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May I write words more naked than !esh, stronger than bone, 
more resilient than sinew, sensitive than nerve. 

—Sappho 
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Video games matter because—among their many attrib-
utes—they are powerful and widespread forms of visual 
culture. Their proposed worlds o!er highly persuasive 
simulations. Contained in those domains are value sys-
tems, with which a player engages. For many, video 
games are the "rst means by which they become con-
versant with digital technologies. As a medium, games 
are more than sixty years old, yet they are dramatically 
understudied as visual forms; it remains a challenge to 
draw su#cient scholarly attention to the critical force of 
the simulated image in general, and video games more 
speci"cally. Games, like other mass culture forms, are 
sites where struggles for recognition take place, includ-
ing matters of race, gender, sexuality, and power. And as 
technological forms, they are also deeply connected to a 
larger conversation about the encoding of technologies 
with conceptions around gender.

Part of my work has involved building bridges between 
video games and the arts, to understand the impact of 
games within a larger techno-cultural imaginary.1 As 
a trained art historian and visual studies scholar, I 
take video games as my objects of study. But the games 
themselves are only the means, not the goal. My work 
uses them to understand ideologies around technology, 
science and their imaginaries—or in other words, the 
mechanics of power within our technological lives. My 
focus on critical game studies is an extension of my in-
terest in the formation of the modern subject in relation 
to technology. Despite the presence of game technolo-
gies in contemporary art and visual culture, this is an 
area generally ignored by the historicizing institutions 
of art. As such, video games have a vibrant existence, 
but one that remains situated largely outside the critical 
conversations of art and visual culture. This makes a 
certain sense, given the long and troubled relation be-
tween human creativity and technological production. 
However, in appropriating the tools of science, military, 
and industry toward alternative ends, artists have long 
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embraced these technologies almost as quickly as they 
have been innovated. 

Of course, the perception of who the innovators and 
brilliant wielders of technologies are is highly ideo-
logically determined. From today’s vantage point, the 
term “technology” feels like something that has been 
around for a very long time. In fact, it is a relatively new 
term that was introduced (at least in its modern sense) 
in the mid-1880s by Harvard professor and physician 
Jacob Bigelow, and then carefully cra$ed to mean cer-
tain things—and not others.2 That is to say, the gen-
dered conception of technology as inherently mascu-
line has been manufactured, and despite the cloying 
sense of its permanence, this perception is neither very 
old nor very natural. One of the most signi"cant voic-
es in this conversation is Ruth Oldenziel, whose 2004 
book Making Technology Masculine: Men, Women and 
Modern Machines in America, 1870–1945 tells a his-
tory of how the domain of technology as one proper to 
men was constructed in practices of higher education, 
in male sociality, in forms of training that would funnel 
women away from particular engineering professions, 
in cultural narratives, and in government propaganda. 
In these ways, despite women’s presence at the center 
of engineering’s inventiveness from the beginning, 
women have in time become socially de"ned as what 
Oldenziel has referred to as “bystanders to the tech-
nological enterprise.”3 There are other books that have 
since sought to reinsert women and people of color into 
the history of technology, such as Margot Lee Shetterly’s 
Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the Untold 
Story of the Black Women Who Helped Win the Space 
Race (2016), Clarence G. Williams’s Technology and 
the Dream: Re!ections on the Black Experience at 
MIT, 1941–1999%(2001), Janet Abbate’s Recoding Gender: 
Women’s Changing Participation in Computing (2012), 
and Mar Hicks’s Programmed Inequality: How Britain 
Discarded Women Technologists and Lost Its Edge 
in Computing (2017). While none of these books is 
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speci"cally about art, each illuminates an aspect of the 
ideological project of technology. This has been shored 
up through visual culture that mythologizes the en-
gineer in public sculptures and murals, and heroizes 
white male genius in grand narratives of technological 
innovation. Oldenziel answered the question of why, 
culturally speaking, women and socially de"ned mi-
norities are told again and again that this thing called 
“technology” does not belong to them. This narrative 
bears down on the history and critical studies of video 
games as well. 

