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“The aurora itself came swooping down from the sky, in search of those not adhering to
the elder's wisdom.”
Never Alone - Kisima Inrjitchuqa
Introduction
Thanks to what MIT professor Fox Harrell calls “phantasmal media,” video
games require a player’s active engagement before it will unveil itself. Haskell highlights
the potential that computational media have to construct and reveal phantasms. These
phantasms can be rich in meaning, significant objects of oppression or liberation,
manifestations of cultural aesthetics or invocations of cultural ideas. They represent the
possibilities for multiple meanings that link the objects in the world that are invocative of
imagination, the system's author's intentions and the user's life experiences. Phantasms
depend on all three variables coming together to make up an intricate system of
signification, each part potentially triggering human imagination in ways that affects
people, society and culture. Harrell encourages us to understand how cultural mediums
such as videogames can help us imagine in different ways and construct “expressive
epistemologies” by which he means the knowledge extracted from representational data
which foster “reflective and cultural engagement” (79).
When speaking of computational phantasms, Harrell has very much in mind that
what one believes to be the self, the other, society and the real are, ultimately, the result
of one's imagination. Imagination that, as a cognitive and meaning making process,
determines how one perceives, organizes and dwells in the world. But imagination does
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not stand by itself as the sole meaning-making process when playing a videogame. In
videogames, the computational techniques and processes devised by the authors
(researchers and developers) of the program build the imaginative world with the players’
phantasms in mind. The videogame, as a cultural expression, triggers the players’
imagination and engages them in the experience the game is trying to produce. At its
best, computational media could facilitate the empowering of oppressed people and foster
a critical analysis of “issues such as social identity, power relationships, and political
configurations” (Harrell 62). But not all computational systems produce Phantasms, for
not all computing systems “prompt forms of imagination including fantastic blends of
ideas, rich metaphors, social identities, and values that reinforce or challenge power
relationships between people” (Harrell 66) but those that do, are influential in the way
that the expressive statements they prompt may indeed motivate “real world insight and
action”.
Harrell is thus interested in studying computational media as bearer of artistic and
functional value that helps us imagine in new ways and to reflect on oppressive and
empowering real-world experiences. Comparative Literature scholar and videogame
designer Ian Bogost contributes to the discussion about the constructive power of
videogames by examining the ways in which videogames’ rhetorical properties convey a
given message.
Using Harrell’s concept of videogames as “expressive epistemologies” and
Bogost’s concept of videogames as “proceduralist media,” I intend to investigate how the
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characteristics of computational media reinforce or handicap the expressive
epistemologies of videogames, particularly the 2014 release Never Alone, Kisima
Inijitchuija, a Northern Alaskan indigenous game created by the Cook Inlet Tribal
Council in collaboration with the publisher, E-line media. Never Alone is a positive
example of how digital gaming can reactivate cultural elements particular to a unique
culture and share these cultures' perspectives and knowledge not only among their
members but also with a worldwide on-line community of users.
To contextualize the ways in which Never Alone makes us reconsider the value of
videogames and Native American narratives, I will make and defend three main claims in
this thesis:
First: Storytelling is symbiotically connected to technology. To support this
argument I resort to David Nye’s non-deterministic insights on technology. He highlights
the relevance of technology in the performative act of storytelling as objects whose value
goes beyond their instrumental use. If we consider fire, clothing and musical objects as
technological tools intrinsic to the meaning-making experience in storytelling, why not
videogames? Furthermore, he argues against technological determinism, which, although
historically frustrated by imagination, is often taken as a given when speaking of
technologies. Such determinism and negativism about technology is often expanded to
forms of art, such as literature, the existence of which depends on technology. Scholars
such as Walter Benjamin, Wolfgang Iser, and Rita Felski, reflect on the value of literature
in the face of technological shifts and instead of declaring the literary form dead or
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obsolete, they advocate for an alternative interpretation of its value, one that is tune with
the changes that the medium is permeable to. At the turn of the 20th century we witnessed
a great technological shift, from analog to digital and a consequent increase of access to
information technologies, such as computers and cell phones; videogames emerged as
new storytelling mediums, which allowed for a high immersive and affective experience
with the cybertext.
Second: To play is to perform. The engagement with the cybertext always
requires the player/user to perform a given task and/or to interpret in order to unfold the
story. The immersion, though at different levels of intensity, is always performative and
participative, which means that the player is simultaneously a reader and a writer of the
text, or, as George Landow and Marie-Laure Ryan suggest, a wreader. The tasks we
perform in the game are performed in a role, inscribed in the game, scripted by the
developers and learned by the players who test the limits of the character and the
constraints of the world in order to reveal the game and play it. Ian Bogost introduces
vocabulary to examine the relationship between player and videogames but also the
concept of Procedural-rhetoric: a new form of rhetoric rendered through computer
processes, whose procedural expression entails “construction and interpretation of a
symbolic system that governs human thought or action.” (“Persuasive games” 5). By
studying these processes and the properties of videogames one can better understand
what compels the player to inhabit a virtual role and how the rhetoric used by the
videogame conveys the meaning of the message through the medium.
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Third: Performance, as constrained practice, is liberating. Though procedurally
complex, videogames are far from materializing the illusion of unbridled freedom. In
order for the game to be played, the rules and the limits of the performance and the
videogame itself need to be made clear, meaning that the players’ interaction with the
virtual world leaves little space to confusion. It is therefore in testing these tangible limits
and in the process of playing that knowledge thrives.

I am interested in understanding how playing with the narrative prompted by the
program fosters a deeper understanding of the perceived “other” (in this case, the Native)
and in what ways this interplay affects and challenges our social and ethical frameworks.
Never Alone is also an exceptional example of how the digital world and new media
technologies have created conditions for survivance of indigenous cultures and for
pushing against preconceived notions of Indian-ness. Anthropologists such as FienupRiordan and Edward Carpenter have extensively studied the Far North People’s cultures,
contradicting the imposition of western modes of thinking over indigenous ones. Their
voices are joined by Native American scholars such as Gerald Vizenor and artists such as
Erica Lord who argue for decolonizing one’s mind through narrative and art.
Videogames are by nature an interdisciplinary and interactive medium that allows
one to imaginatively merge the self with the virtual other, creating an “I” that is neither
the self nor the other, but something in-between that allows for the exploration of other
worlds and characters. With such power to capture the user’s attention and temporarily
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suspend and intertwine realities, videogames demonstrate a great potential to create
profound emotional, ethical, intellectual and social changes.
A large number of Never Alone players are non-Native with little or no prior
familiarity with the Inupiat culture and its people1. One could ask what motivates them to
play and also whether the game’s representation of the values and culture of the Inupiat,
for this non-Native audience at least, perpetuate conceptions of Natives as exotic
identities rooted in the past. This paper argues that Never Alone, by intertwining
computational media proceduralisms with the Inupiat’s worldview, enhances the
proximity between the self and the Other. It manages to motivate players unfamiliar with
this culture to consider the strangeness and the otherness as a valid alternative to their
own worldview; and players familiar with it, to revisit and rekindle their interest. This, in
turn, promises to affect change in the “real” world, beyond the game.

'Although detailed statistics o f the game cannot be shared by Never Alone's product management
team, they have disclosed that Never Alone has been downloaded” 2.7 million times in over 140 countries
across all the available platforms it is available on.”
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Chapter 1: Storytelling and Technology, a symbiotic relation
Stories and technological advancements are intrinsic to our nature: survival in a
world where one lacks the ability to produce meaning or communicate, and lacks
instruments to construct our world, would be incredibly hard if not incompatible with
what makes a human, human. It is through stories that we shape the way we and others
think and make meaning out of seemingly inexplicable things. In gossiping, reading a
text, listening to someone on the radio or TV and, as I will argue, by playing a game, we
share experiences, practice our emotional connections to people and fictions, gain
knowledge and test our moral and ethical values. Fictions function as a playground for
our emotions and ideas, depositories of frustrations and expectations, and inevitably help
us (or not) to create perspective on and knowledge about the “real” world. These stories
are delivered in many forms, mediated by our surroundings and distributed through
various technological media. Like the air we breathe, we are immersed in them and,
whether willingly or not, stories and technology envelop us and have a profound effect on
the ways we think and act.
The use of technology as tools to solve problems, such as a calculator or an
airplane, can be imaginative. They possess cultural histories that aren’t inevitable and a
value that goes beyond their instrumentality, for through them “one can construct a
chronology of when it was invented, manufactured, and marketed, and of how people
incorporated it into a particular time and place” (Nye 4). An example of such a
chronology is the short story written by economist Leonard Read, I, pencil, in which the
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pencil narrates its own story by tracing its genealogy back to the natural resources and a
global community of people and mode of production that were needed to put it together.
This story is a reflection on the creativity of human beings and their ability to cooperate
in order to create something that is both complex and simple, such as a pencil, which can
no longer be seen just as an object, but also as a cultural signifier that reflects human
experience. Writing tools such as the pencil “existed long before written texts and [...]
have always embodied latent narratives” but that does not mean that the cultural world
was waiting to be written down and thus into existence. The form of oral storytelling
already existed; recording and performative instruments were gradually introduced to this
form of art, but other forms of technology, such as clothing, ceramics and the spear, have
nonetheless also played their part in the construction of the cultural world. As David Nye,
a Technology Historian notes:
It is easy to imagine human beings as pre-literate, but it is difficult to
imagine them as pre-technological. Most Native American peoples, for
example, did not write, but they did develop a wide range of tools,
including snowshoes, traps, tents, drums, hatchets (...) music, shelter
protection, and food, and these devices are inseparable from verbal, visual,
and kinetic systems of meaning (5-6).
Stories told around a fire, for instance, demonstrate the relationship between oral
storytelling and technology. As an early technological development, fire often plays a
central element in storytelling: it provides light to illuminate the room and casts shadows
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that the storyteller may incorporate into the story; it provides the heat that brings the
community closer or even the smoke that may both repel as well connect all in a hazy
atmosphere. The nature o f the technological medium influences the ways in which the
story is told, and much like the vaporous atmosphere of the story is part of the meaningmaking experience it channels through its form the message that the story conveys.
Technology and storytelling cannot, therefore, be isolated and contained in a
causality dilemma: which is the chicken and which is the egg, what came first? Rather,
technology and storytelling “evolved symbiotically, analogous to the way that oral
performances are inseparable from gestures and mimicry” (Nye 5). If we accept this idea,
then it becomes paramount to move away from technological determinism that sees
technologies as outsiders to the social world, so powerful and impacting that they would
inevitably and irrevocably be adopted by a society. There are two issues with this
common misconception about technology: a) that it has a fixed instrumental value and b)
that it is predictable. Nye gives the example of the wheel to illustrate this typical
deterministic and rather fatalistic attitude toward technology: the wheel, “an invention
most people think of as essential to civilization,” (Nye 20), is a seemingly irresistible
force that has been nonetheless rejected by certain societies such as those in North Africa
after the third century A.D. and the Aztecs and Mayans. The first found the maintenance
of roads and oxen too taxing and as a solution, they choose the camel - that all terrain,
low maintenance and sturdy animal - to transport goods. The latter Central American
civilizations would “put wheels on ceremonial objects and toys, yet they did not use
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wheels in construction and transportation “(Nye 47) These societies rejected the primary
instrumental value given by other societies to the wheel, demonstrating how the
application o f a given technology can be indeed unpredictable. It is often the case that the
uses given to technology escape from the inventor’s initial intent and their meanings are
altered by the public’s imagination. Technologies are thus not “implacable forces moving
through history” (Nye 47) but rather, an expression of our social world, an extension of it
and of our human lives, for they express social processes that are shaped by cultural
practices. Although Marx, one the loudest critics in the history of industrialization
opposed industrialization’s negative effects for the working class, he acknowledged the
importance of machines by proposing that the workers appropriate the means of
production from the Capitalists to use them in the construction of an egalitarian society.
The problem Marx identified in society was not the machines themselves but the ways in
which they were used, forcing workers to become extensions of the machines rather than
the opposite. Nye notes that it is not the mere awareness of a given technology that will
force a society to implement and keep it, but the social and cultural practices that
determine both its use and value. Technologies, like narratives, do not live in isolation;
they are symbols of human expressions and, as such, they reflect the conditions under
which they are produced, distributed and used/interpreted. Therefore, we must abandon a
deterministic attitude about technology such as computational media (i.e videogames)
susceptible to be interpreted and used inventively, an approach similar to the one toward
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other storytelling mediums, the meanings of which are not neither fixed nor forever
inscribed in their form.

