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ABSTRACT 

TO SERVE LIFE, NOT DEATH: AN EXPLORATION OF THE ARTISTRY AND 

PHILOSOPHIES OF HORIZON ZERO DAWN 

Holly R. E. Harris 
Master of Arts 
with major in 
World Arts 

Dallas International University, April 29, 2021 
 

Supervising Professor: Neil R. Coulter 

 
As artistic cultural products, games communicate cultural perspectives at the semiotic, 

narrative, and procedural level. Lived gameplay experiences may present an opportunity 

to communicate philosophy and invite the development of moral sensitivity. Aloy, the 

protagonist of Horizon Zero Dawn, exhibits a justified secular humanist philosophy, 

demonstrated through both the game’s narrative and procedural rhetoric. The 

characterization of the world, its peoples, invented cultures, and non-player character 

combatants are all filtered through Aloy’s perspective. This analysis of how Horizon 

Zero Dawn communicates lays groundwork for future research on purposeful 

implementation of techniques to develop philosophically purposeful games, which bears 

significant implications for the development of players’ ethical values and behavior in 

broader culture. 

Key Words: video game; Horizon Zero Dawn; secular humanism; art as culture; video 
game philosophy; ethical games; Schrag’s seven lenses
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Why Study Video Games? 

As a medium, videogames can offer immersive fantastical experiences, violent visceral spectacles, 

complex open narratives, emergent worlds, and rich and creative communities; they are 

microcosms of our ethical beliefs and practices. To understand the ethics of ourselves, our world, 

and our lives, is there any better place to begin than by looking at that most contemporary of 

entertainment forms: the videogame. 

(Ryan, Formosa, and Tulloch 2019) 

 

All creative works reflect the cultural context in which they are created, using and 

modifying accepted genre conventions. My purpose in this thesis is to examine some of 

the artistic and philosophical content conveyed through the video game Horizon Zero 

Dawn (Zero Dawn hereafter) (Guerrilla Games 2017) through Brian Schrag and Kathleen 

Van Buren’s seven lenses of “communicative artistic genre” analysis. This analysis is 

described in their book Make Arts for a Better Life (2018).  

 Guerilla Games’s (2017) Zero Dawn was created by a team in the Netherlands to 

be an entertainment experience, complete with rich in-game cultures. Despite the variety 

of cultures that the designers developed for the gameworld, the main character, Aloy, still 

exhibits a distinct adherence to secular humanism, making her character a narrative 

framing device for communicating the creators’ cultural attitudes. By analyzing Zero 

Dawn through Schrag and Van Buren’s (2018) seven lenses, in conjunction with Schut’s 
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(2013) layers of communication in games, I reveal some of the ethical and philosophical 

values that the game communicates to the player and reinforces through the mechanics of 

play. 

 As someone whose screen time is dominated by video games and interactive 

media, I have long believed that video games merit academic study. Richard Bauman, 

writing in the introduction to the anthology Folklore, Cultural Performances, and 

Popular Entertainments, says, “the expressive forms of a culture, forms of art, play, 

display, and performance, offer an especially productive vantage point on culture, 

society, and communication” (1992b, xiv; emphasis added). Video games certainly fall 

within the category of play, suggesting that they offer one such vantage point. In 

particular, Zero Dawn inhabits the play, art, and performance categories (Davies 2017; 

Jayne 2017), making it a strong candidate for cultural study. 

 Video games are gaining influence throughout much of the world (Dyer-

Witheford and De Peuter 2009; Muriel and Crawford 2018; Boellstorf 2006; Raessens 

2006).1 The US Army uses an official online game2 as a recruitment method, “one that 

reportedly has a higher success rate in attracting enlistments than any other method” 

(Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter 2009, xiii). Something about that video game is more 

persuasive than other forms of advertising. Jonas Carlquist (2003, 8) says, “Games are 

part of our reality in modern society. It is therefore important that they undergo serious 

critical analysis. We must learn to study them so that we can understand the medium and 

 1 I began writing this thesis in the autumn of 2019. The significance of video games and online 
socialization options has only increased since, particularly because of the COVID-19 pandemic which 
began in early 2020. 2 https://www.americasarmy.com/aapg; 
https://store.steampowered.com/app/203290/Americas_Army_Proving_Grounds/, accessed 27 October 
2020. 
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its effect on humanity.” One of the roles of scholars in society is both to study and to add 

to the formalized knowledge of humankind. Video games are growing in their 

significance and influence on global culture and, much like other forms of art, they reflect 

their contemporaneous social reality (Muriel and Crawford 2018, 6–7). As such, they 

deserve scholarly attention. 

 Scholarship will help the medium mature. Scholars with expertise in fields such 

as psychology, economics, sociology, anthropology, visual art, sound design, and other 

areas are needed to discover the sort of cultural information video games may contain and 

the genre conventions they use to communicate that information. Not only will this add 

insightful discoveries to our collective knowledge, but as such scholarship in the film 

industry has enabled filmmakers to hone their craft, surely similar scholarship will 

elevate the skills and techniques involved in game creation. 

 While there are myriad other reasons, one final reason I propose is the potential 

application of video games in the learning environment. Already educators are discussing 

the pros, cons, limitations, and potential frameworks for development of games used to 

encourage moral thinking.3 One New York middle and high school, Quest to Learn, has 

been operating on the premise that games give agency to learners (McGonigal 2011).4 

This is no longer theoretical or fantastical—game-like processes are being actively 

developed to train the next generation to enter society as ethical,5 critically thinking 

adults. Research on how games communicate ideas will add to the toolkit of any game 

 3 See §2.2 Video Games and Culture for a discussion of the frameworks already laid by several scholars.  4 https://www.q2l.org/  5 I am purposefully leaving “ethical adult” undefined, since those who develop the materials have their own 
views on ethics.  
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developer. As an interactive, immersive, artistic medium, video games have great 

potential to be used to enrich life.6 

1.2 Why Study Horizon Zero Dawn? 

Horizon Zero Dawn, initially released as a PlayStation 4–exclusive title in early 2017, 

has sold over 10 million copies worldwide. Its popularity demonstrates its reach among a 

significant group of people. The protagonist, Aloy, exhibits a secular humanist worldview 

in a philosophical landscape of theists. Her personal ethics are built on a sense of 

empathy and a belief in the inherent value of human life. The interweaving of narrative 

and procedural elements of the game produces a strong argument for her worldview and 

philosophical system as appropriate not just for her world but for our own. 

1.3 Personal Bias 

I am an artist, researcher, and avid gamer, playing everything from phone match-three 

games and computer games to board games and tabletop role-playing games. 

Conscientious about my role as a consumer, I often reflect on the values being 

communicated by entertainment so that I may retain the true and helpful and discard the 

false and harmful. Here I state directly that I hold to a Christian philosophical 

anthropology. By Christian philosophical anthropology, I mean that my understanding of 

the nature of humanity is grounded in the Christian scriptures, the Bible. Peter Kreeft 

 6 Any expressive medium has power for good or harm. For an example in film, consider YouTube’s public 
crisis over the last few years. Though it is a fantastic resource for videos displaying creativity, news, how-
to’s, maintaining relationships, operating a business, and so forth, many groups and individuals, such as the 
white supremacists responsible for the shooting in Christchurch, NZ, on March 15, 2019, have used the 
platform for their own nefarious and violent agendas (R. Lewis 2018; McKenzie 2019). 
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explains the relationship between metaphysical ontology, philosophical anthropology, 

and ethical evaluation, and epistemology in this way: 

The four most important questions philosophy asks are the following: First, what 
is real? That is the question of metaphysics . . . Second, what are we who ask such 
questions? That is the question of philosophical anthropology. Third, what should 
we be and do? That is the question of ethics. Fourth, how do we know such 
things? How do we know anything? That is the question of epistemology, or 
theory of knowing. The questions of ethics are obviously the most interesting, and 
the most important, and the most necessary, and the most unavoidable. But your 
ethics is always dependent on your anthropology, and on your metaphysics. For 
you can't know what is good for man until you know what man is. And 
metaphysics always comes in, because what man is depends on what is. (Kreeft 
2010) 

The answers to the questions, “what is real?” and “what am I?” are foundational to 

answering the question “what should I be and do?” The answers that I find satisfactory 

are directly informed by the Bible, which no doubt affects my analysis. One of my goals 

is to elucidate what Zero Dawn asserts as answers to these four philosophical questions. 

However, it is not my primary aim to evaluate the propositions and arguments that the 

creators of Zero Dawn make through their game. Rather, I hope to demonstrate that they 

have made arguments in regard to these questions through Zero Dawn, discuss my 

interpretation of those arguments, and explore briefly how those arguments were 

communicated. If Zero Dawn can communicate particular ethical and philosophical 

claims, then in the future more games may be crafted to purposefully communicate ethics 

and philosophy. 

 Video games have long had a bad reputation for violent, graphic, and immoral 

content, which is well deserved for many prominent games—the Grand Theft Auto series 

immediately comes to mind. Because so much of my own entertainment takes the form of 

immersive, story-rich video games, I feel especially obliged to evaluate games for how 
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their storylines and mechanics subtly or overtly influence my perspective. Video games 

have at least as much influence as film and literature7 do on my understanding of both my 

own culture’s values and the actions that are considered ethical. Because of this 

influence, I am obliged to investigate the philosophical propositions they communicate, 

how those arguments are communicated, and whether video games communicate those 

arguments more effectively than other types of media. If video games are able to contain 

graphic and generally negative content, can they also contain the beautiful, true, and 

good? More than just being a responsible consumer, I want to build on the foundational 

research which aids game developers in their desire to become more responsible, 

informed, and effective creators. 

 In her book Reality Is Broken, Jane McGonigal (2011) argues that “good games” 

can make the world better. “Games make us happy because they are hard work that we 

choose for ourselves, and it turns out that almost nothing makes us happier than good, 

hard work” (28). Further on she qualifies the “good” in “good games” this way: “All the 

good that comes out of games—every single way that games can make us happier in our 

everyday lives and help us change the world—stems from their ability to organize us 

around a voluntary obstacle” (34). McGonigal appears to be operating under the 

assumption of utilitarianism: increasing human happiness and decreasing human 

suffering is the answer to the question, “what should humans be and do?”—that is, the 

question of ethics (Kreeft 2010). This is the same foundation for ethics that secular 

humanists have.8 While I agree with her conclusions that the video game medium can and 

 7 This comparison of video games to literature, as well as justification for analyzing video games as texts, 
can be found in Carlquist (2003) and Fernández-Vara (2019). 8 See §2.3 Secular Humanism. 
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should be leveraged for good, I think that opportunities exist for games to be created with 

a biblical answer to the questions of ethics in mind. 

 Moreover, I want this thesis to be a window for those disconnected from games 

and gamer culture into my world as a gamer, and the many worlds I have inhabited, 

conquered, rescued, and survived. These worlds are close at hand to ours, as close as 

Rivendell and Narnia, Tatooine and Vulcan. They are on your library’s shelves, in your 

neighbor’s living room, and on your daughter’s cellphone. Their influence is real and 

significant. I invite you to come along with me as we peer through the lenses of artistic 

analysis into the world of Horizon Zero Dawn and briefly imagine how video games 

might be leveraged for the common good. 
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Chapter 2: A Review of the Literature 

2.1 History of Video Game Studies 

As an academic discipline, the field of video game studies is in its infancy. The first 

video game was a simple tennis-like game created in 1958 (Tretkoff 2008), and only 

since the late 1970s have video games been approached as objects of academic research 

(Garda 2019). Early scholarship in the field focused on quantifying what video games 

are, with initial discussions centered on narrative versus rule-structured processes. Jesper 

Juul, Gonzalo Frasca, Henry Jenkins, Janet Murray, and Espen Aarseth all contributed in 

significant ways to this ongoing discussion, though the focus has shifted considerably 

since the early 2000s.  

 At present, most researchers focusing on games themselves (and not adjacent 

topics) either classify games as objects or take a phenomenological view of the player’s 

experience of the game (van Vught and Glas 2017). From the phenomenological 

perspective, the game is the experience of it, and any code that makes up the physical and 

technical portions of the game is incomplete without a player interacting with them. 

These two viewpoints—game as object and experience (or process)—demark opposing 

extremes on a spectrum of standpoints for game analysis. This spectrum is compatible 

with analog games as well: Is the game of chess only its set of rules and the physical 

pieces, or is it also the challenge of playing against an opponent? These two views are not 

mutually exclusive but invite a multiplicity of research approaches on different aspects of 

the same phenomenon. 
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 Because of this variance of viewpoints from which to study games and their 

multifaceted essence, scholarship in video game studies is interdisciplinary by nature. 

Research on video games has already begun in disciplines as diverse as kinesiology 

(Yesodha et al. 2017), political economics (Dal and Chee 2008; Dyer-Witheford and De 

Peuter 2009), psychology (Rigby and Ryan 2011), and gender studies (Ratan et al. 2015), 

to name just a few. Though this is to be expected, it results in relevant and related 

research being published in many different places. A growing number of journals and 

conferences attempt to consolidate and bring focus to some of these disparate studies.9 

2.2 Video Games and Culture 

Much has been written about the intersection of video games and culture (Ruggill and 

McAllister 2011; Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter 2009; Hutchinson 2019; Davidson 

2009), including an entire journal dedicated to the topic, Games and Culture,10 and the 

book Video Games as Culture (Muriel and Crawford 2018). Many of the sources I have 

located relate directly to the cultures developed among players, the idea of “gamer 

culture,” or the toxic culture of video game developers,11 such as the discussion of 

Bioware and EA Games’s mismanagement of the production of Anthem (Schreier 2019). 

Digital Culture, Play, and Identity (Corneliussen and Rhettberg 2008), an anthology 

written about World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment 2004), explores the massive 

 9  Journals include Journal of Gaming and Virtual Worlds; Game Studies: International Journal of 
Computer Game Research; Games and Culture; and ROMchip. Conferences include Games for Change; 
North American Gaming and Simulation Association Conference (NASAGA); European Conference on 
Games Based Learning (ECGBL); DiGRA Conference; Meaningful Play Conference; Intentional Play 
Summit; and Serious Play Conference. 10 https://journals.sagepub.com/home/gac  11 Kotaku’s investigative journalism over the last two years into gender discrimination and sexual 
harassment at Riot Games led to the first walkout in game development history (D'Anastasio and Grayson 
2019).  
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multiplayer online role-play game (MMORPG) as it relates to postcolonialism, feminism 

and gender identity, and corporate ideology, among other cultural topics. This anthology 

is an excellent start to considering cultural values interpretable from game content itself 

along with player behavior. This type of work must be expanded with research on a 

variety of games, both the extremely popular and the lesser known (Fernández-Vara 

2019). 

 During my review of the literature related to ethics and moral sensitivity, two 

game titles came up again and again: Toby Fox’s Undertale (2015) and Lucas Pope’s 

Papers, Please (2013). Frederic Seraphine (2018) analyzes Undertale as presenting an 

ethics of care: the player’s choices toward non-player characters (NPCs), whether to 

spare or kill them, have serious consequences as the game progresses. In Pope’s Papers, 

Please, the player works as an immigration officer who must balance compassion, greed, 

revolution, and their family’s needs as play progresses. Both Undertale and Papers, 

Please have been widely analyzed by scholars for their procedural rhetoric12 and 

persuasiveness (Ryan, Formosa, and Tulloch 2019). In both cases (though through very 

different means), the game mechanics routinely encourage players to develop moral 

sensitivity by considering the morality and consequences of their actions, without a 

definitive judgment put forth by the game itself.13 The players are given the opportunity 

to make choices and engage with the consequences both for the player and for the game 

world. 

 12 See §2.4.2 Procedural Rhetoric as a Perspective Between Object and Process. 13 This does seem to support an interpretation that the breadth of possibilities allowed by the persuasive 
rhetoric of game systems is limited to a consequentialist viewpoint of the world. The limits of procedural 
rhetoric to influence ethical development is ripe for future research. 
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 A significant body of recent publications exploring cultural content within games 

focuses on feminism, gender, and identity as they are expressed and lived in video games. 

Game Studies14 recently published a special issue on queerness and video games, and a 

quick search of the journal Games and Culture using keywords related to “gender” yields 

over 200 unique results. 

 Muriel and Crawford talk about player identity formation in Video Games as 

Culture, much of which directly relates to gender and sexuality (2018, 115–179). Though 

gender and sexuality are vast and significant topics in Western discourse today, the area 

of cultural values as presented by video games extends much further. Attitudes toward 

the rule of law (Grand Theft Auto series), justice (Assassin’s Creed series), compassion 

for the other (Undertale), immigration (Papers, Please), music as a vehicle for global 

change (Wandersong), different kinds of religious beliefs (Assassin’s Creed series), care 

for the environment (Horizon Zero Dawn), empathy15 (Persona series), colonialism 

(Civilization), and capitalism16 (Neopets, Prosperous Universe) are just a few of the other 

areas that video game stories and mechanics interact with. Some of these have been 

studied—numerous scholars have explored the importance of Papers, Please in today’s 

political discourse surrounding immigration—but much analysis remains to be done. 

 Also important for the discussion in this thesis are chapters in an anthology 

entitled Playing with Religion in Videogames (H. A. Campbell and Grieve 2014). Vít 

 14 December 2018, Vol. 18, No. 3. 15 The Persona series revolves around a mechanic that exemplifies the Japanese cultural value of omoiyari, 
“altruistic sensitivity” to others. See Kazuya Hara (2006) for an in-depth explanation. 16 My first exposure to the fullness of a market economy was through an online game website for children 
called Neopets in which the best way to earn in-game currency is to buy site generated items at a low cost, 
and resell them at a high price to on the open game market. This sort of economic system is used in 
countless other multi-player games such as SecondLife, Elder Scrolls Online, World of Warcraft, and 
Wajas.com. This was my first tangible lesson, as a 12-year-old, in how capitalism works and the incentive 
cycles of consumerism. 
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Šisler (2014), in his essay “From Kuma/War to Quraish: Representation of Islam in Arab 

and American Video Games,” briefly explores the presentation of Islam in a variety of 

popular video games. The bulk of his analysis centers on three layers of meaning in video 

games: audiovisual, narrative, and procedural (Šisler 2014, 113). He carefully matches 

his method to the layer being studied, using a shot-by-shot analysis of game trailers for 

the audiovisual layer, a textual analysis for the narrative layer, and analysis of the rule 

system for the procedural layer. The goal of his research is to evaluate how mainstream 

games, both American- and Arab-made, construct virtual Arab and Islamic identity. After 

an exploration of his findings, he concludes: 

the way Islam, and perhaps any other religion, is represented in a video game is 
fundamentally shaped by (a) the power relations in global cultural exchange, (b) 
local religious and cultural topoi and media traditions, and (c) the video game’s 
rule system, which is used to convey such representations. (Šisler 2014, 130) 

Games are not made in a vacuum; they are made by people living in an increasingly 

globalized world. Šisler’s essay illustrates the interconnection between game makers, the 

games they make, and the context in which they are creating. 

