How
to Play
Video Games
Edited by
Matthew Thomas Payne
and Nina B. Huntemann

New York University Press
New York

N EW YORK U N I VE RSI T Y PRE S S
New York
www.nyupress.org
© 2019 by New York University
All rights reserved
References to Internet websites (URLs) were accurate at the time of writing.
Neither the author nor New York University Press is responsible for URLs
that may have expired or changed since the manuscript was prepared.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Payne, Matthew Thomas, editor. | Huntemann, Nina, editor.
Title: How to play video games /
Edited by Matthew Thomas Payne and Nina B. Huntemann.
Description: New York : New York University Press, [2019] |
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2018052609| ISBN 9781479802142 (cl : alk. paper) |
ISBN 9781479827985 (pb : alk. paper)
Subjects: LCSH: Video games—Social aspects. | Video games—Design. | Video games—
Moral and ethical aspects. | Popular culture.
Classification: LCC GV1469.34.S52 H68 2019 | DDC 794.8—dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018052609
New York University Press books are printed on acid-free paper, and their
binding materials are chosen for strength and durability. We strive to use
environmentally responsible suppliers and materials to the
greatest extent possible in publishing our books.
Manufactured in the United States of America
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Also available as an ebook

For our students.

Contents
Foreword

Ethan Thompson and Jason Mittell

		Introduction: A Game Genie for Game Studies
Matthew Thomas Payne and Nina B. Huntemann