The relationship between storytelling and technology has been analyzed by
scholars such as Walter Benjamin, Wolfgang Iser and Rita Felski, who have expressed
their concern for the apparent loss of importance of the work of art at different moments
of history. Benjamin wrote “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” in
the 1930s, at a moment when mechanical reproductions were becoming aesthetically and
politically relevant, wielding a great influence over the way in which society perceived
reality and cultural forms themselves. Benjamin saw that the technological reproduction
of the work of art has detached its aura from “its parasitical dependence on ritual” (224)
thus opening it up to be interpreted in alternative ways and acquiring other sorts of
values.
A few decades later Iser and Felski accuse literary critics of perpetuating the
bourgeois legacy of perceiving literary texts as unique specimens of culture and as
possessors of some sort of humanistic truth and of organizing them into a literary canon,
thus carving boundaries between the works and their readers. In a similar way that
notions of art experienced a transformation with the arrival of electricity, telegraph,
telephone, photography, and film, the global expansion of the Internet in the late 1990's
has also been shaping the way we produce, create and perceive our reality and cultural
products. Both Iser and Felski expand on Benjamin’s criticism of idolizing art, which
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narrows and limits the ways in which we perceive it. In 1996, during the decade when
computers stepped outside of corporate and military labs into people’s homes, Wolfgang
Iser wrote the essay “Why Literature Matters”, in which he reflects on and criticizes the
structures that determine the value of literature, arguing that “as a medium, literature is
put on a par with other media, and the ever-increasing role that these play in our
civilization shows the degree to which it has lost its significance as the epitome of our
culture” (Iser 13). Before this highly competitive scenario between cultural media, Iser
argues that literature “has lost certain functions which were formerly so integral that they
were taken for literature itself’ (13). According to Iser, literature’s place in society was
taken for granted because it was perceived as ‘evidence’ of something, ranging from the
exemplification o f the poet’s life to a mirror reflection of society” (13) - it functioned
then as a testimony of human experience, expressing it in an all-encompassing way:
“from entertainment through information and documentation to pastime” (13).2 Rita
Felski, in her book, Uses o f Literature, suggests that
(by) separating literature from everything around it, critics fumble to
explain how works of art arise from and move back into the social world.
Highlighting literature's uniqueness, they overlook the equally salient

2 This strong reliance and high regard of literature is rather problematic though, because it
crystallizes its value as a document possessor of truths and therefore a medium that stands above others
perceived as a distinct and separate element of reality. Iser also notes that is not only the distancing of
literature and its intimidating authority that has altered literature's function in society, literature has
recently come to share functions with other mediums. Before this turn of events in society, Iser sees the
need to re-interpret the value of literature and argues that Politically, Systemically and Anthropologically,
literature still holds value as a legitimate cultural medium.
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realities of its connectedness. Applauding the ineffable and enigmatic
qualities of works of art, they fail to do justice to the specific ways in
which such works infiltrate and inform our lives (Felski 5)
Instead of this elitist approach, Felski is interested in examining literature in
dialogue with other media. Moved by the emerging technological innovations that were
quickly changing the landscape of society and of cultural studies, these scholars seem to
advocate a less fatalistic approach to the rising influence of digital technology in the
construction of narratives. Instead of declaring art or literature rendered worthless by
technology, they reckon that the mediums themselves are dynamic and adaptable. In the
famous words of the 18th century chemist, Lavoisier: Rien ne se perd, rien ne se cree, tout
se transforme. "(Nothing is lost, nothing is created, everything is transformed.)

In the last three decades we’ve been experiencing a profound technological
transformation from mechanical and electronic forms of technology to digital technology.
This on-going shift has been generated by worldwide innovations in the fields of
communication, data storage, processing and distribution as evidenced by the cellular
phone, the internet and the personal computer. People who lived through the 1980s
witnessed the rapid growth of the technological industry: the radio was shrunk into a
portable and battery-operated device; vinyl lost popularity to cassettes, cassettes to CDs
and CDs to mp3; the TV and the movie theatre are gradually being dethroned by on-line
streaming platforms; newspapers have had their ideas packaged into sound bites on apps
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such as twitter and their content crayon colored for appeal or “clicks” rather than for
complexity; in the realm of literary production, books have been literally pried from their
figurative shells: they have been thinned out, crushed between metal and screen surfaces,
and the materiality of the pages, the paper and ink, has been dissolved into pixels and
transferred to the virtual/digital realm. These technologies tell a story and they are a
testimony to humankind’s technological ingenuity; however, they are also storytelling
media whose transformations have altered the ways in which we produce, distribute and
use/interpret stories.
As these storytelling media have changed, new forms of storytelling emerged and
became popular, including videogames. This cultural form, which gained popularity in
the 1970s with arcade machines, entered people’s homes via consoles and personal
computers in the 1980s. Benefitting from the ease of distribution and accessibility
provided by digital technologies, videogames became easier to download, play, distribute
and to develop. Videogames have been and are increasingly becoming part of people’s
social, technological and cultural lives. This form of virtual reality depends on the very
rapidly changing field of technology, which influences the content, the form and the
distribution of videogames. From videogames that are interacted with by the click of a
button to those that sense our motions and interpret our voices, videogames and the
stories they carry have expanded to digital and mobile technologies as both escapist and
also culturally relevant form.
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Much like literature and film, videogames highlight our conflicting relationship
with technology - our sense that technology simultaneously enhances and impoverishes
our lives. The dialectic between form and content and the tension between the
technological means and the messages they inscribe hinge on questions regarding the
value of the work o f art, how it is constructed and its potential to alter our perspective on
reality and our very own existence.
In the last 30 years videogames have become an integral part of our culture, and
they have gone through many changes and turning points triggered by innovations in both
hardware and software technologies. Despite these technological/cultural shifts,
videogames have nonetheless kept their basic form: an electronic game that involves
human interaction with a user interface (hardware), which then generates a (multi)media
feedback on a video device such as a TV, computer or phone screen. The earliest known
games to match this definition were the mathematical and strategy games such as Nim
that ran on the computer Nimrod and OXO, a tic-tac-toe game developed by Alexander S.
Douglas in which humans played against the computer. The great shift in these
experiments between human and computer interaction happened in 1962, when MIT
students collaboratively developed the first multiplayer videogame. Players competed
against each other using the computer interface to maneuver a spaceship in the game
Spacewar! In 2006, Henry Lowood, curator of the History of Science and Technology
Collections at Stanford University, announced a list of games to be preserved as cultural
artifacts in the Library of Congress. In an interview with the New York Times, Lowood
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calls the list “an assertion that digital games have a cultural significance and a historical
significance.” The selected games are representative of what the committee considered to
be major turning points in the videogame industry. Those are Spacewar! (1962), Star
Raiders (1979), Zork (1977-79), Tetris (1984), SimCity (1989), Super Mario Bros. 3
(1988), Civilization I/II (1991), Doom (1993), Warcraft series (1994), Sensible World o f
Soccer (\ 994).
The list ends in 1994, with over 20 years of videogame innovation left out. It is
nonetheless worth tracking the major changes that players experienced with some of
these major games. Highlighting the major innovations with each game and
demonstrating the changes in genre will help to highlight Never Alone’s distinct forms of
performativity, storytelling and world-build.
Games such as Spacewar! (1962) and Pong (1972) turned the tide in the research
and development of videogames. They expanded beyond University research labs and
stepped into the entertainment industry via arcade machines. In the 70’s videogames
became great commercial successes and short-lived companies such as Atari emerged to
provide players with their first personal gaming consoles, on which they could run games
such as Star Raiders played on Atari 8 personal computers. By being able to bring the
game home, the players’ experience was no longer limited by the amount of change they
had in their pockets for the arcade machines: the game became something that one could
own, a personal object that one would open, play and store as one would a music record,
a film or a book. Star Raiders popularized and introduced the first-person perspective
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genre, better graphics and a more complex gameplay with real-time battles and ability to
split screens into action (shooting) and strategy (consulting the Galactic map). Whether in
front of the arcade machine or the TV screen at home, the players performed as pilots in a
simulated fantasy world that was nonetheless a kind of reflection on their reality; at a
time that the world witnessed space exploration, these videogames offered players the
experience of an out-worldliness feeling through virtual reality. The game thus
contextualizes the player historically but also fictionally, by inviting him/her to
experience the fantasy of being a starship commander, navigating with the joystick as if
s/he were Star Trek’s Captain Kirk sitting in his cockpit of the Enterprise and roaming
space at high speeds protecting humankind from invaders.
For many players, this was the first time they were ever able to manipulate and
revisit an alternative reality and see the results of their intervention on the screen. These
videogames came to be known as the founders of the First Person Shooter (FPS), a genre
that is still popular in game franchises such as Call o f Duty and Halo.
In 1977 MIT researchers developed the storytelling/adventure genre of games
with Zorc 1. Zorc 1 didn’t have graphics or sounds, but was a text-based game, selling
32,000 copies just in the first half of 1982. The game is set in “the ruins of an ancient
empire lying far underground” and the player takes the role an adventurer. In this game,
the goal is to escape from the “Great Underground Empire” by accumulating objects and
points, and solving puzzles. The trope of the trapped adventurer pressed by time and
threated by obstacles recurs in videogames and often renders their narrative repetitive and
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predictably linear.3 Aside from the lack of graphics, the particularity of Zorc 1 lies in its
sophisticated narrative that the players unveil by using rather complex commands. The
players may interact with the world by typing simple verb-noun actions such as: “open
letter” or “open mailbox” or something grammatically more complex such as “drop all
except lamp” or ’’put the lamp and sword in the case” . The game is able to recognize the
meaning of a more complete sentence that includes prepositions and verbs, and although
the players are aware that they are playing with a program, the parsing of natural
language and the interactive text creates the illusion that one is in a live story-telling
session with the authors. This type of adventure-game set the standards for Narrativebased Action Role Playing Games (ARPG) which often drew inspiration from established
cultural canons of literature and cinema. These include Namko’s Tower ofDruaga
(1984), inspired by the Epic of Gilgamesh, or Visceral games’ D ante’s Inferno (2010),
which reimagines Dante as a Templar knight and follows his descent down to Hell. Their
contexts, structural complexity and narrative-driven action all derive from fundamental
elements that Zorc's player-narrative interaction opened-up. This genre of games could
be understood as a game-book, or digital literature, in the sense that their narratives are
open and dynamic texts that require the player/reader to perform certain actions to trigger
the narrative.

3 Examples are games such as Super Mario Bros (1985) by Nintendo, Prince o f Persia (1989),
created by Jordan Mechner; Sonic the hedgehog series by Sega (1991 - present) and the Tomb Raider
(1996 - present) series by Core Design.
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These two major developments in videogames, the First Person Shooter (FPS) and
Role Playing Game (RPG), set the foundations for subsequent games and helped define
the relationship between the player and the game as one of interdependence, performative
and potentially meaningful.
The game Tetris, developed in 1984, capitalized on the popularity of puzzle
games and also marked a shift in hardware technology with the emergence of portable
gaming console such as the Game Boy. The early 90’s also saw the iconic videogame
characters, Mario and Luigi, revamped in a new game, Super Mario Bros 3, a game
praised for breaking away from conventions of storytelling linearity, the game had no
chronology in the narrative that kept the players moving forward and preventing them
from going back; the two brothers, avatars of the players, could venture through the story
by navigating through different levels and explore sections of the world independently.
Exploration of the in-game world and the players’ heightened control over the
narrative of the game became trends in certain game genres from the early 90’s onward
known as the God-games. In these the players, (seemingly) omnipotent, participate in the
world not as characters limited by the rules of the game, but as god-like characters who
utilize the tools in the game to build a world, such as a city or civilization. Games such as
SimCity established a turning point in videogaming, because they not only allowed the
player to have more agency but they also set almost to no criteria for how to win the
game, leaving the players with the responsibility to determine their own goals for
success.
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This brief examination suggests how the technology with which games are played
is deeply interconnected with the games’ narrative form and unfolding. The mid-90’s saw
the rise of the home computer as well as the Internet. Players could connect from home to
each other online and games could be played, distributed and downloaded in real time.
Game producers adapted technology to meet the demands of an expanding videogame
industry with a diverse consumer pool and searched for equally diverse ways of telling
stories. Moreover, videogame genres expanded to not only create a human-computer
relationship but also a human-computer-human relationship. Game series such as World
o f War Craft allowed for global multiplayer encounters and the formation of a global
community of players collaborating as teams in the exploration and conquest of the
universe of Azeroth. The coming together of a global community within a fantasy world
reflects the players’ knowledge of the “real world” in simulation models of economy,
population control and social structures. It seems then that the more humans are allowed
to contribute to the narrative and see their human experiences expressed and responded to
by the videogame, the more potential games have to shape the players’ own values.
Games can do this in both abstract (Tetris) and concrete ways (SimCity).
Ian Bogost argues for the recognition of another genre of games, which he calls
Proceduralist artgames, whose conventions of both form and content:
sit between these two poles [abstract and concrete]. Their systems
characterize a subject not by accident o f genre or convention but through
deliberate selection ... from the perspective of form, proceduralist
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artgames tend to combine concrete, identifiable situations with abstract
tokens, objects, goals, or actions ... From the perspective of signification,
proceduralist works deploy a more poetic and less direct way to express
the ideas or scenarios their processes represent. (“How to do things with
videogames” 16)
Proceduralist artgames are characterized by a strong sense of human presence,
evident in the game through two seemingly incompatible elements: a) the presence of a
human author, “whether an individual or individually identified members of a small
group” (16) and b) the players’ subjective construction of meaning. Bogost notes that
despite the strong presence of the author’s personal elements, these videogames
incorporate “the pursuit of a particular truth irrespective of reception or sale” (17). With
the meaning-value of the work of art released from the pressure of profit and optimization
for mass appeal, the authors may explore and translate into videogames facets of their
own human experience, the representation of which may not otherwise be evident or
deeply explored in the videogame industry. Vander Caballero designed the 2012
adventure fantasy game Papo & Yo to examine his relationship to an abusive alcoholic
father, represented by a Monster who though at times docile, unexpectedly becomes
enraged, destroying the world and putting his son’s life in danger. While this game can be
seen as a metaphor for Caballero’s violent relationship with this father, its poetic
construction engages players at multiple levels o f signification, leaving space for
subjective interpretation and for the enjoyment of the ludic aspects in this puzzle-solving
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game. The players are able to construct their own reading of the relationship of Papo and
the “Yo” and regardless of the author’s intentions. Videogames such as these invite the
player to step “into someone the smaller, more uncomfortable shoes of the downtrodden
rather than the larger, more well-heeled shoes of the powerful” (“How to do things with
videogames”, 19), arousing feelings of empathy towards others’ experiences and perhaps
becoming an instrument o f healing and closure.
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Chapter 2: Human experience and Computational media
Scholars such as Ian Bogost and Fox Harrell have extensively analyzed the power
and the multiple uses of cybertexts and videogames; they have also debated the ways in
which digital mediums affect our perception of reality and the relationship between us
and technological mediums. Their studies seek to expose and to contradict the general
misunderstanding and determinism associated with the use of video-games: that they are
a superficial cultural medium, lowbrow and useless. They do not deny that videogames
have the potential to inspire users to behave unethically and immorally, but they also
consider that videogames present an immense potential for the opposite: to express and to
construct epistemologies central to the development of humanistic potential. As with
many other cultural and artistic mediums such as literature, TV shows, music, paintings,
photographs, graffiti or the internet, “technology [that produces them] neither saves nor
condemn us. It influences us, of course, changing how we perceive, conceive of, and
interact with our world” (“How to do things with videogames”, 2).
The general similarities between videogames and other cultural mediums such as
literature and film have been so far asserted in terms of potentiality and intentionality but
what makes videogames distinct from other forms? What are the properties o f
videogames that differentiate them from other genres?
To answer these questions, Bogost suggests that “we can understand the relevance
of a medium looking at the variety of things it does” (“How to do things with
videogames”, 3) and that instead of solely focusing on the content and or message of a
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given medium, one ought to also focus on its properties. This means that rather than
choosing just to read a videogame, one ought to take into consideration the ways in which
the computational processes make us behave and think. The persuasive power of
videogames highly depends on an effective intertwinement of two elements: performance
and intertextuality. These form a rhetorical discourse which persuades players to engage
with the videogame and be immersed in it.

