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ABSTRACT
This dissertation builds on the conversations being had within game studies addressing how digital games can enact change in the “real” or empirical world. Change done specifically through feminist and queer gaming processes, because of the precarity of this content in gaming, is of particular use to combat the rampant marginalization and toxicity of today’s gaming experience. I use Gerald Farca’s video game narrative analysis (VGN) to look at the digital games Life is Strange 2, The Stanley Parable, Outer Wilds, What Remains of Edith Finch, and Hue to explore feminist and queer game processes and mechanics. I examine how play, game procedures and mechanics, and players can connect and impact both play spaces and empirical spaces through the use of procedures and mechanics as evidence to the relationships among these game and player characteristics. I will be bridging a gap between conversations being had on the “outside” and “inside” of digital games regarding feminist and queer gaming.  I map how game processes within these case studies point to how digital games, in a bigger sense, are reflective of contemporary societal and cultural issues that become part of the narratives and game worlds gamers engage with. Digital games contain a potential call to action for the player who is willing to see the argument within them. Examining these procedures and mechanics provides a space to push back on toxic gaming culture as well as misogynist patriarchal culture within the empirical world. Additionally, these procedures and mechanics are also the connection between game world and the empirical worlds. The included game analyses build this connection beyond the work done on representation and player demographics that feminist and queer game studies have focused on. Building up from these previous conversations pushes the radical and subversive potential of digital gaming in a new direction.  
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[bookmark: _Toc76131018]INTRODUCTION 
A recent book chapter written by Robin Johnson (2018) argues that the gaming industry’s structure and expectations of employees promotes a culture of techno-masculinity from within, which eventually leads to what has been called the leaky or blocked pipeline of diversity in the gaming industry. Professionals in the gaming industry must learn to adjust their own identities in the game culture space, particularly if they identify with a marginalized community, in order to survive. Many don’t make it. The chapter has faced backlash from several conservative sites and in the annals of sites such as Reddit, as players push back on being advised to engage with diversity and inclusion as well as balking at the label of techno-masculinity. As (white) masculinity in technological industries and spaces becomes less centered and assumed, the push back continues to rage on. It’s a trend that isn’t limited to simply gaming either as The New York Times 1619 project also faces backlash for its’ inclusion of critical race theory. Changing the way systemic racism, sexism, and gendered assumptions are understood has resulted in a force that many fear. 
The conversation surrounding gender, sexuality, and race representation in digital games is one that has ramped up in the previous 15 years with particular emphasis placed on how gender and sexuality impact game design, game characters, and game players. Feminist and queer theories have begun to be pulled into game studies as interdisciplinary forms of analysis and ways to deconstruct and decentralize the traditionally seen masculine and heteronormative cultures that surround both the discipline of game studies as well as the participants within game cultures. This traditional masculine lens on the gaming world and the related push back on this lens has centered representation as a way of doing the work associated with this deconstruction. Representation is only one aspect in the feminist and queer discourses intersecting with gaming studies. In the larger discipline of gaming studies, questions surrounding the concepts of processes, procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 2010) and ethics (Consalvo, 2005), and gaming structures have also been explored.  Building up from the work on representation, I will be exploring how procedures and mechanics within digital games act as manifestations of these feminist and queer theories, deconstructing the relationship between the player and game to realize digital games’ political and cultural capital. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131019]Expanding the Discourse of Marginalization and Gaming Culture
Adrienne Shaw (2015) argues that often what occurs when marginalized players play digital games is that their experiences playing as a character is more important if they can relate to the lived experience, rather than just the way a character looks, the way they perform their gender, or their choice in relationship partners. Instead, Shaw argues that the situations, their network of situations and people around the character, and the realism of interactions is a more important indicator to marginalized players that their own lived experiences are being recognized in game design and narrative. However, this isn’t necessarily something that the game industry has explicitly recognized as a goal to be accomplished. This lack of inclusion as an industry goal is underscored by research that shows the precarity of the gaming industry in being forced to aim for profit rather than inclusive design (Bulut, 2020). Digital games are not recognized as cultural texts that produce cultural capital but simply as entertainment artifacts that are made for the most hegemonic audience to consume. We must re-assess how play is understood and enacted in the current landscape of neoliberal and postfeminist rhetoric. 
My addition to this conversation focuses on both feminist and queer game processes and mechanics and their relation to the empirical world to incite radical change in both gaming and the “real” world. Gaming studies is moving beyond the idea of mere representation to investigate how the largest entertainment industry in the world can be a factor in bringing inclusivity to the political and the personal. Play in this case becomes generative, creating the possibility to see the personal as political through an emancipated player. Exploring these procedures and mechanics will inform us on how play is changing to become recognized as a political and cultural factor that we need to pay attention to. This radical potential leads us into the future of gaming studies as an even more interdisciplinary conversation that moves away from the hegemonic and heteronormative. 
Gerald Farca (2018) focuses his work on the use of VGN through utopic/dystopic narratives. However, I will adapt this framework to instead discuss feminist and queer processes as lenses to see the empirical world through their disruptive power and the critical awareness of the emancipated player. This will incorporate an overview of how play and play spaces or the “magic circle” have been imagined and re-imagined thus far. I am building up from Ruberg’s (2019) work on the queerness of digital games toward the widespread use of processes and mechanics that can be interpreted as feminist and/or queer already present in digital gaming. In a similar fashion to what Rita Raley (2009) has termed “tactical media” (p. 6), the goal here is to upset how meanings are created within digital games to become more inclusive and to help rid gaming culture of the toxicity it has become known for. Digital games provide ample examples and game play to explore and analyze these processes fully. As the largest media entertainment industry in the world (Entertainment Software Association, 2019), understanding how play reaches beyond the magic circle expands the work done in feminist and queer media studies disciplines and opens a world of radical potential. Exploring this radical potential within larger conversations around feminist studies, queer studies, and game studies makes each discipline stronger and more informed than before, without forgetting or dismissing the labor already put in to each of these areas. Building up to a change is the goal among all three.     
In this moment game studies is at a crossroads, according to Adrienne Shaw (2018). Shaw argues that game studies must learn to “build up” from all of the same debates that have been had, including representation as we know it, to begin to bridge the different areas of gaming, which has typically divided these conversations into the empirical or outside world and the inside gaming worlds.  
The goal of this dissertation is to explore one way in which we can accomplish this building up of gaming studies, via feminist and queer theories in association with gaming theories. By exploring the enactment of procedures and mechanics in their role of activating players via their engagement with the digital game that they are playing. This engagement holds a political key that connects the empirical or physical world of the player with the world of the game. Feminist theory pushes that the personal is political (Hanisch, 1970) and gaming is often a simultaneous personal and public activity that many individuals participate in. Connecting the gameworld and the empirical world via the act of play provides games with cultural and political capital that troubles our understandings of the entertainment value that is placed on digital games. This connection is already inherent to digital game design and using feminist and queer lenses makes this connection clearer. 
Work done by many theorists associated with gaming tends to examine the political impact of games from either the “outside” or the “inside”: the outside pertaining to the world of the player, gaming culture, or the gaming industry perspectives that are associated with what might be called the “real” or empirical world; the inside pertaining to the structures, mechanics, and representations of the game itself. Some of the more prominent examples of this outside work includes the assumed identity of gaming audiences (Chess, 2017), game player connections with game characters and narrative situations (Shaw, 2015), and the cultural push back on how feminist or queer narratives are understood by players (Harper, 2017). 
The importance of diverse representation within gaming narratives has found a new resolve after the misogynistic attacks on many game researchers, designers, journalists, and industry professionals in the phenomenon that has been dubbed #GamerGate. #GamerGate has become synonymous with the recognition of toxic gaming culture as the public doxing of Anita Saarkesian and Zoe Quinn (among others) became headlines within the gaming sphere. Theorists such as Adrienne Shaw (2015), Bonnie Ruberg (2019), Jennifer Malkowski and TreAndrea Russworm (2017), Shira Chess (2017), Kishonna Gray (2020), Derek A. Burrill (2008), Matthew Wysocki and Evan W. Lauteria (2015), and Gerald Voorhees and Nicholas Taylor (2018) have all published on research on different elements of representation that range from race diversity to industry expectations of audience makeup and demographics to character’s sexual orientations and gender identity. Further, theorists such as Anna Anthropy (2012), Mia Consalvo (2005), Carly Kocurek (2015), and T.L. Taylor (2018) have written on how the game industry, culture, and history have used gender, sexuality, and race representation in specific ways via the game industry, esports, and historical arcades to trace how representation in gaming overall has arrived at this moment.
On the flip side, there has also been work done exploring the inside gaming worlds. Ian Bogost (2010)’s work is one of the more prominent examples exploring the roles of procedures as rhetorical devices within digital games and the persuasive work being done by the structure of gaming system. Additionally, Henry Jenkins (2004) has also written on the architecture of gameworlds as being a narrative form adding to the overall storytelling. The issue with this distinction of inside and outside when it comes to game analysis is that these theorists often point to, but do not enter into conversation with one another. 
Added into this is the discipline-old debate of narratology versus ludology, which pits narrative against the unique procedures of digital games. What these two areas tend to ignore is their impact on one another with narrative and representation impacting how game procedures and mechanics are developed and implemented. Vice versa also applies where procedures and mechanics impact the flow of the narrative and impact of representation within a gameworld. The game space is in flux between the ebb and flow of narratives, procedures and mechanics, and interpretations by players and gaming culture. Feminist and queer game studies theorists are beginning to explore this dynamic relationship.
Feminist and queer procedures and mechanics built into many games are often unrecognized because of the connotations associated with feminism and queerness within larger game cultures. In this dissertation I explore how procedures and mechanics present embedded ideologies within popular digital games. The embedded ideologies reflect aspects of empirical world ideologies associated with politics, education, racism, sexuality, and gender. Because of this nature, these ideologies are also reflective of marginalized communities and the marginalized gamers that play many of these games. I will explore this connection via the procedures and mechanics of embodiment, failure, and queer futurity. These specific procedures and mechanics have been chosen for examination based on their interactions with each other in addition to how these aspects constitute both the play space and the narratives of digital games. Further, when examined closely, these specific procedures within games also are enlightening to the ideologies that can be found within the game space and the play interactions required. These aspects together form a way to think through, around, and within the games themselves which leads to Boluk and LeMieux’s (2017) concept of metagaming.  As the personal act of play becomes the political act of engagement via game mechanics and our interpretations of them as players, this acts as a call to take digital gaming as a serious form of political action. When considering the feminist and queer work of digital games, people typically focus on representation and narrative.  I am going to focus on procedures and mechanics, but I am going to bridge the divide of inside and outside analyses using Gerald Farca’s VGN analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc76131020] Theoretical Framework
To examine the use of feminist and queer procedures within digital games, I will be using Gerald Farca’s (2018) video game narrative (VGN) analysis framework. The VGN analysis uses the video game narrative genre as a critical approach to explore what Farca identifies as the player aesthetic response, which is the transformation the player undergoes when examining the relationship between the empirical world of the player and the gameworld they enter into. In his book, Playing Dystopia, Farca takes on the mapping, definition, and categorization of the dystopia genre in digital games to explain how this specific type of narrative pushes play functions to a higher level of aesthetic experience for an empirical player. Farca provides an overview to how play within a video game narrative creates a framework for analyzing the aesthetic response evoked within players through the structure, complexity, and meaning construction labor employed through the video game. Farca sees games as both processes to be explored and objects to be used. Play, both within the video game dystopia genre and outside of it, is reimagined in Farca’s work to help bridge the discussions between ludological gameworld structures and phenomenological player responses. Together, these create the player’s aesthetic response which is the cornerstone to Farca’s claim that video games create significance through meaning construction that occurs within the game, but only through the input of the empirical player.
The player within the physical or empirical world is the empirical player. This is the player whose goal is to experience the player aesthetic response through their relationship dynamic with the implied player. The implied player is the designed elements within a digital game that guide the empirical player through the space of the gameworld. Farca (2018) argues that play within video games is constituted by precarity. This precarity is due to the play space being a changed or distorted space from our own reality, or what Farca’s calls the empirical world. When an empirical player interacts with the play space of a video game, they enable the imaginary of the play space to take hold of them, drawing them in to the fictive world of the game. The distortions of this gameworld indicate to the empirical player that this is a different space than, but still informed by, the empirical world. This relation between the play space and the empirical world is imperative as this is how the empirical player begins to make sense out of the space in order to move within, around, and participate in the space (Farca, 2018). 
The implied player is located within the system of the game and consists of: “a dynamic framework of play that offers the empirical player a specific role (or roles) to be performed and functions as a trajectory towards catharsis,” (Farca, 2018, p. 163). The implied player is the game’s structure that leads the empirical player along a path of participation which helps the player complete the built-in incomplete-ness of the gameworld. When an empirical player meets the implied player of the game system, rather than using the term immersion or interaction, Farca calls this incorporation, building on Calleja’s (2011) use of the term. As an empirical player becomes incorporated into a game’s space, thus enabling the implied player to guide the empirical player, a tension emerges between participating in the illusion of the gameworld and critically understanding the links between the gameworld and the empirical world. A well-trained empirical player can do both. Farca (2018) defines this well-trained player as the emancipated player. 
The emancipated player establishes the significance and link between the gameworld and the empirical world through their push for attaining the aesthetic response. All empirical players have the potential to become emancipated players through the critical analysis of game structures, their ability to see links between the empirical world and the gameworld, and to participate in an informed dialectic based on these earlier two aspects. The emancipated player is not meant to be seen as an ideal player type, but instead as a practical one that can apply lessons from both the gameworld and the empirical world to be used across the reality-object boundary. Thus, the game structure and world, the empirical (and emancipated) player, and the empirical world are all affected by one another through the performance of the player’s actions and relations between the game and reality (Farca, 2018). 
Through the act of engaging with the game’s implied player and critically being aware of their own interpretation, performance, and perspectives does the aesthetic response become possible. The player’s aesthetic response is contingent upon these affectual relationships occurring. Participating through both play and critical analysis leads to the aesthetic response. “It is only through these combined efforts and by inserting herself into the game- her feelings, attitudes, and stock of knowledge- that the player may experience play’s aesthetic effect,” (Farca, 2018, p. 211). The empirical player brings their own set of knowledge, experiences, and perspectives which interacts with the gameworld through the rules and perspectives of the world. If the empirical player is able to critically analyze the dissonance or ruptures between their initial gestalt and the secondary gestalt that forms as the player actually moves and plays through a space, the potential for subversion and radical movement or understanding outside the game space can also occur, thus inciting action to fulfill ruptures within the empirical world. This framework helps to illustrate how the game processes in conjunction with the emancipated player can result in a cultural shift or at the very least acknowledgement of the feminist and queer aspects located within digital gaming, a culture traditionally seen as toxic and hetero-masculine. While this application of Farca was not his original intention, the analysis framework lends itself to identifying different forms of links or distortions between the empirical world and the gameworld, including feminist and queer procedures. It is these very links to ideologies and labor being done in marginalized communities that illustrates the need to explore the procedures and mechanics in game studies as a central component of game design, the play experience, and the political potential of digital games. If these processes are able to be seen as having the potential to affect shifts or the closing of ruptures within the empirical world, there is evidence to suggest that digital games should be considered tools of radical change.  
[bookmark: _Toc76131021]Procedures and Mechanics
Procedures and mechanics form the foundation for my analysis of how players become incorporated into, influence, and become influenced by digital games. Ian Bogost (2010) argues that procedures in digital games help constitute part of our experiences when interacting and immersing ourselves in the spaces of the game. Bogost argues that processes are structures that “define the way things work,” (p. 3) and when used in relation to computing devices such as gaming PCs or consoles, they form a way of expressing a manipulation of reality through specific symbols. This forms the basis of what Bogost calls procedural rhetoric, the persuasive use of processes to influence a perspective or action. By using procedural rhetoric to make the function of processes apparent within a digital game, the processes are also opened to critique and exploration of those representations and the meaning construction associated with them. Game mechanics, in contrast, are dependent upon the player acting within the game space and moving the game in a particular direction. Mechanics are where the agency of the player can manifest itself within the virtual environment of the digital game space (Chess, 2020). How players engage with the mechanics of the game and the guideposts of the procedures is one area where political and cultural capital of digital games lies and needs more attention. 
Specifically, I focus on three distinct procedures and/or mechanics within this dissertation: embodiment, failure, and queer futurity. The prevalence of these procedures and mechanics across a wide variety of digital games makes them particularly poignant to pay attention to when considering the inherent feminist and queer aspects of digital games. This push for recognizing the queer (and feminist) potential of games has grown in recent years with Bonnie Ruberg’s work emphasizing this point repeatedly. Ruberg’s recent book Video Games Have Always Been Queer (2019) highlights that despite being ignored by mainstream game designers, journalists, and many players, the influence of LGBTQ+ groups is already part of gaming culture, beyond the aspects of simply representation. Using both the built-in structures and spaces of games as well as the ways that players choose to interact with their games, Ruberg argues games and bodies have points of relationality that point to the queerness within both. These points are common ways of thinking, moving, exploring that invite expansion on how video games can point to larger cultural systems of thinking, identity formations, and even forms of resistance. While my work focuses more on the actual processes and mechanics of games themselves, the choice to focus on several of these specific processes and mechanics is informed by feminist and queer theory research that are considered foundational to these links. My research focuses more intently on specific procedures and mechanics that create productive trouble through Farca’s (2018) framework of illuminating the connections between empirical and gameworlds. 
Embodiment is a feminist and queer procedure within digital games that manifests itself in a way similar to what Uri McMillan (2015) describes as creating perspective and sensation from the lived experiences of the marginalized. McMillan specifically focuses on the performance art of Black women creating opportunities to reflect on how being simultaneously inside and outside of the performed perspective provides an opportunity to reflect on the construction and lived experiences of that perspective. The centering of the marginalized lived experience is a crucial experience to how perception and sensation intersect in McMillan’s work and this form of exploration translates into digital games’ use of avatar or character performance for an empirical player. These assembled subjects used in specific ways to emphasize how difference is used to marginalize and other particular bodies is reflective of Gonzalez’s (2010) work on the appended subject. Bodies are often mapped over with cultural codes that are reflective of their connections with different perspectives. Within gaming studies, exploring embodiment from these marginalized spaces, movements, and expectations has been stuck in the form of representation. While it is empowering to see a character or experience that is relatable within the narrative of a game, the amount of difference and variety of cultures and experiences in the world renders this to be an impossible task. Instead, when we can find how embodiment is accounted for within processes and mechanics of games, this opens a new avenue to explore and allows for more opportunities to create that affectual connection between the gameworld and the empirical world. 
Failure has been a hot topic within feminist theory, queer theory, and gaming studies over the last few years. Jesper Juul’s (2013) monograph on the topic of failure in gaming, The Art of Failure, is heavily cited and used as an example to explore othered aspects of gaming structures. Jack Halberstam (2011) also has written extensively on the use of failure as a technique in media from a queer theory perspective in his monograph of a similar title: The Queer Art of Failure. Both explore how failure is used as a way of seeing differently, albeit from different theoretical foundations. Failure as resistance is a form of what Sara Ahmed (2005) calls orientation. When we fail, we are placed out of line with the societal spatial and temporal orientations hegemony would have us accept. We become queer in a sense because bend the shape of the straight trajectory that is hegemony. When we fail and thus re-orient ourselves away from this straight, hegemonic, reproducible orientation, we are no longer coded as “different” or “other.” The process of continuing to be in this othered sense is socialized as negative but is often how many folks from LGBTQ+ communities find their daily lived experiences as flourishing. These conversations within failure in queer theory can be explored further within gaming studies. Specifically with the perspective of procedurality and mechanics, failure to move forward complicates the mainstream understanding of how games work. To be successful at a game often means winning or completing the objective. So what happens when we fail at winning? What happens when there is no winning? What happens when an objective isn’t completed? These in between moments, when designed correctly, can be more illuminating when understood from the queer perspective on failure.
Queer futurity as a procedure within a digital game highlights how a game can use the narrative as a procedural form to discuss the use of different narratives reflect upon feminism and queerness within digital gaming to work toward an inclusive imagining of the future. Queer futurity is heavily associated with the work done by Jose Muñoz (2009). Muñoz explores how the past informs the future and by pointing to the problems of the temporal now. Muñoz argues for the use potentiality as a form of non-being in which orientation is toward the future, while being informed by the past. For Muñoz, time isn’t locked into a linear, forward moving motion but instead must be thought about in a horizontal motion that moves in circles and never fully ends in any definitive way. Muñoz’s work also focuses on the use of dystopia and utopia as concepts that frame these different perspectives towards, away, or against futurity, bringing the conversation back around to Farca’s (2018) original topic for the VGN analysis. Within gaming, it is common to find a game that features a utopic or dystopic theme within them. Farca’s work explores this in depth with the categorizations of different types of utopic and dystopian narratives already at play in several mainstream AAA games. However, missing from the conversation is how feminist and queer perspectives are embedded within these narratives for both AAA games and smaller or indie games as well. This is an aspect that I will explore further within the dissertation. 
To explore these three specific digital game procedures and mechanics, I will be using a variety of digital games including Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019), The Stanley Parable (2013), and What Remains of Edith Finch (2018) among others. These games were chosen for their explicit examples of the above procedures and mechanics to illustrate how they function within well-reviewed and critiqued games. These games were also chosen for their ability to explore the lived experiences of different groups of individuals, including and especially marginalized groups of a few different subject positions. While I do not claim to have an inclusive or fully represented array of lived experiences from marginalized communities, my hope is that this dissertation acts as another entry into the inclusion of some experiences that marginalized audiences can possibly relate to as the central narrative. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131022]Organization
The organization of this dissertation will follow in-depth case studies looking at different feminist and queer procedures and mechanics through the VGN analysis. In chapter two, I will highlight Farca’s VGN analysis framework to connect game procedures and mechanics with Farca’s critical analysis of play and the player. Farca argues that VGN invites a player to become critical of how play and the play space present perspectives within a game and to find the links that connect that gameworld with the empirical or “real” world that the player materially inhabits. I will explore the use of the VGN framework to analyze digital games and build on what Farca has argued to include feminist and queer procedures and mechanics to be part of the conversation. Exploring the player aesthetic response through these specific procedures and mechanics brings marginalized communities back to the center of the conversation in gaming culture, a place many of these communities have always needed to be but are often pushed out of. 
In chapter three I begin the three case studies exploring the specific procedures and mechanics in more detail. Chapter three focuses on the procedure of embodiment and the games Life is Strange 2 (2018-2019) and Untitled Goose Game (House House, 2019). Embodiment within digital games has the possibility of acting as a form of feminist performativity as well as exploring queer orientation (Ahmed, 2006). Using the processes associated with the body of the game character or avatar invites analysis of the performance associated with embodiment. Embodiment and avatars function as a subversive force within McMillan’s (2015) research. McMillan highlights that to become an object, via an avatar, can be a form of performance enlightenment through a “rescripting” of how the body as object is perceived, used, and understood. Within gaming, when a player is put into the perspective of the other and moves through a space as that other, the potential of a new understanding is expanded. Life is Strange 2 features examples of critical examinations of race and oppression, youth, and the function of chaos. Untitled Goose Game also features chaos as a main function and moves beyond the use of race for representation with the use of a goose avatar. Embodiment becomes an interaction between the implied/structural processes of the game and the emancipated player to fulfill their feminist and queer roles. A metagaming discussion about thinking through a game to create links to the empirical world begins to unfold. 
Failure becomes the focus of chapter four through the case studies of The Stanley Parable (2013) and Outer Wilds (Mobius Digital, 2019). Failure acts as both a feminist and queer procedure and mechanic in these examples and builds up from the recent research done by both Jesper Juul (2013) and Bonnie Ruberg (2019). Failure can be a feminist and queer process that can point to how failure functions in the empirical world overall. In this chapter I explore how failure is a queer gesture used in gaming to upend the shame associated with it when an objective isn’t fulfilled or even when failure itself is built into a game to illuminate the role of failure in everyday life. Failure creates space and possibility for transgression to occur within a game and subvert normative (or hegemonic) logics associated with what Halberstam (2011) lays out as the heteronormative rational of success. Here, failure built-in to games becomes part of the aesthetic complexity Farca associates with the emancipated player and their critical analysis of underlying ideologies within games. The metagaming opportunity found in failure leads us to think around the game itself to explore how we use alternative play processes and styles to think through the different perspectives hidden within failure.
My final case study focuses on the procedure of queer futurity as a form of queerness found in the structures of digital games. Queer temporality also features in the case study examples presented within this chapter which explores What Remains of Edith Finch (2018) heavily. This brings Farca’s (2018) original discussion back but with feminist and queer lenses placed on it. Farca argues that dystopia narratives form a critique to create an inclusive future. Ruberg (2019) argues similarly but instead of a dystopic narrative as the feature, Ruberg emphasizes how games can be thought about and played queerly as a form of rebuilding the gaming community toward a queer and inclusive future. Turning this conversation to include queer futurity and temporality through the analysis of dystopic narratives invites understanding the marginalized into the fold of gaming. Queer futurity (Muñoz, 2009) has become a hot topic associated with this thinking. Queer futurity and this discussion of temporality points to how games often use temporality as a tool to bend and make time fluid for the purposes of the narrative and player involvement. Expanding this out to how the player interprets and participates within the game involving fluidity, non-linear timelines and the role it plays within re-imagining a future outside of heteronormative expectations, futurity within narratives links the emancipated player via this associated aesthetic complexity of games to see, act in, and act on the empirical world differently.    
Finally, the conclusion brings the conversation full circle to discuss how exploring feminist and queer procedures in gaming have always been aspects that exist in game design but are not recognized for doing work that supports these marginalized communities. Embodiment, failure, and futurity and temporality act as examples of feminist and queer processes that invite dialogue about ways digital games are critical to the personal as political message in many feminist and queer arguments. The gameworlds and the empirical worlds are more linked than is often credited, even to the point of perforating and meshing with one another. This linkage of critically exploring gaming worlds and the empirical world leads to a fuller metagaming discussion of how gaming is fluid, flexible, and transgressive to reality. Metagaming brings emancipated players and critical analysis to the foreground as a move away from toxic gaming culture, bringing marginalized gaming closer to the center.     