xi
1

I. Game Form: Aesthetics and Style
1. FIFA: Magic Circle
Steven Conway

13

2. Tetris: Rules
Rolf F. Nohr

21

3. King’s Quest: Narrative
Anastasia Salter

29

4. Grand Theft Auto V: Avatars
Harrison Gish

36

5. Sid Meier’s Civilization: Realism
Peter Krapp

44

6. Planescape: Torment: Immersion
Evan Torner

52

7. Don’t Starve: Temporality
Christopher Hanson

59

8. Braid: Indies
JEsper Juul

67

9. BioShock Infinite: World-building
Mark J. P. Wolf

75

10. The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time: Music
Dan Golding

82

II. Representation: Social Identity and Cultural Politics
11. Kim Kardashian: Hollywood: Feminism
Shira Chess

93

vii

viii

Contents

12. The Last of Us: Masculinity
Soraya Murray

101

13. Leisure Suit Larry: LGBTQ Representation
Adrienne Shaw

110

14. The Queerness and Games Conference: Community
Bonnie Ruberg

118

15. NBA 2K16: Race
TreaAndrea M. Russworm

126

16. PaRappa the Rapper: Emotion
Katherine Isbister

134

17. Sniper Elite III: Death
Amanda Phillips

141

18. Papers, Please: Ethics
Miguel Sicart

149

19. Age of Empires: Postcolonialism
Souvik Mukherjee

157

20. Borderlands: Capitalism
Matthew Thomas Payne and Michael Fleisch

165

III. Industry: Industrial Practices and Structures
21. Miyamoto/Kojima: Authorship
Jennifer deWinter

177

22. Clash Royale: Gaming Capital
Mia Consalvo

185

23. Game Dev Tycoon: Labor
Casey O’Donnell

193

24. Cookie Clicker: Gamification
Sebastian Deterding

200

25. Ball-and-Paddle Games: Domesticity
Michael Z. Newman

208

26. Angry Birds: Mobile Gaming
Gregory Steirer and Jeremy Barnes

216

27. LEGO Dimensions: Licensing
Derek Johnson

224

28. Tomb Raider: Transmedia
Jessica Aldred

233

Contents

ix

29. Medal of Honor: Militarism
Tanner Mirrlees

242

30. Pokémon Go: Globalization
Randy Nichols

250

IV. Game Practices: Medium, Technology, and Everyday Life
31. Pelé’s Soccer: Platform
Ian Bogost

261

32. NES D-pad: Interface
David O’Grady

269

33. Minecraft: User-Generated Content
James Newman

277

34. Quake: Movies
Henry Lowood

285

35. Counter-Strike: Spectatorship
Emma Witkowski

293

36. Eve Online: Cheating
Kelly Bergstrom

301

37. Night Trap: Moral Panic
Carly A. Kocurek

309

38. Shovel Knight: Nostalgia
John Vanderhoef

317

39. Tempest: Archive
Judd Ethan Ruggill and Ken S. McAllister

325

40. Walden, a game: Reflection
Tracy Fullerton

333

Acknowledgments

341

Appendix: Video Games Discussed in this Volume

343

Contributors

351

Index

359

12
The Last of Us
Masculinity
S oraya M u rray
Abstract: Mainstream video games often position players in the role of a hyper-
masculine hero, with superhuman strength, mastery of combat skills, decisiveness,
fearlessness, and an inclination toward domination. Through a close look at one
iconic example, The Last of Us, Soraya Murray discusses the notable break from the
invulnerable male protagonist, and how it signals larger Western cultural ambivalences and anxieties.

The Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013) is a third-person perspective survival-horror
action game set in a post-apocalyptic United States full of disorder, desperation,
and brutality. Highly praised at the time of its release, The Last of Us is an iconic
example of its genre and one that is exceptionally well executed as a kind of parting magnum opus for the Sony PlayStation 3 in terms of its music, character development, voice acting, emotional resonance, and mature aesthetic sensibility.1
Joel, the primary playable character, is a single father and a Texas construction
worker. In an inciting incident set in the present day of the game’s release, Joel
has a sweet exchange with his pale blonde daughter, Sarah, late in the night after
he returns from a hard day at work. It is his birthday, and she has waited up to
give him his present. But this is also the fateful eve of an outbreak that will decimate the United States. Before we know it, the town has succumbed to violence
and mayhem that, based on discoverable clues such as newspaper and television
reports, has erupted nationally. There is panic, and despite his desperate efforts,
Joel is unable to protect his daughter from it all. Before the title sequence has
even begun, we see young Sarah whimpering and bleeding out in the dark night,
cueing the player that this journey is bound to be harsh.
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We meet Joel once again, 20 years into the pandemic, now grizzled, battle-
worn, and emotionally damaged from the traumatic loss of his daughter. He physically embodies the “heartland” American man: white, able-bodied, presumed
straight and of Christian stock, verbally reserved, solidly built, and pragmatic. Joel
is resourceful, but he is also deeply jaded, plagued by survivor’s guilt, and morally compromised by what he has done to stay alive. He is a smuggler and a killer,
subsisting on rations and whatever opportunity he and his partner, Tess, can drum
up. Joel lives in a militarized quarantine zone in Boston, which is besieged by warring factions, as well as the aggressive victims of an airborne fungal pandemic. As
the fungus attacks their brains and grows, the infected become increasingly violent,
deformed, and inhuman.
