absurd to essentially be game-like (Armada or Reamde). Within this phenomenon lies the tacit endorsement that the gamespace is essentially impossible to navigate: problems that lie within the capitalistic enterprise of the gamespace are unassailable. In many of the science fiction works depicting video gaming, the consistent pressure to earn money or to avoid the traps involved in earning income propels the narrative. Yet, none of the characters are unable to avoid the pitfalls of the gamespace. Peter’s attempt to make a quick buck in Reamde results in the rest of the characters engaging in constant life-or-death decisions. PerfectQuestion plays online games for money, and to secure the fortunes of advertisers. Wade Watts in Ready Player One hopes to escape poverty (and gain notoriety) by winning a contest. In Epic, Erik Haraldson, too, wishes to escape the poverty that has informed much of his life.


  Instead of turning to the gamespace to solve these problems, however, the characters almost universally embrace the game as the solution to their ills. And, in many cases, the game does indeed solve their issues. Money is made, jobs are earned, battles are won, and fame achieved. This is a direct result of an intentional method to subvert the rules of the gamespace by rejecting them altogether, by simply moving to another realm where the rules of the gamespace are replaced by those of the game. Within the confines of the game, characters who were formerly powerless now wield power, and they often do so because of their mastery of the video game, or, at the very least, their bare understanding of video game concepts. Zack Lightman saves the world because of his video game skills. Wade Watts reshapes his game and his gamespace follows suit. Zula and the large cast of Reamde uses the game (albeit reluctantly) to solve many of the problems spurred forward by Peter’s attempts to become wealthy. Erik Haraldson, having grown tired of the encroachment of capitalism within the gamespace but also within the game, simply ends the game.


  The game in each of these depictions, therefore, reveals that Poole’s assertion of a game not being “too real” also means that the game exists to allow gamers to feel a sense of accomplishment. Although this accomplishment takes the form of, in our reality, trophy icons or bragging rights, the realities of science fiction place a much larger wager. The accomplishments that happen in science fiction narratives about video games are world-changing; they are often a complete reordering not only of the game, but of the gamespace as well. It is too simple and straightforward to label this as a mere recycled plot device or the rather pat ideation of wish fulfillment. What this represents is the knowledge that gamers, which make up an ever-increasing portion of our population, are seeking games that allow them to escape their gamespace. Within that gamespace, the gamer’s choices are supposed to be clear, controlled and predictable, the exact opposite of the gamespace’s rules. Therein lies the tension and the peacefulness of gaming: it can provide escape, but it can also provide a heightened sense of one’s own place in the world, a place that may be considered inherently unfair by some.


  Making a “perfect” game is nigh impossible, considering the number of users and the prevalence of opinions available online. Yet, a good game, or even a great one, manages to temporarily bridge the gap between the game and the gamespace, making a gamer temporarily suspend or overlook the notion of the separation. The concept of a controller evaporates; immersive graphics create a world that is just right—real enough, but not too real. And the underlying philosophical structure of the game, from the goals the player must accomplish to the tools at their disposal, must be balanced so that the game itself doesn’t impede the relationship it seeks to establish with the player. When these issues, and others, are successfully broached, the bridge between the game and the gamespace temporarily dissipates, and the player enters dizzying world where reality is not real, and fantasy is quotidian. How does one know that the game is successful in doing so? One possible barometer is if the gamer continues to interact with, imagine, or play the scenarios in their minds long after they have finished playing the game.


  Take, for example, a passage in Lucky Wander Boy where Adam Pennyman watches a man try to cross the street:


  
    When he moved over to the Tacos Burritos Mariscos truck, however, the traffic patterns militated against him, sending a steady stream of fast-moving vehicles on our side of the street for a long while. When he finally made it to the double yellow line, a lumber-bearing semi pulled out from the lumber yard, barring his path for long enough to allow a convoy of other freight trucks to catch up to it. The draft from one of the trucks tugged on his windbreaker as if trying to tear it off, sending the laborer back toward our side of the street.

  


  Here, the blur between gamespace—the simple act of crossing the street in heavy traffic—and the game—Frogger or Crossy Road—is sharpened, heightened to a sort of intimate dualism in which video game concepts can easily apply in the gamespace. The incoherency of the video game is given life by the introduction of coherency of the gamespace, the basic human emotions and motivations that propel the most menial tasks. Crossing the street moves from pseudo-epic in the game to epic in the gamespace once these emotions and motivations are introduced and made real. Human sympathies provide that margin and video games have long attempted to evoke “real” human emotion to further blur the line between game and gamespace.


  The same ideas can be found throughout Christopher Brookmyre’s Bedlam, in which Ross Baker ends up falling through a variety of real-world video games. The comparison between the game and the gamespace is consistently made throughout, and, as Baker reflects on his game and gamespace experiences, he finds that there is, in the end, little difference. Prone to philosophizing, Baker thinks that, if he is trapped in the game, he “has to find a place to belong and make the best of it. Same as back in the old world” (176). He later realizes that the capitalistic impulses of the gamespace is equally reflected in the game, because “the one constant is that, wherever you are, the more stuff you got, the easier it is to get along [⁠…] you give them a universe of unlimited possibilities and they just become unlimited assholes” (225). The rules of the game are inherently informed by the rules of the gamespace, and the two are practically inseparable; the creators of the games draw from the gamespace (and products of the gamespace) for inspiration. The players of the games, who are versed in the rules and realities of their own gamespace, often expect and sometimes demand that the gamespace rules apply in equal amounts within the game. The blur between the two is simply a byproduct of the gamespace itself, and its all-encompassing mechanisms.


  Of course, it is important to note the semantics: the game and the gamespace are separated, but not wholly so. The game exists within the gamespace and is not entirely separate. Indeed, games such as Grand Theft Auto, for example, portray a more hyperrealistic alternative world that closely matches our own in many ways. Such games, among many others, encourage players to embrace the “responsibility and mundanity of everyday life” every time they start up a particular game (Crawford 146). And, although many video gamers will not rely on multiple car jackings and crimes to make ends meet, as they would in Grand Theft Auto, the very act of playing a game increases the mundanity of it. In such open-world, open-ended franchises, which provide large amounts of autonomy to a player, the game’s mimicry of the gamespace is both a strength and a weakness: in giving so much independence to the player, the game itself begins to sink into the mundane after multiple hours of play. The game, in other words, becomes just as routine as the gamespace, and thus, is more representative of the routine mundanities of the gamespace itself. Although it could fairly be noted that Grand Theft Auto has multiple elements of the fantastic in it—remember a player can commit so many crimes that the National Guard arrives with tanks and helicopters to hunt them down—the realities that power the game’s narrative do not allow for the game to be separated wholly from the gamespace itself. In many games, players still need to perform mundane tasks (such as attend a funeral or drive a car to a destination), make money, and maintain relationships, either positive or negative, with others. The game, in other words, can often include, in the words of one gamer, “lots of boring stuff” (qtd. in Crawford 149).


  Game franchises such as The Sims, for example, encouraged players to micromanage the mundanity of their characters’ lives, from finding a career to microwaving a meal to using a toilet on time. These franchises sometimes derisively referred to as “life management sims,” became more and more intricate in their mundanity, as social relationships between the characters blossom or wilt depending on a variety of factors, including how well dressed a character is to what astrological sign they were born under. Interestingly, where The Sims franchise has been most successful is in its full embrace of the rules of the gamespace: “In general, The Sims looks and feels like a television sitcom set in a relatively affluent suburb. The Sims live in posh houses and neighborhoods, shop for upscale goods, and work jobs and overcome challenges resonant with the upper middle class. The popular expansion packs mirror consumer culture, offering pets, high-end lofts, and ‘fast lane’ accessories” (Isbister 36–37). In this regard, players may appreciate The Sims not because it mimics the gamespace, but because the franchise allows players to engage in a world and pseudo-reality in which they can live better in the game than the gamespace. Items such as mansions, fireplaces, and luxury vehicles are all available, and the basic idea of meritocracy is at work within the later versions of the franchise: work hard enough and your character and get a big break that leads to bigger fortunes. Barring that, however, many players simply type in a basic cheat code and watch the money pour in. These shortcuts replace one form of mimicry of the gamespace—getting a job and advancing (or not) up the corporate ladder—with another: consuming products such as cars and home furnishings.


  One can see in games such as Fallout 4 or Skyrim the demand for more realism as well: not necessarily in the environs or the plot, but rather in the very look of the characters themselves. Character creation engines are now so robust that gamers can spend hours simply customizing the “look” of their character, moving sliders labeled “brow height” or “jawline” to get the character looking just right. Another, more recent genre of games, often derided by some as “walking simulators,” place gamers in a first-person world that is relatively open-ended, and much like the gamespace, the game may give vague notions as to what to do next, but provides little guidance and little linearity, thus mimicking Juul’s “incoherent worlds.” Although these games, such as Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture or Firewatch, are a unique mixture of puzzle games and classic RPGs, they remain popular enough to attract numerous gamers. Games such as these, which adhere closely to the rules of the gamespace, even when fantastic or science-fiction elements exist, serve to further blur the already ephemeral line between game and gamespace.


  Video games also provide a “safe” space for gamers to explore alternatives to their current lives, often in the form of danger, sexuality, and aggression. This safety allows gamers to “experience reality” in an almost mundane way (Crawford). Through this experience of the “incoherent” world and logic of the video game, the gamer can learn about how the true “reality” would, in part, function. Katherine Isbister notes that this phenomenon can be found in almost any game that allows for a player-created avatar, even The Sims. Players, through their avatars, “are also interested in exploring other feelings given the real-time simulation of everyday living and interacting that the game provides them” (39). The avatar is not only a projection of a different, but related, identity, but a way for gamers to explore alternate emotions and pathways that they could not (or cannot) pursue within the gamespace itself. This can lead to a gamer spending time solving puzzles, such as those in Witness, or teaching themselves military strategy in any number of games from the Call of Duty franchise to the Gears of War franchise, and so on. Ultimately, gamers can “try on” any number of identities within the safety of the game. In the “real” world they will not get shot and killed; they will be able to make risky roster moves for their sports franchise and not get fired. As a result, the “incoherent” reality is a safety net of sorts, allowing gamers to try and fail, and try and fail again, until they create a strategy which pushes them onward toward the end of the game, or, alternatively, when luck or good timing allows them to solve the problems.


  Yet, as Zach Waggoner points out, to dismiss video games as pure fantasy or fiction is problematic. The most successful video games (and even those that aren’t) can often elicit very real emotions within the player. Thus, a gamer who is frustrated at dying for the twelfth time in a row against the Sif, the Great Grey Wolf in Dark Souls, is not entirely located within the realm of the easily dismissed fantasy; instead, that gamer’s emotions of frustration have “leaked” into their reality, and, for example, could continue to be upset about Sif for much of the day as they go to work and interact with their peers. The shorthand language of gamer frustration, of sending one’s controller across the room, is a manifestation of disgust and anger moving from the gamespace to the game. One of the clearest analogies to draw in this regard is the continuing debate surrounding the relationship between video gaming and violence. If video games existed in the realm of pure fiction, the debate would never occur; yet, every action a gamer conducts within the fantastic realms of a video game has the potential to manifest some form of emotion within the gamer’s own reality. As some researchers have noted, long-term potentialities of violence due to video gaming is “minimal,” but “more minor short-term aggression” is entirely possible (Coulson and Ferguson 71). In other words, playing a video game has only a partially lasting effect, and the phenomenon of online players getting “salty” is a temporary one.5 This short-term aggression is short-lived, but relies on anonymity as well. So long as the players, who are in the relatively high-pressure competitive environment fostered by many online games, sees only unusual screen names and hear the voices of people they have never met in the gamespace, the idea of being “salty” when something goes wrong will continue. The aggression over the game leaks into the gamespace, and, depending on the viciousness of the comments, can stay in the minds of all who hear these comments.


  The “leak” of video games into the reality, or Wark’s gamespace, is also known as “the Tetris effect.” Gamers are all too familiar with the sensation, but essentially, it is the subconscious replaying a video game as overlays of reality, the blurring of game and gamespace. As Jeffrey Goldsmith writes in 1994,


  
    That year, I stayed “for a week” with a friend in Tokyo, and Tetris enslaved my brain. At night, geometric shapes fell in the darkness as I lay on loaned tatami floor space. Days, I sat on a lavender suede sofa and played Tetris furiously. During rare jaunts from the house, I visually fit cars and trees and people together. Dubiously hunting a job and a house, I was still there two months later, still jobless, still playing.

  


  In Goldsmith’s case—and in the case of those numerous gamers who experience the Tetris effect—the video game rules superimpose themselves over the world of reality, and, in many cases, can make just as much sense as the gamespace rules. Yet, this effect did not start with Tetris itself, but with many earlier video gaming concepts. As Dave Theurer, creator of the classic arcade game Missile Command, said: “I’d wake up in the middle of the night from a nightmare where I’d see these stars coming in, and I’d be up in the Santa Cruz mountains and I’d see it hit Sunnyvale and I’d know I had about forty-five seconds until the blast reached me. I had those nightmares once a month for a year after I finished Missile Command” (qtd. in Parkin 54). This is the “game hangover” that appears in works such as Soda Pop Soldier: the aftereffects of too much gaming starts to bleed the ideas and concepts into the gamespace itself. To avoid the incomprehensible rules and stratagems required to survive in Wark’s gamespace, gamers turn instead to the more comforting, yet incoherent rule sets of video gaming, where the rules, if illogical, are familiar enough to function as a sort of panacea. The incoherent video game world is also, despite its bizarre logical flaws, inherently more forgiving than the gamespace. In video games, the incoherency of the rules allows for a person to make multiple mistakes and still press forward; in some cases, the game may even automatically reduce its difficulty to meet the needs of the player. With few exceptions, players enjoy the benefits of being stabbed, bludgeoned, shot, and so on, with very little damage. It is normal to see a character, even a realistic one like Joel in The Last of Us, survive multiple gunshots before succumbing. Joel is a large man, yet multiple bullets only slow him, and only until he breaks out the bandages. In an instant, he’s back to normal and his health bar fills again. And if the player’s character succumbs to massive damage, the game automatically reloads at the most recent level or checkpoint. This has held true since the very start of video gaming. Death is almost impossible, and always fleeting.


  Another aspect that blurs the line between the game and the gamespace is the use of avatars. Of course, video games always had representatives for the players, be they a small 8-bit spaceship or an Italian plumber named Mario. But, more recently, players have been able to design their own avatars. Some games have such in-depth character creation modes that players can spend hours upon hours getting the look of the avatar just “right.” Games now present an almost mind-boggling array of options, including hair color, eyebrow thickness and angle, shape of jaw, scars, tattoos, and so on, and that is before any fantasy-based options such as different races (such as elves or orcs) influence the look of the avatar. This customization can even take place in sports Sims, as gamers can produce players that look like them, but who are ready for the rough and tumble big leagues. Within the tension of the game and the gamespace lies the avatar as well; after all, “[i]n everyday life, human beings inhabit and perform myriad social roles—sister, parent, coworker, student, love, house guest—as the situation and others around demand” (Isbister 53). The avatar, especially considering the immense customization possibilities in modern gaming, becomes, for the gamer, another facet of one’s identity, although this one projects into the game rather than the gamespace.


  The numerous amount of customization options allows the player to create a sort of kinship with their avatar, as well as the avatars of other players. Research has shown that players often take on the identities and the characteristics of their avatars when they are playing. In other words, a player who is short may become more assertive in the game realm if their avatar is tall and commanding (or imposing); ditto with the avatar’s attractiveness, which allows players to interact with more confidence with one another (Madigan 216). In other words, the advantages that many people receive in the gamespace by being tall and attractive are the exact same benefits they receive in the game if their avatar is tall and attractive, regardless of the reality. This is what I argue should be called “conjoined” identities; they are, on the surface, at once the same and at once different. The avatar represents the player just as the avatar does not represent the player. The video game player often playacts through the conjoined identity when in the game or online in the guise of that avatar’s different identity and thus receives the benefits of that identity. Within an online fantasy game such as World of Warcraft or Runescape, players may even enjoy the benefits of joining a “clan,” a group of like-minded characters, thus installing a set of artificial friendships and interactions. In some ways, the gamer, especially the “hardcore” gamer, lives in two distinct worlds, thus, again, leading us back to the concept of game and gamespace.


  It should come as no surprise, then, that a recurrent theme in science fiction depictions of video gaming is the idea that gamers often find themselves sunk into the incoherent reality of their games. In numerous short stories and novels, gamers become much more powerful and much more competent when they leave their (almost always) dead-end “real” existence and join their game. Within their game, the gamer suddenly becomes powerful in the face of often absurd and fantastic threats, ranging from terrorist hackers to gigantic spiders to magicians. Yet, when the lines blur between the gamespace and the incoherence of the video game world, the gamer becomes dominant and every other non-gamer character is destroyed, injured, or in need of rescue.


  In David Barr Kirtley’s story “Save Me Plz,” the worlds of the game and the gamespace are tightly intertwined. The story opens with a character named Meg grabbing her sword and driving to a friend’s apartment, only to have to fend off a gigantic spider. That is the reality, and the video game fantasy that surrounds the characters is the same, only more intense:


  
    [The game was] called Realms of Eldritch, a groundbreaking multiplayer online game full of wizards and monsters. Some of the game was based on real life: People carried magic swords, and many of the enemies were real, such as wolves or goblins or giant spiders. [⁠…] But most of it was pure fantasy: dragons and unicorns and walking trees and demon lords [204].

  


  The blurring between fantasy and reality creates an unusual, often disconcerting, world where some elements of what we would be familiar with as video game tropes become “real,” while other, no less absurd or fantastic elements, remain strictly the domain of video games. In other words, Kirtley seems to push forward a thesis that video games have some element of reality to them, especially such games as first-person shooters. The video game is a direct result of the gamespace, and down goes the player into the rabbit hole. By playing a game that is based on reality, then the world itself seems to be artificial to the game player, and even in those games that are fantasy-driven, some elements still reflect reality. Additionally, even fantasy-based video games encourage some sort of mimicry with reality; after all, one only needs to look at the incredibly popular world of cosplay, in which people dress up like their favorite media icons, from Captain America to the Doctor to a character from World of Warcraft. Simply put, the reflection goes so deep as to fold back in on itself: a piece of fantasy mimicked into reality, which is also reflected back into fantasy, and so on. “Save Me Plz” is powered by such a conceit, by the incredibly thin line between the fantastic and the mundane realism. Indeed, in the world of “Save Me Plz,” a visit from an overly large spider is an everyday occurrence that requires some caution but occurs often enough that most people know how to handle it. The situation is akin to people who are told by weather forecasters a major storm is on the way. A little preparation and caution, and there’s not much reason to worry. Game rules apply here.


  But the narrative of “Save Me Plz” folds over on itself even more. As Meg tries to find her friend Devon, she follows him, almost literally, into a gaming world, where those “dragons and unicorns and walking trees” do exist. When she finds Devon, however, he explains to her that the game Realms of Eldritch is actually reality, and that the reality of the characters “was just a simulation, like a game” (214). In other words, the usual roles of the game and the gamespace are inverted. Devon manages to exploit bugs in the game to not only assist with his survival, but also to force the Realm of Eldritch game back to reality. By doing so, Devon would make the world “a place of wonder and adventure, without old age or disease. A place where death is only temporary—like in the game” (216). Simply put, Realms of Eldritch is the game, and within that reality, people are engaged in the gamespace, with the only window into reality being the game. “Save Me Plz” asks the basic question: what if video games were the reality and reality was just a video game? Within this question lies the dualism of the game and the gamespace; the two are related, but, at times, one may seem more “real” than the other, or, at least, pursue a logic less absurd than the other. The results in “Save Me Plz” are not a net positive, and the ending has a note of bitterness to it, as Devon manages to make Realms of Eldritch the de facto reality, and, as a result, everyone is left with quickly fading memories of the “unreal” reality of their everyday, more mundane existence. The implications are clear. The gamespace fades away, and behind it is only the game. Yet, Kirtley indicates that the gamespace, for all of its absurdities and unfriendliness, is still, in the end, completely human-driven. A complete divorce from the gamespace may not be feasible or even desirable, and living within a game, although literally fantastic, would slowly separate people from their humanity. After all, what motivation would exist for people if they had multiple lives? For many gamers, the video games are more attractive and have more positive connotations than the gamespace: the fantastic is far more attractive than the typical drudgery of a full-time job. In this case, fantasy is more exciting, interesting, and livable than life itself, but ultimately robs its participants of a central anchoring humanity.


  It isn’t, however, merely a case of inverting reality and fantasy, game and gamespace. For the story to truly work, and to manage the wish fulfillment of gamers, then the abilities have to transfer as well. Meg is a top-level player with a mighty sword; Davon is a programmer. These skills have to come with them into the world, else they would be unable to survive. Pressing A on the controller, in other words, would have no merit in a world where everyone has guns or access to tanks, or can slay dragons on a whim. Pressing A in reality has to transfer to dominance in fantasy, and when that particular wish fulfillment occurs, the video gamer is no longer “just” a good (or great) video gamer. They’ve become a warrior, a sharpshooter, a felon who can never be caught. It can be assumed in these narratives that the person who is mired in a 9–5 job and never plays video games would not succeed in the new reality, where video gaming culture and video gaming talents are required. In this switch to fantasy, the video gamer becomes the alpha. Interestingly, however, the idea that video games themselves are somehow a “waste of time” becomes inverted. When reality switches over to fantasy and becomes the new reality, it becomes apparent that video gaming is an important part of survival, and working a mundane job, just as Wark argues, is entirely purposeless.


  In “God Mode” by Daniel H. Wilson, the same blurring takes place. In this short story, the narrator creates a game world called Synthesis and immediately goes into what gamers call “God mode,” a special feature of some games (or a mod of some games) in which a player is invulnerable to all damage. When the narrator inhabits “God mode” in Synthesis, however, the results are dismal. “The simulation is convincing, but it doesn’t have the intrinsic quality of the real thing,” the narrator thinks. “The real-realness just isn’t there” (6). This “real-realness” is that same theme again: the creation of a simulated video gaming reality that somehow supersedes or replaces a more mundane reality. At the end of “God mode,” the simulated world, however, falls apart, and we find the narrator and his girlfriend Sarah are dying, kept alive only as computer simulations. Again, the “reality” the characters inhabit—in which the narrator creates a video game that supersedes reality—is false. Reality is, simply, a computer simulation that is occurring within a “true” reality that the characters do not know or understand. Multiple realities collapse inwards on themselves. In “God Mode,” however, the only true reality is one that cannot in any way be comprehended or understood by the players.


  S.R. Mastratone’s “Desert Walk” focuses on the titular video game, which is itself a loose adaptation of a real video game called Desert Bus. In Desert Bus—which was the brainchild of comedians Penn and Teller—the player drives a bus across the desert on the way to Las Vegas. The landscape is interminably dull, and the player cannot pause the game. If the player is patient enough to complete the journey, they are awarded a single point (Parkin). For the character Sam, however, the false reality of walking through the desert slowly replaces his current reality. In a passage sure to invoke memories among many gamers who have found themselves enthralled with a video game, Mastratone writes that “The game wasn’t done with Sam, though. The sheer amount of time he’d put in during the first week had scarred him to the point of it dominating his dreams. More than once he awoke in the dark hours before dawn, his hands still clutching an invisible controller, the sound of electronic footsteps echoing in his mind” (67).


  In Mastratone’s phrasing, the game itself appears to be near-sentient, and Sam its unwitting victim. By not being “done” with Sam, the game dominates his reality and ultimately begins to replace it. Earlier in the story, the characters discuss the impact of Desert Walk on the world itself, pointing out that some people have “died of dehydration after playing the game for a week straight” (57). This is a clear reference to news reports of deaths that have occurred in various video gaming “cafes” across the world, where a player will obsessively play a game for, literally, days straight, until their health suffers, or, in some cases, until they die (Parkin). In Taiwan, for example, one man died after a three-day gaming binge at an internet café, following a man who, weeks earlier, had died after a five-day gaming binge (Hunt and Ng). A South Korean couple spent so much time playing World of Warcraft at an internet café that their young daughter died of malnutrition (Bakan 38). And one fifteen-year-old died of an apparent suicide after his father confiscated his Xbox 360 to “cure” him of his all-consuming video game habit (Bakan 38). Although these examples are outliers, the seemingly growing number of people who are literally dying because of video games is disturbing, and is a trend explored in “Desert Walk.”


  As Sam continues to play Desert Walk, however, the ghosts of those who have died or suffered (or both) from playing the game start to haunt him. In other words, if one is to take at face value the presence of ghosts (or their often electricity-based explanations) as real, then by the end of the story, Sam has progressed from gamespace to game to gamespace again, with the sudden appearances of ghosts “waking” him back to life through fear.


  Yet, if one does not take ghosts as reality, then the story becomes even more nuanced. In this instance, one could read Sam’s beliefs in ghosts as a clear manifestation of fantasy, and thus, a clear sign that his mind has collapsed fully into fantasy. The fantasy of being haunted by spirits, however, eventually overrides Sam’s fantasy about being in a video game, and the two put together somehow shocks Sam back into his own world. Mastratone has blogged that “Desert Walk” is a ghost story,6 and the ending, in which a child’s storybook is mystically embedded in the television Sam was using to play the game, is a clear indicator of the supernatural. Mastratone, therefore, seems to argue that ghosts are possible, and that they, even if they are fantastic, inhabit a somewhat “realer” reality than video games.


  Micky Neilson’s short story “Recoil!” features a computer programmer named Jimmy Nixon who loves first person shooters. His somewhat happy employment, however, is disrupted when armed men storm his office after hours, leaving him in a scenario he has lived in video gaming more than a few times: one man against many in a heavily-armed fight to the death. Jimmy soon procures a weapon and realizes that handling a gun in video games has prepared him for the reality of handling a gun in the gamespace: “He remembered seeing a lever on the left side, above the trigger. As Jimmy turned the rifle and flipped the lever down to ‘F,’ [⁠…] Jimmy pointed the weapon, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger” (304–305). The results, however, are not quite as glamorous in reality: “The rifle roared and bolted, kicking upward into Jimmy’s chin. The impact knocked him back and into the wall, putting a nice crack in it with his skull. [⁠…] There was blood, a lot of it” (305).


  Jimmy soon discovers, however, that his entire life as a programmer and a video gamer are a lie; they were training simulations designed to determine his role in a very real war scenario. His emotive response to the bloodshed put him on the side of a group called The Peacekeepers. In other words, “Recoil!” appears to be set in the near future, where video gaming is used as a determinant for someone’s role in what appears to be a never-ending war. “Recoil!” the video game has become the reality, and reality itself has turned into a massive video game, where everyone is a soldier, and everyone belongs to a faction or guild.


  Reality and fantasy sometimes overlap in Neal Stephenson’s Reamde as well. Reamde focuses on the fictional game T’Rain, a massive multiplayer online roleplaying game (MMORPG), and the world of T’Rain sometimes appears to bleed into the real world. Certainly, the narrative is propelled by the collision between reality and fantasy, for a simple criminal transaction—the selling of credit card numbers used in T’Rain to the Russian mafia—sparks a series of very real instances, including kidnapping and murder. The concept of “gold farming” also factors in heavily to T’Rain, in which (mostly Chinese) individuals spend hours of the day within the framework of the game leveling up characters and then selling them to wealthier white (presumably Western) clients. Thus, video games such as T’Rain blur the lines again; playing the game is at once a luxury, but can also be a job, a means to make money to more fully participate in Werk’s gamespace. Unfortunately, the concept of gold farming sometimes echoes real-world slavery; in China, there have been numerous documented cases of citizens gold farming against their will or doing so due to economic pressures. The Guardian reported that prisoners in labor camps were expected to play online games to level up their characters, to be sold to enrich their guards, with one former prisoner noting that “The computers were never turned off” (Vincent). Other, moderately more legitimate “online gaming factories” now number in the “hundreds—perhaps thousands,” and “make less than a quarter an hour,” and some factories make their employees work 18 hours a day (Barboza). Although Stephenson never explores the somewhat immoral backgrounds of gold farming—his Chinese hackers do so willingly and by ransoming other characters—the reality is that, in an unfettered or under-regulated capitalistic marketplace, online gaming can be lucrative, so long as someone else does the work for little to no pay.


  Stephenson does poke fun at the tension between the game and the gamespace, for T’Rain users craft a mod in which the real world becomes re-enacted within T’Rain. The mods created by the “underemployed nerds of the world” (136) would switch the mundane scene of a board meeting into a medieval fantasy world. For instance, if “[s]omeone’s clever new proposal got trashed by a grouchy boss, the event could be rendered as a combat scene in which the hapless underling’s severed head would up on the end of a spear” (137). For some (but not for the main characters, interestingly), the realm of T’Rain almost necessitates the need to blur the lines between fantasy and reality, the game and the gamespace slowly become one, the borders between them becoming nearly indecipherable. This also manifests itself in Csongor, the Hungarian hacker, who frequently notes just how closely real-world situations, especially the most absurd ones, hew to video games. When Chinese T’Rain player Marlon notes that they are out of gas and says, “Game over,” Csongor calmly responds, “No. Game continues. We just made it to the next level” (517). Again, we can see the influence of gamespace on games, and vice versa. The interior, often incoherent philosophy of video gaming allows one to “see” how the incoherent rules of the world function as well. For Csongor, the situation of chasing a woman he barely knows across the world to rescue her can only be viewed through the lens of the equally incoherent world of video games, where experience lead to points, which leads to finite levels of power denoted by numbers and unlocked abilities.


  To wonder, then, whether gamers use video game lingo in order to more easily comprehend the dynamics of the real world gamespace is a fair question, and the answer can be found as a subtext within numerous science fiction works. The sometimes absurdist “rules” of the gamespace: go to school, go to college, earn money, buy things, somewhat overlaps with the incoherent rules of the games themselves: do this task, earn money, experience, and/or tokens, and keep doing so until your level is where you want it to be. In online play, one’s level is partially determined by the levels of others; someone with a lower number is automatically and temporarily inferior to one with a higher number. Much the same can be said about the gamespace. As a result, it is entirely possible that video game culture is a prism through which one can reconcile oneself to the incoherent and somewhat confusing (and perhaps unnatural) realities of the capitalistic gamespace. Thus, “leveling up” becomes not only a video game term, but lingo for what one can do within a capitalistic society. Such use of lingo and transference of the game rules to the gamespace could be considered a sort of coping mechanism; thus, when some hardcore gamers feel threatened, it is not only an assault on their overriding pop culture value system, but also on the system in which they may more easily interpret their existence. Video games, in other words, provide the map key for the lifelong voyage through the capitalistic gamespace.


  The same sort of wish fulfillment, the switch between reality and a fantasy which inherently favors gamers, fuels both of Ernest Cline’s novels, Ready Player One and Armada. In each of these works, just as in “Save Me Plz,” the reality is so inherently mundane (or unfair) that video gaming is the only escape. Yet, video gaming is revealed to be a portal to the “true” reality, where a gamer can dominate a world and also functions as a reality that favors gamers. Interestingly, however, the attempted “escapes” by embracing video gaming often further frustrate the characters, often by introducing them to the novel’s antagonists.


  In Ready Player One, the characters exist in a post-apocalyptic setting, and most of the remaining population unplugs itself from reality and instead enjoys a variety of escapes, including 1980s cinema, music, and, of course, video games. But the primary method of leaving this horrible existence behind is the game world itself, a sort of virtual reality concoction in which players—identified by their handles rather than their “real” names and identities—engage in quests and interact with one another. There is significant overlap between the game and the gamespace, primarily because the game is so heavily based on incidents in the gamespace: players have to successfully play Joust and they have to reenact, word for word and movement for movement, the entirety of War Games. Essentially, the game supersedes mere trivia or quests, and instead becomes an outright manipulation of the player, forcing them to, in order to succeed, recreate a long-gone and nostalgia-laden portion of the gamespace.


  Perhaps the most legendary science fiction novel of the past twenty-five years is Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game. Published in 1985 and the winner of the Hugo and Nebula Awards, Ender’s Game also routinely appears on top novel lists in the United States. Although there is some critical concern about the glorification of violence in Ender’s Game (and, rightfully so, as we will see in later chapters), the novel is truly one of the first science fiction works to mimic video gaming and video gaming ideas as a major plot point. Andrew “Ender” Wiggin is placed as a young child in a military command school alongside other small children and, for their training, compete in war simulations in zero gravity. The outcome, of course, is not always pleasant. Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game follows the same dynamic as many other works in this volume—the blurring of reality and video game fantasy—but the result is significantly more harrowing. Ender is suddenly rushed into a supposed video game battle, only to find out, at the end, his callous recklessness and sacrifice of untold thousands is played out not only in the simulation, but in reality, as well. The incoherence of the rules of video gaming—those who die still survive—is removed and replaced by the cold calculation of the gamespace, in this instance, the row of military personnel arrayed behind Ender who are cheering when he emerges victorious from his “simulator.” All along, Ender discovers, his video games were intended to mold him into someone who could become brutal and unforgiving in wartime.7 This time, however, the results are entirely real, and although Ender is feted as a hero, he feels like anything but, for he realizes that the rules of his video game training were successful in essentially re-inverting the axis of video gaming: the incoherence is required to become coherent; the brutality of gamespace is mirrored in the game itself. The resulting schism is enough to nearly destroy Ender. This psychological burden begins Ender’s journey to somehow reclaim parts of his identity across multiple sequels to Ender’s Game, starting with Speaker for the Dead.


  Ender’s Game was not Orson Scott Card’s first foray into depicting games and gaming in his science fiction. In his short story, “Breaking the Game,” gamers play a simulation of the real world and historical events. Gamers have to cope with rebellion, famine, war, and everything else that the average diplomat or general has to consider. One of the top gamers, Herman Nuber, attempts to unite pre–World War I Europe.


  Players who want to play the game often purchase countries that other top players have made dominant, and Nuber, who becomes a dictator in Italy and unites Europe into one large country, finds that someone has purchased Italy from him. As the opposing player makes a series of (purposeful) tactical blunders, Nuber’s reaction in the gamespace is one of “rage” (341), and he becomes obsessed with the new player, Abner Doon. Nuber’s responses continue to have real-world consequences, including severe beatings from hired thugs, and the eventual loss of his status as a top player in the game. Ultimately, Nuber is a failure, overthrown not by his cherished strategic genius, but rather by someone who simply has more monetary resources. Gaming skill is not enough.


  “Breaking the Game” also presages the commodification of the virtual world. Like Nuber, players can—and sometimes do—help other players by temporarily adopting their accounts, either out of acts of friendship or pay. Virtual goods such as shields or weapons that have been leveled up to an exceptional degree through grinding8 are also sold in virtual marketplaces. Thus, the encroachment of the capitalistic gamespace onto the game itself. Rules and methods for the buying and selling of goods, using real currency, have become more standard in certain subgenres of video gaming.


  It can be fairly stated, then, that a primary source of inspiration for those science fiction authors who choose to incorporate video gaming into their novels is the ever-lessening line between the game and the gamespace, between the fiction of the video game and the reality of the world around us. The blurring of game and gamespace, viewer and participant, is a phenomenon not necessarily unique to video gaming—one needs only to attend a high school football game to see similarities there—but it is a philosophy that drives narratives throughout science fiction.


  2


  Geekdom and the Gamer as Social Outcast


  



  
    “She likes outliers. She identifies with outliers.”—“Outliers” [162]

  


  As little as ten years ago, it could be argued that the word “geek” was a slur of sorts, the classic “living in mother’s basement” stereotype, or someone who was good and knowledgeable about esoteric and ostensibly useless subjects. The “geek,” in other words, was someone so far outside the mainstream that their physical presence alone would risk derailing a gathering of mainstream people. As the mainstream group of people found at, say, a high school party, would chatter about Duran Duran or the Rambo movie franchise, the geek would be standing in the corner, thinking about the dynamics of determining the warp load of the Starship Enterprise, but frightened of talking openly about it. These “geeks” are often ones who prize science fiction in all of its forms, read comic books, and have long discussions about their favorite superheroes. The geek was an individual who was completely removed from the mainstream but also had the luxury of knowing the depth of their divide. They had the caustic mixture of “social ineptitude and obsessive devotion to some pursuit [⁠…] they are indifferent—or oblivious—to how the world sees them” (Auerbach). The geek was also considered to have some sort of near-superpower intellect when it came to the esoteric knowledge. As Ernest Cline, author of Ready Player One and Armada, in his past career as a slam poet (!) rapped, that the geek is a facet of his personality he struggles “to keep hidden from the world” (“Importance” 19).


