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INTRODUCTION 
This paper explores the interplay of ideology and atmosphere within the survival 
genre through an analysis of The Long Dark (Hinterland Studio, 2014). I argue that 
the genre reinforces a neoliberal subjectivity by positioning individuals in a ‘player 
vs. the world’, survival of the fittest scenario, where everything is an exploitable 
resource. This is both reinforced and undermined at an atmospheric level. On one 
hand the genre’s harsh atmosphere of danger and precariousness enables the 
positioning of the player as a lone individual, constantly making cost-benefit 
calculations and on the hunt for more and more consumables in order to cope with 
critical conditions, in a realiably quanitfiable way. On the other hand different 
atmsopheric elements contribute to what ammounts as critiques of ideas such as 
‘consumption’, ‘greed’, and ‘technological dependency’. 

The survival genre is characterized by a blend of exploration, resource-gathering and 
crafting, in a hostile environment where threat is always present, either as enemies, 
elements or conditions such as ‘hunger’, ‘thirst’, ‘disease’. What holds the genre 
together is a specific design orientation towards player agency that tends towards 
disempowering the player and which establishes an ‘aesthetic of uncertainty’ (Reid & 
Downing, 2018). I question the ideological assumptions that are present in the genre, 
specifically the distinctly neoliberal values it embraces. 

Neoliberalism may be understood as a set of economic policies sustained by a 
technological infrastructure tending towards market deregulation and strong private 
property rights (Harvey, 2005; Neubauer, 2011), but also, importantly, as an ideology 
(Althusser, 2006) or as a form of governmentality (Foucault, 2008). In other words, 
neoliberalism is a structure through which subjectivities are created and a frame 
through which individuals self-discipline and conduct themselves. In neoliberalism, 
the market becomes the central societal institution, and all non-economic domains go 
through a process of capitalization, resulting in ideas of social, cognitive, biological, 
and human capital (Pellizzoni and Ylönen, 2012). Individuals are expected to be 
‘entrepreneurs of the self’, fully responsible for cultivating their human capital and 
investing in themselves, as well as for their successes and failures alike. Other 
characteristics of the neoliberal subejct are adaptability, flexibility, precariousness 
and consumerism (McGuigan, 2014). 
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Ian Bogost’s theory of procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 2007) explains how videogames 
convey ideology through their mechanics and rules, and the processes they enable, 
but it has been criticized for downplaying the importance of other channels, such as 
narrative, visual and audio aesthetics (Anable, 2018, Scharpe, 2019). Furthermore, 
despite Bogost (2007) referring to games as ‘possibility spaces’, he does not go on to 
analyze how that space looks, sounds, or feels like. Procedural rhetoric may be 
fruitfully integrated by some type of ‘atmospheric rhetoric’. I identify such an 
approach in what Timothy Morton (2007) calls ambient poetics, which they develop 
together with his idea of ecomimesis as a part of their ecocritique theory. Ecomimesis 
and ambient poetics are useful to understand how immersive atmospheres mount 
ideological discourses, with Morton’s focus being on environmental writing and art 
which fetishize idealized notions of ‘Nature’ which are counterproductive for 
environmental thinking.  

Through the example of The Long Dark, I explain how a survival game can presents a 
procedural rhetoric asking the player to be constantly on the move if they do not wish 
to die leaving them in a state of constant precariousness. The game furthermore 
places the player within a dynamic of resource accumulation and consumption, where 
outputs are consistent, and outcomes are predictable, which reduces the gameworld to 
a series of statistics, as exemplified by the practice of theorycrafting (Dooghan, 
2019).  

This procedural rhetoric is an expression of a technological enframing of the world 
(Heidegger, 1977), itself constituting the ontological basis of neoliberalism (Joronen, 
2013). The procedural rhetoric is both sustained and undermined by an ambiguous 
ambient poetics. On the one hand the atmospheric setting of the The Long Dark 
places the player within a world in which enframing makes sense as the only viable 
way to play, and as such it naturalizes and renders self-evident ideological 
assumptions contained in the design and prevents their questioning. On the other 
hand, the game appears to directly mount a critique, not only through its narrative, but 
also through its space and atmosphere, of ideas such as, ‘consumption’, ‘greed’, and 
‘technological dependency’, which critics of neoliberalism typically ascribe to it, and 
which are a recurring theme in many survival games set in the post-apocalypse 
(Pérez-Latorre, 2019). I conclude by observing that in the case of The Long Dark, the 
bleakness and pessimism that is conveyed also atmospherically ultimately appears to 
shut down any possible alternative to the radical neoliberal individualism it embraces. 

Through an analysis of The Long Dark, this paper contributes to the currently limited 
literature of the survival genre of the non-horror variant, as well as to existing 
scholarship on spatial design and atmosphere in videogames, by focusing on the ways 
in which space is ideologically constructed. 
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