[bookmark: _Toc76131023]farca’s video game narrative analysis
Within gaming systems, there are two aspects of the environment that must be taken into consideration when examining how play in games is politically valent. The first is the player’s aesthetic experience and meaning creation. The second is the game processes and mechanics which shape the aesthetic experience of the player. Together, these elements allow for a play experience that bridges the gaps between game narrative experiences and gameplay experiences. While the active role of the game player is an important aspect when considering the play experience, the phenomenological experience of the individual player takes precedence over the impact of the media itself. Procedures and mechanics embedded in games impact the relationship between play and the empirical world of the player, inciting a potential for radical change in the empirical world. This radical change ups the political valency of digital games by illuminating the connections between gameworlds and the player’s reality. These connections between the game and the player’s reality illustrate how the personal act of play becomes political and how feminist and queer perspectives are already embedded into the narrative and play of many successful games.
[bookmark: _Toc76131024]Farca’s Video Game Narrative (VGN) Analysis
Gerald Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis bridges the ludological game structures and the phenomenological player responses to the digital game. The analysis framework opens up the hermeneutic space between game and player to examine in more detail the ideological implications of the ebb and flow between text and reader, an under-researched dialectic (Livingstone, 2007). A game borrows elements and experiences from the empirical world and brings them, in an adapted or rearranged form into the representations of the virtual or gameworld. In combination with the procedures and mechanics of a particular game, these connections between the empirical world and the virtual world are important to consider when examining Farca’s VGN analysis framework. 
Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis asks us to consider not only how a player interprets a game but also how the game invites some readings or interpretations over others. With the VGN analysis, we can discuss how comprehension and interpretation can be dissected between text and player via the assemblages (or incorporation) of the text and player, specifically through the player aesthetic response. This process of incorporation sets games apart from traditional communication models and thus calls for a unique approach to analyzing the response loop between text and user. Farca advances this relationship and accompanying hermeneutic space by addressing both in a critical approach rather than as a traditional communicative cycle or as a strictly phenomenological one, as Brendan Keogh (2018) and Dan Reynolds (2019) do. 
Games are both a process and an object to be explored. Play becomes the manifestation of the dialectic between game and player. Combining the approaches of the meaning creation through semiotics and the game’s procedures and mechanics allows the analysis of play to be conducive to studying an object such as a digital game. Both the game itself and the player of the game are responsible for producing the required meaning constructions to trigger an aesthetic response. The act of play is the result of a player and a game fulfilling indeterminacies in one another. These indeterminacies are the foundation of the dialectic between game and player. The player aesthetic response allows for a deeper connection to occur between the designed implied player structures of the game and the dialogue occurring with the emancipated player in the empirical world. This response is a result of critical observation and emancipated play, building a bridge between the virtual world of the game and the empirical world of the player, potentially inciting responses in both the game and the player that lead to changes in behaviors, attitudes, and actions of emancipated players in their empirical realities, thus pointing to a game’s political valence. 
There are several elements to Farca’s (2018) VGN framework that need to be defined and examined in their relationship to each other. These include empirical player, implied player, incorporation, emancipated player, aesthetic complexity, and the player aesthetic response. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131025]The Empirical Player, The Implied Player, and Incorporation
The empirical player is any player who decides to play the game. All players qualify as empirical players when they engage with a digital game. The implied player, on the other hand, is located within the game itself. The implied player is a designed part of the structural components of a game, such as procedures and mechanics, that allow for a dynamic relationship between the game and the empirical player. Indeed, it is the implied player of the game that outlines or guides the empirical player’s involvement. The empirical player and the implied player begin the relationship where the realities of the empirical world and the virtual world merge. This relationship leads to what Farca (2018) identifies as incorporation. 
Incorporation describes the responsive relationship between a game and the player as they interact, feed into, and supplement one another through the action of play. Incorporation explores the merging of realities in a player’s mind and actions through this active multi-directional participation and subsequent creation. The implied player is thus “an intersubjective structure” (Farca, 2018, p. 198) in the game whose incorporated relationship with the empirical player creates the possibility for an emancipated player to take shape.
Incorporation is an experiential concept helps set Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis apart from other analyses and theories that focus on the active role of the audience or reception. For example, John Fiske’s (1992) concept of “audiencing” is focused on the contextual and economic aspects of media text consumers. These consumers’ engagements with the media texts can be interpreted through their own understanding of social reality and their space within that reality. By analyzing consumers through an “audiencing” lens, Fiske argues that media text consumers are involved in the active process of producing meaning through the texts they consume and the connections to their own lived experiences. While there are some traces of relationality between Fiske’s work and what Farca proposes, the inclusion of incorporation into the VGN analysis allows Farca to focus specifically on the ergodic effort required of digital games. Additionally, incorporation traces a process between a game (text) and a player (consumer) that is a true loop and results in changes within the game structures themselves. While Fiske (and later Henry Jenkins [2008]) points to the active process of media text creators responding to audience feedback, this feedback process is built into the implied player game structure and is only activated through the incorporation opportunities present within the game itself. Players engage with digital games through their own ergodic effort to achieve incorporation, a requirement and designed element of meaning creation for digital games. 
This process also sounds similar to Umberto Eco’s (1979) analysis of open and closed texts. Indeed digital games, through the process of incorporation, would entail what Eco would describe as an open text: a text designed to involve the consumer within its construction, particularly for emancipated play (non-emancipated or non-critical play may fall closer to Eco’s understanding of a closed text eliciting a predictable/desired response). Digital game players becoming incorporated into the digital game itself, through the guides of the implied player structures, they must put forth their ergodic effort in order to move the text forward. The alternative is a stagnant text that doesn’t allow for any meaning construction. 
Stuart Hall’s (1973) encoding/decoding model is also relevant, although not fully sufficient to explain this communication loop between digital game player and digital game. The meaning construction space that Farca (2018) is analyzing is the hermeneutic space between game and player, at the moment encoding transforms into decoding (Hall, 1973). The unique experience of becoming incorporated into a game and being primed for the player aesthetic response to occur (and thus emancipated play), complicates the decoding moment of Hall’s encoding/decoding theory. Incorporation, due to its intersubjective and constantly changing semiotic nature based on the player’s ergodic effort, is a fast-paced system of gaming language that doesn’t allow a discourse to sit still for long. Movement through a digital game changes the discourses. The implied player structures of a game are not necessarily reflective of the actual movements or ergodic efforts that players may take. Thus, while this does reflect Hall’s theory on encoding, decoding, and the different type of readings that may occur in that moment of decoding, it does not examine the unique potentials that are part of the function of incorporation within digital games. 
A prominent example of incorporation is through the use of Virtual Reality (VR) headsets to play digital games. One video game streamer, POiiSED, who is also known as the Jumpscare King, is known for his explosive reactions to playing horror digital games with the Oculus Rift VR headset. In one of his more popular videos on YouTube, POiiSSED (2017) plays the game Affected: The Manor (Fallen Planet, 2014) using the VR headset and headphones. POiiSSED composes his videos with a majority of the screen showing the gameplay with his reactions featured in the lower right-hand corner. At 6:50 into the video, POiiSSED turns a corner in a very dark hallway, lit only by a red light source. Suddenly a screaming little girl flashes in front of him and the next few second are filled with POiiSSED’s screaming as he jumps back in forth in his seat. POiiSSED’s use of the VR headset and horror VR digital games illustrates player and game responsiveness is a multi-directional relationship where both the empirical player and the implied player feed and move with each other. Until POiiSSED turns the corner in the hallway, the little girl and movement in the game is restricted. POiiSSED must understand the required movements and actions of the game in order to trigger the little girl. While the little girl may be part of his expectation to be scared (he is playing a horror game via VR after all), this shows how POiiSSED’s expectations of playing a horror game via VR and the act of playing the digital game itself are responsive and reflexive to each other.
Farca argues that this meeting and merging of realities really means that there are two potential games being played: the participatory game for enjoyment, and the emancipated game for critical engagement. This simultaneous experience “enables the empirical player to subversively engage in its structure and in a fruitful dialectic- delighting in the elegance of the form but, at the same time, negotiating its contents and exposing it to meticulous scrutiny through play,” (Farca, 2018, p. 209).  Emancipated play (and players) arise out of these conditions through ergodic effort (Aarseth, 1997), the act of incorporation, and the implied player structures of the game. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131026]The Emancipated Player, Aesthetic Complexity, and the Player Aesthetic Response
The potential for an emancipated player lies within all empirical players. However, for an empirical player to transform into an emancipated player, the dialectic between the implied player and the empirical player must contain aesthetic complexity. An implied player, which is dynamically incomplete by design, is the key to aesthetic complexity. A game’s implied player must be designed in such a way to not only be incomplete but to draw enough correlations between the empirical world and the gameworld so that an empirical player can see the similarities of how the two worlds operate. These connections are how the empirical player can orient themselves and navigate their expectations within the gameworld. Without these correlations, aesthetic complexity cannot exist. 
Building these connections between the empirical world and the virtual world of the game is commonplace among game and narrative design. For example, Insomniac Games 2018 release Marvel’s Spider-Man was lauded as having some of the most realistic recreations of New York City including popular landmarks such as Radio City Music Hall, Central Park, and St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Additionally, Marvel fans aren’t left out with the Avengers Tower, Rand Corporation, and Alias Investigations all making appearances if players choose to locate them (Chetrafilov, 2020). While not every landmark is present in the game, the choice to include actual spaces and fandom spaces into the singular map not only allows for a deeper incorporation to occur between an implied and empirical player, but also allows players familiar with either New York City and/or Marvel landmarks to orient themselves within the city map to advance their own gameplay. 
These correlations are not only spatially-bound but can be temporally bound as well. Ubisoft’s Assassin’s Creed (2007-2020) series is known for their historical research and narrative building around moments in history that are widely recognized, even if they don’t always present the dominant narrative of that moment in history. An example of this is the re-telling of the Revolutionary War in the United States in Assassin’s Creed III (Ubisoft Montreal, 2012). The protagonist Connor comes across and takes part in many different scenarios including The Boston Tea Party and the Battle of Bunker Hill. Hamilton (Kail, 2020) fans will also recognize Connor’s work with LaFayette as he assists the colonies in fighting for independence from Britain (Brandon, 2012). Temporally bound correlations are particularly primed to induce a rethinking of how the virtual gameworld and the empirical world are connected. Not everything is as it seems in our empirical world when we can imagine how history might have gone differently. 
An empirical player must then put forth ergodic effort to complete the tasks, create the connections, and follow the procedures of the game (the structure of the implied player guiding the empirical player). This allows the empirical player to become incorporated to the virtual world of the game and results in a potentially critical engagement or reflection on the similarities between the empirical world and the virtual world the empirical player is now incorporated into. If this critical engagement occurs, the empirical player transforms into the emancipated player. In sum, when the ergodic effort of the empirical player becomes incorporated into the incomplete framework of the implied player, the player experiences the player aesthetic response, transforming the empirical player into the emancipated player via the critical dialectic of the connections and semiotic sequences between the empirical world and the virtual world of that specific game. The emancipated player differentiates themselves from an empirical player via the player aesthetic response (Farca, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc76131027]The Player Aesthetic Response
The emancipated player moves within the outline or guidelines provided by the implied player but with a critical, reflective, and engaged examination of the procedures, mechanics, and narratives of the gameworld. Farca describes these as perspectives. Through this examination, the emancipated player recognizes a variety of perspectives that are built into the game structure. Meaning construction occurs in this dynamic experience of this critical engagement between the implied player and emancipated player. This emancipated play lends itself as a method of analysis to explore these different perspectives of the game:
The moment the empirical player commences the act of play, she enters a creative dialectic with the intersubjective framework of the implied player, whose roles she interprets, performs, and scrutinizes- and it is through this playful trial action that she will experience the beauty of the aesthetic effect (Farca, 2018, p. 210). 

The gameworld is a system of perspectives designed in such a way to induce this aesthetic effect within the empirical player and thus the potential emancipated player. Once the emancipated player emerges and is engaged in the game through this aesthetic effect, the deeper perspectives of the gameworld work in conjunction with one another to maintain the aesthetic effect and encourage deeper contemplation in the emancipated player. Farca argues that these perspectives include the sensorial (visual, auditory, haptic), the gameworld itself, the plot or narrative framework of the game, the system (processes, play actions, and play styles), and a proposed fifth perspective where the critical engagement of the emancipated player resides. In this emancipated player perspective, the creative dialectic between the implied player of the game and the critical reflection of the emancipated player is centered. The similarities and frictions of the virtual world and the empirical world sustain this dialectic. 
The player aesthetic response and resulting transformation from an empirical player into an emancipated player creates precarity for the comfortable, habitual positions of players. This friction is where the productive, politically valent aspects of a game can flourish. The possible player choices within a game can cause discrepancies between two types of rules that Domsch (2015, cited in Farca, 2018) proposes, which are 1) the game’s existents or aspects of the gamespace and mechanisms and 2) the values at play in the gameworld. When the values at play in the gameworld do not match up with player expectations of the game, it can act as a catalyst for the player aesthetic response, changing meaning creation in the middle of a play sequence. 
An example of this potential friction is when a game creates the expectation of using weapons and full assault attacks to defeat enemies and move forward in the game. The weapons and assault styles are examples of the game existents and mechanisms. Using the weapons and assault styles as forward movement is an example of a game’s values toward aggression and action rather than cognitive planning. However, if that same game suddenly asks the player to sneak through a space and avoid conflict in order to save a child, remain undetected so another character isn’t hurt, or a similar narrative line, the two rules then create friction. The player is loaded with weapons and assault styles they can no longer use and succeed in the game. Instead, player expectations are broken and cognitive planning must be used to avoid detection in the game space. What is valued in the game at that moment does not match the game’s existents and can trigger or maintain a player aesthetic response. A rethinking of strategies, choices, and player movements is a necessity in such a situation. 
Whether this is the beginning of the transformation from an empirical to an emancipated player, or the extension of the player aesthetic response for an already established emancipated player, this process is illuminating for why an incomplete, yet dynamic game structure is necessary for promoting an analysis of both the meanings created during play as well as the procedures and mechanics necessary for players to put in ergodic effort to play a game. The player reflects or imagines “otherwise” in these situations creating both precarious play but also generative play for outside the gameworld itself. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131028]Play Gestalts, Blanks, and Gaps
In the precarity and generative products of play, lies the subversive political valency of digital games. Farca (2018) argues that the friction inherent within emancipated play illuminates that game structures contain blanks and gaps that are part of this dialectic process with ergodic effort. As an emancipated player fills in these blanks and gaps through ergodic effort within a game, player ideation takes place, transforming the relationship between the gameworld and the empirical world for the player. 
I will use Santa Monica Studio’s 2018 release of God of War which was released exclusively to PlayStation 4 by Sony Interactive Entertainment. Within this game, players act as Kratos, the god of war, as he guides and teaches his young son after the death of his wife. As they are hunted by the sons and minions of Odin, they must learn to build their own relationship and survive. 
A gap can be described as aspects of the game that drive a sense of completion such as plot progression, environmental components, and character personalities (Farca, 2018). An example of this within God of War (2018) is the deceased wife of Kratos. Players join the game as Kratos is cutting down a tree marked with a gold hand. Kratos and Atreus, his son return to their home with the tree and add it to a pyre to burn the body of Kratos’ wife. Soon after doing so, we learn that those trees were chosen by Kratos’ wife to force Kratos and Atreus out of their home and return to the land of her ancestors. The protection granted by the trees is gone and now Kratos and Atreus are on the run from Baldur, the half-brother of Thor and son of Odin. As we learn the story of Kratos, Atreus, and their relationship with the deceased wife, a player can begin to build expectations about the world based on Norse mythology and the aspects of the gameworld we have already encountered. This is an example of ergodic effort put together by the environmental storytelling and the recent surge in Norse mythology that has been pushed into popular culture texts. A player builds what they know from what they see and experience and then make assumptions about their role within the gameworld. 
A blank, on the other hand, is described by Farca (2018) as a drive for combination through analyzing the different perspectives presented through the implied player and thus the player orienting themselves into and between those perspectives. Depending on how familiar the player is with Norse mythology, the level of estrangement between the empirical world and the gameworld may or may not be intense based on the references the player is able to make connections to between their empirical world knowledge and what they know of the gameworld at any given point throughout the game. Another example of this may be examining the relationship between Kratos and Atreus. It is obviously strained as they say goodbye to Kratos’ wife and Atreus’ mother. Analyzing between the perspectives of the game might allow a player to find the significance between the plot of the game and what the player is being asked to do, such as cutting down the protective trees and Atreus’ refusal to speak to Kratos for long periods of time (Santa Monica Studio, 2018). Gaps help build up the gameworld and blanks help explain their relations, significance and representative power for a player as they put ergodic effort toward both. 
The player aesthetic response makes clear that there are discrepancies that purposely highlight issues, problematic circumstances, and ideologies within the empirical world that have been distorted by their inclusion and adaptation into the gameworld. These changes are necessary in digital games as they are familiar enough to allow a player to orient themselves to the gameworld but different enough to allow for play to be a novel experience. When players identify these discrepancies, the ethical responsibility of analyzing what the issue is and the proposed solutions of the implied player guidelines is placed upon the emancipated player. The player’s understanding of their perspectives of the empirical world can ultimately be transformed by their understandings of the distorted but related gameworld. Here the “aesthetic effect turns into the aesthetic response,” (Farca, 2018, pg. 259). The emancipated player, engaging in the productive yet precarious play the player aesthetic response incites, is allowed to enact, embody, and imagine these attitudes, behaviors, and responsibilities within the gameworld before potentially doing the same in the empirical world. Essentially, a combination of imagination and ergodic effort leads to real world implications. 
Kenneth Burke’s (1969) pentad provides some rhetorical foundations for why paying attention to the player aesthetic response allows us to analyze and explore game procedures and mechanics as dramatic forms of intervention in gaming studies. Burke argues that using the pentad allows for an analysis of the motivations and impact of a dramatic situation where a singular cause is impossible. The pentad is made up of the following questions: who has committed the act (agent); what was the act; how was the act carried out (agency); where did the act take place (scene); and why did the act occur (purpose). The relationship between these components was meant to reveal the motivations of the dramatic situation. It also allows us to see what narrative is centered in our analysis and, if done critically enough, who has been marginalized or left out. By beginning from the critical position, like the player aesthetic response primes a digital game player for, these components can help explain the relevance of procedures and mechanics in digital games. When a procedure or mechanic is broken down by these pentadic components, in the context of the digital game, we can then analyze the rhetorical function of that moment of play. The specific procedure or mechanic, in combination with the ergodic effort of the digital game player, can point to its own relevancy within the context of the game. 
Papers, Please (3909 LLC, 2013) provides an example of this potential real world change opportunity. Papers, Please is a puzzle simulation game that puts the player into the shoes of border patrol agent of a police-controlled state (scene). The agent (player) must examine (agency) and ultimately decide (act) if an individual is allowed to cross the border into the country or if they will be denied (purpose). The game starts out relatively simple with a few rules to abide by for allowing or turning away folks but progressively gets more difficult as the potential passers personal stories become more intense, the agent’s need to feed his family and get paid by the government becomes more dire, and the threat of making a wrong decision and being executed for doing so looms more and more. The game is often considered an empathy game that asks players to decide if making their world better and more empathetic is important, or if simple survival is what they need to focus on. 
The gameworld is a structure of a virtual play space of movement and a fictional storyworld or narrative. These aspects combined create a refracted, distorted materiality of the empirical world to be critical of. A player must negotiate both aspects for the resulting aesthetic response to take hold. “While the virtual gamespace represents a ‘setting for play’ that necessitates the player’s ergodic motions to dynamically change as a result of this interference, the fictional storyworld prompts the player to imagine a larger space than actually exists,” (Farca, 2018, pg. 273). Both aspects contain what Farca describes as blanks and gaps. 
Blanks and gaps are located within what Farca has identified as the repertoire of the game which is how a player orients themselves to the gameworld through their knowledge of the empirical world. This repertoire informs their attitudes toward the narrative, their play actions within the play space, and even the actions that player attempts to try and solve the problems during play. When a player fails at an objective, it causes friction with the repertoire and thus forces them to think around, through, or otherwise about the play in the game. More specifically, gaps are frictions within the narrative of a gameworld. Blanks are the fictions between the different perspectives of a gameworld. 
Changing meaning constructions tend to lie within blanks rather than gaps. These blanks and gaps are where the player’s understanding and orientation of the gameworld doesn’t match their expectations of the game based on their experiences in the empirical world. This purposely creates friction or cognitive dissonance for the emancipated player. This dialectic between the gameworld, implied player, and emancipated player incites the player to extrapolate the “otherness” in the gameworld and compare it to the player’s empirical reality. The emancipated player learns to move within a gameworld by closing the blanks and gaps of these friction-filled spots in the game, trying out different solutions, movements, and performances. The player must engage in strategies to evaluate and respond to blanks to reveal the game’s aesthetic complexity and shatter their current, failing game expectations. This shattering is the ergodic player ideation that can translate into the empirical world. Extrapolation allows for the player to create a form of new potential world knowledge. This is the player perspective that Farca argues is essential to the political valency of digital games. 
When a player engages with blanks and gaps to imagine and play otherwise, they are working through play gestalts (Farca, 2018). Initial player gestalts are flawed and reflect the game repertoire of an empirical (unemancipated) player. Once the player aesthetic response has been enacted, a secondary gestalt that is much more flexible and responsive begins to form that allows for the emancipated player to see more of the “otherness” within the game itself. Secondary gestalts therefore operate within the realm of meaning construction and significance. 
The secondary gestalt begins to form after the player aesthetic response is triggered. This means that friction of the game’s repertoire (brought on by the implied player) in the initial gestalt is part of the catalyst to transform an empirical player into an emancipated player. The empirical player must reconsider the blanks and gaps of the game critically, comparing their experience of what they know to what they are experiencing (aesthetic complexity) in the game, transforming them into the emancipated player. Recognition and requesting the otherness in a gameworld through this critical engagement allows the emancipated player to move forward in the game. 
Exposing the ideologies that construct the empirical world through the distortions of the gameworld is one function of digital games that needs more recognition. “Utopian enclaves with the potential to shatter the dystopian system are hidden within the processes of a game, its system of rules that affords them, and the player’s agency to actualize these potentialities,” (Farca, 2018, p. 293). An activated emancipated player breaks the boundaries of the gameworld by bringing the attitudes, behaviors, and ethical codes of the gameworld into the empirical world, potentially creating change to the elements of the empirical world that were originally adopted for inclusion in the gameworld. The player aesthetic response leads to this political action by engaging in critical and reflective perspectives. The hope is to have these changes in perspectives and dispositions spill over into the player’s empirical reality due to the recognition of the links between the empirical world and the gameworld. If one is just a reorganized refraction of the other, actions can occur toward certain ends within both. Games have political valency when they are designed with an aesthetic complexity that allows players to imagine this “otherwise” located within the game’s processes, mechanics, and narratives. Triggering a player aesthetic response to have more critical, reflective, and engaged players should be a goal of game design.
The player aesthetic response thus reflects Rita Raley’s (2009) call for “tactical media.” By inducing a critical and complex perspective in how players and games interact, compliment, and impact one another, via the player aesthetic response, digital games and players engage in acts of disruption and intervention in the political valency of digital games. Games are no longer left at the level of easily pushed aside “nerd culture” or being left to the techno-masculine narratives of the 1990s or 2000s. Instead, digital games are having a political comeback as the largest entertainment industry in the world. Examining these meaning constructions and their political critique of the dominant discourses in the gaming industry, game culture, and the broader media studies ecology, digital games interventions like Farca’s (2018) VGN and player aesthetic response answer the call to disrupt the dominant semiotics of media. 
I use a number of feminist and queer theoretical lenses to examine and explore this relationship between game and empirical world. These lenses provide the opportunity to see the political impact of such procedures, mechanics, and narrative elements within the game reflected already within the empirical world. Some of these examples include looking at how queer orientation within spaces allows us to recognize the function of being “other” within a space and what roles and practices are associated with this being out of sorts (Ahmed, 2006). Rescripting how we embody virtual narratives and spaces is another form of performance that is helpful for identifying procedures that allow us to do so (McMillan, 2015). Even how we form our world knowledge to enter and participate in a gameworld can influence how we imagine and work towards a space in the future, creating foundations for player ideation (Muñoz, 2009). These three examples are all theories that will be explored further in the following case studies. The procedures are there but the recognition of their importance is not. 
Turning feminist and queer theories toward gaming studies provides an opportunity to explore an interdisciplinary approach of the political impact of the largest entertainment industry in the world. Farca’s (2018) video game network (VGN) analysis provides a framework for exploring the relationship among the player of the game, the procedures and mechanics of the game, and the potential impact of this relationship outside of the game, upping digital games’ political valency. 



