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Abstract


Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness has elicited numerous responses over the course of the 20th
 century. One of the most famous of these is Apocalypse Now. In 2012, echoing Coppola's 
 adaptation, Yager Development made Spec Ops: The Line. This thesis argues that this game, 
 published by 2K Games, is a strong, effective adaptation of Conrad's novella. Furthermore, the 
 game makes the themes of Heart of Darkness (such as masculine exclusivity and the excesses of 
 imperialism) into something personal and accusatory, by making the player complicit in a 


process of degeneration similar to that of Kurtz in Heart of Darkness and Apocalypse Now. 
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(4)Introduction


Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (HoD) has often been billed by critics as a timeless work and a 
 considerable stepping stone in the development of colonial and post-colonial literature. Since the 
 novella was published in 1899, it has enjoyed an extremely rich reception, both critical and popular,
 and has been praised for its take on the travelogue, and, albeit with hindsight, for its pioneering 
 forays into what would be called modernism. From the late 1970s onwards, it was subjected to more
 politically oriented interpretations and criticisms. Some of this will be discussed in greater detail 
 over the following pages, but this thesis is mainly concerned with the relationship between Conrad's
 novella and a recent product of popular culture, namely the video game Spec Ops: The Line, which 
 was developed in Germany by Yager Development and published by 2K Games in 2012.  A brief 
 examination of The Line (TL) reveals the following: it retains a strong relationship to Conrad's 
 work, with a narrative and a game-design philosophy that is noteworthy for the ethical difficulties it 
 presents for the player. The medium of TL raises questions as to the experiential effects achieved by 
 playing the game, contrasted with those of reading the novella. All of this, naturally, within the 
 rather restricted format of a 30-point thesis.


Aims and Objectives


The primary aim of this thesis is to analyse TL as an adaptation of HoD. This will be done in a 
 process that discusses the novella's academic status and summarizes some its most common 
 interpretations, and I will do the same for the game. The thesis will examine the politics of both 
 novella and game as well as their ethical dimensions. Fundamentally, the underlying questions are: 


what changes when the story of a person's fall into madness and savagery in a fictionalized version 
 of the Belgian-controlled Congo Free State becomes a video game action narrative set in a post-
 apocalyptic Dubai? How does the one experience differ from the other? How can they be 


interpreted? What are their primary effects? While unconcerned with fidelity debates, I hold that the
 themes of HoD, those of inhumanity and irreconcilable otherness, are retained by the game, and 
 become intensely personal and accusatory. In this way, TL is remarkable for how it uses some of the
 thematics and symbolism of HoD in adapting them to an interactive medium. It is also noteworthy 
 for how it re-contextualizes these themes into, amongst other things, a depiction of post-traumatic 
 stress disorder, a critique of Western neo-colonialism, masculinity, the excesses of the video game 
 industry, and the idea of harmless virtual killing.1 As with HoD, TL also has its problems that can be
 seen to have an adverse effect on its effectiveness in highlighting ethical issues. 


Structurally, the thesis is divided into two parts. The first, consisting of two subsections, 


1 I am indebted to Brendan Keogh's Killing is Harmless (2012) for this idea.



(5)concerns itself chiefly with HoD. The first subsection deals with prior criticism of the novella and 
 briefly discusses its thematics. The second focuses on the political aspects of both the novella and 
 the game, in terms of their treatment of the Other and gender. There are many similarities here that 
 deserve attention. The second part consists of three subsections. The first subsection discusses the 
 justification for placing emphasis on TL as a “literary”, narrative game. The aim here is also to 
 familiarize the reader with certain aspects of game theory relevant to TL and the debates 
 surrounding it. The second explores the game as an adaptation of HoD. The third and final 


subsection is a more general exploration of the ethics of both works and how they overlap or differ 
 from one another, including a discussion on self-reflexivity and the perceived responsibilities of the 
 reader/player in HoD and TL. It should be noted that while the thesis is divided into two parts, each 
 discussing text and game respectively, both are often discussed interchangeably in each subsection, 
 depending on the topic, and the way in which both works overlap in regards to that topic.


Motivation


As I began to engage closely with TL, I found it to be a remarkable adaptation of Conrad's story, as 
 the experience of playing is enriched by the ethically challenging narrative. The player is held 
 accountable for brutalities in TL that in HoD are a result of the actions of others. In Conrad's 
 novella, these horrors are quite distant from the reader in historical, geographical, and narrative 
 terms; not so in TL. This nearness is partly why I have chosen to write this thesis, another is to show
 that we can identify a literary quality in TL that is otherwise generally absent from the interactive 
 medium.2 As an interactive experience, The Line is, to the best of my knowledge, quite unique. It is 
 a new way of conveying what Conrad did a century ago. This makes it a significant work that I 
 believe is worthy of attention.


Methodology


The underlying methodology of the thesis is a close analysis of the textual and narrative dimensions
 of both texts. As there are two primary sources being compared, this analysis is structured in a 


“compare and contrast” fashion. In theoretical terms I draw on several schools and approaches, as 
 the material inevitably demands a multidisciplinary endeavour. From literary theory, there is a debt 
 owed to reader-response, adaptation, and terminology from the field of narratology.3 Regarding the 


2 This is not to be understood as a statement that games can only be 'good' or 'profound' if they have a literary 
dimension, but that TL contains one such literary dimension that happens to make it particularly interesting in the 
context of HoD.



(6)interactive medium, I have aligned myself primarily but not exclusively with the camp of 


narratology4 in tackling the narrative aspects of TL, and I employ some basic game design principles
 and philosophy in the relevant subsection. The approach that is most dominant in this thesis 


regarding the game is one that assumes that TL ought to be analysed for its inherent narrative 
 experience, treating it as a companion text to HoD. 


Hutcheon's  A Theory of Adaptation  (2006), and generally from Gerard Genette's observations on the structure of
 narrative.


4 Here from Ian Bogost's Unit Operations (2006), not to be confused with literary narratology. Narratology in the 
terms of video game studies expresses itself as an approach towards studying games from a literary perspective, that 
is, discussing them in terms of their narrative aspects in a general sense, rather than focusing on their formal 
constituent elements (game rules, mechanics, software programming and so on). This is examined more closely in 
Part 2.
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Part 1: Heart of Darkness



Subsection 1: Criticism of Heart of Darkness


Heart of Darkness is a work critics have been discussing, and are most likely to continue to discuss,
 for generations. Owing to the subjective, modernist qualities of its narrative, criticism of the work 
 continues to be carried out in all manners of ways and from many important perspectives. Certain 
 canonical interpretations have been established. One holds that it is a modernist masterpiece, 
 another, often overlapping with the first, that it is anti-, if not post-colonial. The former is an 
 uncontroversial assertion, but the latter deserves more attentive scrutiny, as has been offered by 
 critics such as Chinua Achebe. That said, most critics agree that on a basic level the novella serves 
 as an attempted critique of the “civilizing mission” of European imperialism in the late nineteenth 
 and early twentieth centuries.5


The biographical context of HoD offers some insight. In The Cambridge Companion to 
 Joseph Conrad, Andrea White in “Conrad and Imperialism” traces the origins of at least a part of 
 Joseph Conrad's attitude towards imperialism, as many Conradians do, to his own experiences as a 
 youth of the Polish upper class in a time of aggressive Russian expansion into Poland (Stape, 181). 