 Šisler offers no evidence of the effect of these virtual Arab and Muslim portrayals 

on player attitudes. We cannot assume that they have no impact, nor can we overinflate 

their importance; rather, more research is needed to determine how this kind of 

presentation of ideas influences player attitudes. It is beyond the scope of my own 

research to investigate how the ideas presented in Zero Dawn influence player attitudes, 

but the possibility of that influence is why this analysis matters. 
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2.3 Secular Humanism 

Secular humanism, as described by Richard Norman,17 is not a monolithic philosophy but 

a branch of philosophy with many small variations (Norman 2012, 8). Contemporary 

secular humanism derives its name from secularism and humanism (8–15). Secularism 

here refers to the “ethical values without any religious foundation” (13). While Richard 

Norman himself is an atheist and summarily rebuts any arguments for the existence of a 

god or any necessity of a god, he points out that secular humanism is not completely 

antithetical to religious belief, and there are some cases in which secular humanism and 

religious belief might exist side by side within an individual’s worldview (25–54). He 

still maintains that the religious belief is extraneous, adding nothing helpful or necessary 

from a rational standpoint, though he concedes that it might confer some other benefit to 

the believer. Other secular humanists, the so-called “new atheists,” take a much more 

hostile stance toward religious belief, writing explicitly to make theists into atheists 

(Dawkins 2008; Hitchens 2007). 

 In addition to this, secular humanism is philosophically materialist18 (Norman 

2012, 55–91). Norman’s discussion of materialism leads him to discuss what makes 

humanity special or distinct in the natural world from all other forms of life: 

consciousness (58–62). He denounces the idea that human uniqueness makes us 

categorically better or superior to other forms of life, only that we are distinct from other 

life because of consciousness (89). Consciousness is “an essential precondition for things 

that give our lives value and purpose” (69). He rejects dualism and any appeals to a 

 17 I have chosen Norman’s (2012) variety of secular humanism, as it most closely resembles the 
philosophical beliefs that Aloy, the protagonist, embodies. 18 I do not mean materialist in the sense of consumerism, but in the philosophical sense that everything in 
existence exists only in the physical, material world. 
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nonphysical realm, while still affirming the lived experiences of human consciousness 

(64–69). In this way he continues to show that secular humanists rationally reject any 

form of spiritualism (70–80). 

 In beginning to discuss the basis for morals and ethics in a secular humanist 

philosophy, Norman states: “our shared human capacity for imaginative emotional 

identification with one another is the precondition for shared moral values” (99; emphasis 

in original). Essentially then, the capacity for empathy is the precondition for a shared 

morality. Secular humanists evaluate what is moral according to the yardstick of 

utilitarianism: “Questions of morality are questions about happiness and suffering. This 

is why you and I do not have moral obligations toward rocks. To the degree that our 

actions can affect the experience of other creatures positively or negatively, questions of 

morality apply” (Harris 2006, n.p.). This standard of increasing happiness and 

diminishing suffering is the baseline for utilitarian morality. Thus, this standard requires 

empathy as a precondition—an individual must necessarily understand how her actions 

may affect the experienced well-being of others before she can evaluate possible choices 

by the utilitarian rubric of morality. 

 Norman argues that utilitarianism, qualified by the principles of care and respect, 

is the most logical choice: “The utilitarian approach requires us to do as much as we can 

to promote the greatest happiness and to eliminate suffering” (Norman 2012, 104; 

emphasis in original). The principle of care calls for seeking out the good of others, while 

the principle of respect calls for recognizing that another human is an agent in their own 

right, with an irreducible value that cannot be sacrificed for the greater good (Norman 

2012, 105–112). 
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 To the foundation for moral imperatives, he also adds an incomplete list of things 

that make an individual human life meaningful (Norman 2012, 143–145): 

 the satisfaction of creative achievement 

 the excitement of discovery 

 relationships with others 

 the life of the emotions 

 the enjoyment of beauty in art and nature 

 the stories we tell ourselves (Norman 2012, 146–162) 

Essentially, this list covers “things which enrich our experience” (Norman 2012, 145). In 

Zero Dawn, Aloy, our protagonist, generally adheres to this philosophical perspective, 

from the foundation of philosophical materialism through the ethics of utilitarianism and 

the value she places on discovery, relationships, and the space she gives her emotional 

needs. This is discussed in more detail in §5.2 Content. 

2.4 Theoretical Framework 

In order to properly study Zero Dawn, I needed to define what a game is and describe 

how it communicates. Jasper van Vught and René Glas (van Vught and Glas 2017) offer 

an excellent framework for defining video games as either (and both) objects and 

processes, concluding with appropriate research methods for each viewpoint. Ian Bogost 

in his oft-cited Persuasive Games (Bogost 2007), describes how the systems of games 

argue through what he calls procedural rhetoric. In his book Of Games and God, Kevin 

Schut describes three levels of communication in video games (Schut 2013). Teasing out 

these three pathways of communication enhances and deepens my analysis of Zero 

Dawn’s content and my interpretation of its messages. 
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2.4.1 The Formalist vs. Situationist Approach: Games as Both Object and Process 

Van Vught and Glas (2017) discuss current trends in the analysis of video games, laying 

a theoretical foundation for future research in their conference paper, “Considering Play: 

From Method to Analysis.” Formalists consider games to be objects, or designed 

activities, and situationists primarily consider games to be processes, or enacted 

experiences (2017, 4–5). Van Vught and Glas (2017) situate play used as a research 

method on the continuum that Stenros and Waern call “the sweet-spot intersection” 

between the two poles of object and process (2011, 6). For each pole, van Vught and 

Glas propose three types of play helpful for gathering the type of data the researcher is 

seeking; and for each type of play, they give contexts that must be taken into account 

when analyzing the data (2017, 6–15). They encourage scholars to use their framework 

not as an either–or dichotomy but as a both–and continuum that calls for different kinds 

of complementary data. 

 The situationist framework (which views video games as processes and 

experiences) focuses largely on the subjective experience of play and the importance of 

prior personal experience in the reading of the text. A single playthrough of the game 

(often in multiple sessions or sittings) usually provides sufficient data to analyze the 

game. This view requires that the researcher fully examine herself both as researcher and 

as player. These dual roles echo the paradoxical roles of a researcher engaged in 

participant observation: the posture of player requires full engagement with the game, 

while the posture of researcher requires objective detachment. Additionally, just as all 

ethnographers must disclose their own personal biases and preconceptions, the researcher 

becoming a player (or the player becoming a researcher) must consider her own context, 
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both internally and externally. A researcher must consider her own dual researcher–

player position—even how playing for research rather than playing for pleasure may 

affect her reading of the game. Additionally, the researcher “should . . . be open about the 

socio-economic, cultural, and historical situation in which she or he exists and encounters 

the game” (van Vught and Glas 2017, 14). Van Vught and Glas refer to these two 

aspects—the personal experiences of the player, and the socio-economic, cultural, and 

historical situation of the player—as reflexivity and situatedness, respectively. 

 Taking this idea of game-as-process further, Muriel and Crawford, in Video 

Games as Culture, situate games within a phenomenological mindset that sees all of 

reality as a set of experiences (2018, 84–114). They report that games are often recounted 

by gamers in the same way as any other lived experience (2018, 11), and they argue that 

the experiences gamers glean from playing add to the development of empathy and the 

formation of their own identities (2018, 115–179). They draw the significant conclusion 

that video game playing is forming players, and that the forms of future games are being 

shaped in turn by those same players. As players play more video games, they learn, and 

are changed by the act of playing. The situationist primarily seeks to understand players’ 

experiences. 

  While the situationist perspective helped inform my research, I primarily employ 

the formalist viewpoint of games as objects, using van Vught and Glas’s corresponding 

theoretical framework and proposed data collection method, cooperative play19 (2017, 7–

8). Formalists “assume that the game object provides some core structure that encourages 

 19 This is a specific research mindset described by van Vught and Glas (2017) and needs to be 
disambiguated from 2+ player cooperative gameplay modes, in which players cooperate with, rather than 
compete against, each other. This kind of gameplay mode is typically abbreviated as co-op. See §3.2.1 Play 
as a Research Method for a detailed description of van Vught and Glas’s cooperative play. 
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or even enforces certain play actions to be performed, and aim to study this structure in 

relation to—or in spite of—the various actions it may facilitate” (van Vught and Glas 

2017, 4). Analysis of games as objects still precipitates some study of player behavior, 

the “certain play actions” that may be encouraged or enforced. I discuss encouraged play 

actions in §4.5 Performance Features, but the focus remains on the values, content, and 

underlying cultural information that the allowed play actions indicate. My ultimate goal 

is to reveal the underlying cultural values and philosophies communicated by game 

elements, rather than simply enumerate what those game elements are. By incorporating 

Bogost’s (2007) procedural rhetoric and Schut’s (2010) levels of communication, I show 

how the developers of Zero Dawn encoded philosophical beliefs into both the character 

of Aloy and the game’s reality. 

 Any cultural artifact can be examined both for its material existence and for the 

human behavior associated with its use. Games are simultaneously cultural artifacts 

(objects) and performed, embodied experiences (processes) lived by human beings. In 

order to study Zero Dawn, I have taken the analytical stance that games are objects of 

cultural significance, but that viewpoint by no means diminishes or nullifies others. On 

the contrary, different analytical stances give us an ever-deepening understanding of 

games: how they function, how they are used, and what they mean.  

2.4.2 Procedural Rhetoric as a Perspective Between Object and Process 

Ian Bogost (2007), in Persuasive Games, presents games as a new form of rhetoric in an 

increasingly digital society. He argues that the rules of a game, their procedures, make 

arguments, rhetoric, and so he coins the term procedural rhetoric. While Clara 

Fernandez-Vara (2019) sees games primarily as performances, what players are able to 
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do within their performance of the game is governed by rules. Those rules are the very 

procedures that Bogost (2007) argues have great rhetorical potential. Thus, even as the 

player performs—that is, plays—the active, embodied experience of the game, she 

performs according to the procedures imposed by the game.20 

 You have heard it said that to a hammer, everything is a nail. Even in the movie 

Arrival (Villeneuve 2016), the Americans’ approach to deciphering the alien language is 

contrasted with the Chinese researchers’ method in which a game of chess was used. The 

worry emerges that no matter what the Heptapods communicate to the Chinese, it will be 

viewed within the context of a conflict. Chess’s rules can make arguments about 

domination through battle, but never about peaceful resolution, mutual benefit, 

cooperation, or offered aid.21 

 Though not all games exhibit a military conflict like chess does, the rules and 

procedures present in games—and possibly in systems of all kinds22—make arguments of 

their own. Games can only be played through direct interaction with their rules, requiring 

the player to interact directly with any arguments being made by those rules. In recalling, 

processing, and categorizing their lived experiences of a game, players begin to 

assimilate and engage the arguments of any procedures in that game. In Persuasive 

 20 Some circumstances lead to the imposition of other procedures outside, or in exploitation, of the 
developers’ original intent, such as speed-runs, cheating, or playing for an audience as a means of 
employment on Twitch or other streaming service. The play method I have used for this thesis precludes 
the addition of any procedures not arising from the game object itself with the exception of recording 
observations as I play, as necessary for my research. 21 Certainly the rules and goals of chess might be altered so that the resulting argument of the rules is 
different, but how far can the rules be changed before it can no longer be considered chess—a group who 
frequently plays together may collectively decide that the goal of chess is to attain a stalemate in 
cooperation with the other player. Such a situation may lead to different procedural rhetoric, but is such a 
game still chess?  22 For instance, applying procedural rhetorical analysis to a criminal justice system might settle arguments 
about systemic injustice. 
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Games (2007), Bogost makes a strong case for analyzing games as processes and 

procedures which communicate to and persuade the player by their very functioning. 

Analyzing procedural rhetoric requires examining both the procedures (game as object) 

and the player’s experience of those procedures (game as process). Bogost explains that 

in order to fully engage these arguments, the player (and, in my case, researcher) must 

adopt a particular attitude, which looks much like Miguel Sicart’s (2010) reflective agent. 

 Sicart’s reflective agent, like van Vught and Glas’s (2017) cooperative player, 

engages much more than the game’s rules and structure. The reflective agent also makes 

meaning out of the gameplay experience. Sicart writes: 

The reflective agent interprets the semantic contents of the game and puts them 
into the perspective of an individual, social, and cultural domain. By doing so, the 
reflective agent becomes an ethical agent: playing is interpreting the world and 
who the agent wants to be in its context; playing is understanding the values of 
the gameworld and developing an ethical persona that is at the same time coherent 
with the in-game world, and with the external values of the player as an ethical 
being. (Sicart 2010, 5–6) 

Essentially, the reflective player as an ethical agent actively engages with the values and 

ideas expressed within the game. The reflective player’s ethical self within the 

gameworld is not divorced from the player’s self outside of the game; rather, the ethical 

system the player embodies outside of the game coherently influences and is influenced 

by the experience of what is ethical within the gameworld. In this way, the reflective 

agent creates a bridge into and out of the gameworld. The gamer can bring her values and 

life experiences to bear on the game task at hand, which may increase her moral 

sensitivity. 23 

 23 Evidence of players incorporating their “external values . . . as an ethical being” shows up in Shanny 
Luft’s (2014) essay, “Hardcore Christian Gamers: How Religion Shapes Evangelical Play,” in Playing with 
Religion in Digital Games. Luft interviews self-identifying “hardcore Christian gamers” to gauge how their 
personal religious convictions shape their play choices in violent games. He demonstrates that even for 
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 Overall, Bogost’s procedural rhetoric calls for the game to be analyzed as a 

system viewed through the lens of player activity. “Instead of focusing on how games 

work, I suggest that we turn to what they do—how they inform, change, or otherwise 

participate in human activity” (Bogost 2008, 53). This perspective unifies the formalist 

and situationist viewpoints into a cohesive analytical ideology. Games make arguments 

through their rules and procedures, which the player must then interpret. Bogost, 

however, makes no distinction between a game’s rules and the semantic meanings of the 

gameworld superimposed onto those rules. By dividing games’ communication into 

different levels in my analysis, I can add nuance to my reading of Zero Dawn. 

2.4.3 Levels of Communication 

In his book Of Games and God, Kevin Schut proposes that games communicate at a 

minimum of three levels: sign, narratives, and worlds (2013, 23–26). Though these layers 

aren’t separable from one another, examining them individually offers a more complete 

understanding of how and what a game communicates. To an extent, these three levels of 

communication correspond to the three that Šisler uses: the audio-visual layer, the 

narrative layer, and the procedural layer (Šisler 2014). 

 The sign or semiotic layer of communication deals with anything that 

communicates meaning. The meanings of signs can be divided into denotative and 

connotative meanings. According to Merriam-Webster, the definition of denotation is 

“meaning, especially a direct specific meaning as distinct from an implied or associated 

idea” (“Denotation” 2021). There are thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of signs 

 
players who claim that their play choices aren’t influenced by their religious beliefs, their personal sense of 
ethics actually does affect their performance of the game. 
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within Zero Dawn, together creating the material reality of the gameworld. Schut 

describes how games use signs to communicate denotatively in this way: “All the little 

objects in the games are like little messages: here’s a tree, here’s a bike, here’s the road. 

. . . Video games, in other words, are constantly using signs—visual, textual, and aural 

representations of things and ideas—to tell us what is happening in the game” (Schut 

2013, 24). These messages include the user interface, objects within the world, even the 

visual textures that make up those objects.  

 In contrast to the denotative meanings of signs, connotative meanings include 

implied and associated meanings. The presence of bones might imply danger, resources, 

or a finished meal; the addition of gold, wooden crates, and wooden ships could create 

the impression of a pirate’s lair. This kind of accumulation of the connotative meanings 

of all the game’s signs creates the overall atmosphere of the game. When the player 

enters an area of the gameworld, does she feel happy, free, intrigued, cautious, or 

terrified? Well-constructed games leverage the connotative meanings of their signs to 

create atmosphere and mood. “Critics often describe the 1993 hit Doom24 as having a 

threadbare plot, but it drips with atmosphere: the dark tunnels, echoing sounds, and sharp 

explosions of noise help create a feeling of horror and nervous anticipation” (Schut 2013, 

24). For Zero Dawn, each of the signs within the game was carefully designed not only to 

communicate what the object is, but which characters within the gameworld created it, 

and to incorporate elements of the fictional creators’ cultures (Davies 2017),25 and to 

create an overall mood of mystery and challenge rather than military combat or horror. 

 24 Doom is a first-person shooter, which “helped define the genre” as a very popular early installment. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doom_(1993_video_game) 25 See § 4.3 Materials for a deeper discussion of the aesthetics that characterize every element of Zero 
Dawn’s gameworld. 
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The combination of sign meanings—the game’s reality, but also atmosphere and mood—

in turn help to fuel game narratives. 

 The narrative level of communication encompasses sequences of signs, including 

but not limited to the stories the player enacts. In a role-playing game (RPG), climactic 

stories that continue to build tension throughout the game are common. As I analyze the 

narrative level of Zero Dawn, the main quest and a few side quests comprise the bulk of 

my source material. If the sign layer communicates the “physical” setting of the game, 

the objects in it, and the atmosphere of the game, then the narrative level populates the 

gameworld with characters and events.  

 In addition to these two layers of communication is the worlds level. The worlds 

level describes the interactive environment of the gameworld, which Schut describes this 

way: 

By [worlds] I don’t mean ‘planets,’ I mean ‘alternate realities.’ Remember, all 
games are systems of rules. What the game communicates to us as we play is an 
alternate reality, where things work differently than in everyday life. . . . The 
worlds are not just the communicative content of the game—they are also the 
communication tools. (Schut 2013, 25) 

The worlds level encompasses the actions the player can take, the rules by which their 

actions are governed, and even the user interface—the menus and save options. To an 

extent, the worlds level also includes the general setting of the gameworld as a place in 

which things happen. I distinguish the setting (which is often tied into the narrative layer) 

from procedural elements of the game, by which I mean the rules and mechanics that 

govern play. Procedural elements include the “verbs” the player is allowed to use, and, in 

the case of Zero Dawn, also include the physics engine and the game difficulty. In order 
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to examine the procedures more easily, I often separate them from the gameworld in my 

analysis. 

 Each layer may communicate different ideas and may contradict other layers. 