[bookmark: _Toc76131029]A mile in their shoes: empathy and embodiment in life is strange 2 and untitled goose game
Empathy games are a growing genre of digital games that allow for a different type of play experience focused on the emotional, novel, and/or the reflective (Brice, 2017). Empathy games provide players with the opportunity to move away from the concept of the game as object and move towards the game as an experience. This double-edged sword has allowed for certain experiences to be commercialized for game players to step in and out of the shoes of the oppressed at will (Brice, 2016). Mattie Brice, a game critic, designer, and instructor at New York University, is an outspoken advocate for doing more with empathy within the design of digital games, moving the use of empathy away from its function for games and towards a function for players. Brice argues that games are systems in which players are inserted and act within with a narrative that is designed to entice players to engage. Mapping on top of a game that doesn’t use empathy as an enticement for players, but instead to contextualize the experience of empathy for players to be critical and reflective, is the true task of empathy games (Brice, 2017). 
Empathy games have often received criticism by those that feel activism should not be part of a gaming experience. Responding to these critiques, Teddy Pozo (2018) and Maureen Engel (2017) argue that empathy and queerness are not aspects of games meant to just stay at the level of narrative or representation. Pozo argues that to move empathy and queerness away from the pitfalls of capitalistic motives that many game developers fall into, game design must be focused on affect, embodiment, and tactility. Pozo adopts the feminist framework of haptic visuality to challenge game designers to learn more and incorporate “more challenging and nuanced relationships with the body and the emotions, among which may be built truer forms of empathy,” (2018, p. 4). The unique aspect of digital games provides the opportunity to play with the distance between player and game through employing aesthetics and mechanics of empathy, trauma, or illegibility to portray the intersubjective, embodied aspects of experiences. Centering the unknowable, embodied experiences of the marginalized in an empathy game designed for critical reflection asks a player to do more than just be in the shoes of the marginalized, according to Pozo. It asks the player to reorganize their own expectations, biases, and experiences to be engaged with the game. 
Maureen Engel (2017) turns this conversation toward the system of the game itself. Engel argues that the rules of a game system are illustrative of the systems in power at the time of creation, filtered through the intentions of the rule author(s). If mechanics or rules of a game are written in a sense that allows for subversion, non-normative movement or interpretation, or disruption, intentionally or unintentionally, the mechanics then operate as potential for being otherwise within the game. If the mechanics of the game are designed to center the experiences of the oppressed or marginalized in a critical way that allows for player reflection, the possibilities of empathy games grows exponentially. 
An example of this type of understanding can be explored through TellTale Games’ The Wolf Among Us (2013), which follows the narrative of fairytale creatures living in the everyday world with humans. The protagonist is the Big Bad Wolf (Bigby) who works as the sheriff, policing the fairy tale creatures as they hide themselves in among humans. Creatures must pay for glamours so that their true forms don’t out them. Bigby has one interaction with Mr. Toad, a character who cannot pass for human without extensive glamours, which are expensive and out of budget for Mr. Toad and his family. Because Mr. Toad can’t pay to have his family look human, Bigby is faced with the decision to send Mr. Toad and his family back to The Farm, the fairytale land. Mr. Toad begs Bigby to give him one more chance: “This whole glamour rule is…oppressive. I’ve done nothing wrong but look different. You know it’s not right, burdening the weakest of us like this. This world isn’t kind to those of us who can’t pass for human,” (TellTale Games, 2013). By centering the experience of Mr. Toad being kicked out of his home and his children being displaced from the only place they’ve known, the narrative features the marginalized, the downtrodden, and the oppressed. This theme often repeats throughout the game with blackmail, embezzlement, and crooked government officials making the lives of many fairy tale creatures more difficult. Bigby must navigate the law laid out for fairytale creatures while also trying to track down a murderer to protect the fairy tale creatures. His own reputation as ne’er-do-well in fairytales means most don’t trust his judgement. The player walks this thin line of doing good, holding the wolf temper inside, and supporting fairy tale creatures of all kinds while tracking down a murderer. The narrative of The Wolf Among Us along with the style of gameplay (episodic, dialogue-driven choices) in a walking simulator is illustrative of the system pointing to different ways systemic oppression and marginalization occurs in an American-esque society. Regardless of your feelings toward these systems of oppression, it is difficult to ignore that they are there working in specific ways toward certain groups of people, as Mr. Toad’s quote highlights.  
Critical reflections of empathy experiences as an embodied, intersubjective aspect of a digital game is one potential area where Farca’s (2018) player aesthetic response is a possibility. Amanda C. Cote (2020) examines the relationship between empathy and embodiment as form of pleasure found in playing games for marginalized (specifically female-identifying) game players. Cote argues that the pleasure found in occupying different identities through a game narrative is a form of transportation: “a theoretical construct used to describe both the process of a reader, viewer, or player getting immersed in a narrative media experience and the affective and cognitive impacts this immersion has on them,” (p. 123). Typically transportation is a feature of many narrative-based mediums, but the ergodic aspect of digital games provides a new opportunity for players to not simply be an identity tourist, but to make decisions from the perspective of the character whose identity they are sharing. Embodiment allows for a deeper form of empathy to occur through the incorporation process of Farca’s (2018) player aesthetic response. 
In this chapter, I will be exploring how the procedure of embodiment and its related mechanics entail feminist performativity for player’s being incorporated within the digital games of Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) and Untitled Goose Game (House House, 2019). Specifically, I will be exploring how the use of characters as objects within a game create the possibility of embodiment as critical empathy, leading to a player aesthetic response that questions how attitudes and behaviors are socialized into individuals and institutions to support heteronormative, white-ness centered expectations of bodies and their movements. Characters within Life is Strange 2 and Untitled Goose Game illustrate the frictions present between games and the empirical world when we consider how those characters are used as tools for biased-bound attitudes within their respective gameworlds. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131030]Technological Embodiment and Digital Games
The relationship between bodies and technology, specifically virtual environments, is littered with utopic possibilities of what virtuality can do for the marginalized and powerless. The discourses we use to actually examine and reflect on virtual environments, however, is not reflective of these utopic dreams and instead is heavily induced with the constraints of binary-filled rhetoric that restricts and straps virtual environments to the material world. N. Katherine Hayles (1999) argues that virtuality is inherently a construction of material discourses interlaid with informatics: “the technologies of information as well as the biological, social, linguistic, and cultural changes that initiate, accompany, and complicate their development,” (pg. 29). Informatics reflects the discourses used to create dialogues around the containment and functionality of information in our digital worlds. Institutions such as gender, sexuality, ability, capitalism, and race are examples. Bodies, textual, human, or otherwise, cannot be separated from the informational patterns of the virtual environments we take part in or become a part of due to informatics. Bodies are encoded, materially and virtually. Despite the utopic possibilities of virtuality, these possibilities remain a dream due to the construction of bodies in virtual environments. 
Encoded bodies in virtual environments are reflective of critical aspects of both virtual and material worlds. Indeed, Hayles (1999) argues that when the informatics of an encoded body changes or adjusts, this produces a flickering signifier which alters the subject-object relationship between the virtual and material codes of a body. These flickering signifiers are evidence of the changing informatics that substantiate the networked body. These changing informatics points to how the body itself is networked in such a way that the meanings created by and through the body are constantly in flux, navigating the materiality and virtuality discourses they are in contact with and engage with. These fluctuating signifiers of material and virtual bodies lead us to the consideration of how bodies can incite embodiment through their virtuality in connection with their materiality, as one cannot exist without the other (Hayles, 1999). In a similar vein, Lisa Nakamura (2008) argues that an individual’s virtual subject position is an area of research that is growing with the proliferation of the virtual into the everyday lives of many. Nakamura proposes Digital Race Formation Theory to explain how we understand our presence in our virtual spaces by how we produce race and gender in these spaces. These embodied virtual subject positions hold cultural capital in similar (if not the same) fashions to our corporeal selves, meaning that some individuals hold more cultural capital than others on aspects they cannot control such as race. Recognizing the role of this cultural capital in virtual environments illustrates how our embodiment practices in virtual environments does not change that much from our corporeal selves. Instead, virtual environments provide a reflective perspective on our corporeality. 
As material bodies network into virtual environments, and vice-versa, the bodies take on what Hayles identifies as the “Techno-Bio-Integrated Circuit” (Hayles, 2010, p. 612). This circuit illustrates how bodies are impacted by the new experiences being created through the infusion of informatics as a framework of embodiment. Embodiment as manifestation has always played with the idea of boundaries being permeable and virtual environments have pushed this even further. The techno-bio-integrated circuit framework becomes more and more relevant as everyday experiences become integrated with more virtual or digital components. Bodies are no longer bound by their material boundaries and no longer limited by their representations in virtual environments. Instead, because of their dual materiality and virtuality, bodies are an even more complex system of symbols that are fluctuating, pushing, pulling, and flickering through the constantly changing institutional discourses that help erect the encoded body materially and virtually. How these different institutions come together in any one instance to create an encoded body through informatics lays the foundation for virtual or technological embodiment. 
This concept of embodiment for encoded bodies is further explored in Anne Balsamo’s (1999) work on how bodies are read by others in technologically-driven contexts. Balsamo argues that bodies are virtually decoded in relation to their material bindings, building on Hayles’ (1999) argument of dual discourses surrounding encoded bodies. Balsamo introduces the laboring body, the marked body, the repressed body, and the disappearing body as a taxonomic list illustrating this technological embodiment process. The marked body is most often linked with cultural representation and visuality. The laboring body is linked with functionality and usefulness in a particular role. The repressed body is indicated by material bodies becoming an extension, and thus pushed aside, through accoutrements such as headsets, controllers, and virtual reality. Finally, the disappearing body takes this a step further and explores the bounds of embodiment through apparatuses like prosthetics, implants, and other biomedical advances. Technological embodiment in the forms of the marked body, the laboring body, and the repressed body are most appropriate for the conversation regarding embodiment within digital games here as we are dealing with performativity within video games through technological embodiment. 
Technological embodiment as a form of feminist performativity offers up the ability to examine the role of race, gender, and sexuality, among other intersecting forms of identity formations within digital games. Judith Butler is well-known for her work in gender as a form of identity formation and the impact it has on our understandings of sexuality, oppression, and subject positions. Butler (1988) defines performativity as the repetitive action of embodying social constructions of our culture through our bodies by “performing” them. Bodies can avoid ostracization and move more freely through the world when our performances are in line or pass the social reality of our cultures. Oftentimes, hegemonic understandings of this social reality in the United States and other Western countries are white, heterosexual, cisgender, masculine, and able-bodied. Unfortunately, that leaves out a large number of populations who don’t fit this supposed neutral position. As performances become more commonplace (for example, feminine bodies being designated toward domestic work, masculine bodies being designated toward physical labor, and bodies that don’t fit the gender binary being marked as other) they become part of the social reality and seen as culturally acceptable and begin to pass as assumptions or even expectations of what constitutes social reality.  
Using performativity to examine technological embodiment within digital games functions to bring the duality that Hayles (1999) illustrates through the techno-bio-integrated circuit to the forefront. Performativity in a virtual environment, such as in digital games, illuminates the underpinnings of performances that coincide or break with expectations in a social reality by engaging a player in the action of play, forcing them to embody an other in order to move, complete objectives, and truly experience the nature of the digital game. Emma Westecott (2015) examines this phenomenon in her doctoral thesis “Performing Play in Digital Games: Mapping Feminist Futures.” Westecott argues that play within a digital game is only achievable through embodiment as the feedback loop between game and player is so closely knit and fast that the process occurs unconsciously. 
Videogame play is a specific type of play, one that exists via technological extension…The intertwining of action and response in the context of gameplay can be seen as an example of a tight coupling through active engagement in a particular game moment. (Westecott, 2015, p.23)

Speaking to Balsamo’s (1999) technologically embodied repressed body, Westecott examines the communication between boundaries of the flesh, materiality of the controller, and the phenomenological experience of embodiment in fictional worlds of digital games. She argues that this process is an “ongoing sense of becoming,” (p. 25). The lived experiences of players through this becoming process of embodiment holds potential for examining the ideality of gameplay performance and the alternative potentials that abound. 
Deconstructing the act of embodiment in digital games as a performative, feminist procedure inherent to digital gaming brings visibility to the meaning construction that is occurring in this unconscious action that all game design takes part in. Digital games explicitly or implicitly point to oppression and marginalization within social reality. Performativity via technological embodiment in digital games breaks the procedure of embodiment away from its technological foundations and instead brings an ideological visibility to this core game design feature and its impact on players. 
Scholars have considered the ways that cinema and television enable embodiment, but the arguments of these theorists reveal key differences between digital games and other mediums. Laura Marks (2002) has written extensively on the role of embodiment within visual media, specifically film, highlighting how the optical representation of cinema allows space for a viewer to identify with what they are visually experiencing: “Optical representation makes possible a greater distance between beholder and object which allows the beholder to imaginatively project him/herself into or onto the object,” (Marks, 2002, p. 166). This form of haptic visuality can function as a way to experience cultural memory or experience and not be merely focused on the role of representation. Joel Krueger (2015) argues that one of the ways the haptic visuality of embodiment can be varied is through the plasticity of embodiment itself. Hayle’s techno-bio-integrated circuit is a form of augmentation that allows for embodiment to be individualized to the person. Cinema and television have allowed for identification through their narrative arcs by creating embodiment through the augmentation of representation in the visuals. Games do something similar but with the added effort of controllers, pieces, or rules of engagement.  
Ian Bogost’s (2010) concept of procedurality lends itself to embodiment within digital games. Bogost argues that procedurality helps explain how systems of processes create expected behaviors, outcomes, and understandings of rules within the systems. Procedural rhetoric examines how these systems use the processes in persuasive ways. Embodiment is one of these procedures that can be used in persuasive ways. I will be exploring embodiment as a persuasive procedure through the use of in-game characters of two popular digital games: Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) and Untitled Goose Game (House House, 2019). Technological embodiment highlights the relationship between player and digital game through Hayles’ (1999) techno-bio-integrated circuit. Technological embodiment with characters within digital games are not isolated from the impacts of the technology, the narrative they exist in, or the historical moment they are played in. It is impossible to separate out the materiality and virtuality of the play action required in this technological embodiment opportunity. 
Embodiment of characters through performativity is not a new venture. Uri McMillan (2015) is well-known for examining the relationship between Black feminine performance artists using their material bodies to rescript historical understandings of Black feminine bodies. McMillan referred to this practice as using material avatars to create an extension into the other. Black feminine performance artists performing as malleable objects to illustrate how Black feminine flesh has been used as a form of objecthood throughout historical moments. These performances divorced their current embodiment from their material bodies to illustrate these historical occurrences from the perspective of the other. McMillan argues that this divorce of materiality is exemplary of how embodiment is a slippery experience. These examples of material avatars using embodiment as an alternative view of history were critically race-bound for the Black feminine performance artists. It was a way of negotiating their identities and their histories simultaneously. 
The characters of digital games can be seen in a similar way as a designed object of subversion if they are read in a critical perspective. These are not simple performances but acts of performativity that incite technological embodiment as a persuasive procedure within the digital game. In the case studies featured in this chapter, the characters operate in very different ways within their respective narratives. However, both characters point to the roles of technological embodiment functioning in a subversive way to illuminate ideological aspects such as race, rationality, and empathy. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131031]Becoming Sean: The Role of Embodiment in Life is Strange 2
Embodiment within Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) as a feminist process asks the empirical player to respond and engage to racial situations enacted through the implied player within the game structures. When engaged with critically, the embodiment procedure can induce the player aesthetic response, transforming the empirical player into an emancipated player that can address the frictions, designed uncomfortable situations, and engage with the game structures as otherwise, moving through the game space with a new perspective. 
Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) is a single-player adventure game that tells the story of two brothers as they fight to escape from the impossible situation of an accident, police oppression, racism, and unexplainable powers intertwining with the grief of losing their father. The game tells a related but not direct sequel of Life is Strange (Dontnod Entertainment, 2015) which follows the time-bending powers of Max Caufield as she attempts to stop a sexual predator and save her town. Using similar aesthetics and the narrative tool of unexplained powers, Life is Strange 2 instead focuses on how racial violence and prejudice impact the lives of two young males. 
Sean and Daniel Diaz live in Seattle with their father, Esteban, in what seemingly appears to be a serene suburban life. Sean has friends and plays sports in high school. Daniel is often lost in his imagination and still maintains childlike innocence in his play. Esteban runs his own mechanic service and the family appears to be content. 
This idyllic scene comes crashing down one day after school when Daniel has a run-in with their less than tolerant teenage neighbor on Halloween. Brett, the teenage neighbor, begins pushing Daniel around after he spills fake blood on Brett’s shirt, resulting in Sean intervening. Brett uses derogatory language toward the brothers, either implying they aren’t welcome living next to him as supposed illegal immigrants or that they weren’t wanted by their absent mother, causing Sean to snap and physically confront Brett. Brett lands on a sharp rock, which causes a traumatic injury. A young, white police officer is driving by and stops after seeing Brett and Sean fighting and Brett landing on the ground, not getting back up. Seeing the condition of Brett as he struggles to breathe on the ground, the officer pulls his gun and orders Sean and Daniel to step away from Brett’s body and get down on the ground. Esteban sees his sons being ordered to the ground by the police officer and rushes over. In a tense moment, Esteban pleads with the officer who is moving his gun back and forth between Esteban standing in front of him and Sean and Daniel lying on the ground. Suddenly the officer shoots and hits Esteban as Sean watches his father’s body hit the ground in slow motion and Daniel yells. An explosion seems to come from the Diaz family house and the officer is thrown backwards as the scene fades to black. The boys’ lives are changed forever. 
Upon release, the game was generally well received, although some players expressed displeasure at the obvious political themes of the game (Marsh, 2018; Metacritic, 2021). The game follows an episodic, graphical walking simulator formula with built-in narrative choices that end up affecting the possibilities within each episode, the relationship between the two brothers, and ultimately the possible ending the player earns. These narrative choices often appear in dialogue trees with other non-playable characters (NPC) in the game and are time-based. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131115]Figure 1 A Time-Based Decision

There are also some choices that are given more precedence in the game and are not time-based. These directly affect which way the game may allow a player to proceed. These choices are presented as a pause in time, with the screen shifting to indicate differences in how the situation may be handled. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131116]Figure 2  A Non-Time-Based Decision