She and Owen Knowles (7) also make note of Conrad's early enthusiasm for and willingness to 
 partake in the colonial adventure taking place in Africa. This would result in the disastrous 1890 
 expedition up the Congo river, an experience that appears to have made Conrad reconsider his 
 commitment to the dominant narrative of European ventures in Africa being a force for good. 


Andrea White, Cedric Watts, and many other critics mention the awkward situation Conrad was in. 


He was an avid anglophile, and, at the same time, a victim of imperialism. The idea is that this 
 resulted in a conflicting dual identity in the author, that of an Englishman, partaking in imperial 
 glory, and that of a Pole, himself and his family being victims of tsarist persecution. In “Conrad's 
 Influence,” Gene M. Moore described the narrative voice of his works as coming from “a condition 
 of radical and multiple otherness” (238), further suggesting that Conrad was not quite at home in 
 either Polish, English, or his own times, being both on the periphery of empire, and at the heart of it.


This had presumably awarded him a unique perspective on imperialism, enhancing the thematic 
 quality of his texts on the subject.


Thematics


What follows is a brief overview of some critical responses to Conrad's novella. The first, from 



(8)Cedric Watts, comes from his article “Heart of Darkness”. In it, he makes the claim that the novella 
 thematically anticipated many of the human disasters of the twentieth century (Stape, 50). Along 
 such lines, Conrad is often viewed today as a pioneering, forward-oriented modernist author. As 
 with many such innovative works, his has their roots in the classics, Virgil and Dante among them 
 (Lothe, 174-6), as well as in the more prosaic travel literature of the period. While HoD is not 
 uncontroversial, it has certainly lodged itself in the history of literature and public imagination as 
 one of the great classics of the 20th century, and it returns to us constantly in the form of ever new 
 representations, covert and overt, in popular culture. 


While it is certainly a stretch to insist that the novella is prophetic, the novella is replete with
 the kind of metaphor, symbolism, and tone that would become commonplace decades after 


publication. Dichotomies weigh heavily on the novel's thematics, such as the contrast between light 
 and dark, Europe and Africa, present and primordial past, civilization and savagery, here and there, 
 us and them, and Same and Other. The impression is that there is an attempt to state that the 


difference between one and the other is less than it seems. The once savage and “dark” Britain is 
 now the heart of civilization as Marlow's contemporaries would define it, Kurtz fell from the grace 
 afforded him by his white skin into brutality and madness because of his idealism, Marlow 


identifies – grudgingly, one imagines – with the Africans, and so on. Paradoxes abound, and Watts 
 summarizes them in this way:


Civilization can be barbaric. It is both a hypocritical veneer and a valuable achievement  to 
 be vigilantly guarded.


Society saves us from corruption, yet society is corrupt.


Imperialism may be redeemed by 'an idea at the back of it', but imperialism, 
 irredeemably, is 'robbery with violence'.


Brotherhood transcends racial differences, but 'we live, as we dream – alone'.


The truth should be communicated, but women should be denied it. Communication of the 
 essential is impossible.


Morality is a sham. Without it, human beings become sham humans.


Awareness is better than unawareness. We may become aware that it is better to be 
 unaware, and we may even learn that ignorance is bliss.  (1996, 47)


As can be seen, the defining boundaries between Same and Other are clearly delineated in both 
terms of race and gender, which in the past half-century has motivated a wide range of political 
criticisms. Proto-egalitarian and non-interventionalist sentiments can be observed in the novella, 



(9)however. It states that whiteness and a wealth of good intentions are no guarantees against a descent
 into darkness. Whether or not Conrad's employment of these themes coalesce into a coherent 
 critique of imperialism is the crucial point of contention.


Spatial and temporal dynamics are thematically central in HoD. Its story is related to us 
 through a frame first set by a narrator that is obliviously patriotic: “The seed of commonwealths, the
 germs of empires” (2006, 5). It is being told on a boat on the Thames estuary, which is in the 
 heartland of imperialism in the Victorian and Edwardian periods. Marlowe's dour narrative voice 
 then takes over, flipping the imagery from gilded bombast into something relatively prosaic and 
 gritty as it relates his past experiences in Africa. It an ironic device, one of many in the novella. It 
 underlines and makes visible the unthinkingly patriotic tone of the unnamed frame narrator. 


Illusions of patriotic grandeur are dispelled as the narrative unfolds, but the story is shared within an
 exclusively homogeneous context. Marlowe's audience are all men, presumably of similar class 
 status, and white (part of a constellation of issues that makes a political reading of HoD 


troublesome for today's readers, and makes it vulnerable to a wide range of criticism).


In Marlow's story, the journey from river station to river station affirms his strength of 
 character. Kurtz, held up by his peers as a virtuous and progress-oriented person, is revealed as a 
 degenerate. Kurtz's descent into savagery can be explained by his impurity of purpose. Louis K. 


Greiff's article “Soldier, Sailor, Surfer Chef: Conrad's Ethics and the Margins of Apocalypse Now” 


(1992) explores the portrayal of the ethical and moral dimensions of the main characters, and how 
 they differ from one another in the novella and Apocalypse Now (AN). In HoD, what makes Marlow
 a virtuous character, and a surviving one at the tale's end according to Greiff, is his single-minded 
 adherence to and dedication to his profession, seamanship. By contrast, Kurtz's haphazard and 
 vague range of talents and professions is chaotic and unfocused. This is a major contributing factor 
 to his “hollowness” and eventual destruction: 


to this day I am unable to say what was Kurtz's profession, whether he ever had any—


which  was the greatest of his talents. I had taken him for a painter who wrote for the 
 papers, or else for a journalist who could paint—but even the cousin […] could not tell me 
 what he had been—exactly. (2006, 71-72)


The protagonist's purity of purpose does not survive in the novella's later adaptations. Both Willard 
of AN and Martin Walker of TL are unfocused, confused or misdirected in some way, each having 
more Kurtz in them than Marlow. In the case of The Line, Walker (and by extension, the player) 
very much is Kurtz.



(10)Heart of Darkness and Popular Culture


Despite HoD's prevalence as a piece of reference material in popular culture, it has to date only one 
 direct film adaptation, Heart of Darkness, directed by Nicolas Roeg in 1993. On the other hand, one
 can hardly mention HoD and adaptations in the same breath without invoking Francis Ford 


Coppola's Apocalypse Now, a great case study of how adaptations may succeed – or fail – to capture
 the richness of the source material. Elaine Showalter, author of Sexual Anarchy: Gender and 
 Culture at the Fin de Siècle (1992), constructs a commentary on AN's reception among Conrad 
 scholars that, while acerbic, is entertaining: 


Conrad specialists were both reluctant to give over the authority of their sacred work to a 
 mere filmmaker and obtuse about the meaning of both film process and a Vietnam 
 experience that might not be representable through modernist techniques. It was a 
 spectacular display of academic snobbery. (1992, 99)


In an issue of Conradiana,6 scholars denounced it as “fraudulent and glib” and “altogether 
 confusing.” Again, Showalter:


Defending their Conrad against Coppola, the Hollywood hack who had previously made 
 The Godfather, the academics compared the film to Disneyland, a “Horrorland” of wretched 
 excess in contrast to Conrad's elegant modernist “restraint.” (Ibid.)