  Presumptively sexist language aside, the “geek,” according to Cline, is almost always undercover, someone who lives under the “façade of normalcy” (19) who has learned through social criticism to speak of “pertinent matters of public importance” (19), even though “he could give a squirt of piss” about such topics (20). Cline’s poems, though, were written and performed from 1997 to 2001. The circumstances of the supposedly closeted geek who feels shunned by “normal” society has changed dramatically in the intervening years, and the transition has, at times, been painful.


  The origins of this idea of the video gaming geek—and the resulting stereotype, can be found in the past. Although video gaming—especially arcades—were a relatively gender-neutral and age-neutral undertaking, there was a concerted shaming effect on video game playing in the media that slowly changed the population, or at least the prevailing ideals of video gamers. Dmitri Williams, for example, argues that “by 1984, Baby Boomers had dramatically decreased their play, probably because of the powerful social messages they were getting about the shame and deviancy of video gaming” (205). As adults started to shrink away, the media-driven narrative took hold, the notion that “game players are stereotypically male and young, pale from too much time spent indoors, and socially inept. As a new generation of isolated and lonely ‘couch potatoes,’ young male gamers are far from aspirational figures” (Williams, Yee, and Caplan 993). Another study found that the stereotype of predominantly online video game players (in other words, the more modern version of the video game player), is “(un)popularity, (un)attractiveness, idleness, and social (in)competence” (Kowert 141), “conjuring up images of socially inept teenage boys, hypnotically engaged in their gaming worlds” (Kowert 145).


  One of the earliest portrayals of the gaming geek—and a negative portrayal, at that—can be found in the opening pages of Fred Saberhagen’s Octagon, written in 1981, and here we can see some of the origins of how the stereotype of video gamers (and gamers in general) forms over time. In the novel, Saberhagen envisions a near-future where computers have appropriate amounts of storage and processing power to assist gamers with ever more complex tabletop and mail-order games.1 The novel deals primarily with a robotic murderer and corporate espionage, but the few mentions of gaming are enlightening in regard to attitudes toward adult gamers (both tabletop and computer gamers) during that time. At the start of the novel, Saberhagen introduces Carl Tartaglia, whose wife, Delia, has recently left him over his obsession with gaming.2 Despite this domestic hardship, Tartaglia sees the benefit in his wife’s absence:


  
    One of the positive aspects was that he could not let all his game paraphernalia sprawl and expand all over the apartment just as he pleased. [⁠…] And now Tartaglia’s Starweb map, a home-made construction, dominated the center of the floor in the living-dining area, with the table nudged over by about a foot to give it room [2].

  


  To keep track of the game, Tartaglia has done all of this remodeling by hand, scattering “stacks of papers, notes and folders and envelopes” across the entire apartment (2). Soon, however, we learn that the squalor has some negative effects, for “the roaches were gaining too great a foothold in the apartment” (3). Then, as if to punctuate the negative depiction, Saberhagen describes the man who “sprawls” on the floor, “his belly feeling just a little paunchy [⁠…] Tartaglia felt the sensation ease when he belched some Coors” (3). Here, perhaps for the first time, we can see the theme of the geek gamer already developing: the social outcast who has essentially let himself (and, for the time being, the gamer is almost always represented as a male) go, both physically and mentally, to fulfill their obsession with gaming. Conversely, the main protagonist, Alex, who enters the game reluctantly to conduct corporate espionage, is sex-obsessed, and somewhat successful; he is newly discharged from the American military with a background in engineering. Alex’s only use for gaming, if any, is to dream “about trying to use a magic wand to erase an electronically drawn-on leotard” (31). The juxta positioning of Tartaglia and Alex in the first two chapters invites comparisons between the failed and physically inept gamer and the successful and intelligent non-gamer.


  Holly Black’s “1UP” features a group of gamers who travel to the funeral of a friend whom they “never even met [⁠…] but [⁠…] were still his best friends in the whole world” (90). The kinship derived from commonalities about video gaming not only ignores the kinship in the supposedly “real world,” but is also much more enhanced. It is a special badge of honor in many ways to have multiple gaming friends, and many video games encourage online team play with different achievements and experience points boosts. In other words, the more video gaming friends one has, the more likely their success in the video game world.


  Interestingly, one could argue that the origins of the “geek”—at least the stereotypical notion of one—is as old as popular science fiction itself. As Camille Bacon-Smith notes, science fiction as an art form “Began as a subset of and reinforcement for the mainstream patriarchal culture of technological heroism during the 1930s, when the Great Depression has taken from most men their primary source of patriarchal power: their ability to create wealth” (96). Setting aside the issues of patriarchy until a later chapter, Bacon-Smith zeroes in on what constitutes a geek. It is not necessarily a specific set of knowledge, but the cultural implications of a specific community that is separated from their power base, and thus defines power differently. In the case of the modern geek, the separation from mainstream culture remains somewhat intact, and the power of the geek thus resides within the community itself. In other words, upon finding an inability to “fit in” with a particular aspect of mainstream American culture, people find another identity or subgroup in which they can “fit in,” and do so by displays of esoteric knowledge and abilities. Instead of changing oneself to fit into mainstream culture, subgroups such as the supposed “geek” simply change the rules and create a new culture that resides just outside of the mainstream. However, as the mainstream approaches, and more diverse opinions appear, or more people who do not have the same knowledge base appear, the subgroup finds itself torn—what was once a decidedly non-conformist ideal has metamorphosed, in some ways, into an expression of conformity itself. The endangered species, which enjoyed sanctuary, has now become overpopulated. The reaction to this encroachment has been, in general, one of confusion and concern among some self-professed geeks.


  There is a sequence in Ken McLeod’s The Restoration Game that at once displays the awkwardness and the power of the “geek,” especially when it comes to the esoteric. Computer programmer Lucy Stone decides to play a prank on her co-workers:


  
    I snatched an opportunity of everyone’s being coincidentally out of the office on brief errands to set all the desktops’ Google language preferences to Klingon. One by one the lads returned from the post office or the sandwich shop or the fire escape and sat down and continued working or (it being lunchtime) doing a little recreational web-browsing. [⁠…] Nothing happened. Work continued without interruption all afternoon. No one said anything about it [64].

  


  The prank fizzles because the entire team is fluent in Klingon, the language of that same race in the Star Trek franchise. Within the world of video gaming and computer programming, McLeod places a small group of people who have versed themselves to fluency in a fictional language; they can switch to Klingon—practically useless in any other setting—and never miss a beat. The nonchalant response from the team causes Lucy to think to herself “[m]y respect for the team went up a level” (64). In McLeod’s mind, a full group of video game and computer programmers would naturally be fluent in Klingon, and having such a knowledge—again, of an entirely fictional language—earns someone the approving “geek” approbation from others.


  In the past decade, the geek has slowly moved into the mainstream (or, in the case of television shows such as The Big Bang Theory, stereotypes of geeks have moved into the mainstream), and the field is dominated by magazines, blogs, and news sites that focus on these same esoteric subjects: comic books, video gaming, science fiction, and so on. Among those “geeks” are the gamers as well, and, in some aspects of geek culture, video gaming has moved from a solo endeavor to one that is to be shared, whether it is on internet forums, through multiplayer games, or even via cosplay, in which people dress up as their favorite (often video-game inspired, but also comic book- and science fiction-inspired) characters and attend conventions. “Geek” toys and memorabilia now dominate the shelves at retail outlets such as Hot Topic or Barnes and Noble and merchandising toward geeks seems all-pervasive. Unlike in the past, one must publicize that they are a “geek” by being seen at the latest science fiction or fantasy films, by purchasing related apparel or toys, and by generally referring to oneself as a geek. This, like many niche genres that have become popular over time, has caused some general tension within the community, between those who proclaim to be geeks and those who feel they are legitimate geeks. Knowledge itself becomes a sort of currency, and often proves one’s cachet within the community at large. If one embraces the problematic stereotypes of what it means to be a geek, well, then it is enough to say that geekdom has moved out of the basement and found a home on the shelves of the local Target.


  Unfortunately, and this is perhaps because the definition is so fluid, there is precious little research on what comprises “geek” culture. It is entirely possible that the geek culture itself has been so co-opted by the mainstream pop culture that the true geeks no longer exist as cultural icons. Shows such as The Big Bang Theory, for example, contain intensely stereotypical geeks, with the stereotypes mined for laughs—no self-respecting geek would enjoy the company of their unreal sitcom counterparts. Thus, it may be safe to simply agree with David Auerbach, who writes for Slate that the geek culture “is neither geek nor culture” and it simply a “packaged set of marketable trends.” There’s some painful truth to that—being a geek is an immensely expensive exercise, and to display one’s geekiness means that one must play the part through purchasing licensed materials. Toy statues from Funko Pop!, retro figures (the more obscure the better) from Biff Bang Pow!, and any number of licensed t-shirts are meant to be worn or displayed in order to broadcast oneself as somehow “outside” the mainstream, when, in fact, doing so places one right in the middle of the mainstream. Camille Bacon-Smith notes that such objects allow a person to create “a visible boundary that shuts out mainstream culture” while embracing the geek subculture (34). Ironically, however, the geek has become mainstream. After all, many of these displays of one’s geekiness have become pervasive enough to be sold at Wal-Mart, Target, Hot Topic, GameStop, or any other number of corporate outlets. Actor Simon Pegg, who is no stranger to geekdom, having appeared in numerous films with science fiction or horror elements, has bemoaned the “infantilization” of geek culture, saying that the adult geeks have started “consuming very childish things—comic books, superheroes,” and are thus marginalizing themselves (“Pegg”). The newly self-proclaimed geeks, in other words, are so consumed with the un-real (and displaying their pride in doing so), that the real has taken a back seat, alienating long-time geeks. The idea of geek becoming a mainstream appellation for people who are new or relatively uneducated on certain, formerly hallowed points of geekdom has suffered dramatically under the crush of the new. “Now we’re walking out of the cinema not really thinking about anything, other than the fact that the Hulk just had a fight with a robot,” Pegg says (“Pegg”), and his concern may not be misplaced. Consider science fiction or fantasy films from the past that had intense moral messages or philosophical lessons about the world—Star Trek: The Motion Picture, The Never-Ending Story, Labyrinth, Star Wars, and so on. These films are considered to have at least attempted to broaden the perspectives of the viewers. Yet, the current over-saturation of geek-fueled cinema reveals little more than corporate money-grabs, and cinematic tie-ins consistently ask people to part with their money to display their supposedly geeky allegiances. In the cinematic blockbusters, stuff blows up, more stuff blows up, and people spend money to see stuff blow up, with the explosions often at the hands of their childhood idols, be they Iron Man, Captain Kirk, Batman, or Superman. Perhaps the primary characteristic of the modern, new era geek, then, is an intense and unblinking participation in capitalism. Products must be purchased, and such a prevailing belief that one’s geek credibility rests on exhibition has fueled or reinvigorated companies such as ThinkGeek, Hot Topic, and FYE.


  This has all been met with some consternation for those who have considered themselves “real” geeks for much of their lives. The ideas and concepts of Star Trek, for instance, have been given an edgy and often anachronistic reboot to draw in new, mainstream audiences. However, these audiences may not be entirely familiar with the franchise but are drawn to the new films simply because they want to see Captain Kirk jamming to a Beastie Boys song before getting into a fistfight. Such moments would be unheard of in the more adventurous original Star Trek, and certainly not in the somewhat more somber Star Trek: The Next Generation, and, as a result, those people who have been lifelong fans of a particular franchise have to see their favorite characters get big-money “reboots” for popular consumption, all the while stripping away the history, language, and culture of the franchise that made it once so familiar. In fact, those rebooted franchises are often only successful, or at least blunted from criticism, by knowing nods to the “real” geeks in the audience. Films such as Star Wars: The Force Awakens essentially takes on gigantic nostalgia trip in an effort to keep original fans of the franchise, while also providing enough action and adventure to make money off of the broader public as well.


  Simply put, there are tension-filled moments in the geek world, primarily based on the push and pull of the supposedly authentic geek that people like Cline and Pegg appear to endorse, and everyone else who has come to the world of being a geek rather late. Yet, there is some power in being a “geek” in pop culture today, but it’s old hat for video gamers; the esoteric knowledge, the deep discussions of often indecipherable topics or ideas, and the relative solitude of the community has often relegated the video gamer to an outcast in society. Jesper Juul writes that “[v]ideo games are notoriously considered lowbrow catalogues of geek and adolescent male culture” (Half-Real 20). Juul also adds that video games less frequently focus on “the more complex interactions between humans such as friendships, love, and deceit” (Half-Real 20). Thus, video games are considered by cultural critics, at best, to be lowbrow art. If this belief is widespread, then it follows that video gamers, by engaging consistently with lowbrow art, are not only wasting their time, but failing to use their intellect and, really, their lives, on more pressing problems. In this case, escapism is purely a negative; by joining a fictional world in which emotions exist in tiny quantities, gamers can be accused of avoiding not only responsibility, but “real” life itself. Thus, the continual stereotype of the gamer as outcast or somehow not fitting in with society. As we will see, this stereotype is so pervasive that it dominates much of the science fiction depictions of video gaming culture, even by writers who are supposedly sympathetic to video gamers or proclaim to be geeks themselves.


  Much the same goes for “geek,” so much so that one who describes themselves as a geek are often discussing some sort of inane topic for which they feel they are the only person in the room who carries that knowledge. “Geek” has moved from mark of shame to badge of honor, and the sudden shift has carried video gamers with it. As a result, the feeling of being an outsider of sorts who is, essentially, a part of a very close community of insiders is often reflected within science fiction prose that features video gaming. Video gaming was, at the start, accessible in two primary ways: by purchasing (or building) a computer with the correct specs and then playing, or, alternatively, going to the arcade. Most of the gamers who went to the arcade were exposed to a dynamic and diversified social circle. Ironically, the origins of video gaming culture, which were once literally played in the open and in front of various audiences, slowly sank into isolation with the release of consoles from Atari and then Nintendo. The affordably priced consoles and their games pushed video gaming out of the public space and into the private space, where it would become an almost entirely isolated experience. Arcades were soon abandoned in favor of video gaming in one’s bedroom with a few select friends. The sphere of public performance in video gaming was significantly waning. Those video gamers who grew up playing the Nintendo Entertainment System were often relegated to discovering fellow players at school, rather than simply stumbling upon them at the arcade. Even at the height of its popularity, the NES only appeared in one-third of American households (“Fusion”).3 For those unable or unwilling to interact with other video gamers, few other outlets existed, such as Computer Gaming World or Nintendo Power, magazines which still invoke nostalgic sighs from that era’s gamers.


  The early console era propagated the idea of the video gamer player alone in his bedroom for hours on end, as it took video gaming out of the public sphere and into the private sphere for nearly twenty years. The release of the NES in 1983 would turn video gaming an isolated phenomenon. If one takes the Nintendo Entertainment System as the origin point of widespread console gaming in the United States, then nearly two decades passed before the first reliable method of online multiplayer video gaming arrived. The introduction of new generations of consoles, including the Super Nintendo, the Sega Genesis, and the Neo Geo, among others, allowed gamers to enjoy play as a strictly solitary activity. The pressure to perform in the arcade, both in terms of one’s gaming prowess as well as one’s gaming knowledge, abated in the solitude of one’s home. That is, until the Xbox Live network went online in 2002. With Xbox Live, a user could voice chat with other players and maintain a short “friends” list, which would reintroduce some semblance of community among gamers. Now that technology enables video games to re-inhabit the public sphere through smartphones, for example, the split between “hardcore” and “casual” gamers has widened, leading to significant growing pains for both groups. For the “hardcore” gamers, however, the old stereotype of the guy in his basement playing a console or PC game still permeates mainstream culture.


  Thus, it should not be surprising that, like science fiction itself, which often toys with the concept of being an outsider in a world whose rules makes no sense, depictions of video gaming within science fiction follows the same pattern. In many depictions, the video gamer, even if they are frequently online, tends to be a loner and often incredibly pessimistic about society’s chances for long-term survival. This idea is informed, in part, by media depictions. Shows such as The Big Bang Theory aside, media outlets such as news sources have decreed “gamers” as “socially inept boys with poor hygiene and a proclivity for impotent rage [⁠…] the losers who spend their days in darkened bedrooms” (Parkin 94–95). The gamers are also depicted almost entirely as white straight males and they are almost always without any prospects for romance. And, almost always, the immense amount of time spent playing video games turns out to be an inherent strength rather than a weakness. What is surprising, however, is, in a genre that often prides itself on being forward-looking, the depiction of the gamer remains mired in the definition of the 1980s and 1990s—that solo gamer whose circle of friends, if any, is based on video gaming and little else. One can see the stereotype solidify in the late 1990s, when massive multiplayer online games started to come to the forefront of gamer interactions. As some researchers have noted, the media history surrounding online games such as Everquest reinforced the stereotype of the asocial (or antisocial) loner engaged in fantasy worlds, shut off from reality. Yet, the opposite is true, that those online games “are ways of re-enchanting life and of sustaining meaningful community experiences” (Chee, Vieta, and Smith 154). With the current generation of consoles, PCs, and online play becoming more ubiquitous, the idea of a gamer being an outcast from mainstream society no longer holds (Crawford 109). In other words, the gamer is no longer the outcast. They are, increasingly, a diversified majority of people within the United States. Indeed, many gamers use multiplayer games to join specific interest communities (Mäyrä 153). For some of the more popular games, such as Overwatch or Battlefield, entire online communities allow for gamers to interact with one another even when they aren’t playing the game.4 As Garry Crawford notes, “Though the traditional image, often encountered in the popular press, is of an isolated and anti-social video gamer, sitting alone in front of a video game screen, ignoring world around them and everyone in it [⁠…] research on video game culture, time after time, has highlighted its social nature” (97). Yet, science fiction authors—including younger ones such as Ernest Cline—seem content to mine the stereotypical myth for plot and characterization rather than the reality. This can be manifested in many ways, but usually the stereotype of the junk food eating, reclusive, uncouth, and out-of-shape gamer tends to dominate. Even in stories such as Holly Black’s “1UP,” the author can’t help but jab at a trio of likable gamers tasked with the entirely manual labor of digging: “We’re awkward at first, none of us used to this kind of physical work. We’re the kids who spend our free time in front of our computers. We’re the kids whose moms are always going on about ‘needing fresh air and vitamin D’” (105). The stereotype then, essentially pervades the genre, even beyond generational gaps. Even the very youngest generations of video gamers are often kept within the confines of this stereotypical depiction of being a geek.


  It has become a given, then, that the geeks who lived through the era of the NES, for example, have metamorphosed into, quite simply, older geeks, and that characterization permeates the depictions of video gaming in science fiction prose (as well as cinema). In Christopher Brookmyre’s Bedlam, the brilliant inventor Solderburn keeps a “lair” (62) and is “like a cross between an aging hippy and an overfed teenager: his dress-sense and personal-hygiene ethos coming from the former; his emotional maturity and interpersonal skills from the latter” (63). Although Bedlam is primarily parody,5 one can find the poorly dressed and off-putting geek throughout much of science fiction, and the same holds true for those science fiction stories and novels which discuss video gaming.


  Nick Cole’s Soda Pop Soldier also focuses, at times, on the disconnect between the “geek” and others. The main character in Soda Pop Soldier, PerfectQuestion, is a former military man who now battles in a virtual space. He is employed by corporations looking to advertise in these online spaces. As such, the corporations literally fight one another through virtual mercenary armies and equipment. But PerfectQuestion knows the difference between war in the game and war in the gamespace, and those who are primarily gamers and have learned their tactics through gaming often frustrate him. The disconnect between PerfectQuestion and many of his teammates is large, and he often appears confused by their actions, stating at one point that some gamers he’s met “try to live like their characters in real life. That’s a little much for me” (40). For PerfectQuestion, the line between game and gamespace is so blurred for many of the people he meets that it is practically indecipherable. Of course, PerfectQuestion has a deeper understanding of video gaming, which allows him not only to be a mercenary gamer, but also to more readily separate himself out from the rest of his fellow gamers. He knows that “it’s just a game. But so is life. And how we play the game has something to do with how we live our life” (259). At the start of the novel, he also says that the virtual space is “not a game [⁠…] I’m a professional and if you’d get your head out of your viewfinder, you’d realize the ‘game’ I’m playing is paying the rent right now” (10). Thus, for PerfectQuestion, those who let the game inform the gamespace, rather than vice versa, are wrongheaded and impractical. PerfectQuestion later reflects on gamers, thinking that


  
    studies have been done by people who do studies indicating that gamers have an incredible ability to turn off outside influences like bad days, debts, and wayward girlfriends that lose themselves in a task; that is killing ogres, machine gunning Third Reich zombies, solving puzzles. The problem is, the problems are still there, waiting for you, when the game’s done. Then they come back with a vengeance, especially after an extended game binge. When you’re tired, at your weakest, after you’ve taken a solid beating online [179].

  


  But PerfectQuestion, a self-professed “game geek” (221), knows that he is just like many of these other gamers, despite his efforts to put aside his gaming habit as just another job; he knows that “when your online friends are the only ones you can name, you’ve got it bad” (262). For gamers like PerfectQuestion, the embrace with geek culture and video gaming is utilitarian, but the effects are the same; they are, albeit reluctantly, lumped into gaming and geek culture, and, as a result, enjoy the same lifestyle, almost by accident. A job that requires video gaming expertise provides the same entry into the gaming or geek culture as a hobby that requires video gaming expertise. The stakes are higher, but that is the only difference, and PerfectQuestion is constantly saddled with others who are not professionally gaming.


  Interestingly, the “geek” stereotype appears in Daniel Suarez’s Daemon,6 but the “geek” in question, Brian Gragg, is a “totally uninteresting person” who


  
    was a loser, supposedly working part-time at a computer parts store in Montrose. He officially earned little but didn’t apply for welfare on food stamps. He was just a slacker—an unambitious young punk who spent most of his hours in the alt.binaries.nospam.facials newsgroup. His ISP could vouch for that [170].

  


  Underneath the “geek” façade, however, Gragg is known as Loki, a gamer who is also an adept assassin and hacker. Gragg is recruited by an artificial intelligence to assist with ushering in a new world order. Unlike almost any other “geek” in science fiction, except for PerfectQuestion, Gragg is an action villain, shooting people and blowing up objects with reckless abandon. Suarez deftly inverts the “geek” stereotype by simply making it a cover, a believable one, for a deadly criminal character. Unlike almost every other geek character in science fiction, Gragg does not fall backward into misadventure. He also does not derive skill from video gaming. Gragg’s skills, both in gaming and in the gamespace, are inherently real, and his choices throughout the novel are his own. He does not have to wait for aliens to visit or an evil corporation to try to take over the world; instead, he has his own wants and desires, and works to fulfill them.


  Ernest Cline’s Armada features a disaffected “geek” who functions as the co-worker or helper of the main character, who, perhaps in an effort to be marketable to wider audiences, cannot be too geeky. This particular geek, Ray, much like Solderburn in Bedlam, is mired in stereotypes, as he first appears in the novel to offer main character Zach “a giant bag of simulated onion rings”; Zach notes that Ray “seemed to subsist on primarily a diet of high-fructose junk food and old videogames” (34). Characters such as Ray and Solderburn allow the authors to at once embrace and ridicule the “geek”: that particular individual with poor hygiene, horrible social skills, and an awful diet, that exists, if at all, within a subset of society. Much the same description appears in Seanan McGuire’s short story “Survival Horror”:


  
    If I was going to read comic books and marinate in the fumes from an entire scented-candle outlet, Artie’s room was the place to do it. Most of the guys from my comic book store would have happily stabbed one of more family members in the throat if it got them sole ownership of Artie’s basement lair, which had been converted for his use before. Apart from the bed where I was reading and the desk where he was … well, whatever he was doing, there were shelves upon shelves loaded with comics, books, collectables, and his not-insubstantial DVD collection [113].

  


  Additionally, in Nicole Feldringer’s short story “Outliers,” Esme is surrounded by “boxes of empty Cheez-Its and rehydration packets” (162). These characters provide a touchstone for mainstream audiences—they fulfill the expectations of the “geek” without necessarily sullying the main character or the plotline of the story. Although Zach in Armada has some “geek” tendencies, he also is neat and has a large circle of friends. Zach, although Cline clearly wants the reader to consider him a “geek,” defies the very stereotypes that Cline mocks throughout the novel.


  Although D.B. Weiss’s Lucky Wander Boy adopts a relatively sympathetic portrayal of the “geek,” the novel still manages to use stereotypical gaming motifs as much of the fuel for its subject. Much of the book focuses on Adam Pennyman, a geek who has become obsessed with video games, so much so that he has become nearly addicted to his own nostalgic feelings about those games. Interspersed throughout the narrative are Pennyman’s essays on real and fictional video games that he is placing in a book he calls “The Catalogue of Obsolete Entertainments.” That Pennyman views the video games as “obsolete” points to a cherishing of the nostalgic power of video games, especially the formative experience of becoming a gamer. Pennyman is consumed with games and gaming ideas, and his supposed “geekiness” is something, like many gamers, he embraces as a fundamental part of his character. He professes to have “social dyslexia” and realizes that people are “unused” to seeing him talk to others. He later admits to being unable to understand people in general—which leads to his consistently dissolving relationships throughout the novel—stating that he studied people, “mirroring their gestures, using them as libraries of phrases and norms,” a process which allowed Pennyman “to carry on in the world largely unnoticed.” In an essay he writes for his “Catalogue,” Pennyman waxes philosophical about the geek, noting that the signifiers of a geek included


  
    unusually skinny, or fat, wearing sweatpants, with the wrong kind of glasses, acne, and the telltale T-shirt (Green Lantern, Rush, Atari, Star Wars, Star Trek—anything with the word “Star” in it probably tags you). Circa 1995–2003, sculpted facial hair might show up as well, a belated bid at being let inside a club he will forever be shut out of [⁠…]

  


  Pennyman argues that being a geek extends beyond just the signifiers as well, that “a geek is a person, male or female, with an abiding, obsessive, self-effacing, even self-destroying love for something besides status” and “loves something more than the fear and respect and desire of his fellow men and women.” It is an interesting proposition, especially the latter half of the statement, as the signifiers that Pennyman mentions are indeed signifiers of one’s status in a community and a form of credentialing among “geek” subgroups. One of the most interesting initial processes of any geek community is a sort of intense vetting of potential new members, which often extends well beyond clothing into deep, esoteric knowledge. The more a potential member of the community is ensconced in the subject at hand, the more likely they are to find credibility within the sub-group. This is the primary cause, for example, of any number of Star Wars or Star Trek books, which often conflates the fictional universe with reality, including books about languages or in-depth blueprints of starships. Although the geek may love a sub-group—video games, comic books, film, anime—and those sub-groups may often overlap, it is the base of knowledge that one has about that particular sub-group that earns them the respect of their peers. “Casual” fans are often viewed with disdain.


  In Pennyman’s world, geeks are in abundance, and it is not unusual to see characters who suffer from “some kind of glandular disorder,” their glasses “so thick that the light of the world must have taken an extra second to penetrate them.” People have offices “that looked like a Comics and Collectibles store after an earthquake” and people who “[glut] themselves on electric dots and beeps and childish foolishness” when they lose their jobs. Pennyman, of course, who is obsessed with learning more about a secret level in the obscure fictional game Lucky Wander Boy, is just one of these geeks, someone whose entire identity, including his relationships, both professional and personal, are all based entirely on the shared language and interest of video games and video gaming.


  In Neal Stephenson’s Reamde, the “geek” is not necessarily the same as gamer, although the two do overlap. Instead, “geek” is more of a describer of technical (and sometimes arcane) knowledge, or for those who are in the process of acquiring that knowledge. The knowledge need not be derived from video gaming, but certainly can be. Of the numerous characters that populate the mammoth Reamde, only one—Peter—is consistently described as a geek, even though he is relatively ignorant of the novel’s central game, T’rain. Stephenson’s adherence to this description is unusual, particularly because Peter is not necessarily a gamer like his ex-girlfriend Zula, and he’s not particularly technically proficient like the Hungarian hacker Csongor. Peter’s geekiness is based on his expertise in computer security, for he was “perpetually interested in the underlying security apparatus of T’Rain and how it might be vulnerable and how, therefore, he might be able to improve it, while charging them money for the service and making him look very good to his new employer” (82). Although Peter barely qualifies as a stereotypical geek, Stephenson portrays him as one of the less capable and more morally bankrupt characters in the book (indeed, Peter morally ranks just above the group of terrorists who plot to attack Las Vegas). In fact, the entire adventure begins strictly because of Peter’s greed, for he sells credit card numbers he’s harvested in T’Rain to a representative of the Russian mafia. The sale is short-lived, however, and, when the Russian mafia kidnaps him and Zula, he turns into a coward. In the last moments before his death, he decides to abandon both Csongor and Zula, both handcuffed in the basement of a building where gunfire is erupting all around them. Peter’s escape, however, is cut short, as he is intercepted by one of the leaders of the Russian group and is quickly gunned down. As if to cement Peter’s status, the characters barely ruminate on Peter’s death, especially Zula, who temporarily breaks down, but ultimately moves forward with few regrets. Peter’s cowardice is remembered as the “truly miserable” part of his death (407), and it stains what little legacy he had built up in his relationship with Zula. In other ways, the “geek” of Reamde (although other nameless characters or character groups are sometimes referred to as nerds) is wholly negative.


  Stephenson also takes a few jabs at the “geek” through other characters. Both Richard—whose company created the game—and one of the game’s writers, Devin, struggle with being overweight and uncouth when they first start playing video games. Richard’s inspiration for T’Rain is World of Warcraft, and he became so obsessed with it that “his weight crept up to near-fatal levels,” requiring him to walk on a treadmill while he played (33). Yet, the weight gain had some game value: all of the characters Richard created “had achieved near-godlike status and could do anything they wanted” (33). Devin is first described as unable “to fit comfortably in an airline seat” but not obese enough “to [be unable to] fit through the doorway of his trailer” (42). Richard tells Devin of his “trick of working (or at least playing) while walking on a treadmill,” and Devin obsessively does so until he earns the nickname Skeletor (42) for his gaunt features. For both Richard and Devin, the same blurring of the game and gamespace discussed in previous chapters creates an unusual mesh: the game affects their very physical nature, and, therefore, their initial obesity relays to the rest of the world that is disconnected from the game their “geek” status. The weight of the gamer is the result of a sort of trickle-down effect—player plays game obsessively, weight increases in the gamespace, and those not involved in game culture deride the gamer in the reality of the gamespace for playing a game. The stereotype of the overweight male loner is born.


  There are several other moments in the text where the mostly nameless and faceless populace who obsessively play T’Rain are mentioned, and they, too, are referred to as “geeks.” Richard, at one point, dryly observes that “among geeks, the cool-soundingness of the acronym is more important than the existence of what is refers to” (214), and that only “hard-core T’Rain geeks would have heard” of a very minor event in the game (78). Through the eyes of newcomer Olivia, who “could not tell one such game from another” (659), the reader gets a glimpse of the absurd lingo and ideas that propel T’Rain, and, one assumes, numerous chats and conversations about the game:


  
    Twelve hours later, she knew more than she needed to—and yet she still wanted to know more. What was the secret hiding place of the Black Pearls of the Q’Rith? What combination of spells and herbs was needed to rouse the Princess Elicasse from her age-long slumber beneath the Golden Bower of Nar’thorion? Where could she get some Qaldaqian Gray Ore to forge the new Namasq steel arrowheads to shoot with her Composite Bow of Aratar? And were those the right kind of ranged weapons, anyway, to use against the Torlik that was barring her passage across the Bridge of Enbara? [660].

  


  Through Olivia’s “n00b” eyes, we can see the astounding amount of almost indecipherable information that plagues newcomers to video games, information which also gives credibility to hardcore gamers. Stephenson populates Reamde with a series of shorter passages that give the history and lore of the game, and they are often as comedic as they are confusing. Therein lies Stephenson’s point; one can assume that even though Reamde will attract an audience of science fiction enthusiasts, Stephenson may be able to commiserate with his readers (especially older ones) who find the video gaming world, and the resultant obsessiveness on the part of its fans, to be at once dreadfully serious and comically absurd. In a 2012 interview for Light Speed Magazine, Stephenson admits to playing “Dungeons & Dragons a little bit” while in college, and playing Halo more currently, but appears to be somewhat awestruck by the hardcore (and monetized) aspects of online video gaming in a MMORPG. He admits that he finds the concept of online gaming gold farming to be “weird” and a “sheer oddity.” When asked about his video game habits, Stephenson “hesitate[s] to say I’m much of a gamer, because every time I go online and try to go up against the average ten-year-old boy, I get my butt kicked so hard that it becomes clear I can’t lay any claim to that title” (Ewalt). It can be said, then, that Stephenson himself occupies the realm of the more casual gamer, for he not only discusses his ineptitude, but falls back on the stereotype of an adult gamer being decimated in online play by a child. Stephenson also admits to a fondness for those who live “off the grid” in another interview, those who want a “simple life and not be bothered” (Vidimos). Although Stephenson’s depictions of MMORPGs in Reamde are essentially realistic, he remains so divorced from video game culture that he can afford to poke fun at some of the blind spots found within.


  Although “geek” may be too strong of an appellation for Walter and Baal—the two protagonists of Piers Anthony’s Killobyte—there is little doubt that they are nearly friendless outcasts from every day society. Walter is a newly paraplegic ex-cop who feels useless when compared to his former self; Baal is a diabetic young woman who entertains thoughts of suicide. Baal tells Walter about a classmate who made a comment that she was “almost as if she were a normal person” (124). It is here that their relationship truly forms, and it is based on their mutual exclusion from society. Together, their burgeoning but virtual relationship forms the central dynamic of Killobyte, and they share their histories together through the game itself, as their avatars lie together, asexual but naked, on a virtual bed. Sharing their stories and their general isolation allows them to reach “a surprising level of intimacy in a short period of time” (127). Together, they manage to work out the sex aspects of the programming but are interrupted by the continued demands of the game environment. Both Walter and Baal are not only societal outcasts, but lonely and perhaps desperate enough to attempt to enjoy sexual activity virtually. After all, in Anthony’s creation, the Killobyte hardware is essentially a huge, tactile-based machine that a player straps themselves into. In other words, while the virtual avatars are having virtual sex with one another, the real people are essentially being stimulated by the machine and the software programming of the game. In some ways, the gamers have evolved to “love” the game so much that they are perfectly fine having sex with the system. It would be akin to a modern gamer having sex using the game console controller.


  The true “geek,” in Killobyte, at least stereotypically speaking, is the antagonist Phreak. Anthony mines multiple stereotypes to characterize Phreak. Girls treat him “with the same contempt boys did” (168), and he finds respect only “[i]n the net” (168). Online, Phreak feels immune to his own problems, and, as a result, routinely puts himself purposefully at odds with opposing players. He is, in a word, a troll, and his trollish behavior is what puts him at odds with Walter and Baal. This behavior becomes “his life” as he teases other players until they leave the game. When Phreak encounters a female player, “he would make sexual comments, delighting in her embarrassment”; Phreak always finds some way “to set off” male players as well (176). The reasons for Phreak’s behavior—besides a fear of snakes—are so obvious that Walter and Baal routinely zero in on them. “You have trouble relating to girls, don’t you?” Baal asks (226). “A high school dropout,” Walter posits (138), “a kid with attitude” (136), who spent most of his time trying to be “superior to someone else” (138). Later, after spending time talking to Phreak and battling him, Walter reveals his assumptions were spot on. “He can’t relate to women,” he says. “He’s a fouled-up teenager” (280). Although Anthony gives Phreak a backstory—which involves a neglectful mother and stepfather, along with a father who was a religious snake handler until he dies from a snake bite—it is obvious that Anthony is drawing primarily on the stereotypes that came to the forefront in the 1980s—Phreak is simply a societal outcast who is skilled only in harnessing technology that can allow him to painlessly harass people. There is little need to take time to differentiate Phreak from Walter and Baal; while Walter and Baal are relatively well-adjusted people, and they use games as a method of communication or escape, Phreak lives video games. Walter and Baal are real people with real issues, and the same medical issues each has at once separates them from reality while also anchoring them to it; both have to routinely disconnect from the game in order to stay alive, and each seek out “real” friendships with the other. For Phreak, his entire existence is based within video gaming. He is devoid of friendship and ostensibly rarely leaves the game, choosing instead to spend much of his time destroying, or attempting to destroy relationships he finds between others.