As an empirical player, we are placed into the role of Sean Diaz, the older brother who must protect Daniel from the consequences of the aforementioned situation. The role of embodiment plays a strong part as Sean and Daniel navigate the ruins of what they have known. 
In the above scene between Brett, Sean, Esteban, and the police officer, embodiment as a feminist procedure within the game calls attention to the implicit racism and intolerance of persons of color in contemporary America, specifically of folks of Hispanic or Latinx descent. Farca’s (2018) video game narrative analysis makes this clearer.
It is our decisions as Sean that end up having consequences for Daniel and other non-playable characters (NPCs) we meet on our journey to Mexico. As Sean we now also must take on the implications, consequences, and dangers associated with moving through the game space as a person of color in contemporary America. This form of technological embodiment is reflective of Hayles (1999) techno-bio-integrated circuit. The role of Sean within the game is our designed implied player that we as an empirical player must engage with (Farca, 2018). As a designed aspect of the game that embodiment works with, Sean as a character is a prime example of Hayles’ work as Sean is a product of his virtuality and the cultural implications of being a person of color (materiality). Temporarily setting aside our own materiality, we digitally step into the fictional narrative of the game and work through the virtuality of Sean as the implied player to progress. To engage the player aesthetic response and create an emancipated player, however, requires an analysis of how the designed aspects of Sean point to the blanks and gaps of this gameworld. These blanks and gaps create the frictions between the empirical player’s biases and expectations and the gameworld’s push to create ideation in the player. 
Gaps in a digital game drive the game progression forward and often are reflected as plot devices, environmental storytelling, and character narrative development. Blanks, on the other hand, is where the level of analysis occurs. As the empirical player orients themselves to the gameworld and the differences between their own empirical world and what the gaps reveal in the gameworld, the player must negotiate the blanks this creates and fill them in with their own ergodic effort to maintain movement in the gameworld (Farca, 2018). 
In the scene described above from the first episode of Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) the relevant gaps presented include the impossible and unexplainable powers that suddenly erupt after the explicit racism presented from Brett, the teenage neighbor. These gaps, the powers and the racism, are the catalyst for the journey that Sean and Daniel are forced into. Both of these elements are plot points that steer the direction and urgency of the remainder of the game. These elements are also the catalysts for the empirical player to experience the player aesthetic response and become the emancipated player (Farca, 2018). 
	The gaps of unexplainable powers and racist behaviors and attitudes put the emancipated player in the position of having to navigate and re-orient their actions to these new environmental stipulations of the gameworld. The state of the empirical player as they first enter into the gameworld may or may not be familiar with enduring racism, prejudice, and having to carefully navigate their way through the white-ness of contemporary America. This blank holds the potential to be greatly estranged from the normal of the empirical player; or, potentially not that estranged. However, the situation that occurs between Sean, Daniel, Brett, and the police officer is made unique through the introduction of Daniel’s unexplainable powers (which at this point in the game have not been attributed to Daniel) and create a new level of estrangement to navigate (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019). These blanks together create the foundation for the player aesthetic response to occur, through an analysis of the frictions between real world attitudes towards and against (male) persons of color and the assumed threat of violence complicated by unexplainable powers emanating from one of the main characters. Again, Joel Krueger’s (2015) work becomes relevant here. Krueger argues that the extended mind thesis explains how embodiment with digital artifacts extends the mental state of an individual outside of themselves and connects with, but does not become limited to, the artifact. This thesis resembles the work done by the gaps and blanks of Farca’s (2018) work. Gaps and blanks that trigger a player aesthetic response are using a digital game to extend the connections of the player’s mind through the use of narratives, characters, procedures, and mechanics that engage a player with thought-provoking elements. The phenomenological foundations used for many other visual and haptic mediums become important elements when we consider embodiment within digital games.   
[bookmark: _Toc76131032]The Player Aesthetic Response through Sean Diaz in Life is Strange 2
The player aesthetic response is enacted through the indeterminacies resulting from the gaps and blanks pointing to frictions of expectations between the empirical world and the gameworld. These indeterminacies require further analysis so the empirical player can re-orient themselves to the gameworld, allowing for movement and progress. This process ultimately is meant to result in the emancipated player who then can recognize the cause of the frictions from the empirical world and change their attitudes and behaviors to help address the issues causing the frictions. The indeterminacies with the gap that require ergodic effort from the empirical player point to these real world issues (Farca, 2018).
The aforementioned gaps and blanks lead to differing levels of estrangement between the empirical player and the gameworld which must be rectified before the player can make progress within the game. Because the empirical player is in a relationship with the implied player located within the game itself, this re-orientation is limited to what is possible within the gameworld. The very act of the empirical player having to re-orient within the gameworld also points to what Sara Ahmed (2006) has argued is a form of queer phenomenology. Queer phenomenology explores the connections between bodies and the environments (corporeal, virtual, or otherwise) in which those bodies and environments become oriented to each other. Some orientations are less dominant than others and it is these that Ahmed focuses on as forms of queerness. Our own orientations to ourselves, objects, and environments often must be re-examined to see what new angles or orientations we may be able to perceive and experience. Gaps and blanks allow for a re-orientation to occur by purposely orienting a game player in a particular way when they step into the gameworld. In order to navigate that gameworld, games require an immediate re-orientation, priming the player to critically examine the gameworld so they can move and be within the space.   
The frictions located within the game’s indeterminacies require this re-orientation. Using embodiment as a feminist process located with Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) allows us to deconstruct how the frictions located within the police officer scene reflects on the role of racism in America and the significance of having to navigate explicit racism against the body that we as players embody in the game. Here, McMillan’s (2015) work on avatars as tools for embodiment plays an important role to illustrate how an empirical player can be transformed into an emancipated player through the embodiment procedure. 
McMillan (2015) argues that avatars invite an analysis of performance through embodiment to question the scripting and subsequent rescripting of bodies enacting performativity (Butler, 1988). The critical analysis of race and gender in McMillan’s work illuminates how bodies can be used to change the discourses and meaning construction occurring surrounding these bodies. Black feminine performance artists brought visibility to the trauma of their flesh through their performances. 
In the case of Sean in Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) a similar tracing occurs if the empirical player is able to critically connect with the frictions between the gameworld and their empirical world. A rescripting/re-orienting must occur for the empirical player if they are to experience the player aesthetic response. The role of race is prominent for embodying Sean in the above scene. In the case of Sean, his visible skin color complicates his relationship with the police officer as the officer approaches the three boys in distress. As this scene is early in the game and embodiment is relatively new for players of the game, the rescripting/re-orienting process can feel a bit jarring, intentionally placing the empirical player into a state of discomfort. This is done through the designed elements of the implied player within the game, the situation that Sean finds himself in along with Daniel. The emancipated player is unable to break free from this situation and must sit in the discomfort of the scene as there are no more choices for the emancipated player to make once the altercation with Brett begins. 
The emancipated player must address their own expectations of the game at this moment. The trauma of Sean’s visible skin color and the reactions had to his body by both Brett and the police officer illustrate the racist gap within the gameworld. The empirical player now must address the associated blank, or how estranged they are from this type of explicit racist behavior being directed toward their (shared) body. This type of estrangement is also dependent upon their own privilege and subject positionality in their empirical lives. The empirical player must also necessarily address their expectations of the game as Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) addresses a different and more explicit type of marginalization than Life is Strange (Dontnod Entertainment, 2015) does. This would be an example of addressing the initial player gestalt (Farca, 2018). 
Sean’s current predicament of running from inevitable arrest and protecting Daniel from the trauma of the death of their father and being hunted down, while also dealing with the unknown powers of Daniel, reorients the emancipated player from their perceived notions of how the empirical world is known to work. The player aesthetic response can be triggered here for the critical player, creating the emancipated player’s second gestalt through their examination of the above gaps and blanks, and recognizing that the gameworld is illustrating an otherness that must be navigated. Rescripting their response to racism and re-orienting how they move in the gameworld when they are the ones bearing the brunt of racist attitudes and behaviors create the core secondary gestalt of the emancipated player via the player aesthetic response.  Placing the player into the body of Sean, enacting the embodiment of performing as other (marginalized and oppressed), pushes the empirical player into the emancipated player position through this re-negotiation of the gaps and blanks presented by the designed aspects of the implied player within the game (Farca, 2018). 
Technological embodiment as a digital game procedure in Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) provides an illumination to a small portion of the microaggressions, explicit racism, and implicit racism of persons of color being confined, negotiating, and navigating their existence in contemporary America. An emancipated player is able to recognize these connections between Sean’s circumstances and the realities of persons of color within the United States, bringing visibility to the function of racism through state-operated institutions and even the individuals that continue to perpetuate prejudice and bias towards those they see as illegal or other. This is a theme that continues throughout Life is Strange 2 as Sean and Daniel fight toward the United States-Mexico border in an attempt to connect with family outside of the country. 
A second scene within episode 4 of Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019), “Faith”, also features a traumatic incidence of racist attitudes directed at Sean. This example drives home how extended embodiment through an episodic game style like Life is Strange 2 can fortify the role of the emancipated player. In this scene, Sean has been separated from Daniel after an accident at a transient job they were working. Sean has lost one of his eyes and Daniel has disappeared after his powers caused serious damage and physical harm to the boss of the marijuana farm the pair were working at. Sean steals a car from the hospital that treated him, running from FBI agents that tracked him down after the accident, and is headed toward where he thinks Daniel is. With exhaustion overcoming him, he stops in the desert on the shoulder of what seems like a barren area. He is awoken in the middle of the night by two white males who begin to harass him about being on their land. Sean is faced with the decision of being compliant to their demands or responding with aggression and violence as the scene becomes increasingly tense with their impatient questioning. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131117]Figure 3 Sean Being Confronted

Within the scene, the conversation between the two harassers and Sean focuses on the harasser’s assumptions of what Sean is doing parked on their land in the middle of the night. His reasoning of exhaustion and traveling is quickly pushed aside as they make him get out of the car and stand aside while they search through his belongings. Seeing the hot-wired car, they begin to call Sean a dirty thief. They also make fun of him for carrying Daniel’s toys with him, not believing that he is traveling to meet up with Daniel. Sean is faced with the decision to fight back against their hateful and harassing comments or stay quiet for his own safety. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131118]Figure 4 Sean's Decision to Fight or Flight

The indeterminacies of the scene point to the continued embedded racist narrative that Sean must fight against or negotiate with as he continues his journey. This gap is a narrative device that continues to pop up consistently throughout the game as Sean and Daniel journey across the United States from Washington to the United States-Mexico border. In this scene, the blank the empirical or emancipated player must navigate is the fight or flight reaction of Sean. Sean can be aggressive back toward his harassers, changing the phrase when they force him to repeat sentences in Spanish, denying their requests, or yanking items from their hands. Or, Sean can stay quiet and leave physically unharmed, but traumatized nonetheless. The empirical or emancipated player’s embodiment of Sean can’t avoid trauma, but they can avoid more physical harm through the choices available. The friction of the gaps and blanks for the empirical or emancipated player lies in the reactions of the harassers toward Sean. For the empirical or emancipated player, their level of estrangement from how the harassers may react to the choices made in the scene could in turn either finally trigger a player aesthetic response for a still empirical player or fortify the emancipated player’s recognition of the ideologies present within the fictional narrative in the gameworld. While the gaps and blanks are not necessarily new to the narrative, the reactions from the harassers are more intense and physically aggressive toward Sean. 
The empirical or emancipated player’s embodiment of Sean is now prolonged and not as naïve as the beginning of the game where the first scene I analyzed took place. Here, we are in the penultimate episode of the game and Sean is no stranger to being judged for the color of his skin as he travels throughout the United States. The ergodic effort required by the empirical or emancipated player to close the blank and rescript or re-orient their continuing secondary gestalt within the gameworld is faced literally by the fight or flight response options for Sean. Does he stand his ground and face more physical harm after already losing an eye? Does he comply with the requests, diminishing his perspective on the United States and his self-esteem but accomplishing physical self-preservation? Does it even matter as he begins to cry and drive away when the harassers finally let him go regardless of this decision? The player’s technological embodiment of Sean can help and hurt him in different ways no matter the choices made in this situation, but the racist ideologies that underly Sean’s experiences in the gameworld continue on. The continued visibility of navigating the gameworld as a person of color critically illuminates an estranged but relatable experience for many in the United States. 
In this scene, the self-preservation choices illustrate how shame and debasement can operate for the marginalized as a valuable show of power (Stockton, 2006). It also illustrates how when players enact play actions that operate as “otherwise” (Foucault, 1970) they are embodying empathy through their own technological embodiment of the character within the gameworld. Stockton argues that shame, as an effect of debasement of the body, holds value in being subversive to the hegemonic powers that demand more of certain bodies. Shame can operate as a form of painful push-back on embracing the differences and shortcomings of bodies when they are always already seen as “less than” in the society they move through. In the case of Sean, his visible skin color, and the harasser’s forceful translation requests, provide enough for the harassers to feel the need to debase Sean. However, by complying to their requests and avoiding further physical harm (if indeed the empirical/emancipated player embodies those choices) then the empirical or emancipated player denies the harassers the more powerful position of harming the body of Sean, even if the mental health of Sean is affected through any choice structures. 
If these frictions between the gameworld and the empirical world expectations are enough to trigger critical examination and move the empirical player into the emancipated player position, the player aesthetic response has functioned to deconstruct, illuminate, and explore how re-adjusting our own expectations, experiences, and attitudes can allow, through our technological embodiment, movement and being as other both within the gameworld and the empirical world. The player aesthetic response has triggered a re-orientation for the emancipated player, tracing the connections between the gameworld and the empirical world, providing opportunities to try out new actions, attitudes, and behaviors, to experience the world as we don’t normally inhabit it (Farca, 2018). 
This technological embodiment is a procedure within game design. Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) requires the emancipated player to use this rescripting/re-orienting action multiple times within each chapter in order to progress forward within the game. Indeed, the major decisions that impact the current chapter as well as the available endgame outcome to the player will pause time in the gameworld entirely until a decision is made. Technological embodiment within digital games is difficult to avoid. However, the resulting ideological connections that can be illuminated when an emancipated player is triggered through the use of technological embodiment and player aesthetic response holds an immense potential for feminist deconstruction. 
It is also important to note that technological embodiment is not confined to the embodiment of humanoid figures. Non-humanoid technological embodiment still holds the potential to explore and illuminate ideological assumptions written into the distorted gameworlds that we play in. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131033]Honk! Untitled Goose Game as Chaotic Embodiment
In 2019, Untitled Goose Game (House House), a stealth puzzle game, was released to generally favorable reviews (Wallace, 2019; Metacritic, 2021) but also became a quick cult-favorite among players. The game is relatively short and requires the player to complete a list of seemingly random objectives to move the goose through a small town toward the bell tower of a small garden. These objectives allow the goose to advance through the town, leaving chaos in its wake as it locks characters in buildings and rooms, steals items, and sneaks its way through town. The goose can hold things in its beak, flap its wings, and unceremoniously “honk” at NPCs within the gameworld. In 2020, House House also released a co-operative option for the game with two players being able to control two geese to complete the objectives. 
While the actual objective of the game is to get to the small garden and steal the bell tower bell, the scaffolded objectives leading up to this larger objective are meant to create chaos and cause havoc in what seems like a small idyllic village. Therefore, the expectations of the game are directed toward chaos, breaking confinement and transgressing toward movement, as well as succeeding in being painted as disruptive or other within the structures of hegemony. Exploring this through the player aesthetic response and video game narrative analysis, we see that there is an obvious set of gaps and blanks that require an empirical player to rescript and re-orient themselves within the space of the game (Farca, 2018). The potential for this rescripting through embodiment saves space for exploring a variety of different subject positions through virtuality. While this can be used for creating empathy for marginalized groups, we should also be aware that this type of game procedure can be used for creating empathy for dominant or hegemonic groups as well. Smart set-up and consumption of this type of gaming procedure is important. 
As part of the environmental storytelling and mechanics that allow progression, the goose’s movements and honks act as a force of disruption toward the residents of the village. This would qualify as the gap in the gameworld. The blank that ergodic effort is needed on the part of the player would be the act of disruption. Embodying the goose character in the game allows for a player to put ergodic effort toward the disruption necessary within the game. Causing chaos and wreaking havoc is a necessity of the game if completion is the goal. Fulfilling this chaotic blank within the game requires the use of the gap/mechanics of embodying the goose character. Typically in the empirical world rationality, logic, and order are prized over disobedience, chaos, and havoc. Fitting in is encouraged and being alternative is often discouraged. Discourses surrounding examinations of heteronormativity, heterosexism, and hegemony in mass media support this (Foucault, 1990; Danesi, 2008; Gramsci, 2009). Embodying the goose character breaks these expectations and explicitly asks for the opposite. Progress is achieved through subversion. 
This technological embodiment of the goose is an example of McMillan’s (2015) use of performativity as a rescripting of societal expectations and Ahmed’s (2006) re-orientation of embodiment’s function in digital games. Progression as subversion breaks with empirical world expectations and requires an empirical player to make adjustments to their role within the gameworld. This re-orientation illuminates how prevalent rationality and order are required to progress toward “success” within the empirical world through examples such as socially constructed gender performances or labor positions available to certain bodies over others. Embodying the goose character changes the script on expectations by embracing being a nuisance and even turning that attitude back toward the NPCs that are clearly annoyed by the goose’s actions. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131119]Figure 5 Goose Stealing Glasses

Value is placed on chaos and havoc over rationality and logic within the game. The empirical player must adjust accordingly, triggering the player aesthetic response by examining the frictions or discomfort this may cause by purposely not following rules of the empirical world in the gameworld. In doing so, the empirical player can transform into the emancipated player, examining why order, logic, and rationality are so valued within the empirical world as a form of control. Why are some bodies disciplined when they traverse away from these values or ideals within the empirical world when that action is rewarded within Untitled Goose Game’s gameworld? These are questions that that Untitled Goose Game allows room to explore. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131034]Thinking Otherwise Through the Game
Thinking through these two game examples allow us to explore the metagaming (Boluk & Lemieux, 2017) potential located in finding the links between gameworlds and empirical worlds and their associated meaning constructions. Metagaming is a way of discovering the “ideological avatar of play,” (Boluk & Lemieux, 2017, p. 6) in which play is much larger than the game that attempts to contain it.  Thinking through a game via these links acts as a form of metagaming where recognizing the critical points of ideology within a game makes for an achievable leap to critical action. Gameworlds are necessarily distortions of the empirical world that allow a game player to be able to have a basic understanding of movement within the gameworld, but, simultaneously are critically reflective of certain values and ideologies held within the empirical world. These distortions cause frictions in the player’s understanding, triggering the player aesthetic response to incite a critical examination of why these distortions or frictions exist. The links between these two worlds affect how we understand and make sense of our empirical worlds through the actions, behaviors, and attitudes we embody within the gameworld. Accepting or rejecting these frictions as worthy of analysis or reflection can be a turning point toward emancipated thinking through digital games. 
Thinking otherwise can have bleed through effects if it is a potent enough connection through the emancipated player. There needs to be a strong enough connection established through the gameworld to the empirical world. Seeing connections between the plight of Sean and the deaths of Sandra Bland, Ahmaud Arbery, or Tamir Rice can be a powerful catalyst in recognizing the narrative of racism within the gameworld of Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) and the systemic racism faced by persons of color in contemporary United States. The emancipated player recognizes these links and this potential effect. An emancipated player is better able to change their empirical world responses, attitudes, and behaviors when they are able to think through their experiences of the game and translate them, via the connections made between the game and the empirical world, outside of the game environment. 