As manifestations of technological prowess, videogames occupy a unique position
in culture, because they are both products of technological accomplishments as well as
conduits to artistic, ideological and philosophical concepts. They are a cultural version of
a cyborg: part machine and part human; they are structurally machines in form and
processes, but also human in expression and in the experiences they create. As cyborgs,
some videogames, such as Tetris, focus and engage the players more at the level of
mechanics while others such as Mass Effect manage to more obviously create empathy
and tap into the players’ living experience. However, the distinction between categories
of videogames is not at all that simple for in either case, videogames are the result of the
harmonization of complex processes that create an interactive structure with rules and
procedures, seemingly fixed and rather inflexible but nonetheless open to interpretation.
As literary scholar Janet Murray notes, games “electronic or otherwise, can be
experienced as a symbolic drama” (Murray 142), meaning that even the most abstract and
mechanically driven game presents the player with the plot-line similar to the most
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storytelling driven games. Murray organizes the analysis of the player’s symbolic actions
as follows:
•

I encounter a confusing world and figure it out;

•

I encounter a world in pieces and assemble it into a

coherent whole;
•

I take a risk and am rewarded for my courage;

•

I encounter a difficult antagonist and triumph over him/her;

•

I start off with very little of a valuable commodity and end

up with a lot of it (or I start off with a great deal of a burdensome
commodity and get rid all of it);
•

I am challenged by a world of constant unpredictable

emergencies and I survive it; (Murray 142)
These rather Aristotelian premises are easily identifiable in games that drive the
player’s actions through a well-defined narrative, for instance, Red Dead Redemption - a
game that follows the story of Jon Marston, an outlaw who is trying to reunite with his
family by making amends with justice. In this game, the player follows the storyline,
navigates through the landscape of the American Wild West, engages with other
characters and explores simulated landscapes, seasons, animals and resources; there is a
clear plot and a world contextualizing the player’s actions. However, the same cannot be
said about more abstract games such as Tetris, for its structure seems to divert us away
from interpreting it as a narrative and merely focus on using our logistical skills. In
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Tetris, the player has to organize irregularly shaped pieces by flipping them while they
fall to the bottom. As more pieces become coherently organized, the bottom line
gradually vanish and leaving room for more organization. Considering Murray’s
argument that “a game is a kind of abstract storytelling“ somehow modeled after our
world, it is possible to examine it and interpret it. “Success at this game means just being
able to keep up with the flow” and as Murray observes, this game might serve as a
metaphor for “the overtasked lives of Americans in the 1990’s - of the constant
bombardment of tasks that demand our attention and that we must somehow fit into our
overcrowded schedules and clear off our desks in order to make room for the next
onslaught” (Murray 144)
Murray’s effort in reading videogames within the Aristotelian model offers a
rather ideological understanding of what playing is. This is concerning, given that the
interaction between human and machine operates greatly in a behavioristic model; the
game would be teaching through performance occupation/domination dynamics. This
kind of reading works less well with alternative narratives on colonization such as Never
Alone, which challenges the efforts to rework conquering power dynamics and ethics;
Murray’s approach also provides a false sense of control, given that playing and sharing
responsibility of the narrative with a videogame hinges on the shared authorship and
agency of human and machine. Murray’s idea of agency presumes active participation in
the narrative and the ability to “take meaningful action and see the results of our
decisions and choices” (Murray 126). Her proposition infers that interactivity is different
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than the activity o f clicking buttons on a game controller, meaning that “the players’
actions have effect, but the actions are not chosen and the player effects are not related to
the players’ intentions” (Murray 128). Agency then presumes a self-reflexive sense of
power and control over the text that reassures the users of their status as participants. I
would suggest that there is no such thing as ‘activity’, that there is always interactivity
and participation, whether intentional or not, more or less intense and that the
denominator of the interactions between the text/cybertext/videogame and the
reader/user/player is imagination.
Imagination allows for the player to figuratively think about computationally
constructed worlds; it is
the type of thinking that allows us to envision the worlds conjured by
novels. It is also the kind of thinking that allows us to relate works of art
to our lives and to understand the human condition better ... Subjective
computing systems, ranging from AI programs to games, evoke such
poetic and figurative thought processes in ways unique to their media.
(Harrell 77-8)
Videogames challenge the notion of the passive, voyeuristic and subdued player
in relation to the medium’s intimidating and dominant structure, author and language.
Instead, computational systems such as videogames are deliberately and necessarily
invocative of the players’ imagination stimulated by the encounter of the user’s
experience with the author’s intentions. Even if the players’ agency is reduced to that of a
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spectator, the possibility for meaning-making still exists along with the inevitability of
epistemological constructs and affectations. These three variables (user’s experience,
author’s intentions and imagination) converge, making up an intricate system of
signification, in which every single part contributes to the construction of a cultural
product, susceptible to be inserted in the system of signification as an object that triggers
human imagination and affects people, society and culture.
Aarseth, in his 1997 book Cybertext, suggests another alternative way of reading
videogames. He argues that we ought to perceive cybertexts “not metaphorically [as
machines] but as a mechanical device for the production and consumption of verbal
signs” in which the “textual machine’s” or Cybertext’s medium, operator and verbal sign,
are all taken into account in the meaning making process; in other words, the
complexities of the literary exchange cannot bypass the medium by limiting the literary
experience to the path between two out of the three elements of ergodic literature:
medium-operator; medium-verbal sign or operator-verbal sign. All three have to be taken
into account as a system of signification in which “The boundaries between these three
elements are not clear but fluid and transgressive and each part can be defined only in
terms of the other two” (Aarseth 21).
Realizing the generative power of videogames opens them up to new
understandings and it provides the medium with the potential to create relevant
experiences. However, as noted earlier, the power of technology has been harnessed to
enhance our humanity and at the same time it has proven to be also capable of alienating
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us from it. Cultural mediums do not guarantee how they will be read. Videogames have
the ability to viscerally confront us with our tendency to abstract ourselves from the “real
world” and to let ourselves be changed, cognitively and behaviorally, by them. They
immerse us in such ways that players look like they are mere puppets in the game’s
enthralling and manipulative spell. They are capable of bringing someone to despair and
tears, they can cause one to be paralyzed by fear or energized by action. Videogames also
create moments of joyous celebrations and trigger moments of pensive immobility and
deep reflection. Although all these seem to be reactions to fruitless escapist fantasies,
videogames undeniably affect and hold power over us. Thus, though relevant, the
questions surrounding whether videogames can produce positive outcomes or promote
violence or addiction, are highly reductive and blindly dismissive of their potential. They
are also as condescending toward the players’ ability to construct a relevant and wellexamined interaction with the game. Casting aside videogames as meaningful mediums
based on their negative aspects is also to dismiss their positively enriching outcomes.
Videogames, like any other medium, can teach us how to be more humane, therefore
contributing to our formation as sensitive, caring and earnest beings.
To claim that videogames are the most effective medium for immersing the user
in a fictional world does not diminish the immersive power of literature and cinema, or
invalidate the ways in which one experiences either cultural form. Both mediums use an
array of strategies to engage with the readers but these strategies are nonetheless limited
by the nature of their respective forms. Videogames are no different, except that they
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possess unique properties derived from the computational nature of their form which
marks the experience of playing a videogame as a rather distinct one from literary and
cinematic experiences.
In mediums such as literature and cinema, elements such as rhythm/music, the
story and the characters, the materiality of the pages or even the surrounding atmosphere
in the moment of engagement, contribute to a certain level of immersion. The layers of
media embedded in each form: visual, musical, textual and haptic, speak to each form is
embedded with speaks to a particular sense; and it is the interplay between those
meaning-making devices as well as the exploration of their levels of intensity that
motivate a given response from their user.
But what distinguishes videogames from other mediums is their alternative form
of immersion: one that offers both context and relevance to the roles that the player
experiences. The players not only inhabit a (virtual) world but often times a character,
who serves as the conduit between the players and the videogame. The process of
inhabiting a world in which players experience other forms of selfhood through
characters is a rhetorical one, for not only does this process compel or persuade the
players to experience a given game; it also invites an identification with the character, the
world and the constraints that the game imposes in order to be played. The players are
performers: they play a role and act as the character, using its skills, making decisions,
and experiencing the effects and consequences of their actions. The players roam a world
which contextualizes and brings relevance to their actions and experience other forms of
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selfhood that expand their understanding of how specific worlds and characters work. For
instance, players can experience being a civilization or a nation in games such as Europa
Universalis III, which models a colonial Europe in the period between western historical
milestones: 1492 Columbus’ arrival to the America’s and 1792, the height of the French
Revolution. As the game progresses, the players enter a factual historical and geographic
depiction of the world by taking the helm of a nation whose starting position is
historically scripted. The players’ decisions from then on and their knowledge of actual
historical events involving diplomacy, geography, economics and trade, will shape that
world in a constant intertwinement of cause/effect motions. The players thus experience
lived history as the game responds to their feedback and creates a simulation of what
would have happened in the world, for instance, if the Reconquista had not been
completed, if Protestantism hadn’t been so influential, if the Siege of Vienna had been
won by the Ottoman Empire, and so on. The players explore aspects of that world such as
diplomatic relations, military expeditions, budget and financial management, as well as
the difficulties of maintaining safe borders in a world where so many state, religious and
individual principles are often in conflict and at odds with the goals and the historical
context of the world. Such rules and procedural of the game both limit and condition the
players’ actions. Although simulated worlds lend themselves to experimentation and
initially do give a feeling of openness and unbridled decision making power, the players
eventually learn that they have to take into account a myriad of variables if they want to
keep existing in the game - the computational model which they play in, in a way, quite
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similar to the world where one lives in: structured, populated by institutions that reinforce
rules and procedures of behavior, except that the virtual world is a simulation, a big
“what i f ’. To play in it, the players choose to follow the conditions imposed on them by
the game and adapt their behavior and mode of thinking to the computational model; they
perform a role in it and their performance needs to fit the rules under which they play.
Given that videogames depend on rules and their enforcement, what is then so
compelling about these videogames? How does the medium persuade someone to step
into another structure of control and have his/her behavior conditioned by one’s own
gaming skills (motor and cognitive), the character’s skills and knowledge, the hardware
and software of the medium, the story-mode and the procedures of the inhabited world?
In other words, what is compelling about playing in a conditioned environment and how
does that environment persuade the player to inhabit it?
Videogames, according to Bogost, are a new cultural form of rhetoric based in
computational processes. Bogost calls this new form: Procedural-rhetoric, “the art of
persuasion through rule-based representations and interactions rather than the spoken
word, writing, images, or moving pictures” (“Persuasive Games” ix). In other words,
Procedural Rhetoric makes use of a computer’s ability to process complex algorithms in
order to produce a persuasive expression through the interaction between the user and the
software. Procedurality is then the means through which representation is made possible
and, therefore, an important variable in the meaning-making equation that is the
interaction between user and digital media.
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Software designers and Engineers are the “authors” of these procedures but also
the legislators of the software, for they need to program every byte of the software to
obey a set of rules and to respond to a given behavior. Computational systems can be
indeed rather complex and inflexible systems as well because they are limited to the
specifications of the author, the limits of the system and the technology that sustains it. In
this sense, there seems to be little space for agency in computational systems such as
videogames, and one could wonder about the appeal of being trapped in a world with all
these constraints constraints that often seem to promise a feel of free agency when, in
fact, this is nothing but an illusion.
Although videogames thrive in rules, so does the players’ knowledge. These rules
or procedures keep the virtual world and the story’s structure coherent; they contextualize
the players’ actions, giving meaning to them. Furthermore, because the story depends on
the players’ actions, the game addresses the players not only at the level of readership but
also at the level of authorship. The players navigate the space between these two
functions (reader and writer) and it is simultaneously the producers and the readers of the
latent text and the text that is being unveiled by the players. The term wreader, used by
narratologists George Landow and Marie-Laure Ryan, translates this simultaneity of
reading and writing and collapses the distinction between them. The videogame requires
an active participation from the reader in the construction and unfolding of the narrative
that exists in potentia until the moment when the player interacts with it. This active
engagement directly addresses the issues raised by Barthes and Foucault in their essays
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regarding the figure of the author4. For thanks to the nature of the medium, the author’s
legitimizing functions are shared with the player’s, who is both the reader and the author
of the text. The interactive text blurs the structuralist lines between the writer, the reader
and the text, for the necessary condition to play the game and for the narrative to unfold
is the input of the player's thoughts rendered through actions which are then codified and
sent through electronic pulses to the game and inscribed in the code itself. This “writing”
manipulates the structure nearly simultaneously as the player “reads” without a perceived
lag, which then allows for the smooth progression and unfolding of the code in the form
of a narrative.
Wreadersbvp acknowledges the interactive relationship between the reader/author
of the text and it holds at its core the idea that there is a shared power and responsibility
in the meaning-making process when interacting with a text.
As Marie-Laure Ryan points out, the hypertext is a collection of hyperlinks that
constitute “an endlessly self-renewable text from the level of the signified to the level of
the signifier ... [where] the reader determines the unfolding of the text by clicking in
certain areas, the so-called hyperlinks” (5). Perhaps the most common encounter with a
cyber-hypertext is Wikipedia. Wikipedia, an hypertext, transforms keywords from an
article into links that when clicked on, direct the user to another Wikipedia article, or