At the same time, there are institutional mechanisms 
through which the very notion of a feminist artist or a 
queer artist—or a digital artist of color—is actively the-
orized out of the realm of the dominant art discourse.4 Of 
course, anyone can create anything they want, but their 
legitimacy to speak on matters of art becomes constrict-
ed to a social activist presence. This is happening within 
the realm of disciplines that drive critical conversations 
in rare"ed spaces that insist such conversations have 
nothing to do with a great many constituencies. Or they 
are conversations had in rare"ed theoretical language 
that only a few can access, and even fewer can partic-
ipate in, though these discourses in fact have profound 
rami"cations for those excluded.  

The bombast of techno-fetishism and masculinism 
present in the tech world in general exists in video game 
culture more speci"cally. For a long time (more precise-
ly since around 2001 with the establishment of Game 
Studies, the "rst critical game studies scholarly jour-
nal), there has been what is tantamount to a kind of form/
content debate, in which form largely reigns supreme. In 
recent years, feminist, critical race, queer, and postco-
lonial interventions into video games have revitalized 
the conversation—though not without signi"cant push-
back. Under-represented groups have begun to create 
room for themselves in the form of visual representation 
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within games, player culture studies, and a burgeoning 
critical game studies that owes much to cultural stud-
ies. Still, although it is certainly a vibrant and growing 
area, intervention from within institutional structures, 
dominant discourses, and the games industry will also 
be necessary. And while it is a common strategy to build 
alternative spaces of conversation for games that are 
activist and inclusive, I would caution against choosing 
to ignore the dominant discourse, refusing to engage it, 
cite it, or deeming it irrelevant. As an older discourse, art 
has something of a lesson to o!er in this regard; in fact, 
this tactic mostly resulted in ever more siloed sub-"elds 
that operate from outside the primary conversation, ulti-
mately with little sway. In addition, despite the diversity 
actually present in the games industry, there is not yet a 
critical mass of activist interest or concern with equity. 
Within the industry, there have been some performanc-
es of diversity around the inclusion of women and peo-
ple of color as a result of recent bad press, but with little 
meaningful intervention on the part of tech companies, 
or the socially-de"ned minorities (within these insti-
tutions) who have successfully navigated the industry. 
There are many vital roles to play to e!ect change, be-
yond diagnosing the problem of institutional exclusion.5

Most recently, the industry and game culture “bad press” 
of which I speak includes #GamerGate, an online harass-
ment campaign beginning in 2014. It primarily targeted 
women, people of color, trans and non-binary individuals 
in games as well as their allies, drawing unprecedented 
attention to a pernicious and ongoing intolerance that 
had taken hold in the "eld, but certainly was not new. The 
ugliness also led to a public conversation about the race 
and gender-based disparities in the games industry. It 
became a struggle for recognition, space, and inclusion 
with much greater cultural signi"cance, particular-
ly in its pre"guring of a larger mainstreamed alt-right 
movement.6 Still, a new generation of scholars like Shira 
Chess, Kishonna Gray, Jennifer Malkowski, Amanda 
Phillips, Whitney Pow, Bonnie “Bo” Ruberg, TreaAndrea 
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Russworm, Adrienne Shaw, Emma Vossen, Esther 
Wright, and others have expanded the critical conver-
sation around video games and infused it with vitality. 
They push back on the techno-fetishism and masculin-
ism within games by demanding inclusivity in schol-
arship and in the industry, revising histories to include 
socially-de"ned minorities and by expanding the conver-
sation away from an exhausted form/content deadlock. 
They build on a previous generation of ground-breaking 
scholarship and practice-based intervention by people 
like Mia Consalvo, Anna Everett, Jane Jensen, Helen 
Kennedy, Tanya Krzywinska, Brenda Laurel, Gabriela 
Richard, Brenda Romeo, T.L. Taylor, and many others, 
some of whom have yet to be fully recognized for their 
interventions. Through critical studies as well as design 
approaches to games, they contribute to expanding the 
techno-cultural imaginary to be more inclusive of those 
who have always been present in innovation, but remain 
largely excluded from its representations.

