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INTRODUCTION

This article concept reflects the position and popularity of reckless driving in
(simulative) racing and open world games with driving, regarded as virtual
playgrounds for creative yet destructive player agency.

The aim is to raise discussion about the possibilities of players to cause vehicular in-
game mayhem that varies broadly by the game genre, ranging for example from a
primary function (vehicular combat), to secondary/optional (open world, crime), and
intentional player agency (racing simulations). The aspect of driving related games to
serve as physically safe and acceptable fictional escapism and simulative imitation of
reality are acknowledged as appealing factors, as are differences of in-game harm
done to man versus to a machine. Thus, though the levels of possible graphic gaming
content vary, there has been relatively limited moral disapproval towards these
games and content over the years. This is a stark contrast to games that have been
treated as plausible catalysts for real-life tragedies and/or moral deterioration, such
as games including firearm violence or (violent) sexual content.

As primary material for comparative research, a selection games and the nature of
reckless driving within them are assessed with theme analysis (Saldafia 2016). Games
included are pending but set to represent three to five different genre examples.
Notions are reflected upon (rewarded) player agency, liberties, and simulated realism.
Research includes reflecting the historical development of such games and literary
review.

As for the different nature of these games, the settings for players are acknowledged
from the position of authoritarian agencies and player liberties (Jennings 2022), and
transgressive action (Mortensen & Jgrgensen 2020). Broader socio-cultural
significance of reckless driving ranging from rebellious leisure (Vaaranen 2004) to
locally established racing culture (Richard 2022) are noted. The effects and relation of
consuming driving games to real-life driving behavior (Stinchcombe et al. 2017;
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Beullens & Van den Bulk 2011) are also touched upon along with the reflection of
players’ own psychopathology through their in-game actions (Segev et al. 2017).

Regarding historical development, games manifesting or enabling controversial,
reckless driving ranges from the early examples such as the 1976 game Death Race by
Exidy (Kocurek 2012) to modern examples such as car crash videos made with games
known for their versatility and openness such as BeamNG.drive (BeamNG 2013).
Between these examples is a temporally and genre-wise a vast realm of racing and
driving games (content), including elements of spectacled machinima and simulation
ranging from the 1990s Formula One simulations to parodistic indie games like My
Summer Car (Amistech Games 2016).

The nature, depth, and response for these has varied. For example, such late 1990s
spawned game franchises like Grand Theft Auto (DMA Design 1997) and
Carmageddon (Stainless Games 1997), that tied explicit violent content to driving,
gained both positive criticism and notorious outcry (Kocurek 2012). Yet notably Grand
Theft Auto and other similar game series have expanded the in-game relationship
between vehicles, player agency, and spatiality (Sihvonen 2016).

Replicating and simulating notorious violent events within games has not been
unheard of and ranged from mass shootings to nuclear aftermaths in docugames
affiliated with dark tourism (Hassapopoulou 2008). Yet, despite their generally
contradictory and scavengery nature, these games have simultaneously addressed
the virtual possibilities and limits to depict realism, memories, and question the
distance and stereotypes that people have about tragic events (Hassapopoulou 2008).
Similarly, the fatal racing accident of the three-time Formula One world champion
Ayrton Senna during the live broadcast of the 1994 San Marino Grand Prix has been
one such event re-enacted by gamers as repetitive and nostalgic videogame content.
These all examples are, across game genre borders, a combination of trauma, and
cultural memory transferred into simulated entertainment. They also implement in
their way Deleuze’s (1990) simulation theory as media productions with shared yet
individual significance as (stand-alone) replications.

Thus, play associated with different media texts can be selfish, creative but also
destructive action, whether destruction is a mean and/or an end of the action in
different media from games to film (Myers 2007). Similarly, the transmedial
relationship between media texts provides both a framework and liberties for
adaptations, fan content creation, and even consumerism (Jenkins 2006).

As for driving and accidents, adaptations have been relatively rare despite strong
presence in popular culture imagery. Regarding novel to film adaptations, one of the
known examples in this field is J. G. Ballard’s book Crash (1973) that was transferred
into a synonymous film (1996) by David Cronenberg. Like its paragon, the film caused
notable contemporary reactions and academic discussion due to its theme of
combining car accidents and sex, but also addressing issues like social alienation, and
the endless cycle of man seeking consumption-based pleasure, in this case through
violent, physical simulation, and re-enactments (e.g., Craven 2000; Malater 2007,
Sanchez Fernandez 2019).

A surrounding theme of this article and its subjects are moral and media panics
associated, and their evolution and affix to gaming content. Notably, open world
driving games and simulated racing games have due to their nature and/or highly



realistic technical specs enabled not just liberties and hyperreal experiences, but also
opened the doors for performing automotive carnage and destruction for the
enjoyment of players and audiences yet dodging greater shock-value or moral panics.
Vehicular carnage has not caused similar cause-effect relationship seeking
explanations compared to shooting games, real-life violent behavior and/or attitudes
(e.g., Pasanen 2011; Pasanen & Arjoranta 2013; Pasanen 2014).

Hence, this article seeks to deepen the understanding of the development of reckless
driving in games, and their nature as media texts and cultural phenomena.
Interestingly, regarding the epistemology of less structured, open-world gaming, the
role of player agency, and “playground” imagination are in-line with the shift of driving
culture expanding to safer virtual spheres, such as with the popularity of sim racing as
a form of esports in synergy with traditional motorsports (e.g., Witkowski et al. 2021;
Kovdacs & Szabd 2022). This simulated destructive driving seems to balance between
more closed and open world games but also between reasonably realistic (yet
entertaining) physics, and hyperreal, paragon-loyal authenticity.
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