4 Barthes, in the Death o f the Author describes readers as “modern scriptors” - new kinds o f authors that do
not imprint themselves in the text and who do not solely rely on the author’s biography to produce meaning
that is revised within language instead. Foucault, in “What is an author” claims that the author-function is
one o f the many modes that are used to interpret the text and that is inextricably related to other modes o f
being: the mode o f being o f a reader cannot be dissociated from the manifestation o f the author in the code
and narrative,
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rather, to another hypertext, itself often an expression of intertextuality with the use of
texts, images, video and sound clips to illustrate a given concept and to provide
complementary meanings to it. The user, by clicking, scrolling and reading, navigates
through the pages and the database, constructing meaning and acquiring knowledge from
the path that s/he has woven by connecting links. Marie-Laure Ryan also relates the
hypertext instability and “its growth in all directions”
to the favorite notions of postmodernism, the conceptual structure that
Deleuze and Guattari call a 'rhizome'. In a rhizomatic organization, in
opposition to the hierarchical tree structures of rhetorical argumentation,
the imagination is not constrained by the need to prove a point or to
progress toward a goal, and the writer never needs to sacrifice those bursts
o f inspiration that cannot be integrated into a linear argument (Ryan 8).
Hypertext is thus understood not so much as a linear storytelling mode or a fixed
structure of meaning, but as a web-like aesthetic that resists a hierarchical structure and a
totalizing interpretation, thus lending itself to the investigations of a detective-like player,
who unfolds the many possibilities for meaning-making in order to solve the mystery of
the ending of the narrative.
The narrative of Never Alone is constructed around a mystery posited by the
presence of a strong blizzard which is desolating the land and Nuna’s people. This
mystery can only be solved and harmony restored if Nuna makes it until the very end
having successfully solved all the puzzles and overcome the obstacles present in the eerie
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and dangerous tundra. The players reach the final solution for the problem through
repetition, which allows them to increasingly become fluent in the cognitive and
dexterous language that the game teaches in order to be played. Once players become
literate and fluent in the game’s landscape, the characters and their abilities, it is
inevitable that the player will eventually reach the end of the (story)line and find the
culprit, the Blizzard man. Never Alone is a fairly linear and forward moving game
without many distractions that would throw the player/character off on the wrong path
(unlike in a real-world detective investigation). It is not possible to go back or to explore
the world further; a forward motion is the only way to advance the storyline. So one
might ask a couple of questions: given that there is just one path to the final resolution
and a well-defined knowledge (game controls and puzzle solving skills) needed to
complete Nuna’s mission and solve the mystery, a) how does the mystery contextualize
the players’ actions and 2) how does performing as a “detective” in a constrained world
and solving the problems that are posited by it, makes the players’ experience relevant?
To understand the underlying logic of complex computational systems such as
videogames, requires the players to subject themselves to the rules of the game as well as
to commit to the role of the character and navigate within the limits of the game.
However, as wreadership is the literacy involved in playing, the players may also feel
empowered by it. Their imagination and their ability to interpret liberates them from the
escapist fiction and instead, creates meaning. In this manner, we can see videogames as
allegories for a postmodernist attitude before the text which strives not to constrain the
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meaning-formation of a text, whose structure is apparently stable but whose boundaries
are constantly being disturbed by the inquisitive minds and behavior of the players. The
videogame cannot be understood as a fixed text, but rather, as an hypertext that invokes
the imagination of the wreader.
The logic behind these computational models is made tangible and playable
through the exploration, examination and interrogation of the generated virtual world
while in a role. Procedurality is thus “the computer’s ability to construct complex
behaviors driven by many variables that a user can manipulate and explore” (Bogost,
“Serious Gaming”) and the immersion that videogames motivate is, according to Bogost,
“oriented more toward human experiences and ideas more so than to other kind of
computational models” (Bogost, “Serious Gaming”).
The concept of persuasive procedurality allied with performance is what is so
powerful about videogames compared to other mediums. Videogames have the ability to
“engage players in complex and nuanced ideas that have the potential to change them for
the better. Teaching them about the conventional wisdom about things.” (Bogost,
“Serious Gaming”). The fact that players are constrained by rules is less of a limitation
and more a form of liberation. I would like to suggest that it is the noticeable existence of
rules and constraints created by the computational procedures that allows for the players
to test, repeat and, consequently to learn the logic embedded in these procedures. It
provides them with a sort of procedural literacy that serves as the basis to formulate
questions that they might reflect on, thus encouraging a reworking of assumptions, a
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reconsideration of one’s frameworks of knowledge and behavior. One could say that this
achieves a similar effect to that of dramatic irony characteristic of Ancient Greek plays,
“whereby the audience can judge every speech and action of the situation (...) [they
were] more ready to grasp, and to criticize, the particular interpretation offered by the
author” (Watling 12). In the videogames, repetition serves the practical function of
acquiring motor skills but also of constantly reintroducing the players to the story,
making them notice nuances otherwise ignored.
The perception and consciousness of our own limitations and consequent
identification of structures of control and/or oppression are a fertile ground for liberation
actions. And, with videogames, although a liberation per se from the constraints of the
game while playing isn’t possible, there is the possibility to liberate ourselves from our
own conceptual notions on a specific subject matter that is highlighted by the videogame.
Choosing to play and to let ourselves be immersed in the game is to already perform the
interpretative act of reading as the players inscribe themselves (through the character) in
the game.
With Never Alone, there is a double investigation of the story: 1. Nuna makes use
of the knowledge she was taught by her community and the landscape in order to solve
the mystery behind the blizzard; 2. Players whether Indigenous Alaskan or not, also
examine the Inupiat’s knowledge and values in order to reveal the answer to Nuna and,
consequently, to further expand our understanding of this particular culture and to further
relate the knowledge thus acquired from the Inupiat to our present perspective of the

39

world. Such investigations could lead the player to see that what seems to be a distant
culture (geographically and ideologically) is, in fact, a relevant asset for dealing with
pressing political, cultural and ethical issues, such as the legitimization of Native
American’s selfhood, incorporation of non-western values into our dominant ideologies,
and human action in climate change. A richer understanding motivated by questioning
and reflecting based on the playing experience offers a promising direction for
videogames such as Never Alone. In them, there is not only the possibility of escapism
but also the possibility to construct a meaningful empathy, which may lead one to which
re-think how the world works.
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Chapter 3: Deconstructing the Indian
After five centuries of misrepresentation in documentary photography and film,
entertainment parks, cinema, comic strips, musicals, children’s toys, TV shows,
advertisement, sports teams and videogames, the Native peoples struggle to shed deeply
ingrained stereotypes, which chain them to a past constructed according to a damaging
colonial discourse. In her essay “America’s Wretched,” interdisciplinary artist, Erica
Lord, borrows from Franz Fanon’s post-colonial theories to examine the ontology of
Native American representations and to critically question their impact in both native and
non-native communities. Fanon notes that the rhetoric of the Master-oppressor is one of
dehumanization and that it seeks to reduce the Native to the status of an animal, “thus,
metaphorically separating him from a human level, and defining him as a different
species” (Lord 310). This casting of the perceived Other as animalistic and primitive
outside of the human sphere of experience is a rather common tool used to establish a
relationship of dominance. It has become so common to polarize Natives and Nonnatives,
the former seen as traditional rooted in a pre-modem past and the latter as innovative,
futuristic and technologically advanced, that the idea of Native cultures finding a place
amongst Digital cultures seems to be paradoxical and unfeasible for both cultural and
social reasons. If culturally, Native American identity is seen as locked in a premodemized past, how can we even start to consider that these humans have evolved and
transformed alongside the rest of the world and are not only aware of but use common
modem technologies such as the internet, TV, computers and cell phones? Perhaps the
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idea that Natives are incompatible with technological change harks back to colonizing
practices that deemed the native as primitive and ill adjusted to civilization. Not only do
our colonized minds contribute to the misperception of the relationship between Natives
and Technology, but there is an additional social, economic and political factor to take
into account: the lack of access to such technologies.
Anthropologist Ann Fienup-Riordan theorizes that at the core of the construction
of the Native identity is the West’s insistence on defining and justifying its own identity
in relation and contrast to an imagined Other. Although Fienup-Riordan is writing with
Eskimos in mind, these two foundational perspectives of European ideologies apply to
other indigenous people in North America. She notes that “the inability to see our own
society continues to impede our ability to understand others” (XV). In other words, ideas
about society and human nature influence the way we think of other cultures and their
members; such ideas are highly influential and may last for centuries, for they end up
becoming the filter through which we perceive reality. With this in mind, Fienup-Riordan
identifies two perspectives that inform the non-native perception of Native identities as
well as Natives’ understanding of their own identity: a) the Hobbesian perspective
whereby civilization elevates the native to an individual, who previously lived in a
constant state of brutal nature away from civilization’s peaceful and enlightening
influence and b) the Rousseaunian perspective, whereby contradicting to Hobbes’,
civilization corrupts the Natural man. For Hobbes, the state of nature is a masterless state
where anarchy reigns because there is no recognized authority to uphold a social contract
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and therefore, the state of nature is unable to guarantee the security of every individual.
In the state of nature:
every man is Enemy to every man; the same is consequent to the time,
wherein men live without other security, than what their own strength, and
their own invention shall furnish them with all. In such condition, there is
no place for Industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain; and
consequently no Culture of the Earth; no Navigation, nor use of the
commodities that may be imported by Sea; no commodious Building; no
Instruments of moving, and removing such things as require much force;
no Knowledge of the face of the Earth; no account of Time; no Arts; no
Letters; no Society; and which is worst of all, continuall feare, and danger
of violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and
short. (Hobbes, 96-7; XIII)
In Hobbes’ perspective, someone living in a society which cannot guarantee one’s
safety or define and defend the rights of its individuals, is forced to constantly look after
themselves, making it harder to raise themselves to the status of civil and enlightened
human beings. Hobbes here also suggests that technological advancements are the
conduit to culture and symbols of Man's technological prowess. Without access to them
and without the knowledge to operate these technologies, the brutish man remains so,
unable to better himself. This perspective is centered on the containment of one's
primitive characteristics or ancestral past, and ends up crystallizing the native in an
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absolute identity of a savage and as the measure against which the European identity, is
defined. This containment also came to legitimize a hierarchy of power, in which
European culture stood as superior, therefore, unquestioned in its brutal civilizing
methods. The violence of cultural erasure and domestication of the Native peoples
produces, nevertheless, another form of violence: the violence of the perpetrator is
absorbed by the Native, it is turned “inward against other Natives; the oppressor reacts
with surprise, as if his oppression of the Native had nothing to do with the Natives’
violent demise. This moral distancing allows the colonizer to further separate himself
from the Native” (Lord 310). In a stroke of tyrannical genius, turning the violence of the
perpetrator into Native self-hate allows for a total “de-responsibility” on Native issues,
largely created and fueled by the non-Native. Erica Lord presents a contemporary
example of the violence turned inward in the Native communities by commenting how
Native American reservations and villages are an example of the consequences of
colonial practices that have ended up geographically and politically limiting Natives to
“third-world reality” ghettos. Although “the Natives’ faces have changed along with their
environment, [...] the story remains the same. Unfortunately the perceptions and violence
have remained the same as well”. (Lord 311) The contemporary discourse surrounding
Native Americans highlights the issues these communities experience with alcohol,
drugs, gambling and violence.
Lord further notes that in regard to Native American representation there is still a
tendency, “even from educated and worldly people” to “analyze the ways in which those
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antiquated ideas still exist” (310). The main reason pointed by her is the existence of
Eurocentric “racial and cultural stereotypes of what the Indian looks like ... [that were]
eventually accepted and digested by Natives, and have now perpetuated for so long that
we do not even question if this is who Indians really are.” (310). Such stereotyped
representations were famously constructed by photographers such as Edward S. Curtis
and Lee Marmon. Curtis sought to exhaustively document a “Vanishing Race”,
representing in still images a “rapidly changing culture” into a static view of the world
between the “time of contact and what is known as the ‘reservation period’” (Lord 312).
The cataloguing of the Indian’s “primitive life” in a voyeuristic manner and distributing
them largely to a non-native audience, led the pictures to be interpreted as testimonies of
a race that seemed to either have already passed or that lacked the ability to adjust to
lifestyles other than their aboriginal one. Lee Marmon, a Laguna Pueblo Native on the
other hand, sought to capture images of the Native peoples in the 50’s by portraying his
tribe’s members as a living culture rather than a vanishing race; unlike Curtis, Lee
focused on testimonies of survivance and transformation.
If one were skeptical of Curtis’ pictures, one would have a harder time
questioning the authority of a Native such as Lee in regards to the photographs of the
elders of his own community. What in the case of Lee could be read as an attempt to
record figments of Native life and of people caught as symbols of cultural transition, for
an outsider and for the present day viewer, may still be read as historical narratives, thus
making it easy “for the viewer to conclude that Natives are of the past, a primitive
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culture, and very clearly not part of modem life” (Lord 313). And whether intentionally
or not, and perhaps due to the documentary and historical character of photography,
images as these, perpetuated through the tourist, education and entertainment industries,
ended up creating expectations of how Native Americans ought to look, live and behave,
and consequently conditioned the way in which non Natives perceived Natives and
transformed Native ideals of indigenous identity.
Mediums through which these representations are captured and distributed such as
photography, highly influence their reception. As noted by Lord, there is a certain
expectation attached to the photographic image: that it is a truthful portrayal of reality
that it qualifies as evidence. Susan Sontag writes of the power of photography that, unlike
nonstop imagery (television, streaming video, movies) ... the photograph
has the deeper bite. Memory freeze-frames; its basic unit is the single
image. In an era of information overload, the photograph provides a quick
way of apprehending something and a compact form of memorizing it.
The photograph is like a quotation, or a maxim or proverb (Sontag 22)
Complementary to Sontag’s observation is the notion that in the photograph, the
objective and the subjective intercept; where the interception of the real and the
imaginary reveal the ideologies that travel from the moment the capture button is pushed
to the moment the photograph meets the eye of the beholder. Although there may be a
general agreement on the ethical, aesthetic, political and cultural values attached to a
given medium, the interpretation of the picture depends on the effect that dominant
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discourses have on people’s perceptions. In her critique of Native American
representation, Lord not only revisits long lasting concerns about the use of images to
uphold an ideology of dominance -one that privileges difference over similarities and
fosters the existence of cultural and political hierarchies - but she also brings to our
attention the difficulty that authors face in creating representations of their own
communities that contradict and may, somehow rework colonial ideologies.
The insistence on the separation, fixation and exoticization of the Native by an
Eurocentric mindset denies the “identities of contemporary Natives who do not fulfill the
traditional stereotypes.” (Lord 310), such as the wise deeply spiritual leader, the violent
warrior, the stoic Indian, the wild and sensual woman or the ever smiley and obedient
Indian. These stereotypes succeed not only in separating Natives from non-Natives but
also Natives from themselves and their communities. There is thus a discrepancy between
the imagined and the actual Native; the imaginary does not neatly mold into the Native
reality. An example of the tension between imaginary and lived experience can be seen in
the relationship between the Native American characters Victor and Thomas in the 1998
movie Smoke Signals. Victor and Thomas grew up together and live in the Coeur d’Alene
Indian reservation in Plummer Idaho. Their personalities are rather different and both
boys often find themselves fighting more than making peace. At the core of their
conflicts are diverging notions and expectations of what an Indian is. The two-braided,
suit-wearing, smiley and storytelling Thomas highly contrasts with the stoic-looking,
non-chalant and long free-haired Victor. Victor considers Thomas a farce of an Indian,
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but Thomas, on the other hand, looks at Victor with admiration. Despite always losing to
and being embarrassed and scorned by Victor, Thomas decides to forcefully accompany
him in his journey from Idaho to Arizona to retrieve the ashes of Victor’s father, Arnold.
The tension between stereotype and reality is explicitly articulated when Victor and
Thomas are both sitting in the bus: Victor hopelessly leans his head against the window
looking as if he were trying to escape the ever-chatting Thomas until, with little to no
patience, he looks at Thomas and says:
VICTOR. “You know Thomas, I don’t know what you’re talking about
half of the time. Why is that?
THOMAS. I don’t know
VICTOR. I mean... you just go on and on talking about nothing. Why
can’t you have a normal conversation? You’re always trying to sound like damn
Medicine Man or something. I mean, how many times have you seen “Dances
with Wolves”? 100, 200?
[Thomas reacts in a way that indicates that Victor is right]
VICTOR. Oh geez.... You have seen it that many times, haven’t you?
Don’t you even know how to be a real Indian?
THOMAS. I guess not.
VICTOR, shit, no wonder, geez. I guess I will have to teach you then, init?
[Thomas nods happily with his head]
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VICTOR. First of all, quit grinning like an idiot. Indians ain’t supposed to
smile like that. Get stoic!
[Thomas makes a frown and looks ahead. The camera’s angle shows both of the
boys’ faces in three/quarter profiles which remind us of historical portraits of Natives.]
VICTOR. No! Like this - [he falls silent, looks ahead, chin up and bears a
somber expression. Thomas sees and imitates him.]
VICTOR. You gotta look mean or people won’t respect you. White people
run all over you if you don’t look mean. You gotta look like a warrior. You gotta
look like you just came back from killing a buffalo.
THOMAS. But our tribe never hunted buffalo, we were fishermen!
VICTOR. What? You want to look like you just came back from catching
a fish? This ain’t Dances with Salmon, you know? Thomas, you gotta look like a
warrior
[Thomas looks straight ahead again and puts on his mean face, pouts his lips, semi
closes his eyes, raises the chin and falls silent.]
VICTOR. There. That is better.
Both Victor and Thomas consciously play Indian, despite the fact that they are
Native. They navigate and render visible through their clothing and attitudes well-defined
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and stereotyped identities, as if they were the live rendition of Curtis’ photographs of the
Warrior and the Medicine Man. Ironically, Victor mocks Thomas for watching the movie
“Dances with wolves”, and yet he too resorts to stereotyped ideas about the Native, that
do not actually reflect his fishing community of non-hunters, to construct his identity of a
powerful warrior back from a buffalo hunt. Victor’s perception of ‘Indian-ness’ and of
himself is influenced by Western and historical ideological constructs as much as
Thomas’. Erica Lord’s critique of stereotyped ‘Indian-ness’ is that it hinges on ideas of
racial and physical purity that are unachievable, mostly because there is no such thing in
such an intermixed society. So the strong attempt of one to identify with any of the
cliched, romanticized and idealized versions of Native is nothing but a sort of ‘makebelieve’ that Natives perform, and, “[w]ith any act, if you perform it long enough, the
line between reality and fiction blurs; if the only remaining evidence of Indians were
these constructed images, then we, Americans and Indians, begin to believe in the myth
of the warrior” (Lord 313). The idealized conception of what a Native is takes shape in
the general concept of ‘Indian’, the quality of which is a certain ‘Indian-ness’ which is in
itself a fabrication that, according to Lord, prevents Natives and non-Natives from facing
complex issues regarding Natives’ political representation and the relationship between
the U.S and Native communities.
In his essay “Marxism and Humanism,” Althusser broadly defines ideology as “a
system (with its own logic and rigour) of representations (images, myths, ideas and
concepts, depending on the case) endowed with a historical existence and role within a
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given society” . This is an imaginary system of relations that has, nonetheless, a physical
manifestation in and a real impact on the ways in which humans live and perceive their
conditions of existence. Although conscious of and intrigued by what makes a Native
native, Thomas’ and Victor’s condition of existence in reality is lived in their relationship
to an imaginary reality, profoundly altered by a dominant Western mindset, performed
and accepted by Natives. The bus scene from Smoke Signals demonstrates how ideology
powerfully conditions the perceptions of ourselves and of our reality.
However, the very fact that they are discussing their Native identities would
suggest that, despite being influenced by Western ideals of “Indian-ness,” Victor and
Thomas are not totally oblivious to the influence that Native-American representations
exert on them. Furthermore, Victor’s adoption of the Warrior ideal is a response to a
pattern of abuse and discrimination from the part of non-natives. This socio-political
reality motivates Natives such as Victor to tap into and play with general assumptions
about Indian-ness, even if they do not match his tribe’s history, in order to be respected.
After their discussion of what an Indian ought to look like, the bus stops and Victor and
Thomas take a break from their journey. When they come back to the bus, Thomas has
already gone through his makeover: his long hair is now loose and his suit has been
replaced by a colorful “Frybread Power” t-shirt. As they walk down the aisle of the bus,
they see that two white cowboys have taken their seats. Despite being in the presence of
two “Warriors” the cowboys do not return Thomas’ and Victor’s seats who, resigned,
move further to the back of the bus. The cowboy’s taking the Indian’s seats is but a

