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ABSTRACT

A popular internet meme featuring Sonic the Hedgehog in a witty pose states: “I want
shorter games with worse graphics made by people who are paid more to work less and
I’m not kidding” (KnowYourMeme 2023). The meme, originating in 2020, has been
employed by videogame enthusiasts in response to games industry crises increasing in
scale and volume, such as ‘crunch’ (Vanderhoef and Curtin 2016; Cote and Harris
2023), the shutting down of medium-sized studios (Games Industry.biz n.d.), and
industry layoffs (Carpenter 2024). The existence and popularity of this meme hints at
a growing awareness among gaming communities that the games industry’s business
models, as well as its perpetual graphical upgrade cycle, are unsustainable (cf. Abraham
2022; Keogh 2023).

Gaming communities have traditionally been white male-dominated and identified
with ideals of technological masculinity (Kirkpatrick 2013), while enjoying games that
have critically warranted attention for their centering of ‘militarized masculinity,” or
“strongly gender coded scenarios of war, conquest, and combat” (Kline et al. 2003,
247). Accordingly, mainstream game developers run a ‘fewer, bigger and better’
strategy of blockbuster game design where new titles need to legitimize increasing
development costs with more technical features (Nieborg 2011), and mainstream game
journalism has been guilty of reviewing games as technical appliances rather than
cultural artifacts (Bogost 2015). Despite the ‘casual revolution’ (Juul 2010) that saw a
diversification of prominent game genres and opened gaming culture to players with
various backgrounds, reactionary movements such as #GamerGate (Mortensen 2018)
and toxic masculine gaming culture at large have put the legitimacy of these
developments in doubt (Consalvo and Paul 2019). Nowadays, the struggle to redefine
games and gaming culture continues, and demands a renunciation of traditional
formulations of ‘gamer identity’ (Shaw 2011; Cote 2020; Butt 2022).

The intensifying climate crisis and the increasing struggle of the games industry as a
work- and marketplace put further impetuses on gaming communities to change. Some
game enthusiasts have already adapted to these circumstances, for example by slowing
down the pace at which they consume new releases (Scully-Baker 2024) or in how they
reframe their fandom of certain games in increasingly sustainable ways (Lamerichs
2024). These views are diametrically opposed to traditional ideals of technomasculinity
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and therefore indicate that the question of sustainable gaming is directly intertwined
with the question of redefining gaming culture and its prevalent identities. Therefore,
through an analysis of gaming community discourse following the release of The
Legend of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom (Nintendo EPD 2023), this study demonstrates
how reactionary claims to the effect that the game did not graphically upgrade enough
since its prequel The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (Nintendo EPD 2017) are
representative of technomasculine gaming culture through its dismissal of sustainable
modes of game design, aligning these perspectives as united in adversity.

Tears of the Kingdom only featured marginal graphical improvement and size, and
mostly starred an only slightly altered version of the fictional kingdom of Hyrule (Black
2023). Despite critics universally acclaiming the title, even stressing its creative
innovation as a highlight (e.g. Mahardy 2023), the days following its release had some
calling out the game for its supposedly lackluster graphics and performance issues —
arguing that its console, the Nintendo Switch, was clearly outdated and required a more
technologically sophisticated replacement (Byrd 2023).

Among those criticizing Tears of the Kingdom’s visuals was God of War’s creator
David Jaffe, who asserted that “it’s staggering how [Tears of the Kingdom] can look
like this and not get at least a little dinged by reviews” (David Jaffe 2023), adding a
screenshot of the tutorial area of the game. Likewise, some proclaimed Zelda fans on
the r/zelda subreddit have taken issue with the perceived lack of graphical improvement
over seven years of development (BlueMANAHat 2023). The criticism has not
remained unnoticed by journalism, either, which has in at least one instance affirmed
that the game looks awful, openly admitting that they “can’t help but wish that
Nintendo didn’t make hardware at all and that they would release their games on
Playstation 5 and Xbox” (GameCentral 2023).