The scarcity of supplies is a problem, and scavenging is a primary game mechanic. It’s a world that would be familiar to fans of the post-apocalyptic narrative
in cinema like: 28 Days Later (Danny Boyle, 2002), Planet Terror (Robert Rodriguez and Quentin Tarantino, 2007), The Road (John Hillcoat, 2009), Zombieland
(Robin Fleischer, 2009), The Book of Eli (Albert Hughes and Allen Hughes, 2010),
Rise of the Planet of the Apes (Rupert Wyatt, 2011) and World War Z (Marc Forster, 2013). Like these films and popular cinema-inspired survival-horror franchises such as Resident Evil and Silent Hill, they present visions of Western culture in ruins. Within these narratives, a compromised hero often contends with
the crumbling of Western notions of progress, and the unsustainability of that
way of life. This is demonstrated on two levels: in the individual narrative of survival hardship, and in the larger backdrop of civilization’s breakdown due to an
ecological crisis and the ensuing desperation.
A complication is introduced in the form of Ellie, a girl whom Joel is tasked
with smuggling to another quarantine zone. Fourteen, imperiled, and of mysterious significance to the rebel “Fireflies” militia, Ellie is a painful reminder of
Joel’s lost daughter. She also rekindles his flickering sense of purpose. Between
the infected and human threats, as well as the perils of this dystopic space, Joel
is repeatedly forced to protect the innocent Ellie—which he does grudgingly at
first. Over the course of the game, Joel’s relationship to Ellie shifts from exasperated guardian to mentor, to protector, and finally surrogate father. Much of
the gameplay involves stealth, combat, shooting, puzzle-solving, scavenging, and
crafting. A poignant score by an Academy Award–winning composer combined
with the strong storyline and unrelenting scenarios invoke pathos and concentrated emotional affect. The cinematic nature of the vision provides an immersive
sense of place. The Last of Us presents, in the shape of a post-apocalyptic context,
an extremely well executed opportunity to engage with some of America’s deepest myths and fantasies of rugged individualism, man versus man, man versus
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nature, and in a way, the frontier narrative—all of which bear heavily on notions
of masculinity.2 As representations that are playable, games present constructions
that users operate to catalyze actions that advance the game narrative.3 Thus,
playable representations are a key component through which players engage with
the game and its unfolding story.
Visual studies–based scholarship of representation has long acknowledged the
multiple and shifting notions of masculinity in culture, which are invented and
shored up by various signifying practices and social mores, in keeping with the
specific historical moment.4 Overwhelmingly, most mainstream games with human characters still adhere to a traditional highly militarized masculine ideal
of strength, resourcefulness, combat readiness, a competitive spirit, a penchant
for violence, and dominance in the theater of war.5 Stephen Kline, Nick Dyer-
Witheford, and Greig de Peuter unpack the notion of “militarized masculinity” in
relation to games, pointing to its relevance on multiple levels: “Militarized masculinity is a matter not only of designing cultural narratives of violence and gender but of computer technology’s legacy of military applications and—of special
importance—marketing practices aimed at commercially valuable hard-core male
players.”6 As they observe, there is a connection among in-game representations
that glorify a fantasy of militarized manhood, the military origins of the technology employed in video games, and the primary market audiences of games. Since
these kinds of games have been wildly successful, the formula is repeated. But
their success may also be due to having tapped into fears, anxieties, and hopes
that operate on a deep cultural level and resonate with mainstream audiences. In
his research on video games, masculinity, and culture, Derek Burrill notes these
kinds of games are gateways for male players to access a kind of “boyhood, or
the state of premature masculinity that is accessed by males seeking to re-engage
their youth/virility/power/dominance over forces that appear to be encroaching
on their former footholds . . .”7 For him, “[v]ideogames in the 21st century serve
as the prime mode of regression, a technonostalgia machine allowing escape, fantasy, extension, and utopia, a space away from feminism, class imperatives, familial
duties, as well as a national and political responsibilities.”8 In other words, games
become spaces to enact and negotiate one’s relationship to lived-world pressures.
This sense of losing a foothold, particularly on a national and a political level, will
become important for an understanding of what is at work in The Last of Us.
Today, primary playable characters (if human) are still most likely to be male,
and often adhere to a stock “type” (white, brown-haired, unshaven, brooding)
that has prompted scrutiny for its ubiquity, exclusions, and lack of variation. The
titular character of the Max Payne series (2001–2012), Nathan Drake of the Uncharted series (2007–), Niko Bellic of Grand Theft Auto IV (2008), John Marston