  Although Phreak is spelling his name (full name: Phony Phreak) in a contemporary, early 90s style—this was the era of phone “phreaking”—it is clear that Anthony is using homophones to his advantage. Phreak is, quite literally, a societal freak, someone who can only function within the game, but is morbidly afraid of the gamespace. He responds to being an outcast to the gamespace by becoming a fully enthusiastic and functioning member of the game, where he can put to rest any ideas of inferiority. For Phreak, adopting an online personality means that he is no longer “a scrawny, ugly, little brat of a kid with no friends and a father who had been killed by a snake and a mother who mostly wasn’t there” (166). Online, that “brat” becomes “a personality,” someone with inherent importance (166). Through his technological know-how, Phreak can feel dominant within the game itself, and, as a result, seems to actually live the game, knowing all of its spaces and corners, all of its ins and outs. This puts him at an even greater advantage, and his superiority spirals upward, as he not only becomes an expert on the technology, but on the game itself. The number of hours he put into playing Killobyte is so large that it takes the place, essentially, of advanced college courses on the subject. His expertise, then, is his sole source of strength, and it is greater than that of any other player.


  Ernest Cline’s debut novel, Ready Player One, was received with some degree of adoration from science fiction and gaming fans alike. The characters and their avatars spend most of their existence in a virtual world after the economic collapse of the real world. That virtual world is dominated by a long-running contest created by the programmer who put together the virtual world. The contest relies on an in-depth knowledge of everything the original creator loves, including video games and 1980s pop culture.7 The divorce between the actual characters of the book and the idols they worship is large, and the characters, especially Parzival, seem to enjoy the idea of being a “geek” because others seem to think being a “geek” is somehow important. Thus, Parzival’s motivations is only partially derived from winning the contest; instead, much of his motivation comes from showing his friends (and, to an extent, his enemies) just how much geek knowledge he has at his command. It is less about winning a contest and more about establishing near-legendary geek credentials in the virtual world.


  Even so, the characters often speak to one another in pop culture references, which causes some ham-fisted dialogue, as Cline has to balance displaying his/his characters’ “geek” knowledge while simultaneously acknowledging that not all readers will have his knowledge or a desire to consistently roam Wikipedia while reading. Take, for example, the exchange between Parzival and Aech when they see a castle in the distance: “‘It looks just like Rivendell,’ Aech said, taking the words right out of my mouth. I nodded. ‘It looks exactly like Rivendell in the Lord of the Rings movies’” (322). Here, the reference to Rivendell isn’t enough for the lay reader; the other “geek” character needs to respond with additional context in order to make the exchange clear. The cachet of being a geek character (or a geek writer) is the immense pop culture knowledge that must not only be maintained and attained, but also expressed through language or other signifiers such as t-shirts, posters, and so on. The virtual chat room that Aech and Parzival repeatedly meet in throughout the novel is peppered with old gaming manuals and music from bands such as Rush or Pink Floyd, long considered stereotypical gamer favorites. Ironically, as Megan Amber Condis notes, Aech provides a distinctively non-normative moment when the characters of Ready Player One meet one another in the gamespace. There, Parzival discovers that Aech, whose avatar is that of a white male, is actually an African American female. The exchange that occurs next is a moment of clarity for what it means to be a geek, as Parzival initially takes affront at the notion that Aech misled him by choosing a white male avatar and instead actually being an African American woman. Condis is right in noting that Parzival’s initial reaction of dismay “forecloses” the possibility of introducing such a “non-inclusive definition of gamer culture” (14). Indeed, Parzival’s immediate reaction after his dismay is to simply reject any reasoning Aech offers for her deception, and indeed, also decides to think of Aech as her white male avatar in order to somehow ease his conscience. As Condis acerbically notes,


  
    [Parzival] essentially stuffs her body back into the virtual closet for the sake of his own comfort, thereby verifying Aech’s theory that she must hide herself to make and keep friends in the OASIS. [⁠…] If they are able to successfully hide their difference, then they might become well-regarded members of the community. If they fail, they can always fall back on the generosity of their friends, their white male interlocuters, to overlook their performative failures [15].

  


  Condis is as correct as she is blunt. In the world of Ready Player One, and in the general world of “geekdom,” the idea of a person of color or of a different gender appearing in the same circles as the other geeks often appear to cause consternation. Although Cline introduces Aech’s real personhood as a mild plot twist, the reveal is literally ignored by the main character, who does the literary equivalent of sticking his fingers in his ears and humming loudly until Aech returns to the non-threatening white male avatar role. One could argue that Cline is discussing the dangers of catfishing, the very real phenomenon of people taking alternative identities to find romantic partners, but this is not entirely true. Aech does not appear interested in any romantic relationship with Parzival, and a large part of Parzival’s desire to continue to view Aech as a white male is because Aech had equal or greater amounts of geek credibility that he did. It lies somewhere beyond Parzival’s conception of geek culture that an African American woman could be a geek as well, and more so, a competent one. And, although Parzival proclaims that he will stay friends with Aech, it does come with conditions: he has to forget the gamespace reality of Aech’s identity and embrace fully Aech’s game identity. As women are a “tiny minority in fandom” (Bacon-Smith 112), Aech’s reveal is shocking and unfathomable to Parzival—remember that Aech isn’t just a video gamer, but someone who encompasses geek knowledge as well. The entire interaction, which spans just a few pages in Ready Player One, is subtle but punishing. The A.V. Club review of Ready Player One echoes numerous other glowing reviews of the work when Kevin McFarland writes that “there’s a high learning curve to all of the little details Wade throws out about the world, and for anyone who doesn’t understand or love the same sect of pop culture Halliday enjoyed, Ready Player One is a tough read. But for readers in line with Cline’s obsessions, this is a guaranteed pleasure.” In other words, Ready Player One is the ultimate “geek” novel, not because of its inclusivity (and this extends well beyond discussions of race and gender as well), but because of its exclusivity. Like the internet message boards that rely on science fiction memes and video game tropes to function as shorthand for emotions and expertise, Ready Player One offers itself up as a paean to geek culture, directed toward the stereotypical geek audience. A novel for geeks, featuring geeks, and dominated by the language of video gaming and geek culture. As such, Ready Player One occupied a space in publishing in which a smaller audience devoutly loved the work specifically because it supposedly excluded the mainstream audience. Ready Player One’s initial success, of course, prompted non-gamers and non-geeks, certainly, to read the work, but McFarland is correct in noting that the book is not catered to mainstream readers.


  In Cline’s second novel, Armada, the geekiness of the main characters becomes even more highly emphasized. As in Ready Player One, all of the young heroes of the work profess a continual love of everything geek. In many ways, the characters communicate with one other most effectively when they are citing 1980s pop culture references. Much like the online internet meme, which uses images and social context to assist getting a poster’s message across, Zack Lightman and his friends rely on quoting pop culture in order to derive meaning from one another. Thus, their very words become couched in a near-clandestine labyrinth of references, context clues, and an encyclopedic knowledge derived almost solely from their self-professed geek nature and lifestyle. Within a simple sentence lies a quote that refers to not only a film or television show, but also the situation that the character was facing in the work, and the importance of that quote to the particular plot of that work. The usage of a quote therefore encompasses not only a tacit acceptance of an exclusive group of people, but it also provides a sort of pseudo-language, through which only those with the appropriate cultural knowledge can communicate.8 Their language thus has the effect of empowering themselves, for only they and a select group of friends have the same shared cultural background and knowledge. The context of the language, however, tends to lose the non-geek reader, which is perhaps the point: only a true “geek” who maintains an appropriate knowledge base could effectively “crack” the language of Armada and its characters.


  Take, for example, Lightman’s statement “On the bad [days], I found myself drawing on equally compelling advice from Lords Vader or Palpatine” (82). As a joke, the statement works—Lightman, true “geek” stereotype that he seems to be, is more than happy to draw the underpinning for his very existence not from philosophy or religion, but from the Star Wars franchise. Of course, there are certainly plenty of people who draw inspiration and thought from a variety of science-fiction and fantasy works, but Lightman’s consistent and constant references to a near encyclopedic-realm of “geek” friendly works reveals an intensely stereotypical view. Although Cline may consider himself a geek, Lightman, in some ways, exists as one of the worst stereotypes: he is almost completely disconnected from the gamespace. Lightman, after the death of his father, and much like Parzival in Ready Player One, begins to worship everything from the 1980s. The disconnect is real, and it is damning; in the case of Parzival, who lives in a somewhat post-apocalyptic world and has a reason to escape through endless rewatchings of films like War Games9 and endless replays of Joust, the severance from the gamespace is understandable. Lightman, however, has few excuses beyond his father’s death, and many of his relationships in Armada are viewed strictly through the lens of how well others can keep up with his geek credentials. In many ways, Lightman divorces himself from the gamespace when he doesn’t need to. On the surface, his suburban existence is no different from that of any other teenager, complete with misfit friends, overworked mother, and overbearing bullies. Lightman’s secret, though, is that he is obsessed with video games.


  Yet, the uncomfortable nature of being a self-professed “geek” also burdens the characters. Lightman, upon seeing his first “real” spaceship skitter across the horizon, thinks to himself that he was now one of those “people who were cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs” (5). Lightman’s shame extends into his background as well, as much of his love for obscure 80s references and video games stems from his presumably deceased father. The insanity that Lightman worries about early in the novel stems not just from his being an outcast, but also from the knowledge that his father, Xavier, was apparently coping with mental illness as well. Buried within a “hoard” of “old videogames” (17), Zach finds his father’s notebook, which


  
    contained a strange list of dates and names, followed by what appeared to be a series of fragmented journal entries, which outline the details of a global conspiracy my father believed he uncovered—a top-secret project involving all four branches of the U.S. military, which he claimed were working in collusion with the entertainment and videogame industries as well as select members of the United Nations [18].

  


  Of course, Lightman’s father is alive and he was right all along. The reveal not only propels the plot along, but Zach learns that being odd isn’t a bad thing. “Your old man was kind of a dork,” Xavier says to his son (265), and, suddenly, the appellation of “dork” or “geek” no longer means being an outcast. It turns instead into being a member of an exclusive club, with its own ideas and language. Lightman moves from outcast to mainstream pariah over the course of the novel, and within that is the underlying assumption that video gamers themselves want to shed their stereotypically isolated skin and just exist in a reality where they can be accepted, quirks and all, or even better, can be worshipped as heroes. In Armada, the true goal is not just to become mainstream, but to supersede that, to become a hero to those who do not play video games, and thus, flip the stereotypes: video gamers are the true heroes and non-video gamers have simply been wasting their time on concepts such as work and family. Armada, in some ways, is less about an alien invasion than it is about Lightman growing comfortable in his own skin—even though his worship of the 1980s, like Parzival’s in Ready Player One, derives from an ultimately hollow reason.


  It may be fair to say, then, that even among the more geek-friendly authors such as Ernest Cline, that unfair (and sometimes harsh) portrayals of the “geek” subculture or lifestyle still dominate science fiction works that focus on video game elements. Many of the characters are uncouth, stuck in the past, poorly socialized, and simply undesirable, at least on the surface. Although in some cases, such as Killobyte, the stereotype is clearly based on close mimicry of other media stereotypes, other, more ostensibly geek-friendly works feature the same characterization. Why? This question has multiple answers, but the primary one is simple marketing: works such as Ready Player One and Armada are no longer fringe science fiction works, and they have successfully broken into mainstream readership. Thus, to fulfill the expectations of the mainstream, the stereotypical geek must make an appearance, at the very least for comic relief.


  3


  We’re All Grown Up Now: The “Maturation” and Insularity of Video Gaming and Science Fiction


  



  
    “The player can abandon himself body and soul to the game, and the consciousness of its being ‘merely’ a game can be thrust into the background.”—Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens [21]

  


  In the lead-up to the release of the Konami game Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, Hideo Kojima, the mastermind behind the series, addressed questions about the character named Quiet. Quiet—whose sniper uniform is essentially a bikini and some torn leggings—initially drew some ire from fans. Kojima responded on Twitter that users would “feel ashamed” about discussing Quiet’s (lack of) dress. Eventually, the game itself reveals that Quiet can’t breathe normally and must rely on oxygen absorbed through her skin, hence the lack of clothing. In the end, Kojima eventually admitted that he asked designers to make Quiet, in particular, sexy or erotic. Kojima’s request apparently stemmed from a desire to encourage more cosplay and to sell more figurines of the characters (McWhertor). Kojima’s instincts were, simply put, to cater to male gamers and to get them to consider spending extra money on products related to the game. As Kojima explained, his desire for “sexy” characters included other objects he considered “sexy,” such as “weapons, vehicles” and the like (McWhertor). Even so, Quiet’s “sexiness” is undeniably a large portion of her character.1


  It should come as no surprise, then, that Quiet eventually becomes “flirty” with Snake over the course of the game’s missions, and, if special parameters are completed, can romantically play in the rain with Snake or take a shower with him. For many critics, what makes Quiet such a distressing or discomfiting presence within the game is that she should be a powerful character.2 She is a biologically modified sniper who you can bring along on missions; in other words, she’s one of the strongest characters in the game, and her presence in a mission can be thrilling to a player simply because she assists and protects your avatar as you move forward. But, as your avatar interacts more with her, she becomes significantly friendlier. Even the process of choosing Quiet to be your partner on a mission objectifies her: she appears first in a crouch and then quickly stands, making her breasts bounce oddly. The eroticism that surrounds her character essentially robs her of agency, turning a promising, well-rounded character into one that has design flaws, which can ultimately shatter a player’s view of her.3 Christopher Brookmyre writes in Bedlam, “[e]very guy was a rock god or an action hero; every girl a ‘cleavagey slut bomb,’ to quote a fellow computer geek” (304). Ironically, Brookmyre is writing about the “Nineties designer sleaze of Duke Nukem’s Hollywood” (304), but video games, in their depictions of women and the woman’s body, have improved only marginally since the 1990s. The list of female characters who are or have been oversexualized in gaming content can stretch from Quiet to Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft to even Overwatch’s Tracer,4 who was the subject of some controversy when publisher Blizzard released an image of the character that seemed to focus on her rear. Under pressure from various players, and under pressure to keep the image the same from other players, Blizzard decided to remove the image (Good).5


  Although Quiet is just one character in a seemingly endless spectrum of hypersexualized female depictions in video gaming, her presence reveals the very modern pressure video game developers feel in order to make their customers feel “adult.” By incorporating more realistic killing or more highly sexualized women and situations, customers can resist the stereotype of video games being a childlike or childish habit. Playing a game with sex or violence (or both) rejects the idea that video games are to be enjoyed primarily by children and teens. A clear shift from the more egalitarian arcade gaming scene, video games during the early console era were supposed to be the sole domain of children and teenagers, and it was a habit that children were supposed to “grow out” of. Additionally, the importance and centrality of the white male in video gaming remains relatively unquestioned in many instances. Indeed, the cloistered atmosphere of video gaming, both in terms of its productions, its fan base, and its culture, means that the sexuality and violence has progressed over the years relatively unimpeded, unquestioned by the consumers. Yet, as technology advanced, video game production companies and designers found that the capabilities of the video game allowed them to “keep” the same customers as they grew.


  Alternatively, it is also entirely possible that video games (and, to a lesser extent) science fiction, allows adults to temporarily re-claim the spaces they inhabited as children. In that case, playing video games is at once an exercise in nostalgia and also an exercise in continuing to forge one’s new identity. Although Gerard Jones writes about “boys” as they perceive hypersexualized women, the idea that male gamers tend to “observe” (rather than sympathize or emulate) female characters still holds. The objectification of the hypersexualized woman, as in the case of Quiet and any number of female characters in video gaming, male gamers “take even more control of that anxiety-provoking power and feel they’re reinforcing their boyishness at the same time” (161). This is not to say that male gamers are still small children; rather, some male gamers use video gaming as a method to ferret out means of “accommodating” shifting gender roles in the gamespace (161). Thus, the objectification of the video game female character is a means of heightening one’s own masculinity more than it is a direct attack on women (although there are no doubt cases of direct attacks on femininity in gaming and science fiction as well). Even so, the process propagates negative attention on female characters and female gamers.


  This hypersexuality concerns critics primarily because of the fear that perspectives toward women bleeds over from the game into gamespace. Indeed, there are some outliers that tie together this concern. Take, for example, the “2-D lover” in Japan, who reject real-world relationships and instead pursue relationships with virtual characters (Isbister 31–32). Although this phenomenon is certainly unique, it does feed the prevailing sentiment that male video game players may have difficulty differentiating between what female video game characters can do and what they are capable of, and what real-world females are willing to do in a relationship. Of course, the centerpiece to this discussion is sexuality, and video games often feed the notion that being “sexy” is a requirement to being considered a viable entity.


  As we have seen, purchasing and discussing violent or sex-laden video games also reaffirms the male gamer’s own masculinity—in other words, the male gamer (who are the largest group of “hardcore” gamers) purchases video games who reinforce their definitions of masculinity to offset any inadequacies they may feel in their own lives or careers. In the end, stereotypical questions about worth, sexuality, immaturity, and body image can all be set aside if the male hardcore gamer purchases and promotes a game that repels those questions immediately. Such games, which feature a more “mature” world for the adult video gamer, provide a source of comfort, conformity, and credibility. It should come as little surprise that the most popular games are purchased by young males, as they continually seek out new methods of exploring and expressing their masculinity.6


  Although this discussion also has a place in the following chapters about gender, this is also indicative of the growing demand among video gamers for considerably more “adult” material. Many of today’s gamers started playing video games in eras where the graphics and technology forced players to rely on imagination to fill in the gaps. Those who grew up in the arcades or those who played some of the earlier and more popular consoles such as the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) or the later Sega Genesis, among others, have grown alongside the technology. There is little doubt that even the earliest video games produced some halfhearted or ham-fisted attempts at “adult” themes. One needs only look at games such as Custer’s Revenge, an Atari game in which the player rapes Native American women, or the NES game Golgo 13, which featured early attempts at sexuality and violence. The demand for “fun” games has appeared to lessen, and video game production companies are instead looking to produce games that appear to answer the demand for more involved storylines, more pristine graphics, and, among other things, depictions of sex and violence. Just as those who grew up watching G-rated films now routinely consume R-rated material, older gamers are asking the same of their other entertainment options, especially video games, which themselves now have ratings that range from Everyone to Mature. Casual games seem to be increasing their violent or sexual content, all intended to make people feel “edgy” (Bakan 20). Of the top 20 console games in 2014, eight of them were rated Mature, a total of 40 percent of the top sellers list. Of the remaining Everyone-rated games, which ostensibly are all ages, four of them were sports-related games. In other words, when correcting for sports simulation games, the top 20 list is absolutely dominated by Mature-rated games.


  And why not? Gamers who have grown up with video games have found that their tastes have changed as well. As newly minted adults, they want to embrace a game that provides them or confronts them (or entertains them) with adult issues and concepts. This could be a natural effect not only of adults demanding adult material, but also of adults spending their disposable income in an effort to temporarily not be an adult. As children move from relying on their parents for income to earning minimum wage to becoming higher income earners, the amount of disposable income available to spend on video games also increases. The largest symptom of this is the proliferation of additional content that stretches well beyond the video game proper. A gamer who purchases a video game for around sixty dollars USD now often also has the option to add additional content, especially for the most popular games. This content can be access through online services, which collect a small monthly fee, and additional downloadable content (DLC), which can be purchased piecemeal or via so-called “season passes.” A popular game may have two or three DLCs as well as any number of smaller items for sale, including special avatars for the players or downloadable music, among other things. Gamers may even take advantage of options to pay money for additional perks within the game itself, including special weapons or characters designed to give gamers a head start on leveling up their characters. All told, a gamer who wishes to fully immerse themselves within a brand-new release and enjoy all of the story the game has to offer may end up spending just as much on additional content as they did for the entire original game, and then some.


  Of course, the “growing up” of a gamer includes the forced participation in a new world in which one may be reluctant to join. The daily grind: the college degree, the 9 to 5 work week, and all for wages designed to keep one living relatively comfortably (if one is lucky), or just barely getting by. It is little wonder, then, that the games that are more “mature” include the option for what gamers and game companies call “destructible environments.” These environments within the game allow and sometimes encourage the gamer to engage in orgies of destruction, sometimes strategically, sometimes wantonly. The game reflects the gamespace, but, in the game, the gamer is encouraged to lash out freely within the somewhat comfortable confines of the game, knowing that doing so in the gamespace would never happen (or at least without serious repercussions). Franchises such as Grand Theft Auto, for example, allow and encourage video game players to freely do what they wish, no matter how amoral or immoral. The gamer’s avatar may choose, famously, to beat up prostitutes and steal their money. Or they can ram other cars with their own stolen car. Or they can blow up buildings. In Grand Theft Auto, a type of reward or achievement for being a one-person wrecking machine is for the game to call forth the National Guard to stop them. As the player’s violence and body count increases, police officers give way to SWAT team members, who, eventually, if one is destructive enough, gives way to the military, replete with helicopters and tanks. In many ways, games that are more “realistic” are attractive not because of their realism, but because they successfully create an environment in which rules regarding basic morality and ideals are completely suspended.


  This is a way of rebelling safely against the capitalistic rules of the gamespace. A player’s avatar can participate in a remarkable facsimile of the gamespace, but the incoherent rules allow the avatar, under the direction of the player, to freely embark on almost any path they seek forward. Thus, the gamer receives some very real feedback from the game itself, which can manifest itself through sounds and images. A quick stroll down the street in Grand Theft Auto V will reveal snippets of conversations, the hum and murmur of traffic, and the near-constant urban mixture of sirens, loud music, and louder engines. It is an immersive environment, and it is all there for potential destruction. First person military shooters set in the present will feature real gun designs, complete with real audio from that gun; for two hundred dollars, a game company can download a package of audio files including “handguns, rifles, assault rifles, submachine guns, belt-fed machine guns, and suppressed weapons” among others (“Guns”). In other words, in many video “mature” video games, the reality of the gamespace is directly mimicked by the reality of the game. Even though the rules in Grand Theft Auto, for example, are incoherent, and the city in which the characters function is fictional, there is a direct relationship between reality and the game. It is enough to remind the gamer of the gamespace as they play. That mimicry thus allows the gamer to “act out” in acts of rebellion within the game—it should come as no surprise that numerous Mature-rated franchises involve destruction, either militaristic or individual, of semi-real environments. Watch Dogs allow the player to wreak havoc by hacking the city infrastructure; Grand Theft Auto allows the player to crash cars, assault bystanders, and so on.


  But the game need not always mimic the gamespace so closely. Escapism is also an element of video gaming, and gamers may immerse themselves in the more exotic fantasy or science fiction locales that have been popularized by franchises such as The Elder Scrolls or Fallout. These games at once satisfy the gamer’s need to escape realism while often being ensconced in it as well. Although there are no guns in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, players are still pursuing multiple missions, wandering through an open world, and engaging in transactions and bartering with NPCs. Thus, the veneer of realism is stripped away, but the basic economic and social requirements for functioning in the gamespace remains. The same can be said of the Fallout series, which leaves behind vestiges of a nuclear-bombed Washington, D.C., or Boston, among other places. Players can purchase goods with bottle caps and they can engage in missions or wander through the world on their own. One can see that, just buried beneath even the most robust or outlandish fantasy video games, there is a reality that mimics the gamespace: the need to engage in capitalism, the need to engage other people, and so on. Thus, even when a game lurches into the absurd, it is almost always based on the realities of the gamespace. Another example would be the Dead Space franchise. Although the series has ostensibly no money, it does provide points to the players to spend on upgrades to equipment and to the player themselves through the process of leveling up. Thus, across numerous games, a player complete tasks to earn coins, tokens, credits, bottle caps, money, to “purchase” goods which allow the player to continue to progress (easily) in the game.


  Games such as the Dead Space franchise, for example, also focus on gore and violence. In that franchise, as in many other first- and third-person shooters, the gamer must accomplish missions quite simply by killing everyone—or everything—that stands in their way. The resulting violence is often tinged with gore, and even narrative cut scenes embrace violence. For example, one of the most infamous minigames that occurs in Dead Space 2 is when the player, in the guise of the lone hero Isaac, must control a machine that is meant to diagnose medical conditions. The player is supposed to aim a needle while keeping the character’s heart rate low and do so through a series of button presses. Failure results in the needle punching through Isaac’s eye and into his brain, killing him, but not before spraying blood all over. Blood and gore, obviously, factors heavily into this sequence, as it does in much of the franchise. The same could be said, in varying quantities of a variety of popular franchises, including Wolfenstein and Doom, among others. One of the predominant aspects of gore in video games is to allow the player to feel adult in a medium once regarded as for children only. Although it is simple to claim that this emphasis on violence allows gamers to be a “tough guy,” as Gerard Jones notes (176), it is more likely that such sequences serve as reminders that the gamer, even though they are interacting with a form that they first found interest in as a child, is an adult. Gameplay such as that found in Doom, in which the player literally tears apart demons with his bare hands, is not necessarily violence for violence’s sake. It is, instead, violence as a sort of an identification card: this is a mature game, and you are an adult.


  “Mature” themes are not always predicated on the potential for violence within a game; often, other aspects of the mature game can include drug usage or sexuality. The Entertainment Software Rating Board mentions that Fallout 4 contains content such as Blood and Gore, Intense Violence, Strong Language, [and] Use of Drugs (“Fallout 4”). The summary dryly notes that


  
    a handful of scenes depict chunks of flesh as well as severed heads and dismembered corpses. During the course of the game, players can consume a variety of fictional drugs (e.g., Buffout, Jet, Psycho) through the use of a menu; repeated use of these drugs leads to an addiction status and various negative effects for characters. The words “f**k,” “sh*t,” and “a*shole” are heard in the dialogue [“Fallout 4”].

  


  But, for some games, sexuality is the primary content. The puzzlingly named Dead or Alive series features scantily-clad, “impossibly pneumatic” women (Schut 6), often playing beach volleyball or engaging in other games designed, simply, for maximum bouncing of anatomy. The ESRB summary notes that


  
    some purchasable outfits include string bikinis, one-piece thongs, and sling bikinis. Sling bikinis and thongs often provide very little coverage of breast and bare buttocks. [⁠…] Players can view characters engaging in a variety of activities—pole dancing, stretching, gyrating to music, and climbing trees. Characters are frequently displayed in compromising positions. [⁠…] These scenes can often feel voyeuristic as players control the camera to rotate, pan, and zoom in on various body parts [⁠…] [“Dead or Alive: Paradise”].

  


  Games such as Dead or Alive: Paradise feed the stereotype of the male gamer who has no romantic relationships. The game developer, Team Ninja, fed this stereotype when the art director for the game stated that if players masturbated to the pixelated women, it would be considered a success. Designer Yohei Shinbori pointed specifically to a minigame called “Butt Battle,” a game in which the bikini-clad women “have to thrust their rears at each other to try and bump the other one off of the platform,” adding “It’s a nice, fun, game” (Yin-Poole). Franchises such as Dead or Alive are often not terribly popular among many gamers, but there is a subgenre of overly sexualized games that dominate console and, in particular, PC gaming. More interesting, however, is how sexuality and, to be honest, the objectification of the female body, has routinely appeared in numerous mainstream games. Far from the moderately pornographic games such as Custer’s Revenge, many mainstream games often feature shapely women with come-hither looks that players can interact with, or in some case, control. Although “pornographic” would not be an apt descriptor for the original Tomb Raider, the scantily-clad and big-busted Lara Croft is somewhat reminiscent of the “something for the Dads” theory that dominated the early years of the British science fiction show Doctor Who.7 Although some gamers will no doubt be enraptured by the plot or the game dynamics, others will no doubt have to find something else upon which to fix their gaze. As many gamers since the advent of the console era have historically been male, the female body becomes the focal point of attention for both game developers and gamers themselves.


  So, why would sexuality, especially computer-generated sexuality become such an attraction (or perceived attraction) for male video gamers? The issue, interestingly, overlaps somewhat with the issue surrounding the increasing violence found within video games. If one were to parse most M-rated video games, it would be entirely possible to find violence, drug use, and sexuality, all bundled into one single game. And the violence, just like the sexuality, has reached exceptionally gory levels: one can slice, cut, chop, choke, shoot, or blow up people in a variety of ways, and the bloodshed is often extraordinary (often reaching to the realm of the fantastic). One researcher wrote in 2010 that violence had increased substantially in video gaming and gave two distinct reasons for the rise: players living vicariously through the characters on the screen (in a process called excitation transfer theory), and the game designers falling down a slippery slope of sorts. This idea essentially means that when a game production studio creates a violent game, especially one that is intended to become a franchise, then the game manufacturers essentially need to “create increasingly extreme games” (Miller 722).


  Yet, if one looks at the burgeoning hypersexuality found within many games as well, there appears a greater, and simpler need that M-rated games sate: the need for video gamers to be labeled as “adults.” Thus, the video gamer who purchases an M-rated video game most likely doesn’t just stop at the purchase of the game (which is where many researchers seem to err in their research about video gaming), but they also, simply, play the game. Beyond that, particularly popular or anticipated games will take the gamer to various message boards found on GameSpot, Kotaku, Reddit, Fark, or any number of other large online gaming forums, discuss aspects of the game. Gamers record their exploits online and others respond; they buy game guides or even collect statues, toys, or books about their favorite characters and games. A significant number of games also feature online play, where gamers can battle with or against one another. These can all be considered statements of adulthood. In other words, declaring one’s opinions on an online forum or purchasing a two-hundred-dollar statue of a video game character is a defiantly “adult” thing to do, and by doing so, gamers are able to push away the stereotype of being immature or unable to cope with the “real” world. They can more fully embrace the game by embracing the capitalistic rules of the gamespace.


  What makes this theory workable is that the phenomenon extends into games that do not feature excessive violence or sexuality. Games such as Pokken Tournament, in which Pokémon characters battle one another in an arena, of Transformers: Devastation, based on the 1980s Transformers franchise, also sell well (though not as well as M-rated games). And with these games, the same phenomenon occurs—players interact online, they discuss it in online forums, they purchase materials related to the game. All of these actions legitimize one another, and in that legitimization8 comes the temporary removal of the burdensome stereotypes that still dominate media portrayals of video gamers. Few gamers would sneer and accuse someone else of being a gamer.


  The community’s insularity, then, can be a strength as well as a weakness, and much as the struggle of science fiction to adopt new and diverse voices and viewpoints, so has video gaming. Males have statistically been the most likely purchasers of shooters and sports Sims, neither of which frequently feature female gamers (Crawford 53). In fact, sports Sims, in particular, have struggled to include female counterparts. Although some sports, such as professional football, do not have comparable women’s leagues, basketball and soccer, among others, do. The sport soccer Sim FIFA ’16 featured women’s soccer teams for the first time in its history—the original iteration of the franchise appeared over two decades earlier, and had focused primarily on men’s teams, even when the real-world female counterparts enjoyed massive success, including the U.S. women’s soccer team winning the World Cup in 1999. This “excluded gender” allows gaming to remain somewhat insular, and without widespread voices discussing the ramifications of overt sexualization of female characters or the like, then male gamers can continue, relatively unfettered, tie in oversexualized themes with ideas of maturity. Within this lies a sort of chicken-and-egg question as well: are women not represented in video gaming because of the lack of representation in the form or is the lack of representation in the form keeping female gamers on the edges. If one considers the routinely top-selling franchises each year, they are, almost exclusively, military-style shooter games or sports simulations. These games are designed by, and, presumably, for young white men (Crawford 56).


  The world of science fiction has also struggled to diversify, and no small part of this is that, for many years, the idea of science fiction was a niche subject dominated by the whims and desires of heteronormative white males. One need only to look at field of major authors in the earliest era of science fiction to see that many of them were men. Indeed, some writers such as Alice Norton or Alice B. Sheldon, who, in order to break into the male-dominated field, adopted male pseudonyms: Andre Norton and James Tiptree, Jr., respectively. Tiptree now has an award named after him given to those science fiction writers who address gender in their writing. Tiptree’s experiences are particularly fascinating. Sheldon, unable (or unwilling) to attempt to garner acceptance in science fiction not only adopted a pseudonym but maintained an almost entirely separate existence. Tiptree had a different signature, address, and even his literary agent did not know that, in fact, Tiptree was a female author. Yet, the idea of women being “inimical” (Larbalestier 107) to science fiction maintained a near monopoly on masculine dominance in science fiction for many decades. Camille Bacon-Smith writes, simply, that “[i]t isn’t difficult to prove the dominance of white men in most cultural forums in the United States,” including in science fiction (256). History, however, shows that women have consistently joined science fiction as fans and active participants. In the 1930s, women had started to “assert their presence” as fans (Merrick 77), often writing fan letters to their favorite pulp science fiction magazines. By the 1950s, however, female authors and fans of science fiction had already established a sort of beachhead into the form, much to the consternation of the standard science fiction consumers (Merrick 41). Female fandom moved from bemusing novelty to what was perceived as a growing encroachment on expression and technique.


  Science fiction originated (or at least, was popularized by) white males, and was originally created and enjoyed by the same group. Just as, after the arcade’s demise, video games tended to feature almost primarily white male audiences, which led to white male video game creators and executives, science fiction, over its history, has done the same. One sees within science fiction the yearning for more “adult” material, subject matter which verifies the audience’s maturity while simultaneously insulating them from outside influences. This has led to some unfortunate consequences. Robin Roberts writes that “although modern science fiction begins with a woman writer, Mary Shelley, misogyny runs as a constant and central thread through its fabric” (15). Put in much more direct wording, Camille Bacon-Smith writes that


  
    whatever assumptions the reader has made about gender distinctions in the literature are probably wrong. The most common false assumption contains within it most of the others: Women can’t write hard science fiction, with It is too complicated for their fluffy little brains, which do much better with elves and fairies left unsaid, but frequently not unthought [her emphasis, 256].

  


  In fact, scholars have searched through many issues of old science fiction magazines such as Weird Tales and Fantastic Adventures, documenting the often-negative portrayals of women in those pages (Larbalestier, Roberts). Although the presence of women in science fiction, both as fans and authors, has existed since the 1930s, there exists a “common perception that women bring to the community a lesser history of identification with the genre than men” (Bacon-Smith 96). In other words, the reality is superseded by the stereotype, and, as a result, the existence of female authors and fans before the wave of feminism in the 1970s has been revised away. No small part of this, perhaps, has been the dominance of the white male across every aspect of the genre.


  In fact, within science fiction writing itself, we can find how maturation for the audience of men occurs. As Justine Larbalestier writes,


  
    During the 1950s more letters, editorials, and articles were published that were in favor of the presence of sex, and therefore of women, within science fiction. Often the argument is couched in terms of the need for science fiction to grow up, to mature. Desire for sex and for women is a sign of adulthood, and once science fiction has grown it will move beyond the childish need to repudiate sex. Women in this argument become a kind of angel of the house who is responsible for supporting and nurturing the field and allowing it to grow [106].

  


  Over a half century on, this very same process can also be found in video gaming. As video game users matured, the demand for women in video games grew. This idea was less because of a desire to seek equal representation, but rather because women were markers for a newfound status: that of the adult. As a result, video games did indeed introduce more female characters, but they, just as in science fiction, took the role of love interest, sex bomb, or enemy (or some mixture thereof). The “boy’s club” that excludes women entirely metamorphoses into a “men’s club” that includes women, but only in certain preapproved roles. Few are the roles in video gaming in the 1990s that break out of the “men’s club” stereotype.


  With mature issues, however, comes mature discussion. Interestingly, in both science fiction and video gaming, the growing inclusion of women in ever-increasingly visible roles has led to criticism of the “mature” oversexualization of female characters, as well as concerns about the use of violence in gaming. As we will see, gender and gender issues have been a controversial topic in both science fiction and video gaming cultures, and the discussion has, at times, been overly vicious.


  4


  Gender and the Body Politic


  



  
    “He had heard that there were sex programs that some claimed were better than the real thing”—Killobyte [6]

  


  Perhaps one of the benefits of having non-gamers writing science fiction about video gaming culture is that the authors appear to have been blissfully unaware of the underlying gender politics that have dominated video gaming since the 1980s. Either blissfully unaware or gleefully subversive, that is. Numerous science fiction works such as Piers Anthony’s Killobyte, written in 1993, or Neal Stephenson’s Reamde, written in 2011, and numerous short stories have featured rounded and vital female characters. These characters are often as astute as their male counterparts or, at the least, often have their own agency. The irony of these fictional science fiction women is that they have in-depth and detailed (though sometimes ham-fisted) backstories, something that video games have struggled to depict. In Nicole Feldringer’s short story “Outliers,” for example, the main character Esme faces a choice that one assumes many women have made for both genres. Esme’s “hand hovers over her white male avatar, her go-to when it doesn’t suit her to be underestimated” (164). For many women who wish to enter the often male-centric or male-oriented worlds of video gaming and science fiction, the choice to adopt different personas, either through pen names or avatars, must be incredibly tempting.