The presence of this kind of criticism among developers, journalists and fan forums
shows its broader significance for gaming communities. However, these critiques are
not necessarily new — in fact, they can be viewed from the traditional perspective of
games as a technomasculine medium that is conservative in its view of equating
innovation in game design with upgraded graphics, a view inherently contradictory to
the limitations on growth demanded by climate crisis. Nintendo, while historically a
thoroughly unsustainable company in an environmental sense (Chang 2019, 150), has
stressed efforts not to be sucked into crunch in the development process (Amini 2019),
thus diverting somewhat from unsustainable industrial practices by mainstream game
developers. Tears of the Kingdom’s lack of graphical upgrades can be considered as a
sustainable design choice, but it is at odds with the necessities of the technomasculine
expectations of new games. The dismissal of sustainable game design can therefore be
considered an extension of technomasculine discourse in gaming communities. Future
research may consider to what extent counternarratives, such as those employing the
Sonic the Hedgehog meme, are accordingly representative of more diverse gaming
communities.

BIO

David Harold ten Cate is a PhD Candidate at the Digital Media Research Centre of
Queensland University of Technology. His PhD research concerns the interrelations of
sustainable game design between aesthetic, industrial and environmental perspectives.
By conceptualizing sustainable game design as at once beneficial to communicating
environmental themes, the games industry as a work- and marketplace, and limiting the
negative environmental impact of games production and consumption, his research
negotiates the formulation of an ecological philosophy of game development.

—-2 -



BIBLIOGRAPHY
Abraham, Benjamin J. 2022. Digital Games After Climate Change. Palgrave
Macmillan.

Amini, Tina. 2019. “Nintendo Says It Will Not Release a Game Before It’s Ready —
E3 2019.” IGN, June 22. https://www.ign.com/articles/2019/06/21/nintendo-
comments-on-crunch-and-game-delays-a-e3-2019.

Black, Eva. 2023. “Tears of the Kingdom vs Breath of the Wild graphics comparison.”
VideoGamer, May 15. https://www.videogamer.com/guides/tears-of-the-kingdom-
vs-breath-of-the-wild-graphics/.

BlueMANAMHat. 2023. “[TotK] Dated, jaggy graphics are really ruining the game for
me.” Reddit, r/zelda, May 12.
https://www.reddit.com/r/zelda/comments/13fb6tf/totk _dated jaggy graphics_ar
e_really ruining_the/?rdt=46831.

Bogost, lan. 2015. How To Talk About Videogames. University of Minnesota Press.

Butt, Mahli-Ann. 2022. “Gaming Lifeworlds: Videogames in Culture.” PhD diss.,
University of Sydney. https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/27979.

Byrd, Matthew. 2023. “Tears of the Kingdom’s Graphics Have Fans Running to
Emulators.” Den of Geek, May 12. https://www.denofgeek.com/games/tears-of-
the-kingdoms-graphics-fans-emulators/.

Carpenter, Nicole. 2024. <2024 has already had more video game industry layoffs than
all  of 2023 - and it’s only June.”” Polygon, June 13.
https://www.polygon.com/24177290/video-game-industry-layoffs-studio-
closures-record.

Chang, Alenda Y. 2019. Playing Nature: Ecology in Video Games. University of
Minnesota Press.

Consalvo, Mia, and Christopher A. Paul. 2019. Real Games: What's Legitimate and
What'’s Not in Contemporary Videogames. MIT Press.

Cote, Amanda C. 2020. Gaming Sexism: Gender and ldentity in the Era of Casual
Video Games. New York University Press.

Cote, Amanda C., and Brandon C. Harris. 2023. “The cruel optimism of ‘good crunch’:
How game industry discourses perpetuate unsustainable labor practices.” New
Media & Society 25 (3): 609-627. https://d0i.org/10.1177/14614448211014213.

David Jaffe (@davidscottjaffe). 2023. “T don’t give a fuck about amazing production
value+visuals. A great game is a great game. Just starting and so far, so good. But
given how much everyone goes ape shit over visuals, it’s staggering how this game
can look like this and not get at least a little dinged by review.” Twitter (now X),
May 12. https://x.com/davidscottjaffe/status/1656914015237574657.

GameCentral. 2023. “The critics are right: Tears of the Kingdom’s graphics are terrible
— Reader’s Feature.” Metro, May 21. https://metro.co.uk/2023/05/21/the-critics-
are-right-tears-of-the-kingdoms-graphics-are-terrible-18816564/.

Games Industry.biz. n.d. “studio closures.” Accessed October 11, 2024.
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/topics/studio-closures.

Juul, Jesper. 2010. A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Their Players.
MIT Press.

Keogh, Brendan. 2023. The Videogame Industry Does Not Exist. MIT Press.

Kirkpatrick, Graeme. 2013. Computer Games and the Social Imaginary. Polity Press.