104

S oraya M u rray

of Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar San Diego, 2010), Booker DeWitt of BioShock
Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013), Aiden Pearce of Watch Dogs (Ubisoft Montreal,
2014): these are just a few of the examples of a dominant “type” in games. The
limiting nature of these representations often sidelines or excludes women, the
non–gender conforming, and people of color. This systematic omission has raised
repeated criticisms from women and minority players, journalists, and academics
and has frequently surfaced in public discourse.
Because the game industry, game culture, and games themselves remain so
male-dominated, studies in gender and video games have overwhelmingly focused
on females and, particularly, girls.9 Men and boys persist as the primary target audience of commercial games, their marketing, and their larger culture, despite statistical evidence that all genders play, and females play almost as much as males.10
Despite this diversity, there remains a bent toward toxic forms of hypermasculinity
in larger video game culture. However, some scholars, such as Ewan Kirkland, have
noted that there is yet little understanding of the range of masculinities imaged and
enacted in playable form, including those which may complicate and contradict the
most regressive male roles associated with games.11 As a part of this conversation, it
is vital to interrogate the presumed norm not only in terms of masculinity but also
whiteness, which has come under scrutiny in recent years yet persists as a “universal” onto which other kinds of players are often asked to map themselves.
Although Joel certainly does not conform to the conventional militarized masculinity of an iconic character like Snake in Metal Gear Solid (Konami, 1998),
who is more immersed in “strongly gender coded scenarios of war, conquest,
and combat,” he does function as a cipher for an American rugged individualist.12 And although Joel musters extraordinary strength at times, he does not
possess the tactical combat skills of the militarized masculinity often presented
in mainstream games. He is an antihero figure who is surly, deeply cynical, and
self-serving. As the primary playable character and central representation of masculinity in the game, Joel is often presented as being vulnerable, imperiled, and
victimized by a bleak existence. Much of the violence that takes place—while admittedly cinematic—is neither glamorized nor heroic. Most weapons are makeshift, and constant scavenging is necessary in order to find the most rudimentary
tools and supplies to construct melee weapons and create distractions. One never
feels the definitive domination of one’s enemy, the rush of combat, or pleasure of
highly technologized and fetishized weaponry. Whereas some military-oriented
games can be almost balletic in their elegantly executed action, The Last of Us
refuses to replicate this convention, instead presenting players with awkward, off-
balance skirmishes. Indeed, at one point in the game, after Joel becomes seriously incapacitated, Ellie assumes the role of protector, hunting for their food and
singlehandedly defending Joel against enemies.
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White male victimization—a key pillar of the Men’s Rights Movement and,
more recently, the 2016 Donald Trump presidential campaign—is a clear political
pushback against diversity in America.13 The extreme survivalist scenario, when
considered within a larger cultural moment in which there is a growing polarization between the West and a so-called axis of evil, suggests fears of being overrun, colonized, or perhaps becoming the losers of global competition and economic restructuring. It is hard not to read the representation of a beleaguered
white normative American in light of such large anxieties of conflicted Western
dominance across the world. Within the United States, for example, there is an
increasing racially based anxiety around what it will mean for the nation when
the demographic makeup renders whites the “minority”—which is projected in
the near future.14 In this regard, the American notion of whiteness, which operates simultaneously as a racial category, a term for power relations, and a term
of normativity, weighs heavily on the representation of Joel, who is angry, disenfranchised, and subject to a radical otherness in the form of the infected, who
have overrun his nation.
Despite the temporary shift to gameplay as Ellie, who eventually develops her
autonomy and survival skills, several commentators discussed the game within
a larger trend toward “dadification” in video games. That is, critics noted that
several games have turned to a scenario of paternal relations between a primary
male character and a younger female character who needs protection. Some have
attributed this turn to game developers themselves becoming fathers and addressing this in their work or to the tendency of these same developers to speak
to an aging game player constituency whom they believe to be much like themselves. Yet others suggest that this move provides the opportunity to reassert protective male dominant characters in a new way while sidestepping the exhausted
rescue-the-princess model.15 Joel and Ellie exemplify this relation, but there were
many others, including Booker DeWitt and Elizabeth in BioShock Infinite and Lee
Everett and Clementine in The Walking Dead (Telltale Games, 2012). In The Last
of Us, Sarah, the daughter who dies in the game’s inciting incident, becomes the
engine for many of Joel’s drives. One infers quickly that the origin of his deep bitterness stems from his inability, as a father, to have protected her. Despite his best
