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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The relationship between videogame culture and reactionary political movements has
been much discussed in the years following #GamerGate, which many commentators
now see as an important catalyst for the emergence of the ‘alt-right’, the rise of the
antifeminist manosphere, and Donald Trump’s election (Phillips 2018, 15). Gaming
culture has furnished right-wing movements with aesthetics, tactics and terminology
(Condis 2018, 97; Marwick and Lewis 2017), and evidence suggests that ‘gaming
(adjacent) platforms’ are ‘increasingly used to propagate extremist ideology and
disseminate propaganda, especially by right-wing extremist actors’ (Schlegel 2021, 4).
Perhaps gamers drawn to these ideologies represent a fringe group, confined to gaming
culture’s margins? Or is there something about gamers, or videogames as a medium,
that has made gaming communities susceptible to reactionary ideas? This paper
reviews perspectives on this question, proposes its own answer, and introduces a case
study: Angela Washko’s The Game: The Game (2018).

Accounts of gaming’s relationship with reactionary politics frequently focus on
representational content, noting that videogames often revolve around regressive
fantasies of combat and conquest, perpetuate sexist and racist stereotypes, and
sometimes openly invite players to ‘to re-enact right-wing practices’ (Salter and
Blodgett 2017, 77-79; Mukherjee 2017, 56; Brett 2021, 233). Commentators have
observed that online reactionary movements and “AAA” videogames share a target
market in young white men, noting that the forms of ‘toxic geek masculinity’ (Salter
and Blodgett, 2017) pervading gamer culture have much in common with the forms of
white male ‘ressentiment’ (Brown 2019, 162-3) animating reactionary movements. If
such analyses are unsettling in many ways, they are comforting in others. After all,
scholars have long downplayed the importance of games’ representational content, and
publishers have been concertedly courting audiences beyond gaming’s traditional
target demographic for decades. Perhaps we can conclude that affinities between
gaming culture and right-wing movements are largely incidental — a matter of how
games happen to have been themed in the past, and who they happen to have been
created by and for?

This paper argues, however, that we must acknowledge deeper parallels between right-
wing ideologies and the values and habits that videogames inculcate. ‘[U]nited and
organised around a concept of natural inequality’ (Finlayson, 2021, 183), reactionaries
have long celebrated games as ‘space[s] where inequality rules’ (Robin 2011, 209).
Given videogame culture’s tendency toward ‘toxic meritocracy’ (Paul 2018), it is little
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wonder that gamers have proven receptive to such ideas. Videogame culture’s
celebration of the ability to see through the interface to the underlying code (Wark
2007, 128-133), meanwhile, resonates with the master trope of contemporary right-
wing movements: that of taking “the red pill” and seeing through the illusions
propagated by liberals and progressives. The supposed “truth” that the red pill reveals
- that of fixed, biologically determined and hierarchically organised racial and sexual
classes (Stern 2019) - finds an echo in roleplaying and strategy games, which often
restrict abilities to particular character races and sexes (Galloway 2011, 132). Given
this, it makes sense that right-wing groups have employed gaming jargon to claim that
some people(s) are inherently inferior to others — witness right-wing memes portraying
leftists, women and ethnic others as non-player characters (NPCs) “unable to have ideas
and thoughts of their own’ (Dafaure 2020). If we hope to understand why gamers have
been drawn to the right, and why the right is deploying terms and concepts drawn from
gaming culture, we need to recognise how videogames can serve as vehicles for
profoundly reactionary visions of zero-sum struggle, where political victory comes
down to cynically exploiting loopholes in systems invisible to the untrained eye.

Washko’s The Game.: The Game subverts dating sim conventions to interrogate such
visions. In most dating sims players pursue NPC love interests, reverse engineering the
steps necessary to win their hearts. The genre has been criticised for reinforcing a
transactional attitude to relationships by implying that men can ‘earn’ sex from women
by making the right moves (Khandaker Kokoris, 2015). These critiques have been
borne out by the genre’s adoption by ‘pick-up artist’ (PUA) Richard La Ruina, whose
Super Seducer series (RLR Training Inc./Fair Play Labs 2018-2021) uses it to teach
seduction techniques (Kretszchmar and Salter 2020, 4). PUAs position the acquisition
of such techniques — or “getting game” — as a route to success in a Darwinian ‘sexual
marketplace’ that they believe has been disastrously skewed in women’s favour by
feminism (O’Neill 2018, 37, 144). While other studios have attempted to ‘queer’ the
dating sim, Kretszchmar and Salter (2020, 3) contend that it has ‘def[ied]” subversion,
because regressive attitudes are so deeply ingrained in its mechanics.