If nothing else, this proves that HoD was to be an especially difficult work to adapt to a visual 
 medium. Orson Welles made an unsuccessful attempt, and Coppola's adaptation was the result of a 
 gruelling effort – one that evidently did not see much love from some of Conrad's acolytes. 


However, while the novella's literary quirks, its ambiguities, the framing of the narrative, 
 character complexities, and especially the emphasis on Marlow's inner voice make it difficult to 
 transpose into another medium without fundamental alterations, there are a wealth of pop-cultural 
 responses and references. Most often, isolated themes and motifs from the work are addressed. The 
 perils of losing one's humanity by trying to impose a particular standard of humanity upon others is 
 a popular, recurring motif, and what occurs when human beings are divorced from the controls of 
 society is another – as explored in other celebrated literary works such as Lord of the Flies. 


Incidentally, Linda J. Dryden notesthat Golding had Conrad partly in mind while writing Flies 
 (Armstrong, 502-3). 


6 Conradiana: A Journal of Joseph Conrad Studies, Vol. 13, 1981. The following quotes are from pages 37 and 41, 
respectively.
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Subsection 2: The Politics of Heart of Darkness and The Line


Some of the innumerable responses to Conrad's novella are very passionate. Chinua Achebe's 
 assault on Heart of Darkness's worth as part of the literary canon concerning Africa and 


Postcolonial literature is the most famous of these. Controversially, Achebe denounces Conrad as a 
 racist. His “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness” (Armstrong, 336) states 
 that Conrad is guilty of using Africa merely as a backdrop, a prop, to stage the story of a white 
 man's mental degeneration (344). Africa becomes “a foil to Europe […] a place of negations at once
 remote and vaguely familiar, in comparison with which Europe's own state of spiritual grace will be
 manifest” (337). Achebe describes HoD as “an offensive and deplorable book” written by “a 


talented, tormented man” (345). In short, Achebe finds Conrad's critique of imperialism and his race
 politics seriously wanting.


Achebe's essay is valuable for many reasons, one of which is that it illustrates that HoD is 
 far from being an uncontroversial work. There is still room for similar debates today, as HoD 
 continues to be adapted in increasingly different forms, each of them inheriting some troublesome 
 aspect or other from their ancestor. I will offer an overview of some of this controversy, and also 
 mention how these issues relate to those of Spec Ops: The Line. But before that, there is a paragraph
 in the novella that I feel can be read as an anticipation of, and an attempt to frame, the scrutiny and 
 criticism it would receive following its publication:


But Marlow was not typical (if his propensity to spin yarns be excepted) and to him the 
 meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which 
 brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of these misty halos 
 that, sometimes, are made visible by the spectral illumination of moonshine. (5)


The “spectral illumination of moonshine” is the scrutiny of critics, the “meaning of the episode” is 
 in the “haze” and the “misty halos”, who are made clear and concrete, “visible”, through debate and
 discussion. It is a rather poignant passage in a work that has inspired a considerable amount of 
 controversy.


Marlow makes few value judgements on what he sees in the novella, and while he is 
 horrified by the depravity he observes in the Congo, there are no attempts to construct an 


alternative. Except for in a few cases (in one offering a starving black man a biscuit, and in another, 
sounding off a ship's horn to scare away a crowd of Congolese to avoid them being massacred), 
Marlow is staunchly non-interventionist. Like the Magistrate in Coetzee's Waiting for the 
Barbarians, Marlow often refers to the fact that the natives are essentially human, not enemies, 



(12)criminals, or rebels: “by all the stars these were strong, lusty, red-eyed devils that swayed and drove
 men—men, I tell you” (16). They are essentially human, but not fully so, as implied from the 
 repeated references to their bestial nature.


Unlike the European characters the indigenous people are given no agency. The racist 
 vocabulary of the early 20th century is used liberally. There might be some sympathy there, but the 
 humanity Marlow shares with the Congolese is only through a “distant kinship” (51). Marlow 
 distances himself from the “wild and passionate uproar” (36) that in an invasive sense must be made
 a claim on to be felt, as when the helmsman affixes Marlow with his dying gaze, where there is a 
 sense of annexation, of a forced seizure of the brotherhood of humanity shared between them. 


Some of the most dehumanizing rhetoric, for instance “you know with them it's hard to tell 
 [their age]” (17) may be ironic, as it is reflected onto whites just before; “seeing a white man on the 
 path [the black taskmaster] hoisted his weapon to his shoulder with alacrity […] white men being so
 much alike at a distance that he could not tell who I might be” (16) does something to signal that 
 Conrad is playing with the racist tropes, perhaps in an attempt to ridicule them. But as with the 
 matter of colonialism and its civilizing mission, Marlow may despise the status quo, but they offer 
 no alternatives. And ironic bigotry, read with the eyes of a bigot, is still bigotry – the parody is 
 ineffective if it is not understood by those it parodies. Admittedly, demanding that Conrad should 
 have reached into the future for a sanitized vocabulary to use in his novella is unreasonable. He did, 
 after all, live within a totalizing hegemony where there was little room for alternate perspectives. 


With the acknowledgement that England prior to Roman occupation was also “one of the 
 dark places of the earth” (5), Marlow opens a door to some self-reflection. But the statement is part 
 of an appeal to the civilizing mission, as it is the Romans Marlow considers responsible for bringing
 civilization to England. And, of course, the Europeans in Africa (a perpetually dark place in the 
 western imagination) are comparable to the Romans in this regard, according to him. The 


connotations, while clearly part of an attempt to construct ironic commentary,7 are unfortunate. This
 and the rest makes the attempts at ridiculing or satirizing the European ideological position in 
 regards to race and imperialism seem ineffective in the original purpose: to undermine them. In the 
 middle of all this, no dialogue is established between Marlow and the Other,8 who remains distant 
 and faintly menacing throughout the novella. 


The above is a serious counterargument to the assertion that the novella is not racist. But 


7 Students of Roman Britain in Conrad's time would perhaps be aware of the brutalities committed by the Roman 
 conquerors that is to have driven Boudica and the Iceni to revolt. Read that way, the ironic, unsympathetic parallel 
 between the Europeans in Africa and the Romans in Britain may become even more clear to a contemporary 
 readership.


8 I wish to clarify my use of the term “Other” in the thesis. It is a reference to a group or class of people that in a 
general sense is made “not us” through how they are presented in narratives. A synonymous term might be “out-
group”. The suffering of the Other is made distant from the Same, because they are not fully human. Thus, the 
ignorance of their suffering, or the infliction thereof, is made easier, and in some cases a source of entertainment.



(13)whether or not it is racist or sexist or containing any other expression of prejudice or oppression 
 does not mean that the novella loses its worth. The novella is tremendously important, not because 
 it spells out how colonialism or racism is undesirable, but because it provokes us into engaging with
 these concepts ourselves. By employing ambiguity and ambivalence concerning these issues, 
 succeeding generations are allowed to formulate their own opinions on the work's politics. The 
 distasteful and problematic aspects of the novella must still be discussed, as passionately as is felt 
 necessary by individual critics, but it does not mean that the novella should be consigned to 
 obscurity because it is not perfectly ideologically correct.