  Discussing depictions of gender in video gaming, as we have seen, is a topic that is massive, labyrinthine, and often overwhelming. Yet, the exploration of these themes in science fiction depictions of video gaming culture can often be equally complex and dense. Just as there is no one “correct” way of reading gender in video gaming, there is no one “correct” way of reading and interpreting gender in science fiction. However, an exploration of how gender is represented or explore in science fiction depictions of video gaming can be inherently useful, even if only by examining the overall trends that have occurred within the past two decades or so. To fully understand the often-dense implications of gender in science fiction depictions of video gaming (and it should be noted that depictions of gender in science fiction in general is an often deeply complicated issue), it is important to explore how video gaming culture and industry has represented gender over time. One of the purposes of this volume is to create a criticism of science fiction depictions of video gaming culture via video game theory; although there is an enormous spectrum of cultural criticism and perspectives on feminism and gender studies, that discussion would be too broad to be of much use. Instead, the criticism will be guided on the much narrower field of ideas surrounding the intersection of gender studies or feminism and video gaming. Thus, we can more fully ascertain how science fiction prose depicts video gaming culture in regard to these diverse issues.


  



  The Video Gaming Male


  Of course, any discussion about gender would be remiss without discussing the impact the varying definitions of masculinity have had on gamers as well. As we have seen, the idea of the video game as a strictly masculine domain may have started with marketing efforts during the arcade era of the 1980s (Kocurek). In fact, by the 1980s, the arcade as a diversified experience had been replaced by the home console as the domain of the young man. Michael Z. Newman writes that


  
    all evidence suggests that during their first decade, video games in the home were becoming masculinized in terms of the identities and relations of players. Social science literature of the early 1980s found that video games in the home were more often purchases and played by fathers than mothers. [⁠…] A 1981 video game industry found that 90 percent of American arcade players were male, and 80 percent teenagers [⁠…] [98–99].

  


  However, the ideas that have deepened the ties between masculinity and gaming may have extended further back in time, starting with role-playing board games such as Dungeons & Dragons. Even now, the role-playing game universe is still, if numerous gaming and science fiction conventions are any indication, filled with the “middle age white guy” demographic (Ewalt 45). The transition from tabletop-based RPGs to the earliest PC games was a rather natural evolution, then, as the fantasies enacted in the masculine domains of role-playing were simply projected into the video games. The “nerd obsession” of Dungeons & Dragons faded, to be “replaced by video games and the internet” (Ewalt 30).1 Thus, the earliest fantasy PC console games that reached massive audiences were not only often fantasy role-playing, but were also places where, as Kevin Schut argues, male gamers could be “real” men: the wizards, the thieves, the warriors in loincloths. The women were little more than sexually idealized characters who often needed rescuing or otherwise hewed close to masculinity themselves (101–102). Valerie Walkerdine argues that


  
    the pleasure in games which appear to offer one aspect of a route towards the achievement of masculinity is that they seem to offer a certainty that confirms masculinity. [⁠…] And there is always that which is longed for—a powerful fantasy of the achievement of masculinity, forever out of reach [30, 31].

  


  Even in the one of the earliest and arguably most popular video gaming console, the Nintendo Entertainment System, male gamers could eschew the family-friendly confines of Super Mario Bros. and Donkey Kong and instead choose from a selection of masculine fantasies. The fantasies could be enacted in the guise of military accomplishment, such as in Metal Gear, Contra, or Bionic Commando, or the sleek and handsome spy of Golgo 13, or the fantasy warriors of Dragon Warrior or Bard’s Tale. In the end, each of these guises include the ability to engage in “[p]hysical power, domination, and destruction” (Schut 99). This trend has continued through today’s games, and the gendered enactment of violence includes both male and female characters. Even Ellie, the preteen girl character in The Last of Us, has to violently stab someone to death in order for the game’s narrative to proceed.


  From seemingly every quarter, male gamers are inundated with male game characters who are musclebound or rulebreakers, or both. The depth to which game companies push forward a narrow version of masculinity is astounding. From some of the earliest video games on the NES, male characters such as those found in Contra or Castlevania were musclebound heroes, absolute aces with numerous weapons; as the systems progressed in technology, the graphics not only got better, but the muscles became more well-defined. And, in instances where a male was not overtly physically sound, they often made up for it in their prowess in other masculine-dominated categories. For example, in the earliest iterations of Mortal Kombat, masculinity in the game was defined less by physique and more by the character’s fighting abilities and their ability to produce gory outcomes. In the Metal Gear franchise, Snake (or his various stand-ins and counterparts) is not only physically intimidating but is a master at military strategies and techniques. These video games allow for the roleplaying of “violence for men, for knowing both when and not to act and to be violent and knowing when to stop it” (Walkerdine 86). Indeed, a recent survey of box art and marketing of video games revealed that Teen and Mature rated games “tends to include either no characters or one or more male characters in central positions, to include female characters only in conjunction with male characters, and to depict female characters (when they are present) as sexualized and non-central” (Near 264). As a result, video gaming can be (but is not always) a gigantic echo chamber of masculinity. Men play the games, who then become video game produces, designers and marketers, who then sell games to men, who then give feedback about the games to men. Although it would be pat to dismiss all male video game characters as bare-chested killers, the reality is not too far off. Excluding the relative family-friendly productions of Nintendo, which features Link from the Zelda series, and, of course, Mario, the overwhelming majority of male characters are ensconced in varying methods of violence, or at least are given the potential to do so. No matter the environs, from the Old West of Red Dead Redemption to the outer space environment of Dead Space, Halo, or Mass Effect, the main characters are almost always portrayed as male.2


  And these male characters are often allowed (or encouraged) to pursue violent means to whatever missions the games can provide. It is an unusual game indeed in which a male character is not asked to, or allowed to, injure or kill someone (or something) in the opening moments of a game, regardless of the game’s settings. Indeed, it often appears that these male characters have immediate (or near-immediate) access to weapons.3 Another viewpoint, however, is that the male gamer is enacting role-playing techniques via video games to achieve a firmer understanding of their own masculinity.4 From a Jungian perspective, video games that are first person shooters or otherwise have intensely militaristic perspectives are attempts to embrace or understand the Warrior ethos. When Robert Moore and Douglas Gillette ask


  
    What is this phenomenon of business executives and insurance salesmen going off into the woods on the weekends to play war games, to hide among the trees and organize assaults with paint guns, to practice survival, to play at being on the edge of danger, of death, to strategize, to “kill” each other? [76].

  


  It is rather simple to add video gamers into the midst of the discussion, for they, too, often play war games, rely on strategies, and adhere to a strict code of kill or be killed. In this regard, video games, especially the most popular ones that rely on multiplayer first-person perspective concepts, become a training ground for testing aspects masculinity in a relatively safe sphere. It is important to note, however, that it is only “relatively safe,” as those male gamers who have embraced the Warrior ideal, reaches an awareness that “every act counts. Each deed is done as if it were the last” (82), a perspective that no doubt has led to numerous online screaming matches between teammates.


  It should come as no surprise that the military—possibly the ultimate expression of masculinity—plays a role in science fiction depictions of video gaming. Along with the aforementioned America’s Army, a first-person shooter which also served as a shameless recruiting tool for the American military, the most venerable franchises in video gaming are dominated by military-style gaming. Game franchises such as Call of Duty, Counter-Strike, and Battlefield are all first-person military shooters, but if one expands the definition to include simply military-style action, regardless of genre, then the list becomes quite sizable, including game franchises such as Far Cry, Halo, Destiny, and so on. Simply put, video gamers, especially those who have dominated the past decade of gaming, have a cornucopia of military-style shooters to choose from, and they often propel these shooters to the top seller lists each year. Even so, as early as the 1980s, United States President Ronald Reagan noted the near-seamless dovetailing between video gaming and the U.S. military, stating that “[m]any young people have developed incredible hand, eye and brain coordination in playing these games. The air force believes these kids will be outstanding pilots should they fly our jets” (qtd. in Kocurek 100).


  The tie becomes even clearer in Evan Wright’s book Generation Kill. After surviving an ambush in Iraq, a soldier likens the action to a video game that isn’t militarily-based but focuses on violence as a means to an end—Grand Theft Auto: “‘I was just thinking on thing when we drove into that ambush [⁠…] Grand Theft Auto: Vice City. I felt like I was living it when I seen the flames coming out of the windows, the blown-up car in the street, guys crawling around shooting at us. It was fucking cool’” (5). That blur between game and gamespace again, where video games have been so successful that violence in the gamespace itself reminds one of a video game. It can be argued, then, that video gaming has effectively become an independent arm of military training. Young men who are on “intimate terms with video games” (Wright 5) are, because of the ubiquity of video gaming itself among young men, most likely to join the military.


  And there’s little doubt that gamers enjoy military-based titles: they’re “blockbusters” in which, in the case of Modern Warfare 2, more gamers played in a virtual Afghanistan war in one day on Xbox Live (2.2 million) than the total number of soldiers stationed in the country (80,000) (Suellentrop). Such a divide serves to heighten, rather than lessen, the margins between game and gamespace, however.5 Even though franchises such as Modern Warfare, Call of Duty, and Battlefield purport to be realistic, they focus in one only one small aspect of war. Setting aside the differences between death in the game, in which one simply tries again, and death in war, these franchises depict a rather warped view of warfare, all while promoting the games’ realism. Yet, as many military personnel will say, most of war is paperwork, boredom, and building trust with local citizens through simple day-to-day interactions (Suellentrop). In Generation Kill, the Marines “ward off sleeplessness and boredom” all while cracking jokes, interspersed with moments of sheer combat terror (Seck). One could argue, then, that military shooters tend to be a concentrate of sorts—it removes the reality of combat, including, if one reads Generation Kill or Sebastian Junger’s Restropo or War, paperwork, days with little to do, and moments of heightened tension. Video games strip away the reality in favor of a super-condensed, almost ur-reality: endless combat. Marches, patrols, and the like simply do not exist in military shooters, and if they do, a player going out onto patrol most likely expects combat scenarios to occur almost immediately. No game in the Call of Duty franchise, for example, will ever be derisively referred to as a “walking simulator.”6 In other words, there is a distinct difference between the gamespace and perceptions of the gamespace that are fueled by the game.


  The prevailing violence and possible indoctrination behind first-person shooters, along with the closing gap between game and gamespace, has led to some consternation about the effects of violent video games on gamers. Lieutenant Colonel Dave Grossman has written several books decrying the influence of violent video games, which he terms “first-person killer games” (134), on gamers. These books, including Assassination Generation and the more forthrightly titled Stop Teaching Our Kids to Kill, routinely cites court cases and real-world circumstances in which mass murderers were found to have possessed supposedly violent video games. In Assassination Generation, Grossman argues that Adam Lanza, who committed the Sandy Hook school shootings, had “numerous” video games in his home, some of which include first-person shooters, including Battlefield 4 and Left 4 Dead (132). Grossman even goes so far to depict a military weapons training:


  
    Inside a simulator, the shooter is given a realistic weapon and a screen takes him or her through a house, a city, or an office building in a scenario in which the shooter will have to decide when, where, and why to shoot. If the trainee is too slow to act, his turn will be terminated and he must start again. Is this not exactly what happens in a video game? [84].

  


  The idea of video games of being a corrupting influence in the gamespace may also have evolved over time from earlier stereotypes. Just as the blood and gore has moved from highly pixelated 8-bit splatters to gorier depictions of violence, the focus on gaming as a corrupting influence has become more refined. In the 1980s, arcades and some of the earliest home video game systems were considered to be a negative influence that would, as we have seen, lead children to delinquency, disrespect for others, and even criminal activity. When these small percentages of children became the “face” of gaming, video gamers were depicted in pop culture, for the most part, as moral deficients, or, at the very least, possessing incredibly poor judgment. Garry Crawford writes that


  
    this idea of video games as potentially dangerous, and by extension video gamers as deviants, also extends to the perception of video gamers as “addicts.” Since the early 1980s, if not before, certain academics have labelled video games as a potentially divisive and addictive pursuit [⁠…] writers frequently employ the language of drug addiction [⁠…] [49].

  


  This “addiction” mindset among many of the academics who initially studied video gaming (many of whom most likely were not gamers themselves) has, like many stereotypes, burrowed its way into American culture. The idea that video games can be so addicting that delinquency is a direct result has not only moved from the early thoughts of disconnected academics studying the earliest era of video gaming, but into cinematic portrayals and then into science fiction depictions of video gaming as well. As the decades have passed, the focus has sharpened to violence in video games, and the stereotype has shifted to an antisocial gamer prone to violence, or, at the very least, someone who has a predilection for vast amounts of gore. As such, the 21st century discussions on video games have centered on how the images of the game are recreated in the gamespace, even when such things clearly happen infrequently. Such stereotypes and the fostering of the perception of violent video games as corrupting gamers in the gamespace, possibly leading to “our children and grandchildren” becoming “the victims of this aggression” (Grossman 108), have given rise to a veritable bumper crop of books, magazine articles, and breathless evening news reports. As Gerard Jones writes, specifically about Grossman,


  
    All the military training Grossman described takes place in an authoritarian environment in which the soldiers know full well that the purpose of the game is to make them better killers; they generally want to cooperate (especially in a volunteer army), and every message they hear is, “Kill for your country.” What are kids are doing with their video games is playing, and they know it. Games have always been a part of military training. [⁠…] Just because shooter games remind us of real shooting and military training doesn’t mean that kids experience them as such when they play [167].

  


  Yet, in spite of the collective knowledge that video game military shooters do not necessarily make killers out of video gamers, the hysteria remains, and many remain concerned about how violence and video games are used in combination to train some sort of clandestine soldiers.


  When one considers science fiction novels that combine the military and video gaming, there is a singular touchstone work: Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game. In the novel, young Ender moves from preternaturally gifted child who is a social outcast (thus fulfilling the role of “geek”) to a stoic commander of other children, to an unwitting and brutal savior of the universe. Upon being sent out for training, it is said that all of the boys recruited for Battle School “were all supposed to be heroes” (29), and, as such, the military can make them become heroes through training and then by facilitating their placement onto the battlefields where that individual can achieve hero status. The training Ender endures is the classic “break down and rebuild” of military belief—that one’s preexisting personality and moral structure cannot be reconciled with the requirements of being in the military—and, as a result, Ender moves on the spectrum from highly intelligent child to near-sociopath, and it is the walking of this tightrope that opens every chapter of Ender’s Game, as, unbeknownst to Elder (but clear to the readers), military leaders are working behind the scenes to make Ender more vicious, to rework his moral code on the fly. These efforts are a part of a larger moral conundrum, one that is easily placated by the threat to humanity by the buggers; Ender, unlike his brother Peter, has to maintain a small portion of his oneness with humanity in order to be successful. By simultaneously training Ender to care for his comrades, many of whom are also children, while also training him to be willing to send them to their deaths, the military quietly manipulates him and his actions, sometimes even forcing Ender into real-world situations in which he is confronted with violence. But the primary tool of choice for manipulating Ender’s moral code is not the battle rooms, in which he learns military tactics, but after the battle is over and he sits down in front of his computer. There, he plays a video game expressly designed to push his mental buttons, to get him to change how his very mind works, to manipulate his identity. The military indoctrination is ultimately successful, as Ender, while still believing he is in a simulation, orders a suicide mission among his friends that results in the near-genocide of the enemy. Just as in Yoon Ha Lee’s short story, “Gamer’s End,” in which the main character—the second-person “you” mimicking first-person reality—realizes that a supposed training drill is actually a live test, and the decisions the main character (again, ostensibly “you”) made leads to the “you” yelling at the instructor: “You had me kill people for a test. You killed people for a test” (442). Here, the instructor, calm and unflappable as ever, admits their duplicity, nothing that “[y]ou’re not the first person to call me a monster” (442). Like Ender, the protagonist in “Gamer’s End” has his very identity and character irrevocably changed by the exterior machinations of a cruel but coldly logical trainer. The military in these stories use video games to desensitize and “reprogram” the gamer—thus, it is important to note that the game alone is not solely responsible for the gamer’s violent tendencies. In order to make a gamer violent, one has to manipulate their very notions of reality by closing the gulf between the game and gamespace as tightly as possible, and then also by clandestinely manipulating their thoughts and emotions. In other words, it takes the military to train a killer, not a game.


  If one extends this idea back out into the gamespace itself, that same coldly logical trainer in the aptly titled “Gamer’s End” would be the video game itself, a tool designed to help gauge a user’s moral compass. Rare is the video game that confronts characters with bone-chilling moral decisions—often, the video game is a comfortably forgiving trainer, a system which allows players to reappear after dying. Yet, more and more video games, and their production companies, seem to be interested in forcing the player to make moral or ethical decisions that have simulated, but “real” consequences. Fallout 3, for example, changes the way characters interact with your character based on your previous decisions. Much the same happens for many games from Telltale Games, most notably their take on the hit comic book and television series The Walking Dead, in which major decisions are almost immediately presented, forcing the user to make a decision in seconds—do you help a character, or do you watch another character’s child get killed by zombies? Which is more important to you? These decisions directly impact how the characters perceive you for the remainder of the game (or the remainder of their existence within the game). This process, of forcing the player to confront their own moral codes, makes the reaction to Mass Effect 3 all the more interesting: after all, gamers were dismayed and outraged to find that their decision-making processes across the franchise were, from their perspective, all for naught. The heightened expectations of Mass Effect 3 being the culmination of an individual player’s decisions during the franchise revealed an expectation among many gamers that video games can now, and possibly should, feature consequences for their behavior. Ironically, even though the military is depicted in Ender’s Game and “Gamer’s End” as using gaming as a tool to desensitize gamers, the opposite appears to be happening: gamers are expecting video games to show them the consequences of their actions, rather than removing them entirely from the spectrum of possibilities. In other words, a military recruitment video game would most likely avoid showing players the direct fallout from their decisions—civilian casualties, destroyed towns, and the like—but the current group of video games have become more willing to explore the negative ramifications of a gamer’s decisions.


  The manipulation of this moral code has occurred most infamously in Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2’s “No Russian” mission. Although the studio that produced the game, Activision, has no connection with the American military,7 the ostensible purpose of the level was to challenge or confront players, to allow them to face their own moral codes. In this mission, the title refers to the edict given by a terrorist who commands his fellow terrorists (and the player, who is deep undercover in the terrorist cell) not to speak Russian during an attack on a busy airport. The attack is essentially wholesale slaughter, as the well-armed terrorists make quick work of the large groups of civilians and the occasional underpowered police officer or security guard. The scenario, however, plays out in such a way that the player can choose, if they wish, not to engage in the attack, either by skipping the mission entirely, or by simply not participating. The idea of a player being allowed (or, some could argue, encouraged) to engage in a virtual terrorist attack was controversial, but the game is successful in forcing the player to confront their own moral codes, which essentially provide three options: to avoid the mission entirely, to see the terrorists attack, but not to participate, or to actively participate in the attack. Questions about the terrorists themselves and their nature are temporarily set aside in favor of the player being forced to confront their own actions and the reasoning behind those same actions. Indeed, another game, Spec Ops: The Line, repeatedly forces players into a series of moral quandaries, including an attack on civilians as well (Bowman 34). As the storyline progresses in Spec Ops: The Line, the player’s character, Captain Walker, begins to mentally fray from the stress of combat, and from the weight of the decisions placed before him.


  Thus, in Ender’s Game, when the commanders argue that the game gives Ender and his compatriots “status, identity, purpose,” it reveals this very thought process at work (98). For some, perhaps many, people, the idea of video games and video gaming—especially the extraordinarily popular first-person shooter—creates in the player a new sort of identity, that of the “gamer,” which often co-exists with any number of other identities. Like the tried-and-true military idea of breaking someone down to build them up again, video gaming allows for the creation of distinct identities separate from the original. That is quite probably why many people who play first-person shooters online are often confronted with a torrent of racist and sexist language from others. The game has created a space where one’s status, as being better than someone else, and one’s identity, as a “gamer,” are not to be trifled with. Like the military itself, the military first-person shooter is adept at “training” the individual to engage in teamwork, learn and employ military tactics, and to be embittered by even the prospect of defeat. This is not to say, of course, that gamers are some sort of massive subpopulation of people that have been indoctrinated by the military, but it is something to consider—the military-based emphasis that many of the most popular games promote tends to create a group of people who are pseudomilitary, or at the very least, enjoy a heightened perception of their own military prowess. They are members of an exclusive club that eschews political correctness and embraces heightened perceptions of one’s masculinity/adeptness. Yet, for a larger number of games, and for an ever-growing number of games, this definition has changed somewhat. Games are confronting gamers with the moral consequences of war and combat, as well as the often-frayed perspectives and minds of the combatants. Even more fantastic military shooters such as Wolfenstein: The Old Blood has main character B.J. Blazkowicz ruminate on the nature of war, calling it a “disease” that is slowly rending the world apart.


  However, the children of Ender’s Game begin to question the military lifestyle they live through their video game simulations. Like the unlocking of achievements in video games, the teams in Ender’s Game find themselves promoted or earning special privileges and honors as a result of their prowess. Such a system promotes hostility, and Dink proclaims to Ender, “They get us to fight each other, hate each other. The game is everything. Win. Win win win. It amounts to nothing. We kill ourselves, go crazy to beat each other, and all the time the old bastards are watching us [⁠…] deciding whether we’re good enough or not” (108). If one replaces “the old bastards” in that statement with “the American military” or “video game companies,” the same sentiment holds true, especially if one considers that online multiplayer games are constantly being observed by the companies that created them, and they constantly tinker with the structure to either “buff” (strengthen) or “nerf” (weaken) characters. Consider that, in Ender’s Game, Major Anderson consistently tries to nerf Ender and his team by introducing more difficult scenarios to the game or by buffing the enemies. Indeed, Ender’s strategic abilities allow him to use various nerfs to his advantage. At one point, he “freezes” the legs of his teammates and uses them as human shields to overcome a disadvantage. The result, for Ender as it is for gamers, is a realigning of technique and strategy.


  Piers Anthony’s Killobyte tends to focus primarily on sword-and-magic violence, but there are some observations throughout the novel in how the game exhibits acts of violence. Female character Baal, upon reaching an advanced level, realizes that, in order to maintain her status within the game, she has “to kill other players, or be killed by them” (86). Even realizing that the death is entirely fictional, Baal is reluctant to proceed, eventually reasoning with herself that the game “specialized in killing. It kept murderers in prison entertained, as well as ordinary folk with secret passions. It was the way to indulge illicit agendas without breaking the law” (86). The game itself even encourages wanton killing, something which Baal finds confusing: “Shouldn’t she have lost a point for killing a friend? [⁠…] She had probably gotten a point for killing a technical enemy rather than a real one” (160). By the simple system of giving a player points—which is the lifeblood of how players progress in Killobyte, one kill, one point—for killing, it appears that Anthony is portraying video games as encouraging or facilitating violent behavior.


  This statement is less based on a futuristic, science fiction-based principle8 and more a reflection of 1993 ideas about video games. Alongside more family-friendly games such as Kirby’s Adventure, more violent video games had started to appear in the preceding years. Games such as Wolfenstein 3-D, Mortal Kombat, and Doom were all released, and the games placed a premium on pixelated blood and gore. This was the height of hysteria among politicians concerning the potential indoctrination or corruption of youth through the media. In 1992, under pressure from several political advocacy groups, the Recording Industry Association of America has started placing explicit lyrics warning labels on music. And, mostly as a result of new game franchises such as Mortal Kombat, the Entertainment Software Rating Board was formed. Even so, the belief persisted that violent video games would somehow corrupt video game players. A hearing convened at the United States Congress on December 9, 1993, is still archived on C-SPAN’s web site. A series of representatives from the National Education Association, the National Coalition Against Television Violence, and the Children’s Television Resource and Education Center would decry the growing violence of video games.9 Thus, Baal’s reaction to the required violence of the video game is one that mirrors her own time period and imagines that the enacting of violent actions via a video game is the domain of decidedly non-normative people who are inherently “bad” or wrong, who have violent tendencies that must be sated by incoherent game violence, lest they branch out into gamespace violence.


  It is important to note that in Killobyte, Anthony seems to adopt the idea of video game violence causing a sort of desensitization of real violence. At one point in the novel, Baal, who originally attempted to eschew violence in her video games, realizes that her method of killing video game characters—often played by other humans—has become “mercilessly efficient,” as she can now “kill without a qualm” (216). The sudden realization of her bloodthirstiness makes her wonder if the game would “eventually make of her a creature without conscience” (216). This attitude, of course, reflects the contemporary anxiety many politicians and parents were feeling toward video games, leading to the creation of the ESRB and open discussions about the banning or regulation of video game content.


  Ernest Cline’s Armada follows the idea of video games being used as clandestine training platforms for potential soldiers. Those who do their best at the game are quickly recruited in the Earth Defense Alliance, a futuristic organization that is attempting to keep invading aliens at bay. The EDA, run by main character Zack Lightman’s father, relies not only on video games to train their soldiers, but on video games to strategize: they fight through the use of drones, so players are essentially playing a video game that are real-world, but incredibly distant consequences.10 One can find parallels in the gamespace, where drones are becoming more dominant in carrying out the surveillance—and execution—of various targets across the world. Zack Lightman experiences the same sort of war as the drone operator: a small room, a screen, a controller, and a mission. Lightman’s experience—and the motivations of the military—is also reminiscent of Ender’s Game, where it is “better to play the war games, and have a better chance of surviving” when the battle begins (11). Armada, though, does more than nod at Ender’s Game as a potential source, rather, it points wildly at it; the games, Lightman is told, “are both actually combat training simulations created by the EDA to help us locate and train individuals like each of you—who possess the rare talents required to help us defend our planet from the impending Europan invasion” (136). Thus, Zach Lightman and Ender have quite a bit in common—their innate skills are honed by an unseen and preternaturally prescient military, and when they are called upon to do battle, they do so through a series of filters. The only difference is Lightman knows that he is fighting an alien invasion; Ender is not told until after the war is over. Yet, for both, war is a highly sanitized experience, caught in the idea of simulations and robots fighting one another, thus boosting further the idea of the military myth of a bloodless war.


  The first-person shooters that Lightman plays almost religiously provoke a variety of militaristic impulses in him, the same emotions that Baal feels in Killobyte. As he prepares to play the game/war against the Europans, he thinks to himself, “I felt anxious. Excited. Righteous. Maybe even a little bloodthirsty,” realizing that the emotions were like “going to war” (70). Unlike Ender, who unwittingly embraces war as a sort of cold, bloodless strategy, Zach Lightman’s character progression is almost the exact opposite—he directly embraces, at first, his violent impulses. The best encapsulation of this feeling occurs in Soda Pop Soldier, when PerfectQuestion chats with a teammate:


  
    “Well not so much of a plan, more of a desire.”

  


  
    “Desire to do what?”

  


  
    “Kill everyone.”

  


  
    “Goes without saying, Jolly.”

  


  
    “It does and I never tire of it PerfectQuestioney. Never” [216].

  


  The violence found in these fictional video games, then, is a direct military asset, almost as important of a training exercise as a flight simulator or a firing range. Within the video game itself, the potential soldier can inoculate themselves against feelings that would interfere with violent actions, such as sympathy and remorse, and instead fully inure themselves in their newfound violence. In that violence is not only the means to survival, but also the key makeup of one’s very identity.


  Zack Lightman is a reluctant soldier, but a soldier nonetheless, and spends much of his time in “battle” essentially playing a loosely-based gamespace version of a game he had obsessed over. Thus, Zack Lightman’s skills as a drone pilot transfer immediately to the military, so much so that, when his initial orientation session is interrupted by an alien attack, he can simply plug ’n’ play, dropping himself into a chair and immediately commanding a drone. The game, of course, was designed to achieve just that purpose, “to train citizens all over this planet to operate the drones that will defend it” (90). But the military’s underlying recruitment strategy extends well beyond just video gaming, however, as “certain key properties, like Star Wars” were used to indoctrinate supposed “geeks” into a militaristic attitude of mindset (92). The military’s strategy almost immediately pays off, as Lightman and his fellow recruits manage to battle off a surprise Europan attack, although not without severe losses.


  Lightman embraces strategy games as a type of war, and the military makes no secret of their willing manipulation of potential soldiers over the past several decades. The manipulation, after all, provides the opportunity to save the world. Yet, Lightman, upon learning of the ruse, never has time, really, to consider the implications, and his father’s presence as a top military commander places an even friendlier face on militarism. At the conclusion of Ender’s Game, Ender is left with the knowledge that the military—and his sister—intentionally manipulated him into committing genocide. The knowledge, and the guilt, crushes Ender, and sets him on a journey of self-redemption that will last several books. Lightman, however, is victorious over the invading alien race almost by default; he and his father understand that the Europans are not overly interested in fighting and take actions to prevent the war from continuing. By the end of Armada, Lightman is a hero, and he happily wears the crown and the adoration placed upon him. Even though the Europans destroyed large swaths of Earth, Lightman seems relatively unconcerned by the idea.


  In fact, Armada seems to embrace the American military’s ideal of near-bloodless combat: drones versus drones, with only civilian casualties dampening the bravado. The idea that almost anyone, especially gamers, can become an effective fighter through clandestine training and propaganda can be found not only in video games such as America’s Army, which was openly a recruiting tool for the military, but also any number of first-person shooters, especially the endless array of sequels in the Call of Duty franchise, among others. In some cases, the American military has modified games to turn them into tactical simulators. The flight combat simulator Falcon 4.0 has been used for military training, as has a modified version of Doom II (Lenoir 327, 323). Couple this concept with the idea that the American military frequently contributes to motion pictures, so long as soldiers are portrayed favorably, and the ideas that spur Armada and the EDA’s recruiting method seem less and less like fiction.


  Buried within Armada, however, is a small criticism of the American military, added almost as an apologia for the pro-militaristic attitudes that seep through much of the novel. The invading Europan army seems to have no motivations for their attack, or at least no motivation for the sheer size and scale of the attack. It is only Zack Lightman and his father who come to understand that the Europans are attacking simply because they are being attacked. Once the Lightmans prevent the EDA from deploying a massive weapon against the Europans, the invading aliens come to an immediate stop. In an explanation fired, perhaps, from Cline’s desires to pursue film rights and potential sequels, the Europans reveal themselves to be, in fact, peaceful, and merely “testing” the Earth to discover if they are indeed too warlike to join other alien civilizations. The Europan reasoning—and their sudden attempts to help rebuild immediately afterwards—is as indistinct as it is flawed, and Cline thus leaves room for more. Yet, this also reveals what could be perceived as a flaw within the American military, or, at the very least, a flaw in American foreign policy: the desire to fight the fighters in an effort to keep them from fighting. It’s an odd, but well-worn tactic, of the American government to simply “cut off” contact with foreign aggressors, be they terror cells of countries with differing governments (so long as those countries do not have resources that America wants), and either ignore or wage war against them, either economic or military. Thus, when the Earth accidentally “discovers” the Europans, and the Europans begin to assemble an army, few in the military seem to ask why everyone is rushing headlong into war. War is simply a state of mind, and once the battle begins, even in the slightest of ways, it must be seen through to a reasonable conclusion, which is, in the minds of the military, nothing less than complete and total victory. The circumstances or reasoning behind a war is left to history or the intellectuals. In Armada, the EDA fights because it was created to fight, and people go to war because they were trained to do so. The greater cultural and historical implications found buried underneath the pop culture references and humor are, however, buried somewhat beneath Armada’s initial pro-militaristic slant.


  As mentioned earlier, Nick Cole’s11 Soda Pop Soldier also focuses on the militarism that runs rampant through video gaming, envisioning a future in which gamers essentially become online soldiers for various corporate conglomerates. The battlefields are not only virtual, but the outcome of the battle determines which companies control various advertising spaces. In one sequence, Cole, a former United States Army soldier, captures the militaristic environment of the video game. The line between real military action and video gaming, much like the line between the gamespace and the game, becomes nearly intangible:


  
    [h]it E on the keyboard and instantly our avatars exit the Albatross in midair. I tap 9 and my chute deploys. The Albatross screams away into a loop, attempting to deny the AA grunts enough time to acquire and fire. I bring out my assault rifle and start shooting at the AA teams, but the wind is stiff and it takes all my fingers moving on the keyboard just to get me drifting down onto the roof of the TV tower, much less take a shot [210].

  


  And the world of Soda Pop Soldier is dominated by corporate militarism. Corporate armies—peopled by mercenary gamers—battle for premium advertising space, but the reality of the simulation consistently concerns PerfectQuestion. The simulation is “a war for power. The most important power man has ever had over other men. The power to tell others what to buy. What to do. What to think” (340). At one point, PerfectQuestion recalls “one time I played a game where I had to kill fifty-seven-thousand-plus undead just to unlock an achievement. I can distinguish between reality and games, but … some people can’t. What does killing fifty-seven thousand humanlike once humans do to players?” (69).12 But PerfectQuestion already knows the answer: it increases one’s desire to “kill everyone” (216).


  Video gaming and video game culture have ever-deepening ties to military ideals. As first-person shooters continue to gain in prominence and popularity, science fiction depictions of video gaming will continue to explore this relationship. Although gamers, rightfully so, would resist the notion that military-based first-person shooters would somehow indoctrinate them or make them into killers, the point remains that games such as Call of Duty or Battlefield, among many others, market themselves based on realism. This false realism is not as easy to divorce from video games where the player’s character travels through time or is walking through an abandoned space station. Although the divide exists, and most likely will continue to do so, it has remained a source of fascination for numerous science fiction authors.


  



  Femininity and Masculinity


  
    Most [women] [⁠…] exist solely as robots “to serve man,” to provide an excuse for lurid cover paintings, to admire the hero’s muscles [⁠…] and provide a pretext for shooting up someone with a ray gun. Then, at times, we have the opposite extreme—matriarchal societies, or emerald-eyes goddesses with destructive tendencies (but still to provide the hero with an excuse for showing his muscles). [⁠…] Woman as a real character, as a human being, is still a rarity [⁠…] [qtd. in Merrick 88].

  


  This quote, taken from a fan letter written by a woman in 1952, bemoans the state of how women were depicted in science fiction. Although science fiction fans can chronologically excuse the quote—it’s over sixty years old—there is still the idea that female characters are often pigeonholed into distinctively constrictive roles. If one removes the context from this quote and focuses on the description of women—either servants, matriarchs, villains, romantic conquests, or admirers—it is hard to see how video gaming depictions of femininity, in particular, has changed much from this seventy-year-old description. Like science fiction, video gaming depictions of women, and the concomitant depictions of women in science fiction depictions of video gaming, have struggled to put forward more than a few “rounded” female characters that extend beyond the stereotypes and whims of their often-masculine creators and consumers.


  It is important to note, first, that this section will initially discuss the aspects of femininity imposed on characters by often overwhelmingly male game producers, designers, reviewers, and users. An example of the evolution of attitudes toward female video game characters can be seen in the Tomb Raider video game series. The main character, Lara Croft, evolves over several iterations from a woman who wears extremely short shorts and a tight tank top which covers “the oversized breasts and unusually thin build of a Barbie doll” (Near 252), to a cinematic interpretation played by Angelina Jolie. Jolie’s Lara Croft was not exceptionally different from the other imposed versions of femininity: much of the promotional marketing material featured Jolie in a skin-tight bodysuit. And, in discussing the video game version of Lara Croft, Adrienne Shaw dryly notes that the character had “breasts overly large for her physical size and revealing clothing that seems poorly suited to traipsing through danger-filled tombs” (59–60). In other words, even a game designed to place a moderately realistic female adventurer front and center relied on objectifying her even more to a mostly male audience in order to propel sales. In the decade after the initial appearance of Lara Croft, however, the character evolved to downplay aspects of her sexuality—and her objectification—and she instead began to turn into a more fully rounded character. In 2013, a “rebooted” version of the Tomb Raider series featured a new Lara Croft just starting her career. In this particular iteration, Lara Croft is a somewhat inept tomb raider at the start, but eventually becomes far wilier and more able as she grows into the profession. Croft also enjoys a new, more tomb-raiding-friendly outfit in her “reboot,” and also has a much more proportional figure (although she is still thin, white, and attractive).13 In this regard, the overall narrative of Lara Croft, as a character designed specifically to be “portrayed from the perspective of the male gaze” (Crawford 91) has evolved to a somewhat fairer representation for female characters and their gaming counterparts.


  Of course, femininity is often wrapped up in even the non-named characters found in those games which allow the gamers to create their own character. Franchises such as The Elder Scrolls and Fallout have complex character creation tools, which allows players to choose, race, gender, age, and so on, even down to the angle of their noses. Naturally, the avatars, both male and female, are idealized, but, much as in the Red Sonja comics of old, and the Tomb Raider of today, the armor that the characters wear is often less than ideal for battling dragons or radioactive mutants. And, regardless of the game’s original intentions, players who play their games on the PC can find a bevy of gamer-created nude patches and mods. Download a small software file, and every character can walk around in the world of dragons or radioactive wastelands with nary a thread of clothing on save for a metal thong. These patches are often exceptionally popular and considering that the primary demographic of video gamers (and video game developers) are male, it should come as little surprise that the main attraction of these patches are nude women, not nude men. One could argue that nude patches further represent the sexualization of female characters in video gaming by simply pointing to both the supply and the demand. In other words, if a video game doesn’t obliquely feature sexualized characters, then gamers will generally move to put them into place anyway.