51

micro-reinforcement of the type of aggression that Native Americans have been subject
to for centuries in regards to broken treaties and misappropriation of land. This dynamic
also reflects the traditional narratives of Cowboys vs Indians, in which, as Thomas
observes, “Cowboys always win”. Victor tries to deny this observation but fails to
provide evidence of the opposite. Both boys then resort to humor, a trait of Sherman
Alexie’s writing, and mockingly sing about John Wayne’s teeth to overcome the
situation. They know the limits of their performance, and therefore are aware that this
“Indian-ness” they emulate is a role they inhabit and explore as a way of navigating an
antagonistic world outside of their reservation, a world of play where the lines between
the real and the imaginary intertwine and are blurred. Playing with humor and
performativity allows them distance themselves from stereotypes and to claim some
agency over them.
So, how does the Native break away from a colonial discourse that confines the
community’s identity and sovereignty to their designated territory? What does s/he do
when these territorial lines - geographical, cultural, political and identitary - touch, and
one silences and represses the Other? Material manifestations of ideology, such as
cultural representations, play a significant role in enforcing the ideology that produces
them but they are not absolute in themselves. Althusser argues that although ideology
manifests itself through systems of representation and that these affect us at an
unconscious level, “it is not a simple relation but a relation between relations”. Ideology
is not an outside structure, but a lived relationship of our relationship with our conditions
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of existence and the expression of our understanding of our own existence. Thus
changing the system of representations does not necessarily alter its ideology: it is not by
changing Thomas’ look that he will rid himself of the ideals that form his Native Identity
(Thomas still believes that Natives always lose to Cowboys and that the Warrior look is a
farce) and it wouldn’t be by forcibly taking over the stolen seats that Thomas and Victor
would have altered the underlying ideology of dominance and of oppression of that event.
The ideological state apparatus supports the idea that the position of the subjects in the
social structure is a natural one and that even the idea of freedom is already predicated in
the system as an illusion that is used to feed an unfounded hope for change. Thomas and
Victor occupy a given position as concrete subjects in society and despite their attempts
to change themselves and play within the system of representations, they fail to change
their relationship between the real and the imaginary because they hinge on unattainable
notions of authenticity to construct their own identities. The question of what is ‘real’ or
authentic Indian-ness in the end has no answer. If we’re always immersed in ideology
and everything is a system of representations and it is through representations that reality
is constructed then the possibility of change lies outside of an intangible Real, for all
social reality is the representation and intertwinement of imagined realities and not the
representation of the Real itself, this Real being a primordial state, prior to language,
thus, prior to representation.
Thus, rebuilding on colonial discourses by retreating and constructing an idea of
the Real and authentic-Native through cultural representation, does not in itself break
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apart from the ideology of dominance. Once we accept that the Real is unattainable, then
perhaps the efforts to mold ideology differently imply that we revisit and rework our
relationship to our conditions of existence, that is, the system of representations.
Changing the current dominant/submissive or perpetrator/victim paradigms requires a
reinterpretation of these lived relationships, one whose cultural representation privileges
a representation of survivance instead of narratives of victimhood and annihilation.
But how does one convey a narrative of survivance? What are the tools needed to
desconstruct the colonial resources?
As Erica Lord notes, “In order for cultural survival, we must review our visual
philosophy, deconstructing the imposed images as well as our colonized mind” (Lord
316). There needs to be a deconstruction of Native images and a reflection on what it
means to be a Native American in a world that has changed profoundly in the last
decades, especially with the proliferation of new forms of expression and mass
communication propelled by the Digital Age.

The portrayal of Native-Americans as imagined and primitive identities result in
the perception of the Native's presumably untouched past identity as its de facto identity,
which is then replicated and recycled through various forms of cultural mediums,
including videogames, the focus of this paper.
In videogames, Native Americans are most commonly featured in fighting games
such as Mortal Kombat and Streetfighter. The characters of Nightwolf, introduced in
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1995 and Thunderhawk introduced in 1993, are two of the most popular Native
Americans in videogames but also the most stereotypically portrayed: they are both
warriors who, in addition to the sleeveless vest, wear war paint and feathers. Nightwolf is
so spiritual that he can conjure tomahawks, bows and arrows while Thunderhawk is a
serious but heart-warming fighter, who collects animal skins as a past time and whose life
mission is to free bison. These fictional “natural men” have been touched by civilization
and, if not entirely designed as an illustration of Hobbes’ barbarian, they certainly
embody some of its characteristics. As fighters, they live in a constant state of war and
they are loners, the self-sufficient individuals who tap into their shamanistic culture and
primal instincts to defeat their enemies.
While Hobbes highlights the close relationship between culture and technology as
both a symbol of civilization and also as a symbol of progress, Rousseau perceives the
culture of modem man as something destructive to the nature of the noble savage, thus
criticizing the role of Western civilizations and Hobbes’ theory. In his understanding,
civilization does not save the Natural man from himself, but corrupts him instead.
Rousseau, unlike Hobbes, defends the natural state of being as a state of virtue and
goodness, rather than of viciousness and perpetual conflict. The modem world is
corrosive and therefore, it destroys the individual authenticity of Man. This
understanding inserts the indigenous peoples as the West’s idealized model of human
nature that is governed by the spiritual and natural world rather than by reason has been
tainted by civilization and therefore, not attainable.
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The example of the Savages, almost all of whom have been found in this
state, seems to confirm that the human race had been made to remain in it
always; that this state is the veritable youth of the World; and that all the
subsequent progress has been in appearance so many steps toward the
perfection of the individual, and in fact toward the decrepitude of the
species, (Discourse on the origin of equality 167; pt. II)
The conception of the “savage” as a pure individual is constructed to illustrate a
self-induced nostalgia for something that one cannot go back to, not because the modem
man cannot live amongst “savages” and become one of them but because there is no
Natural Man or Natural society to go back to - the Garden of Eden before the fall.
Constructing the Native’s identity as something intrinsically pure, virtuous and good, as
against modernity’s moral ills, has fostered attitudes o f victimization, condescension
towards the native who, in return, is regarded as submissive, naive, compliant and anti
progress. An example of this is the unidimensional representation of the Apache in the
2005 videogame Gun. Gun attempts to simulate the setting of the American Wild West in
the 1880’s and with it the conflicts that emerged between settlers and Native American
peoples. There is arguably a difficulty in not depicting natives as a targeted ethnic group
because in reality, they were; but their victimization and depiction as a merely anti
progress group reinforces Rousseau’s idealized premise about the savage. The danger of
historic games such as this, or for that matter, any other cultural medium’s portrayal of
history, is the lack of a critical point of view that would otherwise a) legitimize the