Clint Hocking coined the term ludonarrative dissonance to explain the sort of conflict 

that arises between the procedures of the game and the narrative level of the game 

(Hocking 2009). Hocking argues that the game Bioshock (Irrational Games and 2K 

Australia 2007) communicated one philosophical premise at the procedural level, but its 

narrative contradicted that premise. Therefore, as I examine what Zero Dawn 

communicates at different levels, it will be important to compare these messages against 

one another for dissonance and harmony in the context of the gameworld. As I show in 

§5.3 Underlying Symbolic Structures, however, apparent contradictions can enhance the 

overall message of a scenario, purposefully flouting player expectations and redirecting 

them toward a greater interpretation. 

2.4.4 Summary 

As both cultural objects and interactive experiences, games can be analyzed from a 

variety of perspectives. Formalists seek to uncover the abstract rules and structures of a 

game. Situationists work to characterize the lived experiences of play. Both perspectives 

are useful in revealing procedural rhetoric, the possible arguments made by the rules of 

the game in combination with their signs and narratives. Because games communicate at 

multiple levels, the signs, narratives, and worlds levels, these levels can harmonize or 

create dissonance with one another, which can lead to ludonarrative dissonance and 

multiple interpretations of a game’s messages. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Game play . . . does not just involve playing games, but is a process that feeds itself: 

the more games you play, the better you understand them. 

(van Vught and Glas 2017) 

3.1 Data Type 

The data needed for this project are qualitative data that relate to gameplay. These data 

from the game consist largely of transcriptions of dialogue and cinematics, punctuated by 

my descriptions of action and occasional repeated phrases of panic as I try not to die 

during play. All screenshots used in this thesis were taken by myself or my husband for 

illustrative purposes, with minor alterations (such as combining two screenshots into a 

single image) made in Adobe Photoshop. 

 My analysis requires viewing games as art, and my data reveal artistic expressions 

of culture. My journal records what transpired within each play session. The observations 

I made directly relate to the kinds of analysis Schrag and Van Buren describe for artistic 

events in chapter 4 of Make Arts for a Better Life (2018, 89–215). These questions are 

broadly divided into seven categories that Schrag and Van Buren call the seven lenses 

(2018, 97–114).26 

 26 See § 3.3 Schrag and Van Buren’s Seven Lenses. 
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3.2 Data Collection Method 

3.2.1 Play as a Research Method 

I use play as my primary method of data collection, but not just any method of play will 

yield the results I need. The type of data I need requires that I view Zero Dawn as a 

cultural object, and I use van Vught and Glas’s cooperative play as the heuristic strategy 

for gathering my data (2017, 7–8). 

 Cooperative play falls under the category of instrumental play (van Vught and 

Glas 2017, 5–8). The mindset of instrumental play requires researchers to “do what the 

game’s formal components are encouraging us to do so that we may progress through the 

game and achieve its goals” (van Vught and Glas 2017, 5). Van Vught and Glas (2017) 

further refine instrumental play with Olli Leino’s (2007) gameplay condition and Jonas 

Heide Smith’s (2006) rational player. Leino’s gameplay condition as a heuristic for play 

requires that “every subsequent choice the player makes is simply based on the desire to 

keep playing” (van Vught and Glas 2017, 6). Enacting Leino’s gameplay condition 

means purposefully taking actions which will not lead to a fail-state. Smith’s (2006) 

rational player, in contrast, is not only trying to continue playing, but also attempts to 

optimize her likelihood of success. These two conditions alone, however, are insufficient 

to gather the type of data this study requires—that is narrative, sociocultural, and artistic 

data. Only by incorporating a final heuristic strategy can I gather the necessary data. 

 Van Vught and Glas (2017) further refine instrumental play with van Vught’s 

(2016) cooperative play, so named because the attitude the player adopts is one of 

cooperation with the game: 

Here cooperation occurs between the player and the game (rather than between 
players) in the sense that the player follows the game’s cues to come to an 
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activation of the game that is “appropriate” on the basis of the functioning of the 
game’s formal components. . . . It also requires the skills and appropriate 
background knowledge to construct a narrative, draw from relevant contexts 
including related cultural artefacts, and to evaluate the game for its overall artistic 
shape. (van Vught 2016, 186–192, cited in van Vught and Glas 2017, 7–8). 

The cooperative player is actively involved in following the game’s prompts and relating 

to the game as a cultural artifact. The requirement of “skills and appropriate background 

knowledge” seems to imply that only those familiar with the common conventions of 

video games can employ this kind of play effectively. The attitude of cooperative play 

also helps situate the game within its cultural context, allowing for multiple readings of 

the game based on the player’s knowledge of the real world as it relates to the game’s 

content. 

 The challenge of analyzing a story-rich, open-world game like Zero Dawn is to 

determine the best way to proceed through the game. Though Zero Dawn is a large, open-

world game, it directs play through quests. Rather than analyzing play itself, I want to 

take the role of the cooperative player, following the paths of play encouraged by the 

formal structure of the game in order to study the game object. This gameplay strategy 

incorporates an analysis of artistic elements, with a strong focus on narrative, which will 

allow me to uncover the philosophies the game exhibits. 

3.2.2 Personal Context and Disclosure 

Van Vught and Glas (2017) encourage researchers using play as their research method to 

consider their own internal researcher–player position and the various external contexts 

(such as current world events) which may influence their reading of the game. As 

previously introduced in §2.4.1, van Vught and Glas refer to these two contexts, internal 

and external, as reflexivity and situatedness, asserting, “We need to acknowledge our 
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position as both researchers and players and reflect on how our cultural, social, economic, 

and historical situation feeds into our understanding of the game as process” (van Vught 

and Glas 2017, 13–14). Therefore, I will consider my roles as gamer and researcher, 

along with the cultural, social, economic, and historical situations that may influence my 

reading of the game. 

 I am a Caucasian American woman from an upper-middle-class socioeconomic 

background. Most of my data gathering occurred before the COVID-19 pandemic, 

though much of my analysis took place in the autumn of 2020, before the first vaccines 

became available. I am not a first-time gamer, nor were my data gathered during my first 

playthrough of Zero Dawn. I have greatly enjoyed the game and look forward to every 

press release about the sequel, Horizon Forbidden West, currently in development. 

Throughout the research process, I paused the game often to make notes and compare 

observations with previous play sessions and initial impressions from the first time I 

played through the game, which was solely for enjoyment. This behavior was quite 

different from my first playthrough, where play would proceed uninterrupted for more 

than an hour, sometimes several hours, at a time. I used dictation software to streamline 

the note-taking process, including a full transcription of every conversation and cutscene 

I encountered in the course of play. Together, these notes and dialogue transcriptions 

serve as my first point of reference. Certain questions I posed could not be answered with 

my initial set of data, and so I returned to the game to gather more data as needed. 

 Using van Vught and Glas’s cooperative play research method to collect my data 

enabled me to gather data focused on the content of the game rather than on player 

behavior. Throughout my analysis, I have kept in mind my dual role as researcher and 
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player, along with my own cultural, social, economic, and historical contexts for how 

they may have affected my data collection and analysis. 

3.2.3 Data Collection Site 

I play Zero Dawn in its native environment, the PlayStation 4 (PS4) Pro console; the 

game was developed with extra high-quality graphics for the PS4 Pro console. Originally 

released as a PS4 exclusive on February 28, 2017, it was again released for PC on August 

7, 2020.27 The TV I play on is a 4k ultra-high-definition TV that allows Zero Dawn’s 

extremely realistic visuals to be rendered with crystal clarity. Game play occurs in my 

living room in my home, with headphones plugged directly into the PS4 controller and a 

lapel microphone plugged into my computer. Data were recorded through Dragon 

Dictation, a speech-to-text processor, for streamlined documentation with minimal 

interruption of play. 

3.3 Schrag and Van Buren’s Seven Lenses 

3.3.1 Making Arts for a Better Life 

 In their book Make Arts for a Better Life: A Guide for Working with Communities, 

Brain Schrag and Kathleen J. Van Buren (2018) present their method for leveraging local 

arts to accomplish community goals. Derived from experiences working cross-culturally, 

their method is broad enough to be applied in a variety of community contexts. Their 

seven-step approach is as follows: 

 1. Meet a community and its arts 

2. Specify goals for a better life 

 27 https://store.steampowered.com/app/1151640/Horizon_Zero_Dawn_Complete_Edition/  
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3. Connect goals to genres 

4. Analyze genres and events 

5. Spark creativity 

6. Improve results 

7. Celebrate and integrate for continuity. (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 16–17) 

At the core of this process, they stipulate “that learning through relationship should be 

your primary posture” (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 17). While the method is also well-

suited for community members to use on their own, Schrag and Van Buren (2018) seem 

to expect the book’s primary audience to be outsiders to the community (whether cross-

cultural workers, scholarly researchers, or NGOs), and consistently remind readers that 

community members should be the decision makers in every part of the process. In Step 

2, Specify, community members should decide the community goal. In Step 3, Connect, 

community members should decide which artistic genres might be appropriate to 

accomplishing their goal. In Step 4, Analyze, community members get the final say on 

what counts as excellent in the chosen genre, and community artists make decisions about 

how the genre must be performed. In Step 5, Spark, community artists make the artwork. 

In Step 6, Improve, the art is evaluated according to the standards described through Step 

4, Analyze. In Step 7, community members decide how the newly refined creation will be 

incorporated into community life to accomplish their chosen community goal. (Schrag 

and Van Buren 2018, 1–29) 

 This method is appropriate for this thesis for a few reasons: my primary 

motivation for writing this thesis is a desire for video games to be leveraged for the 

common good of all who play them. Because I am a member of the gaming community 
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of practice, I can begin to use Schrag and Van Buren’s (2018) method to accomplish my 

goals for the community. In Step 4, Analyze, Schrag and Van Buren introduce a tool for 

artistic genre analysis they call the Seven Lenses (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 114–

199). Though I am not a video game developer, I can still hope to use Schrag and Van 

Buren’s (2018) methodology and tools to pursue my goal by analyzing how at least one 

excellent video game has been crafted to communicate ideology. 

3.3.2 The Seven Lenses 

 Because aspects of an artistic event are intertwined, Schrag and Van Buren 

propose a set of lenses to better analyze individual aspects and their relationships to one 

another. These lenses are space, materials, participant organization, performance 

features, shape through time, content, and underlying symbolic systems, which is a 

combinatory and concluding component of the other lenses. By combining the data from 

the first six lenses and looking for patterns, the analyst can move toward an 

understanding of the unspoken rules of the artistic event. Schrag and Van Buren’s seven 

lenses were originally proposed for physical artistic events. I have taken some liberty 

with how I apply them to the video game medium, choosing to prioritize features within 

the gameworld rather than the real-world organization and participants who created the 

game. Looking directly at the creators of the game and the structure of their organizations 

are areas for further, complementary research, but fall outside the scope of this project. 

 Each of the lenses overlaps with at least one other lens. Space primarily interacts 

with materials and content (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 135). As such, within the space 

lens, I describe the spaces within the gameworld and how those spaces are divided by the 

game interface. Because materials in an event help participants to convey “other places, 
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times, people, and events,” the materials lens overlaps with space, shape through time, 

and participant organization (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 136). Within the materials 

lens, I examine only the objects within the game which the player can interact with. 

Participant organization reveals the relationships between participants, the roles 

participants play, and how the participants use the spaces around them (Schrag and Van 

Buren 2018, 138). In this lens I discuss how some of the peoples of Zero Dawn use space. 

The shape through time lens refers to the segments of an event, organized hierarchically 

(Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 142), and most closely overlaps with the content lens. To 

better explore what the player actually does during play, I have combined Fernández-

Vara’s game mechanics exploration exercise (Fernández-Vara 2019, 107–109) with the 

performance features lens, which primarily covers participants’ actions during an artistic 

event (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 144). When analyzing the drama domain of an event, 

the foremost of the first six lenses is content. This lens “refers to the subject matter in 

artistic activity,” which includes the characters’ identities and traits, the story setting, the 

main events, emotions conveyed by the story, and the story’s main ideas (Schrag and Van 

Buren 2018, 148). I briefly discuss the characters relevant to my analysis, the story 

setting, and main events in §4.1 Game Content Overview. In §5.2 Content, I examine in 

depth the game’s themes, the emotions conveyed, and the game’s main character, Aloy. 

3.3.3 Distinguishing Real from Simulation 

 One of the most difficult things about this analysis has been to properly separate 

the real from the digital. When discussing the space lens, there are the physical, real-

world spaces involved in game creation and gameplay such as studios, offices, and living 

rooms; there are also, however, the spaces of the gameworld itself, specially crafted sets 
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for the player to explore. When discussing the materials lens, there are the multitudes of 

CPUs and hard drives, TVs and consoles, but there are also the digital objects that 

comprise the gameworld. The same kind of dichotomy occurs when discussing 

“participants”—the real people who created the game, whose bodies, faces, and voices 

comprise the characters, their voices, and their movements. Jean Baudrillard (1994) in 

Simulacra and Simulation discusses the phenomenon of the simulacra: signs which are 

their own referent, and have no real world correlate. Unlike a character in a stage 

production who is necessarily brought to life by a single person,28 a character whose 

actions and embodiment cannot be separated from the physical body of a real human, the 

characters and entities within the gameworld of Zero Dawn are either comprised of the 

bodies of several different actors, another actor’s voice, and another’s face, or, as in the 

case of almost all of the machines, they have never been manifested physically in the real 

world. Their entire truth or reality exists only within the bounds of the gameworld. In my 

analysis, I have placed these two kinds of things side by side in the appropriate sections, 

but I have tried to remember that they are not real in the same sense as each other. 

3.4 Scope 

I use Schut’s (2010) three levels of game communication in conjunction with the Seven 

Lenses (Schrag and Van Buren 2018). I have included a few of the optional sidequests29 

in the analysis, though it was not feasible to include all of the game’s sidequests. 

 After completing this thesis, I find that the seven lenses are so comprehensive as 

to be an oversized tool for a single researcher to fully analyze an artistic instantiation as 

 28 Having said this, I would not be surprised to hear that there are theatrical productions which have 
multiple actors playing the same character in the same performance. 29 An optional mission or quest, which typically can be completed independent of the main questline. 
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involved as an open-world RPG. I had to narrow the scope of each of the lenses 

considerably to focus only on my particular goals, a task that might have been avoided by 

using a different analytical tool. A complete, comprehensive examination of a videogame 

like Zero Dawn would require in-depth analyses of several different artistic genres, 

everything from voice acting and stunt performance to user interface design and 

atmospheric musical composition. The implementation of any one of these genres in Zero 

Dawn could have been analyzed in isolation for an analysis of comparable length to this 

thesis. That said, because of their comprehensive scope, the seven lenses offered a great 

deal of flexibility to me as a researcher to explore my data. And ultimately, they fit quite 

well into this project because of my overarching goals. 

 In the following chapter, I begin to examine Zero Dawn. Chapter 4 covers space, 

materials, participant organization, and performance features, which generally coincide 

with Schut’s (2010) sign and worlds layers of communication.



 
 

35 
 

Chapter 4: The Skin and the Skeleton—Signs and Procedures 

The game’s official website introduces Horizon Zero Dawn this way: 

Explore a vibrant world rich with the beauty of nature—but inhabited by awe-
inspiring, highly advanced machines. As a young machine hunter named Aloy, 
you must unravel the mysteries of this world and discover your own destiny.30 

Horizon Zero Dawn is a single-player game, in which players take on the role of Aloy. 

Her story is the making of a legendary heroine.31 After her mysterious appearance in a 

sacred place as a baby, Aloy is raised as an outcast from the Nora tribe, growing into a 

young woman who must save the people who shunned her and preserve the existence of 

all life on Earth from certain destruction. 

 The claims of “a vibrant world rich with the beauty of nature” are no 

exaggeration. Zero Dawn features a variety of environments, from dusty plateaus to thick 

jungles to frozen mountain peaks. All are rendered in state-of-the-art32 visual detail with 

dynamic weather effects and a realistic day-and-night cycle. The visual graphics of this 

gameworld are a triumph. 

 In addition, each group of people in the game includes its own visual style. 

Applying an anthropological perspective, the developers designed clothing, architecture, 

and weapons based on the resources available to each society from the surrounding 

environment and their level of technological advancement (Davies 2017). This includes 

 30 https://www.guerrilla-games.com/play/Horizon 31 I have made an effort to avoid major plot spoilers, as narrative anticipation (Costikyan 2013), the joy of 
discovering what happens next and uncovering teased secrets, is arguably the core uncertainty of this game. 32 At the time the game was published. 
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leather clothing and a consideration of what dyes would be available for paints and thread 

(Davies 2017). Each society’s aesthetics are unique and function as a point of ethnic 

identification for the characters; the different groups are not divided by skin color or 

facial features, and members of the same group may have striking physical diversity, 

making their aesthetic choices valuable (Davies 2017). 

 The “highly advanced machines” include 26 unique designs in the base game, 

expanded by an additional four designs in The Frozen Wilds expansion. These machines 

were designed in consultation with engineers and robotics experts, to make them as 

physically feasible and realistic as possible. The designers point out that they wanted 

their machines to be plausible and each design to be unique. Each machine has an in-

world justification for its existence and specific design. These machines are the dominant 

“species” on the planet in this setting, and the player is cautioned early on, from Rost’s 

advice to Aloy, that even the smallest, weakest machines can kill her (Davies 2017, 138–

161). 

 Zero Dawn has no branching in its main story, which consists of four acts and 

progresses in a linear fashion.33 In addition to the main story (questline), there are several 

kinds of sidequests, either short activities or short narratives that the player can engage 

with independent of the main quest. These quests offer the player variety as she plays the 

game and offer a broader look at the whole of the gameworld. Each of these optional 

activities helps to fill in the details of the gameworld, often leaving Aloy and the player 

with more questions about what is really happening in Aloy’s world. Ultimately, 

however, the first installment of Aloy’s story is a search for identity, meaning, and 

 33 This type of game is often referred to as a game on-rails, in contrast to choice and consequence games. 
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deliverance for the known world from a threat that only the player’s character can 

vanquish. 

4.1 Game Content Overview 

Aloy is an outcast from the Nora tribe, raised by her foster-father, Rost, who is also a 

Nora outcast. The Nora are a hunter–gatherer society. Around the time of Aloy’s birth, a 

phenomenon known as the “Derangement” of the machines begins. They become more 

and more hostile, and as years pass, new, increasingly dangerous machines appear. 

 As a child, Aloy finds a device called a Focus in an ancient Metal World ruin. It 

gives her insight into the machines and a technological advantage over her fellow Nora, 

who eschew any parts of the Metal World on religious grounds. Several years later, after 

unknown enemies massacre many Nora brave initiates (an event known as the Proving 

Massacre), Aloy is sent on a quest to avenge the tribe’s fallen and discover the secrets of 

her past. In the process, she uncovers the secrets behind the appearance of the machines, 

the Derangement, and how the fate of the world is tied to her own. 