  This representation of women and femininity has real-world consequences as well. The differences in terms of representation of females in video games themselves has been described as “marked” (Downs and Smith 729), and some researchers have found that a large majority of all female characters in video games are “portrayed as overtly sexualized” (Downs and Smith 730). Studies have found that, when placed in an online competitive gaming environment, women not only experience harassment (Vermeulen, Castellar, and Van Looy 303), but they also tend to feel inferior at gaming simply because of their gender or femininity (308). Although women have been shown to be impacted negatively by scantily-clad female avatars or NPCs, the game mechanics itself, which research indicates would be “consistent engagement with both competition and cooperation” as a way of attracting more female gamers (Walkerdine 49).14 Indeed, the often disproportionate and unrealistic depictions of the female body could result in “body dissatisfaction for female gamers and unrealistic expectations of women for male gamers” (Downs and Smith 730). Even though there have been many improvements since this research has been conducted—such as the “new” Lara Croft, Ellie in The Last of Us, or Clementine in Telltale’s The Walking Dead game series—many of the issues remain. A quick review of a “Best Female Video Game Characters” Ranker online list, in which users can up- or downvote those ranked on a list, shows that a majority of these characters are strangely proportioned or scantily-clad, or both.


  One needn’t focus entirely on video games to understand how feminism and ideas of femininity have been depicted in science fiction itself. In the 1950s and 1960s, there was a rather large groundswell of science fiction that depicted female characters and women’s issues, sometimes in a straightforward manner, other times in a more allegorical light. However, the dominant trend during the era was that of the “heterosexual economy of real men and real women,” in which “real women are those who are always loyal, and the not-real women are those who fight against the men” (Larbaleister 45). In many of these characterizations, women who are subservient serve to strengthen to society they are in; those who are not subservient can weaken the society. Additionally, women are often depicted as alien invaders, often intent on “wiping out the men” to reconfigure the world (Larbaleister 45). Even so, as more women readers and a few female authors began to appear in the pages of the pulp science fiction world, the blowback from the males was palpable. Justine Larbaleiter quotes Charles Platt, a science fiction editor and journalist, who, in 1989, wrote an essay called “The Rape of Science Fiction.” The essay focuses on so-called “soft” science fiction, deriding it as an eroding force in the field because of its “whimsical, muddled” view of the world that essentially dumbs down science fiction (qtd. in Larbaleister 169). That this essay was written in 1989, less than thirty years ago, shows that not only the introduction of female writers, but the continual questioning of their presence, has been a near-omnipresent force in science fiction. Even so, female science fiction authors have made incredible strides in earning a place in the genre over time, with multiple female authors winning awards such as the Hugo or the Nebula.


  Surprisingly, then, the subset of science fiction prose focusing on video gaming tends to struggle to create believable female characters. The inspiration source material of video games has, thus far, had precious little to offer in terms of critiques or discussions about feminism or the role of the female. Indeed, most of the discussions occur away from the game and into the very real (and highly politicized) environment of the gamespace itself. A quick glance at the source material for this volume should suffice: almost every work, save for a few short stories, is written by a man. This is not to say, of course, that men cannot write rounded, believable female characters, but it is entirely conceivable that the filter of video gaming coupled with the still male-driven genre of science fiction does the depiction of women no favors. The lure of overly sexualizing or objectifying women seems to be too great to resist for not only video games, but for science fiction novelists who focus on video games as well. Whether this is simply mimicry of the unfortunate standard that video gaming as an industry has created (and, one could argue, sometimes labors under), or is just a trend in science fiction, one can find the push and pull of creating dynamic female characters juxtaposed with a desire to sexualize them. Take, for example, Soda Pop Soldier. PerfectQuestion meets another player, Enigmatrix, and describes her skills:


  
    With the highest in-game kills and the top-ranked spot in the league, Enigmatrix could have carried a water pistol and she’d still be the deadliest soldier in the game. She moves fast, smart, and accurately. She uses cover, grunts, anything, to get close to her enemies, all the while pumping out uranium-depleted slug after slug from her MagForce shotgun. [⁠…] There was always a moment, everyone claimed in the chat rooms, when you thought you could take her, once you saw her carrying that relic of a weapon. After that, it went mostly downhill for everyone who made the mistake of thinking they could take her [138].

  


  Place this description, then, beside a later description of a virtual reality character named Tatiana when PerfectQuestion meets her:


  
    Her hands rest atop shapely hips beneath a slender waist. Long legs end in perilous heels and dainty feet. These are the things I focus on to prevent myself from looking at her immense chest, long neck, perfect teeth, beautiful face. Et cetera, et cetera. If I am uncomfortable, it shows. She on the other hand, is used to being admired, on display, desired [184].

  


  The same virtual reality that PerfectQuestion frequently visits features a number of objectified women. Walking down an alley, he sees “Beautiful women. They’re barely clothed in a variety of costumes ranging from salve girl to merchant princess to slutty elf, and they’re all chained on either side of the hand. Crosshatched light swims along their undulating bodies as they raise their shackled hands in supplication” (87). Although PerfectQuestion is dismayed by the actions of his fellow gamers, he does acknowledge the grim reality of the world he inhabits, noting that many of the characters “end up in online brothels on the other side of the world” (88). He later watches a character cut one of the females, making her “breasts quiver with lifelike reality beneath what little clothing she wears” noting dryly that “[t]hat’s why the game went in so much anatomy programming. Make it look real. For the fans. She’s still screaming” (95, 97). Although PerfectQuestion is deeply concerned about these actions, the reality is that the online world, as we have seen with the Sad Puppies and Gamergaters, allows for the instant objectification, abuse, and castigation of female bodies.


  The same sort of conflict—between creating a believable female character and a simple object, appears in Armada as well. Although Lex is introduced to the reader as a master video gamer, Lightman’s description of her places emphasis elsewhere:


  
    Her pale, alabaster skin contrasted sharply with her dark clothing—black combat boots, black jeans, and a black tank top (which didn’t fully conceal the black bra she was wearing underneath). She had a spiky wave of hair that was buzzed down one side and chin-length on the other. [⁠…] She was even more gorgeous up close, and her eyes, which I’d thought were brown, actually appeared to be more amber colored, and her old irises were shot through with streaks of copper [114, 116].

  


  Lightman’s (and Cline’s) focus on Lex’s physicality immediately moves the discussion from skill to looks, and, for the rest of both Soda Pop Soldier and Armada, the women serve as a sort of pseudo-love interest for the male characters. They are, in a word, objectified, and no amount of skill in video gaming will allow them to overcome paragraph-long and incredibly detailed descriptions of nearly every portion of their body.


  Not all narratives, however, feature hypersexualized women; in some novels, the women play a more placid role, often the idealized roles in a patriarchal society—ones that include subservience. In Ender’s Game, the reader meets several women, each of whom fulfill traditional feminine roles.15 Ender’s mother, who rarely appears in the work, is often reduced during her brief appearances to sighing and wondering if her sons are going to be successful Ender’s older sister, Valentine, is determined to be “too mild” to join the International Fleet, the defense force arrayed against the coming alien invasion (24). When Ender asks about the presence of women in the I.F., Colonel Graff states, simply, that there will be “‘a few girls. They don’t often pass the tests to get in. Too many centuries of evolution are working against them. [⁠…] But there’ll be brothers there, Ender’” (24). Colonel Graff’s idea that “centuries of evolution” are working against possible female recruits is partially belied by the presence of Petra. Yet, Petra sometimes views herself as male, a sort of androgynous entity that has been forced to overcompensate for her own gender. Petra describes herself as “The only girl in Salamander Army. With more balls than anyone else in the room” (75). Indeed, she is as adept as almost any other soldier until Ender arrives. Interestingly, although Petra has proven herself as a somewhat successful warrior and leader, she soon finds herself buckling under the increased pressure of the manipulated rules as well as Ender’s own success. Even though she “was far from the weakest of the squad leaders,” “the fact remained that she had broken” (285). Petra’s storyline seems to exist simply to show how superior many of her male counterparts are, especially Ender. The woman with “more balls,” in the end, does not have the physical or psychological stamina to finish the program.


  When Ender decides to leave his family to join the I.F., both Ender’s mother and Valentine cry, with Valentine leaving “her tears on his cheek” and later calling after him with an “anguished cry” (26). Clearly, both women cherish Ender. It could, of course, be argued that Ender’s Game takes place in a prototypically masculine environment, and thus, femininity is a rare commodity. However, Ender’s mother and Valentine are both easily manipulated and quite manipulating as well. Women, quite simply, have only one purpose in the world of Ender’s Game: to either fight or to coax others to fight. Although Valentine later enjoys some success as a rebellious rabble-rouser, much of this occurs in the background of the novel, far away from the main plot. Whenever Valentine appears with Ender, she does so at the behest of military officials, and she, albeit reluctantly at times, follows their lead in manipulating and indoctrinating him. Her cherishing of Ender only goes so far, and, in many ways, she is duplicitous in his manipulation.


  A much more recent novel, however, features many more female characters fulfilling a variety of roles. Neal Stephenson’s Reamde focuses on several unique female characters, and they’re afforded far more depth that in Ender’s Game. Reamde features two female protagonists: Zula, an Eritrean American, and Olivia, an Englishwoman of Chinese descent (a third, a Chinese woman named Yuxia, disappears for much of the second half of the book). Interestingly, the narrative is dominated by Zula, in particular, and, although Stephenson constantly shifts perspectives, he continues to circle back to Zula as the main character. Stephenson qualifies her femininity from the first moment she appears on the pages. Although she is “in love with the young man” (7) who is Peter, she is also first depicted through her uncle Richard’s eyes, and the portrait is, at first, not flattering. She is “Black/Arab with an unmistakable dash of Italian [⁠…] [n]o one would mistake her for a model, but she’d found a look [⁠…] a sort of hyperspace-librarian, girl-geek think that he found clever and fetching” (9). The male gaze—that of the author and his male characters—immediately depowers Zula: she is introduced first by her romantic situation and then by her looks, rather than her innate power and abilities.


  When she first turns to Richard, she throws her hands in the air with excitement, “a gesture that, from a man, meant ‘Touchdown!’ and, from a woman, ‘I will hug you now!’” (7). In a reminiscence, Zula remembers when Richard hired her to work as Corporation 9592, which developed T’Rain. Richard tells her that “most of the people she’d be working with were burdened by Y chromosomes” (125). Richard then tells her something that becomes a sort of maxim for her life, saying, “Boys only want to know two things: who is in charge, and what are the rules” (125). She also remembers how Richard acted in business meetings, as if he “slipped into a different persona and zipped it up over his regular personality,” asking himself, “What does this person want? How does it conflict, or not, with what I want?” This, too, becomes a maxim of Zula’s life, and her perspective on gender and power is deeply informed, perhaps accidentally, by Richard’s own perceptions of, and behavior toward, other men. Zula learns how to communicate effectively with men, in other words, by learning from an alpha male. When Zula thinks of Peter and Csongor, she refers to them as “meticulously groomed boys” or “overgrown fetuses, waiting endlessly to be born” (160). She instantly—and reluctantly—understands their behavior toward her were stereotypically “masculine” (160). She compares Peter and Csongor to her Uncle Richard, saying that “he was basically a good man, that he had done some crazy shit, hurt some people, felt bad about it, that he had gotten lucky, that he would die to protect her, and that his relations with women, overall, had not gone well” (160).


  Olivia Halifax-Lin, who plays a somewhat more minor role in Reamde, is an Englishwoman of Chinese descent who is working for MI5. Halifax-Lin, who, after a brief bit of background, goes to see John, a scuba diver, for training. She is immediately smitten with him, and “less than twelve hours after she’d first come aboard his boat,” they started having sex, and did not stop “until ten minutes before the stroll to the airport” (302). Later, Olivia has sex with Russian security man Sokolov and then thinks to herself, “Your spy Olivia Halifax-Lin is a helpless slut” (489). However, Halifax-Lin argues with an MI5 agent who encourages her during a meeting to “try not to fuck” another male contact. Halifax-Lin’s response—“How come it’s okay for James Bond?”—reveals her shifting perspective on her own femininity (653). Olivia realizes that she needs feel no shame for her sexuality, primarily because similar male figures do not. In this comparison, Olivia becomes, if not enlightened, more aware of how her feminine role has been subtly warped into a sort of self-loathing by society. As the narrative progresses, Halifax-Lin grows in response to her own sexuality, as well as her globe-trotting adventure. She begins to understand that although her sexual activity can result in a gentle chastising from her male work superiors, a certain double standard that exists. She moves from shame and self-loathing to, at the very least, a questioning of how her role is metamorphosing throughout the narrative.


  From the very start, Baal in Killobyte consistently wrestles with her femininity. A lonely diabetic teenager, Baal is recovering from a sudden and unexpected romantic break-up, which causes her to question her very existence. Baal, whose social life “sucked,” lacks “social popularity” and is incredibly shy (20). She remembers her disastrous date in ninth grade, in which the other boys were sexually dominating their female dates, trying to “whisper naughty nothings in their dates’ ears” (21). Baal’s date, however, steered clear of her, and she admits to being “ashamed of what she was in real life” (18). She describes herself as “not beautiful or shapely,” assuring Walter that, in reality, “[y]ou wouldn’t care to look at me twice” (125). That shame pushes Baal toward the game world of Killobyte, where she can be whoever she wants, including a man, but most of all, to be completely unconstrained by gender identity. Thus, we see in Baal’s narrative—and she is the only non-game character female in the narrative—the typical, perhaps overdone, trope of the unconfident female who is both socially and physically awkward. Although Baal does eventually stumble into a relationship, her boyfriend leaves her, essentially, because she is flawed: she admits to him that she is diabetic, and he decides he can no longer stay with her. The relationship and the subsequent break-up, then, push Baal backwards, and she loses all confidence and even flirts with suicidal thoughts. It is only in the world of the game called Killobyte that Baal, who originally joined the game in order to experience the sensation of death, finds her own identity. At first jealous and saddened by the existence of computer-generated, overly buxom females, Baal soon finds that the game allows her intelligence and her personality to be more easily presented instead of her looks or other supposed physical flaws. Still, Baal, playing as a princess who is being captured by Walter’s evil sorcerer in the game itself, realizes that the rules of the game would force them to have sex, says simply, “You could rape me” (106). Baal is, literally, the princess in the castle waiting to be rescued, but is also fully aware of the implications of that rescue—that it may just come with strings attached. Walter reacts with some alarm to Baal’s nonchalant response. Baal realizes that the game character is just that, a game character, but especially one designed to fulfill male fantasies. The rules of the game include the notion that if someone suddenly quits the game, the game body remains there, “without volition,” allowing people to “rape her when she’s unconscious” (107). It is a particularly cruel idea, and one that essentially forces players to stay in the game universe as long as they can. Violence and defilement are not only a possibility in the world of Killobyte, but a probability. There are several factors at work here, including the idea that Baal can more successfully navigate the differences between the game and the gamespace than Walter. However, her simple idea of giving up her character to being sexually assaulted reveals Piers Anthony’s own 1993 perspective on video games: that the primary purpose of them is titillation, and often morally bankrupt titillation, at that. Killobyte is designed to allow people who are troubled or considering criminal behavior to enact their fantasies in the game itself


  Within Killobyte, Baal finds what she needs—a platform which allows her strengths to shine through—and it is unsurprising that, by the end of the narrative, she and Walter have formed a permanent bond and possibly a romantic relationship. Anthony’s storybook ending leads to the villain exposed and ostracized and the unlikely outcasts form a couple. These outcasts—one a paraplegic and one a young teen with diabetes—somewhat defuse Baal’s progression through the narrative. She is at once strong but cannot resist the urge to “fall in love” with someone whom she has never met. It seems clear that Anthony is mining the love-struck teenager stereotype, but Baal’s progression from damsel in distress to rescuer to damsel again is almost too cute. Thus, the reality of Baal’s romantic relationship with Walter ultimately re-places her back in a sort of subservient role. For much of the earlier portion of the novel, Baal’s flirtation with suicidal thoughts stems from a broken relationship with a man. Baal’s own identity continues to be wrapped up in the whims of the men around her, be they real or virtual, or both.


  Throughout D.B. Weiss’s Lucky Wander Boy, women are often depicted as somewhat outside the circle of “geeks.” The main character, Adam Pennyman, takes a near-anthropological view of the women he knows, including Anya and Clio, with whom he forms romantic attachments. Even so, the narrative is littered with Pennyman’s thoughts on women in general, and many of them reveal the perspective of a character who cannot seem to understand them. Upon first meeting Anya, Pennyman notes that she is “a beautiful idea of womanhood, no floor-length dresses to be sure, but a more carnal modern abstraction, a finely tuned balance of contemporary virgin and whore tropes.” Here, Pennyman seems to acknowledge the idea of video game women themselves: few of them have any sort of nuance, but many are expected to have some sort of inherent carnal sexuality, either through being submissive princesses needing rescue from potential defilement or the sexually active or provocative woman who delights in undermining men through their sexuality. Alternatively, this characterization exhibits Pennyman’s flawed views of women, which has been earned through years of exposure to video games: the ideas of virginity and heavy sexual activity as opposing, yet equally desirable, poles for men.


  Pennyman also refers to “the female geek” as a “doubly unfortunate creature,” one who is isolated, unable to join the masculine-fueled subgenre communities. Yet, Pennyman’s own pervasive and somewhat negative views toward women continue, noting that Clio always wants to drive the car, stating that “she went to an all-girls college, which may have had something to do with it.” Later, when Pennyman visits a convention, he sees two women, “[o]ne of them was tremendously overweight,” the other “less overweight and far less resigned, hiking up the front of her overalls, lifting both her arms to run both her hands through her straw hair in a blatant animal bid to hold on to her dwindling court of admirers.” Again, Pennyman seems quick to parse women into distinct groups, desirable and undesirable, and the resultant characterizations indicate that unless that meet that virgin or whore trope (or a healthy mixture), then the women are labeled undesirable.


  And when Pennyman finally meets the female designer of Lucky Wander Boy, he views himself as the one who has somehow saved her, that he has come, as a knight, to rescue the woman and her secrets from deep isolation. He admits to instantly being sexually attracted to her, and when she touches him, he feels “as though every nerve in [his] body had converged upon the skin beneath her fingers.” Later, he bluntly says, “If I could just fuck her, we would both melt away.” Pennyman’s quest has not only been fueled by video games, but also by the search for a romantic partner.


  Thus, as in many of the works, Lucky Wander Boy, too, often identifies women by body type and style, and also features them as objects to be earned or gained by the male characters. The irony of Pennyman’s “virgin and whore tropes” is that he, like many of the characters who populate these works, acknowledges the dualism, but still embraces it. Women and the feminine are thus trapped in a sort of glass box, where male characters acknowledge the box, but continue to leer through the glass.


  



  Gender


  It’s no secret that the primary intended audience for video games remains straight white males, and that most of the game designers and producers are also straight males. As a result, in the narrative tug of war between depictions of femininity and masculinity, the discussion surrounding depictions of LGBT characters and gamers has often been overlooked. As the Mass Effect series of games, for example, slowly became more inclusive of female characters, it also slowly incorporated potential LGBT relationships. Over the long timespan between Mass Effect and Mass Effect 3, characters were finally able, in the final portion of the trilogy, enjoy homosexual relationships (Krobova, Moravec, and Svelch). Of course, most recently, Overwatch, a multiplayer first-person shooter game, revealed that its flagship character, Tracer, was gay.


  Interestingly, the major issue of modern gaming depictions of gay or transgendered people is one, primarily, of representation rather than stereotyping or outright discrimination. Homosexual or transgendered people rarely appear in games, and when they do, it is often as a non-player character (NPC), or as someone who has little to no agency, needing to be rescued by the gamer. This, however, seems to occur in a small number of video games—for the most part games and their production studios fail in their representation of gay or transgendered people. One small exception is in Grand Theft Auto IV, in which one of the player’s missions, through the character of Niko, is to save “his homosexual friend Bernie from some thuggish gay bashers” (Bissell 174). But that example is essentially where any sizable depiction of a gay or transgendered character ends. Yes, Mass Effect or The Sims allows players to engage in same-sex relationships, but, interestingly, that is an option rather than an edict of the design. In other words, when it comes to representations of gay or transgendered people, players are often allowed by the game studios to “opt out” (or, alternatively, to go through a longer process to “opt in”) from role-playing as a homosexual character. This phenomenon exists in few other games: Lara Croft will always be a female because the game designers do not allow the players to choose otherwise. Ellie and Joel from The Last of Us will always be a young female and an older male. Only in the realm of fantasy role-playing games, and then only sparingly, can characters choose the gender of their avatar—sexuality often does not even factor into those decisions, thus consigning gay or transgendered video gamers to having to play a small set of games16 if they wish to adopt an avatar or player character that closely represents their own identities.


  Interestingly, there are few, if any, openly gay characters in science fiction about video gaming. This is surprising, because homosexuality has long been depicted in science fiction. At first, many depictions of homosexuality, for example, were “overwhelmingly stereotypic and one-dimensional,” featuring “effeminate caricature[s], a man-hating amazon, or a bloodthirsty vampire” (Garber and Paleo x). As time passed, however, science fiction authors brought forward more forgiving and realistic portraits of gender confusion or homosexual activity, spurred on by “increased visibility of lesbians and gay men in postwar American society” (Garber and Paleo x), a trend that continues forward today. Yet, rare is the gay character in science fiction narratives about video gaming.


  Additionally, gender switching is part and parcel of the video gaming world: after all, players can adopt any guise they choose, and this ability—which most likely originated in fantasy role-playing games—has become a common thematic thread in science fiction renderings of video gaming. This idea of men performing the roles of women, and vice versa, has powered multiple narratives, both in adult and juvenile science fiction. Interestingly, then, it could be said that gender and transgender identity has been more well explored in video gaming than in depictions of video gaming. Although some novels play with the narrative device of a male gamer playing a female role, or vice versa, depictions of LGBT issues are almost entirely overlooked; there are, quite simply, very few, if any “gay gamers” in science fiction depictions of video gaming culture.


  Piers Anthony’s 1993 novel Killobyte focuses, at the start, almost entirely on gender-switching. A new video game platform allows a virtual reality-like experience in which players can actually “enter” a game and participate in a variety of tasks and missions. Both Walter, a wheelchair-bound former police officer, and Baal, a young diabetic woman contemplating suicide, “escape” from their own gamespaces and into the game itself. However, doing so allows them to switch their gender, and this process leads to some discomfiting moments for both characters. At first, Walter wonders about character selection, thinking to himself that there were no real choices in character creation, for “what female player would choose less than the most attractive woman?” and “what male player would settle” for any but the most handsome and muscular man? (30). Walter, who accidentally chooses to have a female character during the character creation process, is “intrigued” by the idea, but worries that male characters may choose to try to “score” with his female character (31). The use of the word “score” carries an effective double entendre here: both the idea of men sexually pursuing women, and also the concept of more experienced players victimizing new ones in order to increase their experience points or their score. In order to progress in the mission, however, Walter, in his female guise, has to “vamp” for the guards in order to distract them. The thought of doing so immediately distresses him, and he delays that part of the mission because he is “not able to stomach such an effort” (34). Soon, when confronted with a scantily-clad female character within the game, Walter realizes “with a small start” that his “masculine interest” was diminishing (35). Instead of abandoning the game which is clearly in the process of forcing him to question his sexual identity, Walter continues and even decides to “vamp” the guards, although he is repulsed by “the idea of trying to lure a man himself, as if it were a homosexual encounter” (40). Yet, in the process of luring a guard by bearing his breasts, Walter learns the process of “being an unwilling woman” (41).


  Although Walter admits that the game scenario “made him think” (31), it only carries him so far in terms of sexual identity. He is willing to explore—perhaps even embrace—what it means to be a woman but is entirely unable to divorce himself from the basis of his masculinity, which is being a straight male. As a result, Walter, who progresses to the point to being completely absorbed in the idea of becoming a female and all of the unseemly requirements contained within, finds his own narrative world interrupted by the notion of his performing a transgendered act—by being a male pretending to be a woman who is attractive to a male. His quick recoiling at the concept of anything potentially homosexual, or anything he perceives to be non-normative sexuality, clearly shows that the game is willing to teach, and Walter is willing to learn, so long as it involves standard normative sexual ideas. The introduction of anything else within the game threatens to shatter Walter’s willing suspension of disbelief.


  What makes Walter’s observations so unusual, however, is in a later flashback chapter, the reader learns how he got paralyzed. As Walter tells his story, he seems to carry a decidedly unfriendly attitude toward at least one woman. Walter was once a police officer who became entangled in a romantic relationship with Lori, a domestic abuse victim. Conway Minke, the spurned husband shoots Walter in the spine, essentially emasculating Walter. As soon as Walter meets Lori, his eyes are drawn to her “nice bosom” (65), and the die is already cast. Walter cannot contain himself. It is a fairly straightforward plot, one that has been repeated numerous times in literature and cinema. What makes Walter’s viewpoints so interesting, however, is that he appears to feel that he is not only a victim of Conway, but also of Lori, the abuse victim and also Walter’s lover. Even though Walter takes Lori to his apartment in order to keep her away from Conway, he places the blame for his actions almost solely on Lori. “She was desperate,” Walter thinks to himself, “so she was using him, but he was helpless against it” (67). Walter finishes his shift, finding Lori “in a sheer negligee [⁠…] [s]he had a perfect figure” (67). Lori tells him, “I don’t have any money, but I can pay,” before exposing her breasts to him (67). Walter almost comically thinks to himself, “no doubt now: she was trying to seduce him” (67), and thus, their relationship is born. Lori is the real-world damsel in distress, Killobyte’s “Princess in the Castle” who needs rescuing from an undesirable male by, presumably, a desirable one, tinged with honor and appropriate musculature.


  When Walter gets shot by Conway Minke and becomes unable to have sex, Lori leaves him, “of course” (73). Walter realizes that she was no longer “prostituting herself” by the end of their relationship but was instead not interested in the idea of “caring for a man who could no longer perform” (73). Throughout this chapter, Anthony—through Walter—portrays a woman who is at first someone who feels the need to have sex to receive protection, but then falls in love with the man, only to leave him when he can no longer have sex with her. The highly sexualized (or, to use Anthony’s term, “vamped”) Lori is a close relative of the average female video game character: poorly characterized, sexually driven plot mover, but also, physically perfect (at least in the eyes of a male gamer). In other words, Walter lived out a gamer fantasy in the gamespace, and, ironically, it is only through the game itself that he can actually seem to reach a clearer understanding of femininity and the pressures of becoming that “unwilling woman” (41). The gamespace doesn’t allow Walter to make those connections, but the game does. Still, Walter notes to himself to stay with male avatars from here on, as being “the wrong sex” caused “problems [⁠…] that he preferred to avoid” (61). Walter seems to be willing to admit to some of the issues that face females and female gamers—only so long as he has to actually be female. Otherwise, he would rather stay within his comfortable masculinity.


  Baal, however, chooses to become a man simply to see what would happen. She is immediately faced with a mission to rescue a princess, which prompts some eye-rolling reluctance on her part: “Marry the damsel?” she thinks to herself sarcastically (45). Of course, the “rescue the beautiful woman” mission has been a trope of video games practically since their popularization. However, she quickly adopts the guise of the handsome, muscular young man, and she begins to see the game—and her gamespace—through a lens of masculinity. Her male character stumbles across a group of mostly nude women, and Baal describes them as typically video game-styled women: “nymphlike, with flowing waist-length hair, large breasts, narrow waists, and long firm-fleshed legs.” Baal immediately feels inferior, noting that she “would love to have a body like that” (50). At one point, Baal fantasizes about being a female gamer playing as a male avatar who has sex with a female video game character, calling the prospect “quite intriguing” (80). Baal’s flirtation with the idea, however, ends quickly, as the mission continues, and Baal continues only to admire the princess’s “lush” body (81).


  To get to the castle to save the princess, Baal, just like Walter, needs to distract the characters of the opposite gender, and she does so by luring a young, buxom woman to her male character. Like Walter, Baal is repulsed by the idea. She does not want to “indulge in male-female sex [⁠…] not while she was in a body of the wrong gender. She was even less inclined to female-female sex, regardless of body” (52). Baal soon realizes, however, that this virtual female character was “programmed” to be a “creature crafted for sex” and wonders if “this [could] be the way the average man [sees] the average woman?” (52). Sex is, Baal notes dryly, “a part of this game” (88). Baal ultimately fails in her mission, however, as she forgets to put on clothing before rescuing the princess, and the sight of a nude man entering her bedroom causes the princess to scream, alerting the guards. Later, Baal, playing in the guise of a female avatar, realizes that the game world doesn’t allow “for the lesser strength of women,” and the idea of her having equal strength to a man startles her and temporarily destroys her immersion in the game environment (159). In other words, the game is so adept at allowing people to switch genders that one particular issue—not having typical levels of strength—is such that it becomes nearly alarming. This is not a routine observation by Baal, but one of genuine surprise. Her femininity in the game is somehow made more noticeable by the idea that the game is not making allowances for it: she has the proportional strength of a man, and, thus, has some masculine characteristics even when playing as a female character. That is where the shattering of immersion occurs for Baal.


  Baal’s adventure is somewhat more nuanced than Walter’s, but they both, even after showing a willingness to embrace the experience of the opposite gender, tends to be willing to reject any transgendered or homosexual behavior immediately. From Baal’s perspective, however, her adopted masculinity allows her to achieve a subtler perspective on power relationships between genders: as a male, she is motivated primarily be sex or sexuality, and such a thing is even dangerous at times. Walter realizes that his adopted femininity allows him to become more comfortable with some of the concepts of being a somewhat powerless female, left only to her sexuality as a way to achieve her goals. Within these very early experiences of Baal and Walter, Anthony pieces together a sympathetic idea of sharing gender roles, but he only goes so far. The era in which this book was written is the same era in which the United States would soon adopt the infamous “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy concerning gay people in the military, a policy which effectively was a governmental platform encouraging homosexuals to stay firmly closeted, and bias and discrimination toward those who were openly gay was rampant.


  Killobyte is really one of the only science fiction works about video gaming that has tackled, albeit in a roundabout manner, issues of gender identity in a somewhat positive, or at least, exploratory manner. Juvenile science fiction (discussed in a later chapter) has occasionally approached this topic as well, but there has been a relative drought regarding this particular topic. One possible reason for this is that the source material itself—video games—has rarely directly broached the subject in its own narratives. Although some games, such as Mass Effect or The Sims provide for the potential for homosexual relationships, there has been little else. Even though science fiction has routinely depicted LGBT issues over the past five decades, depictions—especially sympathetic depictions—of these same issues in science fiction narratives about video gaming culture remain rather sparse.


  5


  Fighting “the Man”: Against Governments and Corporations


  



  
    “‘Pressing buttons and playing make-believe’ describes several important sectors of the economy, not least the entire financial industry. What is banking, if not pressing buttons and asking everyone to make believe that the outcomes have value?”—For the Win [176]

  


  If there isn’t one single villain in a video game, there is a strong chance that the player will be battling against a faceless corporation or a corrupt government (or both). This act of rebellion or struggle against a dominating power is quite different from the concepts of militarism seen elsewhere. Works such as Armada and Ender’s Game often promote, even tangentially, the benefits of a rigid military structure1 as well as the importance of a never-say-die military, complete with awe-inspiring amounts of finances and equipment. Even in texts that do not directly address the military, there still exists some form of militarism or militaristic endorsement, either through close mimicry of first-person shooters or the military background of the characters. Sometimes, however, the rebellion is homegrown, and is often against entities far more faceless and frightening than alien races: governments and corporations.


  The irony in all of this, of course, is that, in order to play a top-selling video game (not an “indie” title, which is often created by small development studios), gamers have to give money to massive corporations. And they must, if they want to enjoy the full experience of the game, including add-ons, DLC, and so on, give even more money to corporations. Companies like Maxis, Blizzard, Valve, Rockstar North, Konami, Capcom, and Nintendo make billions of dollars by creating “must have” video games, as well as numerous aftermarket purchases, such as downloadable content (DLC). More so, some video game companies, such as Electronic Arts, are often openly reviled by video game fans, many of whom still inexplicably continue to purchase EA products. These video games are often not only marketed as “just” video games in industry conferences such as the Electronic Entertainment Expo; they are marketed as cultural events, and gamers who cannot attend in person can enjoy livestreams of the presentations.


  Alongside this, however, is an ever-present and abiding mistrust of gaming companies, who are often narrowly missing any number of pitfalls in order to please fans. Radical redesigns or no redesigns at all, poor voice acting, too much or too little content, poor storylines, and so on, are all excuses for gamers to begin criticizing not only the game, but the game company as well. Few companies, if any, are immune to criticism; the outcry of gamers can be as swift as it is harsh, and major failures—such as Rocksteady’s PC port of Batman: Arkham Knight, which was essentially unplayable—places a heavy strain on a company’s public relations department. Game companies are more accessible than they ever have been, and gamers take to Twitter, Facebook, and any number of other online blogs, review sites, and so on, to register their dissatisfaction, no matter how small or minute.


  The frustration gamers feel is clear, and numerous message boards for almost every game that’s been released are often filled with complaints (both valid and not), suggestions, and desires for ways to improve the game. Online games such as Overwatch have forums in which players routinely dissect the “balance” of the game and plead with Blizzard to make changes to make the game more enjoyable. Other games, such as Mass Effect 3, were the subject of massive amounts of fan scorn, primarily because the game and the company (in this case, Electronic Arts) failed to create a plausible plot line as promised. In this instance, the Mass Effect franchise had built its reputation on gamer choices dramatically impacting the narrative. For example, a player can choose to pursue romantic relationships with particular characters or are forced to make a choice to save the life of one character over another. The “conversation trees” are reminiscent of the Choose Your Own Adventure books, and the storyline over the first two portions of the Mass Effect franchise were widely admired for allowing the gamer to “control” the narrative.


  However, Mass Effect 3 seemed to negate many of the choices made not only within its own game structure, but also within the entire franchise.2 Although some sequences changed based on the decisions made by players in previous games, there were only eight possible endings to Mass Effect 3, seven of which were essentially indistinguishable, leading to widespread common perceptions of the game featuring only two endings (“Endings,” IGN). As a result, the fan outcry was severe, and the ire was directed at Electronic Arts. Electronic Arts found itself again facing the wrath of the gaming community during the clumsy rollout of SimCity, a rebooted franchise that is adored by its fans. The SimCity series was produced by Maxis before the company was purchased by EA. However, SimCity, under EA’s leadership, placed bizarre restrictions on city sizes and required gamers to always be online while playing the game. Combine these issues with an overly clunky interface, and SimCity fans were again quick to point fingers at EA for producing a sub-par product. The outrage was fierce enough that EA eventually offered players free copies of games from their back catalog to stem the flow of constant criticism (Karmali).3


  Fan loyalty is a fickle thing, and those fans who openly admired Mass Effect quickly turned on the company that produced it, primarily because the franchise faltered at its most critical moment. On the other hand, similar games which rely on players “controlling” the interactions and impacting the storyline, such as TellTale Games’s The Walking Dead series, are widely appreciated for their ability to continually adapt storylines based on the gamer’s often split-second decisions. There is little consternation directed at TellTale Games, primarily because their formula has remained steadily successful throughout their franchises.


  It can be easily said, then, that the relationship between gamers and the companies that produce video games is often tenuous. Unlike other art forms, such as music or painting or film, there is a particular expectation of interactivity. Within that interactivity lies the heart of the relationship between the gamer and the company. If a musical artist releases an album that does not meet expectations, or if a film is not considered to be subjectively “good,” the outrage is minimal and short-lived. After all, the audience only needs to interact with an album or a film, for example, for a few hours at most, and they can choose to take it or leave it. In the video gaming realm, however, video gamers carry with them expectations of in-depth storylines, cutting edge graphics, playability, and control, among other desires. Video games often feature hundreds of hours of content, and gamers wish to enter the immersive environment, an environment that does not exist in every other form of entertainment. With few exceptions, a successful game will often make the company relatively “invisible” to gamers. However, games that feature multiple issues or shatter expectations in a negative manner often place the corporation directly in the crosshairs of player’s ire, even temporarily. Although some companies, such as Blizzard and Valve, have maintained a somewhat sterling reputation, other companies have struggled with gamer expectations. Much of this has to do with the perceived quality of the product: Blizzard and Valve have made legendary games such as Overwatch, Diablo, Half-Life and Portal, among others, and have a penchant for fan-friendly services, promotions, and events. Given the blowback surrounding Mass Effect, is not surprising that Electronic Arts finished at the top for most hated companies in the website The Consumerist’s annual poll in 2012 and 2013 (Morran).