56

disenfranchised group’s perspectives as valid and worthwhile and b) shed light on
destructive ideologies that perpetuate notions of the Other as an independent, absolute
and antithetical identity.
While these identitary processes take place in the Westerner’s imagination, the
native becomes a fixed identity representative of a generic Native-Americanness: fixed
by an idealized image that is projected by either a colonial cultural hubris or its
unfulfilled desire for a naturally peaceful way of being or a mix of both. A more
common term illustrative of this general classification of Native-Americans is the term
“Indian” used since the first contact between Natives and Europeans. This word, in the
perspective of Native American scholar Gerald Vizenor, is an unreal construct of the
Natives. Indian does not refer to the indigenous’ own sense of self but to a Westerncolonial sense of otherness and simultaneously the measure against which a colonial
power will define itself. The Indians are a fiction, they are “counterfeit people,
simulations created by whites to complete intellectually the genocidal terrorism they have
practiced so enthusiastically since 1492” (Kroeber 25). The Indian is a negative double the counter-weight to the colonial identity: if the colonizer is civilized, the Indian is a
savage; if the colonizer is corrupt by the ills of modem life, the Indian is a pure heavenly
creature; if the colonizer is for progress, the Indian stalls it, and so on.
However, if the Indian is a fiction, an idealized negative projection of the Western
self, then could we say that the West is simultaneously constructing a fictionalized self?
That by constructing its identity in opposition to the Other it is also cornering itself
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against its own politics of representation, hermetically sealing its identity? This is an
interesting dynamic because it reveals the dependence on the Other for the definition of
Oneself - it polarizes in order to create a sense of identitary order. But by discriminating,
the West incriminates itself and exposes a history of exploitation that still today hinders
the possibility for understanding that the construct of each other’s selfhood is
ontologically a mutually affective process.
As Kroeber also observes when writing on Vizenor’s thoughts, the violent
construct of the Indian stereotype has irretrievably disrupted and prevented the continuity
of traditions, therefore blocking Native American survivance. The prevalence, strength
and distribution of these unreal constructs have real effects on both Natives and nonNatives and compromise the cultural survival of the former and morally handicap the
latter.
Videogames such as Mortal Kombat, Streetfighter and Gun simulate an
experience of playing as or against Indians - they insert the player in a role constructed
on ideological biases that is then reinforced by a network of cultural representations,
which contribute to the perpetuation of totalizing and erroneous constructs of NativeAmericans.

Underlying the conception of these simulation-based videogames is “a behaviorist
model of educational videogames [that] transfers that universe onto the game world.
Videogames may not be complete models of the material world, but they are certainly
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microcosmos” (Bogost,“Persuasive Games” 236). By simulating, as microcosm, the
actual dynamics of the world, the content at play is thus transferred to real-world
experience. However, as Ian Bogost notes, the danger of understanding videogames in
the light of the behaviorist view is highly problematic because it presumes that the
players, by the sheer performance of a role and carrying out the “actions of a criminal, or
the ninja, or the humanitarian” (“Persuasive Games” 238) will unthinkingly accept and
endorse the actions that the role invites them to perform. The behaviorist approaches to
game foreclose [...] the simulation gap, the breach between the game’s procedural
representation of a topic and the player’s interpretation” (“Persuasive Games” 238-9).
This perspective sees videogames not as expressive mediums but as carriers of content,
when so much of the players’ experience is shaped, whether consciously or not, by both
the content and the medium. So then the question is, how can we create expressive
mediums whose methods of transmission motivate a critical analysis of its content and of
the players’ performance and the knowledge acquired through it?
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Chapter 4: Never Alone, a closer reading
As we know, digital technologies have drastically expanded the power of
communication, accessibility and sharing of information drastically. Access to the digital
world has leveled the field of representation for many disenfranchised people, providing
them with the possibility of joining a conversation - a conversation from which they had
been excluded for too long- in the new cybernetic world. Even from the remote and
seemingly inhospitable Northern Alaska, voices and stories can be heard in the material
world and actually motivate change.
Few widely available cultural representations, however, give us different and
faithful cultural insights about the Native peoples. There are even fewer that explore,
share and rekindle the significance of the values of a community to both community
members and to an international audience. Among those representations stands the
videogame Never Alone (Kisima Inrjitchuija in the Inupiat language) - developed in a
collaboration between the Cook Inlet Tribal council, who founded the first indigenous
owned digital gaming company in the U.S: Upper One games, and the educational
publisher E-line media.
The game Never Alone is built on a puzzle-platform structure, navigated by the
player who switches between controlling the young Inupiat girl Nuna and her companion,
an arctic fox. This adventure, based on the Inupiat story about Kunuuksaayuka, the
“Eternal blizzard”, incorporates well-known characters from North Alaskan stories such
as “The little People” and “The Manslayer.” In the beginning, the blizzard is an
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unexplainable manifestation of nature that devastates Nuna's village by preventing them
from hunting and dooming the community to death by starvation. Seeing the community
at risk prompts Nuna to go on a journey to find out the origin of the blizzard and restore
order to her world. On the way, she explores the eerie and frozen landscape of
Northwestern Alaska and she is put to the test by forces of nature such as strong winds,
blinding snow storms, threatening polar bears and collapsing ice. The Fox is an agile
companion who guides spirits and other objects close to her in order for them to advance
through the Arctic Tundra.
Structurally, the game presents itself as an intermedia tapestry of images, stories
and peoples familiar to the Inupiat cultural and geographical landscape. In the menu
option of the game, the player is introduced to the atmospheric feel of the narrative
through a soft musical tune that harmonizes with the sounds of the wind blowing in the
background. The image in this menu shows two Inupiat dwellings barely discernible as
such because of the darkness and blurring effect of the snow. For a non-Alaskan Native,
or for that matter, for anyone who has never experienced such a way of living, this
landscape does not seem too promising and yet, the music makes it sound like a peaceful
place. There is a dissonance between what we see and what we hear: the calming sounds
contrast with the negative expectations associated with the harshness of the Arctic.
Perhaps, by creating this contrast that contradicts our presumed knowledge of the region,
the game is already annunciating its project and subtly setting up the players for the

61

deconstruction o f their expectations of Native American culture and in particular,
“Eskimos”, the Far North peoples.
Before even starting the game per se, the player is shown two different screens: a
loading screen with a Black and White picture of a young Inupiat child framed by the
text: “The Inupiat are a Native Alaskan people who have thrived for thousands of years in
one of the most formidable environments on Earth”. This is a pretty strong claim that the
game sets itself to prove and to educate the player about. In it, there are three key issues
that the Inupiat seek to debunk: a) that the Inupiat are alive despite their thousand year
old culture b) that they are a thriving culture thanks to their sense of community, and c)
that they have inhabited not one of the harshest environments on Earth, but one of the
most formidable: an intimidating and powerful environment yet admirably grand and
unexpectedly, livable.
At the push of a button, the game starts with the voice of an elder speaking Inupiat
over a black screen devoid of images. It is just the player and the voice (subtitled),
listening to the story. The elder’s language draws our attention to the dark screen, static
for a while and suspenseful until a sepia scrimshaw image of a little girl hunting ducks
appears. This girl is Nuna, our vessel into the story and the character that we, as players
will step in and out from in order to help her fix the issue that is causing her community
to perish. Framed by the darkness, the scrimshaw begins to move as the storyteller
continues his tale. Oral storytelling and visual storytelling intersect to literally and
figuratively breathe life into the story. The archaeologist and anthropologist Edmund
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Carpenter, who wrote extensively on the Artie peoples and human relations, notes that
when “life is reduced to its barest essentials, art and poetry turn out to be among those
essentials” (Carpenter 50) and that “in Eskimo, the word “to make poetry” is the word “to
breathe”. Both forms are manifestations of life and renditions of their experiences: they
are animated by and animate others’ lives. As with any artistic endeavor, art for the Far
North peoples is not created, but a form that “was always there: he did not create it, he
released it; he helped it step forth” (Carpenter 59). The voice of an elder narrates the
story in the Inupiat language with interjections, exclamations and observations found in
traditional storytelling. Although the narrative and linguistic element play a big role in
storytelling, this cultural form is not limited to orality. In fact, a combination of
interactive and oral communication is a better representation of storytelling than recorded
speech alone. Another anthropologist, Richard Bauman, discusses the important
distinction between oral texts and verbal art, defining oral texts as renditions that “may
fulfill the formal measures of verbal art, be accurately recorded, and bear strong
associations with performance in their conventional contexts” (Bauman 291) but they are
not a performance in themselves. The rendition, regardless of its accuracy, cannot aspire
to be anything but “another communicative mode” (Bauman 292).
The fascination with the written word and other modes of cultural preservation
through technology have confined the meaning of the verbal performance to its literary
content. Perhaps Plato should get some credit for his skepticism of writing in the study of
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verbal art.5 The literary text (or for that matter, any reproduction) does lie, whether
intentionally or not, because it fails to stage the interactions that take place in a
performance and as such, forces the responsibility of meaning-making onto the solitary
reader, rather than constructing collaboratively within the performance.
Bauman argues that there has been a tendency to study oral art as a peripheral
mode of expression in relation to a textual center. In the case of verbal art, creating a
model of meaning where the text takes the center and the performance the periphery is to
reduce human communication to the written words and to deplete the performance
involved in oral tradition from its impact as a meaning-making event. Verbal art suggests
an embrace of the poetic form of language, that is, the non-literal of communication. It
calls for what Bauman (using Bateson’s linguist theories), calls a performance frame,
which includes: insinuation, joking, imitation, translation and quotation. In his study of
verbal art, Bauman attempts to reconceptualize the idea that verbal art cannot and should
not be framed and studied with a focus on the text. The performative aspect of oral
traditions makes them a particular mode of communication, unique to a moment in time
and space and specific to a culture.

5 “Socrates: Writing, Phaedrus says, has this strange quality, and is very like painting; for the creatures o f
painting stand like living beings, but if one asks them a question, they preserve a solemn silence. And so it
is with written words; you might think they spoke as if they had intelligence, but if you question them,
wishing to know about their sayings, they always say only one and the same thing. And every word, when
[275e] once it is written, is bandied about, alike among those who understand and those who have no
interest in it, and it knows not to whom to speak or not to speak; when ill-treated or unjustly reviled it
always needs its father to help it; for it has no power to protect or help itself.”
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Bauman also notes that storytelling is in fact an interdisciplinary cultural form: “a
unifying thread tying together the marked, segregated aesthetic genres and other spheres
of verbal behavior into a general unified conception of verbal art as a way of speaking”
(Bauman 291). The player is exposed to the oral side of storytelling through language and
plot, to its visual element with the animated scrimshaw art, and to its interactive aspects
through the interaction with the story-world in the game.
Never Alone pays homage to this interdisciplinary way of rendering visible the Far
North peoples’ experiences and understanding of the world by also rendering visible their
stories in the voice of elder, scrimshaw art, interviews with the game’s cultural
ambassadors and the illustration of the world and characters present in the story of the
Blizzard. This way, along with resorting to computational media, videogames such as
Never Alone emerge as an extension of storytelling, also an intermedia art that hinges on
performative, aesthetic and integrative elements to create an immersive experience. As
we progress in the narrative these elements intercept each other: the storytelling
interjections and narration from the elder provide meaning to the developments in the
story; the music also works as a storytelling medium by acclimating the player to a given
situation.
Music, and drumming in particular, play a very important role in the indigenous
Alaskan culture. It is a “recognition of life and vitality ... the drum mirrors the heartbeat,
and when you continue drumming soon it will be in line with your heartbeat (...) It is the
most tremendous feeling to be in a room, and to have one long row of all the drummers
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and to have that feeling of unity, everyone beating in harmony” (Cordelia, “Never
Alone”). If their culture is a manifestation of Sila and if music tunes everyone to each
other, then everyone whose heart beats to the rhythms of the drum are beating to the heart
of Sila as well - music, drumming and dance are thus the means by which one detaches
oneself from the limits of the physical and feels connected to the metaphysical realm of
Sija. Music, connects the player to the storytelling experience, making it an intrinsic part
of the player’s reactions in the game.
Without the alertness caused by the drum beat, the player may not spring quickly
enough into pushing the necessary buttons to escape danger. Similarly, without the
withering down of the rhythm into an appeasing tone, the player’s state of excitement,
anxiousness and frustration could escalate to despair and lead him/her to quit the game.
The heartbeat of the players is in tune with the heartbeat of Nuna and the Fox. What
distresses or calms them may be conveyed through music and reacted to through in-game
feedback but it is also mirrored in the players’ body language. In moments of action or
extreme focus, the players tend to lean forward toward the screen and are very likely to
bounce up from their chairs if Nuna or the Fox need to jump, hunch their shoulders if
they need to crawl or even sway sideways if Nuna and Fox are swimming; in calmer
moments, when they are just walking through the snow or when the scrimshaw interludes
interrupts the action, the players then tend to relax, lean back, reflect and appreciate both
the scenery and the story.
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Another element that plays a significant role in the meaning-making processes of
the game is the animated scrimshaw art. Scrimshaw are engravings made either on baleen
or ivory and traditionally used as “a sort of timeline of history through etching... they are
like reading a book” (Freeden, “Never Alone”). Never Alone animates these etchings and
turns them into vignettes, which temporarily pull the player away from the position of a
performer, to that of an audience member to the storytelling session. As in “literature,
poetry and film, the vignette is a brief, indefinite, evocative description or account of a
person or situation” (Bogost, “How to do Things with Videogames” 22), which, by
inviting the players to step out of their role, motivate a further empathy with the
circumstances met in the game. The temporary distancing from the characters is by no
means an abandonment of them, rather, it represents the acquisition of a deeper
knowledge of the conditions that construct the characters’ and the players’ shared
selfhoods. In other words, despite the change in roles from participant to spectator, and
the seeming interruption of the game, either by the cultural videos or the scrimshaw
interludes, the players do not cease to be players per se; they always occupy that role,
though in different levels of intensity that are triggered by the game’s unravel. One
cannot choose to be outside of the world because it exists in and through everything, and
the impact of one’s place in it is manifested in the changes in the community and, in a
larger scale, in the world. The rhetorical devices that Never Alone resorts to are all a
different expression of the same: the Inupiat’s ontology.