 The Nora are monotheistic and deeply religious. Their lore claims that the 

goddess All-Mother is the progenitor of “people, machines, and peace.” Life was good 

and balanced until some people, tempted by the sentient machines ruled by the Metal 

Devil, grew unsatisfied with what All-Mother provided. They left with the Metal Devil’s 

machines, initially served by them but then, away from All-Mother’s protection, became 

enslaved by the machines. The Metal Devil was unsatisfied with this, wanting all humans 

to serve him, but he was destroyed while confronting All-Mother. Thus, the machines lost 

their minds and became like animals. The Nora are supposedly the descendants of those 
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humans who remained faithful to All-Mother and stood fast against the temptation of the 

Metal Devil and the machines. 

 In this game, religious belief is the basis of all Nora laws, the reason they do not 

readily interact with members of outside tribes nor leave the Sacred Land, known as the 

(All-Mother’s) Embrace. They believe that by staying near to All-Mother (the spirit of a 

particular mountain), they are protected from the corrupting influence of the machines. 

Nora laws forbid anyone from going into the ancient ruins of the Metal World—places 

such as the ruin where Aloy finds her Focus. 

 Aloy’s foster-father, Rost, is also a Nora outcast, though it isn’t until well into the 

game that his personal story and the reason for him being outcast is revealed. What is 

certain from the beginning is that Rost loves Aloy, parents her with gentleness and 

kindness, and observes Nora laws out of a deep sense of duty. While the rest of the tribe 

are forbidden to speak to outcasts by law, many of the older Nora braves whom Rost and 

Aloy encounter show Rost wordless (in keeping with the law) deference and respect. 

Aloy and Rost’s interactions with each other are characterized by both a conflict of 

worldview and a sense of abiding familial loyalty. 

 Teersa is one of the three Matriarchs of the Nora tribe, who provide spiritual and 

civil leadership (Davies 2017, 28). Though committed to her religious beliefs, Teersa 

demonstrates openness to parts of the gameworld’s reality that challenge her 

understanding of it. She advocates on Aloy’s behalf in her continual arguments with the 

two other Matriarchs, one of whom believes Aloy to be an abomination. Teersa is also a 

primary quest-giver, twice sending Aloy (and the player) out of the Nora Sacred Lands 

into the wider gameworld. 
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 The Carja are another prominent people in Zero Dawn. Their absolute monarchy 

is ruled by the current Sun-King, Avad. They are the most economically, technologically, 

and militarily advanced of the tribes in Zero Dawn, controlling the bulk of the explorable 

areas within the gameworld. When the Derangement of the machines began, Sun-King 

Jiran, Avad’s father, believed this meant the Sun had become angry and that it would be 

appeased only through human sacrifice, a long-extinct practice. Initially, Sun-King Jiran 

stole these sacrifices from the surrounding tribes in what became known as the Red 

Raids, but Jiran escalated the practice to sacrificing the Carja sun-priests and even his 

eldest son and favored heir. Avad escaped, forged an alliance with a neighboring tribe, 

the Oseram, and returned to overthrow his father. Unwilling to face an honorable trial, 

Jiran was slain by a resolute Avad. Those who had been aligned with Jiran fled to the 

western part of Carja territory and became the Shadow Carja, engaging in civil war with 

Avad and the Sun Carja. A very different king from his father, Avad ended the Red 

Raids, abolished slavery, mandated gender equality in his kingdom’s army, consolidated 

the Carja military to defend ordinary people from the increasingly aggressive machines, 

allowed foreigners to enter Meridian, the Carja’s capital city, and set about establishing 

peace between the Carja and the neighboring tribes whom his father had raided (“Avad” 

2021). 

 Characters from other tribes34 besides the Nora and Carja play prominent roles in 

the main story. Aloy encounters Olin, an Oseram scrounger and tracker, just before the 

Proving Massacre. He is visiting Mother’s Heart, the largest and most important 

settlement of the Nora, with a contingent of emissaries from the neighboring Carja 

 34 Other tribes include the Oseram, a tribe of metal smiths and scroungers, the Banuk, a tribe of 
Shamanistic survivalists, and two lesser known tribes: the Tenakth and the Utaru (“Tribe” 2021). 
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kingdom. He too possesses a Focus, the device Aloy discovered in the Metal World ruins. 

It is later revealed that he was indirectly responsible—under coercion—for the Proving 

Massacre, and the player must choose how to respond, with either vengeance or 

compassion. 

 A final character important to my analysis is Sylens, whose origins remain 

somewhat unclear to the audience. By leveraging technological expertise which he has 

earned through nefarious means, Sylens inserts himself into Aloy’s quest, aiding and 

badgering her through most of her expeditions into the Metal World’s ruins. His only 

goal is seeking knowledge, though the game does not reveal whether or not he has a 

specific purpose for that knowledge. His direction and intervention are integral to Aloy’s 

journey, but ultimately, he is an ally only to himself. 

 I turn now to examining Zero Dawn through Schrag and Van Buren’s seven 

lenses, with the ultimate goal of uncovering some of the ethical and philosophical 

premises the game communicates to its audience. According to Erik Barnouw and 

Catherine Kirkland, “entertainment's impact is embedded in the premises that are not 

debated and may not even be clearly articulated but are accepted by audiences in order 

for the experience to have meaning” (1992, 52). By using the seven lenses, I aim to 

uncover and articulate some of these premises so that we may examine them more 

closely. I will look at four lenses in this chapter: space, materials, participant 

organization, and performance features; these lenses closely align with Schut’s (2019) 

sign and worlds layers, which I discuss at the conclusion to this chapter. In chapter 5, I 

discuss the final two particular lenses—shape through time and content—and conclude 
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with the final lens, underlying symbolic systems, in a discussion of the ideas that all the 

lenses together bring into focus. 

4.2 Space 

The space lens focuses on the real or imagined spaces within an artistic event. It takes on 

two senses in relation to drama: performance space and dramatic setting (Schrag and 

Van Buren 2018, 134–135). For my analysis, the dramatic setting is more salient than the 

performance space, and I do not address the physical performance space in this paper.35 

In some ways, space is the most important aspect of Zero Dawn: the spaces of the game 

are foundational both to the mood of each location and to the story as a whole. Henry 

Jenkins (2004) championed an idea called environmental storytelling, originally pulled 

into the game design field by Don Carson, a Senior Show Designer for Walt Disney 

Imagineering. Carson points out that his work as a theme-park designer shares much in 

common with the work of a game designer: 

One of the trade secrets behind the design of entertaining themed environments is 
that the story element is infused into the physical space a guest walks or rides 
through. In many respects, it is the physical space that does much of the work of 
conveying the story the designers are trying to tell. Color, lighting and even the 
texture of a place can fill an audience with excitement or dread. 
Much of this is done by manipulating an audience's expectations, which they have 
based on their own experiences of the physical world. Armed only with their own 
knowledge of the world, and those visions collected from movies and books, the 
audience is ripe to be dropped into your adventure. The trick is to play on those 
memories and expectations to heighten the thrill of venturing into your created 
universe. (Carson 2000) 

 35 For video games, performance space can have multiple senses as well: the studios in which voice actors 
and stuntmen perform; the office spaces where the programmers work; the homes (or possibly public 
spaces like libraries) where the games are played; or intangible spaces like Twitch.tv streaming channels. 
Because the game’s performance is the same regardless of the physical space in which it is played and does 
not change based on context in the same way as a theatrical production, it is not immediately relevant to my 
investigation. 
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In constructing the game environment, then, not only the denotation but also the 

connotation of the signs matter.36 When designing the machines of Zero Dawn, the 

designs had to be reworked several times before they felt right. The designers knew early 

on that they wanted the player character to be a hunter. They discovered in development 

that if the machines’ appearances were too alien and war-machine-like in appearance, the 

player began to feel more like a soldier. In order to maintain the appropriate emotional 

mood, the designers had to change the machine designs so that the connotations of 

combat that were evoked were in keeping with the player character’s identity (Jayne 

2017, sec. 22:20–25:00). 

 Building on Carson’s insights from Imagineering, Henry Jenkins says that 

“environmental storytelling creates the precondition for an immersive narrative 

experience” (2004, 123). This happens in at least one of four ways, first by “evoking pre-

existing narrative associations” (Jenkins 2004, 123). For example, the protagonist’s 

primary weapons—bow and arrows and spear—evoke strong associations with hunting 

for subsistence and a paleolithic level of technology. Second, environmental stories can 

provide a stage for narrative events (Jenkins 2004, 123). The interior of the sacred All-

Mother Mountain is full of environmental stories, which offer a rich backdrop for pivotal 

moments in Aloy’s story to unfold. Third, environmental stories “may embed narrative 

information within the mise-en-scène” (Jenkins 2004, 123). Many quests require Aloy to 

investigate clues in her environment to piece together what happened there. Finally, 

environmental stories “may provide resources for emergent narratives” (Jenkins 2004, 

 36 This has implications for the understanding of games as they are played in different contexts around the 
world. Some articles which discuss the cross-cultural understanding of religious contexts in games can be 
found in Campbell and Grieve (2014), though I am not aware of any studies which specifically examine 
how environmental storytelling cues change across cultures.  
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123). Though this is less relevant to my analysis of the game object, one needs look no 

further than the Horizon Zero Dawn subreddit to find players’ stories.37 Zero Dawn 

makes use of all four of these preconditions at various times, resulting in an information-

dense gameworld. 

 Exploration advances Aloy and the player’s understanding of the world’s places 

and the world’s story. The open world of Zero Dawn can be divided a few different ways: 

biome type, difficulty level, location type, and tribal boundaries.38 Each of Zero Dawn’s 

five primary biomes is characterized by different plant life, geography, and apparent 

temperature: tundra, alpine, temperate forest, jungle, and desert. During Act I,39 the 

player is restricted to the Nora Sacred Lands, an alpine biome, which has only low-

difficulty enemies. After Act I, the player is free to explore the rest of the gameworld, 

and the enemies become more difficult to eliminate the further Aloy goes from the Sacred 

Lands. 

 As the player moves through the gameworld, icons on her compass will indicate 

the types of locations nearby. Additional icons will indicate the presence of merchant 

non-player characters (NPCs), collectibles, and sidequests. Sidequests are usually self-

contained and often give the player opportunities to explore a particular area of the 

gameworld more deeply. Though optional, they can add many hours of content on top of 

the main quest and provide valuable resources to the player. 

 Each biome is constructed by careful placement of noninteractive objects: trees, 

rocks, snow, grass, and so forth. Taken together in different combinations, these 

 37 https://www.reddit.com/r/horizon/ 38 See §4.4 Participant Organization for discussion on tribal boundaries and their conceptions of space. 39 See § 5.1 Shape through Time. 
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environmental signs evoke recognizable, cohesive environments. There are only five 

biomes in Zero Dawn, but there are arguably several more environments—locations 

uniquely characterized by the human- and machine-made structures placed there. For 

example, the Nora lands are filled with Nora-made wooden, stone, and metal structures, 

visually and materially distinct from the structures in Meridian, capital of the Carja 

Sundom, as shown in Figure 1. 

 At the abstract level, each type of space, like every quest, is associated with 

certain actions or performance features.40 Types of spaces include cauldrons, Metal 

World ruins, human settlements, corruption zones, machine sites, hunting grounds, bandit 

camps, and tallnecks. Only cauldrons and certain ruins take the player belowground. 

Cauldrons are special, self-contained spaces in which the player must solve puzzles, 

eliminate difficult enemies, and acquire overrides41 for sets of machines as a final reward. 

“[A cauldron’s] alien environment presents a challenge for which [Aloy] is unprepared. 

Players are shown where to go, but not how to go, relying on a kind of gut instinct 

informed by Aloy’s exploits in previous areas” (Davies 2017, 178). Underground ruins 

are places to solve puzzles, eliminate machines, find data points42 from the Metal World, 

and discover more about the story (Davies 2017, 184–186); the player accesses such ruins 

only as part of the main questline.43 Cauldrons and this type of ruin have a linear path 

 40 See §5.1 Shape through Time. 41 See §4.3 Materials. 42 Data points are little bits of lore sprinkled around the gameworld. Data points contain a variety of 
information, from a snippet of an advertisement to a holographic voicemail. 43 The two underground ruins in the Nora Sacred lands are exceptions to this. The ruin in Episode 1.1 is 
first accessed through the main quest but is accessible as part of the open world later in the game. The 
second underground ruin is a very small space that contains arguably the most powerful armor in the base 
game, tucked behind a lock-puzzle that can only be solved after certain items are acquired by playing 
through portions of the main quest. This ruin, too, is accessible from the open world at any time. 
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which culminates in very difficult elimination challenges. Once the player has entered a 

cauldron, the player cannot leave that space until she has completed its challenge. 

 

Figure 1. Aloy and Rost's home (top) compared to the city of Meridian (bottom). 

 The other kinds of locations are accessible at will within the open world. 

Settlements are good places to acquire goods and accept quests. In ground-level ruins, the 

player will eliminate or evade enemies, acquire rare items, and scan data points; the 
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required puzzle-locks are not very difficult, but they add variety to the exploration. 

Corruption zones are difficult elimination areas which reward the player with powerful 

equipment. Specific machines inhabiting specific machine sites can either be eliminated 

or acquired, depending on the type of machine and the overrides the player has acquired. 

Hunting grounds offer particularly difficult elimination challenges which, when 

overcome, open an extended narrative sub-plot and offer the player acquisition of a very 

strong weapon. Both the Banuk figures and vantage points offer stories to be discovered. 

Bandit camps begin as elimination zones and become settlements with merchant NPCs, 

where goods can be acquired or traded. Tallneck sites require a bit of spatial puzzle 

solving and allow the player to acquire map data for the surrounding area. Many fan-

made maps are available online, like the one created by Swiss Game Guides, which also 

marks the locations of data points.44 

4.3 Materials 

Schrag and Van Buren define the materials lens as “all of the tangible things associated 

with an event” (2018, 136). Materials function to convey story, character, and setting 

elements (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 136). Zero Dawn includes two kinds of materials: 

the physical objects that make the game playable (the game box, the leaflet inside, and 

the disc, the TV, the console, and the controller) and the objects within the gameworld.45 

All the gameworld’s materials can be considered realistic, as opposed to minimalistic, 

improvised, or mimed (as characterized by Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 136). The objects 

within the gameworld can be further separated into environmental objects and acquirable 

 44 https://swissgameguides.com/maps/horizon_zero_dawn/world/interactive_map.html 45 Additional physical objects include props used for motion capture, the cameras, the microphones, the 
computers, and other hardware that the developers used to program the game.  
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objects. Environmental objects are all the objects which make up the game’s physical 

world, the equivalent of set pieces in a theatrical production or amusement park ride 

(Carson 2000; Jenkins 2004). The principles presented in The Semiotics of Theatre and 

Drama (1980) by Keir Elam may be applied here. Elam, quoting Karel Brušák, says: 

The very fact of [any object’s] appearance on stage suppresses the practical 
function of phenomena in favor of a symbolic or signifying role, allowing them to 
participate in dramatic representation: “while in real life the utilitarian function of 
an object is usually more important than its signification, on a theatrical set, the 
signification is all important” (Brušák 1976, 62). (Elam 1980, 8) 

While the manner of gameworld construction is not equivalent to the manner of theatrical 

set construction, I believe this principle still applies. With few exceptions, the audience 

will not see objects within the gameworld as individual or specific objects but as 

representative of all members of the semiotic class of objects to which that item belongs. 

No “metal shard” (the gameworld’s primary currency) is different from any other. Each 

tree of a specific type represents every member of that tree type; every metal canister 

(one of the acquirable crafting materials) is fully interchangeable with every other metal 

canister; they are identical in every way. Certain combinations of the environmental 

objects denote the biome, type of location, and even which of the gameworld’s peoples 

built a given settlement. Together, these signs combine to create the sum total of the 

known gameworld. 

 It is important to note here that the materials used to create the gameworld—from 

the physical appearance of the populace to the engineering of the machines and the 

fauna—are all rendered in extreme realism. This becomes increasingly relevant when 

looking at the types of philosophical claims Zero Dawn makes about its own reality; Zero 
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Dawn’s gameworld is linked to our own not only through narrative, but also through the 

choice of realistic visual style. 

 Aloy can interact with a variety of objects within the environment, such as puzzle 

locks and hologram messages, but she is unable to acquire them in the same way that she 

can acquire a machine part from a defeated machine. The acquirable objects of Zero 

Dawn fall into a few broad categories: combat materials, collectibles, and utilities. The 

appearance of every game object has been carefully crafted by the artistic team to create a 

unified aesthetic representative of the gameworld’s cultures: 

The tools at Aloy’s disposal, weapons especially, are designed to represent 
technologically underdeveloped culture. The tribes in Horizon Zero Dawn are 
sophisticated in some ways, but remain quite primitive in terms of tools and 
access to materials. Across Aloy’s world there are commonalities in design and 
construction practices, levels of technological development, and use of tools and 
materials. Decoration varies between tribes, however, allowing for objects like 
Aloy’s bow to look unique. (Davies 2017, 23) 

The physical design of the game’s material cultures helps accomplish much of the game’s 

use of indirect characterization (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 156). Aloy’s bow, adorned 

with feathers, can be seen in Figure 2 below. 

 Most objects relate to combat: armor and weaponry (collectively called 

“equipment”), enhancements, potions, crafting materials (called “crafting mats”), and 

loot gathered from defeated enemies (called “drops” or “loot drops”). Aloy’s crafting 

materials can only be used to make ammunition for weapons, combat-oriented potions, or 

new satchels to increase her inventory capacity. Weapons and armor cannot be crafted by 

the player and can only be acquired by trading with merchants.46 The player can tailor 

 46 There are a few notable exceptions: Aloy’s first set of armor, her spear upgrades, and (arguably) the 
strongest armor set in the game are not purchasable from merchants. 
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their equipment to each combat situation, preparing loadouts47 that most effectively 

counter a given enemy’s strengths and capitalize on its weaknesses. 

 

Figure 2. Aloy in modified Nora armor nocking an arrow on one of her bows. 

 Each set of armor bears the aesthetics and technological capability of the people 

who made it (Davies 2017, 23). For example, the Oseram are exceptional craftspeople 

and have made significant strides in metallurgy; their armor features thick leathers and 

forged metal rivets woven into the armor (Davies 2017, 78–81). In contrast, the only 

metal pieces on Nora-made armor are unaltered machine parts, in keeping with their 

belief that working metal is corrupt48 and their technological inability to work metal 

(“Horizon: Zero Dawn: Aloy Cosplay Guide” 2015); see Figure 3. Nora protector heavy 

 47 See glossary.  48 See §4.4 Participant Organization for a more in-depth discussion of how the Nora regard the pure–
impure axis. 
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armor (left) and Oseram arrow-breaker heavy armor (right). The game makers also took 

care with the use of materials in constructing spaces (Davies 2017).49 

 

Figure 3. Nora protector heavy armor (left) and Oseram arrow-breaker heavy armor 
(right). 