  Yet, there is a separation between the game and the gamespace, or at least enough of one to allow video gamers consistently clean consciences when they purchase a product that is flawed. Within the game, however, a video gamer is often asked to battle some sort of ruling power or substitute for ruling power, often all on their own, or in online games, with a pocket of others. In games and franchises as diverse as Crysis, Resident Evil, The Legend of Zelda, Dark Souls, and Final Fantasy VII, among many others, the basic plot of the story is: there is something or someone with great power that needs to be overthrown. Go do it. The process of doing so is the game itself, the long journey to make your character or characters powerful enough to finish the game, which usually means some sort of restoration of freedom or peace (or sequels) upon the afflicted peoples and lands.


  In science fiction, the game and the gamespace are often depicted as separate, but the tension between the two creates numerous opportunities for plotting. The idea of a lone gamer (or a small set of gamers) rebelling against an entity may be a sort of vicarious wish fulfillment for many gamer characters in science fiction. Although corporations “control” their purchases through the release and hyping of their products, the gamer may silently wish for a better alternative, or series of alternatives. Add into that caustic brew the continued concerns about the current American government, the growth of the surveillance state, and the domination of corporations through news media and social media outlets, and the idea of gamers rebelling against companies becomes far more feasible. In many of those instances, the skills that gamers use within the game become readily transferable to the gamespace. Concepts of military tactics, shooting, and strategy, and the knowledge otherwise gleaned from being a devout “hardcore” gamer, become valuable commodities in the overthrow of numerous companies and corporations.


  Of course, many of the major corporations and government entities that appear in science fiction narratives about video gaming do far more than simply release flawed games. They often dominate society and culture, and worse, break some of the cardinal rules of gaming. The IOI in Ready Player One is simply a large corporation comprised of the most aggravating kind of online gamer—the cheater. Although tactics such as help guides and assistance from gaming friends are acceptable, monetized corporate assistance becomes more problematic. The IOI employs thousands of gamers to do things other than gaming as well: they crack codes, do research, and the like. In the IOI, then, it is safe to say that there is a clear definition of what Ernest Cline, or at least Parzival and his friends, considers to be unfair in video gaming: the sharing of resources (which they personally do not do until the very end of their adventure), and the use of research by those who don’t already maintain some familiarity with “geekdom.” Having non-geeks translate, research, and then propagate, for example, the script of War Games, is the worst form of cheating. In order to be as much of a geek as Parzival, one has to memorize not only the dialogue of the film, but also each movement of the characters. This, in the eyes of Parzival, and perhaps Cline, the true credibility of the geek: they can perform and recall long pieces of obscure information when called to do so. Everyone else is just pretending to be geeks. This is a clear affront in the world if Ready Player One, and the IOI seeks to essentially monetize geekdom while also taking over the online world in which a majority of the populace reside.


  The IOI follows the letter of the rules of the game, but not the spirit. Like the Master Control Program in Tron, which enriches itself—both financially and in terms of larger sets of skills—through the “absorption” of other programs, the IOI instead absorbs other gamers, turning them into corporate drones sitting in offices and engaging in data-sharing. The joy and challenge of reenacting War Games line by line and movement by movement is sucked dry, replaced by a large group of people who are adept at reading walkthroughs and transmitting the answers in real time to their compatriots. In the IOI, there is no joy, simply a crushing and overriding desire to profit and ultimately dominate both the game and the gamespace. Creating an army of online avatars that move in unison toward a goal that is supposed to be pursued by individuals or small groups simply violates the idea of “fair” gaming. The IOI essentially hacks the game and puts the odds deeply in their favor by simply swapping accounts across many individuals. In doing so, the individual IOI employees create a sort of uber-capitalistic and meritocratic paradise, where they are reduced to the latest results and the latest rankings. Much like the high player score screens on arcade machines around the world, the IOI attempts to make all IOI employees top players.


  The inverse situation occurs in Ken MacLeod’s The Restoration Game. Although The Restoration Game is often pegged as a “thriller,” it does depict a world in which MMORPGs are not only relevant, but vital. The fictional and tiny republic of Krassnia, a part of the former Soviet Union, decides to use an online game to meet and to sow the seeds of revolutionary thought. With the help of the CIA, which has a distinct geopolitical interest in Krassnia’s independence, the “revolution would not just be televised: it would be computer gamed” (48).


  The Restoration Game, then, is emblematic of one nearly constant feature of depictions of video gaming in science fiction: the video game itself is a tool for rebelling against some sort of controlling entity, ranging from governments to corporations to, sometimes, the video game publishers themselves. Within the confines of the game, Krassnia’s people begin to foment revolution against the repressive government, and the CIA, along with Krassnian and game programmer Lucy Stone, work to assist with the overthrow. Stone is mildly interested in helping, primarily because her parents suffered under the repressive regime of Krassnia (and Stalin) as well, and The Restoration Game’s narrative is littered with “real” documents that describe their own trials in the country. Soon, the rebellion is in full swing, and violence, looting, and crime sweeps through Krassnia. No small part of this, however, is that Stone originally designed the MMORPG to mimic that fictional country’s folkloric bible: the Krassniad. Soon, the game and the gamespace blur, as the game no longer functions as only “a safe space for organizing,” but “the whole legend and folklore stuff” begins to fire a distinct “nationalistic mood on the streets” (160). Thus, and partially by accident, do average Krassnians begin to embrace their heritage, and, more importantly, their difference from the repressive regimes that surround and dominate their everyday lives.


  The idea of fighting “the man,” however, has dominated current juvenile science fiction. Numerous works feature antagonists that are major gaming corporations with desires for world domination. Within these conflicts lie a concern for juveniles that may not exist for adults: the idea of video games as manipulative, almost addictive, and ultimately damaging. Adult readers, especially long-time fans of video games, may take a more jaded view toward this belief.


  6


  Juvenile Science Fiction and the Future


  



  
    “He turns and faces the human—the one who controls him—and intones, ‘Bored now.’”—Guy in Real Life [52]

  


  Those of us who grew up in the 1980s could make a conceivable case for being digital pioneers. The growth of the arcade, personal computing, consoles dedicated to video gaming, and (admittedly clunky) wireless phones all slowly crept into our households. In my childhood home, for example, the progression was quick: we moved from a Tandy computer, purchased new from Radio Shack (my game of choice was Peanut Butter Panic, which was played off a cassette) to a Nintendo Entertainment System. The 20-foot telephone cord was rendered obsolete by wireless phones that buzzed wildly after going without charging for a half an hour. The number of channels we could receive went from less than a dozen to over 70 in, literally, one night. And the typewriter gave way to the sickly orange glow of a word processor, which soon gave way to a personal computer with a 1440 baud modem.


  But if this generation were the digital pioneers, it’s well known that this current generation, those born in the mid–1990s and later, are digital natives. In other words, those 20-foot telephone cords are completely foreign to them, and nearly every device in their household is electronic or online-capable in some way, from their hot water heaters to their thermostats, from their smartphones to their video game consoles. These digital natives are navigating effortlessly through an environment that demands attention from all quarters while streamlining just how that attention is given to that device. This same generation is also growing alongside a new wave of juvenile science fiction that appears to be addressing issues of gender, violence, and identity in a far more inclusive manner. Interestingly, in the 2004 book Got Game, authors John Beck and Mitchell Wade argued that the new generation of digital natives who played video games will learn lessons that previous generations would eschew, including ignoring the advice of elders who are deemed out of touch, an embrace of trial-and-error, and an acknowledgment that the first person to finish is the winner (19). This metamorphosis in generational mindset can be seen in much of the juvenile science fiction literature featuring video gaming as a primary concept. Interestingly, however, and perhaps this is because the authors themselves are not digital natives, juvenile science fiction continues to mine many of the same stereotypes as do their adult counterparts: video gaming as a dangerous and/or addictive pastime, fighting back against an oppressive power, and the poor social skills (and worse physique) of the “geek” abounds.


  It would be overly optimistic to argue that this newer generation has somehow progressed beyond the political and ideological hang-ups that created groups like Gamergate and Sad Puppies. Instead, the more likely scenario is that juvenile science fiction about video games is more prevalent as book companies (and teachers) desperately try to get tween and teen males to read. As stated in the American Library Association’s Library Technology Report, “The group that libraries seem to lose is the teenagers—specifically the boys. As librarians, we then have to hope they will come back as parents, business owners, lifelong learners, or seniors. But what connections and relationships have we built with them to support that hope?” (Levine 18). Hence the advent of not only books (both fiction and non-fiction) that feature “gross” material such as fart powders, feces, skin diseases, and the like, but of male teen-friendly subjects such as video games and sports. Juvenile science fiction about video games is a natural extension of the same basic desire for publishing companies to tap into an often-reluctant group of readers, teens and tween males who, ironically, may rather be playing video games in reality than reading.


  And, in some ways, children can no longer avoid video games. They are no longer outside of the realm of affordability,1 even for those who may have lower incomes, and video games are no longer consigned to an area in the shopping mall. Games can be played on cell phones, console, on Web sites, and so on. The ready availability of video games for all people have made them ubiquitous in the lives of many children, and those who introduce children to video games seem, more and more, to be parents rather than peers. The mom or dad who grew up playing Nintendo 64 games are possibly introducing the Nintendo Switch or the PlayStation 4 to the household at an early age. Of course, video game companies are aware of this growing segment of future (and current) video game players, and, thus, are spending massive amounts of time and money to create new video gamers. Even casual games are now designed to bring people repeatedly back to a game or to conduct microtransactions, which some have noted to be akin to the same emotional relationship as gambling (Bakan 22). The addictive nature of these games benefit company’s bottom lines, as, if a child isn’t pushing for a microtransaction purchase from their parent, they are repeatedly returning to the game as quickly as they can in order to pursue the next goal or to continue caring for their character. In other words, it is entirely possible that this generation, these digital natives, have little autonomy in terms of their video game habits. Video game companies continue to spend millions of dollars on video games that insinuate themselves into the lives of the young, starting as early as elementary school, with games such as Webkinz and Club Penguin, among others, which encourage daily interactions with the game (indeed, in some cases, the game punishes a user for not logging in daily) and spending money on small items intended to allow customization of characters (Bakan 21–22).


  This, of course, makes video game companies sound insidious. That’s not the case. Video game companies are taking the same path as numerous other industries in wending their way into the conscious of the younger generations. Think of how McDonald’s markets to children, or how numerous candy or toy companies consistently push kids toward purchasing items or getting their parents to purchase them. In the 1980s, for example, Saturday morning cartoons were a staple of most households, and the cartoons were little more than long-form advertisements for toy brands such as Transformers, Barbie, or G.I. Joe. To go back further, the 1950s and 1960s (and even into the 1980s) tobacco companies strategically placed advertisements introducing children to cigarette brands. Like it or not, a simple maxim of American capitalism is that children are born into a world where they will almost immediately be inundated with advertisements geared to make them into lifelong customers of a variety of products. Video game marketing is just the latest symptom of American capitalistic enterprise.


  Tor Seidler’s Brainboy and The Deathmaster has a rather stereotypical juvenile fiction plot: a young, but genius, outcast becomes recruited by a mysterious figure who turns out to be evil, setting up a confidence- and ego-boosting showdown for our young protagonist. In this instance, Darryl, who is orphaned after his family dies in a fire, spends much of his time playing a series of puzzle games while in a foster home. He has isolated himself from most human contact, but his new roommate Boris immediately calls him a “nerd” (4). Boris is the antithesis of Darryl: a loud, outspoken chain smoker with a misdemeanor past, and the two come into conflict almost immediately, with Boris stealing Darryl’s fictional GameMaster game system before leaving the home. In some ways, Boris is unwittingly doing Darryl a favor, for Seidler notes that Darryl’s escapism has gone too far:


  
    He’d played the game hundreds of times. MasterTrek, like all GameMaster games, required manual dexterity, but brainpower was far more crucial, and after his first few attempts, he’d always made it home to Earth with minutes to spare. In fact, his secret objective these days was to make it in half an hour [7].

  


  Darryl’s obsessiveness—coupled with his natural intelligence—earns him the attention of the inventor of the GameMaster system, Keith Masterly, and Masterly takes Darryl to his secret base to work on science projects. The place—Paradise Labs—seems like “geek” or “nerd” heaven, where sports are derided as “a gigantic waste of time” (69) and Darryl finds himself surrounded by similar outcasts with equally tragic backstories. Mario is “small for his age”; Billy has “flaming red pimples” (109); Paul is “extremely fat”; Greg is “prissy” (110). Only the two females, Suki and Nina, get a pass on the seemingly two-for-one special on geekiness and physical infirmity. Of the group, however, the narrative focuses primarily on Darryl and Nina and their burgeoning friendship. Suki and the others fade to the background almost as soon as they appear in the narrative.


  Outside of the stereotypical “geek” shell that surrounds the narrative of the book, though, video games are seen in a somewhat positive light. For each of the characters, video games are a means to an end: for many of the children in the narrative, especially Darryl, video games are not only an outlet or an escape from the tragic everyday existence, but also a method of connecting with others. Darryl and BJ bond over their interested in the Master game series and soon become fast friends. For each of the characters, playing video games allows for an exclusive membership into a very niche group where similar people reside. In some cases, this is entirely literal, as the best Master game players are taken and placed into a research team at Paradise Labs. In other cases—such as the often-frosty relationship between BJ and Boris—the mutual interest in video games alleviates conflicts.


  Yet, there is also a perverse wish fulfillment that occurs in Brainboy and the Deathmaster. Masterly uses the video game as a test for intelligence and solving problem skills, and only the best children go to the Lab. Of course, Masterly can’t just choose random intelligent children off of the street; instead, he created a series of orphanages and foster homes across the state and “harvests” the children from those homes. Thus, upon getting Masterly’s attention, the video game playing child receives a family of sorts. Over the span of the narrative, Darryl goes from completely alone to being a part of a large group of children and a smaller group of adults (many of whom were lobotomized by Masterly to keep them quiet). In fact, Masterly’s original plan was to adopt the child who made the breakthrough, thus giving that child a permanent family and access to the family’s wealth. In this regard, video games create rather than destroy families, and this seems to be the underlying thesis of Seidler’s work: that not only are video games useful for barometers of intelligence and skill, but those who can excel at the form will find a group of people who not only share mutual interest but become de facto families.


  An argument could be made that Seidler capitalizes on the “video games are bad” narrative, but the exact opposite is true. The fictional video games that appear in the novel are the glue which holds the characters (and the narrative) together. Video games are not a source of conflict, but a way of showing one’s aptitude and abilities, a paean to the egalitarian nature of the arcades. If one were to apply a series of video game theory lenses to this work, the narrative itself, especially after Darryl goes to Paradise Labs, plays out like a series of video game achievements—Darryl has to complete a particular task in order to be recognized, and, indeed, for the children who are successful in their research, Masterly puts into a massive display case a statue that looks just like the child. Achievements are marked in this way much as they are in video gaming; completing a certain task allows one to “display” not only one’s achievements, but also one’s prowess. The “best” gamers are those who not only have a large number of achievements, but they also display the virtual trophies in terms of how rare earning such a trophy can be. Although completing a game or mission may result in a trophy, doing something such as completing the entire game within a certain time limit or without having to restart will earn a much rarer trophy. Other online users can often see these accomplishments, and the rarer the trophies one has, the greater their gaming skill. When Darryl makes his scientific breakthrough, Masterly exclaims, “We’re going to have to add a wing to the trophy case just for Darryl” (221), even though this appears to be Darryl’s only trophy at this point in the narrative. In other words, Darryl’s breakthrough needs to be displayed in a grand fashion in order for others to understand his accomplishments.


  Although being adept at video games is the underlying cause of Darryl’s adventure, his growth as a character is due almost entirely to his rejection of video gaming as a life-sustaining process. Darryl’s coping with his traumatic childhood as well as his friendships are entirely, at the start of the novel, predicated on video gaming. Seidler seems to emphasize that, in order for Darryl (and his friends) to progress to a more appropriate existence within the gamespace, they have to somehow eschew the importance of video games, if not avoid video games altogether. Darryl’s rejection of video gaming is something that ultimately saves his life and the lives of others. Herein lies, again, a repeated trope in science fiction depictions of video gaming: that video games themselves are destructive pastimes, often leading young and impressionable individuals toward a life of malaise and lassitude at best, criminal activity at worst.


  The evils of a shadowy government, known as the Central Allocations committee, provide much of the impetus for action in Conor Kostick’s Epic. Set in a future where humanity’s descendants have left Earth in order to start anew, the colonists play an online virtual reality game called, fittingly, Epic. The game was originally designed to prevent conflicts—quite possibly the reason for the destruction of Earth—in a peaceful, but virtual, manner. As one character states bluntly, “Epic is not, I repeat not, a game” adding that the world’s very economy and justice system is tied into the game itself (155). And like many of the overarching governmental or corporate organizations that dominated science fiction surrounding video gaming, Epic exists to subjugate, or, at the least, to distract. Over time, however, the scales between good and evil, wealthy and poor, are so weighted that a revolution simply has to occur.


  Colonists who have some gripes with Central Allocations or their policies can challenge the group to online combat by “clipping” into a virtual arena. Unfortunately, Central Allocations has created a virtual supergroup of video game avatars that are practically unbeatable; their ownership of these creations is facilitated by their immense wealth. Epic has metamorphosed from a conflict resolution tool to a game that inherently favors the wealthy at the expense of the poor. Thus, Epic fails as a conflict resolution tool, but instead propagates an unfair economic system. The poor can indeed turn toward Central Allocations for recompense, but they know that the playing field is as unequal in the gamespace as it is in the game itself.


  Into the fray steps a small group of villagers, led by teen Erik Haraldson, who challenges Central Allocations, and eventually vanquishes Epic by the end of the novel. Erik and his group upset the order of things, in particular the oligarchy that plagues the new colony. In rising to challenge Central Allocations, Erik and his group essentially subvert the gamespace by realizing the game itself has created inequality in both the gamespace and the game. Like Seidler’s Brainboy, Epic relies on the rejection and destruction of video gaming as a medium. Erik and his fellow villagers, once consigned to the tedium of mining and begging for Central Allocations to provide them with additional goods, shatter the poverty and grind of their gamespace by essentially deleting the game from their collective conscience. As a result, Epic seems to work to subvert the continually held idea that gaming has some benefits; in this instance, video gaming is a pacification tool, and the blur between game and gamespace is a poisonous one. Wealthy gamers in Epic dominate the poor gamers in Epic; wealthy gamers in the gamespace dominate the poor gamers in the gamespace. Instead of gamers finding some release in a game from the drudgery of their gamespace, the game itself only heightens the contrast. There is no such thing as an escape to video gaming; video gaming only exacerbates the gamespace itself. As the character Anonemuss exclaims, “This is no game to these people; it is a desperate struggle for power!” (281).


  Thus, when Erik and his group deletes Epic, they do so with the willingness of almost all of the other colonists on the planet. They intend to overthrow Central Allocations and strive to achieve a more “real” existence in which individual colonists can exert some control over their own lives. Given the opportunity to do so, Erik does not hesitate, telling the crowd that, so long as Epic continues, the people will descend “into a state of total impoverishment” (319). He further argues to the gathered masses that they seek a government that functions “openly” and “fairly” (320). In essence, Erik and his people ragequit the game: upset by the actions of the game, and the perceived (or real) unfairness in the structure of the game itself, they simply press the reset button and chuck the disc across the room.


  Of course, Erik and his group are also empowered by the video game itself, and the theme that runs throughout Epic is that of video gaming as a unique and commodifiable skillset. At the start of the novel, Erik is unable to do much in the video game with his avatar; he is so often destroyed by an “ancient” dragon that his parents essentially forbid him from playing that particular portion of the game. It is only when Erik chooses a new avatar and becomes more and more familiar with the game itself through multiple playthroughs and extended exposure to the game, that he starts to understand the game’s interior logic. And once he kills the dragon through strategizing and teamwork, Erik’s credibility among his peers soars, with kids running up to him on the streets and calling him “Mister” and adults suddenly willing to follow his lead in a nascent revolution (181).


  And Erik’s new avatar: Cindella. Erik is at first embarrassed by his choice; after all, she is not only a completely different gender, but she is far weaker than almost any other avatar in the game. Upon creating Cindella, he feels “pleased” by the choice, hoping that he would be “luckier” as a female character (10). He then promptly puts all of his character’s points into one attribute: beauty. As a result, Erik worries that he will have to explain to his friends, who all populate “dull” and “grey” avatars, why he created Cindella (10). For Erik, “she was a genuine reflection of the mood he was in, a mood of nonconformity, of wanting to defy the usual conventions of the game” (11). Erik’s choice to become transgressively feminine, therefore, is an act of political rebellion. He chooses Cindella accidentally, but soon marries himself to the notion, for playing as an overly attractive female in Epic is completely antithetical to what every other player is doing. Even so, Cindella must rely initially on the help of more established characters, as they could complete their tasks more quickly than “a female character whose starting points had all been used on beauty” (29).


  Within the character of Cindella, then, exists less of a lesson about transgender issues or gender swapping. Compare this to Killobyte, for example, which focuses on how characters interact with one another’s desires sexually. In Epic, there is little sexuality that extends beyond teenage crushes. The creation, maintenance, and dominance of a “stunning” (11) “small, pale-skinned” woman “with red hair, green eyes, and a few freckles” (10) can be read as a stunning act of defiance, upending traditional notions of gender and sexuality in the game and the gamespace. Even though Erik is initially smitten with his own avatar, he chooses her less as an object of desire and more as an object of rebellion. He purposefully defies cultural norms within both the game and the gamespace, and, thus, sparks a revolution.


  Like many of the other works surrounding video games, however, Erik must make the choice to defeat or upend an evil regulating body—in this case, the governmental agency known as Central Allocations. Erik’s choice is simply to overthrow the agency by removing the source of their power: the game itself. Here again, in Epic, one sees some of the standard thematic threads at work: not only the overthrow of a corrupt or morally bankrupt system, but also the escape for a game. The game is depicted as a tool for an oppressive force, and thus, the only freeing aspect is to not have a game. Thus, video games again are depicted as creating slaves, many of whom have trouble separating fantasy and reality. Although Erik and his friends have developed the ability to outperform and out-strategize his fellow gamers, it comes at the cost of living in a faulty system.


  Like Neal Stephenson, however, Conor Kostick claims to have a casual interaction with video gaming, much of it based on sports simulation: “‘I very much enjoy computer games. My favorites tend to be online games, but I can be drawn into spending hours on strategy games. My nephew gets me to play fast moving football and racing games, and I find that these are also terrific fun. But reading is a much more significant activity for me’” (“Answers”). Although Kostick isn’t quite a cagey as Stephenson about his video gaming background and experience, he seems to have a casual attitude toward video gaming. Perhaps it is because he is aware of his own role as a writer for juveniles, but Kostick, in his lukewarm enjoyment of video games, quickly adds on that “reading is a much more significant activity.” This does not mean, of course, that he is somehow unable to imagine a full gaming universe in his fiction; it does, however, mean that, like Stephenson, Kostick falls back onto stereotyping (or ignoring gaming altogether) in several stretches of his work.


  As in Neal Stephenson’s Reamde, Cory Doctorow uses the idea of gold mining and internet transactions in MMORPGs as narrative fodder in For the Win. And, like Reamde, For the Win spans the entire globe and draws in characters of widely varying backgrounds, including Chinese gamers, a young woman living in Mumbai, and a young American man so obsessed with Chinese culture that he adopts a Chinese nom de plum and stays up all night so he can play games with his Chinese friends. Of course, like Reamde, a near-mystical confluence of events sets all of the characters on a collision course, and their interactions with the MMORPG become interactions in the gamespace as well. In Reamde, Stephenson uses gold mining as the impetus for the narrative; it sparks the plot and provides the protagonists with a reason to embark on their respective quests. In this instance, however, For the Win uses gold mining as a political platform exploring a host of issues, including slave labor and unjust labor practices.


  Although Doctorow is somewhat more politically correct in his descriptions of his characters, we get the sense that they continue to fall within the standard parameters of stereotyping. Food, awkwardness with the opposite sex, and a general rebellious nature generally dominate the male characterizations. To be sure, characters such as Matthew heighten video gaming into masculine fantasy. At one point, while getting assaulted, he imagines to himself an “entertaining vision” where he would pick up a war axe, “swinging it over his head like a dark elf, the whistle of the blade slicing the air, the meaty thunk as it hit the men” (14). But Matthew realizes that the vision is “ridiculous” and “useless” as well (14). Thus, from the very start, as Boss Wing’s men “correct” Matthew’s attempts to become his own gold farmer, Matthew’s sole method of resistance is to embrace fantasy: he is emasculated and inept, and soon submits to Boss Wing’s demands that Matthew work for him.


  Leonard, who identifies with Asian culture so much that he goes by the name Wei-Dong, is a more stereotypical character, however. In his desire to go gold mining with his Chinese online friends, he stays up all hours of the night, and his obsessiveness with online gameplaying leads his parents to try to enroll him in a military school. His grades have slipped and he is having “academic troubles” (50). His parents even test his hair follicles to make sure that all of the hours spend locked away in his room haven’t been the result of drug use. In an intervention, Wei-Dong’s is told by his guidance counselor, “You’re one term paper away from flunking two of your subjects: history and biology. You’ve gone from being an A student in math, English and social studies to a C-minus [⁠…] you’ve gone from being in the ninetieth percentile of Ronald Reagan Secondary School sophomores to the twelfth” (51). All because of video games. Wei-Dong knows, however, the dangers of conformity. His enrollment in military school would result, in his view, in a “mutilated personality,” who would be “a slack-jawed pod-person who’d been crammed into the happy-well-adjusted citizen mold that would carry him through adulthood as a good, trouble-free worker bee in the hive” (53). The character of Wei-Dong is quite simply the most stereotypical character in For the Win, a video game player who has become so obsessed with video games that his academic scores are slipping, in spite of his inherent intelligence. Wei-Dong’s rebellious streak is based primarily on his desire to embrace video games as a lifestyle, and, ironically, he succeeds when he escapes his trip to the military academy during a car accident. Wei-Dong runs away and blends in with the city, becoming a full-time gamer and gold farmer instead of becoming the “worker bee” he so dreads.


  Another character, Connor Prikkel, is someone who “found himself ground to a pulp between the gears of real world and theory-land” (126) and struggles to maintain non-virtual human relationships. His relationships, especially with women, end because he knows “he had some deficiency that caused him to live in the imaginary world” (126). This “imaginary world” is his academic and personal interest in video gaming, and he soon find himself as the worker bee at Coca-Cola, where his proposed Prikkel Equations mathematically explain how video games become “fun.” This, of course, continues to plunge Prikkel even deeper not only into game theory, but also into the games, and he becomes even more isolated from the world, which has become, for much of the novel, a caustic mixture of video gaming and profiteering off of video gaming. Although Prikkel plays a relatively minor role in For the Win, especially when compared to Wei-Dong and Mala, he, too, seems to bend toward some video gaming stereotypes, though both he and Wei-Dong successfully use video games for profit and to escape capitalist conformity. Here again is Wark’s ever-blurring difference between the game and the gamespace: within the game, the intrusion of basic capitalism, based so much on randomness and competition, means that even characters who wish to avoid the gamespace end up playing the capitalistic role within the game. The game, in other words, is most effective at mirroring reality in at least once since—the realm of garnering wealth and conducting transactions.


  The men in For the Win wrestle with their role in the game and the gamespace, but the female characters are the most prone to the manipulation of capitalistic forces. Mala, a young woman from Mumbai, however, has to resist more conventional gender roles, and her adroit ability to battle-plan on the fly in the game world earns her the nickname General Robotwallah. Yet, as she plays, she has to break down the stereotypically masculine boundaries of video gaming, having to play through the catcalls of the “hooting derisive boys” (32). When she is successful, however, the boys are cowed, and an interesting phenomenon occurs: “the girls, shy at first” begin “cheering and beating their fists on the walls and stamping their feet for each dramatic victory” (32). In this instance, Mala manages to immediately break down stereotypes and empower the women who watch her play the game. Unlike so many other novels, For the Win depicts video gaming as a great leveler—if one is talented enough, then it can earn equality and encourage others to pursue their desires as well. Robotwallah had gained enough respect, in fact, that her team of gamers begins to salute her, first in mockery and then in seriousness. She becomes a true leader of her small army, one that she wanted to lead to “victory and prosperity” (39). Mala not only subverts conventional gender stereotypes, but her success as a leader also allows her to reject, in many cases, the overarching principles of capitalistic enterprise. After some reluctance, Mala joins the Webblies, an online union designed to organize gamers in resisting their bosses. Although the Webblies struggle with their own corruption, there is little doubt that joining the union of Webblies is a net positive, and certainly a rejection of the fundamental capitalism of the gamespace itself.


  For the Win’s narrative, however, is clear, and it follows most juvenile literature about video gaming: sticking it to the man. Doctorow includes long asides about the history of a fight against oppression, name-checking unions and the Wobblies, and even going into in-depth descriptions of the type of work environment the typical gold farmer finds themselves in. Throughout the novel, Doctorow takes great care to depict his main characters as honest laborers fed up with the current labor situation, and their collective rebellion is meant to be sympathetic. Doctorow has a clear and definable agenda, and the fight against “the man” is as up-front and transparent as any other science fiction novel. The young characters grow tired of gold mining and giving a percentage of their profits to business owners, and so they start to form a union to protect their interest. Doctorow cites consumer theory and the Wobblies, among other things, to highlight the philosophy behind unionizing. In one deeply digressive passage, Doctorow explains how corporations dominate economies:


  
    Virtual gold is issued by companies. Game companies. Game companies who declare, “So many gold pieces can buy this piece of armor,” or “So many credits can buy this space ship,” or “So many Jools can buy this zeppelin.” And because they say it, it is true. Countries and their banks have to mess around with the ugly business of convincing citizens to believe what they say. [⁠…] Companies don’t have this problem. When Coca-Cola says that 76 groats will buy you one dwarvish axe in Svartalfheim Warriors, that’s it: the price of an axe is 76 groats. Don’t like it? Go play somewhere else [41].

  


  Although the politics and ideas in For the Win are clearly worn on its sleeve, the novel does use video gaming in a positive light. The start of the novel tends to focus on stereotypes: the obsessive gamer, and so on, but, eventually, as the gamers start to recognize their situation, organize and rebel against the businesses. These actions do have violent consequences, but, unlike in Epic, the game provides enlightenment rather than sedation. The fantasy-based MMORPG that dominates For the Win is unlike that in Epic or even Reamde: it is decidedly not the source of trouble, but is instead clearly an organizing tool, reminiscent of MacLeod’s Krassnia in The Restoration Game. While players gather to fight beasts and casts spells and hurl potions, that is only the surface-level environment that MMORPGs provide. For those gamers seeking greater things, the MMORPG provides a massive social network that draws together like-minded people. Like the pamphlets and town-hall meetings of the past, the video game becomes a tool for organizing labor rather than repressing it. The video game is not the bane of awareness by sedating and distracting people from the issues; it is instead the connective tissue for a variety of labor concerns across the entire globe.


  If For the Win sounds radically different from other novels, it is, in some ways. Unlike many of the juvenile works featured here, and unlike many of the adult works featured here as well, For the Win takes a new perspective on video gaming. Video games are the primary conduit for fighting “the man”; in other novels, the video game is the source of trouble, and must be shut down or avoided in order for the characters to be successful in their goals (which usually involves overturning a governmental or capitalist system). In For the Win, the video game is a necessity for a solution, rather than the cause of the problem. At the end of the novel, the triumph is not only the organization of the characters into a dominant labor force, but also that they meet each other in person for the first time.


  The German novel Erebos, written by Ursula Poznanski, also features many of the same ideas and stereotypes about video gaming. The game Erebos is secretive, and players can only play it if they receive a bootleg copy of the game. Those who receive the game and install it become secretive as well and begin to shun basic friendships and social networks. Again, as in Epic and many other of the works covered in this volume, video gaming is an insidious, destructive task. There is, in fact, a not-so-subtle correlation between illicit drug use and video gaming: those who play Erebos are a part of a select secret group, sworn never to involve others without prior permission, and never to speak of the game. Those who are introduced to Erebos soon find their academic success slipping away, and many of their relationships in the gamespace become frayed, even as their game relationships strengthen. And, of course, as Erebos concludes, it becomes clear that the only way to survive is to reject the video game. Every teen that is exposed to Erebos suffers tremendously, and some get seriously injured or killed trying to perform tasks within the gamespace in order to satisfy the game’s demands. Those who don’t satisfy the game’s demands, or those who break the rules, are quickly excommunicated from the world of Erebos, and those few are exposed to the same sort of symptoms of withdrawal, including begging others for details about the game’s current action and environment.


  At first, the video gamers don’t necessarily include Nick, who stares on with jealously as his friend Colin receives the DVD with the install program on it. Nick watches Colin receive the DVD from Dan and Alex, two teens


  
    so uncool that Colin called them The Freaks. Freak One, Dan, was distinctly on the short side, and you got the impression he was trying to make up for it with his exceptionally fat behind, which he loved to scratch. Freak Two, Alex, had a face that changed from couch-potato white to stop-sign red at record speed every time someone spoke to him [6].

  


  Even so, Nick clearly wants badly to join the Erebos environment, and although he doesn’t appear to suffer from his video gaming in terms of his physicality, he does begin to become unmoored from his responsibilities. His homework fades “completely into the background” (201), and numerous sleepless nights make Nick detached from the rest of the world. Nick’s sleeplessness keeps a “slight pressure in his temples” (180), and his focus routinely slips away. Like many other young men in science fiction novels and cinema about video gaming, Nick’s life slowly ebbs as he takes on more of the video game and less of the life around him. He (and it is almost always a male) becomes a full-fledged member of a stereotypical community: the video game addict whose life falls into shambles around him because he has vacated many of the principles of the gamespace and fully embraced his existence in the game. Nick becomes one of “The Freaks” that he and his friends deride at the start of Erebos, all because of his addiction to a video game.


  The game Erebos also brings forward fears of a surveillance state. Erebos is an artificial intelligence program, driven by vengeance, and created by one of the character’s father, who kills himself immediately after starting the program. The movement of the installation DVDs moves from teen to teen like a virus, and those who start the game quickly become disquieted by what exactly the game knows. Nick eventually understands that the artificial intelligence mines the hard drive and cloud storage of the individual user. This allows the game to ask Nick details about other teens that Nick knows. At one point, the artificial intelligence tasks Nick with asking a girl, Bree, out on a date, even though he doesn’t like her. However, Nick’s frequent visits to a deviantART page maintained by his secret crush Emily starts to clue in the artificial intelligence as to Nick’s true desires. Almost everything that teens use to communicate: instant chats, messengers, texts, e-mails, and so on, are datamined instantly by the artificial intelligence, and it can confront those teens who broke the rules of the game.


  In Erebos, one continues to see the strains of negativity regarding video games in science fiction. Video games are intensely addictive, almost as addictive as drugs, and those who play video games quickly become isolated from society. Their actions are like those of an automaton: dictated primarily by the game itself, and everything, including social relationships, stem from the game. Of course, becoming immersed in video gaming is ultimately destructive to those relationships outside of the video game culture, and also becomes incredibly destructive to the player’s life and future. Academic performance declines, and risk-taking behavior accelerates. The game itself is created with an eye toward vengeance and dominance, and, as such, features no redeeming qualities. Within Erebos, then, there comes the warning steeped in stereotypes: abandon video games or suffer the consequences.


  In fact, video games can lead one down the path of horrible consequences, especially if an individual attempts to use a video gaming environment to circumvent the capitalistic demands of a corporation. Christopher Keene’s Stuck in the Game takes place almost exclusively within an online gaming system called the Dream Engine. Although the Dream Engine is described as virtual reality, within that system, players are given tasks and live out a fantastic lifestyle, filled with spells, wands, Druids, and the like. Stuck in the Game follows the adventures of Noah Newbolt, who, after a car accident with his girlfriend Sue, is left quadriplegic. Before he returns to the gamespace, however, Noah decides to reside within the game itself in an effort to find any remnants of Sue’s consciousness, as she has ostensibly died in the gamespace. This, of course, begins a quest that propels the action of the novel. However, at the start of the book, before the accident, Noah is introduced to the concept of the Dream Engine. His friend David is shown as sinking so far into the game that the gamespace becomes the abstraction:


  
    Sue and I had stood in David’s dark, BO-smelling room for a half an hour before I realized he wasn’t going to wake himself out of his game. Or maybe he couldn’t. I kicked his bed and screamed at him in frustration. He was so far under that I doubted he even flinched under the Dream Engine helmet [4].