efforts, this drive becomes mapped onto Ellie, another young girl, albeit one born
“native” to the pandemic and therefore more socialized into surviving its harsh
realities.
A distinctly paternalistic relation between Joel an Ellie evolves over the course
of their engagement—one that is reinforced narratively and visually within the
game itself. Joel is unwillingly placed in a protectorate role, although, at first, he
is barely able to even look at Ellie—suggesting his persisting difficulty in dealing with his prior loss. As Joel and Ellie traverse the game space, the girl is often
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exposed to the ravaged beauty of the land and to the thrill of discovering new
experiences. Ellie’s childlike wonder in leaving the Boston quarantine zone for
the first time not only allows players to experience similar feelings vicariously
but also functions to place Joel increasingly in a parental position. While the two
wander the sublime spaces of nature as it reabsorbs their once-great civilization,
conversations between them can be triggered at will by the player. This functions
to build interiority in each of the characters and relations between them. Players notice as a part of gameplay that Ellie, who is small, can scramble into small
spaces, and Joel, who is brawnier, can boost her up easily to ledges neither could
reach alone. A kind of symbiosis is reached between them, where each organically makes the most of their respective physical assets, to solve gamic problems
and navigate the space through collaborative effort.
Joel’s fatherly impulses also manifest themselves in the various shielding gestures made by his character throughout the game. While crouched together in a
cover position, Ellie eventually nestles into the crook of Joel’s arm if near to him.
When standing in a cover position behind a wall, Joel places an arm across her
body like a barrier against harm, in a typically parental gesture (see figure 12.1).
Ellie is also very petite when beside Joel, girlish in her form, wide-eyed, and representative of a kind of unblemished spirit that he increasingly desires to protect.
He calls her “kiddo.” This paternal relation is also represented through Joel’s reticence to Ellie’s use of deadly weapons and his desire to shelter her from having to
kill. In one instance, Joel finds a bow and Ellie wants to use it: “I’m a pretty good
shot with that thing,” she says. Joel responds, “How ’bout we just leave this kind
of stuff to me.” Ellie protests: “Well, we could both be armed. Cover each other.”
“I don’t think so,” Joel admonishes. Of course, Joel’s desire to spare Ellie this burden is unrealistic, and across the game this dynamic shifts. Ellie’s gradual acceptance of her new, brutal reality intensifies as the two head west, culminating in an
extremely cruel scene of mortal struggle between Ellie and a cannibal. In this and
other desperate moments of almost losing her, Joel addresses Ellie as “Baby Girl,”
an endearment once reserved for his own child. This fatherly role, in which Joel
is presented a second chance to save the girl, offers another kind of masculinity,
one that is protectorate but emotionally vulnerable. What the paternal offers on
an affective level is a narrative access point to the emotional inner lives of men as
fathers while keeping intact the player’s perceived sense of Joel’s masculinity.
The Last of Us breaks with typical gamic hypermasculinity in significant ways
that are built into both the core gameplay and the representational elements. The
masculinity presented in the form of Joel typifies the triple-A title white male
game hero but departs in ways that signal an ambivalence toward the exhausted
militarized masculine types that have dominated mainstream games. The sense
of overall privation and the lack of all the tools and mastery necessary interrupt
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Figure 12.1 Joel protects Ellie, in The Last of Us. Image provided by Sony
Interactive Entertainment America LLC. © Sony Interactive Entertainment
America LLC. Created and developed by Naughty Dog LLC.
the sense of combat dominance. Even though he is a masculine protagonist who
largely adheres to the generic white male “type,” Joel is nevertheless almost always configured as despondent, as someone who is constantly innovating out of
necessity. Furthermore, he is placed in a paternal role in relation to his young
ward, Ellie, which places him in emotional peril relative to his tragic past. Protracted episodes of scrounging and scavenging provide a sense of desperation and
vulnerability rather than control and dominance. There are never enough places
to hide, the body fails, plans fall through, everyone is at risk, alliances are fragile,
and collaboration is necessary.
Still, the game does not entirely ditch conventional male representation. Rather,
it taps into concerns related to a fraught moment—particularly connected to the
larger social engineering of a victimized white American masculinity. What results
is an affective quality of a deep ambivalence, which trades on highly ideological
perceptions of the white male as both normative hero, and as threatened by larger
historical circumstance. This is an image of masculinity that mobilizes a moral high
ground of victimization and alienation within the nation. It is an ambivalent whiteness, disadvantaged in a new world of profound threatening otherness embodied
in the form of the infected. It is in this brilliant flattening of hero and victim into a
single masculine form, that The Last of Us shores up a construction of white masculinity that is embattled by threats, both real and imagined.
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