Likewise, creative practitioners in the form of indie game 
designers and artists utilizing game technologies have 
created works that probe into new areas of representa-
tion, into the personal, the political, and the contemplative. 
Game artists Pippin Barr, Jason Rohrer, and Feng Mengbo 
create works that simulate 1980s era blocky 8-bit graph-
ics, yet pack strong and very present-day socially activated 
messages. Artists Cory Arcangel, Anne-Marie Schleiner, 
Joseph DeLappe, Phil Solomon, Natalie Bookchin, and 
the collective COLL.EO have hacked or repurposed game 
technologies for use in artistic contexts. In her long-term 
engagement with virtuality, the legendary artist Lynn 
Hershman Leeson has utilized the online world Second 
Life in her work since the mid-2000s. Cory Arcangel is 
known for his whimsical hacks of mainstream games like 
his Super Mario Clouds (2002), in which he modi"es in real 
time a Super Mario Brothers Nintendo system cartridge so 
that it scrolls an endless series of clouds against its iconic 
blue sky. In Joseph DeLappe’s dead-in-iraq (2006–2011), 
the artist performs protest by typing the names of every 
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killed soldier during the Iraq con&ict into the online chat 
window of America’s Army, the US Army’s recruitment 
video game. This work also recalls an earlier example 
by Schleiner, Joan Leandre, and Brody Condon called 
Velvet-Strike (2002). A modi"ed iteration of the popular 
multiplayer military shooter game Counter-Strike, Velvet 
Strike recon"gured the game by allowing the artists or oth-
er players to insert anti-military and anti-war gra#ti into 
the game spaces. It potently exposed the propagandistic, 
militaristic, and misogynist dimensions of the game, while 
shattering the idea that games are purely entertainment. 
Cécile B. Evans’s Hyperlinks or It Didn’t Happen (2014) 
and What the Heart Wants (2016) are among her artistic 
investigations utilizing virtual characters to examine the 
impact of digital technology and culture on the human con-
dition. Ian Cheng’s Emissary trilogy (2015–2017) o!ered a 
large-scale series of live simulations made from a game 
engine (i.e. the so$ware used to build a game). Emissary 
allowed viewers to follow the goings on of characters and 
creatures within ecosystems that meld and recombine ac-
cording to a hypnotic but mysterious order, as a kind of ode 
to natural systems, chaos, and complexity.7 And COLL.EO 
(Colleen Flaherty and Matteo Bittanti) are a brilliant exam-
ple of artists who have created “machinima” or animated 
"lms using video game engines. They have used Grand 
The" Auto IV: Liberty City to digitally simulate iconic per-
formance works, such as Adrian Piper’s 1973 The Mythic 
Being, entitled The Mythic Being in Liberty City (2016) and 
William Pope.L’s Tompkins Square Crawl (1991) and The 
Great White Way (2002), entitled Liberty City Crawl (2017). 
More recently, their Reasonable (2018–) utilizes Grand 
The" Auto V to create contemplative, haunting simulations 
of police brutality and urban sites of protest. This work is in 
the tradition of an earlier generation of artists using games 
as well, such as alternative "lmmaker Phil Solomon, who 
potently utilized the same game engine to recreate Andy 
Warhol’s Empire (1964). Solomon was also known for his 
moody "lms made using Grand The" Auto. Truly, for as 
long as the medium of video games has existed, visual art-
ists have engaged those tools and made them their own.
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Figures more directly associated with game design like 
Anna Anthropy, Jonathan Blow, Mattie Brice, Porpentine 
Charity Heartscape, Paolo Pedercini, Brenda Romero, 
Dietrich Squinkifer, and many others utilize their keen ar-
tistic sensibilities to push games into new spaces of inquiry. 
For instance, Pedercini (as the collective Molleindustria) 
creates short, graphically strong, and politically acerbic 
playable criticisms of capitalism and the military industrial 
complex run amok. His notable Unmanned (2012) tells the 
story of the mundane daily life and professional stresses of 
a drone pilot, who operates deadly weaponry at a remove 
from a Middle Eastern battle"eld. Game designer Anthropy 
"rst gained widespread notice for her game Dys4ia (2012), 
which was a personal game about the experience of hor-
mone replacement therapy. She’s gone on to create a prodi-
gious number of independent games that have, along with 
designers like Brice, Heartscape, Momo Pixel, Squinkifer, 
and others, revolutionized the idea of what expressive pos-
sibilities a game can o!er. 