[bookmark: _Toc76131035]What are you doing stanley? Failure in The Stanley Parable and Outer Wilds
Failure is often seen in a negative light in many Western countries. To fail is to run the risk of social ostracization, to be looked down upon, or to lose your status or ranking within the larger hierarchy. It does not matter if the losers played a good game, it wasn’t good enough if they failed to win. The function of failure has been stuck in this dichotomy of success/failure where there are only the binary two options. You are or you are not. Recently this trend is beginning to undergo a change, bringing failure out of the negative connotation and moving it toward structured learning and positive connotations. Failure has been a recent trend in other areas of techno-culture as well. Embracing that failures happen and can open new doors rather than acting as a black mark on the record has become evident (Roose, 2014). Failure’s functionality is changing toward the positive. The dichotomy of success and failure is becoming a muddier distinction. 
This split dichotomy is not the only way to think through failure. Queer theory research uses failure as a function in which the process of being or viewing is seen as “other” or outside of the heteronormative perspectives that are so prevalent in Western societies. Jack Halberstam (2011), Sara Ahmed (2006), and Lee Edelman (2004) are prominent queer theory theorists that propose and embrace this perspective of being as “other” as a function of failure in heteronormative expectations. In failing at these expectations, new experiences, perspectives, and worlds become available to those that move and find pleasure in this othered process. 
Failure within digital games is also a perspective that has recently become more popular to examine. Jesper Juul (2013) and Bonnie Ruberg (2019) are two game theorists that focus on the role and function of failure within digital games as sources of movement, pleasure, and even as a form of finding success. Juul argues that failure in games is part of a paradoxical form of pleasure and ultimate success as failure functions to teach the player something about their play style, the game mechanics, and the relationship between the two. Ruberg argues that failure is a form of transformative play that enacts queer play within games. Queer play can be understood as finding pleasure within and between the game and player, creating a form of emerging play that “plays to lose,” (Ruberg, 2019, p. 137). Juul and Ruberg both address the function or perspective of failure within digital games but write to different ends with Juul focusing on the centralized function of failure for a player while Ruberg focuses on how failure can be used to play otherwise. 
In this chapter, I will be exploring how failure can be seen as both in the game form and as a catalyst procedure which can result in emancipated play for the player of the game. Failure as a feminist and queer procedure of a game can be illustrative of how we understand failure outside of the gameworld through how we react to forced and possible failure within the gameworld. Failure as a queer gesture rejects the negative connotations associated culturally with failure and instead points to how space and possibility can be created through the embrace of failure as essential to playing and in our daily lives. Through embracing failure in digital games, it becomes possible to trace this acceptance into what Halberstam (2011) argues is the rejection of the heteronormative rational of success. I will be exploring failure as a procedure that illuminates the underlying ideologies of what success could be through the use of Farca’s (2018) concept of aesthetic complexity and video game narrative analysis (VGN). 
[bookmark: _Toc76131036]Queer Theory and Failure
Queer theory has shown an affinity for embracing failure as part of its ethos. Failure has a way of showing how the world can operate as a process of becoming, a perspective focused on being away or different from the hegemonic, heteronormative expectations placed on bodies to move, act, and feel in certain ways (Halberstam, 2011). As queer theory embraces the alternative ways of being within, around, and through an experience, the role of failure is one way of accessing this functioning of “otherwise” (Foucault, 1978/1990). Halberstam argues that the notion of success is often based in these hegemonic, heteronormative expectations that Western societies are built around. Success looks like a rational, formula-based social clock that expects bodies to achieve and move in certain ways, at certain times, in a linear and forward-moving fashion. This confined space is what Halberstam calls the “straight perspective” (p. 2) and doesn’t reward creativity or outside-the-box thinking. Queer perspectives, such as forgetting, stupidity, and absence of knowing, what Halberstam calls “alternative formations” (p. 2), does allow for these different kinds of responses and rewards. Queer perspectives push back on the value placed on the “politics of respectability” (Higgenbotham, 1994) that so often helps create the boundaries of success within the straight perspective. These politics dictate the movement allowed to and value placed on a certain body, based on how well they uphold the politics through the framework of success. For example, choosing to start a family when in a long-term or married relationship is considered successful per the straight perspective. Choosing not to have children in a long-term or married relationship is considered taboo or a failure. This failure can be further gendered if the relationship involves female-identifying individuals. Success in this example holds up the reproductive productivity associated with heteronormative cultures and economies. Failure pushes back on these heteronormative expectations. 
To fail is a different way of being in the world. Embracing failure means embracing that there is more than the prescribed binary of being successful or being a failure in the world. Losing, forgetting, or not knowing the functions of success means losing at the hegemonic and heteronormative goals, futures, and expectations of the world. Failure allows us to re-direct and point to a new perspective or way to see the future. The alternative, other way of being is already built into the world, but individuals are socialized away from seeing the options because of the power of the heteronormative, straight perspective. Halberstam (2011) argues we must embody our spaces differently and move away from this rational, success-oriented expectation. 
Sara Ahmed (2006) embraced this concept of re-orientation as a focal point of queer being. Our orientations are personal and contextual to the moment (and moments leading up to) we are in. When we discuss success as being in a dichotomous relationship to failure, we are pointing to how failure is understood to function in relation to the straight perspective. But for failure to operate as a queer procedure, this means that our orientation to success must be bent and re-oriented toward the spaces and movements of failure. When we are oriented to failure, we inhabit the space and time of that moment differently or as other. We become part of Halberstam’s (2011) process of becoming. Through this re-orientation process and being as other, failure allows us to act in a form of resistance to the heteronormative and rational rhetoric of success. Embracing failure puts a body into the not palatable range where it operates in a counter-hegemonic form as a site of resistance (Gonzalez, 2010). Gonzalez argues that our subjectivity is an assemblage of the codes (virtual and/or corporeal) mapped onto the body (again, virtual and/or corporeal). When the body is coded with failure, it does not follow the hegemonic or heteronormative expectations that may have initially been placed upon it, instead becoming re-oriented away from success and heteronormativity and toward being as other. Ahmed’s re-orientation provides a valuable perspective to view how failure as being other, in relation with Halberstam’s notion of failure as a process of becoming other, allows a new perspective on being in a space and moment differently. 
Playing queerly through a game, including embracing the function of failure in doing so, allows for a player to think otherwise through the game. Progress is not found in the forward pushing linearity of a game but in the time spent exploring, pushing at the boundaries of the gameworld and play mechanics, as well as finding the hidden opportunities. In this chapter, to play queerly or to embrace failure is focused on the work of creating an emancipated viewpoint in an empirical player, triggering a player aesthetic response. However, this is by no means the only way that playing queerly can be enacted, as Bonnie Ruberg explores further in Video Games Have Always Been Queer (2019).  The function of failure points to how queer time ultimately embraces failure as a procedure to break the rational, forward-moving temporality of straight time (Edelman, 2004; Halberstam, 2005). The future in queer time is left open to possibility through its focus on multiplicitous, flexible, and constantly moving temporality. While this point will not be explored in much depth in this chapter, there are obvious links between queer time and futurity and the process of failing as queer. The functionality of queer failure builds the foundations to understand how queerness can help illuminate the hidden yet hegemonic assumptions and understandings laced into the ideologies of Western societies. 
Failure within the digital game form can act as a catalyst for emancipated play. When failure is designed into the game itself, through the implied player, it can act as a queer gesture that points to the possibility of embracing othered perspectives outside of the game. Failure provides an aesthetic complexity that can constitute an empirical player transforming, through their play, into the emancipated player (Farca, 2018). Ultimately with the goal of enacting this othered perspective outside of the game and into the real world. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131037]Failure in Gaming
Queer game studies is an emerging game studies branch which explores opportunities to diversify and create subversion in gaming culture, bringing light to the ways in which marginalized players, forms of play, and game structures resist normative expectations. Queer game studies interrogates, critiques, and offers alternative perspectives to exploring game structures, game characters, and game mechanics as spaces of subversion and as a push back on heteronormative or hegemonic understandings of gaming culture. Looking at games through a queer lens provides the opportunity to explore the power structures within games and the experiences of playing games as opportunities and spaces for resisting heteronormative norms that have been socialized into the dominant culture. Queer game studies expands the scope of research of queer game content of LGBT+ characters, relationships, and narratives, but also looks at scholarship beyond representation and attempts to contextualize the games being studied from a multitude of academic, cultural, and social perspectives (Ruberg & Shaw, 2017). 
The functionality of failure is one of the ways that queer game studies has begun to pick apart the rationale of success that has been assumed as dominant within digital games. Jesper Juul (2013) argues that failure within videogames is both common and essential. Failure allows a player to be able to reconsider their strategies, perspective, and approach to the problem they are solving in the game. “Failure brings about something positive, but it is always potentially painful or at least unpleasant,” (Juul, 2013, p. 9). Failure, then, is the function of gaming that can force a player to undo their own expectations and assumptions in order to advance and be in the gameworld differently. Failure in digital games, while it can be an unpleasant experience, offers a player more freedom in their playing than a game that does not invite or promote at least some failure into the design of the game. Juul presents “the paradox of failure” (p. 2) to explore this potential. The paradox is structured like so:
1.We generally avoid failure.
2. We experience failure when playing games. 
3. We seek out games, although we will experience something that we normally avoid.
(Juul, 2013, p. 2)

Gaming creates a flawed feeling in the player when failure occurs. Despite this, failure can also bring a player pleasure. Juul argues that even though it is the game space and game play that creates this feeling, it is the same aspects that allow a player to redeem themselves by using the failure to improve or change: “(Good) games are designed such that they give us a fair chance, whereas the regular world makes no such promises,” (Juul, 2013, p. 7). Additionally, failure in games allows for little to no punishment against players. If a player fails, they often just restart from the last checkpoint or the beginning of the level. Failure in a game forces a player to learn, adapt, and reconsider their circumstances to address the flaw the game introduced into their sense of self. Failure is thus a productive function within gaming. 
Failure can be built into the implied player structures of the game, meaning that it can be designed to be experienced by a player. While failure is not traditionally thought of as an expectation within gaming, Juul’s above argument shows that it is an unspoken consideration that players must contend with, even if the game isn’t designed with failure as part of its structures. Failure operates in the space between what Farca (2018) has identified as the first and secondary gestalts of a player: the first gestalt being what the player expects to encounter when playing the game and the second gestalt being the adjusted expectations of the player once they have had a chance to orient themselves to the expectations of the game, often once emancipation has occurred. Failure can be a trigger to this secondary gestalt and subsequently to the emancipation of the player. In turn, a player has the freedom to choose if the failure will impact them in the long term. If the failure incites responsibility in the player, they will take action to remedy the failure, thus encouraging change and new perspectives. If the player chooses not to accept responsibility for the failure, they will remain stagnant. Herein lies the freedom of play in relation to failure. 
Bonnie Ruberg (2019) and Shira Chess (2017) also address the ways that queerness is inherent to games and failure is one way to access this queerness. Ruberg’s work on the queerness of failure speaks back to Juul’s research in that it rejects that games represent failure as an art form and instead looks at how playing toward failure is a transformative way of playing queerly. Ruberg argues that queer play can take place both inside and outside of the game through its roots in challenging or subverting heteronormative or hegemonic understandings of play in digital games. This perspective will play a significant role in my analysis of the case studies in this chapter through Ruberg’s perspective on the transformative potential of playing queerly through failure in digital games and recognizing the precarity that many queer individuals live in and navigate through due to their queer identity. Playing queerly through failure reflects and mimics the resistant action of living life queerly and defying heteronormative values that are considered normal or dominant within the game. This can complicate our understandings of the potential of play because, as Halberstam (2011) has argued, it asks players to play otherwise. Game structures can create the potential for failure, or as Ruberg describes it, leaning into the game. Or if a game structure doesn’t explicitly code for failure, players can lean away from the game and add failure in on their own. Using this perspective of leaning into or away from failure, we can see how an empirical player can ultimately use the queer perspective or playing of failure to ultimately do both: lean into the game so they can lean away from hegemonic and heteronormative assumptions outside of the game. 
These specific game structures that allow for a leaning into failure within a digital game are primed for queer play. They also are inherently part of most game design and therefore part of digital games all around. Shira Chess (2017) focuses on the narrative aspects of game design as a form of embracing the multiple and varied structures of the game in a queer aesthetic. Working against what traditional narrative theory structure dictates (exposition, build-up, climax, and resolution), digital games instead work toward the multiple, varied, and elongated narrative climaxes throughout their play structure, with some even being never-ending. For example, in the classic game Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985), Mario must rush through Mushroom Kingdom to save Princess Peach from Bowser. However, rather than simply running to where Princess Peach is being held, Mario must fight through a number of different levels and fight against many smaller enemies. There are eight different worlds and four different levels within each world that Mario must conquer before he can free Princess Peach. Each level ends with Mario raising the flag, showing his dominance in that area. 
This repeated structure of fighting various enemies, earning more coins and perks, and proudly displaying his dominance in each world lends itself to Chess’ (2017) argument on digital game narrative structures as queer. Instead of a simple build-up, the structure of the game includes many build-ups, eight in fact, as the player must battle through the four levels of each world, attaining climactic control over each world. The levels in each world provide smaller climactic moments as they are conquered over and over again. Additionally, the layouts of each world are repetitive but with new characters and obstacles to conquer and become familiar with, adding to the multiplicitous yet repetitive nature of the game. These multiple and varied climaxes spread throughout the narrative structure of the game point to what Chess argues is the queer productivity that isn’t centered around the traditional masculine-centered narrative structure of other, less interactive media. 
Failure can be seen as another example of the queerness within a game’s structure. When a game’s designed structure (implied player) asks a player to lean into failure in order to achieve movement through a game, the game’s structure is participating in what Ruberg (2019) argues is a form of counterhegemonic play (on purpose or inadvertently). The failure procedure within digital games is one way that we can point to the potential connections between playing a game and achieving real world change. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131038]What Are You Doing, Stanley?
The Stanley Parable (Galactic Café, 2013) video game explores this function of failure as a required mechanic of game completion. The Stanley Parable’s developers describe the game as a “first-person exploration game” (StanleyParable.com, 2019) that has the player manipulate the character of Stanley, a non-descript white male, as the Narrator of the game provides instructions for navigation. The player must choose whether or not to follow these instructions and to see the resulting consequences. Depending upon the player’s decision to have Stanley follow instructions or ignore instructions, creates a number of different outcomes for the game. At the end of each outcome, the game starts Stanley back in his office, awaiting instructions from the Narrator, never fully ending the game. 
Released originally in 2011 and then again in 2013, The Stanley Parable became an overnight sensation as a downloadable mod and as a stand-alone game received an 88 on Metacritic (2021). Many reviewers cite the game’s ability to make a player think about their choices as enticing. The Stanley Parable (2013) started out as one developer’s mod to the game Half-Life 2 (Valve, 2004) and quickly took off as a popular commentary to the narrative design of digital games (Hamilton, 2011). Davey Wreden, the developer, originally designed the mod to point to a player’s understanding of how they operate within a game: “‘Part of what I’m trying to say with TSP,’ he said, ‘is that that distinction [between game and non-game] is all in your head. The best parts of the game are the parts that the player arrives at themselves…,’” (Wreden quoted in Hamilton, 2011; emphasis in original). The impact of a player on a game and vice versa is an important relationship that needs attention directed at it. The Stanley Parable emphasizes this relationship by purposely messing with the expectations players have with their own agency in the narrative of the game. The main game mechanic is based around breaking these expectations down and exploring the “what if” hidden in the game. 
Failure plays a unique role in The Stanley Parable (2013). By choosing to follow the instructions or reject them, the player can choose to fail, to succeed by heteronormative standards, or a combination of the two. Ruberg (2019) argues that this combination of heteronormative success and queer failure is a form of hybrid failure; a player failing both toward and against a game through their combination hegemonic and counterhegemonic play. This form of play brings queerness to games where queer content isn’t explicit (Ruberg, 2019).  The narrative and mechanics of the video game illustrate the use of failure as a queer gesture that pushes back on video game tropes and procedurality, which is the understanding of how processes within a game system define the aesthetics, play, and space of a game (Bogost, 2010). By failing to follow instructions, Stanley’s (and player’s) video gameworld becomes larger. Continuing to fail in the game expands this space even more. Failure within The Stanley Parable illustrates how queer gestures and lenses can provide alternative perspectives in game studies. 
The Stanley Parable (2013) begins with a quick backstory of Stanley as the perfect capitalistic worker drone, fulfilling instructions sent to him at his terminal day in and day out. Stanley is perfectly happy with his life in a box waiting for instructions that tell him how to spend his days. Until the day that the instructions stop coming. Suddenly, Stanley realizes that he is alone in the office. His co-workers (if he ever had any) are gone and there are no instructions telling him what to do. As a player, we become aware of all this information via the Narrator. This voice of God character guides Stanley through the multiple narrative arcs and tells him which way to turn through his now empty work building. Until the player chooses to have Stanley disobey the given instructions. 
In contrast to Bogost’s procedure, which enact the guidelines of the game space, narrative, and world, Shira Chess (2020) offers the following definition for a game mechanic: “Typically a game mechanic refers to a thing you do in a game in order to move that game forward…It is more than a guideline for game play…game mechanics are entirely dependent on player agency,” (p. 101). Failure can act as both a procedure and a mechanic within digital games. Failure as a procedure is the conventional understanding of the success/failure dichotomy within gaming. You are guided toward success by following the guideposts of the game toward the action and narrative climaxes within the gameworld. Failure as a mechanic, however, is where the relationship between the player and the game becomes more dynamic and interesting. Failure as a mechanic, where the player’s choices and agency within the space of the gameworld ends up impacting that gameworld, is seen in multiple areas of The Stanley Parable. Players can choose to not follow some or all of the instructions given via the Narrator. Players are constantly restarted at the beginning of the game based on the choices they make. Players can also manipulate the choices they make to achieve a number of different endings or elicit growing frustrated responses from the Narrator. The cyclical nature of the game provides what feels like ever growing possibilities, but all are only possible through the acceptance of failure as a game mechanic. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131039]It’s the Game that Never Ends
To follow the instructions or not to follow the instructions. This is main mechanic of the game The Stanley Parable (2013). Players of digital games have been trained through repetitive gameplay and narrative expectations to expect to be guided along the best path. Mechanics such a directing camera, where the perspective or viewpoint of the cinematic camera in a game points toward where to go, or the introduction of a new tool or ability at strategic points in a game’s overall narrative design, allows the player to move forward into a previously unexplorable section of the map or gameworld, are examples of how player expectations are primed to expect forward, linear movement toward an objective or to overall successful completion. The Stanley Parable outwardly rejects these notions through its invitation to embrace failure as part of the choice-based game mechanic. 
It is possible to not embrace failure within the game. The player can choose to follow all of the Narrator’s instructions and lead Stanley to a typically “successful” ending of the game. Stanley follows all the Narrator’s instructions, eventually finding a door to the outdoor world and leaving the mysteries of his place of employment behind him, unsolved. Stanley finds freedom, but remains unenlightened as to what happened to make the instructions stop coming to his terminal. Jesper Juul (2013) would find this narrative to be entirely unproductive. Part of the functionality of failure according to the failure paradox, is that failure leads to a form of productivity or learning. Without any failure, there can be no examination of the perspectives provided in the game, no learning or re-strategizing to occur. Stanley’s freedom at the end of the no-failure arc is a farce. Stanley is no better off than he was as a mindless drone completing instructions at his terminal. Ruberg (2019) and Halberstam (2011) would also find this narrative unenlightening as it embraces the rational, linearity of heteronormative success. There is no embracing of failure or leaning into the possibility or transformation that failure could provide. Using failure as an opportunity to explore the ideological underpinnings at play within a game brings in a new perspective to the conversation of what failure can be within gaming studies as well as building a bridge to work done within queer theory. Failure’s functionality is broader and more inclusive than heteronormative expectations would consider. When explored through a digital game such as The Stanley Parable, failure’s function extends to illuminate how players have to reorient themselves to the gameworld in order to make sense of it. This same action can be extended outside of the game when those same ideological underpinnings are recognized and connected to the gameworld, the point of creating emancipated players (Farca, 2018). The functionality of failure in game structures is not only limited to these structures but can be extended outwards via the emancipated player.
Luckily for players, the structure of the game ultimately negates this being the only possibility available. As each ending is revealed, the player meets a black screen with a scrolling lower third stating “The end is never the end is never the end…” The screen fades up to Stanley once again standing in his office. The Narrator begins to give Stanley instructions, which may or may not be the same as before. This variability of play cycles and potential endings based on numerous player choices leads us to Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131120]Figure 6 The Loading Screen

In the case of The Stanley Parable (2013), the gap of the game is repeating, cyclical nature of the gameplay. Stanley, even when he does escape (spoiler), he never truly escapes the space of the gameworld. The end is never the end. The blank that occurs here, especially the earlier in the play experience the player is, is that gameplay expectations are being subverted as play becomes repetitive, pushing the player into the direction of failing to follow the guiding instructions of the Narrator. An indeterminacy occurs here. There is a frictional relationship between the implied player’s structures within the game and the empirical player’s expectations of what traditional gameplay should look like (Farca, 2018). Here, the implied player, while allowing for traditional “success” to occur, still points the empirical player toward embracing failure to uncover more pleasurable or enticing gameplay. The restarting of the game when an ending is reached is more indicative of when a player fails to reach an ending, either through death or an inability to move forward due to missing gear or a glitch. Instead, the implied player of The Stanley Parable is on a never-ending loop, regardless of the ending the player may have achieved. Stanley begins again in his office. Here, failure’s function is not entirely one of learning or pleasure but instead is one of encouragement to ask “what if” and to explore the game structures more thoroughly. This attitude can be adopted into other games as well as outside of the digital game. The empirical player may be left to wonder what they did wrong or what the true objective of the game is. As Wreden has stated, the questions lies in the relationship between player and game (Hamilton, 2011). Examining this indeterminacy between the cyclical structure of the game and the role of player choice provides the opportunity to examine the relationship Wreden is trying so hard for us to explore. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131040]Left is Always Right
Player choice is a key component to The Stanley Parable (2013). Depending on how closely or not the player decides to follow the Narrator’s instructions, there are a total of nineteen possible endings, with some being considered forced endings (force re-start), unforced endings where the player can exist in the space indefinitely, but no movement progression occurs, or secret endings where the player is neither directed nor told to avoid an area of the gameworld but can in fact interact with it. These multiple and varied potential outcomes are all based upon the choices available to and made by the player as they explore through Stanley’s place of business. These player choices end up leading the player into the gap of the cyclical, never-ending story. Even as all endings end up being revealed, there are so many of them to keep track of, based on these different player choice combinations, that it is hard to know what has or hasn’t been completed yet. Additionally, even when all endings have been revealed, the cyclical nature of the game doesn’t stop restarting Stanley back in his office to keep going. The blank reveals itself to be a commentary on the ideological values of success and capitalism. The nature of the game narrative, the structures of the gameworld, and the embrace of the “what if” built into the game point to how certain values are taken for granted by players and outwardly rejected by the gameplay of The Stanley Parable. 
Bonnie Ruberg (2019) argues that when a game structure leans into this embrace of failure, counterhegemonic play is inherent to the game. This form of queerness is built into the game itself. However, a player can choose to simply follow the Narrator’s instructions and then shut the game off, never exploring the other opportunities to fail. Choosing to come back and explore the “what if” portion of the game, and thus exploring the procedure and mechanic of failure, creates the opportunity for The Stanley Parable (2013) to be considered a hybrid of leaning into and leaning away from failure. Ruberg finds the most interesting value in these types of games: “These games illustrate, enrich, and ultimately productively complicate thinking around queer play,” (p. 149). The exploration of the “what if” aspect in The Stanley Parable is reflective of the living otherwise or being other that queer theorists have pointed to as being integral to and a point of power and (possible) pleasure in queerness. Exploring this queerness of failure via the VGN analysis highlights how empirical players must address their own ideological values and experiences if they are to find pleasure in playing The Stanley Parable, as Juul (2013) suggests is a necessary component of playing digital games altogether.
[bookmark: _Toc76131041]Failure in the Game
Farca (2018)’s implied player structure of a digital game is key when considering failure in the VGN analysis. Failure strains the relationship between the implied player and the empirical player by breaking the gameplay expectations of the empirical player. By rejecting the assumption of playing toward an objective in a rational or linear forward motion, failure forces the empirical player to re-orient themselves to the structures of the implied player and gameworld. This re-orientation is an explicit and not necessarily smooth transition. Through this re-orientation of the empirical player to the constraints and expectations of the implied player structures, Sara Ahmed’s (2006) work on queer phenomenology becomes important to consider.
Ahmed (2006) argues that our orientation is relative to the objects and individuals in our lives. When we turn away from some objects and individuals and toward other objects and individuals, we re-orient ourselves to the spaces we inhabit differently. We are and become in the space differently. This allows us to experience, embrace, and immerse ourselves in that space differently, allowing for new perspectives and understandings of our functions and roles within that space. This process is precisely what is happening when an implied player’s structure embraces failure as The Stanley Parable (2013) has. Failure through cyclical narrative structure and player choice requires that the empirical player lose their expectations of forward, progressive motion and instead embrace a new way of being in the space of the game. This being requires the empirical player to learn how gameplay within The Stanley Parable is different and how to react and adjust their own expectations while moving in the game space. 
Through this re-orientation of the empirical player through the implied player structures, the player aesthetic response can be found. The player aesthetic response is the catalyst to turn the empirical player into the emancipated player. In this example of failure, this occurrence is obtained through the aesthetic complexity of failure as part of the implied player’s structures. Aesthetic complexity is part of the implied player’s game structures which invites an empirical player to put forth ergodic effort in order to participate in incorporation within the game’s structures. Without the incomplete aspects of the implied player or the ergodic effort of the empirical player, the emancipated player remains unattainable. Aesthetic complexity resulting from the implied player and the empirical player forming a dynamic relationship creates the foundation for the player aesthetic response (Farca, 2018). 
In the case of The Stanley Parable (2013), the player aesthetic response is triggered when the empirical player goes through the process of becoming re-oriented to the implied player’s game structures which require the empirical player to lean into the failure of the game. The empirical player is required to be within the game space as otherwise or differently by embracing the role or functionality of failure the implied player’s structures require. Their ergodic effort must change to reflect this new way of being in the space. In The Stanley Parable, cyclical narrative structure combined with player choices are the specific game procedures and mechanics that allow for an embrace of failure and a subsequent re-orientation for the empirical player. These aspects of the game point to Halberstam’s (2011) work on understanding failure as a process of subversion within queer theory. 
As pointed out earlier, The Stanley Parable (2013) uses failure as subversion by employing these specific procedures and mechanics to point out that the game subverts traditional gameplay experiences by rejecting the success of heteronormative logic (Halberstam, 2011) and embracing the otherness of failure as core to its movement and progress. Progress in The Stanley Parable is not linear and rationality is not embraced as a normative aspect of the game narrative. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131121]Figure 7 The Adventure Line Goes Awry