 Foremost among Aloy’s utilities is the Focus (see Figure 4, below). During the 

first episode of the game, Aloy discovers a device called a Focus that becomes a vital tool 

for the player and a huge influence on Aloy’s personal development. A piece of twenty-

first-century technology, the Focus functions like a combination of a modern-day cell 

phone, personal computer, and augmented reality (AR) headset. The narrative of the story 

and Aloy’s personal philosophy both lean heavily on the Focus. 

 Aloy wears her Focus every moment from the time she discovers it as a six-year-

old child. In an interview conducted by Noclip, a game documentary team, Zero Dawn’s 

developers explain that the Focus serves as a huge part of the user interface for the game. 

They also explain how her first encounter with the Focus accomplishes two specific 

 49 See §4.2 Space for a discussion of the use of materials to construct spaces. 
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things: 1) it establishes just how little Aloy has as a motherless outcast in a matriarchal 

society, and 2) it creates a moment of emotional connection to the Old World, which she 

will carry with her on all her explorations into the Old World's ruins (Jayne 2017, sec. 

34:45–37:27). From that point on, everything she sees is filtered through the Focus’s 

enhanced perception and built-in categorization. According to William O. Beeman, 

“Framing is a cognitive contextualization device whereby all rules for behavior, symbols, 

and their interpretation are bounded by a particular activity with its own overall 

structure” (2002, 91). Within just minutes of beginning play, the Focus becomes the 

frame through which both Aloy and the player interact with the gameworld on both the 

procedural and philosophical levels. 

 

Figure 4. Aloy tracking a machine with her Focus. The track appears as inverted 
triangles and hazy holographic representations of the machine extrapolated from its 
tracks. 

 Zero Dawn’s Focus belongs to a class of utilities that are common in RPGs; the 

Pip-Boy wearable computer from the original Fallout game is likely the archetypal 
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example (Bethesda Game Studios 1997). They function as a user interface for the 

procedural layer of a game. Most games make some effort to justify their user interface 

through the use of a Pip-Boy-like tool. While I cannot make claims about the use of Pip-

Boys in other games, I cannot recall seeing another game use their Pip-Boy to justify the 

main character’s philosophical differences from their gameworld contemporaries. It is 

remarkable to me that the Focus has such a dramatic effect on Aloy’s philosophy and 

personal beliefs as her character matures. 

 Activating the scanning function of her Focus gives Aloy valuable information 

about her physical environment, such as the location of nearby resources, the ability to 

track people and machines, and visual analysis of machine opponents in real time. Her 

Focus also serves as a digital archive of all the data that she has gathered throughout her 

life, along with much encyclopedic information already present in the device. 

 In addition to the Focus, Aloy also discovers an override device near the 

beginning of Act II. This device essentially allows Aloy to connect certain machines to 

her Focus’s wireless network and thereby acquire them. By accessing the data cores of 

the cauldrons50 around the map, Aloy can enhance her override ability to include more 

kinds of machines (Davies 2017, 178). She can also spend skill points, an abstract utility 

which represents her overall experience,51 to purchase new skills such as high-powered 

takedowns and the ability to repair acquired machines. These skills allow the player to 

further customize their play style. 

 50 Cauldrons are optional, very difficult elimination and puzzle-solving challenges at various places around 
the gameworld. See §4.2 Space for a more detailed explanation. 51 Players gain experience points for nearly every activity in the game. At certain thresholds, these points 
are converted into skill points. 
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Figure 5. A vantage point viewed through an activated Focus reveals a snapshot of the 
time of the Old Ones. 

The game includes three types of collectible objects: ancient vessels, metal flowers, and 

Banuk figures. A fourth type of collectible, the vantage point, offers several installments 

in the so-called “Apocashitstorm Tour,” a first-person testament of the end of the Metal 

World, (see Figure 5). Though none of the collections must be completed to successfully 
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finish the main story, the ancient vessels, metal flowers, and Banuk figures may all be 

traded to special merchants in Meridian, the capital city of the Carja Sundom, for 

powerful weapon and armor modifications. In addition to their trade value, these 

collections reward the player for exploring, adding depth and flavor to the gameworld 

through environmental storytelling (Carson 2000). 

4.4 Participant Organization 

Participant organization within an event refers to “the people involved in an event, the 

way they interact with each other through time, and how they use the space around them” 

(Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 138). There are several kinds of participants in a game like 

Zero Dawn: the people who designed and programmed the game; the actors whose 

bodies, voices, and likenesses are composited into the gameworld’s populace; and the 

players who interact with the game. Streaming services such as Twitch52 have introduced 

another group of participants for many games: an audience watching gameplay as a 

performance. The participant organization lens is closely tied to the performance features 

lens, since each participant or group of participants has a unique role with unique 

activities associated with them (Schrag and Van Buren 2018). I have chosen to limit the 

scope of my analysis of real participants to the player.53 

 In this section, I also discuss the organization of characters and people groups 

within the gameworld. Characters and their attributes technically fall under the content 

lens but fit most neatly into this section. Additionally, the characters within the game are 

the primary “participants” that the player interacts with through Aloy. There is no 

 52 https://www.twitch.tv/ 53 This choice also restricts the scope of my discussion of performance features to the player. 
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question in the player’s mind that these are constructs, not real people, but they are as real 

as Aloy and play a crucial role in Aloy’s characterization. 

 Zero Dawn is a single-player role-playing game. Unlike in the popular card game 

solitaire, however, the player is not playing as herself. Rather, in order to enter the 

gameworld, she must take on the role of Aloy. The role of the player and her relationship 

to Aloy could be characterized as that of the spect-actor: “A spectator of a new kind: 

spect-actor. I see and I act” (Boal 1995, 72, emphasis added). Because of the nature of 

digital media, the player spect-actor becomes the participant of primary importance to the 

narrative. In the case of games with rich stories, like Zero Dawn, the role of “player” 

encompasses both the gaming and theatrical meanings of the word. All the other players 

are assembled, waiting in the wings for The Player, as Aloy, to arrive. 

 Four factions control the accessible portions of Horizon Zero Dawn’s gameworld: 

the Nora, the Banuk, the Oseram, and the Carja.54 The Carja have dominion over the bulk 

of the accessible gameworld. The Sun-King Avad controls the central and the southern55 

parts of the map under an absolute monarchy called the Sundom (area 2 in Figure 6), and 

the Shadow Carja control a relatively small section along the western edge of the map 

(area 1). 

 54 The Carja are in a civil war because of the acts of Sun-King Jiran in the years leading up to the events of 
the game. Those who remained loyal to Sun-King Jiran after his death fled to the West and became known 
as the Shadow Carja, while the majority of the people accepted Avad as the new Sun-King. Those who 
followed Avad are sometimes referred to as the Sun Carja. 55 There’s some ambiguity about whether or not the map of Zero Dawn is actually oriented in accordance 
with the cardinal directions. For my purposes here, I will refer to the portions of the map as north, south, 
east, and west, understanding that those may be relative rather than absolute terms. 
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Figure 6. The map of Zero Dawn's gameworld.56 1) Shadow Carja, 2) the Carja Sundom, 
3) buffer area or no man's land between Carja and Nora, 4) the Nora Sacred Lands, and 
5) the threshold of the Banuk lands to the northeast. The Oseram's homeland, the Claim, 
lies to the north of Carja territory, and is not accessible by the player. Areas are 
approximate. 

 The Oseram’s homeland lies north of the accessible gameworld, though there is 

an independent Oseram settlement in the northern portion of the map. None of the Banuk 

land is accessible in the base game, but The Frozen Wilds (Guerilla Games, 2017b) 

expansion adds at least the portion of Banuk territory that abuts Nora land (the threshold 

to this expansion is seen as area 5 in Figure 6). The Nora Sacred Lands, so called because 

of their beliefs, make up the bulk of the eastern portion of the map (area 4) with a 

 56 Original unmarked map “Horizon Zero Dawn Map” n.d. on videogamecartography.com. Numeration and 
colorization of particular areas done in photoshop by me. 
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recently abandoned no-man’s-land acting as a buffer space between Nora Sacred Lands 

and the Carja Sundom (area 3). Many of the borders between tribes are not clearly 

demarcated, and I do not attempt to perfectly define them here. 

 Certain lexical and rhetorical features characterize different characters and people 

groups. Elam (1980) describes the use of stylistic coherence to characterize dramatis 

personae: 

A powerful dramatic text will create its own “idiolect,” an overall style 
characterized by recurrent syntactic and rhetorical patterns, lexical iteration 
(repetition and variation of the same words and phrases), dominant illocutionary 
modes, etc. Individual dramatis personae may be distinguished by similar 
patterns—a favorite type of speech act, a characteristic rhetorical figure or group 
of figures, a distinct personal lexicon, etc. (Elam 1980, 183–184) 

Oseram metaphors and expressions are oriented around forge works—fire, metal, and 

inventing. The side quest “A Heap of Trouble” reveals much about the Oseram’s 

values.57 Petra Forgewoman, an Oseram woman and the quest-giver for “A Heap of 

Trouble,” says at the conclusion of the quest, “The saying goes you can only trust 

metal—but my faith was placed well in you. You’re owed, Aloy, machine hunter. I won’t 

forget it” (Guerrilla Games 2017).58 This expression is diametrically opposed to the 

Nora’s religious beliefs, specifically about the Metal Devil.59 Additionally, this apparent 

proverb, “you can only trust metal,” was invented for the Oseram by the creators of Zero 

Dawn. In early conversations with the same character, Petra makes several other proverb-

like comments, which further serve to characterize her opinions and values.60 

 57 This quest is accessible in the open world any time after Episode 2.2 and before beginning Episode 3.5. 
See Table 2. Quests separated into acts and episodes with activities and location type. in § 5.1 Shape 
through Time. 58 This line occurs at 24:21 in a YouTube video walkthrough of the side quest “A Heap of Trouble,” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PKA2wY4EsF4&feature=youtu.be&t=1581. 59 See §4.1 Game Content Overview. 60 Peter Unseth (2011) discusses the use of invented proverbs in fiction. 
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 Nora conceptions of space are inextricable from their conceptions of purity and 

corruption. The Nora’s conceptions of space operate along two axes: sacred vs. corrupt, 

and physical distance from All-Mother Mountain, the home of their deity. All of the land 

surrounding All-Mother Mountain, where the Nora have built their settlements, are called 

the Sacred Lands. The Sacred Lands are also referred to as “The (All-Mother’s) 

Embrace,” and Nora settlements are named in reference to All-Mother—for example, 

Mother’s Heart, Mother’s Cradle, Mother’s Crown. 

 Proximity to All-Mother, however, does not override the inherent corruption of 

Metal World ruins, the name for the ruins of twenty-first-century structures. In addition 

to the Metal World’s spaces, all outsiders are considered somewhat corrupted and are 

seldom permitted within the Nora Sacred Lands. Corruption is something which happens 

through contact and is involuntary on the part of the corrupted person if they enter certain 

spaces without a blessing from the goddess. Becoming corrupted or polluted via contact 

with a corrupted space is justification enough for permanent exile from the tribe (Davies 

2017). Outcasts are not required to leave the Sacred Lands, but by Nora law, no one in 

good standing with the tribe may speak to an outcast, and outcasts are not permitted to 

enter any Nora tribal settlements. Since the beginning of the Derangement of the 

machines, outcast status is an increasingly dangerous punishment, possibly a death 

sentence. 

 Because of the circumstances surrounding Aloy’s birth, she grows up outcast 

from the tribe. She and her foster-father, Rost, are not even informed of the 

circumstances that resulted in her outcast status. The lack of explanation for casting her 

out, Aloy’s resulting isolation, and her discovery of the Focus device result in the 
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philosophy Aloy exhibits as a young woman. Aloy’s rejection of Nora beliefs is 

foundational to her character and to the narrative as a whole, as the secrets she learns are 

incompatible with the Nora worldview. 

4.5 Performance Features 

Broadly, the performance features lens answers these questions: What do participants do? 

In what manner do participants perform actions? How do participants’ actions interact 

with the actions of others (Schrag and Van Buren 2018, 144)? Dozens of individuals 

worked on creating this video game (Davies 2017, 192), participants all. The character of 

Aloy was realized through the combination of several actors: one supplied her voice, 

another her face, and several more physically embodied her through the use of motion 

capture; Aloy’s 3D model was mapped onto the real human movement of motion-capture 

stunt actors (van der Haak 2017, sec. 33:41–38:34). The use of real human bodies to 

create composite in-game simulacra for each of the characters gives the player a stunning 

sense of realism, however, the people involved in the creation of the game are not the 

only performers. The player arguably has the most salient role in bringing all of these 

simulacra to life through her interaction with the game. 

 Richard Schechner, founder of the discipline of performance studies, says, 

“Performance is an especially potent and heightened means of taking the role of the other 

and of looking back at oneself from that perspective” (Schechner 1992b, 48). As the 

player enacts the role of Aloy, both through the main story and in the rest of the 

gameworld, the player is able to look back at her choices from Aloy’s perspective.61 Any 

 61 Though it is not within the scope of my research to examine how often and to what extent players make 
use of this additional paradigm for self-reflection, I hope to add to the groundwork for analyses which do 
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interpretation of the game’s story will initially happen through the player’s lived 

experience of Aloy’s life. 

 Clara Fernández-Vara recommends examining the “verbs” available to the player 

as a helpful starting point (2019, 107–9). In order to discover these actions, to get a true 

sense of the rhythms and gameplay loops of Zero Dawn, I had to become the participant. 

Deidre Sklar, an ethnographer in dance studies, reminds her readers of the necessity for 

the researcher to engage physically in the study of embodied knowledge: 

While it has been traditional practice to erase the researcher’s body from the 
ethnographic text, “subjective” bodily engagement is tacit in the process of trying 
to make sense of another’s somatic knowledge. There is no other way to approach 
the felt dimensions of movement experience than through the researcher’s own 
body. One’s body can be transformed by the experience. (Sklar 2000, 71) 

Only by living the experience and learning the embodied knowledge of play can I begin 

to understand Zero Dawn’s performance features.62 

 Many actions are available to the player; those in bold are actions that the player 

performs in the course of the game but do not correlate to a specific command made 

available by the game. Possible actions include:63 accept quest, activate Focus, aim 

weapon, assign weapon, burn, buy, climb, close menu, complete quest, concentrate, 

corrupt, craft, create new game, create task, crouch, deactivate Focus, die†,64  discover, 

 
analyze the impact of roleplay on an individual’s ethics. See Sicart 2010; Seraphine 2018; Formosa, Ryan, 
and Staines 2016; Ryan, Formosa, and Tulloch 2019; Staines, Formosa, and Ryan 2019. 62 Obviously my experience of the game has been influenced by my individual life experiences, and 
someone else playing may come away with a different interpretation. Almost all of the actions in the 
following paragraph, however, are common to all players who have completed the main questline since 
these actions must be performed in the course of play. 63 I have tried to make this list comprehensive, though I may have missed some of the actions that players 
are able to perform. 64 †The three actions die, gain experience, and level up are largely involuntary. The player can engage in 
other actions which cause those each of those three things to occur as consequences (such as jumping off a 
cliff for dying) but cannot perform the actions directly. I have retained them in this list of actions, however, 
as they are all significant procedurally. 
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dodge, draw weapon, drink potion, eliminate, equip weapons/armor, examine, explore, 

fast travel, fire weapon, follow, free prisoner, freeze, gain experience†, gather, harvest, 

heal, heavy attack, help NPC, hide, highlight, hunt, interact, jog, jump, level up†, light 

attack, load game, look, loot, lure, mark, modify weapons/armor, mount, nock arrow, 

observe, open box, open menu, override, place trap, pick up heavy weapon, race, rappel 

down, repair, rotate wheel, run, save game, scan data point, scan enemy, search, select 

quest, sell, shock, solve, spend skill points, stow weapon, submerge, swim, take 

screenshot, talk with, tie down, track, trade, upgrade satchel, view data point library, view 

map, walk, and watch hologram. This list can be divided into categories, as shown in 

Table 1. 

 First, I make a distinction between actions performed within the player menu and 

those carried out in interaction with the gameworld; for instance, equipping weapons and 

armor occurs only within the menu, but attacking a machine occurs only in direct 

interaction with the gameworld. The first kind of action has been placed into the first 

column, menu actions, and the latter sort of action I have labeled interaction. It is the 

interaction actions which involve game-specific embodied knowledge. 

 Some interactions can be further separated into four categories: movement, 

actions performed with the Focus, combat, and acquisition. Two movement actions, 

dodge and hide, are shared between the combat category and the movement category, 

denoted with a single asterisk in Table 1. Actions separated into categories Two actions, 

mark and scan enemy, are shared between the combat category and the Focus category; 

these are marked with two asterisks. And one action, hunt, is shared between the combat 

and the acquisition category, denoted with three asterisks.  
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Table 1. Actions separated into categories.  
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 The Focus actions allow the player to interact with the gameworld at the abstract 

level. Friendly humans appear in blue, and hostile humans appear in orange.65 The Focus 

also allows the player to see the components of machines; this allows the player to make 

more informed decisions about combat and reveals acquirable components on machines. 

 These actions feed into one another: Focus actions improve combat; successful 

combat yields better loot drops, enhancing player equipment; in turn, better equipment 

allows the player to have better success in combat, explore more of the world, and 

discover secrets more freely. This cycle is shown in Figure 7 below. While this cycle 

underlies the actions the player can take, the actions provide an incomplete picture in 

isolation. This cycle can only show us the what of player performance features; it cannot 

explain the why. 

 

Figure 7. Core Game Loop 

 65 No in-game explanation is given for how the Focus “decides” whether a particular human NPC is 
friendly or hostile. To my knowledge, there is never a situation where the status of a human NPC changes 
according to the Focus. Even Olin appears blue (friendly) through the Focus when you track him down 
after he betrays you. 

COMBAT
ACQUISITION

MOVEMENT
FOCUS
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4.6 The First Four Lenses through Schut’s (2010) Layers 

What do the first four of Schrag and Van Buren’s seven lenses communicate in 

relationship to Schut’s levels of communication in games? Let’s examine what each lens 

shows us by summarizing the information communicated at each level and how each 

level’s communications interact with each other. 

 The game communicates slightly different things about Zero Dawn’s gameworld 

spaces at each level. At the sign level, the game’s spaces are filled with flora and fauna, 

interesting topographical details, and human settlements characterized by varying levels 

of technology and aesthetic design. At the narrative level, the environments suggest the 

story of a post-post-apocalyptic world: the skeletons of long-weathered skyscrapers 

reclaimed by plant, animal, and machine life. At the worlds and procedural levels, the 

spaces of the game are divided according to the actions that can be completed there. No 

player will venture into a cauldron expecting to find a merchant to trade with, just as no 

player will go into a protected city to farm66 machine parts. Thus, the spaces of the game, 

characterized by multitudes of individual signs, enrich the world of the story and provide 

adequate stages for the player to enact permitted performance features. 