Washko, however, succeeds in subverting the genre by casting players as a woman who
is subjected to the seduction strategies of several prominent PUAs over the course of
an evening, putting players in a role ordinarily reserved for NPCs. This scenario allows
Washko not only to critique the culture of pick-up artistry, but to show how it is rooted
the same forms of bigotry and biological essentialism that drive rightwing movements
in general. It also invites players to acknowledge parallels between videogames and red
pill philosophy, both of which hold out promises of mastery and control to those able
to discern and exploit a hidden layer of rules and codes. Grounded in bogus forms of
evolutionary psychology (Van Valkenburg 2018, 91), PUAs’ seduction strategies
reduce interpersonal interactions to videogame-style flow diagrams, promising to teach
men how to beat the sexual odds. As Washko also shows, however, such promises of
control obfuscate both the complexities of interpersonal interaction and the realities of
game design — which is as much about manipulating and misdirecting players as it is
empowering them. The Game: The Game, then, shows how readily videogames lend
themselves to articulating reactionary ideas even as it demonstrates how critical spins
on familiar ludic genres can help players to recognise, contest, and articulate
alternatives to such a worldview.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

-2 -



Brett, N. 2021. “Moments of Political Gameplay: Game Design as a Mobilization Tool
for Far-Right Action.” In Rise of the Far Right: Technologies of Recruitment
and Mobilization edited by Melody Devries, Judith Bessant and Rob Watts,
215-236. London: Rowman and Littlefield.

Brown, W. 2019. In the Ruins of Neoliberalism: The Rise of Antidemocratic Politics in
the West. New York: Columbia University Press.

Condis, M. 2018. Gaming Masculinity: Trolls, Fake Geeks, and the Gendered Battle
for Online Culture. lowa City: University of lowa Press.

Dafaure, M. 2020. “The ‘Great Meme War:” The Alt-Right and Its Multifarious
Enemies”. Angles. 10. https://doi.org/10.4000/angles.369.

Finlayson, A. 2021. “Neoliberalism, the Alt-Right and the Intellectual Dark Web.”
Theory, Culture and Society. 38 (6) 167-190

Galloway, A.R. 2011. The Interface Effect. Cambridge: Polity.

Khandaker-Kokoris, Mitu. 2015. “NPCs Need Love Too: Simulating Love and
Romance, from a Game Design Perspective.” In Game Love: Essays on Play
and Affection edited by Jessica Enevold and Esther MacCallum-Stewart, 82-
93. Jefferson, NC: McFarland.

Kretzschmar, M. and Salter, A. (2020). “Party Ghosts and Queer Teen Wolves:
Resisting Heteronormativity in Dating Simulators.” International Conference
on the Foundations of Digital Games (FDG °20), September 15—18, 2020.

Lewis, B. and Marwick, A.E. 2017. “Media Manipulation and Disinformation Online.”
New York: Data & Society Research Institute.
https://datasociety.net/library/media-manipulation-and-disinfo-online/.

Mukherkee, S. 2017. Videogames and Postcolonialism: Empire Plays Back. Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan.

O’Neill, R. (2018). Seduction: Men, Masculinity and Mediated Intimacy. Cambridge:
Polity.

Paul, C. 2018. The Toxic Meritocracy of Video Games: Why Gaming Culture Is the
Worst. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Phillips, W. (2018) “The Oxygen of Amplification.” New York: Data and Society
Research Institute. https://datasociety.net/library/oxygen-of-amplification/

RLR Training Inc./Fair Play Labs. 2018-2021. Super Seducer series. PC/Mac game.
RLR Training Inc./PUA Training Limited.

Robin, C. 2017. The Reactionary Mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Salter, A. and B. Blodgett. 2017. Toxic Geek Masculinity in Media. Cham: Springer.

Schlegel, L. 2021. “Extremists’ Use of Gaming (Adjacent) Platforms.” Luxembourg:
Publications Office of the European Union.

Stern, A.M. 2019. Proud Boys and the White Ethnostate: How the Alt-Right Is Warping
the American Imagination. London: Penguin.

-3 -



Van Valkenburgh, S.P. 2018. “Digesting the Red Pill: Masculinity and Neoliberalism
in the Manosphere.” Men & Masculinities 24(1):84-103.

Wark, M. 2007. Gamer Theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Washko, Angela (2018). The Game: The Game. PC/Mac game.

—d -