Achebe's article presents Conrad as a gifted author who was tragically ignorant of his own 
 racism, creating a novella in which full humanity is largely denied to the Congolese. This is done by
 a Westerner who is entirely preoccupied with relating a drama between two white men. Like Achebe
 said, Africa becomes a kind of caricatured backdrop to this story, and when the indigenous peoples 
 are discussed, it is often to highlight their closeness to a menacing, oppressive darkness, themselves 
 being black and thus marked in a very bodily way by that darkness. Furthermore, Achebe comments
 on Conrad's tendency to repeat “black” and “darkness” to a high degree. The references to 


blackness of skin and inner darkness occur at a frequency reaching beyond that of merely 
 establishing symbols, and into what for Achebe labels a troubling obsession. In essence, the 
 Congolese are reduced to clever literary metaphors. Dissenting voices to Achebe's charges are 
 prevalent, predictably amongst the old guard of Conradiana, but also amongst writers who, like 
 Achebe, are from the African continent. Andrea White brings up Es'kia Mphahlele who is to have 
 said about Conrad that he was one amongst very few “outstanding white novelists who portray 
 competently characters belonging to cultural groups outside their own” (Stape, 179). White makes 
 the case that 


although Marlow uses the racist language of his day, he is more alive than his listeners – 
 or readers, presumably – to such an invasion's absurd outrageousness, [referring to 
 Marlow's reversal of colonialism, in which Africans lord over Europeans] one 


'naturalized' by the engravings in daily illustrated newspapers of the inevitable string of 
 black carriers  accompanying white 'civilizers' through swamps and along jungle paths in 
 'darkest Africa'. (191)


Whether or not HoD is a valuable if flawed effort by a white man to understand and to 
 codify this understanding of colonialism as a primarily negative phase of modern history, or a work 
 fundamentally broken by its inability to present Africans as other than living relics of man's 


supposed prehistory, is a question of perspective. One such perspective, held by Watts, Mphahlele, 
 Showalter, and others, assumes that HoD must be given credit for its negative framing of 


colonialism as exploitative and a tool of oppression, and that the novella's most racist excesses are 



(14)unfortunate, but not fundamentally capable of corrupting HoD as a critique of colonialism. Another 
 perspective, that of Achebe, Torgovnick, and Carey-Webb, holds that Conrad utilizes just the same 
 kind of derogatory tropes in depicting Africans as the worst of that time's bigoted, hallucinatory 
 literature, which seriously undermines its message.


The echoes of the sordid pseudo-anthropology that dominated the fields of studies on Africa 
 from before Conrad's time up until fairly recently are still present in how the West is contrasted with
 Africa today. Consider the treatment of the case of Tjostolv Moland and Joshua French in the 
 Norwegian media. A discussion of this is featured in “Heart of Darkness Reinvented? A Tale of Ex-
 Soldiers in the Democratic Republic of Congo” (Bangstad & Bertelsen, 2010). With this in mind, 
 the use of the DRC in the popular imagination (and what is implied by that, Africa as a whole) as “a
 space without a place” (8) and with all the implied imagery of frenzied barbarism it brings, still has 
 the power to conjure up the spectre of African savagery in the Norwegian (and by association, the 
 Western) mind just as well as HoD once did. Considering that the language and imagery of Conrad's
 novella is similar in form if perhaps not in purpose to the colonialist discourse of its time, the 
 longevity and power of the aforementioned language and imagery may serve to reinforce prevailing 
 attitudes and cultural narratives about Africa even as the novella challenges us to question the very 
 same.However, it is, as noted above, not only due to its political aspects that HoD can be celebrated.


Showalter notes that while she believes it is a “protest against Leopold's exploitation of the 
 Congolese”, it is also noteworthy for its “eloquent pessimism, psychological complexity, and 
 symbolic style” that has made “his [Conrad's] story the most enduring monument of fin-de-siècle 
 disillusionment.” (1992, 95)


 A further moderating voice in this debate can be found in Edward Said's Culture and 
 Imperialism (1994). Here, Said's analysis of Conrad can be summarized as essentially praising 
 Conrad for criticising imperialism and trying to bring its worst excesses to light, while 


simultaneously criticising his inability to suggest a world not dominated by imperial, colonialist 
 powers. This is due to Eurocentric thought, which posited Europe as the pinnacle of human 
 progress, and the yardstick to which other societies and cultures must compare themselves. Said 
 argues that, for Conrad, imagining a world in which there was no empire, or a world containing 
 alternatives to European rule, was impossible. It may have been a system he resented deeply, but: 


“As a creature of his time, Conrad could not grant the natives their freedom, despite his severe 
 critique of the imperialism that enslaved them.” (1994, 34) 


Despite these shortcomings, the novella is presented as powerful and effective because it is a
work of essentially imperialist, colonialist fiction (26), and from this position, the ambivalence and 
ambiguity that defines HoD bespeaks an author who was practically tearing the narrative apart in 
order to express what was, to him, inexpressible. At the very least, Conrad attempted to refer to a 



(15)world outside the imperialist world-view, and did so in a manner that assaulted several European 
 assumptions about itself and its role in the affairs of other nations. Despite being complicit in using 
 language that could function as a legitimisation of imperialism, the novella makes serious attempts 
 to deconstruct and demolish the core fiction that was used to justify the excesses of colonial 
 exploitation: that it was for the good of the colonized. As would later be expressed in an arguably 
 more palatable fashion by Coetzee, the idea that empire destroys even the imperialist is present in 
 HoD.


Gender in Heart of Darkness


Another aspect of what makes HoD so vigorously debated is its depiction of female characters. Two
 1990 essays comment on this. The first is “Primitivism and the African Woman in Heart of 


Darkness” by Marianna Torgovnick, the second is Jeremy Hawthorn's “The Women of Heart of 
 Darkness.” Three central characters are identified: Marlow's aunt, Kurtz's fiancée (also referred to 
 as the Intended) and what is often read as Kurtz's indigenous mistress, the African Woman. Firstly, 
 Marlow's aunt is the character who helps granting Marlow an audience with his future employer, 
 who takes him on as a steamship captain and sends him to Africa. Marlow's first characterisation of 
 her reads as follows:


I tried the women. I, Charlie Marlow, set the women to work—to get a job! Heavens! 


Well, you see, the notion drove me. I had an aunt, a dear enthusiastic soul. She wrote: 'It 
 will be delightful. I am ready to do anything, anything for you. It is a glorious idea. I 
 know the wife of a very high personage in the Administration and also a man who has lots 
 of influence with,' etc. etc. She was determined to make no end of fuss to get me appointed 
 skipper of a river steamboat, if such was my fancy. (9)


The same aunt is mentioned as having a fierce adoration of Marlow, considering him 


“somewhat like a lower sort of apostle” (12) and a potential bringer of civilisation to “those 
 ignorant millions” of the African continent, and as someone who has let public discourse as to the 
 beneficial nature of colonial adventurism to the colonised get the better of her: “in the rush of all 
 that humbug [she] got carried off her feet.” What emerges from this characterisation is the sense of 
 a sheltered, idealistic and passionate individual – warm, but naïve, who considers Marlow's 


impending journey into “the darkness” as something like a fun excursion. Conrad's anglophile 
 tendencies may be divined in this famous scene. In the company office, Marlow remarks that 


“There was a vast amount of red [on the map]—good to see at any time because one knows that 
some real work is done in there” (10). The red is, naturally, those territories under British control. 