 The materials in the game communicate complementary things at each level. At 

the sign level, the overall visual design of materials, both interactive and non-interactive, 

effectively characterizes the technological level of each tribe. The Carja have silks; the 

Nora have leather; and the Oseram have forged metals. At the narrative level, Aloy’s 

stock of utilities, beginning with the Focus, justify her personal philosophy and allow her 

 66 Farm (v): the act of repetitively collecting a particular resource, often done near spawn points of certain 
enemies or materials. 
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to progress through the story in sequence. At the worlds and abstract levels, like with 

game spaces, the materials with which the player can interact revolve around discovery, 

acquisition, and elimination. 

 The organization of the game’s participants communicates to the player, too. The 

game distinguishes between the player character and all NPCs. Further, at the narrative 

level, the NPCs of the game are separated by tribe, role in society, and the level to which 

the player can interact with them: main characters, supporting characters, antagonists, 

props. The writers leaned heavily on the use of language to characterize NPCs as 

members of different tribes. The Focus reveals NPCs at their most abstract: friendly or 

hostile; quest-giver, merchant, prisoner, or bystander. As for the organization of the 

machines, each machine type spawns67 only in certain areas of the gameworld, and 

machines do not travel freely. Once again, the procedural layer’s information underpins 

the interpretation of all other layers. 

 Performance features also communicate complementary information at each level 

of communication. At the sign level, each action corresponds to a button press. There’s a 

1:1 perception of player’s action to Aloy’s action: when I press certain buttons, she 

jumps, crouches, or fires her weapon (Schut 2013, 23–24). At the narrative level, actions 

such as acquire, die, discover, eliminate, help NPC, observe, race, and solve emerge in 

the course of completing story actions. As the player takes on the role of spect-actor, who 

both sees and acts, the narrative gives context to the player’s actions (Boal 1995, 13 & 

 67 “Spawning” is the gaming term for the loading in of a game object in a certain location. These locations 
are known as spawn points—fixed locations within the gameworld where (typically) enemy NPCs are 
loaded into the game. These are particularly helpful to know if a player wants to harvest a material which is 
only dropped by a certain NPC type. The player can wait at the spawn point, eliminate all the NPCs that 
spawned there, and wait a short interval for more to respawn. Respawn points are locations within the 
gameworld at which the player character will respawn after dying. 
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72). When done coherently, the narrative offers the why of the player’s actions that 

motivates and justifies the what of the player’s actions, creating ludonarrative harmony. 

When the procedural layer—the rules of the game—and the narrative are at odds with 

one another, ludonarrative dissonance occurs (Hocking 2009).68 

 The overall communications of the game through the first four lenses at the sign 

and narrative levels describe a world filled with humans, machines, flora, and fauna. The 

humans are organized into tribes at various states of technological capability, each 

possessing their own lands and culture. In the historical past, the world underwent some 

sort of apocalyptic event, leaving ruins and enigmatic technology behind without obvious 

explanation. Aloy is a skilled huntress, preparing herself to seek out answers to questions 

about her identity and the history of her world. 

 Importantly, the semiotic layer describes a world that is a plausible future Earth. 

The answers to metaphysical questions, then, such as “what is real?” ought to have the 

same answers as the same questions asked about the real world. The answer to what is 

real does not include anything supernatural—all things believed to be supernatural have 

material explanations as Aloy digs into them. The player experiences this firsthand as she 

explores the gameworld with Aloy. Nothing experienced by Aloy or seen by the player 

exists outside of material experience. While absence does not prove non-existence, it 

certainly points toward the same conclusion that Norman comes to: that without evidence 

or necessity, there is no reason to believe in the supernatural (Norman 2012). 

 The procedural layer of the game through the same lenses communicates a 

somewhat different picture. Seen primarily through Aloy's capabilities as a huntress, the 

 68 See §5.3 Underlying Symbolic Structures for further discussion on ludo-narrative dissonance in Zero 
Dawn. 
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spaces of the world are filled with things and NPCs to be acquired or eliminated. The 

type of place correlates to what can be done there. All human and machine NPCs are 

divided according to whether or not they can be used to acquire something or can be 

eliminated. From a procedural standpoint, the vast majority of human NPCs have no 

function; they cannot be eliminated or acquired, and they offer the player no means of 

elimination or acquisition. At this point, only Aloy's identity as a huntress bridges the gap 

between the procedural layer and the other layers. The game mechanics are not an end in 

themselves; though players could spend hours avoiding any of the narrative elements of 

the game, cooperative play and the reflective agent require full engagement with Aloy’s 

story and the secrets of the Old World she uncovers (van Vught 2016; van Vught and 

Glas 2017; Sicart 2010). 

 As with the semiotic layer, the procedural layer of communication addresses 

philosophical questions: What is real? What is humanity? What is good? How can 

anything be known? (Kreeft 2010). From a procedural perspective, those things with 

which Aloy can interact are most real. Other materials might be real, but she cannot 

interact with them, so they may as well not be real. Humans are either friendly or hostile. 

Friendlies can be acquired from but not eliminated, while hostiles should be eliminated 

and then acquired from. Procedurally, there is no method for judicially placing humans 

into either category, but their alignment is pre-determined as part of the gameworld’s 

reality. The only ethical evaluation springs from procedural function: which activities are 

allowed to be performed in relation to particular NPCs (see Table 1) determines what is 

ethical—for example, if an action is permissible, then it is necessarily ethical. 
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 Having examined the skin of the game—the signs—and the skeleton of the 

game—the procedural structure—in the next chapter I turn my attention to the narrative 

structure and the game’s content, and how they bring the game to life.
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Chapter 5: Putting Meat on the Bones—Narrative Content 

Underneath all performative genres—or, better, permeating all performative behavior— 

is play. . . . What human rigidity proposes as law, settled opinion, and fixed tradition, play 

undermines, transforms, and re-creates. Play is a manifold and subversive set of strategies, 

including trickery, parody, satire, and irony, that confers ontological status to lying. 

In the state of fecund deception humans invent unreal (as yet uncreated) worlds. 

Performance is the way these worlds take concrete shape in time and space, 

expressed as gestures, dances, words, masks, music, and narratives. 

(Schechner 1992a, 279) 

Schechner (1992a) asserts that at the heart of all performative behavior is play: entering 

an imaginary place in which what is unreal (a lie) becomes true and representative of that 

which is ultimately true. Writing in the same book, Bauman (1992a) says that rather than 

merely mirroring life, performance allows the audience to critically examine life—their 

own culture, society, and selves. With regard to both function and content, performance 

invites engagement with life (Bauman 1992a, 44). Horizon Zero Dawn proposes a future 

Earth, populated with humans who have almost no knowledge of the twenty-first century. 

This as-yet-unreal future presents an opportunity to consider what is and what could be, 

to evaluate if those possibilities are good or bad (or neither), to contemplate a possible 

trajectory of human history if technology and climate change progress as that world 

proposes. 

  In the following sections, I look at the last three of Schrag and Van Buren’s 

lenses—shape through time, content, and underlying symbolic structures. The shape 
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through time lens examines the chronological organization of events; this is covered in 

§5.1 Shape through Time. In §5.2 Content, I cover the remaining salient details of the 

narrative dimension of the game. These two sections together comprise my discussion of 

Schut’s (2010) narrative layer of communication. The final lens is discussed in §5.3 

Underlying Symbolic Structures. This lens brings into focus the structures and ideologies 

that underpin the findings of the six other lenses. I also discuss the interaction between 

Schut’s (2010) levels of communication—sign, narrative, and worlds (including the 

procedural elements of the game)—and how each level of communication affects the 

interpretation of the others. 

5.1 Shape through Time 

Schrag and Van Buren’s shape through time lens analyzes how an event, instantiation, or 

story proceeds within its timeframe: “shape of an event refers to its segments, organized 

hierarchically” (2018, 142). Narratively, it can be thought of as the order in which a story 

is told. Elam (1980) describes four kinds of time within drama: 

1. Perpetual present—discourse time. On the stage, it is always now. 

2.  Plot time—the order in which things are revealed. 

3. Chronological time—the actual order of events. 

4. Historical time—the in-world historical context against which the events of the 

story take place. (1980, 123) 

All four kinds of time are important in Zero Dawn, and they are not concurrent. The 

player lives in the perpetual present, in discourse time. Anytime she enters the 

gameworld as Aloy, the player’s actions are always in the present. She can choose to 

advance the plot time any time she likes by pursuing the next part of the main quest. She 
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can choose to pursue side quests (missions and shorter narratives) in any order she likes, 

which she can then choose to complete or to abandon half-completed to pursue another 

quest or return to the main plot. She may even choose to ignore any of the structured 

plots (quests) entirely, instead spending her time exploring the spaces in the gameworld 

and engaging with what she finds. 

 The plot time of Zero Dawn jumbles the chronology of the gameworld’s historical 

events. Many important chronological events happen off-screen. The results of these 

events are readily apparent—the Derangement of the machines, the Proving Massacre, 

and so forth—but the causal events themselves are only revealed out of chronological 

order. It is this slow reveal of information that results in what Greg Costikyan calls 

narrative anticipation: the suspenseful tease of discovering what will happen next (2013, 

94–98). The historical time of Zero Dawn’s gameworld is also deeply relevant to the 

narrative arc: the events of the historical past are intimately tied to Aloy’s present and the 

gameworld’s impending future. 

 In my analysis, the highest-level organization divides Zero Dawn’s plot time into 

four acts, and each of those acts can be further divided into episodes which do not quite 

align with the game’s internal quest divisions: 

1. Act I—Call to Adventure. The player learns the basic patterns of gameplay and 

becomes familiar with the setting and the main character. The player is restricted 

to a subsection of the gameworld with low difficulty. The inciting incident 

prompts Aloy to leave the Embrace and seek answers elsewhere.69 

 69 After completing the main quest, players may create games which exclude the first two episodes. 
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2. Act II—Trials. The player has access to the entirety of the gameworld and is 

restricted only by her own skill. The player can play through the main storyline, 

interrupting it at will to investigate anything on the map. The final episode of this 

act reveals the primary antagonist. 

3. Act III—Ordeal. The gameworld is changed irrevocably and the final secrets of 

the Old Ones and Aloy’s origins are revealed. This is the first act in which Sylens 

interacts with Aloy in person. This act culminates in Aloy’s final confrontation 

against the primary antagonist. 

4. Act IV—Conclusion (which consists of cutscenes). The player and Aloy finally 

find what Aloy has been seeking. The final scene sets a plot hook for the sequel. 

These four acts encompass the dramatic arc for the overall story.70 The Call to Adventure 

stage introduces the setting and the inciting incident. I have borrowed the terms call to 

adventure, trials, and ordeal from Carlquist (2003), who adapted Vogler’s (1998) twelve 

stages of the hero’s journey for video game analysis. Vogler (1998), quoted by Carlquist 

(2003), describes thus the “test, allies, and enemies” stage (what I have called Act II—

Trials): “The hero has to solve puzzles, and defeat different kinds of enemies” (Vogler 

1998, 19, in Carlquist 2003, 28). The bulk of the game’s main plot falls into Act II, 

narratively comprising the rising action, and involves solving puzzles, defeating different 

kinds of enemies, and passing difficult tests. The ordeal is so called because “here the 

hero must confront the ultimate challenge” (Carlquist 2003, 29). Act III—Ordeal brings 

the conflict to a climax followed by a cathartic conclusion. At the boundary mark 

 70 The narrative of Zero Dawn could also be analyzed according to other paradigms or more completely in 
accordance with Vogler’s (1998) twelve stages of the hero’s journey; however, I believe my set of divisions 
best takes into account the placement of race activities. 
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between each of the acts is a short, intense, difficult trial bounded by time—a race against 

a foe or against time. 

 Gameplay is organized into quests. Zero Dawn features a variety of quest types: 

main quests, side quests, errands, and various other quests related to particular location 

types. These quests are tracked by the heads-up display (HUD),71 which allows the player 

to keep track of her next goal. Most quests are a complete episode, with their own 

dramatic arcs: the quest-giver provides the introductory information; Aloy pursues the 

quest in a series of tasks which build dramatic tension; she identifies the ultimate purpose 

of the quest and accomplishes it. For most side quests and errands, she typically returns 

to the quest-giver in order to reach the conclusion and receive a reward. The reward for 

accomplishing a quest may be a powerful item or a new skill. Quests typically begin with 

simple tasks and the difficulty and conflict increase until the climax of the quest has been 

accomplished. At the conclusion of each quest, the overall dramatic conflict has risen 

only slightly, but the player has acquired or achieved something that allows her to 

accomplish more difficult quests. In addition to the main story, Act II contains two three-

episode stories, 2.5 and 2.8 (See Table 2 below regarding all acts and episodes). Episode 

2.5 must be completed before 2.11, and Episode 2.8 must be completed before 3.5. This 

order is required because permanent changes are made to the gameworld in Episodes 2.8 

and 2.11. 

 71 All of the information useful to the player displayed in an inobtrusive manner (in a well-designed HUD) 
around the periphery of the screen. Game settings often include an option to disable the HUD at the 
player’s preference. In Zero Dawn, the HUD includes: a compass at the top of the screen with points of 
interest appearing as the player navigates; the player’s health, healing pouch, and experience bars; Aloy’s 
equipped weapon and current type and quantity of ammunition; the current quest title and immediate action 
step; and which quick action is currently selected. While the information displayed leverages iconicity, 
interpretation of the HUD requires some prior knowledge. 
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 From a procedural standpoint, each episode centers on a few key activities: 

acquire, eliminate, solve, and discover. The climax of each act is marked by a high-stress 

activity: one restricted in both real time and in location within the gameworld. I have 

described this activity as a race, as shown in Table 2. 

 The narrative of Zero Dawn could also be analyzed according to Joseph 

Campbell’s monomyth in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (J. Campbell 2004). While 

Campbell’s characterization of the hero of legend centers around a Freudian 

interpretation of the male psyche, Aloy’s journey, nevertheless, fits many of the 

characteristics of the hero’s journey described by Campbell (2004). Her mysterious birth 

is perceived as supernatural and sets her apart from others (2004, 275–290). The 

advantage of the Focus gives her the appearance of supernatural prescience that others 

do not understand (2004, 294–308). She acts in accordance with the warrior archetype 

(2004, 309–315): slaying the primary antagonist during the long, final conflict of Act III. 

And, somewhat surprisingly, in accordance with the saintly archetype (2004, 327–329): 

spurning the Nora’s ideologies and any romantic advances she receives throughout the 

game. 
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Table 2. Quests separated into acts and episodes with activities and location type. 

Act Episode Quest Central activities Location type 
Act I 1.1 A Gift from the Past acquire, solve ruin 

1.2 Lessons of the Wild acquire, eliminate course 
1.3 The Point of the Spear discover, eliminate open world
1.4 Mother's Heart discover, acquire settlement
1.5 The Proving eliminate, acquire, 

race
course 

Act II 2.1 eliminate, acquire course 
2.2 The Womb of the 

Mountain 
acquire, discover ruin 

2.3 eliminate, acquire open world
2.4 A Seeker at the Gates discover, eliminate open world

2.5A The War-Chief's Trail discover open world
2.5B eliminate, discover camp 
2.5C Revenge of the Nora eliminate camp 

2.6 The City of the Sun discover settlement
2.7 eliminate, discover open world

2.8A The Field of the Fallen discover, eliminate open world
2.8B Into the Borderlands discover, eliminate, 

acquire
settlement 

2.8C The Sun Shall Fall discover, eliminate settlement
2.9 Maker's End eliminate, discover ruin 

2.10 The Grave Hoard discover, solve, 
eliminate

ruin 

2.11 To Curse the Darkness discover, eliminate, 
race

course 

Act III 3.1 Deep Secrets of the 
Earth

discover, eliminate, 
solve

ruin 

3.2 The Terror of the Sun solve, acquire, 
eliminate

settlement 

3.3 The Heart of the Nora eliminate, discover open world
3.4 The Mountain That Fell eliminate, discover, 

acquire
ruin 

3.5 The Looming Shadow prepare settlement
3.6 The Face of Extinction eliminate, race course 

Act IV 4.1 End Scenes and After-
Credits Stinger

discover N/A 

  

 The events of Act I coincide with the call to adventure (2004, 45–54) and the 

refusal of the call (2004, 54–63): Rost instructs her to use her strength to care for the 

Nora tribe, and she is indignant at being asked to assist her oppressors in any way. Act II 
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begins with the bestowal of a supernatural aid (2004, 63–71) on Aloy by the Matriarch 

Teersa, though Aloy’s only interest in the Seeker Blessing is the cultural permission it 

gives her to come and go without becoming outcast yet again. This is quickly followed by 

Aloy passing over the first threshold (2004, 71–82), where she encounters a new type of 

machine, the corruptor. Eliminating it allows her to acquire the override device, opening 

a whole new world of machine acquisition to her (2004, 83–88). The next stage of her 

journey, the Road of Trials (2004, 89–100), is the longest of the game, stretching from 

Episode 2.5 to 3.4. “The ordeal is a deepening of the problem of the first threshold” 

(2004, 100); the farther Aloy travels in search of answers, the deeper she must delve into 

the secrets of the past. In Episode 3.5, she has the meeting with the “goddess” (2004, 

100–110) in All-Mother Mountain, where she finally uncovers her origins and becomes 

galvanized in her purpose. 

 This is where Aloy’s adherence to Campbell’s monomyth breaks down. Aloy 

undergoes no temptation (2004, 111–116) between her meeting with the goddess and her 

confrontation of the final battle. There is no father god with whom she emotionally 

makes peace (2004, 116–137); there is only an objectively evil agent, working against the 

good of all, whom only Aloy can vanquish. Characterization of the inversion of gender 

roles that Aloy offers as a heroine of myth is a fascinating topic for further research but 

falls outside the scope of this thesis. 

5.2 Content 

According to Schrag and Van Buren, “content refers to the subject matter in artistic 

activity,” in which “we describe the characters’ identities and their character traits; the 

location and time of the story; the events of the story; the emotions conveyed by the 
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story; and the main ideas conveyed by the performance” (2018, 148). Many of these 

things are discussed in the previous sections, such as the location and time of the story, 

and the generalized, spoiler-free overview of the events of the story. 