  


  Noah, however, remembers how his other friend, Brock, fared in the Dream Engine as well, lamenting his decline into becoming a “recluse” who had been “sucked in” to the game (4). The dangerous addictive qualities of video gaming has, in the first few pages of the novel, turned Noah’s friends into automatons, shells that exist only tangentially in the gamespace. Noah himself is concerned by the idea of video games being addictive:


  
    Schizophrenia, narcolepsy, drug overdoses, there were a myriad of boogeyman-like risks being rumored about online to scare the parents of any gamer who might have considered buying the new system. Were any of these true? Probably not, but I wasn’t going to risk it. Being skeptical of the connection between smoking and lung cancer didn’t help those who died from it [5].

  


  After the car accident, Noah has literally no choice but to embrace the Dream Engine, as his doctors worry that leaving the game could cause Noah to slip into a coma from which he could never recover. If Noah has qualms about becoming addicted to the Dream Engine, he never addresses them again, especially after his parents provide him with a tutor to help guide him through the more dangerous aspects of the game. As in several other works, however, Noah ultimately decides to, when he is healthy enough, abandon the game entirely, and be “finally ready to face reality, and all of the pain that comes with it” (214). Noah soon sees “the light of the real world” as the novel ends (214). Like Killobyte and Epic, among others, the video game is depicted as somewhat fun and entertaining, but ultimately is a destructive force—in fact, the creators of the Dream Engine, in an effort to keep Noah from discovering the negative effects of the game were the same people responsible for Noah’s car accident! Although Noah says that he won’t “be coming into this game for a while” (213), it is clear that, in order for Noah to heal and make progress, he needs to abandon the game in favor of the gamespace. Like Walter and Baal in Killobyte, Noah has to reconcile his able-bodied virtual avatar by embracing the core of who he is: in this case, a quadriplegic. Only then, these narratives seem to suggest, can an entry into the game be anything other than dangerous.


  And, of course, the theme of rebellion against a corporation dominates Stuck in the Game as well. In this case, the enemy is Wona, the company that devised the Dream Engine, and the drug, DSD, that allows users to experience its full effects. The primary reason why Wona wants Noah dead is that he knew “several beta testers” of the system “died of DSD overdoses” (211). Setting aside the mixture of video gaming and drug addiction, the Wona Company not only seeks to turn gamers into drug addicts, but also to engage in attempted murder during a cover-up. Noah does not directly come into conflict with Wona, but he does have to combat their virtual surrogates, who have entered the game in order to ensure that he does not release the information about the drug overdoses. Noah, with the help of other players, succeeds in avoiding a variety of fates, and, it is safe to assume Noah will share this information with the authorities once he reenters the gamespace.


  Thus, Stuck in the Game, like many science fiction narratives that focus on gaming, mines numerous tropes, including the “dirty” and antisocial gamer, gamers battling an evil corporation, and the blurring of the boundaries between game and gamespace. But perhaps the major fuel that powers much of the narrative is the unseemly relationship between drug addiction and playing video games. In this particular instance, drug addiction isn’t just “like” video gaming addiction, it actually fuels the game itself. In order for a player to enjoy the full effects of the Dream Engine, they have to take DSD, an anagram that hearkens to the psychotropic drug LSD. One of the main premises of Stuck in the Game, either intentional or not, is that playing video games is bad for one’s health: not only do video games function like an addiction, they actually require a sort of real-world addiction, and, in playing a video game, one finds themselves hounded and harassed by evil corporate drones hell-bent on, if not world domination, at least protecting their shareholders’ portfolios.


  Unlike many juvenile depictions of science fiction, however, Steve Brezenoff’s Guy in Real Life does not feature a corporate entity manipulating and/or killing the protagonists. The story follows the burgeoning relationship between Lesh, a somewhat antisocial teen, and Svetlana, also a somewhat antisocial teen. Svetlana, however, does not play video games; she prefers being a dungeon master, à la Dungeons & Dragons. Lesh, like many young straight teen males, is still trying to figure out his identity and his sexuality. In one clique he frequents, he refers to women as “skanks” while his friends spend their time “ogling” women (259). In this clique, which includes Lesh’s best friend Greg, numerous groups are maligned. Greg, addressing Lesh’s concerns about repeatedly victimizing a lower-ranked player, tells Greg not to “be a homo” and that they’re only “messing with some faggoty noob” who is an unskilled gamer (146). Later, when Lesh confesses to Greg that he is playing online as Svvetlana, Greg’s response is telling:


  
    “I don’t even know how to respond to this” [⁠…] he’s using a gentle voice, one I hardly even recognize. This is barely Greg. He gets up from the bed and moves to the door. It’s an awkward dance, without eye contact, and he’s extra careful to avoid brushing his jeans against my knees as he passes me. [⁠…] “Why did you want to be a girl?” [⁠…] At the last word, he screws up his face like he might puke [271].

  


  For gamers such as Greg, Lesh has transgressed a particular boundary of sexuality. Greg, firmly ensconced in his society-made and culture-enhanced geek cocoon, has come to believe that males and males, women are sex objects, and anyone outside of that equation is either a n00b or is, in his words, a “faggot.” When Lesh dares to transcend these labels, even by accident, Greg is nearly stunned into submission, and their friendship is called into question. Lesh himself rejects the stereotypes of the gamer or geek, and as such, finds himself almost rejected by those who wholeheartedly embrace those same stereotypes.


  The stereotypes of the loner gamer also come into play in Guy in Real Life. Although Lesh’s relationship with video gaming is tenuous, Greg is “a gamer of the finest order. [⁠…] His pasty skin, dark, greasy hair, and t-shirts that honor the obscure and well-known alike from the realm of gamer-heekdem are all clear indicators of this aspect of Greg’s life” (19). In fact, Greg’s intensity toward video gaming has made Lesh “separate” himself from his friend, because “he kept throwing game-related tantrums or brag sessions” (18). Greg’s love of fantasy MMORPGs astound Lesh, who upon joining Greg in an online forum is astounded to find that much of the game consists of “just fishing or learning to sew” (20) in order to level up and earn experience points. Lesh is, in a word, a n00b, the guy who, upon first encountering an MMORPG environment, realizes that he can “catch little more than the occasional word” and admits freely that he has “no idea what anyone is talking about” (141). The clique that Greg enjoys centers around video gaming, and, in order for Lesh to become a fellow member of the clique, he first has to understand the language and the processes within that unique community. Greg is Lesh’s willing guide and works to make sure that Lesh “obeys” his commands, including repeatedly attacking a player in order to harvest experience points (144). That Greg is one who is quick to use “faggot” and “homo” as derisive comments, and spends his time “ogling” women, and is a “gamer of the finest order,” his character fills numerous negative stereotypes, from his narrow perspective on the Other to his pasty white complexion and his geek-only lifestyle.


  Lesh spends enough time in his own MMORPG that he becomes inherently defensive about video gaming. When his mother tells Lesh that “When you stop playing little kid games, you can claim you’re not a little kid,” Lesh becomes angry and leaves the room—to start playing the game (205). Such a scene shows not only Lesh’s growing fondness for his MMORPG environment and Svvetlana, but also his growing sense of being outside of the mainstream. Lesh’s mother stereotypically derides video gaming as something for “little kids,” which, ironically, pushes Lesh not toward rejection of video gaming, but toward a more wholehearted embrace of video gaming. His previously blasé attitude shifts over time, but this is the moment where Lesh firmly removes himself out of the mainstream and realizes that he is a part of an insular, exclusive club. His isolation is no longer a shell; it becomes a badge of honor, a fundamental piece of his character.


  Lesh, after being grounded, and after meeting Svetlana, begins to play the MMORPG with newfound ambition (in defiance of his parent’s orders), and creates a character, Svvetlana. Svvetlana is Lesh’s interpretation of the Svetlana in the gamespace, “albeit taller and bustier” (Steifvater). He creates her as an elf, who is “seven feet tall” and “voluptuous” (Brezenoff 55). Although Lesh has taken significant liberties with his version of Svetlana, who often dresses modestly in long skirts, he thinks to himself that “to me, it’s her” (55). In other words, he has transformed into a super-idealized version of Svvetlana. As he moves her from gamespace to game, her purposefully transforms her into a female character more typical of video gaming—and also one that somewhat satiates his lust. He can, literally, control the woman of his desires. As Lesh and Svetlana bond in the gamespace, Lesh becomes increasingly concerned and dismayed by his actions with his idealized Svvetlana, as well as other player’s interactions with her as well. Simply put, Lesh creates a sex bomb version of a newfound friend and has to deal with the often-uncomfortable consequences. As Lesh plays the game as Svvetlana, he becomes what Greg calls a G.I.R.L.—a Guy in Real Life. Lesh occupies two genders at the same time while he is playing his MMORPG, and the resulting confusion is devastating in both the game and the gamespace.


  Lesh’s confusion—is he a male or a female?—forms much of the tension in his life. Although Brezenoff’s narrative focuses on the burgeoning relationship between Svetlana and Lesh, Lesh himself must first figure out how he can function so well as a female in an online environment. His experiences as Svvetlana are perturbing to him, not because he prizes his character, but because he realizes the often-base behavior of males his own age, or older. As a result, Lesh, much like Walter Toland in Killobyte, deepens his sympathy toward women in general. In other words, women in Lesh’s world become more fully rounded people, a far cry from the “skanks” that dominated his worldview within his previous circle of friends. Lesh’s commitment to Svvetlana and her travails at times blurs the line between game and gamespace. At one point, as he talks to Svetlana, he imagines Svvetlana, realizing that he “might have the wrong Svetlana” with some embarrassment (188). Unbeknownst to the real Svetlana, Lesh has been “fantastizing about a seven-foot-tall imaginary silver-haired priestess getting buck-wild” with him (188). For Lesh, the thought is a new one; he is, after all, new to gaming and has spent most of his time firmly entrenched in the gamespace. The game, as it appears before Lesh’s virgin eyes, is one of immense confusion, gender confusion, and general alarm at just how easily game and gamespace can overlap.


  The online male reactions to Svvetlana alarms Lesh. She is quickly hypersexualized not only by Lesh’s physical creation of her, but by the gazes of the male avatars. Lesh controls Svvetlana and, as such, she takes on a narrowly feminine role, that of a healer, simply because, in the words of a fellow gamer, “Girls are always healers” (78).2 Soon, male characters begin to become smitten with Svvetlana, typing, unbeknownst to them, to the male Lesh asking for details about her gamespace age. For Lesh, the male characters can have their “ogling fun” (80) but he becomes sufficiently perturbed by the constant “lewd comments” and “near obsession with Svvetlana’s pixelated backside” (145), and the mentions of her “tremendous tits” (162). The climax of the novel is when Stebbins, a fellow MMORPG player, thinks that Svetlana in the gamespace is the Svvetlana in the game and goes to visit her where she works. Desperate to stop him, Lesh admits to Stebbins and Svetlana that he is, in fact, the elf named Svvetlana. Stebbins’s response is to punch Lesh in the head and leave.


  With the exception of Greg’s characterization, perhaps one reason why Brezenoff’s depiction of gamers and gaming is so unusual—especially in its depiction of Lesh’s gender confusion—is that Brezenoff himself claims to be a gamer. In an interview with the blog RPGamer, Brezenoff states that


  
    for my gaming history, we have to go back to coin arcades and the Atari 2600. I didn’t game much in the early golden days of home PC gaming, though we did have an Apple clone at home in the late 1980s and I liked the mostly text-based adventure games we had back then. After that, with the advent of quality gaming consoles, I pretty much stopped gaming regularly. It was World of Warcraft that brought me back to PC gaming, and since then I’ve been very into gaming again, playing as many MMOs and fantasy RPGs as I could reasonably afford, time and money-wise [Marchello].

  


  In the same interview, Brezenoff admits that he, too, often plays female avatars, and drew inspiration for the novel from his own experiences. Brezenoff found that his “female NE druid got treated very differently by total strangers” than his male characters (Marchello). Thus, unlike other authors who have appeared in this volume that have used video gaming stereotypes for inspiration, Brezenoff used video game culture itself—and his active role within that culture—to create his work. As a result, Girl in Real Life is one of the few science fiction novels that attempts to fairly depict video gaming as well as the gender confusion that can result from the hypersexualized environment of the online gaming community.


  Other works, however, struggle to maintain this depth. Julia Durango’s The Leveller features a young female protagonist whose job is to descend into the virtual video gaming world known as MEEP and pull wayward teens back into reality, often at the behest of their parents. Phoenix “Nixy” Bauer is sent into the MEEP to rescue the trapped Wynn Salvador, the son of the CEO of the company that developed the MEEP. Like Wyn, however, Nixy soon becomes, literally, trapped in the game. Although The Leveller, which, at times, reads more like a teen romance novel, is one of the few science fiction novels about video games to feature a female protagonist, Nixy soon becomes a bit player in her own story. She goes from a strong young woman who is adept at gaming to a woman whose sole purpose seems to be to pine over the dreamy Wyn. When Nixy first sees a picture of Wynn, she describes him as an “angel [⁠…] with long lashes and lips that beg to be kissed” (60). Nixy moves from the “rush” of gaming, when she feels “invincible, like there’s no one I can’t level” (31) to “tucking [her] hands under [her] arms to keep them from touching” Wyn (130). Indeed, once Nixy finds Wyn in the MEEP, she consistently “melt[s] into those chocolate eyes like marshmallows in cocoa” (138) and thinks, at one point, that “Wyn will keep me safe” (187). The Leveller, in other words, starts by trying to invert the video game formula of the prince rescuing the princess, but ends up embracing it anyway. In fact, in The Leveller’s climactic showdown, Wyn is like “Billy the Kid,” while Nixy feels her enemies’ “laser beam hit between my shoulder blades” (238). Nixy is supposed to be a master of the MEEP world in The Leveller, but she is ultimately reduced to making a mad dash for the exit while getting shot in the back; Wyn is the one who is firing like an Old West hero. Nixy quickly regresses into the feminine stereotype while Wyn grows into his masculine stereotype.


  This is not Nixy’s first foray into the world of MEEP, nor is it her first attempt to bring back a recalcitrant (either purposefully or not) player. Nixy, in other words, is quite often indeed the princess rescuing the prince. Nixy has done it so often that she dryly notes the “typical teenage boy dump” she usually sees: “clothes on the floor, empty soda cans, burrito wrappers, posters of sports teams or the TARDIS on the walls (depending), and an oversize computer monitor, extra smudged” (62). Nixy’s retrieval missions are made all the much easier by her tactics, which she has also designed for teen boys. She changes her avatar so that her hair is “big and blonde” and her “teeth are white enough to blind a sharpshooter at ten paces”; her “boobs are large enough to lift me off the ground and fly me to Oz.” All of this is covered by a “dress roughly the size of a washcloth” (3).


  Of course, Wyn’s banishment to MEEP doesn’t come of his own volition; he is trapped there as a part of a blackmail plan. Like many science fiction works about video gaming, there is a corporation that needs to be rebelled against. In this case, MEEP is being attacked by a coordinated group of hackers calling themselves LEGION. LEGION traps Wyn in MEEP in order to get Wyn’s father to stop the game’s spread; in essence, they want him to destroy the game. One of the hackers tells Wyn and Nixy that MEEP is “a form of mind control … mental slavery disguised as a game” (156). Interestingly, and in a break from the usual tropes, Nixy is told of all of the potential dangers of MEEP: “to manipulate them, torture them, fracture their memories, maybe permanently” (235). Nixy’s response is colored somewhat by her massive crush on Wyn. She acknowledges that the hackers are “right in more ways than one,” even admitting that she’s “experienced the worst this virtual world has to offer” before noting that “Wyn doesn’t deserve to be a pawn in this game” (235). It can be assumed that the “best” of the virtual world that Nixy experiences centers on her relationship with Wyn (235). Nixy decides, then, not to help overthrow the corrupting video game, but instead to save her romantic interest. The game, presumably, marches on. This could be a cause for optimism, but Nixy’s fixation on Wyn, and their interaction at the end of the novel, where she “really” kisses him (245) indicates that the moral dilemmas caused by the game and its addictive possibilities are either of no concern to Nixy or are otherwise overblown.


  It can be said, then, that there have been only a few subtle shifts in the thematic content in juvenile literature, but the core still remains. Juvenile science fiction surrounding video gaming culture is still dominated by white males, both as authors and as characters, and continues to mine much of the thematic territory as their adult cousins: the overthrow of corporations and the dangers of video gaming, in particular. Often, the video gaming environment is created to pacify rebellious populations or to manipulate people, and the various corporate entities that create or own these simulations often are successful by nefariously making players addicted to video games. Easy pickings, in many ways, as the narratives often uniformly focus on young white males and their relationships with video gaming, especially focusing on how their enjoyment or desire of the game transcends their own desire of, and desire within, the gamespace. Although some novels, such as Guy in Real Life, take a more modern approach to video gaming, often rejecting many (though not all) stereotypes in favor of a more nuanced approach toward issues of gender and sexuality within video gaming culture, many of the novels are simply following the same paths set forward in 1980s cinema and earlier “adult” science fiction narratives. As a result, juvenile science fiction about video gaming continues to employ and mine stereotypes about video gaming with little regard for a fair examination of the culture that surrounds it.


  Afterword: The Origins of Video Gaming in Science Fiction Cinema


  



  
    “Will it surprise you to know that I exceeded my self-imposed two-hour limit?”—“The Relive Box” [230]

  


  Although this volume’s main purpose is to explore prose depictions of video gaming, it is beneficial to the central argument of this work—that such depictions have often been mired in stereotypes—to examine the potentially fertile soil upon which authors have quite possibly drawn their own stereotypical depictions of video gaming. If one were to look at cinematic reproductions of the science fiction “geek,” then films such as The Computer Wore Tennis Shoes are more common than films such as War Games or Tron, primarily because a film that focuses on a “smart” geek is easier for audience to absorb than one that goes into the more esoteric domain of gaming concepts and theory. Yet, this is not the only reason why science fiction prose has struggled to depict video gaming in the past. One needs only to look at video gaming itself to find that the trends of video gaming were, until recently, a relatively niche audience. It is also hard to imagine any science fiction writer, knowing that video gaming is reaching such a small audience, would think of a game like Pong and realize any greater possibilities for a narrative. Two digital paddles and a ball does not exactly inspire endless imagination for science fiction writers.


  That said, even as video gaming began to become a more prominent facet of American culture in the 1990s, only a tiny percentage of science fiction prose seemed to tackle the subject. It was surely clear, by then, that video gaming was not only a niche concept, but one ripe with narrative possibilities. The relative lack of adoption of video gaming into science fiction prose may be unsurprising, however, if one considers that science fiction authors may have been slow to embrace video gaming and its culture as fodder for narratives. So, although a fiction writer can indeed write about anything, a lack of even a passing familiarity with the concepts and potentialities of video gaming may have slowed the appearance of the medium in science fiction prose. To continue to follow a sort of trickle-down effect leads to an exposure of the themes that dominates science fiction depictions of video gaming as a whole. Although current depictions of video gaming in science fiction are somewhat more sympathetic, one can still see the vestiges of the “evils” of video gaming and video gaming culture featured in many of the works. One can follow the path from actual arcade and video game playing, to semi-hysterical news reports about the supposed “dangers” of video gaming, to cinematic dramatizations of these dangers, to modern writing about video gaming and video game players. Of the current works that use video gaming culture as narrative fuel, many rely on tropes and themes that first emerged in the fear-saturated 1980s, as Americans adjusted to this new cultural and social phenomenon. Many of the authors of works that appear in this volume, especially those who have little video gaming background, still seem to mine this era for inspiration, and as such, the stereotypes of video games and video gamers continue to live on, some thirty years after the original conflagration of concern.


  This is not to say, of course, that the authors purposefully sought out news reports or films from the 1980s, but that the genesis of these fears and stereotypes has continued to proliferate in mainstream American thought and ideas, fed primarily by pop culture and media. This consistent confusion over how to depict or discuss video games and video game culture in the news, on television, and in film, is reflected in much of science fiction as well. In other words, the deeper core of the meaning of video games and their impact on individuals and groups remains a primarily academic subject, tucked away in small-run print volumes, where only those who have an abiding academic interest in the subject can (and will) access them. This leaves, then, for science fiction authors, only one source for inspiration or research for video gaming: how they appear in media and popular culture. They are basing many of their characterizations and plots on other depictions of video gaming, rather than video gaming itself. Like the copying machines of old, a copy of a copy creates the general image, only slightly more faded or distorted with each new generation. Although video game players may partially resemble, at times, their depictions in cinema or fiction, the fact remains that the stereotype seems to corrupt any faithful depictions of the “real” video game player. That could explain why so many of these works, both for adults and juveniles, seem to share the same basic pattern, which itself was established many decades ago in films such as War Games (1983) and Tron (1982). In other words, the stories are less about video games and video game culture and is instead filtered through other accounts of video games and video game cultures. Thus, the plots not only often appear derivative or repetitive, but seem to be overly inconsistent when compared to reality. Not every gamer is overweight, nerdy, antisocial, or geared to overthrow governments or corporations, but a large majority of fictional gamers appear to be placed in those hollow stereotypes.


  These films all originated in the 1980s and seemed to take a “pulled from the headlines” approach for their narratives. Unfortunately, the headlines were essentially that gaming itself was an ultimately destructive task, one that stripped away individuality and turned them into uneducated, small-time criminals.


  The question revolves, then, around the very real possibility that many science fiction writers who approach video gaming as a key component of their plot are relying on something other than video games themselves. Instead, it appears that many of these writers are relying on film depictions of video games as inspiration. To examine films like War Games and Tron, for example, reveal many of the themes that has appeared in prior chapters.


  The 1980s heyday of films that featured video gaming as narrative fuel. In films such as Tron or even Nightmares, video games were often depicted as dangerous and morally corrupting. This was a reflection of real-life concerns about video gaming; any quick YouTube search for news reports from that era features breathless reporting about the potentially destructive habits formed from destructive video gaming. Cities such as Boston, for example, proposed legislation limiting the number of arcades in the city, due to fears that video game playing children were skipping school, stealing money, and harassing elderly people.1 These early news reports frequently cast arcades and arcade machines not as a harmless hobby, but as an addiction akin to drug usage, the obsession for the next fix alienating friends and family alike from the addict. These early reports form the basis or inspiration for cinematic interpretations of video gaming. When Michael Z. Newman writes in Atari Age about the political concerns about the arcade, he also neatly (and accidentally) discusses numerous plotlines that would appear in 1980s science fiction depictions of video gaming:


  
    Like violence and truancy, isolation could pose a danger to the child’s academic achievement and maturation into a responsible adult. [⁠…] In enveloping youngsters in violent fantasy worlds, video games in particular were feared as a horrible escape that would ruin the minds of the young and halt their progress toward responsible adulthood [163].

  


  Indeed, from Tron’s Flynn to J.J. in Nightmares, or Lightman in War Games, these social misfits and outcasts abound, often struggling with maturity while facing lowered grades, isolation from the family, and a general inability to fit in with their peers. It should be important to note that the nexus for many of these young white male characters, too, the very thing that gets them into trouble and spurs the plot forward, is criminal action. Flynn and Lightman hack into a database; J.J. hustles and is truant. Only Alex in The Last Starfighter has a relatively squeaky-clean image, but he, too, is pulled toward the trailer park’s sole arcade game, consistently having to balance his desire to play against his real-world responsibilities. Therefore, the media hysteria regarding the detrimental effects of playing video games provided much of the fodder for those few cinematic depictions of video gaming as well.


  Arguably the most famous depiction of video games in cinema is Disney’s Tron (1982). As a Disney “family friendly” feature, Tron lacks much of the commentary about society and culture that other films of the era about video games routinely feature. Yet, within Tron lies the crux of many stories about video gaming: fighting the power. The major corporation, ENCOM, is run by a combination of a crooked CEO, Ed Dillinger, and the Master Control Program. The MCP routinely searches networks and absorbs programs for its own use and ostensibly runs the corporation; Dillinger is essentially a figurehead. Dillinger, however, rose to prominence within the company not only based on his ability to be a stooge, but also by stealing multiple ideas for arcade games from Tron’s protagonist, Flynn. The popularity of these games brings in large amounts of money to ENCOM, and, more importantly, more resources to MCP. Naturally, the only way for the heroes to defeat Dillinger and Flynn is to enter a virtual world where gaming logic rules the day. Information discs are thrown at one another, and, as they bounce, they can erase portions of the floor. The famous light cycles leave behind walls as they drive, and the purpose of the game is simply to try to force your opponent into a box or abutment created by those walls.


  The idea of Flynn’s geek credibility is established early in Tron, and it is not surprising that, in spite of the titular character, Flynn is the primary point of reference for those attending this rated PG film. Flynn not only creates video games, but he is a gamer himself. Although his two compatriots in overthrowing Dillinger, Alan Bradley and Lora, scoff at video games, Flynn embraces being a gamer wholeheartedly. He lives above an arcade, and routinely plays on the machines, drawing large crowds who cheer his every accomplishment. Among teens and tweens, Flynn is a geek God: a guy who is not only good at video games, but creates them, and lives with them. The symbiosis between Flynn and his teen adorers, however, doesn’t go unnoticed, as Flynn himself often struggles with maturity, leading Lori (who he formerly dated) to dryly note that his attitude is closer to fourteen-year-old’s than an adult’s. Of course, even though Bradley’s virtual alter ego, Tron, is adept at gaming and ultimately saves the day, it is Flynn himself who is the only character who stays the same both inside the game and outside of it throughout much of the narrative.2


  There are, within Tron, some subtle moments that presage the idea of the merging of game and gamespace. In Vivian Sobchak’s Screening Space, she writes that Tron is adept at “concentrating and dispersing corporate electronic power and militarism across a video game culture in which even the ‘good guys’ are electronic simulacra, occupying a new sort of space that defies traditional geographical description” (233). Of course, modern video game theory has clarified that “new sort of space,” calling it the gamespace. Not only do each of the characters have a virtual alter ego (Dillinger/Sark, Lora/Yori, Bradley/Tron, Flynn/CLU, Gibbs/Dumont), but the game closely mirrors the gamespace. At both the beginning and end of the film, the graphics of the game slowly begin to resemble a cityscape, before dissolving into the gamespace counterpart, and vice versa. The blur between the game and the gamespace drives much of the plot of Tron, especially considering MCP’s real-world attempts to “absorb” programs and penetrate files in the Pentagon are also played out in the game itself. Essentially, Tron follows a dreamlike fugue state in which a gamer finds himself within an amalgam of his game ideas, and only his real-world gaming skills can keep him alive in the game—and within the gamespace. In Tron, games are dangerous places, and they reflect the capitalistic dangers of the gamespace as well. As in many novels, such as Epic or For the Win, the primary use of the game is to overthrow the corruption of the gamespace, even if a “geek” has to lead the revolution.


  There is no better place to look at a cultural commentary about a particular subject than horror cinema, and this holds particularly true for the 1983 film Nightmares, a horror anthology of four stories. Each of the stories essentially function as filmic urban legends, as each character comes to some form of enlightenment or just punishment, often based on their vices.3 In the segment titled “The Bishop of Battle,” young teenager J.J. Cooney spends his day hustling for quarters so he can play the titular arcade game. The game itself is a maze-like shooter in which the player moves in and out of cover and has to shoot oncoming waves of enemies. When enough enemies are killed, the player moves to the next level, and the challenges become more difficult. As J.J. becomes more obsessed with the game (and his love for punk rock, apparently), he starts to become more isolated from the world around him. J.J. even casually rejects his best friend (and fellow hustler), who warns him over his obsessiveness. Like Flynn in Tron, much of his social network is predicated on his gaming skills, but unlike Flynn, when he loses yet another game to the Bishop, they abandon him, provoking his ire. As they leave, returning to their lives, J.J. berates them, even turning away from a woman at the arcade who apparently has a genuine interest in him. For J.J., his life is the game.


  As the story progresses, J.J. becomes more fascinated with the legendary thirteenth level of the game, stating that he heard some kid from Jersey managed to get to level thirteen. J.J., unfortunately, cannot defeat level twelve, despite multiple attempts. When the arcade finally closes, J.J. goes home and is greeted by a pair of angry parents. He has been playing The Bishop of Battle so much that his report card is terrible, and his father grounds him. J.J., undaunted, sneaks out of his house and breaks into the arcade, where, with sweat pouring from his face, he manages to reach level thirteen. Level thirteen, however, is a real-world level, and the creatures appear in the real-world around him, chasing him down. He uses his arcade blaster to defeat some of them, but ultimately succumbs to the Bishop, who tracks J.J. down in a parking garage and consumes him. The next morning, when his family and friends look for him, they find that he has been trapped in the game as the player’s avatar, doomed, apparently to playing the game over and over again, guided by inferior players.


  Within this short twenty-minute segment lies any number of stereotypes about video gamers. Primarily, of course, that video gaming is ultimately a destructive habit, one that eventually turns him into a criminal. Video games are depicted as something that is good temporary amusement but are ultimately best greeted with a “Just Say No”-style response to those who wish to continue gaming. A few games here and there are no problem but playing video games as part of an all-day or all-week lifestyle becomes destructive to the individual and their family. The gamer can become obsessed, rebellious, and in danger of transforming into a “loser” with poor grades and no social skills. The video game player becomes unwittingly destructive to the natural and stable order of the social hierarchy; they overthrow the basic expectations of social mores and instead become a misfit, rejected by friend and family alike. Through sheer will alone, the obsessed video game player can will gaming into reality, and, as such, crosses a point of no return. Their ability to remain in the “real world” evaporates. J.J.’s demise, then, is a sort of ironic justice, as he becomes so obsessed with the game that his obsession turns him into the game itself. J.J.’s life becomes the video game, and, as such, he becomes the video game. From a stereotypically 80s moralistic viewpoint, it’s a fitting punishment, as it reveals the somewhat conservative attitudes toward video gamers at a time when arcades maintained their popularity at local shopping malls.


  Films such as The Last Starfighter (1984), which served as the inspiration for Ernest Cline’s novel Armada, takes a somewhat more sympathetic view to the plight of the video gamer. In this film, Alex is a poverty-stricken4 youth who spends much of his day playing an arcade game called Starfighter, the lone arcade machine in the trailer park. He has a love interest, Maggie, but is also beholden to the responsibilities of the trailer park. Every day, he is called to fix plumbing or wiring for the eccentric residents of the park. Alex’s only real escape is the arcade game Starfighter. Alex also dreams of leaving the trailer park and becoming more important—early in the film, he is distressed to find that his student loan applications to a different college have been turned down. Alex’s mother reminds him he can still attend the “City College” with his friends (and Maggie), but the idea frustrates Alex. He carries a sense of self-importance in many ways, and often seems to regret his upbringing. It is important to note, too, that Alex is not a natural “talent” at Starfighter, but apparently plays it so much (early in the film, the characters all know where to find Alex when he’s not immediately available) as a form of escape that he becomes a record-breaker.


  Of course, the game is soon revealed to be a recruitment device for a set of alien races trying to turn back a hostile invasion. Although the film, however, seems to emphasize that Alex is recruited through his proficiency, his proficiency comes only from playing the machine repeatedly. Thus, it is less of a recruitment device and more of a training device: those who have a proclivity for the game and continue to improve at it are almost instantly handed the controls of a Starfighter ship and sent into battle. Although the recruiter for the forces, Centauri, claims to have accidentally left the arcade machine on Earth, the idea of a recruitment/training device being left in an impoverished and rural areas closely mirrors the tactics employed by the U.S. military on a regular basis. In 2005, for example, at the height of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, nearly half of all new recruits were from lower class or lower middle-class households (Tyson). In the Iraq war, in particular, 1 out of every 5 soldiers who were killed came from a small, rural town, with populations of less than 5,000 (“Small Towns”). The American Civil Liberties Union also complained that the American military targeted “low-income youth and students of color for recruitment” (Soldiers 3).


  Throughout the narrative arc of The Last Starfighter, Alex comes to realize that he will indeed rise out of the training park, simply by engaging in warfare. All of his college dreams evaporate, and Maggie even joins him on his adventuring at the end of the film. Alex literally rises above the trailer park at the end of the film, and, in many ways, The Last Starfighter, a Cold War–like film can also be read as a de facto recruitment for the military. The Last Starfighter returns to the old notion of war as not only an escape for the impoverished, but also as a means of improving one’s lot in life. Alex, as the music swells, and his ship flies away, is a hero to the gathered trailer park denizens—and to the audience—for “getting over” his initial fear of actual warfare and gaining his sense of moral responsibility to fight against a daunting and imposing force. Alex, in other words, becomes a Cold Warrior, one who stands up for the peace-seeking nations against an implacable and overwhelming enemy.


  In The Last Starfighter, then, Alex, although tangentially a “geek,” is not warped in a conventional sense by the video games he interacts with. He doesn’t break laws, and he doesn’t meet an untimely end. In many ways, Alex’s adventures expose another facet of how video gaming is portrayed in science fiction: as a military recruitment tool, and, in some ways, a device that, through an embrace of the military, eventually frees an individual from their humdrum existence. In other words, video games in The Last Starfighter become as romanticized as an 18th century literary hero who bravely gallops off to their noble deaths on the battlefield, to be remembered forever by the weeping family as the very definition of manliness. Rather than social pressures or love, it is moral obligations and video games that prod Alex to become a warrior of sorts. Video games are less an inappropriate addiction (although the film does nod toward Alex’s obsession with the game), and more a way for Alex to enjoy his full potential. The difference between Alex, and, for example, J.J., is that Alex’s video game is a training tool, a step toward unwittingly realizing his militaristic potential.


  The very localized story of the dangers of video gaming becomes much broader in War Games (1983). The film depicts an erstwhile hacker delighted to play a video game, only to discover that it is a war game simulation that threatens to draw the United States and the Soviet Union into nuclear conflict. Although much of the film is drawn from the same Cold War hysteria that created other works such as Red Dawn, War Games focuses on the behind-the-scenes strategizing rather than direct violent conflict. One of the tag lines for War Games (1983) is “Is it a game, or is it real?” This question not only informs the action in the film, but effectively describes the tension between video games and reality. Ultimately, the blur between the game and the gamespace in War Games leads to the near-destruction of the world.


  David Lightman5 is a nerd, a geek, described by an FBI agent as someone who is “alienated from his parents,” has “few friends,” and lacks social skills. Where Lightman manages to shine, however, is in his ability to decipher computer logic and be an early-era hacker who spoofs and phreaks the computer systems around him. It is, however, his desire to play games that leads to the near-nuclear annihilation. To try to find out about a game company’s latest releases, Lightman runs a program on his computer that scans every phone number in a geographic area. Throughout War Games, basic hacking and phreaking is a fascinating activity, a hobby with some questionable morals, but are sold to the audience by Lightman’s charm. His desire to play games, however, is where the trouble begins, and the narrative of the film focuses on just how dangerous games can be. There is, in other words, a tangible difference in War Games between phreaking a pay phone into making free long-distance calls (which is theoretically illegal) and playing a game (which is not). Lightman accidentally hacks into NORAD’s War Operation Plan Response computer (W.O.P.R., also nicknamed “the whopper”) system and discovers a set of games, including chess, tic-tac-toe, and global thermonuclear war. Lightman starts the global thermonuclear war simulation, and W.O.P.R. embarks on the task of bringing the Soviet Union and the United States into nuclear conflict through a series of false alarms and simulated incursions into sovereign airspace.


  The thematic material, based on the FBI agent’s profile of Lightman, is how Lightman needs to reject many of the characteristics that made him a “geek” in order to be successful in repairing the damage he’s done. Although Lightman’s alienation from his parents is never explored beyond a few comedic scenes, the aspects of his character having few social skills and lacking friends changes dramatically. To save the world, he has to conform to societal norms of human relationships. He does not embark on the task alone; his newfound romantic interest, Jennifer, joins him against his wishes. Additionally, he embarks on a journey well beyond his bedroom, at one point going to Oregon to track down the computer programmer who initially installed W.O.P.R. Lightman’s research revealed that not only did Falken created W.O.P.R. but was deeply affected by the sudden death of his wife and son. This reveals a growing empathy in Lightman, as, at the start of the film, Lightman is the class clown who routinely visits the principal’s office for misbehavior. Indeed, early in the film, Lightman overrides Jennifer’s objections to his changing of her science grade as soon as she leaves, and his absentmindedness and desire to play on his computer frustrates his parents to no end, who just want him to take out the trash. Lightman uses his newfound empathy to convince Falken to help him stop W.O.P.R.’s simulation by walking him through a suddenly hopeful vision of the future where everyone survives. However, at the end of War Games, Lightman literally saves the world from nuclear annihilation and becomes a hero to all those present, from scientists to generals. In many ways, Lightman’s character arc from the film maintains his computer abilities, but he makes a dramatic social transition from an isolated and rebellious “geek” to a more mainstream persona who still has technical skills.