~-3 -


https://www.ign.com/articles/2019/06/21/nintendo-comments-on-crunch-and-game-delays-a-e3-2019
https://www.ign.com/articles/2019/06/21/nintendo-comments-on-crunch-and-game-delays-a-e3-2019
https://www.videogamer.com/guides/tears-of-the-kingdom-vs-breath-of-the-wild-graphics/
https://www.videogamer.com/guides/tears-of-the-kingdom-vs-breath-of-the-wild-graphics/
https://www.reddit.com/r/zelda/comments/13fb6tf/totk_dated_jaggy_graphics_are_really_ruining_the/?rdt=46831
https://www.reddit.com/r/zelda/comments/13fb6tf/totk_dated_jaggy_graphics_are_really_ruining_the/?rdt=46831
https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/27979
https://www.denofgeek.com/games/tears-of-the-kingdoms-graphics-fans-emulators/
https://www.denofgeek.com/games/tears-of-the-kingdoms-graphics-fans-emulators/
https://www.polygon.com/24177290/video-game-industry-layoffs-studio-closures-record
https://www.polygon.com/24177290/video-game-industry-layoffs-studio-closures-record
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211014213
https://x.com/davidscottjaffe/status/1656914015237574657
https://metro.co.uk/2023/05/21/the-critics-are-right-tears-of-the-kingdoms-graphics-are-terrible-18816564/
https://metro.co.uk/2023/05/21/the-critics-are-right-tears-of-the-kingdoms-graphics-are-terrible-18816564/
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/topics/studio-closures

Kline, Stephen, Nick Dyer-Witheford, and Greig de Peuter. 2003. Digital Play: The
Interaction of Technology, Culture, and Marketing. McGill-Queen’s University
Press.

KnowYourMeme. 2023. “lI Want Shorter Games With Worse Graphics and I’m Not
Kidding.” Last modified July 21, at 15:35 (EDT).
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/i-want-shorter-games-with-worse-graphics-
and-im-not-kidding.

Lamerichs, Nicolle. 2024. “Sustainable Fandom: Responsible Consumption and Play
in Game Communities.” In Ecogames: Playful Perspectives on the Climate Crisis,
edited by Laura op de Beke, Joost Raessens, Stefan Werning, and Gerald Farca.
Amsterdam University Press.

Mahardy, Mike. 2023. “The Legend of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom changes the
conversation.” Polygon, May 11.
https://www.polygon.com/reviews/23718684/zelda-tears-of-the-kingdom-review-
switch-totk.

Mortensen, Torill Elvira. 2018. “Anger, Fear, and Games: The Long Event of
#GamerGate.” Games and Culture 13 (8): 787-806.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412016640408.

Nieborg, David B. 2011. “Triple-A: The Political Economy of the Blockbuster Video
Game.” PhD diss., University of Amsterdam.
https://dare.uva.nl/search?metis.record.id=345555.

Nintendo EPD. 2017. The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild. Nintendo Switch and
Wii U. Nintendo.

Nintendo EPD. 2023. The Legend of Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom. Nintendo Switch.
Nintendo.

Scully-Baker, Rainforest. 2024. “Reframing the Backlog: Radical Slowness and Patient
Gaming.” In Ecogames: Playful Perspectives on the Climate Crisis, edited by
Laura op de Beke, Joost Raessens, Stefan Werning, and Gerald Farca. Amsterdam
University Press.

Shaw, Adrienne. 2011. “Do you identify as a gamer? Gender, race, sexuality, and
gamer  identity.” New Media &  Society 14 (1): 28-44.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444811410394.

Vanderhoef, John, and Michael Curtin. 2016. “The Crunch Heard ’'Round the World:
The Global Era of Digital Game Labor.” In Production Studies, The Sequel!
Cultural Studies of Global Media Industries, edited by Miranda Banks, Bridget
Conor, and Vicki Mayer. Routledge.

-4 -


https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/i-want-shorter-games-with-worse-graphics-and-im-not-kidding
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/i-want-shorter-games-with-worse-graphics-and-im-not-kidding
https://www.polygon.com/reviews/23718684/zelda-tears-of-the-kingdom-review-switch-totk
https://www.polygon.com/reviews/23718684/zelda-tears-of-the-kingdom-review-switch-totk
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412016640408
https://dare.uva.nl/search?metis.record.id=345555
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444811410394