.

Figure 1 -In-game animated Scrimshaw Scene from the Prelude narrated by James Nageak

“We all live in stories”, mentions Ishmael, one of the ambassadors for the game in
the opening cultural insights video. We’re thrown into and live in a symbolic world, a
tapestry of fictions that contextualize and give meaning to our existence. In these
imaginary worlds (that are assumed to be unreal), we encounter images that resemble
reality. The allegory of the story has elements of a material Inupiat reality; it offers a
representation of the landscape and the peoples in the videos, but also of the Inupiat’s
immaterial reality, their values and ontology of being. The allegory of Kunuuksaayuka
establishes a relationship between the self and the other, the self that is the players and
the other that resides in the screen.
The symbolic world in which we live, storytelling being one of the forms that this
world takes, is only intelligible as long as these stories are told and passed on. Without
them, an ontology goes extinct and the possibility to acquire an alternative knowledge of
the world dies. Never Alone, the digital videogaming form that this ontology takes,
emerges as an artistic extension of the Inupiat’s culture.
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Having set herself to find the origin of the Blizzard, Nuna, in the beginning of the
game (when the players directly intervene in this cybertext) is lying on the ground, alone
and bracing herself from the strong wings and blinding snow. The players navigate the
game always in a third person perspective on a two-dimensional setting. To an extent, we
can anticipate our moves because we see what lies slightly ahead of Nuna. We can also
keep an eye on what lies behind her and on the background. So, in the beginning, when
Nuna is chased by a polar bear, as players we have time to see the snow banks, the thin
ice and the freezing water that are in the way of Nuna’s survival. Upon our command,
Nuna and the Fox move forward and so do the scenes and the events of the narrative, like
a movie reel whose crank we are turning. We are the co-actors and co-directors of this
animated feature. As the need to overcome obstacles and move in a certain way (switch
between characters, brace from the wind, run, climb, swim or throw the bola), the game
teaches the corresponding commands to perform these tasks. It is thus by participating
with Nuna and the Fox in the context of their environment that the player is able to keep
them alive. This third person perspective may seem to be an all-encompassing and
controlling outlook of the situation, but it is indeed far from it. The game is highly aware
of its limitations and so are we; our actions are only as diverse and free as the mechanics
let them to be. Like Nuna and the Fox, we are trapped in an oppressive world and like
them, we share the responsibility to stay alive, to keep the other alive and to quickly learn
from the story how to survive. Inhabiting either Nuna’s or the Fox’s body from a third
person perspective allows us to feel different levels of proximity. The empathetic
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experience thus happens in a two-fold way: we experience the world through them and
we witness them experiencing their experience. We are both inside and outside without
never completely stepping out of the game itself. The boundaries between player and
characters, the material world and virtual world, are blurred. And even our identity as
either participants or audience is rather porous and not necessarily defined.
Nuna and the Fox are given to us, dropped on us as players and immediately we
have a responsibility and obligation to them. In this relationship of mutual dependence (if
Nuna and Fox are not “alive” we, as players, cease to exist and vice-versa), whims of
egoism have to be left aside. The other, in this virtual world, cannot be isolated from us
and as players, while playing we are obligated to it and cannot not care and experience
empathy in this experience of alterity, of being simultaneously the other and the self.
Regardless of the moral standings of the characters we inhabit, players have to make an
effort to understand the character and the virtual world they inhabit. This dynamic is
reflected in the player’s use of the pronoun “I” when describing actions performed in the
game, as opposed to referring to the characters by their name or in the third person
pronoun he/she/it. This merging with the other into “I” occurs rather unconsciously and it
is also unconsciously that as players we grasp the knowledge the other represents and
build it into our being, even ever so momentarily to play the game.
In Never Alone the knowledge of the Inupiat as well as their values are rather
obviously communicated through the Cultural Insights videos but more surreptitiously
transmitted by the procedures imbedded in the game.
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Repetition is an important component of storytelling in both performative
mediums: of verbal art and videogames. In the former, it is the means through which the
community’s wisdom and history are passed on, and in the latter, it is how the player
learns to move forward in the game; repetition allows the player to internalize the new
experiences in the game and to turn them into habits as well and acquire knowledge of
the Inupiat’s worldview that the game shares. There is harmony between the narrative
and the mechanical aspects of the game, which makes learning effortless and inevitable
as one navigates through the story. Unlike standard platform games, the players’
motivation to overcome obstacles and progress in the story line is not the typical
collection of coins or perks such as energy boosts, life increases or accelerators. Rather,
throughout the game Nuna and the Fox, upon touching an owl, collect figments of
knowledge that are presented as videos of the Inupiat people sharing their culture, life
stories and speaking of their relationship with the spiritual and the material world. Never
Alone privileges the immaterial value of knowledge over the pseudo-gratification of in
game features such as coins or credits. The Cultural Insights are rewards and cannot be
exchanged for anything in the game nor are they a practical advantage to overcome
obstacles in the story. This knowledge is not a commodity and it does not possess any
exchange value; it is valuable in itself and the player may choose to harness it or not.
Never Alone's focus on knowledge without the illusion of monetary motivation is rather
innovative and very true to the principles upheld by the ontology rendered through the
game.
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The Cultural Insights videos are short documentary-style clips (1-2 minutes long)
that juxtapose interviews of members of the Inupiat community with archival
photographs and videos with the purpose of educating the players about the Inupiat’s
culture and philosophy. They supplement the players’ performance with knowledge of
the Inupiat culture that provides a less riddled and symbolically charged explanation for
the Inupiat’s ontology. There are a total of 24 videos which the players can watch while
taking a break from the game or save for later, to watch outside of the gameplay. By
incorporating the documentary clips, Never Alone shows a contrast in the representation
of the Inupiat because, unlike Nuna, the Natives we see in the videos are not dressed in
their traditional garment. The expectations of authenticity may be frustrated for players
who are more distant from indigenous cultures and who have learned that stereotypical
representations of Natives legitimate authenticity that has been asserted by documental
forms themselves such as photography and video6.

playing the drum in the Cultural insights video: The
Heart Beat of the Community

6 Edward S. Curtis’ silent film “In the Land o f the Head Hunters” (1914) and Robert Flaherty’s “Nanook o f
the North” (1922)
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Yet, the dissonance creates a space where notions of exoticism and outdated
assumptions may be dispelled and where new concepts of selfhood may arise. The
Inupiat, by electronically sharing their experiences, revisit their collective memory as a
site for exploration of ideas of selfhood and, in the encounter with cultural ambassadors
as well as through the virtual embodiment of an Inupiat, the players alter their cultural
phantasms
The videos often directly address situations that Nuna and the Fox come across in
the game and that help understanding how the mechanics of the game are conveying the
values of the Inupiat. These very first video introduces the player to the core values of the
community: interdependence, interconnectedness and respect, and highlight the Inupiat’s
particular relationship with humans and the natural world - these values are extremely
important because is what has ensured the survival of the community in one of the
harshest climates on earth.
These three core values are clearly illustrated through Nuna's special relationship
with the Fox. The Fox, like all living creatures in the region, has also suffered from the
destructing consequences of the blizzard. In the middle of a white and seemingly
devastated landscape, Nuna and the Fox help each other survive in their quest to find the
source of the blizzard. In order to carry the story forward, the player needs to keep both
Nuna and the Fox alive. This is not easy because there are many obstacles and the player
needs to learn how to read and interact with the land, by judging the depth of the snow,
the slickness of the ice, the strength and direction of the wind and by jumping onto small
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hills of snow, over rocks, or in between blocks of ice while being buffeted by strong
winds. As the player’s knowledge and experience grow, survival becomes easier. But
Nuna's awareness of her surroundings and knowledge of the land is not enough. Without
the relationship between Nuna and the Fox it is impossible to complete the game. As
players, we also need to coordinate the skills of Nuna with the Fox’s and use both to
overcome a given obstacle. At first, switching between characters is rather confusing and
it seems to be more of a challenge rather than an advantage. But as the players become
more literate with the mechanics of the game and learn how each characters' skills
complement each other's, alternating through both becomes second nature to the players;
there is a fluidity of movement and an immediate understanding of what each one of
them needs to accomplish in order to keep moving forward. Nuna and the Fox are like
one and, as long as they are connected, they are never alone. The importance of this
relationship based on mutual cooperation represents the cultural value of interdependence
between human and non-humans. This relationship of companionship, however, takes on
different forms and it is not always based on the traditional understanding of friendship;
surprisingly, hunting is as much as relationship of caring and love as it is of living
companionship. In Never Alone the Fox and Nuna become friends and respect each other
despite their physical differences. While there is actually no hunting involved in the
game, the Cultural video “Caribou and clothing” explains how even hunting fits into the
Inupiat cosmology of mutual respect and interconnectedness. In order to survive one
needed the animal to provide for them. By hunting the animal and partially becoming it
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when wearing its skin and fur, humans cannot but be thankful for their existence and
respect them by ensuring these species survival and sustainability. In this way of
perceiving the world, hierarchies between humans and the natural world are deflated and
leveled to an idea of equality based on the concept of “collaborative reciprocity”. In order
to keep the community alive, the caribou as well as the wolf, the seal and the whale,
participate in this relationship of collaborative reciprocity, in which “the animals gave
themselves to the hunter in response to the hunter’s respectful treatment as “persons” in
their own right” (Fienup-Riordan 73). Furthermore, as explained by Fienup-Riordan, “a
seal, for instance, is said to sense, and in fact to see, the merits of a hunter. If the hunter is
seen to be ‘awake’ to the rules of the proper relationship between humans and animals,
and between humans and humans, then the seal will allow the hunter’s harpoon or bullet
to kill it” (Fienup-Riordan 45) and humans, in return, make sure that the carcass of the
animal is properly used and looked after so as to allow its soul to be reborn into another
animal or even a human, thus continuing a cycling of souls and of eternal becoming.
Although speaking in particular of the Yu’pik peoples, Fienup-Riordan’s
observations about their cosmology fits with the Inupiat’s concept of Sila; she explains
that “along with the belief in an essential spiritual continuity that bridged the gap between
the past and the future the Yu’pik people held that men and animals alike possessed
‘awareness’ (Fienup-Riordan 73). This means that notions of individualism or
personhood were defined “in the context of a complex web of relationships between
humans and animals, both the living and the dead” (Fienup-Riordan 72). Both human and
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non-human were thus understood to be the very same at a basic level of existence, “the
perishable flesh of both humans and animals was belied by the immortality of their souls.
All living things participated in an endless cycle of birth and rebirth’ (Fienup-Riordan 72)
and everything is, in its essence, Si la.
The player learns of this concept whenever Nuna and the Fox find themselves
unable to jump over cliffs, climb the ice of cross the water. The storyteller then says: “the
girl understood that helping spirits are among us. Being different, that fox revealed to the
girl just how beautiful those helpers were”. The Cultural ambassadors to the game
explain that there is a deep spiritual connection between all things, human beings,
animals, the land and Sila, which is the weather and the atmosphere and “anything from
the land into the moon, the sun, the stars.”(Fannie, “Never Alone”), but also
consciousness. Edmund Carpenter further explains this concept as one that
refers to the world outside man, especially weather, elements, the natural
order (...) but Sila also refers to the state of the inner mind: sijatunerk,
has intelligence, shrewdness; sijaitok, has no intelligence; sijatusurpok,
prudent, thinks ahead. Thought, to the Eskimo, isn’t a product of mind, but
the forces outside of man. Yet thought can’t exist without man (Carpenter
44)
Everything has a soul, “in the same way that we do as people, in the same way
animals do,” and Sija's soul is manifested in spirit helpers that show themselves as
animals and even with the face and body of a man. These spirit helpers appear in the
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game to help Nuna and the Fox overcome obstacles. Designers and programmers of the
game choose to represent them as platforms and climbing ladders to compensate for the
physical world's unexpected changes and adversities and mechanically convey the spirits’
presence and influence in the Inupiat’s worldview. They can assume many animal forms
such as birds and salmon, but they can also show themselves with the face and body of a
Man. These spirits show that there is “not one of way of seeing things but one way of
knowing you’re connected to everything” (Fredeen, “Never Alone”) The relationship
with Sija is pure interaction; it is the premise for existence. Every being lives in and
through Sila, which as an atmosphere provides the condition to all life and brings
coherence to all being, enveloping and influencing affectively, from which the sense of
selfhood is un-detachable as from everything else’s existence. “We spend all time out in
nature. You get very intimate with the world. And over time, if you’re living that life, you
start to sense that everything has a spirit. That there is a consciousness in everything.
Everything is alive. And, if everything is alive, we want to respect it” (Ishmael, “Never
Alone”). Interaction results in intimacy and, therefore, in a perpetual affective alteration
between humans and the world. Without continuous interaction, repetition and time, the
videogame and the narrative cannot be played and the issues that are desolating Nuna’s
community are left unsolved. Procedurally, the game reflects the relationship between the
Inupiat and Sila by establishing a mutually dependent relationship between the player and
the game. The spirit helpers bring balance to one's life, and learning how to cooperate
with $ija teaches the Inupiat and the player the significance of life in harmony with the
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world in a manner similar to the way Inupiat children would learn these values from
traditional storytellers.

Figure 4 - Nuna and the Fox use the spirits as platforms to overcome obstacles.