The above image shows one such example where the Narrator attempts to provide Stanley a literal yellow line to follow through the game to “win,” but it goes awry as the player can continue to make Stanley not follow the directions provided by the Narrator.  
Through embracing failure, the empirical player’s gestalts are highlighted as part of the player aesthetic response. The first gestalt, the initial gameplay expectations of the empirical player, are meant to be shattered through the structure of the game narrative and possibility of player choices. Even if the empirical player chooses to follow the instructions the first time through the game, with Stanley eventually leaving his workplace permanently, the game cycles and he ends up back in his office with the Narrator speaking to him again. The player is able to continue recreating the singular ending or, through embracing the what if of failure, can discover the possibilities that lie in the different available player choices. This discovery is the shattering of the initial player gestalt, catalyzing into the player aesthetic response through the player’s efforts in discovering what lies behind this what if or that what if of the available choices. The indeterminacies caused by this shattering, resulting in frictions of traditional player expectations in the empirical player and the implied player’s structures, allows for the empirical player to begin to form a second gestalt as an emancipated player attempting to reconcile the frictions caused by the shattering of the first gestalt (Farca, 2018). 
This second gestalt embraces the otherness that the failure procedures and mechanics of The Stanley Parable (2013) requires. To reconcile the frictions caused by the shattering of the first gestalt, the empirical player must address the function of failure and re-orient themselves to the game space. Through embracing failure as their orientation to explore the what if possibilities in the gameworld, the empirical player must critically reflect on the perspectives being shown to them through this new orientation (Ahmed, 2006). Emancipated play becomes possible at this juncture. Empirical player can become the emancipated player. 
What precisely are these new perspectives? Failure’s function according to Halberstam (2011) is to reveal the ways that heteronormative “success” has ideologically been adopted into many cultures, and prominently in Western society. When an emancipated player embraces the procedures and mechanics of failure within The Stanley Parable (2013), they are critically opening themselves up to seeing how failure may also function in their empirical worlds (Farca, 2018). With the narrative and playable character also being an individual that some could relate to (office worker, office environment, cog worker, capitalism, average white guy), the game lends itself to a relatively relatable experience that translates into real world experiences easily. Failure within The Stanley Parable offers new and transformative ways to fail each time the player is cycled back to the office of Stanley. This begs the question of how to consider failure’s function outside of the game and in the real world? 
Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis addresses this question through the connections between the empirical world and the gameworld through the gameworld’s constructions. The gameworld being constructed as a warped but still recognizable construction of the real world reflects on ideologically on these distortions. Elements of the empirical world necessarily make their way into the gameworld so the empirical player can understand their initial experience in the gameworld. As failure becomes apparent within The Stanley Parable (2013) and the empirical player engages in the transformative play of embracing failure, thus becoming the emancipated player, the ideological underpinnings of what success and failure mean in the gameworld ultimately reflect back on the empirical world. If failure really means having more opportunities to play within The Stanley Parable, failure may also mean having more flexibility, fluidity, and opportunity to move in the empirical world. The function of failure in both the empirical world and the gameworld illustrates how hegemonic and heteronormative definitions and functions of success ultimately mean that constraint and oppression is applied to bodies that only strive for this rational notion of heteronormative success (Halberstam, 2011). Failure makes visible the other ways of being in the empirical world, embracing the ability that being in the space subversively offers new opportunities and perspectives. You don’t have to play by the definition of heteronormative success. 
The hierarchy present within The Stanley Parable (2013) represents a top-down, capitalistic, worker-drone mentality that Stanley operates within. When this hierarchy is disabled and Stanley looks around (literally), the ability to see, move, and be otherwise in the space that he has always known becomes evident and even desirable. True enlightenment can actually be found through the explorations that await. 
This distinction is important to consider as failure and cyclical structures are not a new motif in media structures. Films such as Groundhog Day (Ramis, 1993) and Happy Death Day (Landon, 2017), and television shows such as The X-Files (Carter, C., Goodwin, R.W., Gordon, H. et al., 1993-2002) and Supernatural (Kripke, E., Singer, R., McG, et al., 2005-2020) use this narrative structure to explore how small distinctions manipulate a situation for a multitude of purposes. However, what these narratives tend to focus on is how to break the cycle while simultaneously working the repeating situation out to their favor. While often the protagonists explore the situation a little in order to manipulate it, this often isn’t done with the attitude of “what if” in mind. The cyclical nature of The Stanley Parable (2013) embraces the attitude of “what if” in order to encourage true exploration, regardless of outcome. Embracing failure from this perspective disrupts the heteronormative expectation of forward progression, instead focusing on the otherwise of the queer perspective. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131042]Failure in Gaming Abounds
This functionality of failure as a way to highlight or make visible the ideological values laid into our cultural understandings of success is not an uncommon digital game procedure or mechanic. Another prominent example is the game Outer Wilds (Mobious Digital, 2019). Outer Wilds is a first-person explorer adventure game that focuses on discovering the cause and solving the inevitable exploding sun in a far away solar system. The player must learn the history and science of an extinct people to save the future of not only their own species, but numerous others located within their galaxy. The game received positive reviews from players upon release and earned an overall 85 score on Metacritic (2021). The game won Best Indie Game at the Golden Joystick Awards in 2019 as well. 
The novel procedure of the game is that the player will never be successful in a single playthrough as the sun reaches supernova within 22 real-time minutes of playing. After the supernova occurs, the player finds themselves waking up back on their home planet, seemingly 22 minutes in the past but with the previous knowledge they had gained. They have another 22 minutes to learn all that they can in an attempt to save their friends. This cyclical nature is similar to the cycles of The Stanley Parable (2013). In Outer Wilds (2019) failure operates as a procedure that limits the gameplay into small units of time. Twenty-two minutes is all the player has to learn as much as they can and piece together a possibility for a new future. Until the next 22 minutes, at least. 
Jack Halberstam’s (2005) and Lee Edelman’s (2004) arguments on queer time is particularly relevant in here in relation to the constant countdown to failure that the gameworld embraces. Halberstam and Edelman argue that heteronormativity emphasizes temporality as a linear, forward-moving progression that rewards accomplishments and actions at certain times in that forward-moving progression and punishes or ostracizes non-desirable actions. The social clock is a prime example of heteronormative or straight time. In the United States, it is considered acceptable and encouraged to finish high school around age 18 and then immediately begin to attend a trade school, college, or university with the intention of completing a program in a two to four year timespan. It may be acceptable to get married in that time as well. Once completing your program, finding a income-secure job is the next item on the to-do list. Reproductivity then becomes the focus and popping out the 2.5 average amount of kids becomes the expectation. These checkmarks on a sequential list is emblematic of forward-moving, linear temporality that becomes associated with Halberstam and Edelman’s concept of straight time. Queer time, on the other hand, rejects this foundational premise of straight time. Queer time rejects the foundations of straight time and the stability of the future that straight time appears to be aiming for. Queer time instead embraces a disruption of categorization within temporality and view temporality as a form of performativity, as a process of becoming in the now that is influenced but not bound to the past (Edelman, 2004). Queer communities operate in these othered spaces and temporalities, pushing back on heteronormative institutions that deny their viability and visibility. Recognizing that their being is classified as a form of failure according to heteronormative or straight time measures, queer time and queer communities embrace their subversiveness as a form of subculture (Halberstam, 2005). These subcultures do similar work by reflecting back on dominant, heteronormative cultures the cracks, faults, and ideologies that keep them in dominance. 
When we consider the role of queer time as a form of recognizing the function of failure in digital games, we begin to see how temporality is another form in which queer procedures play a vibrant role in the inherent feminist and queer structures already present in digital gaming design. Queer temporality allows for an examination of the otherwise perspective that queer theory often examines. This perspective focuses on breaking away from heteronormative expectations that are dominant in structuring our understanding of socially constructed phenomena.  Time in Outer Wilds (2019) is simultaneously restrictive but ambiguous. The 22 minute cap on each adventure or exploration restricts the amount of movement possible in a single cycle of the narrative. The restarting of the cycle after every 22 minutes, without needing to relearn all that was previously discovered, allows for the ambiguity of the timeframe to take precedence. It truly doesn’t matter that the sun explodes every 22 minutes except that you start back on your home planet and must spend a minute or so getting back up into the solar system. These cycles create multiple build-ups and climaxes with new discoveries awaiting every cycle (Chess, 2017). The player gets to explore the heroic narrative through the puzzles of an ancient species while navigating the queer time of the supernova. 
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[bookmark: _Toc76131122]Figure 8 The Supernova in Outer Wilds

Within Outer Wilds (2019), the player aesthetic response is premised upon queer temporality forcing a player to fail repeatedly. The gap within the implied player game structures is the time constraint as a plot point. The blank is revealed to be that the constrained, yet ambiguous function of time in the game complicates the notion of straight time as a form of measuring success. Instead, it really functions as queer time where the multiple and varied attempts build together to reject heteronormative expectations of linear time. The queer time nature of the game embraces the repeated failures as eye-opening forays into space exploration as the player continues to build on their knowledge to save their species. While an empirical player’s initial gestalt may simply be the heroic space exploration narrative, the second gestalt requires the player to orient themselves to building on their fragmented and localized knowledge of each 22 minute cycle so that they can initiate a new big bang and save the galaxy. Expanding on the knowledge gained through the previous deaths allows an empirical player to critically examine what they have learned, how they learned it, and what they can do with that information, possibly triggering into the emancipated player (Farca, 2018). Death is inevitable but progress always occurs after each death. Progress isn’t linear nor does it fit nicely together. But it does point to how pieces can eventually form a community when they are able to fit together in their own way. Repeated and forced failure as a procedure within Outer Wilds allows the pieces to be discovered. One perspective or piece is simply not enough. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131043]Failure, Metagaming, and Gestures
The acceptance and practice of failure functions as what Juana Maria Rodriguez (2014) would argue is a queer gesture. In her book, Sexual Futures, Queer Gestures, and Other Latina Longings, Rodriguez argues that gestures and movements are the connections between our bodies and larger institutions such as politics, sexuality, and gender. Gestures allow for the interrogation of how bodies use space, create meaning, and have meaning mapped onto them. Gestures are constantly in flux, depending on their associations, circumstances, and space they occur in. “Gestures reveal the inscription of social and cultural laws, transforming our individual moments into an archive of received social behaviors and norms that reveal how memory and feeling are enacted and transformed through bodily practices,” (Rodriguez, 2014, p. 5). When these gestures function in a queer fashion, such as choosing to not follow directions, they bring to light the social and cultural norms that have been institutionalized and mapped onto the body. Failure as a gesture operates under this functionality. Failure is a queer gesture of unbecoming by being counterintuitive against these norms, but with the purpose of destabilizing the norms themselves. Failure challenges our understanding of these cultural and social norms in order to ask us to experience from an alternative perspective.
A queer gesture, such as playing to failure in a digital game, points to the function of metagaming in examples such as The Stanley Parable (2013) and Outer Wilds (2019). Boluk & Lemieux’s (2017) conception of metagaming points to how games are tools that point to the alternative: “Metagaming attempts to uncover alternate histories of play defined not by code, commerce, and computation but by the diverse practices and material discontinuities that emerge between the human experience of playing video games and their nonhuman operations,” (p. 4). Failure as a form of metagaming asks us to imagine the otherwise in order to see the full potential. We play through the game as emancipated players, transforming the game into a form of critical and cultural capital in service of counterhegemonic and counter heteronormative discourses. 
Metagames connect real life with the transformative play happening within the digital games and vice versa, obliterating the space of play within the game to be simultaneously and alternately inside and outside of the game. “The metagame is not just how games interface with life: it is the environment within which games ‘live’ in the first place,” (Boluk & Lemieux, 2017, p. 14). Metagaming allow for these alternative or othered perspectives to take center stage in our ideological considerations of games. Failure, as presented in this chapter, is one way of illuminating this potential. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131044]Conclusion
These case studies of failure provide different examples of how failure’s functionality points to the queer procedures and mechanics already located within many digital game designs. These types of procedures and mechanics are popular in digital games due to the nature of incorporation inherent to the game space. Games such as Hades (Supergiant Games, 2020) and Bendy and the Ink Machine (Kindly Beast, 2017-2018) use cyclical narratives and failure mechanics to force players into failing repeatedly as ways to experience subversion of heteronormative success and straight time. Hades (2020) requires that players die repeatedly (at least 20 times) in order to become stronger and escape Hell. Bendy and the Ink Machine (2017-2018) uses narrative devices to create a cyclical narrative where the end of the game is met by the beginning, creating what seems like a never-ending loop of nightmares. These examples illustrate how failure within games is a common practice, even if it isn’t recognized as a form of queerness. Failure still functions as queer within these games. 
The specific examples used in this chapter point to ideological considerations of capitalistic confinement or alienation, which are structuring pressures that many of us feel in our day to day lives. The example provided within The Stanley Parable (2013) is a pointed response to the day-in and day-out structured lives of lower and middle class workers in a hierarchical business. As Stanley wakes up, his realizations of his job, his employer, and his assumed reality are shattered, allowing him to see the otherwise in his situation. This encourages the rejection of The Narrator’s instructions, leading to further enlightenment and awareness of what it means to be a drone within capitalism. Similarly, Outer Wilds (2019) points to the ideological considerations of capitalistic alienation or the use of compartmentalizing to keep information away from certain groups or folks. Without all the pieces, the puzzle presented in Outer Wilds would never be solved and the use of queer time and failure are the only ways to solve the puzzle. These are two examples of ideological interpretations that become possible when considering failure as a queer procedure and mechanic already located within many digital games. 
Failure as a game procedure and/or mechanic requires an othered perspective or perspectives to be allowed visibility and space within the game. The empirical player experiences the failure and can be triggered into the emancipated player when they examine the functionality of that failure. Failure can come from the player as an act of play subversion or it can be built into the game design structure itself, as the examples featured in this chapter were (Ruberg, 2019). Both styles of failure enact the othering of play as a perspective that allows for queer consideration and movement. 
The failure procedures and mechanics of the case studies in this chapter explore how the empirical player can critically reflect on their game play relationship with the queer structures inherent to the game. Critical review of these structures and their ideological underpinnings, pulled from the empirical world, allow for an emancipated player to be triggered. Reflecting on these connections between empirical world and the transformative play of failure in the gameworld allows the emancipated player to re-orient themselves to the reflective nature of the failure procedures and mechanics. This re-orientation can bleed into the empirical world as well as ideologies that structure failure in the gameworld are brought in from the real world. Finding these connections allows for critical reflection to occur in the game and outside of the game. Failure is one way to embrace the subversiveness and possibility of being otherwise. 	