Truly, there is a great outpouring of creative expression, 
made possible through ever more accessible tools for game 
design, combined with an emboldened sense of agency to 
wield the medium. As exemplary and pervasive forms of 
technological image-making, video games are now a pri-
mary site of visual literacy. As such, video games a!ord 
new potentials for women, people of color, and other social-
ly de"ned minorities to assert themselves boldly into a dis-
course, even though it was intentionally constructed as not 
belonging to them. Despite this technological visual culture 
war, there remains a critical neglect of video games as a 
serious medium of consideration by art history and visual 
studies. Games smack of things odious to high art: distrac-
tion, entertainment, aestheticized violence, militarism, and 
hyper-capitalism. Their sometimes troublesome images 
strain notions of what art should be. Indeed, most muse-
ums are not quite certain what to do with video games: how 
to present, historicize, document, or preserve them.8
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Despite their military and scienti"c technological origins, 
video games possess as much capacity for capturing the 
human condition as any creative form. They also give voice 
to under-represented experiences, and greatly broaden 
the expressive potentials of the medium. Games like That 
Dragon, Cancer (2016) by Ryan and Amy Green, an auto-
biographical game detailing their experience of raising 
a son with cancer, interrupts any preconceived notion of 
games as “fun” and “distraction.” There are many game 
designers exploring themes of mental and physical well-
ness and healing, and telling stories of under-represented 
constituencies such as indigenous peoples and people of 
color. Tracy Fullerton and the USC Game Innovation Lab’s 
contemplative Walden, a game (2017) presents a playable 
simulation of Henry David Thoreau’s experiment in living 
at Walden Pond, as a means of broaching discussions of 
self-reliance and living in balance with nature through 
slow (rather than frantic) forms of gameplay. Hair Nah 
(2017) by Momo Pixel, in which the object of the game is 
simply to swat unwanted white hands from touching your 
black female character’s hair, smartly uses 8-bit graphics 
and humor to make a pointed cultural statement about the 
profound lack of respect accorded to black women’s bodies 
in the public sphere. Sin Sol (2020) by micha cárdenas is 
an augmented reality art game featuring a trans LatinX AI, 
that poetically melds personal trauma and with environ-
mental collapse. In a critical conversation of video games 
as visual culture, not accepting one’s prescribed place 
within a siloed set of conversations about technology be-
comes a form of activist engagement with that discourse. 
That engagement creates intellectual, academic, artistic, 
and ideological space for such games as the aforemen-
tioned to be developed, to thrive, and to be understood as 
legitimate pursuits.
 
The art world’s persisting apprehensiveness around video 
games is simply untenable—but also needless. There are 
many vital roles to play in the intervention, and there is 
meaningful scholarship and practice happening in queer 
and feminist games, games that pursue broader forms of 
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inclusivity, and video games with social impact.9 However, 
it is also vital to sit with those powerful and persuasive 
ideals represented in the most mainstream games, and in 
their normative discourses, which contain our most perni-
cious ideas about how the world is, and how it should be. 
There is worth in grappling with the di#cult object (the ob-
jectionable object, as W.J.T. Mitchell would call it), and div-
ing straight into the center of it, as an activist practice of 
sitting with and working through these images, which have 
so much determining impact, yet are so o$en dismissed 
as inconsequential entertainment.10 The critical projects 
of inclusive reframing, revisionist intervention, and the 
opening up of possibilities blossom in the wake of a whole 
new generation of game studies scholars, artists using 
game technologies, and game designers who are reshap-
ing the conversation. 

What is going on within video games as visual culture is 
merely one dimension of a larger struggle against a per-
sisting failure of the imagination around which futures are 
envisioned, who belongs in them, and who drives them. 
These ideas are tied up in art and visual culture. By read-
ing versions of technological futures against the grain of 
their highly masculinist fantasies, the work of artists, game 
designers, and critical game scholars is part of a greater 
project that makes space for the subjective, the responsive, 
and for some of the internal narratives that may inform a 
personal understanding of such games. This is an e!ort to 
reach through the most o!ending of these images, to grasp 
the political a!ect that emanates from games as deeply 
aesthetic experiences, to cultivate more inclusive storytell-
ing, and through the alchemy of theory and practice, to im-
agine futures anew. The critical conversation at the center 
of technology belongs to all of us. It is mine to have, and it 
is yours.
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