 Yet to be discussed are the characters’ identities and traits, the emotions 

conveyed, and the main ideas presented to the audience. Dozens of named NPCs exist 

within the gameworld of Zero Dawn, so I limit my discussion of characters and their 

traits to Aloy and the other characters who reveal more about her by comparison. The 

emotions the game’s narrative conveys are, to an extent, open to interpretation, so I 

describe what emotions the characters appear to express through facial expression and 

dialogue.72 The main ideas, again, are open to interpretation, so I describe a few of the 

themes with the understanding that the complexity of the narrative lends itself to a 

multiplicity of themes and interpretations. 

5.2.1 Character Identities and Traits: Aloy 

 Aloy is a heroine. She is portrayed as ethical and meritorious: willing to serve 

others, compassionate, loyal, strong-willed, curious, clever, insightful, strong, and 

skillful. She overcomes debilitating beginnings, rises to meet difficult challenges, and 

acts for the good of others, even those who unjustly hurt her. Her personal philosophy is 

unique among the characters the audience gets to know, most closely resembling secular 

humanism. 

 A lot of thought was given to developing Aloy’s personal philosophy (Davies 

2017, 19). I characterize her philosophy primarily as secular humanism. Though familiar 

 72 The dialogue of Zero Dawn is fully voice acted. Facial expressions and body language were motion 
captured from actors. Together, these factors result in very life-like characters. 
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and unobtrusive from the average Western player’s point of view, Aloy’s philosophy is at 

odds with the monotheistic culture in which she is raised. “The Nora have formed their 

own beliefs regarding the fate of the world and how the machines came to be. Aloy’s 

sharp insight and rational mind, compounded with her outsider status, often pulls her into 

conflict with those who hold such beliefs” (Davies 2017, 19; emphasis added). Aloy 

makes these foundational assumptions about the world: 

 The world is ordered in such a way that things can be made sense of. 

 Extra-material explanations need not be invoked to explain the unknown or 

poorly understood, especially without evidence. 

 Laws should be just—Aloy appears to evaluate justice according to a utilitarian or 

consequentialist schema. 

 As much as they are able, people should act for the good of themselves and for 

the good of others. 

 Learning and discovery are generally good. 

 A sense of awe and wonder is a good thing which drives humans to discover and 

learn. 

 Aloy’s outcast status feeds the development of her philosophy, particularly her 

rejection of Nora beliefs in two key areas: rejection of Nora law on the basis of injustice, 

and rejection of Nora theological claims about All-Mother and the corruption of the 

Metal World. 

  Aloy is outcast from birth without explanation. Rost, her foster-father, is also 

given no explanation; only the Matriarchs who exiled her know why she was outcast. 

Aloy’s rejection of Nora enculturation becomes evident initially in her anger at being 
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outcast. Psychological research has demonstrated that the primary response to perceived 

injustice is anger (Mikula, Scherer, and Athenstaedt 1998). Unlike other Nora outcasts, 

Aloy has no explanation for her segregation, and despite Rost’s kind but firm parenting, 

Aloy does not come to see Nora tribal law as worthy of being followed. Instead, she sees 

multiple instances of Nora law cruelly enacting what she sees as injustice: 

 Her own outcast status without any explanation or justification. 

 A young man rebuked for speaking to her to thank her immediately after she 

saves his life. 

 A young man suffering from mental illness is cast out, and no one helps his sister 

locate him, assuming that he has been killed by machines. 

 The consequence of being outcast merely for entering a Metal World ruin. 

 Rost’s insistence that Aloy keep the law by shunning him when she returns to the 

tribe at the Proving. 

Together, these instances show Aloy that Nora law is unjust and the consequences of 

keeping the law are not morally good. Her evaluation aligns with the secular humanist 

principles about justice and morality that Norman discusses (2012, 102–112). After 

rebutting the need for a divinity to define moral action, Norman proposes utilitarianism 

(with some added conditions) as an appropriate foundation for morality and ethics. “The 

utilitarian approach requires us to do as much as we can to promote the greatest 

happiness and to eliminate suffering” (Norman 2012, 104; emphasis in original). Aloy 

appears to use this as the primary evaluative principle for moral behavior, even for those 

who have acted unjustly toward her. She acts out of compassion, curiosity, and her sense 

of justice. Aloy perceives Nora laws as unjust resulting in unjust consequences. 
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 In addition to the failure of Nora laws to enact justice, Aloy sees a failure of the 

Nora worldview to accurately predict reality. David Huron, in Sweet Anticipation: Music 

and the Psychology of Expectation, explains the importance of predictive expectation and 

the theory of Neural Darwinism. According to Huron, humans are biologically wired to 

retain the psychological organizational systems that most efficiently reduce surprise and 

accurately predict the future. In other words, we are biologically wired to keep those 

mental and physiological models that produce expectations about future events that most 

closely match reality, and to purge models that do not (Huron 2006, 107–110). The 

Nora’s beliefs about the Metal World predict that anything Aloy could find in a ruin from 

the Metal World will necessarily lead to greed and moral corruption. What Aloy actually 

finds through the Focus is emotional connection—a human need that Nora laws deprived 

her of satisfying—and an invaluable tool, which is able to accurately represent her 

material reality and produce accurate predictive expectations. 

 When Aloy is very young, only six years old, she falls into a ruin of the Metal 

World, remnants of the mostly destroyed twenty-first-century civilization. The Nora 

consider such places to be unclean, “tainted” by the corruption of machine worship. 

While in that space, Aloy makes the comment, “Rost said never to go into places like 

this, but I have to find a way out.” This acknowledges that she is aware of that Nora 

belief (providing some helpful context to the player), and that she is rejecting it in favor 

of meeting her practical needs. While down in that ruin, her behavior and attitude 

exemplify curiosity, resourcefulness, and courage. It is here that she discovers the Focus. 

 The Focus at first glance appears to be nothing more than a clever plot device 

justifying the existence of the game’s user interface (Jayne 2017), but it also becomes the 
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justification for Aloy’s worldview and the means by which she accesses hidden 

knowledge throughout the world. Not only does it give her insight into the workings of 

the machines, but the Focus also stores vast amounts of data both from her present and 

from the twenty-first century. While it is a possible conclusion that she develops the 

viewpoint of humanism from the ideologies contained within the information stored on 

her Focus, the implication is that knowing more accurate information about the world 

naturally resulted in the development of secular humanism. 

 At one point in Act I, Aloy and Rost are speaking about an elderly outcast, Grata, 

who thanks All-Mother for the aid that Aloy gives her: 

ALOY: I got Odd Grata her rabbits. For which she thanked All-Mother, of course. 

ROST: It was All-Mother working through you to bring her the rabbits. 

ALOY: You always say that, but I was there, and I hunted alone. 

ROST: And you always say that, and so make yourself alone. 

Aloy’s responses demonstrate a rejection of Nora beliefs on the foundation of her own 

experiences. As the player completing the errand to gather rabbit meat for Odd Grata, I 

didn’t see any sign of the All-Mother deity either.73 This experiential evidence feels 

particularly valid since Aloy is able to see hidden things that others typically cannot 

through the use of her Focus. For all the richness of the gameworld, the level of detail to 

which the developers created Zero Dawn, its completeness and complexity, there is no 

evidence of the supernatural. Instead, as the narrative progresses, Aloy discovers the 

 73 Perhaps an argument could be made from Rost’s characterization of All-Mother “working through you to 
bring her the rabbits,” that the player is All-Mother, but that interpretation doesn’t align with any of the 
lore surrounding All-Mother. 



82 
 

 

material reality behind the idea of All-Mother that had been warped by the human 

tendency to spiritualize that which is not understood. 

 In addition to metaphysical differences, Aloy demonstrates ethical differences: 

many side quests available within the Nora Sacred Lands are of service to non-outcast 

members of the Nora tribe. She disregards Nora law and her outcast status as a valid 

obstacle to prevent her from helping those in need: 

ALOY: Who are you calling out for? Do you need help? 

OLARA: I have nothing against outcasts, far from it. But I shouldn’t talk to you. I 
don't want to get in trouble. 

ALOY: I don't see anyone else around to help. 

OLARA: I guess you're right. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be callous. My brother 
was cast out, but his sentence has ended. He should've come home, but he didn't. 
His camp was covered in blood! 

Aloy prioritizes doing what she sees as right over Nora laws, inviting Olara to do the 

same. Olara’s brother needs help, and Aloy makes the argument that Olara’s refusing 

Aloy’s help simply because she is an outcast is counterproductive, demonstrating Aloy’s 

clear disregard for Nora law.  

 Aloy’s constant comments to herself are a means of characterization and narrative 

hand-holding, guiding the player toward the conclusions and further questions Aloy 

considers throughout the game. Only in the first encounter with the Metal World, the 

same event where she finds her Focus, does she make any kind of reference to the 

prohibition. Her reference functions to characterize the Nora more than it does to 

characterize Aloy, and the complete absence of the prohibition in her commentary shows 

her disregard of it. 
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 Another quest, available only after Act I (when Aloy is no longer outcast), 

involves aiding some Nora cornered in a Metal World ruin by a dangerous machine. 

After Aloy rescues the two braves, they petition her not to tell anyone that they had 

entered the ruin because of the possible consequences; she agrees so that they will not 

suffer the consequences of breaking Nora law. 

 Nora beliefs don’t align with Aloy’s (and the player’s) experiences; Nora laws 

don’t match her intuitive sense of justice (as characterized by both dialogue and playable 

actions); and her requests for explanations go unsatisfied. What starts as an emotional 

rejection of the consequences of Nora beliefs becomes a multifaceted, coherent, 

philosophical, and rational objection as the manifold information revealed by her Focus 

itself becomes Aloy’s teacher and an anchor point for her philosophy as she grows. 

5.2.2 Character Identities and Traits: Player Foils 

In literature, a foil is “a character who is presented as a contrast to a second character so 

as to point to or show to advantage some aspect of the second character” (“Foil” 2016). 

The narrative presents several foils for Aloy, both in character and philosophy. 

Interestingly, each of the three characters I examine could have been the player 

character—their viewpoint could have been the lens through which the overall story was 

told. Olin, Nil, and Sylens each offers a unique foil for Aloy; each bears similarities to 

Aloy, but it is their differences that demonstrate best who she is. Her character, as the 

protagonist, defines how the story is told and interpreted. 

 Olin, an Oseram delver, becomes innocently involved with the acolytes of the 

primary antagonist, taking on jobs with them as a scrounger for hire. When he discovers 

activities that he finds morally repugnant, they kidnap his wife and child, coercing him to 
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continue working for them. Like Aloy, Olin wears a Focus device. Instead of rising above 

adversity to rescue his wife and son, he complies with the acolytes’ demands—and 

becomes instrumental in precipitating the Proving Massacre. His cowardice, while 

understandable, puts him in stark contrast with Aloy, whose curiosity, courage, and 

determination drive her to action. 

 Nil is a character Aloy encounters outside most bandit camps around the 

gameworld. A reluctantly retired soldier after the ending of the intertribal wars, he found 

that he had developed a taste for killing. In order to satiate his desire in a way that will 

not incur the ire of any government, he limits his killing to bandits, calling it a public 

service to dispose of harmful individuals whom no one will miss. Aloy is disgusted by his 

taste for violence, believing it is wrong for him to find pleasure in taking human life. Nil 

provides an interesting foil for Aloy because, while they perform similar actions—they 

both desire to clear out bandit camps and remove the enemy from the gameworld—Aloy 

does it out of a desire to protect the innocent or vulnerable, while Nil does it out of an 

expressed enjoyment of killing. 

 The role of Sylens is difficult to pin down. Throughout most of the game, he 

gruffly inserts himself into Aloy’s endeavors and points her in the direction of the next 

clue. At the end, however, Sylens’s primary characteristic is a ruthless and selfish pursuit 

of knowledge. From the first time Aloy and the player encounter him, he demonstrates an 

amoral74 approach to achieving his goals, from his eavesdropping on Aloy and his 

involvement with the Eclipse Cult, to his actions in the final scenes after the credits. He is 

what tvtropes.com describes as the unfettered Übermensch: 

 74 I am using the first sense of amoral as listed in Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary: “having or showing 
no concern about whether behavior is morally right or wrong” (“Amoral” 2020). 
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This is the character who can commit themselves to a single goal completely, 
absolutely, and unflinchingly. In pursuit of a goal they have no limits, inhibitions, 
or fear. Nothing chains them or holds them back (thus the name [unfettered]). 
You cannot make them flinch or falter. They cannot be intimidated, blackmailed, 
coerced, or otherwise convinced to back off from achieving their goal. There is no 
sacrifice they are unwilling to make or principle they are unwilling to 
compromise. (“The Unfettered” n.d.) 

Throughout Acts I–III, his self-interest and Aloy’s interests are aligned, making him an 

ally. The end credits scenes in Act IV, however, reveal that his unfettered pursuit of 

knowledge may result in him becoming the primary antagonist in a future installment in 

the series. 

 Sylens shares many things in common with Aloy: they both adhere to 

philosophical materialism.75 They are both highly intelligent and skilled combatants. 

They both delve into the ruins of the Metal World to uncover secrets. Again, Costikyan 

uses the term narrative anticipation to describe the suspense of discovering what happens 

next in a story (Costikyan 2013, 94–98). As one question is answered, more questions are 

added to the mystery, driving Aloy and the player further into the mystery. In this regard, 

the difference between Aloy and Sylens is one of motivation: while Aloy is seeking out 

information about her own origin, she is also acting on behalf of the tribe that shunned 

her. Aloy is deeply compassionate and desires to behave ethically. The narrative paints 

Aloy as a better person than Sylens because of her morality and compassion. 

 Both Nil and Sylens’s characters make interesting foils for the player as well as 

for Aloy. From a purely procedural standpoint, the player may be like Nil—hunting and 

killing NPCs and monsters simply for the enjoyment of the challenge of it. Sylens, too, 

operates with a mindset that the player may employ—any action within the gameworld 

 75 See Norman (2012, 56–57) for a discussion of philosophical materialism. 
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regardless of consequences to the gameworld is permissible in the pursuit of the player’s 

goals. Both of these attitudes may be morally justified from a real-world perspective 

because none of the characters within the gameworld are real. Despite the attitudes being 

justified within the player, Aloy’s ethics are in constant conflict with both those of Nil 

and Sylens. Even though Aloy’s actions are parallel to the actions of Nil and Sylens in 

their respective arenas, the motivation behind each character’s actions is portrayed as 

equally relevant to ethical evaluation as the actions themselves. The characters of the 

game are bound within the game’s “magic circle” (Huizinga 1955), and their actions are 

evaluated with respect to their reality.  

 This difference in motivation relates directly to what the game communicates at 

different layers. At the procedural level, the actions of Sylens and Nil are almost identical 

to the actions of Aloy (and the player), but the narrative layer superimposes motive, 

insisting that why the characters do things is more important than what they do. 

5.2.3 Prominent Emotions, Moods, and Themes 

The story of Aloy presents a few prominent emotions and moods throughout: a sense of 

anger at injustice; curiosity and the need to discover; compassion for the vulnerable, the 

needy, and (even) the ignorant; and brazen determination fueled by hope and ingenuity. 

In the process of going out into the world, Aloy is never a victim: she always has agency, 

even when caught off guard, victimized, and imprisoned. Her passion for justice and 

anger at injustice compel her to act on behalf of the vulnerable and needy. 

 The primary theme of Aloy’s story is a search for identity. She grows up 

motherless in a society that worships motherhood (Davies 2017, 15). Even before 

Episode 2.1, when she is bereft of even her foster-father, Rost, Aloy’s goal is to discover 
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her origins—find her mother. Learning about her mother is her primary goal when she 

enters Metal World ruins, to the point of being scolded by Sylens for ignoring the 

significance of the information she does uncover. When she does uncover her origins, she 

is tasked with averting catastrophe. At that point in the narrative, the player could 

abandon the main quest and seek out their own purposes, but Aloy as a character always 

pursues the altruistic path because she believes it is the right thing to do. 

At the procedural level, the main themes of the game are the performance features 

game loop: look, move, eliminate, acquire, repeat. Attached to this loop are two “primary 

uncertainties,” as described by Greg Costikyan: narrative anticipation and performative 

uncertainty. Performative uncertainty is the uncertainty of whether or not the player can 

succeed at performing an action (Costikyan 2013, 71–73). The game offers different 

levels of difficulty, which can negate or increase the amount of performative uncertainty 

that a player experiences. The themes of elimination and acquisition are overlaid by these 

uncertainties: the desire to know and the desire to accomplish. 

5.3 Underlying Symbolic Structures 

So, then, does Zero Dawn communicate the same messages at each level—sign, 

narrative, and procedure? In answer to the question “What is real?,” the foundational 

question about reality, every level communicates a materialist foundation for reality. 

Only the physical things within Zero Dawn are real; nothing supernatural exists. There 

are verbal signs such as “All-Mother” and “Metal Devil” which have no supernatural 

referent in the gameworld. There is no participation of anything supernatural in the 

procedures of the game, and the narrative shows these deities to be man-made, both the 

reality behind the proposed deities and the idea of the deities themselves. 
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 In answer to the questions “What is humanity?” and “What should humanity be 

and do?” ludonarrative dissonance arises. Semiotically, humans are distinct from one 

another based on clothing and linguistic characterization, essentially drawing ethnic 

boundaries. Narratively, human life is considered irreducibly valuable, with murder and 

human extinction held up as the epitome of evil and preservation of human life venerated 

and valorized. Procedurally, however, humans are defined and categorized according to 

function: friendly or hostile; procedurally irrelevant, useful for acquisition, or meant to be 

eliminated. The narrative insists that humans have intrinsic value, but the procedural level 

communicates that all NPCs only have value as it relates to fulfilling the core game loop, 

as shown in Figure 7. The narrative level makes a compelling argument for empathy and 

utilitarianism as the basis for morality, while the procedural level argues that only the 

player’s procedural goals define morality. Clearly the procedural level’s messages about 

ethics conflict with the narrative’s message about ethics. I submit that while this conflict 

exists, the narrative’s messages are cleverly structured to take priority over the procedural 

messages. It remains to be seen, however, if the narrative actually takes priority in the 

minds of players. 

 The narrative of Zero Dawn overlays the procedural elimination–acquisition 

cycle. The spaces of the game, diverse and beautiful, ultimately reduce to the actions 

available to the player. All of the interactable materials of the game are ultimately 

oriented around discovery, acquisition, and elimination. The nonplayer participants are 

relevant only inasmuch as they can be interacted with—can they be eliminated or offer 

Aloy an opportunity to acquire or discover something? Procedurally, the first four lenses 

all point toward the core game loop. Though the shape through time and content lenses 
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primarily relate to the narrative elements of the game, an interesting dynamic emerges 

here. 