(16)The implication being that only the British colonies are above reproach. It may be an earnest 
 statement, or a Swiftian, ironic jab at the selectively anti-colonialist notion that England was the 
 only truly moral colonial power. As to that point, Allen Carey-Webb9 provides an objection:


Despite their critique of colonial rapacity, in confrontation with “the horror” there is a 
 willing blindness, a capitalist devotion to mechanical work that takes the place of any 
 critical analysis. While Heart of Darkness and Tarzan oppose the brutalities of Belgian 
 colonialism, both seem to accept and perhaps even admire the more “restrained” and 


“effective” British version. (1992/93, 128)


What Hawthorn identifies in the aunt and the Intended is the Victorian patriarchal practice of
 shutting women out of the male sphere, which is to have reigned everywhere but the home. 


Research from scholars such as Francoise Basch10 suggests a more nuanced reality. Puritanism may 
 have been the ideal for the bourgeois/aristocratic woman, but the reality for the rest of the 


population was full of working women and prostitutes experiencing fewer restrictions than 
 otherwise assumed. In the words of Florence Boos, “idealization and censorship distort sexual 
 reality” (1976, 1). But these gender divisions are visible In HoD. Its gender politics result in the 
 sheltered, idealistic, naive, and devoted figures of the aunt and Intended. The Intended, especially 
 through her extreme isolation and death-like stasis, is seen by Hawthorn as a sort of deathly figure. 


The following quote is elegant proof of this notion:


The tall marble fireplace had a cold and monumental whiteness. A grand piano stood 
 massively in a corner with dark gleams on the flat surfaces like a sombre and polished 
 sarcophagus. A high door opened—closed. I rose. She came forward all in black with a pale 
 head, floating towards me in the dusk. (73)


This describes a ghost in an environment oppressed by tombs and headstones, not a living 
 character. Victorian standards of sexuality were supposedly highly puritan, and the Intended plays 
 handily into the revisionist characterisation of the highly gendered society at that time. But Conrad 
 was describing more than his vision of the oppressed, non-sexual women in his society, pining for 
 the nubile mistresses of the African interior – he was setting up another clever metaphor, a contrast, 
 which becomes clear when comparing the Intended with the African Woman, the third female 
 character of note in the novella. Hawthorn holds that she simply serves as the counterpoint to the 
 Intended, as a living, vibrant, and sexual being compared to the hopelessly sterile Intended. He adds
 that “what the novella gives us is not what Conrad the man thought about women, but Conrad's 
 artistic insight into the way in which gender divisions enter into the duplicities of imperialism” 


9 In “ 'Heart of Darkness, Tarzan', and the 'Third World': Canons and Encounters in World Literature.” 


10 A notable work from this author in regards to the discussion of the revisionist version of Victorian gender relations is
Relative Creatures: Victorian Women in Society and the Novel, published in 1974.



(17)(414). 


It is easy to accept Hawthorn's assertion that “the ideological thrust” can only be uncovered 
 through the use of readily apparent, polar dichotomies in a work otherwise dominated by vagueness 
 and ambiguity. As a stylistic choice, it makes sense to draw attention to core themes by making 
 them stand out, free of obfuscation in the work. However, I am not entirely convinced that 


“Conrad's artistic insight” can be adequately used as a shield against accusations of sexism or 
 outright misogyny. Watts holds that Conrad was an author in the same vein as Jonathan Swift and 
 Voltaire, the implication being that the satirical or darkly ironical edge of Gulliver's Travels and 
 HoD is enough to excuse them from such accusations (Stape, 47). But as intimated earlier, someone
 can purport to criticise something, yet still be complicit in discrimination.


Conrad is viewed as a primarily masculine writer by Torgovnick and Hawthorn, a writer of 
 exclusively male-oriented fictions. Perhaps the same dynamics of blindness or incapability of 
 imagining an alternative to imperial hegemony that Said discussed can be extended to Conrad's 
 depiction of women in HoD – as either anti-sexual, pure, spiritual beings or unrestrained, savagely 
 passionate, sexual creatures, in a discourse dominated by what Hawthorn calls a distinction between
 feminine ideal and masculine action (410). In that way, Marlow's statement that “They—the women
 I mean—are out of it—should be out of it” (48) gains meaning not only as an expression of strict 
 gender divisions, but also of the idea that women are so naïve and hopelessly ignorant of “the real 
 world” that any structure or system they build would fall apart as soon as they met with reality. It 
 can certainly be argued that dynamics of gender in Conrad's time were informed by a similar 
 ideological framework as the imperialist world-view. 


As for a critique of Conrad's use of his female characters as dichotomous symbols, 
 Torgovnick finds a distinction between pure spirit in the Intended and pure body in the African 
 Woman. Torgovnick expresses some confusion as to why they can't be both spirit and body, fully 
 realised persons. Even the black steam engine fireman that looked like a dog in a “parody of 


breeches and a feather hat” (36) is a character of some (patronizing) complexity on the surface. This
 may lead to the same sort of alienation from the text that Achebe felt. Showalter (1992) paraphrases 
 a statement by Nina Pelikan Straus in a 1987 article:11 “The peculiar density and inaccessibility of 
 Heart of Darkness may be the result of its extremely masculine historical referentiality, its 


insistence on a male circle of readers” (96). And just like Achebe, Torgovnick accuses Conrad of 
 using Africa and the “primitive” as a scene upon which to explore the foibles of Western society: 


“the primitive responds to Western needs, becoming the faithful or distorted mirror of the Western 
 self” (401). By not being Europe, Africa helps the European discover his primordial nature. 


Conversely, the women of HoD seem to exist to define the masculinity of the male characters just 



(18)by contrast, the Intended so pure and sterile that Marlow can't help but tell her that famous lie at the 
 end of the novella so as to not sully or break her idealism. “It would have been too dark—too dark 
 altogether” (77). 


Marlow's cool-headed focus and discipline is emphasised when compared to his aunt's wild, 
 undirected enthusiasm for the civilizing mission, and Kurtz's inhumanity and self-debasement may 
 stem partly from the unspoken relationship between him and the African Woman. Even her ultimate
 fate during the chaotic scene of the steamboat's departure from Kurtz's river station, where the 
 pilgrims have their “little fun” (67) by firing on the crowd massed at the riverbank, goes 
 unmentioned, a source of considerable bewilderment for Torgovnick. 


Naturally, the importance of mentioning her survival or death depends on what way her 
 character is interpreted. However, it is difficult not to read her as Kurtz's mistress. And as a 
 focalized subject, she is clearly held up as a symbol not only of Kurtz's “gone native”-ness, but of 
 Africa itself. The best reason I can imagine for her fate being left undisclosed is either as a knowing
 reference to the taboos surrounding miscegenation or simply the desire to avoid charges of 


obscenity from contemporaries. There were serious concerns about inter-racial relationships in 
 Conrad's time, leading infamous figures such as Thomas Dixon (the author of several texts that 
 were later adapted in 1915 as The Birth of a Nation) to write that the “foundation of racial life and 
 civilization” (Rogin, 176) was at stake. Censorship of occurrences of inter-race romances have 
 historically been a preoccupation of guardians of cultural morality. Conversely, leaving out the 
 details of her relationship with Kurtz, and making unknown what happens to her during the 


shooting, draws attention to itself. It has the effect of further giving the character an air of taboo and
 mystery. Tying the imagery of Kurtz taking the African Woman as a mistress to the exploitation of 
 Africa by Europeans is a good metaphorical device, but I agree with Torgovnick when she 


challenges it as repeating an unfortunate colonial stereotype (403). It is reminiscent of the sort of 
 flowery characterisation of Africa as a virginal, female space invaded and raped by European self-
 interest; a well-meaning but patronizing generalization. To conclude that Kurtz stands in as a 
 symbol for Europe's desires for Africa doesn't require much conjecture: “I saw him open his mouth 
 wide—it gave him a weirdly voracious aspect as though he wanted to swallow all the air, all the 
 earth, all the men before him” (59), and the imagery is repeated on page 73: “I had a vision of him 
 on the stretcher opening his mouth voraciously as if to devour all the earth with all its mankind.” 