  Although far subtler, War Games still manages to malign video games. Lightman’s desire to play video games at home, rather than at the arcade, is the action that puts the entire plot of the film in motion. The emphasis is not on his ethically questionable actions in breaking into W.O.P.R., as Jennifer (and director John Badham) appear to, if not endorse, then to overlook his hacking indiscretions, and in several parts of the film, his hacking and phreaking abilities are meant to be seen as heroic. In these cases, Lightman literally games the system, either by using small pieces of found objects to break out of a high security holding cell or to make a phone call. There is a slight aspect of “sticking it to the man” in these actions, and the film shows Lightman’s rebelliousness and his phreaking, in a positive light. However, it is Lightman’s video game playing that makes him late for class, alienates him from his parents, and narrows his social circle. Not only does a “game” nearly bring an end to the world, but it also seems to hold back the development of the lovable Lightman. Only by re-entering the supposed “real world,” where actions have consequences and people share their emotions, can Lightman undo the damage he’s done. Once Lightman embraces aspects of his character that he didn’t have before, such as love and empathy, then his ability to save the world is no longer in question.


  As Vivian Sobchack would assuredly note, these films feature highly militaristic or corporate overtones. One could argue, perhaps successfully, that any number of American science fiction films in the 1980s (and beyond, for that matter) were often focused on confronting the military, endorsing the military, or overthrowing corporate or government control. In each of the films mentioned, there is an enemy or entity that needs to be overthrown to make things right again. W.O.P.R. in War Games threatens to destroy the world; defeating the Bishop of Battle in Nightmares will allow J.J. to move on with his life, unfettered; the company ENCOM has stolen someone else’s property; the Ko-Dan in The Last Starfighter are unreasonably aggressive and must be stopped. This theme will continue throughout science fiction prose depictions of video gaming as well.


  Broadly applying these concepts, one could attach these ideas to any number of science fiction films, and Sobchack does so: films from the Star Wars and Star Trek franchises, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Blade Runner, The Terminator, and so on, often explore these themes, even if they are subtextual. Even films such as Robocop, for example, feature an evil corporation, OCP, that must be stopped. Of course, this generality is a symptom of Sobchack’s overall purpose of treating all science fiction films as sharing equally in the genre rather than differentiating, for example, the gritty “dark” science fiction of Blade Runner against the substantially cheerier and more optimistic Star Wars franchise. Yet, for those very, very few science fiction films about video games, it is important to note that the themes remain almost remarkably consistent, and more so, often struggles with what could be considered a fair depiction of video gaming culture, both in terms of its diversity as well as how gamers respond to, and interact with, their games. If films such as Tron and War Games are a part of a larger trend in the late twentieth century, then so be it, but there’s little dispute that today’s current science fiction authors are continuing these same ideas in their prose, with few exceptions. Even video game “friendly” authors continuously rely on themes and ideas adopted in film almost a half a century earlier, at times for nostalgic purposes, but more often for thematic ideas.


  Another aspect of these films that is important to note is that the protagonists—those we are supposed to cheer for as viewers—are all young heteronormative males. There is a noticeable lack of diversity from Lightman to J.J. to Flynn, and the women in the films are all primarily the (sometimes erstwhile) romantic interests of the gamer. And, even in the scenes depicting arcades, there is little diversity: most of the players are Caucasian, and most them are young men. And so, the trend follows like a real-world version of Gossip: the partially diverse image of gaming is worn away by media reports, and those reports provide the inspiration for cinematic adaptations of gamer culture. Those same films then influence (especially in the case of Ernest Cline’s works), the science fiction prose about video gaming culture. Along the way from reality to fiction, the idea of female gamers or gamers of color slowly ebbed away. Thus, in science fiction prose, the woman is still mostly the romantic partner of the male gamer, who is often socially awkward or reclusive (or both). And, as we have seen, in those few cases where diversity is introduced, it is quickly ignored or otherwise overlooked.


  After a long layoff in Hollywood regarding video games as central to the narrative of film, two games appeared more recently: the sequel to Tron, called, appropriately enough, Tron: Legacy, and a film called Gamer. Although these films are considerably more modern and enjoy larger special effects budgets, they continue to mine the same thematic material as their decades-old cousins.


  Unsurprisingly, Tron: Legacy (2010) hews close to Tron. Much of Legacy is focused on the takedown of an evil corporation, although this time, it is the ostensible hero of Tron, Clu. In Legacy, an updated version of Clu has become disenchanted with the imperfections of humanity. This disenchantment leads Clu to establish its own army to find a way to conquer the gamespace as well. Clu lures Flynn’s son, Sam, into the game, leading to the film’s events. Like Tron, Legacy focuses primarily on the spectacle of being “inside” of a video game. Light cycle races and identity disc duels abound, and, in the end, Flynn saves the world again from a nefarious program bent on world domination. In this instance, however, Clu does not use a corporate shell like ENCOM to disguise its efforts; instead, Clu brazenly absorbs programs and other digital items to become more powerful. In doing so, Clu resembles, in some ways, The Bishop of Battle in Nightmares: the thinly veiled primary antagonist who seeks a way of entering the gamespace in order to protect its power.


  Not surprisingly, Tron: Legacy is much like Tron: the film focuses entirely on the theme of the blurring of the game and the gamespace. Stripped of an evil corporate entity, Flynn, Sam, and Quorra, a rebellious program, directly battle Clu. Thus, the theme of the lone gamer overthrowing an evil empire, as in Tron, is lost, replaced primarily by the visuals of the game and Clu’s desire to enter the gamespace. In many ways, Tron: Legacy depicts a world in which the video game itself (Clu) is the source of all troubles. Thus, the only way to prevent the destruction of modern society is to not only defeat the game, but to turn it off completely. This theme—that the dangers of video games necessitate the removal of the game—appears frequently in many science fiction prose works.


  Gamer (2009) follows many of the same tropes as its 1980s-era brethren; it just happens to do so with considerably more panache. The basics of the film are, again, the blur between game and gamespace as well as the necessary overthrow of an evil corporation by a rambunctious gamer. In this case, Castle Corporation, created by the dauntingly eccentric Ken Castle, has made its fortunes with a game called Society. In that game, users could essentially choose a new reality: they can decide to control someone else (by paying a substantial amount of money) or agree to be controlled by someone else (thus making money and possibly gaining notoriety and fame). In other words, the game’s principles shift to the gamespace through Castle’s creation of a neurologically-based technology that makes some people into avatars and others into their players.


  The newest creation by Castle Corporation is Slayers, in which death row inmates are given a chance for reprieve if they agree to be controlled by remote gamers. Thus, the battle is joined, and inmates fight one another on a series of “levels,” all while the public watches. Slayers is a gory, realistic “game” that unfolds in the gamespace, and the avatars, who previously held no autonomy as prisoners, are in abundance. Ken Castle’s underlying philosophy is deceptively simple. “I mean, which one, which one is more real? Really? I mean, which one is really real?” he says when pressed about the ramifications of his games. In other words, the blur between game and gamespace is incredibly indistinct; the actions taken in the game are rarely different than those that happen in the gamespace. People murder, steal, team up, form relationships, and so on, in both realms. Ken Castle has successfully mashed the game and gamespace uncomfortably together. Whereas in films such as Tron, there is a distinct world separate from reality itself, denoted by blinking lights and improbable physics, Gamer instead applies video gaming concepts and culture to the gamespace, and, as such, many of the scenes in the film’s game, Slayers, look and feel like the spectacle of a standard Hollywood action film. Gamer also embraces the video gamer stereotype in Simon, who controls the incredibly popular and capable death row inmate Kable. As Kable advances from round to round, Simon becomes a famous personality, wealthier with every successive victory. Simon is a wealthy seventeen-year-old man-child who spouts phrases such as “Because I’m a badass motherfucker” and “Pull your balls together, man!” among other things. Eventually, Kable communicates with Simon that he can end the game and bring down Castle Corporation, whose experiments with brain nano-technology are leading to an aerosol version of the technology. Releasing this version, of course, will give the corporation instant and direct control of all people who inhale the substance. Thus, Simon releases Kable from his control, allowing Kable to defeat the corporation’s plan by killing Ken Cable in what could only be considered a gaming “boss battle.”It can be said, then, that although Gamer is more visually kinetic than many other films focusing on video gaming, it ultimately returns to the same ideas that dominate science fiction depictions of video gaming. The primary difference, however, is the lack of demarcation between game and gamespace. Indeed, Gamer neatly inverts the formula of many science fiction depictions of video gaming. Instead of the problems in the gamespace (corporate takeovers, nuclear war) being conducted within a game, Gamer ensures that the game principles are instead applied to the gamespace. This inversion makes Gamer, in the end, less of a traditional science fiction film, and more of the typical action film.6


  The depiction of warfare in video games and cinematic depictions of video gaming changes dramatically over time, and not just from a technological standpoint. The warfare of The Last Starfighter is highly sanitized laser-beam battles, akin, perhaps, to the Cold War visualizations of proxy wars and technologically advanced warfare, such as the “Star Wars” missile defense systems of the Reagan era. Games such as those found in Tron or The Last Starfighter or War Games remain, in the end, bloodless and lacking much violence. Newer depictions of video games in cinema—of which there are only a few—have metamorphosed to match more “immersive” and chaotic warfare, with multiple streams of information and substantial amounts of confusion (Shaban).


  Ultimately, there is a definitive and tangible connection between the themes that were first explored in early cinematic portrayals of video gaming and video gaming culture and the science fiction prose that followed. This may be perhaps of the relative limitations of video gaming as a narrative device. Video games, after all, tell their own stories, and so, in many ways, authors need to focus more on the gamers rather than the game. Thus, the idea of the gamer (for the non-gamer) can stem from stereotyping and a general misunderstanding of the purpose of, and enjoyment of, playing video games. Additionally, the shifting demographics among gamers has received little contemporary reflection in science fiction prose: the recent collection Press Start to Play has a diverse cast of characters throughout the short stories within; however, it can be fairly stated that the young “geek” white male still dominates many narratives. Although there are female gamers who are talented in works such as Armada or Soda Pop Soldier, they are often objectified, and exist almost solely to be the subject of the male gamer’s fantasies.


  Perhaps because video gaming has garnered more credibility from mainstream media outlets, there exists a new and startling array of issues about video gaming, from gender representation to sexuality to the ever-deepening blur between reality and game. It can be safely argued that most of the more modern works in science fiction about video gaming have somewhat “caught up” with changes in the culture, but the foundation—that of the earliest depictions of video gaming—appear most frequently. Stereotypes and a “fight the man” attitude dominate even the most forward-thinking works. Yet, there are subtle shifts occurring, and, thus, more nuanced (and hopefully more progressive and in-depth) issues have been appearing in some of the most recent works. As we have seen, juvenile literature has exhibited the occasional crack in the foundation of stereotyping that plagues science fiction depictions of video gaming culture and video gaming itself. Works such as Guy in Real Life and For the Win have explored issues that “adult” science fiction has, at times, been reluctant to embrace. As time progresses, and gaming continues to draw an ever-diverse array of people into its fold, both as industry leaders and gamers, the 1980s-era stereotypes may continue to erode.


  Chapter Notes


  



  Preface


  1. Other pop culture or subculture genres have struggled to gain a foothold in academia precisely because of the stigmatization of the subculture’s fanbase. Professional wrestling, for example, is rarely discussed in academia at length, and critical interpretations of the blur between “sport” and “entertainment” are often sorely lacking.


  



  Introduction


  1. This isn’t a sage prediction by any means. The Friday the 13th franchise was about to release its seventh film in 1989. Halloween was about to release its fifth installment in 1989. Jaws had released its fifth (and, so far, final) film in 1987.


  2. Now, preteen girls “own and play video games—even the more violent games” just as much as their male counterparts (Jones 172).


  3. Although Juul points toward user facial expression as examples of how gamers experience failure, I would argue that “failure” may be too strong of a concept in video gaming, for “failure” should have concrete and somewhat irreversible consequences, no matter how small. Although Juul counts “lost time” as a consequence of failure, this does not quite translate; after all, most, if not all, gamers of all types realize that failing at a particular game is incredibly short-lived. Additionally, in many cases, gamers are known to completely lose track of time itself—it’s hard to miss something that one doesn’t even know is there. If, in Metal Gear Solid V, Snake dies, he is back in his pre-death position within minutes and I have lost nothing of consequence. Even repeated failure does little to me other than present additional options to consider—instead of doing this, I should do that. Go right instead of left, or remember to turn off my headlights before getting close to the enemy base. True failure would cost something more; for example, the video game One Life is a first-person shooter in which, when the player gets killed, the game is completely over (although fellow players can vote to spare your life) (Grayson). Although One Life is still in the development stages, gamers on message boards claim they are reluctant to pay money for the game. Juul argues that a game is a consistent method of building (at least) inter-game skills, but games like One Life and the lukewarm response to them reveal that gamers avoid permanent failure—the seemingly built-in expectation that failure is short-lived and with few consequences begs the question: is it failure at all? As Holly Black writes in her short story “1UP,” “When people die in games, you just press a couple of buttons and bring them back to life. You reset. That’s how games work. Restore from your last save point. Restore from the beginning. Start over” (89).


  Greg Costikyan argues that the mimicry of life’s uncertainties propels a game and the gamer forward (2), thus moving the game from goal-oriented to process-oriented. However, if a gamer enjoys uncertainty, then there is little to explain the bumper crop of game guides, walkthroughs, and wikis that are ubiquitous in stores and online. Such guides completely (or mostly) rob a gamer of uncertainty, but are widely consulted by gamers, and these guides allow them a predictable path through a game or a portion thereof. Such walkthroughs purposefully limit failure.


  4. Players become very connected to their avatars, especially when the avatars resemble themselves. A personal anecdote: when I played Madden, a football simulator, I always created myself and put my avatar into the game. Once, my alter ego was drafted by the Arizona Cardinals. Me, as a Seahawks fan, found that idea unbearable, so I traded a king’s ransom to get my avatar into a Seahawks uniform, giving away multiple high-round draft picks in order to secure my digital self. From there, I closely followed my pretend football career as a so-so cornerback and was quite pleased when my avatar sealed a playoff victory with a crucial interception. Almost every sports simulation, from football to boxing to soccer professional wrestling, have intense character customization options that allow gamers to make small versions of themselves to place into the arenas.


  5. Although the Sad Puppies’ ballot did feature some writers of color and some women, many of the selections were white males. Much of the Sad Puppies’ (and a related group, the Rabid Puppies) consternation revolves not only around multiculturalism in science fiction, but essentially a movement toward what they perceive as a more literary style of writing and an emphasis on moralizing. According to the statement with the 2015 slate of nominees, “we value excellence in actual science fiction and fantasy, rather than excellence in intersectional equalitarianism, racial and gender inclusion, literary pyrotechnics, or professional rabbitology” (“Rabid Puppies 2015”). Most of the authors, however, were “conservative, straight white males—including themselves” (Robinson).


  6. Additionally, it should be noted that this work will focus on primarily American and British authors. This would exclude multiple anime works such as .hack//Sign, among others, that do focus on video games and virtual reality. This decision is a matter of availability and translation—without assurance that this book could address multiple works, both in the worlds of science fiction and video gaming, from Eastern cultures, then it did not make sense to only pick and choose one or two of the most popular Eastern works. As we will see, many of the American and British works featured in this volume are not particularly well-known, with Ender’s Game and Ready Player One as one of the exemplars of “mainstream” breakthroughs.


  



  Chapter 1


  1. One of the more egregious and recent examples of this is in the game Resident Evil: Biohazard. At one point, the main character loses his hand during a battle. He is able to stop the bleeding and survive by pouring rubbing alcohol on the stump. Thus, the animation for healing any wound sustained in the game becomes pouring rubbing alcohol on his hands.


  2. In fact, one can consider video gaming as the next step of the evolution of play itself. As Ian Bogost writes, the first two theorists of play—Johan Huizinga and Roger Callois—assumed that engaging in some sort of recreational play activity was a method of escaping the demands of daily productivity (116). Thus, the pressure to perform daily routines that earn money so that an individual may live, or live comfortably, is an aspect of the capitalistic experience. As a result, according to Bogost, video games find themselves in an odd situation: propelled by mass marketing and entertainment industry but based primarily in a world designed to provide an escape from those very forces (117). This tension has caused many, including gamers themselves, to flit in and out of the realms of reality and game.


  3. Other sport simulation games simply do away with any pretense at realism, and fully embrace arcade-style shenanigans. The Blitz series of American football, for example, emphasizes the violence of the sport, as does the even more fantastic Mutant League Football, which features various monsters battling over a football using landmines and jetpacks, among other devices.


  4. At the start of Reamde, several of the major characters are bonding at a gun range, a “tradition [that] had started as a way for some of the younger boys to blow off steam” (1). As time passed, the tradition moved from shooting “.22s and Daisies” to include “shotguns, hunting rifles, and handguns” (1), along with the occasional “military-style” weapon (6).


  5. The idea of “salty” is slang for a player being upset and yelling at other players on the mic.


  6. http://www.sr-masters.com/2015/05/ghost-stories-press-start-to-play.html.


  7. The implications of Ender’s Game are interesting enough to the American military that the novel has been taught at the Marine Corps University (Lenoir 305).


  8. “Grinding” is a gaming term for repeating a same sequence of events over and over in order to earn additional experience points. This allows the player to level up their character faster so that, when the eventual boss battle arrives, the player is just as strong or stronger than the boss themselves. Grinding can also be a method of gathering in-game “loot,” such as money, equipment, or weapons.


  



  Chapter 2


  1. It is important to remember that even the least powerful computers were quite expensive in this era, often totaling almost as much as a new vehicle. As a result, some of the earliest video games were played by, and designed for, adults, and barely resembled anything that will become current cultural ideas of video games. In 1984, the “electronic novel” Mindwheel was a text-based game written, incongruously, by future Poet Laureate Robert Pinksy (Reith). One can still play Mindwheel at mindwheelgame.com.


  2. This closely echoes Herman Nuber’s life experience in Orson Scott Card’s “Breaking the Game.” Nuber’s compulsion to play the game has made him a loner, and his relationship with his wife has dissolved, as he “began going to bed later and later, talking to her less, and even then talking about nothing but Italy and the affairs of his small but beautiful world. [⁠…] To save the marriage, Herman would have to sacrifice the game” (347).


  3. There is a bit of irony to this. In 2016, Nintendo released a homage to the original NES, which was a miniature version of the NES with 30 pre-loaded games. Despite some concerns about the device (no reliable way to add other games, short controller cables), it sold out immediately, purchased by scalpers and nostalgia-stricken consumers. The NES Classic Edition, as it was called, was incredibly difficult to find. The same would occur a year later when Nintendo released a miniature version of the Super Nintendo, although the miniature SNES was somewhat easier to find.


  4. Many of these communities, such as those on Reddit, focus primarily on gaming and the gaming experience within a particular game. Rarely does a discussion on r/Overwatch, for example, stray too far from the game itself, however. Many of the posts on these video game subreddits feature advice and video clips of glitches or achievements. As a result, the argument could be made that the gaming community is a somewhat artificial one. The days of the LAN party, in which players gather in the same room and play a multiplayer game, seem to be waning in favor of the often randomized anonymity provided by multiplayer videogames. Within the videogame environment, players refer to one another by their pseudonyms, and the discussions rarely stray far from the game’s action. Even professional players are referred to primarily as their screen names rather than their “real” names. In this way, one could argue that the gamer’s community is not “real,” as in the social network one forms from, for instance, work or family, but the underlying relationships remain. It has become harder and harder, essentially, to play video games alone, but it has become far easier to stay anonymous.


  5. Bedlam would also be made into a video game, receiving so-so reviews. Metacritic, a review aggregator, put Bedlam at 53, near the halfway point.


  6. Daemon is only tangentially about video games, which is why it will not appear often in this volume. The setup for the novel’s plot is that a video game designer, Matthew Sobol, creates and unleashes an artificial intelligence while on his deathbed. The artificial intelligence uses an online game to recruit Gragg. Otherwise, Daemon is a typical thriller, with multiple character storylines and breathless pacing as the characters chase one another and destroy things. Almost all the action takes place in the gamespace.


  7. Interestingly, there is a bit of a religious or mythological parable to be drawn here, as players leave a world that is decrepit and damaged in order to join a safer reality. Within that reality a benevolent God (who is revealed to be exceptionally powerful) encourages those to see through his eyes and embrace his ideals as a pathway to a sort of salvation. This salvation requires the in-depth knowledge of everything that the all-powerful leader feels people should know. And, in order to prove their knowledge, the players must complete certain tasks, such as reenacting the entirety of War Games (including character movements) and playing a full game of Joust. The strict adherence to the values of the world’s Creator to become successful and, really, whole, within that world is a key feature of Ready Player One.


  8. This phenomenon was explored in an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation called “Darmok,” in which Captain Picard is trapped on a planet with the titular alien, who speaks only in metaphors. One of the Darmok’s incongruous statements, “Shaka, when the walls fell,” itself became an internet meme, often being posted by internet commenters confused by another commenter’s confounding or poorly structured statements. The implicit usage of “Shaka, when the walls fell,” sometimes as text, sometimes as a captioned picture of Darmok, therefore contains multiple layers: one must first know the episode as well as the context of the quote—that it is not only a metaphor, but also one spoken by an alien. Additionally, the quote is eventually revealed in the context of the episode to be Darmok’s way of communicating failure. Thus, a commenter who responds to an oddly worded post with “Shaka, when the walls fell” not only references Star Trek: The Next Generation, but implicitly accuses the user of being somehow foreign (explaining their poor wording) as well as their failure (in this case, in communicating or understanding). Often, the posting of a “Darmok” reference prompts a cascade of other “Darmok” and The Next Generation references as well, which officially obscures any purpose for that particular comments thread. The reference therefore exceeds mere expressions of geek cachet, but also function as a sort of shorthand for those who have the appropriate knowledge. There is one more essential function: as a must-watch guideline, a handbook of sorts for geek knowledge. “Darmok” first aired in 1991; thus, most of the people who are under 30 years old never saw the episode (or had the capacity to remember or understand it) on its original air date.


  9. For a fuller discussion on the spate of science fiction films based on video games, primarily those in the 1980s, see the afterword.


  



  Chapter 3


  1. To be fair, it is hard to draw a line between translation issues and flippancy. When asked about the breast physics of Tekken 7’s Alisa Bosconovitch, game producer Katsuhiro Harada replied on Twitter that her breasts “act as shock absorbers.” The reason why Alisa’s breasts became a point of concern among journalists was that Alisa is an android (who, during battle, frequently removes her head and hits opponents with it), which would perhaps belie the need for realistic breasts (D’Anatasio).


  2. The Metal Gear franchise isn’t alone in the objectification of its own female characters. YouTube features numerous user-created videos such as “Top 10: The Best Booty Babes in Gaming” and “Top 5 Butts in Video Games.”


  3. Quiet isn’t the only female that is objectified in the game. A group of female snipers who are modified like Quiet appear in the mission “Code Talkers.” The camerawork of the cinematic that introduces them is telling, as the camera zooms across their breasts and their rear ends before zooming back out again to introduce the rest of their bodies.


  4. Interestingly, several months later, Tracer would be revealed as gay in a tie-in online comic.


  5. What makes the initial controversy so unusual is that Overwatch has numerous female characters from a variety of backgrounds. Although Tracer is the “face” of the game (appearing on the opening splash screen and the cover art), other female characters such as Widowmaker, Mercy, and D.Va (when she’s out of her mech) have the same skintight, somewhat revealing clothing. Yet, many of the female characters in the game are dressed somewhat more modestly. The game includes female characters such as Mei, a Chinese scientist who is more normally proportioned, and Zarya, a muscle-bound Russian weightlifter.


  6. This is in no way an endorsement of the behaviors that one sees in online forums or online games, which can quickly become so virulent as to be toxic to any number of players. The negativity, however, may derive in part from males who are simply trying to understand how to be masculine and embracing aggressiveness and hatred as a poor substitute.


  7. The idea of having a female character that adult men could watch while their children were enraptured by the plot—and the Doctor’s adventures—came to fruition with the character of Leela in Doctor Who. Clad in a scanty leather outfit coupled with high-top boots, Leela was primitive, violent, and above all, alluring. Although the idea of having something for the men to watch was originally stated with Leela, the entirety of Doctor Who has featured attractive female companions, from Zoe in her tight-fitting one-piece to the fashionable Liz, and so on, through the modern era. Most recently, Matt Smith, the Eleventh Doctor, said “Don’t tell me that the dads at home” don’t appreciate sexy female companions (Moreton). One can see this same trend play out in video gaming as well: more often than not, the major female characters that do appear in many M-rated titles have an unspoken requirement to be thin, young, and attractive.


  8. Therein, also, I feel, lies the origins of the GamerGate movement. The legitimization of video game discussion—in which there are no purely “wrong” opinions per se—couple with the anonymity of online interactions eventually spawned a small group of politically-minded gamers who may have confused gaming culture legitimacy with having valid opinions on a host of other topics. Thus, the seemingly sudden metamorphosis early in the GamerGate movement from fairness in video game reviews (a modestly legitimate concern) to castigating and/or threatening female game critics and designers, among many other things.


  



  Chapter 4


  1. Interestingly, Dungeons & Dragons experienced the same growing pains as did science fiction and video games in the 1980s. As Dungeons & Dragons slowly entered mainstream consciousness, so, too, did the accusations of the game corrupting youth morals. The game would be blamed for teen suicides and the widespread corruption of morals (Ewalt 158–159), and was even the pearl-clutching focus of a made-for-television film starring Tom Hanks (Mazes and Monsters). Mazes and Monsters insinuates, heavily, that playing Dungeons & Dragons is a symptom of mental illness. In spite of these attacks, Dungeons & Dragons remained relatively strong, and even when fans started to explore new pursuits, such as video gaming, they eventually came back, and, this time, “they weren’t hiding in their parents’ basement” (Ewalt 30).


  2. Commander Shepard, the protagonist in the Mass Effect series, can be assigned gender by the user, so it is possible that there be a female Shepard. However, the marketing materials (and the covers of the games) featured a male Shepard. When Mass Effect 3 shipped, games could reverse the cover to put a female Shepard on the outside. This was, however, sometimes viewed by gamers as another way of affirming their masculinity (or, at least, their version of masculinity). As commenter smookyolo posted on the web site Kotaku, the ability to flip the cover and also choose a female Shepard allowed him to “look at a girl’s ass for hours and hours of gameplay [rather] than a man’s ass” (Fahey).


  3. Some franchises, however, allows player not to kill enemies in order to succeed. Dishonored gives players multiple endings based on how they proceed through the game, either by placing a premium on stealth, or by simply walking into buildings and killing everyone in sight.


  4. Yet, when development teams increase their diversity, the diversity of the video game itself changes remarkably (Conditt).


  5. It is this gap between game and gamespace where the impact on individual gamers reside. The idea of a game influencing real-world actions, which is often promoted by those who feel video games lead to violent behaviors and mass shootings, would do well to bear in mind that even the most “real” games are often rather unreal. For example, few will accuse a mass murderer of having been manipulated by the Super Mario franchise, as, on the surface, and for those who do not play video games, Mario and his friends exist well within the game rather than the gamespace. The gap between the world of stomping on Goombas and the gamespace is massive. The rubric then moves to “violent” video games, but the numbers do not hold. If a game with “realistic” weapons and deaths attracts over two million unique users in a day, it stands to reason that there has been little related violence from these gamers. Yet, buried within works such as Assassination Generation, even the most militantly anti–video game violent perspectives give way to reality: “As we’re noted repeatedly,” Grossman writes, “the majority of people who play violent video games will not commit violent acts,” before quickly adding, “but a small percentage will” (108). The argument has been that, for first-person shooters, the gap between game and gamespace lessens, as it depicts violence believably and also forces players to use violence against human-like opponents. Even so, for those gamers who are well-versed in gaming, the divide remains clear, and almost any gamer is aware of the controller in their hand and the divorce between game and gamespace. For example, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, who attacked Columbine High School in 1999, were purportedly influenced by Doom, a game in which the player strolls through hell and shoots different types of demons. As Dave Cullen writes, “Eric found the perfect virtual playground to explore his fantasies” in Doom (114). Cullen noted, however, that research indicated that “violent movies” and video games were “weak” influences on rampages (323). Even so, the public and media reaction to Harris and Klebold’s use of Doom spawned an outcry resembling the same outcry toward arcade games in the 1980s. One example is a psychiatrist, Jared Block, positing in The Denver Post that Harris and Klebold went on a rampage “after their parents took away their video game privileges” (Nizza).


  6. Even those video games which do attempt realism often allow gamers to manipulate its rules in order to go straight to the combat. In franchises such as Silent Hunter, in which the player is the captain of a submarine during World War II, the captain is indeed expected to conduct patrols. But, the player can select several options that can speed time along or reduce the overall reality of the simulation, including the damage the sub can take and even allowing auto-targeting of the sub’s prey.


  7. Activision, however, does trumpet its hiring efforts geared toward American military vets at this Web site: www.activision.com/careers/veterans. At the time of this writing, the image header of the Web site features George Washington holding a rocket launcher, a “ripper” weapon from the Call of Duty series, and an American bald eagle with glowing red eyes while walking in front of an American flag. The image—used for promotional materials—can be purchased by users to become their Xbox wallpaper. The funds go to the Call of Duty Endowment, which assists veterans with finding gainful employment. Although the image is tongue in cheek, it does invoke the “badass” mentality often found in American discourse when discussing military action.


  8. It’s hard to tell exactly when the events of Killobyte are supposed to be occurring, but Anthony mentions contemporary technology several times. In fact, one aspect of the plot focuses on how the characters cannot call one another while they are in the game, because they are “locked into the modem” (145).


  9. www.c-span.org/vdeo/?52848-1/video-game-violence.


  10. This is one area where the real-world technology has had to “catch up” to science fiction. Authors have long posited the impact of machinery and robotics on the battlefield. G. Harry Stine’s long-lived Warbots series, for example, features battlefield robots that are inextricably linked to the minds of their human controllers.


  11. There has been some minor controversy surrounding Nick Cole’s prequel to Soda Pop Soldier. Cole claimed that the prequel, CTRL-ALT-Revolt, released after Soda Pop Soldier, had been “banned” from publication by his publisher, HarperCollins. Cole, whose Web site refers to him as a “conservative” and who sometimes tweets right-wing statements, claimed that HarperCollins refused to publish CTRL-ALT-Revolt because the opening of the novel used abortion as an impetus for the artificial intelligence uprising. Nick Cole recounts his version of the events on his Website at www.nickcolebooks.com/2016/02/09/banned-by-the-publisher/. HarperCollins has not publicly discussed their decision not to publish CTRL-ALT-Revolt.


  12. One way video game companies have managed to keep players returning is by introducing multiple “achievements” on their games. These achievements often range in difficulty from very easy to extraordinarily complex. For some players, simply “beating” a game in a conventional sense—playing it through until you get to the ending—is not enough. Now, getting a 100 percent achievement rate is the goal, which can mean even more hours and time invested in a game and multiple playthroughs.


  13. The video game reboot has led to a movie franchise reboot, which will star Alicia Vikander as Lara Croft.


  14. The emphasis on cooperation in gameplay among young female gamers, as noted by Valerie Walkerdine, provides a possible explanation for why social-based and casual games tend to attract female gamers. Games such as Farmville, are based primarily on one’s own social network rather than “skill.” By responding to and granting requests, one can improve their farm while also helping to improve a friend’s farm. This allows games such as Farmville to be gently competitive, but also cooperative.


  15. Orson Scott Card will later receive negative media attention for being somewhat outspoken against gay marriage (Romano).


  16. An example of one such game would be The Sims franchise, which, like Mass Effect, eventually allowed gay relationships to occur within the game. However, The Sims, after a brief burst of initial popularity, has faded away somewhat, and each new iteration of the franchise seems to become less popular. Video gamers may not be as entranced with the franchise, as “life management” simulators in which one orders a set of characters to use the bathroom or go to work may hold marginal entertainment value.


  



  Chapter 5


  1. Armada also uses the military for base comedic effect, by placing the “geek” stereotype in direct juxtaposition with the staid military personnel.


  2. Upon installation, the Mass Effect games would scan for saved games from prior iterations in the franchise. Supposedly, the choices made in, for instance, Mass Effect 2, would have impacted the proceedings in Mass Effect 3. The overall impact of the decisions in Mass Effect 2 was negated by Mass Effect 3 having an ending that felt predetermined and had little relationship with the player choices made throughout the series.


  3. Ironically, one of the free games was Mass Effect 3, itself the source of controversy.


  



  Chapter 6


  1. One of the most interesting aspects of console video gaming has been the relative stability in prices. In 1992, a gamer could purchase a copy of Street Fighter II for 69.99 USD. Adjusted for current inflation, gamers spent over a hundred dollars on Street Fighter II (Orland and Gitlin). With a much larger technical and advertising budget, games such as Dragon Ball FighterZ or Mortal Kombat X, often retail for 59.99 USD.


  2. This stereotype is indeed based on reality, as numerous female gamers will attest. In Overwatch, for example, the characters who are “healers” or “supports” are dominated by female characters. Only Lucio, a Brazilian male, and Zenyatta, a robot (in game lingo, an “Omnic”), are not female. Mercy, Ana, Symmetra, and Moira are the others. Excluding Zenyatta, that’s about 80 percent of the characters. For the rest of the game, which is broken into “Tanks,” “Defense,” and “Offense” categories, males dominate. Of those that are identifiably male or female (so, not including Bastion or Orisa—even though Orisa has female characteristics), 7 out of 18 characters are female. In other words, for every other character class in the game, 38 percent are female characters. In the healing category, the number of female characters almost doubles.


  



  Afterword


  1. One particularly breathless report discusses concerns of arcade-playing young men “terrorizing” older people. The report, appearing on CBS News and anchored by Dan Rather, is one of many that can be found on YouTube. This report, however, is interesting in how it portrays young arcade players as somewhat menacing individuals who are slowly being manipulated by the very games they enjoy (www.youtube.com/watch?v=BsAvZDF50_k).


  2. This may because Flynn’s alter ego, CLU, is a failure, despite Flynn’s protestations. Early in the film, CLU attempts to enter Master Control’s system, but does not get far before being overwhelmed by MCP’s forces. The film also takes special pains to ensure that the viewer understands that Flynn remains Flynn: he is physically incorporated into the virtual world, and does confess to being an outsider (in strangely religious overtones, the individual “User” that the programs all mostly adore or fear).


  3. Nightmares is certainly a product of the 1980s. Each of the first three stories feature the danger of succumbing to temptation, and each of the main characters in the vignettes are faced with a major crisis before rejecting their temptations. The woman in “Terror in Topanga” gives up smoking; the faithless priest returns to the fold at the end of “Benediction.” The first story, “Terror in Topanga,” features a woman who is so desperate to have a cigarette that she sneaks out of the house and nearly gets killed by an at-large mental asylum escapee. Having procured the cigarettes before the attack, she later proclaims that she will never smoke again, dramatically throwing away the carton in a well-placed trash can. In “Benediction,” a priest tries to drive away and start a new, secular life, but is hounded by a black, satanic pickup truck. The only protagonist in the initial three stories (all of them written by Christopher Crowe) who meets a bad end, is the only person who gives in to temptation: J.J. In other words, obsessively playing video games is a harder habit to break than smoking or metaphysical questioning.


  4. Not much is said about J.J.’s socioeconomic status in Nightmares, but he does live in a very cramped apartment; his constant thirst for quarters and his hustling to get them could be indicative not only of his irrational desire to play The Bishop of Battle, but also because he simply doesn’t have the money otherwise.


  5. Ernest Cline will use this surname for Zack Lightman in Armada.


  6. It would be remiss not to mention a pair of other films. The lamentable direct-to-video Hellraiser: Hellworld (2005) features an MMORPG called Hellworld. A group of teens solves a virtual puzzle, which unleashes the franchise’s antagonist, Pinhead. The film focuses on the negative, supposedly addictive qualities of the MMORPG, including a brief opening sequence of a funeral, held for a teenager who committed suicide because he played too much Hellworld. Hellraiser: Hellworld essentially exploits the same trope of video games leading impressionable youths to danger. Hardcore Henry (2016) is a film shot entirely in first person. The technique is a homage to any number of first-person shooters, and Hardcore Henry follows the improbable set pieces and violence of many first person shooters. Critical and audience reception was lukewarm, and the use of first-person camera techniques and its emphasis on video gaming principles made even positive reviews of the film seem as if they were filled with backhanded compliments. “This first-person-shooter extravaganza,” writes Bruce Diones, “has little purpose besides showing what happens when a GoPro is strapped to a series of stuntmen as they run through their repertoire of extraordinary action moves.”
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