 Procedurally, the shape of the game through time revolves around the player’s 

growing confidence in her performance of the game’s mechanics. In Act I, The Call to 

Adventure, Aloy and the player are slowly introduced to all of Aloy’s basic abilities. We 

learn basic movement and acquisition actions, then the Focus actions, then more 

movement actions and basic interactions, and finally very basic combat actions are 

introduced, including a brief explanation of what sorts of combat strategies are available 

to the player. In Episode 1.3, The Point of the Spear, Rost leads Aloy to eliminate her 

first really challenging machine, a sawtooth. From a procedural point of view, this is the 

player’s opportunity to solidify all of the techniques taught to the player in Episodes 1.1 

and 1.2, the first challenging opportunity to apply what the player has learned. As this 

kind of capstone activity is a common trope in RPGs, it is completely reasonable to 

assume that the primary purpose for this challenge is for the player’s benefit, to see the 

activity only as a means to a self-serving end. While the challenge of eliminating the new 

machine does meet that procedural goal, the narrative laid overtop it subverts and 

supersedes the self-serving goal. The conversation Aloy and Rost have in the cutscene 

immediately following her victory subverts this belief: 

Rost is standing with arms crossed behind Aloy while she's searching the carcass. 

ROST: Why did I bring you here? 

ALOY: (testily) Not to answer questions. 

ROST: Aloy . . . 
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ALOY: (in a rehearsed tone as if repeating something she has heard many times 
over) Survival requires perfection. It was a test, to hone my skills against a 
dangerous new machine. 

Dawn breaks. 

ROST: No. Follow. 

Rost walks away, and the camera focuses back on Aloy’s confused expression. 
She leaves the machine carcass and follows Rost, expression curious. The bright 
pink light of fresh dawn breaks across her face. They stand on a small rise, 
overlooking a rich, mountainous landscape of boulders, flowers, and trees 
interspersed with occasional Nora watchtowers and hunting lines. 

ROST: These are Nora hunting lands. They must be protected. If you hadn’t 
destroyed the sawtooth, how many braves might've been killed or injured 
tomorrow? The lesson lives within the question, Aloy. For years you've trained to 
win the Proving, but only for yourself. As a brave, it will be your duty to fight for 
your tribe— 

ALOY: (interrupting, bitterly) My tribe?! You said I wouldn't need them! 

ROST: (puts a hand on Aloy's shoulder, speaking compassionately but firmly) But 
I never said the tribe wouldn’t need you! The strength to stand alone, Aloy, is the 
strength to make a stand. To serve a purpose greater than yourself. That is the 
lesson you must learn. And remember it . . . after the Proving, and after I am 
gone. (pause) We're finished here. Follow. 

The scene of Aloy standing, then a close-up of her face looking pensive—open, 
but confused, fades to black. 

Aloy summarizes the procedural framing of the encounter: “a test, to hone my skills 

against a dangerous new machine.” She validates the player’s expectations of the purpose 

of Zero Dawn’s apparent tutorial capstone. Instead, the narrative continues by thwarting 

that belief: Aloy’s strength is to be used for the good of others—even those whom she 

believes have treated her unjustly. As she discovers after the fact, that was what she had 

already done by eliminating the sawtooth. The narrative directly interacts with the 

procedure, supplanting the assumed self-interested frame with an altruistic moral 

imperative. 
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 While not executed as overtly after the tutorial, this ethical framing of Aloy’s 

actions continues throughout the narrative. At the beginning of Act II, Aloy is suddenly 

risking her life to protect the other Nora teenagers who ran in the Proving with her, 

including a person who had been a source of emotional wounding as a child and had 

publicly shamed her the night before. She could have abandoned the other Nora to save 

herself, but she stays to protect their retreat. Procedurally, the player cannot leave the 

scenario until she has finished defending the vulnerable. 

 As I discuss in the previous section, the actions of other characters, like Olin, Nil, 

and Sylens, reveal by contrast that Aloy’s actions, and thereby the player’s actions, are 

both self-interested and deeply empathetic for the needs of others. As the game reaches a 

climax in Act III, Aloy is not heading into danger again exclusively for her own benefit, 

but she is accomplishing a task that only she can accomplish for the sake of every living 

thing. The decisions the player has made throughout the game of whether or not to take 

on certain side quests are reflected by those who join her at the final conflict. Every 

major NPC she has helped comes to her aid, an unexpected narrative reward for Aloy’s 

altruism and an unexpected procedural reward for the player’s engagement with optional 

content. 

 As play progresses, the procedures of Zero Dawn are continually qualified by the 

narrative, redirecting the player’s goals and motivations back to an in-game ethics 

derived not from its procedures but from the value of human well-being. 



 
 

92 
 

Chapter 6: Conclusions  

Worldviews are what people in a community take as given realities, 

the maps they have of reality that they use for living. 

(Hiebert 2008, 15) 

As the only player character and protagonist, Aloy’s viewpoint is the lens through which 

the player sees the entire game. Muriel and Crawford establish that most gamers describe 

gameplay as lived experiences (Muriel and Crawford 2018, 11). Edward M. Bruner, 

writing in The Anthropology of Experience, says, “lived experience . . . is the primary 

reality,” and that experience “includes not only actions and feelings but also reflections 

about those actions and feelings” (Bruner 1986, 5). It is not enough to describe only the 

phenomenological experience of play, because experience includes thinking about what 

has been experienced. Sklar points out that embodied knowledge can transform the 

experiencer (Sklar 2000, 71). All of this suggests that the act of playing a game can 

change the player. 

 The narrative of Zero Dawn cleverly reframes its procedural elements with moral 

purpose. My findings show that Horizon Zero Dawn, a game designed for entertainment, 

can also comment on foundational human considerations like the nature of reality, ethics, 

and morality, without being overly “preachy” or limited to gameable moral choices.76 

These findings, combined with the existing literature, suggest that other games may do 

this as well. 

 76 A frequent criticism of procedural morality systems like the Paragon/Renegade system in the Mass 
Effect Series (BioWare 2007–present). 
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6.1 Why does it matter? 

Victor Turner proposes a model for describing real-world conflicts he calls the social 

drama. The model consists of four primary parts: 

1. Breach—an event which threatens the stability of a social unit 

2. Crisis—widening of the breach 

3. Redress—action done to heal the breach; when this fails, it may feed back into the 

first step of the model in successive escalations 

4a. Reintegration—the original breach is resolved or healed 

OR 

4b. Schism—the original breach in social fabric results in a permanent rift, “the social 

recognition and legitimization of an irreparable schism between the contesting 

parties” (Turner 1974, 37–41) 

Within stage 3, redress, Turner includes the possibility of ritual processes, one of which 

is “Ludic deconstruction and recombination of familiar cultural configurations” (Turner 

1985 in Schechner 2013, 77). Schechner (2013) comments thus on Turner (1985): “In 

other words, art” (2013, 76). Schechner describes how this process works as a positive 

feedback loop between social action and staged performance; stage dramas may be 

constructed in response to real social conflict, and the stage dramas may in turn effect 

changes in the social conflict (Schechner 2013, 76–77). While the mechanism Schechner 

proposes is more comprehensive, it is in the same vein with Bauman’s (1992a) reflexivity 

of drama and Sicart’s (2010) proposed reflective player, whose thinking is affected and 

effected by play. As actors participate in staged dramas, they bring their own selves into 

the magic circle of the stage, the play space. This affects how they perform and play 
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within the stage, which effects changes, subtle or great, in performers themselves and in 

the audience. Therefore, a performance significant to the parties involved in a social 

conflict would be able to function within the redress stage of Turner’s social drama to 

contribute to effecting either reintegration or schism, pushing the conflict toward some 

sort of resolution. If Zero Dawn is to be interpreted according to Turner’s social drama 

model, then we must first identify a real-world conflict that Zero Dawn could participate 

in redressing. 

 Zero Dawn’s plot threads connect to many real-world conflicts: arguments around 

the role of science, knowledge, and faith in society; disagreements surrounding gender 

roles and the use of algorithms and artificial intelligence; controversy over the effects of 

human activity on the global climate; the fear of apocalyptic destruction brought about by 

humanity’s foolishness like an Aristotelian tragedy. Aloy’s personal story, however, 

relates directly to the role of rational thought and faith in society.77 If she believed as the 

Nora believed, her journey would not be possible. She would never have kept her Focus; 

she would never have journeyed into the places she did; she would never have fully 

understood the information she discovered; she would never have taken action against the 

main antagonist, instead prostrating herself in front of All-Mother mountain in prayer like 

the other Nora. Only her secular humanist philosophy makes her journey and her 

accomplishments possible. 

 When secular humanists write, they are not writing poetry into the void, they are 

writing to inform the ignorant, defend their beliefs against attacks from religious 

believers, and persuade those who disagree with them (Norman 2012; Dennett 2006; 

 77 My focus on this particular conflict does not negate Zero Dawn’s participation in other controversies in 
the public domain, rather they fall outside the scope of my analysis. 
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Harris 2004; 2006). The social conflict they describe has been millennia in the making. 

Dennet (2006) argues that religion is a natural phenomenon, but it does not accurately 

describe reality. He and other secular humanists assert that scientific understanding and 

the proliferation of rational thought have revealed the objective falsehood of religious 

claims. This could be a portion of the breach, the first stage of a social drama. The other 

portion of the breach is the response by the religious members (especially the Christian 

members) of society. Harris points out in his Letter to a Christian Nation that after 

writing his first book, “thousands of people have written to tell me that I am wrong not to 

believe in God. The most hostile of these communications have come from Christians” 

(Harris 2006, i). While Harris is primarily writing to an American audience, this debate is 

happening across multiple nationalities in the Western world. Book after book has been 

published by proponents on both sides of the argument.78 Clearly this debate has felt 

important to those participating in it. 

 For Harris in particular, the objections to religious belief engage parts of the 

Christian scriptures, but primarily he points to the negative consequences of Christian 

beliefs on society through political power: reducing access to both abortions and 

contraceptives on the principle of sexual purity; campaigning against an HPV vaccine 

and an HIV vaccine on the grounds that both vaccines would remove obstacles to sexual 

immorality; the use of biblical passages in support of slavery; even mentioning Hitler’s 

use of biblical passages to justify his genocide of the Jews (Harris 2006). With such 

 78 See, for example (among many others): Barker 2008; Colson and Pearcey 1999; Dawkins 2008; Dennett 
2006; Epstein 2009; Garte 2019; Harris 2004; 2006; Hitchens 2007; C. S. Lewis 1960; McDowell and 
McDowell 2017; McGrath and McGrath 2007; Norman 2012; Pearcey 2004; 2015; Russell 1957; Sagan 
1996; Schaeffer 1976; Strobel 1998.  
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issues at stake, it’s no wonder that the social breach feels as if it has escalated to crisis 

after crisis. 

 If Guerilla Games intends Zero Dawn to participate in the redress stage of this 

conflict, it participates on behalf of secular humanists presenting a gameworld—a stage, a 

liminal play space—which convincingly approximates a future Earth, wherein the 

narrative illustrates the foolishness and harmfulness of dogmatic creedal religious belief 

time and time again. Aloy’s rationalism and compassion shine as a beacon of moral 

righteousness piercing the darkness of blind religious dogma. And it accomplishes all this 

without her philosophy becoming the center of the narrative. The threads are present, but 

inobtrusive. In no way does Zero Dawn come across as a sermon, but as a deeply 

engaging, deeply human story. Aloy’s journey is the heroine’s journey, reflecting 

elements of human myth stretching across cultures and eons. 

 In a section of The Road Less Traveled, entitled “Dedication to the Truth,” M. 

Scott Peck says this: 

The third tool of discipline or technique of dealing with the pain of problem-
solving, which must continually be employed if our lives are to be healthy and our 
spirits are to grow, is dedication to the truth. For Truth is reality. That which is 
false is unreal. The more clearly we see the reality of the world, the better 
equipped we are to deal with the world. . . . Our view of reality is like a map with 
which to negotiate the terrain of life. If the map is true and accurate, we will 
generally know where we are, and if we have decided where we want to go, we 
will generally know how to get there. If the map is false and inaccurate, we 
generally will be lost. (Peck 2003, 44) 

A dedication to the truth is a life-long labor of continual cartography of reality. “Reality” 

here includes all of the major philosophical branches: metaphysics, anthropology, ethics, 

and epistemology. He goes on to say that the basis for most neuroses arise out of a failure 

to update one’s internal maps to match reality: “This process of active clinging to an 
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outmoded view of reality is the basis for much mental illness” (Peck 2003, 46). 

Maintaining a coherent map of reality that squares with one’s experiences is vital for 

mental health and well-being. Therefore, how each person answers these four 

philosophical questions intimately determines how they live. 

 Whether or not the propositions that Zero Dawn argues for are ultimately true, it 

is clear that video games qualify as a suitable medium for making such arguments. It is 

my sincere hope that technically expert, sophisticated, talented Christians will also join in 

the creation of video games. Furthermore, I hope that game developers of all 

philosophical stripes will participate in making games that comment on the nature of 

reality, the nature of man, the foundation for morality, and the foundation for knowing—

that as developers strive to make these beautiful, rich, expansive worlds that entertain, 

challenge, and delight audiences across cultures, their games will encourage reflection on 

those questions which underpin our understanding of reality, who we ought to be, what is 

true, and what is good—in the hope that they might purposefully make their art for a 

better future for us all. 

6.2 Topics for Further Research 

 Beyond what I have explored here, I hope my research can foster more 

exploration of the values and beliefs that video games may communicate to their 

audiences. In relation to Zero Dawn, much remains open for further exploration. With the 

game’s 10 hours of cinematic scenes and over 480,000 words of dialogue (Barbuta 2018), 

it is not possible to provide a comprehensive analysis in this thesis. Topics for further 

research might include: 

 Development of religion from an evolutionary perspective 
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 Zero Dawn as a critique of anthropogenic climate change and a call for 

environmental responsibility 

 Zero Dawn’s contribution to the post-apocalyptic genre 

 Zero Dawn’s exploration of artificial intelligence, possibilities, cautions, and the 

urgency of maintaining human control over artificial intelligences 

 A feminist reading of Zero Dawn, an exploration of gender roles, and thorough 

analysis of the inversion of Joseph Campbell’s Hero 

 Correlations of player empathy with NPCs’ perceived animacy 

Exploration of these topics will expand the characterization of Zero Dawn’s meanings. 

 Asking what Zero Dawn means also requires evaluating how players experience 

it. The above topics still focus on the game object rather than the experience of gameplay. 

Ethnographic research could be performed to discover what players find most salient 

about the story. How do players interact with the choice to kill or spare Olin? How do 

players perceive Nil and Sylens? Another area of research tests the claim that games can 

increase moral sensitivity. Has Zero Dawn done that for its players by causing them to 

consider the decisions of the main characters? How do players receive Aloy’s secular 

humanist worldview? Do they notice it, embrace it, reject it? Textual analysis is a starting 

point for these sorts of questions, but surveys and interviews of players are vital to 

examining the experience of playing Zero Dawn. Mapping the effect of embodied 

gameplay experiences on players is a necessary step in developing a methodology that 

investigates how video games can be created to purposefully communicate philosophy 

and produce empathy within players. Empathy is vital for peacemaking in a heterogenous 

community and is a stepping-stone toward cross-cultural competency. In our own society, 
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empathy is an important part of the path forward to a better world. Video games may play 

a role in helping to foster that perspective in each of our journeys. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And that's when my mother took my face in her hands and spoke. She said I had to care.  

She said, “Elisabet, being smart will count for nothing if you don't make the world better.  

You have to use your smarts to count for something, to serve life, not death.” 

Horizon Zero Dawn, Act IV 
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Glossary 

choice and consequence game (n) 
a type of game where the player’s choices have consequences on the narrative or 
gameworld; such games exhibit branching (rather than linear) narratives, which 
require multiple playthroughs to fully explore 

crafting mats (crafting materials) (n) 
items which can be harvested within the gameworld, and can be combined with other 
crafting materials to create new items (often useful equipment) 

drop (v) 
of an eliminated enemy, to spawn loot for the eliminating player 

drop (n) 
also, loot drop: items acquirable from eliminated enemies; when the player eliminates 
an enemy, the game selects one or more pieces of loot from that enemy’s loot table to 
drop for the player 

experience points (n) 
or ‘experience’, abbr. XP; an abstract measure of objectives completed and actions 
performed 

farm (v) 
the act of repetitively collecting a particular resource, often done near spawn points of 
certain enemies or materials 

gameplay loop (n) 
a group of interrelated tasks that constitutes a complete unit of gameplay, by which 
the player progresses toward their goal: e.g. find an enemy, eliminate the enemy, 
acquire enemy’s loot drops, locate another enemy; quests may require this loop to be 
completed a certain number of times. Gameplay loops may be recursive: eliminate a 
certain number of enemies to complete a quest; complete a certain number of quests 
to level up; level up a certain number of times to progress to a new area; complete all 
the areas to beat the game. 

gameworld (n) 
the entire fictional realm defined by a game or game series 

game on-rails (n) 
a type of game where the player does not have consequential choices in the narrative 
progression of the game; such games exhibit linear or near-linear narratives, which 
can be almost completely explored in a single playthrough. 
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grief (v) 
in PvP games, acting with the intent to hurt or frustrate other players solely for the 
enjoyment of the griefing player 

level (n) 
1. the primary number associated with a character’s relative skill and power; 
increased by gaining experience 
2. a self-contained spatial area within the gameworld; if the game contains levels, 
they are typically arranged to increase in difficulty 

level (v) 
to increase a character’s level by gaining or spending experience 

loadout (n) 
a particular combination of equipment chosen by the player, often assembled with the 
goal of specialization for a particular combat situation, e.g. a stealth-oriented loadout 
or a defense-oriented loadout 

loot box (n) 
an item containing an unknown quantity of possibly valuable items; opening the loot 
box reveals the contents; game companies sometimes sell loot boxes for real-world 
currency 

loot table (n) 
an internal table of drops specific to the type of eliminable NPC, it determines which 
drops are available and how rare each drop is 

playthrough (n) 
a single complete playing of the game from beginning to end; only applicable to 
games which can be completed 

powerlevel (v) 
to play in a manner only concerned with leveling as quickly as possible 

PvE (adj) 
abbreviation of player vs. environment, a type of gameplay where players eliminate 
NPCs in the gameworld but cannot eliminate other players 

PvP (adj) 
abbreviation of player vs. player; a type of gameplay where players compete against 
each other rather than the gameworld 



102 
 

 

respawn (v) 
to reload an asset into the gameworld, (usually) after some fixed period of time after 
its elimination; assets include crafting mats, PCs, and NPCs 

role-playing game (RPG) (n) 

sidequest (n) 
an optional mission or quest, which can typically be completed independent of the 
main questline 

spawn (v) 
to load an asset into the gameworld 

spawn point (n) 
the location where an asset will spawn; these locations are assigned by the type of 
asset to respawn; players will often camp spawn points to farm loot drops and crafting 
mats 
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