After all, “All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz.” (49) Thus, Kurtz can also be read as all 
Europe in a colonial adventure abroad, ready to consume everything it sees, matter, body, and soul.



(19)Masculinity in Heart of Darkness


Showalter describes Heart of Darkness as somewhat of a crown jewel in the constellation of what 
 she terms “male quest romances”. These include “themes of the male muse, male bonding, and the 
 exclusion of women” (1992, 83) that coalesce into a style of male fictions for men, emerging at the 
 turn of the century. This, she claims, was a “complicated response to female literary dominance, as 
 well as to British imperialism and fears of manly decline in the face of female power.” (Ibid.) 
 Showalter defines the male quest romance in the following way:


In various ways, these stories represent a yearning for escape from a confining society, 
 rigidly structured in terms of gender, class, and race, to a mythologized place elsewhere 
 where men can be freed from the constraints of Victorian morality […] in the jungles […] of
 this other place, the heroes of romance explores their secret selves in an anarchic space 
 which can be safely called the 'primitive.' Quest narratives all involve a penetration into the 
 imagined center of an exotic civilization […] [the] heart of darkness which is a blank space 
  on the map, a realm of the unexplored and unknown. For fin-de-siècle writers, this free 
 space is usually Africa, the “dark continent” […] (1992, 81)


She continues, suggesting that the quest romances are “allegorized journeys into the self” 


(ibid) whose frame structures most often involve male narrators conveying the story to an implied 
 male readership, or quite simply to a male audience present in the story, as is the case with HoD. 


This perspective is valuable, as it positions Heart of Darkness within a genre of fiction that is 
 interesting for being an explicitly and deliberately male form of expression. To simplify matters, 


“maleness” in fiction for a period before Conrad's time can be generalized to have been “the norm”, 
 the default perspective from which works were assumed to be written, and that no such special, 


“defensive” emphasis of maleness was necessary. Though seen as a response, perhaps in support of 
 the status quo, to a heightened consciousness of women and women's experiences in society and 
 writing, male quest romances may not have been inherently misogynist. However, they excluded 
 women from meaningful participation. Thus, Heart of Darkness may be a difficult work to 
 approach due to its emphasis on the male experience. A similar dynamic can be seen in the video 
 game industry. Although women have always played a part in shaping the video game industry 
 since its conception, their roles have often been a silent, and sometimes silenced, one. 


The Other, Communication, and Solipsism


According to Said, and with reference to Paul B. Armstrong's “Reading, Race, and Representing 
Others”, the impossibility of understanding the racial or sexual Other is an important theme in the 



(20)novella. Conrad captures the theme elegantly but frustratingly, as he makes no attempt to develop it 
 beyond that point. The novella appears to be an earnest effort to frame the inability to define the 
 alien by those who live in a world that imagines that the alien cannot possibly be as profound as the 
 familiar. Armstrong claims that one of the greatest stylistic forces of the novella is solipsism (430) 
 and the failure of one-way communication: “understanding otherness requires an ongoing 


reciprocity between knower and known through which each comments on, corrects, and replies to 
 the other's representations in a never-ending shifting of representations.” (Ibid.) HoD is not the final
 product of such a process, as Marlow mostly has conversations with himself or to a sedate audience 
 that does not offer much commentary on the tale.


The solipsism of HoD is not an unintended side-effect of the way the narrative is framed, an 
 accident, or a case of Conrad forgetting to relate the experience of the colonized. As Armstrong 
 suggests, I believe it is an intentional and strategic decision. Through constant pontification and 
 circular hermeneutics, repeatedly coming close to establishing a dialogue with the Other but always 
 refusing it at the last minute, preferring instead to project his homespun prejudices onto the 


situation, Marlow becomes an example of the uselessness of the one-sided monologue in 
 characterising the Other, and of the hopelessness that arises from the attempt when there is no 
 mutual intelligibility:


. . . No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey the life-sensation of any given epoch  of 
 one's existence—that which makes its truth, its meaning—its subtle and  penetrating 
 essence. It is impossible. We live, as we dream—alone . . . . (27)


Were the above demonstrably ironic, the novella would gain new meaning altogether. 


Marlow would perhaps be characterised as a comical cynic, existing in a self-constructed fantasy 
 where he attempts to erase the negative consequences of his participation in the ivory trade by his 
 hypocritical pontifications over the uselessness of trying to change the system. The irony would 
 come from the fact that he is already changing it, for the worse, by being a part of it.12 But there is 
 no such irony. Conrad's relationship to the Other mirrors the relationship between modernity and 
 Conrad. He is too distant in several ways for the politics of HoD to be easily dissected according to 
 current ideological schemes. Of course, easily dissected is synonymous with simple, and if the 
 novella was simple it would have been forgotten a long time ago. If by no other criteria, it is highly 
 valuable for its status as a pioneering text and for the quality of the prose. I do agree with 


Armstrong, however, when he cautions that the canonization of HoD may have damaged it, by 


“converting the text from a potential interlocutor into an unquestioned cultural icon or […] a set of 


12 I am grateful to fellow student Karl-Christian Swane Bambini for suggesting this.



(21)clichés which are too well known to give rise to thought” (444). More than one transformative idea 
 has been de-clawed by turning it into doctrine or mantra. This is why, in conclusion, HoD is both 
 fascinating and troubling. The narrative trundles on, Marlow's lack of commitment demanding that 
 we engage with our own prejudices to form independent judgements on what is being discussed at 
 any given moment. If we refuse, or lack the required knowledge, we can only be left with a sense of
 frustrated discomfiture at the almost but not quite progressive nature of the novella, or worse yet, 
 unwittingly assent to the genocide that lurks between the lines of the novella, that of Leopold II's 
 Congo Free State. As stated by Torgovnick: “The words flirt with a radical critique of certain 
 Western values, but stop short. Heart of Darkness, like Marlow, goes only so far” (402). It is up to 
 us, the interpreters, to take it further.


That scholars indicate that HoD has become a literary cliché, and the words “the horror, the 
 horror” a groan-worthy, weary meme of post-colonial literature is a sign that the novella requires 
 debate, re-mediation, and re-contextualization to dislodge itself from its cage of reverence before it 
 can be approached and fully appreciated by a new generation. This requires earnest and open 
 scrutiny. The fact that an element of any given work is found to be problematic is not a demand for 
 it to be ignored so as to avoid any unpleasant, “irrelevant” discussion and for the academic 


apparatus surrounding it to be ridiculed (Carey-Webb, 126). The demand is for the honesty and 
 courage to not only celebrate the work for what makes it sophisticated and worthy of its place in 
 canon, but also to discuss its less savoury aspects, and in that way, to resist or reject them.