The ideology of cooperation with, as opposed to the control of, Sija stems from
the understanding that there are forces that cannot be limited by humans, especially in
such extreme environments. The wisdom transmitted by the community does not aspire
to foster the illusion that one can know everything and therefore overpower the
environment and non-humans; instead, it teaches that there are possibilities for power if
one learns how to work within these constraints. It is thus through the acknowledgment
of these limitations that knowledge is produced and the humans such as Nuna living in
the Artie and players, “living” in the virtual model of that world, that we create the
knowledge and a sense of humility before the untamable worlds we inhabit.
It is thus interesting to think of the limits that the game imposes on our
performance as players and the reasons why that might be so. Upon retrieving a
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ceremonial drum from the Little People and returning it to the Owl Man, Nuna receives a
bola as gift. The bola is a hunting tool that Nuna uses to break frozen ice in her way and
to awaken latent spirit helpers. Despite the fact that her life is often threatened by a
hungry polar bear, the Manslayer and the Blizzard giant, to the dismay of the traditional
players, Nuna cannot use her weapon to hurt what we perceive to be her enemies. The
reason why this might be is that the death of either one of these characters won’t
ultimately solve the issue that is affecting Nuna’s world, for they symbolize something
greater than themselves. The polar bear that unexpectedly chases Nuna is nothing but a
consequence of the dramatic changes in the weather. As with Nuna and the Fox, the polar
bear was also deprived of the resources that the land provides for its sustenance, having
then to turn to other sources of food such as humans, as climate change is driving food
scarcity in the Artie region. As players, the polar bear’s presence is terrifying and, to a
certain degree, the hypothetical distress that Nuna would feel if she were a real person
being chased by a polar bear, the players also feel it and it is with a sense of urgency,
anxiety and fear that they step into action to keep and themselves alive. But, can the
players really blame the polar bear for trying to maul Nuna? As the narrative unfolds,
players become aware not only of the Inupiat’s non-hierarchical worldview that places
humans and non-humans in equal footing, but also of issues regarding the effects of
climate change, become obvious to the players.
The Manslayer is, after the Owl man, the second human-like character we find in
the game. He is twice as tall as Nuna, and he is the one who is seen in the animated
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scrimshaw destroying Nuna’s village and kicking people out of it. At this moment we
realize that the culprit of the destruction of the community might not just be whatever is
causing the Blizzard and that there is another source of problems that Nuna and the Fox
have to address in their quest. The elder tells us that “A terrible man had arrived while the
girl was away. He was searching for something and would stop at nothing until he found
it.” After the whole village was destroyed and the people gone, Nuna wonders,’’How
could this be? It couldn’t have been just the Blizzard.” After an encounter with the Little
People and the Owl Man, Nuna and the Fox are chased furiously by “The Terrible One”
who, despite their best efforts to dodge him, seems to be unstoppable. The power of this
character is also conveyed by the Elder’s self-censorship; he refuses to say The Terrible
One’s actual name: Manslayer. She can’t even retaliate with the recently acquired bola:
The Terrible One’s object of desire; she and the Fox can only escape by outsmarting him.
They encounter The Terrible One four times and in the third time, The Terrible One
catches the Fox. A loud cracking sound is heard and the Fox’s body falls down the cliff
onto the soft snow where Nuna landed after her escape. Many times during the game
either the Fox or Nuna “die,” but only to respawn so that the players may continue the
narrative. This, however, is the first time in the game that suggests that the Fox and Nuna
won’t be together anymore, because the Fox has died. With Nuna, we experience loss and
the perspective of having to continue playing without the help of our companion. As
players we come to experience a sense of mourning and the relevance of this unlikely
companionship that, in a non-Inupiat and more broadly Western constructs, was forged
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on top of three major dichotomies and the natural, ontological and mechanics limits
which we had to reframe. The natural calls for a separation between humans and wild
animals; the ontological drives us to separate humans from non-humans; and the
mechanical, further separates the players from the machine and the real world from the
imagined. However, it is through the mechanics that the players learn how to cross and
bridge these previously considered separate territories. The game’s procedural rhetoric
motivates the players to adopt a behavioristic yet critical approach to the narrative, in
turn, reflect the difficulties of bridging natural and ontological differences in establishing
a bond between two seemingly distinct entities.
The experience of mourning and grieving also teaches Nuna that she is part of a
symbolic world where the physical forms she interacts with are but forms of a reality that
is spiritual and very much alive. The Fox is not dead, after all; it merely takes on another
form; the elder suggests that the new form might have been who this Fox was the whole
time, as it emerges from the improvised snowy white grave as a white-hooded boy who
now flies next to her and continues helping her.
The obstacles that Nuna and the Fox encounter strengthen their relationship and
the proceduralisms in the game convey the Ifiupiat values that are then represented
through their relationship. But what do obstacles such as the Manslayer symbolize? And
how does the Manslayer clarify of further confound the meaning of Nuna’s journey?
The figure of “The Terrible One” or the Manslayer, symbolizes the detachment
from the community and the disregard for the unity of all things. As a member of the
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community, one’s detrimental notions of selfhood have to be either suspended for the
sake of the community or re-evaluated if the community is to survive. When the character
of The Manslayer comes into stories, it comes as a threat “to the livelihood of individuals
in the whole community. The Manslayer is used a way of saying “don’t act only for
yourself, always hold the community in your heart”. (Fredeen, “Never Alone”). It is then
a particular kind of attitude that is ultimately detrimental to the community, an individual
who acts without regards to what is dear to the community and to the well-being of
others, ultimately jeopardizing everyone’s well-being and bringing imbalance and
destruction to their world. In contrast, the game shows us Nuna, another individual exiled
from her community but who, unlike The Manslayer, leaves with the intention of
bringing harmony back to the community. Both of these characters represent two
opposite ethical values and moral behaviors: egoism and altruism and their conflict
highlights the tension between these two colliding forces. If in the beginning of the
videogame we’re persuaded to think that this is a story about a blizzard, the encounter
with The Manslayer weaves in another layer to the story, providing additional meaning to
Nuna’s and the Fox’s quest. The symbolic dynamic between Nuna and The Manslayer
comments on attitudes that are ultimately detrimental to the community. When
intercepting both storylines, we can extract a narrative about the need to adopt a
heightened sense of global ethics, like Nuna’s, in response to an increasingly changing
environment due to actions of individuals such as the Manslayer.
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In conventional videogames, the Blizzard or the Giant man, as the last standing
obstacle in the game, would be considered the Final Boss, the ultimate enemy, whose
defeat would require the players to use the skills acquired thus far and prove themselves
worthy. Its defeat traditionally ends the game and crowns the players as victors. As Nuna
and the Fox progress in the narrative, the winds are stronger, the land is more
unpredictable and the austere and chilling sounds reinforce the fearful suspense of the
situation Nuna and Fox are in. We then see how the blizzard is being created: the Giant
Man, the physical embodiment of an element of nature shaves off the ice with an adze, a
sort of pick-axe with which he creates snow that is then shoveled, causing the blizzard.
As we climb up the Giant with Nuna and the Fox, we realize that the defeat of such an
enormous Boss cannot be done in the conventional manner of direct confrontation and
annihilation, but rather, in a more astute way: “If I could just steal his adze (...) surely the
blizzards would stop,” thinks Nuna. Using the bola, Nuna breaks the link between the
Giant Man’s hand and the adze, which pulls us away from the action and brings us back
to momentarily to the status of a spectator, seeing in the scrimshaw the play of our
actions: we see Nuna jumping off of the Giant and loosening the adze from the ice. They
both fall to the tundra floor but Nuna takes the adze and runs while being chased by the
Giant. With Nuna and the Fox, we run toward her village, overcoming the same obstacles
encountered before while the world is falling apart in the wake of their escape from the
Giant, whose steps can be heard in the background. Once she arrives at her village, Nuna
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faces the Giant who bellows “give me my adze!” Nuna refuses and strikes the adze on a
rock, chipping the edge of its blade and throws it back to the Giant man.
His reaction is surprising. The Giant does not attempt to harm Nuna as revenge
for what she just did. Instead, “He was so happy he burst out laughing and began to sing
(at this moment the Storyteller sings):
“kunuuksaayuka haa nia ia
Who chipped the blade of my adze nia ia
So tomorrow when you go outside
You will see caribou feet” (James, “Never Alone”)
The Giant leaves and Nuna is reunited with her family. In this scene the expected
‘defeat’ of the antagonist happens in unexpected ways. As mentioned, in conventional
videogames that final Boss is often defeated and the protagonist of the story, by means of
obliteration and domination, becomes the hero. In Never Alone, however, the players are
invited to re-examine conventional storytelling tropes, where the formulaic separation
between I (hero=good) and the Other (enemy=bad), hinges on this binary to justify the
heroes’ actions and to condemn the other’s intentions. This is a rather reductionist and
colonial approach to the relationship between self and other. Never Alone deems this
relational trope inadequate because a) it perpetuates a colonial ideology of master/slave
that threatens their culture and b) it fails to address the complexities of their lived
relationship with the world. Killing the Blizzard man wouldn’t solve the climate crisis
because the community and the world still need winter, snow and ice, and seasons, in the
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same way that killing all the threatening polar bears would not solve the large issue that
triggers them to be aggressive in the first place. The Inupiat recognize this ambivalence
in nature. The things that take also provide: the cold may take one’s life, but it provides
the water for one to drink or the ice; a bow and arrow may be used vengefully but it also
hunts the caribou whose meat and fur will provide for everyone. Nature is neither good
nor bad, it just is. This seemingly Laisser-faire attitude toward nature does not, however,
cloud the community’s preoccupations about a rapidly changing environment; quite the
contrary. These are voiced by cultural ambassadors in the clip “Nome more thick ice”,
where they share their experience and perspective on the effects of climate change. There
were changes in the migration patterns of birds and, with the unexpected amount of rain,
permafrost had started to melt, thus thinning the ice: “we were hunting from ice that was
about 25 feet thick and there were giant icebergs already floating coming by - those were
the first signs of our changing climate. Iced that never broke before was now moving.
Now we’re here, 50 years later, we’re hunting whale from ice that is 18inches thick.
There is no more think ice” (Ronald “Never Alone”). There is a malfunction in the
Climate which translates in a malfunction in the seasons and in the culture of the
community in the game, symbolized by the abuse of the adze, a tool used to tweak and
control the forces of nature, wreaking havoc on those who depend on a harmonious
relationship with it. Their experiences help us see the significance of a heavy global
reliance of non-renewable energies, land mismanagement, and the economic and political
frameworks that aggravate instead of mitigating the man-made damage to Climate. As
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Fienup-Riordan notes, the Inupiat way of live cannot thus be reduced to the sheer
subsistence lifestyle through “the conquest of calories. Their pursuit is not simply a
means to an end but an end in itself.” (47)
The adversities that Nuna and the Fox face could be read as a parable for a rapid
change in the Climate witnessed by the tribe in a single generation, and the Blizzard as a
symbol to the nefarious consequences of Climate change. Nuna’s village is perishing, and
so are all the other animals, because there is no food. The weather made the land poor
and unlivable and altered the behavior of nature: the polar bear chases Nuna, there are
strong winds and the water and the ice are unpredictable. The difficulty of the game
mimics not only the natural harshness of the Artie region but also the increased difficulty
of inhabiting it due to climate Changes. In order to live in such a rich yet desolated
region, for centuries the peoples in Northern Alaska have had to learn how the adapt and
collaborate with the natural world; drastic changes or resistance meant death. The ethical
frameworks developed by them rendered through storytelling generation after generations
instill the ethics that are much needed now: a sense of global ethics in a world connected
by computational media.
At the end of Never Alone, Nuna steals and chips the adze. This was not an easy
quest for such a small person, and it certainly wouldn’t for be us today, because that lone
Blizzard man may not reside just outside of us; we may well be the Blizzard man and
therefore, culprits of a Climate crisis whose remedy t could use a bit more of Inupiat
values.
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Conclusion
The gamer, much like the audience, is part of the performance and is a
performative element crucial to the story. Playing the game brings into existence the
cultural elements and values that are foundational to the Inupiat's identity, making them a
relevant part of the player’s experience. The game teaches and lets the player experience
the values of cooperation, respect and interdependence - the keys to life. The Inupiat's
relationship with the world is spiritual and inclusive; one is part of everything and neither
above nor below it. Being in tune with the natural world is crucial for the survival of the
Far North peoples. As Benjamin notes about storytelling, “It contains, openly or
covertly, something useful. The usefulness may, in one case consist in a moral; in
another, in some practical advice, in a third, in a proverb or maxim. In every case, the
storyteller is a man who has counsel for his reader” (“The Storyteller” 86). Never Alone
makes powerful, yet subtle remarks about pressing topics such as climate change and
shares the Inupiat’s worldview which might prove insightful as to how to educate us
about our relationship with the world.
By taking advantage of the immersive potential of videogames and by allying the
inherent interaction between user and game with the performative aspect of storytelling,
Never Alone challenges the limits of the storytelling tradition and expands them beyond
its traditional setting. The performative and interdisciplinary aspects of storytelling are
thus extended by the intermedia nature of videogames. By electronically sharing their
experiences, the Inupiat revisit their collective memory as a site for exploration of ideas
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of selfhood thus allowing the player to encounter him/herself virtually embodying an
Inupiat and having to learn from their experience in order to succeed in the game.
Compared to other reproduction technologies, such as the radio, TV, literary collections
and music, videogames bring a heightened level of interaction, which is anchored in the
potential for empathy and reflection motivated by processes of repetition and constant
adjustment to the mechanics and interpretation of the narrative. The digital gaming
medium thus proves itself to be a powerful and a valid form of cultural expression that
motivates the participants to engage creatively and analytically in the world they
reproduce. Native American cultures are not artifacts and their cultures have readjusted to
change. This ability to adapt and survive in an ever changing world is reflected in their
cultural objects, which reactivate a culture that is very much alive and imbued with
knowledge to share with whomever encounters it.
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