[bookmark: _Toc76131045]hope and queer futurity in what remains of edith finch
Farca’s (2018) original conception of the player aesthetic response and the video game narrative (VGN) analysis explored the impacts and critical possibilities of dystopian narratives within digital games. Farca argued that dystopian narratives provided a unique perspective and play opportunity within games to form a critique of the now and to push for a more inclusive future. In Playing Dystopia, Farca laid out the groundwork for the dystopia genre within video games and argues that there are four distinct types of the dystopia genre: anti-utopia, classical dystopia, critical dystopia variant 1, and critical dystopia variant II. The final two types, critical dystopia variant I and II, is where Farca says the VGN and the player aesthetic response is most likely to occur within digital games. This is because these two types of dystopia genre employ hope as a form of connection between game and player, enabling a critical reflection of the similarities and differences between the gameworld and the empirical world. 
This use of hope as a way to imagine and engage with being otherwise is also a component of Jose Muñoz’s (2009) work on queer futurity. Muñoz argues that often straight time is focused on the present while queer time varies away from this focus, doing work in the present based on work done in the past in order to move or progress toward the always, already and not yet available queer future. Hope provides the pathway to this queer future by creating a potentiality, a something that is eminent but not existing in the now. Artwork and objects hold this potentiality for Muñoz, creating queer futurity in the function of its existence in the now and traces to the past. When queerness is seen as a form of collective hope, it creates potentiality for the queer future, where the work of the now is making that queer future potential shine. 
Bonnie Ruberg’s (2019) work connects these queer theories directly to gaming studies. Ruberg argues that queer play is a form of community building for those marginalized via their queer identities. These communities embrace queer desire as not only a way of being in the world but using hope and desire to create inclusive practices. This embrace of the work toward a queer futurity by queer gamers and their communities is but one step toward breaking and re-making games culture as part of the queer utopia Muñoz argues for. 
This breaking and re-making of game culture work has already started. This work lends itself to the inclusivity utopia that Muñoz (2009) argues is foundational to queer futurity. Through rejecting the assumptions of the gaming industry, queer futurity work can take place. Shira Chess’ (2017) work on assumed identity helps break down how the gaming industry views audiences and pigeon-holes their games, marketing, and play styles into the dominant and secondary audiences of Player One and Player Two, respectively. Player One operates as the dominant audience assumed to be the white, male, cis-gendered, heterosexual, middle-to-upper class, able-bodied individuals that are catered to by the gaming industry. Player Two is the assumed identity of those that majority-wise do not fit into the Player One identity, mainly BIPOC, female, lower or poverty class, and disabled individuals. Therefore, the game industry caters to the assumed identity of Player One in a number of ways including what games get produced, how games are designed, and how games are marketed generally and with specific games to certain audiences. Recognition of how the game industry perceives their own audiences (and potential audiences) paves the way for deconstruction work to be done so that the gaming industry and gaming culture can move toward this larger goal of inclusivity. 
The utopic hope of queer futurity is bound to this idea of inclusivity. Finding the hope in the gaming industry and gaming culture is part of this disruptive work which already has several academics deconstructing pre-conceived notions that currently make up the state of gaming today. Kishonna L. Gray (2020) argues in Intersectional Tech on the breaking and re-making of the gaming industry through the lenses of race and technology. Gray argues that gaming culture currently replicates the boundary policing and exclusionary practices of neoliberal ideologies for game players. BIPOC and in particular female-identifying BIPOC are at risk for being diminished and devalued within the gaming sphere. Amanda C. Cote’s (2020) work in Gaming Sexism also builds on these boundaries and the way female-identifying players navigate the harassment and boundary-policing that is directed toward them. Recognizing these sexist and racialized practices that are assumed practices within gaming culture is one step toward breaking them down and re-making the culture altogether. Anna Anthropy (2012) in Rise of the Videogame Zinesters, argues elaborately for how gender and sexuality are used for boundary policing who gets to be a part of the gaming industry, make games, and be a part of inclusivity from inside the ropes. Anthropy and Gray push for disruption to occur within the gaming industry and gaming culture at large in order to move toward the inclusiveness that Muñoz states is essential to the hope embedded in queer futurity. What these academic researchers all have in common is that the game industry and game culture at large is not altogether lost. They find the elements of hope in the work being done by the marginalized, by the rejected or discriminated against, and as part of the very texts that push this industry and culture forward. Part of this hope within queer futurity is that we do the work to centralize these communities and embrace the labor of Player Two (Chess, 2017). 
Queer futurity brings the marginalized into the fold of breaking down the assumptions of the game industry and game culture to create this feeling of inclusivity through hope. Exploring how this futurity is reflected within dystopian digital games extends Farca’s (2018) original analysis to include feminist and queerness as aspects of dystopian narrative as well as allows for a more nuanced analysis where heteronormativity is not the focus of the game. In this chapter I will be exploring the role of queer time and queer futurity within the game What Remains of Edith Finch (Giant Sparrow, 2017) as a form of dystopian narrative that embraces queerness as essential to the play of the game. I will examine how queer time is used to tell a narrative that rejects the assumptions of hegemonic game culture assumptions and instead embraces inclusiveness as a form of queer futurity. Finally, I will explore how temporality and futurity enact a form of metagaming, by thinking through What Remains of Edith Finch to reimagine tragedy as futurity. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131046]The Future is Queer
Queer futurity works in tandem with the concept of queer temporality. Jack Halberstam (2005) and Lee Edelman (2004) have argued that queer temporality envisions time as non-linear and postmodern in a way, where the goal is not to always have forward-movement or progression in a linear fashion. Instead, queer time embraces the postmodernism of temporality that isn’t fixed in movement or bound to straight time’s linear social clock. Queer time works in opposition to straight time, in fact. Halberstam argues that queer communities operate within queer time as a form of subculture. This subculture functionality runs in a counterhegemonic way and provides for the queer community to be disruptive to straight time by focusing on inclusivity rather than socio-cultural politics of respectability (Higgenbotham, 1994) or straight time’s focus on linear social-clock acceptability. This rejection of the politics of respectability allows for queer communities to embrace being as other and trouble the hegemonic or dominant position of straight time as the only way to perceive social constructs such as success and gender. Queer time responds and rejects the politics surrounding straight time’s centrality on family, reproduction, and assumed heterosexuality. It operates in a postmodern frame, embracing being unscripted and unplanned. The logic of straight time, and its movement toward the social clock, always forward moving momentum, and the compulsion toward linearity, is done away with and instead the logics of living life from the margins, as otherwise, and in a non-linear fashion is embraced (Halberstam, 2005). This attitude of queer communities, illuminated by the concept of queer time, is a foundational aspect of queer futurity. Embracing inclusivity rather than difference and discrimination is part of the utopia that Muñoz works for in queer futurity. 
Media forms often embrace the non-linearity of time as a narrative device to move the narrative along a certain progression at a much faster pace than our everyday lives. Novels use breaks in the text or expository explanation to catch a reader up. Cinema and television may use editing or cinematography techniques to help a viewer understand past from present or a location change. Digital games, too, use non-linear storytelling or environmental storytelling to provide a player with unique opportunities to explore the potentiality and lived experiences within the digital games themselves. 
Christopher Hansen (2018) explores this construction of game time as a unique form of engagement that allows for temporality to change while in the space of the gameworld. This provides for new experiences and perspectives to also emerge. Digital games act as an experiential form of engagement, particularly for temporality. Hansen argues that when a player chooses to play a game, they are agreeing to the contract of the game, in that temporality, linearity, and lived experiences as part of the experiential play portion of the game are all perspectives that they agree to engage with and may be different than what they are accustomed to. Whether or not these perspectives match with the lived experiences of the empirical player isn’t of concern when agreeing to the contract of the game, but it does open up potentiality in what critical reflections may come when we consider game time as queer temporality functioning with queer futurity. Indeed, because of the temporality of games being reliant on a player agreeing to play the game, the state of the game’s “liveness” is predicated on the act of play through a player (Hansen, 2018, p. 20). This relationship between player and game resembles Farca’s (2018) framework on the implied player and the empirical and eventual emancipated player in that both are reliant and impact one another. Play and temporality act as a form of potentially productive and transformative actions within gameworlds. A digital game that embraces a form of non-linearity, either in narrative structure, temporal structure, or even the architecture of the gameworld, encourages players to accept queerness’ liberatory potentials in the form of “hope”, which is endemic to Muñoz’s queer futurity. 
When we consider temporality within gameworlds as queer, this transformative potential becomes clearer. Queer temporality in games initially acts as a disruptive force in which the empirical player must adapt to how time flows and ebbs within the gameworld, as it is most likely not the same as in the empirical world. Even in the example of Outer Wilds (2019) in the last chapter, despite the 22 minute countdown occurring in empirical world time, the restarting cyclical nature of the protagonists lifespan points to queer temporality functioning in the gameworld. The temporality of the game disrupts the player from both their own empirical understanding of time as forward-moving but also traditional gaming temporality expectations where you don’t restart the same sequence over and over with progress being saved. Despite the changes in how temporality functions in these spaces, they are still productive, just not in the expected or socialized ways that straight time demands. 
Queer futurity and queer temporality are intertwined in service of one another. Understanding this relationship provides illumination for how queer futurity is bound within game design, even for games that do not appear to be aimed at queer representation or queer communities. 
Queer temporality (Halberstam, 2005) helps us understand how queer futurity works. Muñoz’s (2009) concept of queer futurity pulls from a queer of color critique to analyze temporality from the marginalized subject position through the lenses of aesthetics and performance art. Muñoz argues that queer futurity is bound to queer temporality in that the future being imagined from the marginalized subject position pulls traces from the past and present to inform it and simultaneously the present that is informing this futurity is also informed by the futurity and traces from the past. This non-linear, and at times cyclical, structure of temporality works with the postmodern understandings of queer temporality. 
Muñoz’s (2009) work on queer futurity also offers the concept of potentiality to help explain the impact of queer futurity. Potentiality is not the same as possibility but instead enacts the modality that presence is eminent but not yet here. It is the thing we squint at to see on the horizon, to bring into focus. The shape we see in the clouds that is open to interpretation. Potentiality is the opportunity traced from the past to imagine queer futurity: “I see the past and the potentiality imbued within an object, the ways it might represent a mode of being and feeling that was then not quite there but nonetheless an opening,” (Muñoz, 2009, p. 9). We see this potentiality in the present so that we too can imagine a queer futurity. This queer futurity, then is always, already here, but not reified in any way, leaving it malleable and constantly changing. It is this malleability that separates queer futurity from any notion of straight time as it asks the individual to step out of the stickiness of the present that straight time focuses itself around. By instead acting on potentiality found in the present, informed by the past, is doing work toward the queer futurity that is imagined by queer communities and those marginalized subject positions that are rejected from hegemonic and heteronormative communities and ideologies.
The future is always, already queer according to Muñoz (2009). But because we are always working toward the multitude ways of enacting that queer futurity, it will never be attained. Instead, queer futurity always remains just out of reach on the horizon, but always remains a potentiality to work towards. 
Using queer temporality as a tool to highlight and examine the work of feminist and queer communities in digital gaming is one way to explore how past, present, and future are all intertwined in digital game narratives. Queer temporality also helps explore how the concepts of utopia and dystopia inform both queer futurity and VGN analysis. Despite their connotative understandings of utopia being the dream that many reach for, the functionality of hope in queer futurity illustrates how dystopian narratives ultimately reveal more about the overlaps between ideology and queer futurity. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131047]Dystopian Narratives, Queer Temporality, and Queer Futurity
Gerald Farca (2018) defines media dystopia as media texts that “critically investigate the possibility of a worse future in order to warn their readers, viewers, appreciators, or players about potential trends apparent or present in discernible forms in their specifical empirical present,” (p. 68). Herein lies the hope of queer futurity. By showing how bad things can be on a particular trajectory, dystopian texts can work to change the trajectory by providing opportunity to recognize and possible enact or explore change within the trajectory. With digital games, having at least some agency within the gameworld, means players can embrace the “what if” potential of hope as they play through the space. An empirical player can be in the space, an emancipated player sees the gameworld as an exploration of this what if and can move that same agency to the empirical world too. 
Farca (2018) has identified four different types of dystopian narratives: anti-utopia, classical dystopia, critical dystopia variant I, and critical dystopia variant II. Each dystopian narrative highlights a different perspective and ideology for viewing the narrative in the digital game. Farca argues that the key to understanding how dystopia narratives illuminate ideology is understanding the role that hope plays within the narrative. Anti-utopia narratives are not concerned with the functionality of hope and instead ask the player to simple enjoy the pleasure of playing. Farca argues that this type of dystopian narrative is not productive in examining the ideologies within the digital game. Classical dystopian narratives do not work to incite critical responses to the structures of ideology within the game but instead work to incite a complete rejection of the player’s role within the dystopian circumstances of the game. Classical dystopia encourages the player to burn it all to the ground and do away with the systems that create the dystopian circumstances, again not engaging hope as a functional concept. 
Farca (2018) places the most emphasis on the last two dystopian narratives, critical dystopia variant I and critical dystopia variant II. Critical dystopia variant I narratives place hope within the gameworld itself and ask the player to act as the variable that engages the hope in order to move the ideologies of the gameworld toward the utopia just out of reach. Critical dystopia variant II focuses on the agency of the player. The player is presented the choice of engaging with the hope potentiality within the gameworld or embracing a non-hope alternative. The player is ultimately still the catalyst toward attaining utopia but has the chance to not engage as the catalyst, leaving utopia still out of reach for the gameworld. The player can accept or reject the possible ideologies presented to them. The ideologies present within the digital games are reflections of what occurs in the empirical world, meaning that the empirical player can recognize the hope potentiality as both part of the gameworld and the empirical world. The empirical player who is able to recognize these reflections of the empirical world in the gameworld can trigger the player aesthetic response and become an emancipated player. The emancipated player can then act on these connections and pull their catalytic actions on hope from the gameworld into the empirical world, hopefully (pun intended) enacting change in the empirical world to match their changes in the gameworld. Only players who choose to be agentic toward utopia in the critical dystopian variant II gameworld would be able to pull these same actions out of the gameworld and into the empirical world. These pulled actions ultimately work toward queer futurity. 
Queer temporality functions to disrupt linear or straight temporality (Halberstam, 2005). When we add queer temporality into our discussions of dystopian narratives, we can begin to explore the role of queerness in dystopian narratives and their constructed ideologies in digital games. Dystopian queer temporality holds onto the idea of hope as a way to explore the possibilities of the past, present, and future simultaneously. The traces of each are intermingled into the potentiality that Muñoz (2009) pushes within queer futurity. Recognizing the impacts of past and present in service of queer futurity through the lens of hope provides a unique perspective on how queerness is already located within the ways we play digital games, the ways digital games are structured, and the ways that narrative works within the virtual worlds of digital games. 
What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) is an example of Farca’s (2018) critical dystopia variant one. This dystopian narrative holds hope as a key component to the narrative, with the empirical player becoming the catalyst toward moving the gameworld to the utopia the hope promises. This catalyst is revealed in the gaps and blanks of each scene explored below: death in the flashback scenes is dependent upon the player engaging the character’s movements as well as each death revealing the role of the character’s imagination as not bound in straight or linear time but in the possibilities of queer temporality and queer futurity. This binding to queer futurity is key for Edith on her exploration of the generational family home.
Jose Muñoz (2009) argues that queer futurity is based in the potentiality of hope; this is where the functionality of queerness truly lies. Hope provides the basis of a utopia and the affectual impact that utopias create within those striving for them. This hope or utopic affect creates the potentiality for a queer future where inclusiveness is key and the value of difference is eradicated. In digital gaming, queer futurity is imbued in how players understand the gameplay mechanics and procedures within the game as well as how the narrative interacts with these mechanics and procedures. Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis allow me to pick apart these aspects of a digital game such as What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) to see the specific instances that can lead an empirical player to explore the queer futurity within the game. In doing so, the player aesthetic response is triggered and the empirical player transforms into the emancipated player, exploring queer futurity outside of the game in the empirical world as well. The potentiality located within each of the flashback scene explored below allow us to see the queer futurity within the game. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131048]“My Imagination is as Real as My Body”
In What Remains of Edith Finch (2018), the narrative follows the story of Edith as she begins to piece together the tragic history of her own family by exploring the generational home of her extended family members. The exploration style game is told through diaries and flashbacks, beginning with when Edith’s family first immigrated to the United States. Play involves time-hopping and the disjointed narratives of each individual family member, including their deaths. Mental health concerns, tense familial relations, and unexplained events litter the history of the Finch family. Edith begins to pick her way through the remains to better help her understand herself as she prepares to become a mother. The game was well-received by both players and critics of the game with a general Metacritic score of 88 and a user score of 8.3 (Metacritic, 2021). Many users highlight the imaginative gameplay mechanics and the deeper themes of what life is meant to be about in their reviews. 
	The tragedy of the Finch family provides a dystopian landscape for players to navigate as they learn more about the supposed curse that follows Finch family members. Despite the narrative being focused on the linearity of the Finch’s, a distinct feature of straight time as an example of reproducibility, the play located within the gameworld and its focus on telling the family stories as examples of fantastical tragedy to inform the future, provides the opportunity to explore queer futurity as a function of the game. 
	There should be a brief pause here, before I begin my analysis. The narrative of What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) is not a happy one. There is content that deals with suicide, depression, and death. There is not meant to be a necessarily happy ending for this game and players should be aware of this before exploring this content. I will be discussing this content as well in the following analysis. 
	Hope is a key feature of the utopian attitudes that queer futurity embraces (Muñoz, 2009). But, as Farca (2018) points out, hope and utopia aren’t necessarily hand-in-hand, and in fact the dystopic perspective is actually better equipped to address how hope functions toward queer futurity. Hope within dystopic narratives engage the empirical player in such a way as to lead them to consider different ideologies at work within the gameworld. Dystopic narratives still pull attributes from the empirical world to orient a player to the dystopic narrative of the gameworld with enough points of comparison that they can relatively easily be able to navigate the procedures of the gameworld. These points of connection between gameworld and empirical world are also the sign posts that lead an empirical player to consider the differences and similarities in how the ideologies of the gameworld are reflective of the empirical world. For example, death plays a significant role within What Remains of Edith Finch (2017). Typically death is seen as a form of sad ending or tragedy that befalls an individual, always to be mourned as the closing or resolution of a life. This perspective is associated with the linear understanding of straight time (Halberstam, 2005). However, queer time’s postmodern understanding of temporality frees death from this be-all, end-all framing and allows it to reach out of the present and into the future. Queer futurity embraces this perspective. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131049]You Can Fly!
The gameplay and narrative of What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) opens with the voiceover of Edith explaining that she is returning to her generational family house after the death of her mother to find out what secrets had been locked away there. Edith’s mother had left her a key. This key unlocks something in the house, but she is unsure as to what. Edith had lived here for a time after the untimely death of her own father but they had left when she was a pre-teen, and Edith was left with many unanswered questions about her family history or why her mother refused to talk about it. Now, with the death of her mother, Edith is finally able to explore that family history by exploring the generational family house. Everyone’s rooms have been locked and sealed by Edith’s mother after the death and disappearance of Edith’s two brothers. Something has spooked Edith’s mother into refusing to acknowledge the history of the family. It is Edith’s turn to find out about this history and how it affects her and her future. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131123]Figure 9 The Locked Door of Molly Finch

As Edith explores the Finch generational home, she moves from room to room discovering the untimely deaths of her family members. Molly appears to have poisoned herself accidentally. She learns of the disastrous immigration of her family to the United States and their drownings as their boat and house capsizes offshore. And then she wanders into the shared room of her grandfather’s room and his twin brother Calvin. Edith’s grandfather Sam lived until adulthood, but Calvin died during childhood. Calvin’s story acts as my first case study into queer futurity within the game. 
Calvin Finch liked space and astronauts, which is reflected by how he chose to decorate his side of the room he shared with his brother, Sam Finch. Calvin and Sam had recently lost their older sister Barbara and this is where we enter into the story of Calvin’s own death. Edith reads a eulogy written by Sam for his brother, explaining why he thought Calvin died. Calvin’s love of space naturally seemed to lead him toward wanting to fly. One day while Calvin is playing in the yard, he makes the decision to go all the way around on the swing. He manages to do just that before he flies for a few brief moments above the rocky seaside shore below him. While the actual death is never shown, it is the play action of the game that truly asks the empirical player to consider the role of trauma, death, and queer futurity within the game narrative. 
One of the dystopian features of the gameplay within What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) is that the player must re-enact each of the deaths within the Finch family. In the case of Calvin, the player must work the controls so that Calvin continues to push the limits of the swing, moving their legs back and forth as the swing reaches higher and higher. Sam narrates the sequence, explaining how the death of their sister changed the boys’ relationship with fear and wanting to do things their own way. Sam even comments on how he told his brother he would never be able to swing all the way around the tree and how he shouldn’t have done such a thing so soon after Barbara’s death. As the player continues to manipulate the controls so that Calvin can swing higher and higher, that control is suddenly ripped away as Calvin swings three times around the tree branch, losing his grip on the swing handles and achieving his dream of flying out over the ocean. The player leads the swinging movement up until the moment of death, losing their agency just as Calvin loses control over the swing while experiencing the freedom of flying. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131124]Figure 10 Calvin Finch Flying Over the Ocean

Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis helps us breakdown the game procedures and mechanics located within this scene. Initially, players may view this scene as a tragic death of a child, meeting his end through the physics of gravity. However, there is more to consider within this scene; new perspectives that become a motif of the What Remains of Edith Finch (2017). Within the VGN analysis, the gap within the scene comes from the player’s involvement in providing the momentum Calvin needed to push the swing all the way around the tree branch through the manipulation of the controls. This is a game mechanic that progresses the story forward but is contingent on the player manipulating the controls so Calvin swings his legs and gains momentum. Therefore the player’s actions directly result in the death of Calvin. The main procedure of the game is the linear fashion in which Edith discovers entrance to each of the rooms in the Finch generational home and learns of these deaths in every generation of her family that has lived in the United States. This gap of player agency resulting in the deaths of the Finch family leads us to consider the blank that the empirical player must grapple with: what is the role of death, trauma, and tragedy in the future of the Finch family? This blank holds onto the transformative potential of the player aesthetic response. If the empirical player simply considers the story as one of tragedy and moves on, that player is not engaging in the player aesthetic response. There is no critical reflection of what function death, trauma, and tragedy may play within the life of Edith or perhaps in our own lives within the empirical world. If the empirical player does stop to consider this question, as the blank would have the empirical player do, then we have the catalyst shifting toward a player aesthetic response and an emancipated player. The secondary gestalt that may result from such a shift points to how tragedy or death is not a simple matter and can, in fact, illuminate several perspectives to explore. What Remains of Edith Finch does just that throughout the gameplay. 
Calvin dies when he makes the decision to no longer be bound by fear and achieve his goal of flying. Calvin sees the possibility of flying once the restraint of fear has been lifted. This possibility is revealed to him after the death of his teenage sister Barbara. Hope in the death of Calvin doesn’t seem like it exists. Calvin’s side of his and Sam’s room is roped off and nothing is touched after his death. Sam writes how he misses his brother. However, the rest of the eulogy that Sam wrote points to the hope he found in Calvin’s death. Within this eulogy of hope is where the potentiality lies for queer futurity. In Sam’s eulogy for Calvin, Sam notes how Calvin was decisive in what he wanted, even more so after Barbara’s death because fear was no longer a reason not to do something. Even though his brother died, Sam recognized that Calvin got what he wanted: to fly. This is how Sam chooses to remember Calvin, as being happy in that moment of flying. 
In the case of Calvin, the empirical player is instrumental in initiating his death but also his happiness of flying in that moment too. We are able to see Calvin fly out over the ocean, the sunlight of the dusk giving everything a warm golden glow. The moment is peaceful as Calvin stretches his arms out and the scene fades to white. Sam finds solace in that his brother died doing what made him happy, free from fear. 
For Muñoz (2009), queer futurity is “attentive to the past for the purposes of critiquing a present,” (p. 18) and therefore to build an inclusive future. That future is never attainable as it always is on the horizon, but yet provides a moment to move toward. This is where the hope of queer futurity lies, in the possibility of moving forward to the utopia on the horizon. Farca’s (2018) use of dystopic narratives works in a similar way, making queer futurity and the VGN analysis complementary to each other. For Farca, dystopic narratives function through the use of hope to be able to consider the circumstances, morality, and/or ideologies that create the gameworld for the empirical player. Engaging with the implied player makes these circumstances clearer since the implied player guides the empirical player through the gameworld. Hope is the indicator of the possible dynamic relationship available to the empirical player through the implied player. By choosing to critically engage with the ideologies that the implied player and gameworld are structured by, the empirical player has agency to accept, reject, or modify that hope in some way according to the two most prominent dystopian narratives: critical dystopia variant one and two. Since the gameworld and the empirical world are linked to one another through the distortions of reality and ideology pulled from the empirical world, being able to identify the hope located in the gameworld means that the same hope is possible in the empirical world. An emancipated player, upon triggering the player aesthetic response and making these connections, is equipped to find and act upon this hope in the empirical world. 
Queer temporality and the resulting queer futurity are elements that must be considered here. Queer temporality is present within the gameplay through the non-chronological layout of how Edith finds each of these stories regarding her family members. The stories swap around from generation to generation before finally moving toward Edith’s immediate family and the ultimate demise of the matriarch of the family Edie, Edith’s great-grandmother. For example, the player discovers Calvin’s story before we come across the story of Barbara, although their deaths happen in reverse order. This push for non-chronological storytelling is one way that the game employs queer temporality to trouble understandings of generational reproductiveness of the family. The focus is instead on telling the stories of the deceased family members in a way that is more about endearment to the family. Generational connectedness, a traditional or straight understanding of family, isn’t the focus of how the narrative plays out within the game. This queer temporality supports the concept of queer futurity within the gameworld. Muñoz (2009) relies on this concept of queer temporality, specifically Halberstam’s (2005) conceptual understanding of queer temporality to construct queer futurity: “I think of queerness as a temporal arrangement in which the past is a field of possibility in which subjects can act in the present in the service of a new futurity,” (Muñoz, 2009, p. 16). There is an anticipation in how temporality lends itself to the futurity, in that time cannot be understood in straight time but must be understood queerly so that the future then becomes possible. Rejecting the notion of only the present or the here-and-now of straight time, queer time embraces this anticipation and uses it to upset the heteronormative institutions of linearity and presence. As Edith herself remarks during her journey through the history of her family: “If there’s a pattern in all of these stories, I think it’s that none of us has gotten very far,” (Giant Sparrow, 2017). Despite the return to the present time of Edith after she encounters each family member’s story, Edith is using the stories of her family members to work toward a stronger future for herself and her child. And, as the game ends (spoiler alert), we find that Edith’s experiences learning about her family function in a similar fashion for her now born child, as he reads his deceased mother’s words. The queer futurity of the Finch family is bound to how these stories are passed on and re-imagined by each new reader.
Edith’s family history is littered with the stories of trauma, tragedy, and death. The death of baby Gregory is one such instance. As Edith learns, Gregory was her uncle who died in a bathtub accident. As Edith reads through a letter written by her grandfather to his ex-wife, the player is transported into the first person perspective of Gregory as he plays in the bathtub. The player is able to move Gregory’s arm as he plays with his bath toys. Gregory’s imagination is strong and as soon as he lets go of the frog bath toy he is playing with, the toys begin to take on agency of their own. The player can continue to manipulate the frog toy but without the need for Gregory’s hand to control it. The frog leaps around the bathtub, exciting Gregory. Gregory’s mother checks in on him and goes to pull him out of the tub but she is interrupted by a phone call. Meanwhile, the player is able to make the frog jump and knock all of the other bath toys into the tub, including a whale the frog uses as a springboard to knock the bubbles off a high shelf and into the water. Disaster seems avoided when Gregory’s mother returns, but again she is called away by a phone call after pulling the plug on the tub. Despite pulling the plug, as she turns away from the tub again to answer the phone, the players actions with the jumping frog manages to turn the water back on and slide the drain plug back in place. The water continues to rise with the inevitable quickly approaching. As the water climbs over Gregory’s head, he suddenly becomes the frog, swimming through a pond. The bath toys are floating all around as Gregory swims toward the whale at the far end of the pond. But the pond ends up being the bathtub again, and as Gregory nears the whale, we can see the drain plug holding the water in. The plug is pulled and Gregory swims down the drain and away. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131125]Figure 11 Gregory Swimming Toward the Drain

In Gregory’s scene, his death is the result of an accident and distraction. Gregory is happily playing in the tub while his mother, although obviously attentive to Gregory being in the bathtub, is not able to watch him fully. Gregory manages to turn the water back on after his mother goes to answer the phone and ends up drowning. The empirical player, playing as baby Gregory, is the catalyst in this death, through the framing of imagination as play. Gregory’s father, Sam again, writes how he believed Gregory saw the world in a different way, even as a baby. He attributes Gregory turning the water back on to this imagination. Sam believes that Gregory was able to be otherwise within his own world through his use of imagination. Sam finds hope in this belief, that Gregory was freed from his corporeal body through his death but that he is happy exploring this being otherwise outside of the physical idea of life. This belief in itself is a form of potentiality according to Muñoz (2009). Gregory’s life is now one of potentiality; he remains as part of the generational story of the Finch’s, but no longer in a corporeal form. Sam’s hope for Gregory’s being as otherwise points again to how queer futurity is a theme within the deaths of the Finch family. The empirical player’s role in utilizing the imagination of Gregory to inadvertently cause his death and also his freedom from his corporeal body allows for this being otherwise to become Gregory’s legacy for the Finch family.
The death of Gregory again illuminates the elements of Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis through gaps and blanks. The gap here again illustrating how the play of the game is made to cause death and without the player’s ergodic efforts, and the necessary deaths, the gameplay stops. The blank in this specific scene is to examine the role of tragedy and death in the overall understanding of what Edith is trying to gain from learning about her family’s history. Gregory’s father believes that his imagination is ultimately what lead to Gregory’s death but that his imagination is also what made him the happiest. So, is Gregory’s death a purely tragic occurrence? Maybe for those left behind, but for Gregory? Death is not necessarily the end for Edith’s family, as this theme continues throughout the narrative. 
One final example I would like to examine is the death of Edith’s older brother, Lewis. Lewis struggled with his mental health and didn’t follow the hegemonic path of training or college after high school graduation. Instead, he got a job at a local cannery as a factory worker. Lewis’ death is learned through a letter from his psychiatrist. We learn that Lewis had a substance abuse issue that the psychiatrist was helping with, along with the job at the cannery. The player begins the flashback from Lewis’ perspective with his monotonous job beheading fish at the cannery. As the psychiatrist continues to read the letter out loud, Lewis’ perspective begins to shift to show the fantasy world he used while completing his monotonous tasks. 