To close the note on canonization, there are some general points made by Attridge that may 
 be relevant to HoD. He claims that canonizing works of literature as it has been traditionally done 
 aids in reducing what may be very specific references to political or social injustices to 


universalizing allegory. That is, making what may be simple if not cleverly occluded statements 
 with a definite object of reference (and derision) into nebulous commentaries on “the human 
 condition”, thus making them less effective as engaged, ethical literature. 


The Politics of The Line


At first glance, TL is an adaptation of HoD clothed in a familiar veneer of video game slaughter, 
 drawing more than a little inspiration from the visual and auditory dimension of Apocalypse Now, 
 whose reliance on spectacular special effects violence has drawn ire from critics (Keiths, 2007). In 
 the game, gender and the Other are featured in a similar fashion to HoD. However, TL features 
 some noteworthy differences.


Similar to the title of Heart of Darkness, which may be read as a reference to the core of 



(22)human evil and geographical terror in the story, Yager's Spec Ops: The Line is a reference to two 
 things. Firstly, that it is the latest entry in the Spec Ops series of games. This is a curious choice, as 
 the last title of the Spec Ops franchise was released a decade before TL. In any case, the subtitle 


“The Line” refers to a boundary that waits to be crossed, suspended in stasis until it so happens. The
 protagonist, along with the player, will cross many boundaries throughout the game's narrative. 


Transgression is of course a famed aspect of video game tradition and history, one that has made the
 industry the target of more than one moral panic over the last half century. 


While rule-breaking may be a way in which to motivate or provoke change and 
 development, the video game industry has not traditionally been concerned with that sort of 


progress-oriented transgression, and can be seen as backwards when it comes to certain issues. For 
 instance, questions and critique aimed at gender representation in games, for instance, repeatedly 
 inspires furore and resistance. In recent memory, the backlash13 against feminist media critic Anita 
 Sarkeesian's fundraising campaign to support a series of videos offering a basic analysis of sexism 
 in games is a case study of vicious misogyny amongst online commenters, illustrating the necessity 
 for such a project. It is, however, worth mentioning that the campaign became an unprecedented 
 success, and the resulting analysis both interesting and worthwhile. The result, a video series titled 
 Tropes vs. Women, can be found on her Youtube channel, Feminist Frequency.


In any case, the traditional perspective holds that the industry is primarily an arena for male 
 entertainment. Feminist media criticism of video games, such as Sarkeesian's, frequently reveals the
 same issues as when examining the popular film industry – the default perspective is virtually 
 always assumed to be male, with the associated masculinity complexes frequently configuring 
 women as prizes, objects, or lacking in agency, whose perspectives are uninteresting or make for 
 unmarketable games. In reality, however, gender among players has almost completely reached 
 parity. In America, 45% of players are female. This is according to a 2013 report by the 


Entertainment Software Association titled “The Essential Facts about the Computer and Video 
 Game Industry” (3). In summary, the practices and attitudes described above make little sense 
 unless viewed as a vestigial relic of the industry's history as male-dominated. The mechanics of 
 capitalism and marketing have played their part in the enforcing of these tendencies, but much 
 progress has been made in recent years. Several recent, high-profile games include female or 
 minority characters exhibiting agency, and offer favourable depictions of non-heterosexual 
 relationships, for instance.


13 As discussed by Oliver Moore, “Woman's call to end video game misogyny sparks vicious online attacks.” 


theglobeandmail.com, 11.07.2014.



(23)Games and the Other


Xenophobia has been a considerable force in shaping games, as it has any other forms of media. A 
 considerable number of shooters and war games released in the West since 9/11 have featured the 
 dreaded middle-eastern Other as a favourite choice of enemy. TL is deceptive here, with its setting 
 of Dubai in ruins, caught in an apocalyptic sandstorm. Familiar tropes are hinted at, with its location
 promising safely and comfortably alien enemies to dispatch, and the exotic and unusual setting 
 evokes the typically Orientalist image of the mysterious, all-encompassing desert engulfing the city.


Dubai is symbolic of capitalism, progress, and international cooperation (or decadence), and is an 
 outpost of Western influence. The city is being overwhelmed by a primordial chaos that, through 
 repeated references to Middle-Eastern instability and turmoil in popular culture, is imagined as so 
 typical of the region. Naturally, the prevailing pop-cultural narrative of our times dictates that the 
 only possible saviour and hero-figure available is the white male soldier from America, who arrives 
 in the form of Captain Martin Walker, the player-controlled protagonist of the game's narrative.


Within an hour of starting a new game in TL, the game ceases to follow the traditional script 
 for military shooters. This is when the enemies change from hostile Arab/Other refugees to US 
 soldiers, and they remain that way for the rest of the plot. It constitutes an abrupt tonal shift that 
 moves the game away from its tentative place in the action genre and into horror. TL makes the 
 attempt to avoid using caricatures of people from the Middle East, and generally succeeds. While 
 most speak Farsi, and their English is heavily accented, there are doubts as to their demographics. 


Dubai is a fairly culturally diverse city, and some refugee fighters may be immigrants or tourists 
 trapped in the city, forced to arms to defend themselves against their erstwhile saviours in the 33rd. 
 The large proportion of foreign temporary residents in Dubai, especially South-Asian labourers, 
 must make up a significant proportion of the faction's members. However, this is never made 
 important or discussed at any length during the course of the game, having the effect of simplifying 
 the refugee demographics into an exclusively Arab group. The visual cues usually employed by the 
 videogame industry to signal “Arab, Hostile, Other” such as beards, turbans, religious imagery and 
 other “terrorist” regalia are subdued. Instead, depictions of the native in TL is reminiscent to that of 
 fighters from the “Arab Spring”, urbanites thrown into a war for survival and self-determination. 


Nevertheless, the Other of TL are its Arab or otherwise foreign characters, of whom there is not one 
 with more than two speaking lines beyond typical battlefield chatter. The refugees quickly recede 
 into the background of the plot as soon as the Americans become the sole antagonistic force in the 
 narrative, becoming a drama between white men, as in HoD.


There is the question of what either work is attempting to directly criticise (if that is what 
they are doing) and how this affects the portrayal of the native Other. If we accept that HoD is in 



(24)part a criticism of the civilizing mission of European colonial powers at the beginning of the 20th
 century, from the perspective of a European, then it is sensible to portray the mental and physical 
 hardship it brings to the coloniser (as well as the colonised, preferably), configured as a cautionary 
 tale. Less time is devoted to characterizing and including the Other and their perspective, which in a
 narrative partly about the European abuses of the indigenous peoples is unfortunate and ugly, but 
 not altogether distasteful. 


Similarly, if we cautiously accept that TL, as an adaptation of HoD, criticises contemporary 
 American interventionism in the Middle East from a Western perspective, then it is also sensible to 
 focus the narrative primarily on the experiences of the occupying American forces. Some “screen 
 time” is reserved for the refugees, especially when they lash out at Walker and his men after their 
 actions have ensured that no one will escape Dubai alive. But the story is not about them directly, so
 otherwise what they do and what happens to them is largely ignored.


