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This paper represents an initiatory analysis of the relationship between games, capitalism, and
fear.

Beginning from the position that fear is central to the operation and persistence of
capitalism (Martin 2022; Kawabata 2023), | argue that even games which are not designed to
scare players still exhibit the anxieties of the contemporary moment, most notably the fear
of failure. | then examine the ways that the business of making games is shaped by a fear of
scarcity which harms workers’ well-being. | conclude by asking whether these are fears we can
afford (not) to face.

When game scholars discuss fear, it is often with reference to horror games and how they attempt
to scare players (Lynch and Martins 2014; Thon 2019). Others have framed fear more affectively,
whether by discussing how players use games to explore what scares them (Huntemann 2009)
or by arguing that fear drives toxicity and harassment within game culture (Mortensen 2016).
I am interested in what players are afraid of and of how games leverage these fears, but my aim
in this piece is to connect games as “exemplary media of Empire” to fear as a fundamentally
capitalist affect (Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter 2009, p. xxix).

Hersey writes that “fear and scarcity are a big part of how [grind culture] keeps us bound up in
the hamster wheel” (2022, p. 86). Despite signs that capitalism is broken, we are coerced into
playing along out of a need to survive and a fear that non-compliance will jeopardize that
survival. Here Hersey echoes Ahmed’s observation that “a system works by making it costly
to expose how a system works,” as well as Trammell’s assertion that one can be forced to play
games in ways that are painful and grotesque (2018, para. 10; 2023). Fear is something that
props up hegemony, and this work seeks to understand how such exercises of power manifest
in relation to games.

One of the clearest ways that games relate to this capitalist sense of fear is through the concept
of failure. As Anable writes, “capitalism can accommodate a tremendous amount of failure
as long as its subjects understand their failures as temporary and as the result of personal
shortcomings or bad luck, rather than as a larger systemic necessity shoring up an ideology”
(2018, p. 104). Video games, as experiences of failure par excellence (Juul 2013), are ideal sites
for getting used to falling short of the mark, while also giving players the sense that if they just keep
trying, they will eventually succeed. The ubiquity of walkthroughs that tell players the correct way
to play a game suggests that, even as failure is fundamental to games, players still worry about
playing them incorrectly.

| then discuss recent trends in the games industry like NFTs (Broderick 2022), the metaverse
(Wagner 2023), and, most recently, Al (Liao 2023). | argue that rapid adoption and (in the case
of NFTs and the metaverse, at least) subsequent dereliction of these tools and platforms speaks
to a limited understanding of emerging technologies and a corresponding fear of being outpaced
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by one’s competitors. At the same time, 2024 has also seen an unprecedented number of
layoffs among game workers (Zweizen and Smith 2024). This compels me to ask how fears of
precarity and obsolescence shape the labour of game-making, and what consequences that
has for game workers and game players.

To conclude, | speculatively re-visit the claim that fear props up capitalism and ask whether there
exist games or ways of playing that can reframe something so apparently central to our
experiences of capitalist subjectivity.
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