[bookmark: _Toc76131126]Figure 12 Lewis' Fantasy World and The Cannery

As the story continues, the fantasy world continues to take over more and more of the screen until finally, Lewis gave in to his temptation to live fully within this fantasy world. But in order to do that, he must leave his corporeal world. Lewis decides to leave via the only way he has become familiar with: the same way he deals with the fish at his job in the cannery. As the psychiatrist notes in her letter, Lewis’ fantasy had become his real life and he was finally in a place where he felt he belonged, even if it was located within his imagination. All that was separating Lewis from this fantasy world was his physical location. Lewis’ story emphasizes that imagination for the Finch family has never been an attribute that lacked. 
With Lewis’ story we again see that the player’s ergodic efforts are required to provide death to Lewis in the gameworld so that the empirical player can contemplate the meaning or impact of these deaths for Edith (Farca, 2018). Edith has returned to the Finch family home not only to learn about her family but to learn about herself as well. Edith has experienced the death and trauma of all of her immediate family members even before discovering the tragedy that lies in the history of her family. But the important thing to take note of is that this history of tragedy for the Finch family is not that they remain tragic; the theme of imagination and wonder that the Finch family members possess leads the empirical player to consider what role that attribute plays for the future of Edith as part of that continuation. Herein lies the queer futurity of the Finches. 
Lewis’ death continues the role of queer futurity within the Finch family and the game. Lewis’ death is a result of his mental health and his need for more in his world. As his death flashback illustrates, Lewis already was living in his fantasy world. This fantasy world fulfilled his needs that his reality life didn’t: he was successful, well liked, had adventures, and even a princess waiting for him. In a similar vein to Gregory’s story, Lewis longs to be otherwise, free from his reality but to be in his fantasy world all the time. Lewis’ death, chronicled by his psychiatrist, highlights this aspect of his need to not be in this reality.
The empirical player feels this strain through Lewis’ death flashback scene. They are tasked with chopping off the heads of fish while also navigating Lewis through his fantasy world to his inevitable death. When playing on a controller, the player must navigate both movement sticks independently. As the fantasy world slowly begins to take over more and more of the screen while Lewis gets closer to his death, it becomes more difficult for the empirical player to continue their tasks in the reality of the cannery. This difficulty in navigating both worlds is reflective of Lewis’ state of mind as he gets closer to his own death. Lewis eventually chooses that his fantasy world is the one he wants to belong to and commits suicide at the cannery. 
These three deaths are snapshots of some of the tragedy that has befallen members of the Finch family. Edith is the only one that remains physically alive in the moment of the game. However, these Finch deaths point to how the family itself is structured around the hope and potentiality of queer futurity, despite being a dystopian narrative. The tragedy that lies in the past of the Finch family is providing illumination and hope to Edith in the present so that she can in turn become a better support to the future of her family, whomever those individuals may be. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131050]Queer Futurity, the Player Aesthetic Response, and the Finch Family
While it may seem that the story of the Finch family is a sad one, hope resides in the past, present, and future of the family. There is potentiality not only within the individual instances of death for the Finch family, but also in how Edith chooses to utilize and understand these deaths in relation to herself, her future, and the family’s future. 
The potentiality of the Finch family is placed in the hope that runs through the generations of the Finch’s, despite the commonality of untimely deaths among many of the Finch’s. Edith’s journey through these stories in her generational home points to how Muñoz (2009) re-imagines temporality in a queer sense by emphasizing how the past is pushing on the present, and our interpretations of that present being imbued by the past (through objects, texts, and memories) ultimately affects how we move toward and imagine the utopic future. Hope is found in these objects that Edith finds as she explores the house. Hope that these deaths weren’t the finality that they appeared to be. Hope that these family members found happiness (in some form or another) through their deaths, that they continued in on in some way. Even deaths such as Barbara’s, who appears to have been murdered by an escaped inmate, found happiness in her legacy as a campy horror queen after her death. Or Walter Finch, who witnessed Barbara’s death, buried himself beneath the house in a bunker to avoid the possibility of his own death. Walter finally allowed himself the opportunity to go outside and enjoy fresh air in his final moments before being hit by a train. There is still a glimmer of hope in these stories as the subjects move toward things that make them happy and ultimately attain them, even if for a brief moment. 
These glimmers of hope in the Finch family narrative lend themselves to Farca’s (2018) critical dystopia variant one genre. The empirical player’s incorporation into this narrative as the catalyst to move forward toward this hope is a necessary component of playing this digital game. Without the player’s ergodic efforts, the deaths of the Finch’s would not occur, even as a flashback scenes, and hope would not be found. It is this act of incorporation that triggers the player aesthetic response in an empirical player, transforming them into the emancipated player. Empirical players enact the deaths of the Finch family through the mechanics of the game in each flashback scene. This is the identified gap. The blank, where the ideological considerations from the empirical world into the gameworld become important, is to consider that the Finch family members that have died are existing in the world as otherwise, as queer traces of the past impacting the potentiality of the present in service of the queer future that Muñoz (2009) ascribes toward. By considering that death is just the end of the corporeal impact of the physical body and that these family members, their imaginative tendencies, and their legacies of hope and happiness that are left behind are the queer aspects that Edith is encountering, queer futurity begins to take shape for Edith and the empirical player. If the empirical player can move beyond the finality of death and imagine the Finch family members in their otherwise process of being, the empirical player can become the emancipated player. Queer futurity outside of the death of those around us as being the end of their impact and instead being the impact that moves forward with their being otherwise in the space (non-corporeal), this understanding doesn’t end with the gameworld. The empirical world can also trace this queer futurity through the impact of individuals and objects through time in a non-linear, postmodern sense. 
The dystopian narrative of What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) enacts aesthetic complexity (Farca, 2018) in that it pushes the empirical (and eventually emancipated) player to see the links between the dystopian aspects or continued tragic deaths of the Finch family and their impact on the future of the family. Viewing death outside of the gameworld in this same fashion is one way that queer futurity is also able to be enacted within the empirical world, thus enabling an emancipated player to change perspectives on what death can possibly mean in their reality. If the emancipated player can see, interpret, and act otherwise in the gameworld through this ideological understanding of death, queerness, and futurity, then they can also do the same in their empirical world, which the dystopian elements of the gameworld are already pulled from. The potentiality located within the gameworld thus becomes possible in the empirical world too, via the bridge of the emancipated player. 
This possibility of exploring queer futurity as an ideological bridge between the empirical world and the gameworld is not limited to games surrounding tragic themes such as death and destruction. In fact, many of the games already explored in this series of essays also link with the idea of queer temporality and/or queer futurity as well. Hades (Supergiant Games, 2020), for example, enacts queer temporality through the repeated deaths of the main character and the re-structuring of the levels as the main character becomes more acquainted and familiar with what they need to do in order to escape Hell. Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) also enacts Muñoz’s (2009) concept of potentiality in its game structure through the use of choices that impact one or both brothers in the narrative. The narrative itself doesn’t necessarily have a happy ending, enacting the dystopian theme of struggle through the framework of playing as a person of color. The Stanley Parable (Galactic Café, 2013) uses both queer temporality and potentiality combined to create numerous narrative loops and cycles in which the player is constantly restarting the game and having to make choices that impact the endings and ideologies presented within the game narrative. Outer Wilds (Mobius Digital, 2019) enacts queer temporality, potentiality, and hope as distinct features in its narrative to continuously die, learn, and save a universe as players proceed through a death loop repetitively. All of this is to say that queer futurity and interpreting how seeing time, space, and narratives as otherwise is a common aspect of digital gaming structures. The use of game procedures and mechanics such as flashbacks, non-linear storytelling, episodic or choice-driven narratives, death loops, restarts, and/or dystopian elements are just a few examples of how being otherwise, queerness, and futurity are enacted in digital games. 
Queer futurity (Muñoz, 2009) is still yet another way that metagaming (Boluk & Lemieux, 2017) manifests for digital games. What Remains of Edith Finch (2017) incorporates the game player into a form of thinking within the game to produce a specific engagement, in this case using the mechanics of the game to incite death. This is a form of metagaming that plays with our considerations of death. “The metagame ruptures the logic of the game, escaping the formal autonomy of both ideal rules and utopian play via those practical and material factors not immediately enclosed within the game as we know it,” (Boluk & Lemieux, 2017, p. 2). As Farca’s (2018) framework already ruptures the enclosing of the gameworld to link it to the empirical world, re-imagining the functionality of death within the gameworld to explore queer futurity both inside and outside of the digital game acts as a form of metagame that explodes from within the digital game. Death is used to rethink the future in this specific example and queer futurity itself becomes the metagame in What Remains of Edith Finch (2017). Death becomes the radical potentiality that is used to reimagine the future of the Finch family. 
At the conclusion of What Remains of Edith Finch (2017), Edith reflects on her family legacy for herself and her child, whom she is pregnant with at the moment. While queer futurity (Muñoz, 2009) is very purposely not focused on reproductivity, imagining death as otherwise can be a form of queer futurity, as family is not always meant to be those whose blood we share. Death impacts family that is not DNA-bound. Edith’s reflection on death and her family (including her father who also met an untimely death, despite not being a Finch), explores how her own futurity is not one of despair, but hope that life can become what you want it to be, if only you imagine it otherwise.

[bookmark: _Toc76131127]Figure 13 Edith's Words to Her Child









[bookmark: _Toc76131051]Expanding procedures and mechanics: A conclusion
Feminist and queer procedures and mechanics offer a bridge to analyze the cultural and political capital of digital games from the work and communities of the marginalized. The work done here explores the enactment of these procedures and mechanics in their role of activating players via their engagement with the digital game that they are playing. The connections, bridges, and ideological underpinnings between the gameworld and the empirical world is key in exploring the political and cultural capital of games through the emancipated player (Farca, 2018). Enacting and enabling the emancipated player to pull on these connections to enact political and cultural change within the empirical world completes the political potential of a new magic circle. 
The theoretical framework used to explore this hermeneutic space among the player, game, and ideological manifestations is Farca’s video game narrative (VGN) analysis. Building on the work of Sonia Livingstone (2007) and Rita Raley (2009), Farca’s (2018) framework illuminates the ideological connections between the empirical world and the gameworld through their similarities and distorted differences. Recognizing the distorted differences through their connections to the empirical world the player physically exists in can trigger the player aesthetic response and subsequently transform the empirical player into the emancipated player. Farca’s analysis also opens up the work done by Livingstone exploring the ebb and flow between text and reader, a dialectic that brings in more than simply what a reader will do with material but also how the text itself may invite the reader into specific relationships. Farca’s analysis emphasizes the elements already located within a text, a digital game in this case, that invites a relationship between the text (implied player) structures and the empirical player as they encounter the digital game. The emancipated player becomes the result of this ebb and flow dialectic between text and reader, resulting in a better equipped player to recognize and enact actions in the empirical world based on their experiences in the gameworld. This resultant action is part of Raley’s (2009) concept of tactical media: “Tactical media signifies the intervention and disruption of a dominant semiotic regime, the temporary creation of a situation in which signs, messages, and narratives are set into play and critical thinking becomes possible,” (p. 6). Tactical media aims to make trouble with how we understand the functions of media, adding into the idea of active audiences (Fiske, 1992) but allowing the consumer of media to be more than active, but deliberately part of the critical process of interpreting and doing with media. Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis literally invites the empirical player to be incorporated into the implied player’s structures and take away what they will from that relationship; hopefully an emancipated perspective on the ideological underpinnings of the game to the empirical world. Creating critical emancipated players to traverse the links between game and empirical world manifests Raley’s call for tactical media. 
Add into Farca’s VGN analysis the personal is political manifesto of feminist and queer theory adds another layer of disruption and potential to the hermeneutic space of Livingstone and Raley’s tactical media. Feminist and queer theory intersecting with the work of Farca and the larger discipline of game studies adds to the literature fighting against hegemonic, misogynistic understandings of games, play, and players. Using Farca’s VGN analysis in conjunction with feminist and queer theory provide a new perspective into the inherent ideologies already located within game design practices, regardless of the recognition provided to them or not. These new ways of perceiving and interpreting the procedures and mechanics already located within digital games lends itself to Boluk and LeMieux’s (2017) concept of metagaming. 
Metagaming focuses on the potential diverse practices and discourses that are part of the games we play and emerge from the dialogue between player and game (Boluk & LeMieux, 2017). Boluk and LeMieux argue that metagaming occurs when we look in, on, around, through, before, during, and after the gaming experience. In fact, the experience of play is the central disrupting aspect of digital technology, as play can be found in most digital mediums. Metagames implore that players think through their play experience in an othered way, engaging in critical thought processes that allow the player to see what Boluk and LeMieux call “alternate histories” located in, around, and through the gaming experience. Metagaming functions as one way in which we can see the links between the empirical world and the gameworld that Farca (2018) highlights. 
I’ve already touched on a few metagames in the earlier case studies. In Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Entertainment, 2018-2019) the ideological manifestations of racism are the possible catalysts in the play experience. The empirical player must embody the role of the marginalized character of Sean and make their choices based on the actions and behaviors of others responding to Sean’s body. The empirical player thus touches on the function of racism in the gameworld and the obvious (and not so distorted) connections to the empirical world. An emancipated player would be able to take the responses of both Sean and the NPC characters and manifest them in a more positive action within the empirical world. This response acts as a form of thinking through the digital game to use the play experience as a form of acting otherwise in the empirical world. 
The Stanley Parable (Galactic Café, 2013) uses failure as a form of metagaming to highlight the alternative histories involved with the play experience, pointing to the inherent other already in the game design that players can mess with in order to explore the play experience more fully. Boluk and LeMieux (2017) argue this is a type of transformative play that centers the ideological functions of games to illuminate the same ideologies in our empirical worlds. 
The queer futurity located within What Remains of Edith Finch (Giant Sparrow, 2017) hinges the metagame perspective on the idea of temporality and what the death mechanic in the game points to. Rethinking or becoming critical of the death mechanic to imagine death as otherwise is the crux of the metagame experience, changing the logic of how death is viewed before, during, and after the play experience through the narrative and the play mechanic. The player aesthetic response being contingent upon this metagame means that queer futurity becomes the radical potentiality that pushes out of the constraints of the digital game space and into the empirical world, brought forth by the work of the emancipated player (Farca, 2018). 
What these examples of metagaming have in common is that they push the discourses of alternative, othered, and marginalized to the center. Metagames disrupt the singular understanding of play as being a leisure, hegemonic, structured form of engagement and invite the concept of what if into the center of the experience of play. This attitude is at the core of the history of digital games: “What the metagame identifies is not the history of the game, but the history of play,” (Boluk & LeMieux, 2017, p. 17). Playing in the standard way constrains the player to the hegemonic or standard metagame, where the essence of the metagame is lost to the capitalistic structure that plagues the game industry today. Boluk and LeMieux argue that metagames that stray from this standard metagame often aren’t tolerated, so they become hidden in the larger structures of games. An emancipated player is exactly who we need to pull these metagames out and into the light. 
[bookmark: _Toc76131052]Hue: Bringing Luminosity to the Metagame
Hue (Fiddlesticks, 2016) is a puzzle-platform game that follows the protagonist, Hue, as he searches for the missing woman, presumably his mother, that is leaving him notes and color shards throughout the game. The game was released in 2016 on PC, Xbox, and PlayStation to positive overall reviews, with a 79 Metacritic score and a 7.7 generally favorable user score (Metacritic, 2021). In the game, Hue progresses through a dark landscape gradually discovering new colors that open up parts of the world that were previously unattainable or hidden from him. The world also becomes more difficult to navigate as more colors are discovered. Hue must switch from color to color quickly in order to avoid death or to move forward. Without possessing the right colors, certain passages, notes, and doorways are blocked off to the player and a different way must be found or a new color discovered. 
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[bookmark: _Toc76131128]Figure 14 Hue at the Beginning of the Game

The narrative combined with the procedures and mechanics of Hue (2016) provide an interesting setup for a metagame. The woman’s letters that Hue continues to discover push the player to consider the role of the colors and their change in perspective to those who discover them. The woman pushes on the existential elements of color, wondering if others see the colors the way she does and the possibilities that open up when one considers that others do not see the same color or world that the protagonist does. The mysterious woman leaving notes for Hue fears that she is in the world beyond perception, simply by existing in a color that is not perceptible to humans. She questions her own existence in this realm despite her feelings of autonomy.
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[bookmark: _Toc76131129]Figure 15 Hue Discovering a Color

Not all is rainbows, however, as Hue discovers colors. He must use the colors strategically in order to advance but also to avoid perils as well. As new colors are discovered, Hue must constantly switch between each in order to navigate through the world. 
The mechanics of the game are simple, with the player controlling Hue to run, jump, or switch colors on a color wheel to navigate the landscape of the game. The procedures of Hue (2016) are the links to feminist and queer theory as well as metagaming. The colors, characters, narrative, and gameworld structures all lend themselves to feminist procedures. Hue’s procedures manifest themselves as the colors of the game, blocking some movement, allowing others, and providing guideposts for the player to navigate the space through their highlighted existence in a gray and black world. While Hue is the protagonist, his role isn’t the procedure of interest. Instead, the mysterious woman provides the exposition for what is happening within the narrative and providing the philosophical considerations of the game. The structure of the game manifests through the puzzles that must be solved, using the colors, and the landscape of the game. These specific procedures require the player to consider the different dimensions or perspectives hidden within the singular world the player is navigating through. This type of play experience is itself a form of feminist and queer perspectives, where being and playing as other or counterhegemonic is the purpose of the game. 
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[bookmark: _Toc76131130]Figure 16 Hue Navigating Perils with Colors

Hue (2016) is a more explicit example of metagaming in action through the narrative provided by the mysterious woman and the use of colors necessary to perceiving and navigating the world. Hue acts as a metagame that asks players to critically think through and with the game, being slow and methodical about their choices. With the level design, even when a mistake is made, it is easier to try again and experiment with the colors, obstacles, and environment. The colors provide the opportunity to examine the what if of using one color over another, to move obstacles around of different colors, and figuring out a way to navigate the landscape. The exposition provided by the mysterious woman can help trigger the philosophical and ideological underpinnings of the play experience in Hue. What these procedures lead to is the metagame of considering what othered perspectives might reveal at any given moment. To center the action of changing perspectives in order to move within a gameworld disrupts the hegemonic perspective of AAA game culture where blind following of procedures is often expected. You see this in games such as Tomb Raider (Crystal Dynamics, 2013) or Call of Duty (Infinity Ward, 2003) where the world propels the player forward in a fashion that simply uses the same tools over and over in different combinations. In Hue, however, the colors are elements of the gameworld that allow for action and a changing of the gameworld into the different elements the colors represent. For example, a purple block may only be visible when the world is blue but a blue block may only be visible when the world is orange. All colors are only visible when the world is gray. In this way Hue encourages a change of perspective as part of both the procedural and mechanical gameworld to induce critical thinking in the player. 
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[bookmark: _Toc76131131]Figure 17 Hue Navigating the Colors of the World

The importance of recognizing work done in feminist and queer procedures and mechanics in games such as those featured in this dissertation is that they centralize the marginalized labor of feminist and queer communities in the language of digital games. The procedures and mechanics are part of the digital game language that communicates ideological values present in the game, which are drawn from the empirical world in some way and distorted into the gameworld (Farca, 2018). The narrative and characters present in games are part of this language as well. Feminist and queer game procedures and mechanics communicate ideological values that are already part of the empirical world in a new way via the gameworld. Metagaming helps illustrate that language in a way that makes sense to game culture as well as in a way to help incite critical thinking. Metagaming (Boluk & LeMieux, 2017) ultimately is one way to view the links between empirical world and gameworld while the VGN analysis is a way to analyze the perspectives that metagaming makes visible (Farca, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc76131053]Finding New Perspectives
In this dissertation I have attempted to make clear some of the ways that feminist and queer procedures and mechanics hide in plain sight in many popular and well-received games, even if they aren’t recognized by many players in the larger gaming culture as having feminist or queer elements within them. The procedures and mechanics highlighted within this work are not exhaustive, however, and there are many more examples of feminist and queer elements within game design out there, both explicitly done and implicitly included. My examples are far from exhaustive and instead act as one starting point to consider. I have also attempted to include work done from gaming, feminist, and queer scholars focused on race, gender, sexuality, and other forms of identity representations and formations. However, there has been a dominance in this dissertation on the works of gender and sexuality while there could be more time devoted to the work of race scholars. A longer analysis of Hue, for example, could point to the ideological valuations that could be read through the colors as forms of code-switching. Additionally, the work done here is uses many scholars and theories that are focused in the dominant Western societies and does not address work or perspectives from the Global South. These are two major pitfalls of this work. Many of the ideological values that are exemplified or recognized in the analyses done here would be significantly changed if the perspective shifted away from Westernized cultures. 
The work done in this dissertation troubles Ian Bogost’s (2010) work on procedural rhetoric. Bogost argues that procedural rhetoric is a form of persuasive argument using the computational rule-based representations that digital games operate through. While this work certainly draws from Bogost’s as a starting point, Bogost’s limitations on procedural rhetoric to the system of operation and its subsequent representations stunt the work that can be done when exploring procedures and mechanics as persuasive functions. Ignoring the cultural capital and limiting the types of games that even can be considered persuasive places Bogost’s arguments in a techno-masculine perspective that ignores the contributions of ideology outside of the system. Bogost’s procedural rhetoric works well within the hegemonic, Player One (Chess, 2017) mindset of the toxic gaming culture and industry that is endemic to AAA game development. Instead, this dissertation turns toward the work of Mia Consalvo (2005) and procedural ethics. Consalvo argues that procedural ethics is focused on the ethics and values that play encompasses through the engagement of player with game. It is not simply about how procedures may be persuasive, but why and for whom. Procedural ethics centers systems of people and the dynamic meaning creations that result from those systems, pushing away technological determinism and instead moving toward the cultural and political impacts of that system. Recognizing feminist and queer procedures within the game design system is the first step toward moving to procedural ethics. Farca’s (2018) VGN analysis pushes these procedures outside of the system, recognizing their origin point from the empirical world, moving into their coded value inside of the system as procedures and mechanics, and their impact through the engagement of play to induce the player aesthetic effect in an empirical player, transforming them into an emancipated player that finishes the cycle by bringing these political and cultural values back out into the empirical world but through the new perspectives incited by the gameworld. The magic circle reborn as more porous and flexible than ever before. 
While procedures and mechanics do work within coded technological systems like digital games, they are born from work already being done from outside of those systems by communities that are often ignored, pushed out, or marginalized in some way such as the feminist and queer communities. Building up from the work done in these communities, including the valuable work done on representation and identity formations through media texts is one way to illustrate the radical cultural and political potential of digital games. So where do we go from here? In game design and analysis, learning to centralize the historically marginalized lived experiences and perspectives of communities not traditionally part of gaming culture would be a positive step toward dismantling the attitudes of misogyny and toxicity associated with the larger gaming culture. Deconstructing the expectations of the Western, patriarchally-bound gaming industry to include more of these marginalized perspectives is the ultimate goal that many theorists and scholars (Anthropy, 2012; Chess, 2017; Phillips, 2020; Cote, 2020; Paul, 2018) have already identified. Indeed, working on this ultimate goal actually puts gaming culture on the road to exploring what queer futurity (Muñoz, 2009) means not only for the gaming texts and audiences, but also the gaming industry itself as it deals with its own capitalistic precarity. Embracing that hope through the rejection of the current status of the games culture and industry is the right step forward. Starting from within the coded systems of technology is one way to do this.   
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