A less authoritarian alternative is that neither HoD or TL is attempting to directly criticise 
 anything; rather, they both present a series of difficult, ambiguous situations that demand that the 
 reader or player make some judgement or interpretation of what they are being told, shown, and 
 what they do, that can be viewed as critiques of certain practices in the industry or in popular 
 culture. Nevertheless, as with HoD, the Other in TL is incomprehensible, threatening, and largely 
 without voice. The very first encounter between Walker and the refugee survivors gets spoiled by 
 mutual suspicion, despite Lugo's attempts to establish a dialogue. The situation unfolds in the 
 following way: they whisper to one another, identifying parts of the environment to be used to 
 effectively kill the refugees should they turn hostile. Tragically, the refugees overhear this, 
 misunderstands, believes Walker and Adams are planning on how to kill them, and reacts with a 
 pre-emptive attack. Communication, even though both sides comprehend each other, is impossible.


When the natives are given agency, it is “backstage” and mentioned in passing, or used to 
harm Walker. For instance, near the end of the game, the civilian inhabitants of a camp previously 
guarded by the 33rd decide to lynch Lugo, the character that was at first most sympathetic towards 
them. The mob murders him for a reason, as the act is carried out in retribution for his participation 
in actions that will result in their deaths. He has assisted in not only killing their guardians in the 
33rd, the few who still believed in Konrad's mission, but also for unwittingly destroying the city's 
water supply. However, these reasons are not immediately apparent to Walker or perhaps even the 
player, and to some it can seem like they killed him simply because they are unruly and savage 
Others. Portrayed as being less helpless than the Congolese in HoD, the depiction of the foreign 
Other in TL, while not overtly chauvinistic, can suffer from a lack of attentiveness. As with HoD, 
perhaps the game refuses to humanize its Other as much as it does its Americans because to do so 
would be to neuter its portrayal of jingoistic or colonial power fantasies as an exclusively one-way 



(25)communication that numbs the capacity for ethical thinking. 


Similar to Paul B. Armstrong's argument on solipsism in HoD, Walker does the same as 
 Marlow in refusing the idea that communication with the Other is possible or desirable. Lugo and 
 Adams both insist at several points to renew negotiations with the refugees. Each time, Walker 
 flatly refuses. Walker's imperialist assumptions as an American special forces soldier and his 
 massive hero complex precludes the possibility of viewing the Other as anything but a potential 
 threat. In essence, Marlow and Walker make the same mistakes, though through different means. 


While the non-American refugees remain generally Other throughout the game,14 the 
 opposing Americans are Same. They curse Walker and the player in English, their expressions of 
 fear and pain are in English, Walker's occasional dialogues with them reinforce the idea that they 
 are there to help the civilians, though the morality of how this aid is carried out is very much in 
 doubt. Crucially, their faces are often left uncovered – the subaltern refugee fighter population wear 
 masks and scarves more often than the Americans. As Brendan Keogh states in his critical reading 
 of the game in Killing Is Harmless (2012),


TL refuses to let me other [sic] the 33rd troops when I start fighting them. Of course, it is 
 worth noting that while the enemies I face become less othered as the game proceeds, the 
 Arabic people are never less othered themselves but merely replaced with more relatable 
 Western enemies. (23)


Keogh makes the point that there is at least one way in which the foreign Other is given a human or 
 sympathetic aspect from the very beginning – they are called refugees, not terrorists or guerillas. 


However, they are also labelled as “insurgents” after the numbing nomenclature of the War on 
 Terror, a vocabulary that has become pervasive in games. In any case, the point should also be made
 that the game is not “about” the War on Terror, neither is it “about” any specific conflict or 


engagement within the context of that war. In a very real sense it is not “about” the Middle East. Set
 in Dubai, it already occupies a liminal space between West and “East”, which makes simple 


allegorical allusions to the War on Terror (for example) difficult to identify. Payne makes an 
 eloquent characterisation of the spatial politics of The Line: 


[…] the game's opening menu screen previews its spatial politics by displaying an upside 
 down American flag in the foreground and a lost civilization behind it […] they [Delta] 


explore a series of spaces typically absent from mid-East military shooters. Instead of 


14 There are a few notable exceptions that can be uncovered by especially attentive players in which the “natives” are 
clearly and strikingly humanised. For instance, in an early section of the game, the player can find drawings made 
by the children of the refugees and tourists trapped in Dubai. The scenes depicted in these simple drawings range 
from the mundane to the grisly. This simultaneously characterises the refugee faction as parents (and thus human) 
and not exclusively as hostile, enemy combatants, while also lending their insurgency an air of legitimacy, as the 
American soldiers in the drawings are carrying out atrocities against the civilians and their children. However, these 



(26)fighting tribal militants in mountainous outposts, or dueling enemy combatants across 
 bombed-out city streets, the player traverses the sandblasted and abandoned opulence of 
 Western civilization: a TV studio, an aquatic coliseum, luxury hotels and spas, an 
 aquarium, etc. (7)


Women in The Line


As is the case with HoD, women in TL are marginalised. None of the main characters are women, 
 and when women appear in the game, it is as victims of violence. The most haunting of these 
 victims is a woman and her child killed in the white phosphorous attack carried out by Walker; 


horribly burnt, the charred corpse clutches the corpse of the child to its breast, covering its eyes 
 with a crumbling, claw-like hand. Walker fixates on this image. It reappears much later, in the form 
 of a hallucination. Right before the game's end, Walker finds “Konrad” in the process of painting a 
 picture in which the mother and the girl are still burning amidst a scene of human chaos and terror. 


However, the flames are positioned as coming from behind their heads, akin to the halo of a saint in 
 religious iconography. The woman has a thin veil draped over her head, and the rest of her dress is 
 reminiscent of a depiction of Mary Magdalene. However, in this painting, the mother is missing a 
 mouth, as her lips have apparently been fused shut by the searing heat of the white phosphorous. 


Compared with Kurtz's painting in the Brickmaker's office, several contrasts are revealed: 


I noticed a small sketch in oils, on a panel, representing a woman draped and blindfolded 
 carrying a lighted torch. The background was sombre—almost black. The movement of  the 
 woman was stately, and the effect of the torchlight on the face was sinister. (25)


This depiction of “progress” as blind, indiscriminate, and sinister can be taken as saying much 
 about Conrad's opinion on the civilizing mission of colonialism. The painting in TL is, perhaps, a 
 reference and response to it. Here, the subject matter is not colonialist progressivism, but a 


depiction of the victimisation and horror caused by it. Conrad described the force of colonialism in 
 Kurtz's painting; TL depicts the results of the 21st century version of that force in Konrad's painting. 


Progress is blind in the novella, in the game's incarnation the victims, almost holy in their 


innocence, are silenced; without a mouth, the burning woman cannot protest. TL's use of women, as 
 in HoD, is rife with stereotypical symbolism. They, like the refugee group in which they are a part, 
 are afforded little voice. This naturally opens the game to a variety of criticism, but the painting in 
 Kurtz's penthouse suggests that the developers were aware of what they were portraying and how 
 they were doing it. Furthermore, I argue that the exclusion of female experience is part of the 
 game's thematic messaging – it is exclusively male-centric because it is exclusively targeted at men.


That is, the game is constructed explicitly to convey a 21st century version of the quest romance, 
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