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Abstract 

 

 

Video games foster many types of player engagement ranging from casual play to dedicated fan 

activity. The ways fans engage with the texts also contributes to how the texts are received, and some 

games acquire a status that separates them from the succession of new games and continual 

technological development. These texts stand outside the mainstream in terms of longevity and persist 

in the face of the culture’s obsession with the new by maintaining a dedicated following. In discussions 

of film and television, these texts that manage to keep a small, yet passionate, fan-base, are often 

referred to as cult texts. The idea of the cult has been subject to conflicting views both within academia 

and popular culture, and can be difficult to define because it depends on audience judgement. There is a 

tension between a judgement based on the text and a judgement based on how the audience values the 

text. Although many studies have been written on cult television, film, and literature, little has been said 

about cult video games. This thesis seeks to address this issue by examining how certain video games 

achieve significant niche popularity long after their original release. It also explores how the popularity 

of a text is maintained by its fan community.  

The investigation adopts a cultural and textual approach to cult video games using medium-

specific criteria. This involves tracing how the term cult has been used historically in an emerging gaming 

discourse, in particular discourses circulating in discussion forums and trade magazines. The thesis also 

examines textual and ludological features of video games, and proposes the term ‘replayability’ to 

describe the technical conditions under which a player returns to a game, a necessary condition for cult 

fandom. Replayability also refers to the pleasure associated with repeat playings, which is connected to 

the level of variation in the playing experience. Another aspect of replayability in video games, which 

differs fundamentally from cult film and television, is the concept of endlessly reworkable design. Some 

games provide the means for players to manipulate the game’s content in a way that ensures an 

ongoing relationship with the text. Using such concepts, the thesis makes a unique contribution to game 

studies and the study of cult fandom by arguing that for fandom to become cult fandom, the text needs 

to allow fans a high amount of agency in shaping their playing experience. 
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Introduction 

 

 

This thesis examines cult video games, which broadly refer to video games that have achieved 

significant niche popularity and maintained that popularity for a long time after their release. The term 

cult is a contentious term that is often used to describe media texts that have certain features such as a 

passionate fan following, a niche target audience, and a distinction or separation from the mainstream. 

Despite the term’s widespread use, its meaning and what it entails have been the subject of confusion 

and disagreement both in academic and non-academic circles. While some scholars, in an effort to 

define the idea of the cult, strictly centralise the type of audience behaviour associated with cult 

fandom, other scholars see cult as a phenomenon rooted in the text itself and attempt to locate the 

textual features that provoke those behaviours. Furthermore, most of the literature on cult media 

revolves around cult TV and cult cinema, and, to the best of my knowledge, no analysis of cult video 

games has been published in the English language. It is therefore interesting to see if, and to what 

extent, the theories developed by the existing literature are applicable to cult video games. In this 

thesis, I will explore cult video games through textual analysis, examination of various fan-made 

paratexts, and the medium’s technological development, and will argue that cult video games 

commonly acquire this status due to certain qualities and characteristics specific to the medium, or 

within particular types of video game design. This study tries to pinpoint and discuss these qualities and 

the role they play in a video game’s path to culthood, through using theories of fandom, cult cinema, 

etc. I will also examine cult discourses within video game culture and industry to determine how the 

term has been used in relation to video games. Observing cult discourses can yield very useful 

information not only for a study of cult video games, but also for any study that concerns non-

mainstream media receptions. For instance, having insight on industry perspectives is useful in 

understanding whether a cult video game can be designed on purpose, i.e., can cultness be planned? or 

is it something that happens to the text?  

Analysing cult video games presents many challenges, mainly because the label cult has 

normally been used to describe texts from other media and its application to video games is less 

common. The term has been applied most often to film and television, and to a lesser extent literature. 

Video games are a newer medium and this could in part explain this difference. In film and television, 

the notion of cult is usually associated with the semantic richness of the storyworld or narrative; the 
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text’s storyworld is so detailed and expansive that encourages the fan to continuously keep looking back 

at the text. Video game, on the other hand, is a less narrative-focused medium than film and television, 

which means that the issue of the cult needs to be addressed through other means. 

Moreover, the term cult presumes an understanding of both the text and the audience, and 

despite some similarities to film, the video game cultivates different text-audience relationship mainly 

due to the centrality of gameplay. The theories developed in previous cult media scholarship are often 

not applicable to cult video games, where the audience is a player who partially co-designs the play-

experience every time they play the game. The text, while a pre-designed and often pre-scripted object, 

provides a dynamic and malleable audience-experience in each playthrough. Due to these differences, 

video games do not have the same features as film or TV, especially the emphasis on the narrative and 

dialogue. Recognizing this issue, the thesis will explore some of the limits in applying the term cult to 

video games. A cultural and textual approach to cult video games must involve the assessment of 

medium specific criteria. 

There is no consensus on the definition of the term cult, and the term has been subjected to 

multiple explanations by various scholars (Grant 1991; Hollows 2003; Mathijs 2003; Sconce 2003; 

Hutchings 2003; Staiger 2005; Mathijs and Sexton 2011; Hunter 2016). The term cult has been subject to 

“differing applications and battles over its meanings (as when disputes arise over which particular titles 

are cult film)” (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 2). The debates range from disagreement on textual features of 

cult texts to, as Mathijs and Sexton also note, differences of opinion over which texts are cult. However, 

the contested nature of cult texts: 

is not totally elastic: its use has been influenced by historical and other contextual 

developments, so that when one looks at the ways in which the word functions within 

various contexts (i.e. in journalistic articles, in academic papers, on a variety of internet 

discussion platforms) there are a number of recurring themes which tend to be 

associated with it. (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 2) 

Searching for these recurring themes and definitions, requires providing an overview of the history of 

the use of the term cult in relation to video games, and understanding whether or not the ways in which 

the term is used in video game culture is comparable to its use in film culture. Such a study, but in 

relation to film culture, has yet to be undertaken. The reason for the lack of a historical investigation of 

the term cult in film culture might be that film scholars never found it necessary to prove that cult was 

there in film culture. 
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The term cult is applied as much by the fans as it is by critiques and scholars. To understand a 

cult text involves an analysis of how the text is perpetuated and treasured by its fan community. The 

video game fan cherishes the cult text like other fans, and this leads to fan activities such as cosplay, 

participation in forums, and so on. However, the video game fan has different sites for engagement: 

they can plan the game with other fans, write walkthroughs, upload videos showing how to play the 

game. Because video games need player input, there is always the possibility of needing help and 

guidance from other players in the face of difficulties such as complex puzzles or hard-to-beat bosses. A 

major site of fan activity for video games is, therefore, providing other players with FAQs, walkthroughs, 

and other similar documentations. Moreover, the video game fan might also demonstrate an interest in 

the hardware (the platform on which a game is played) and the software in writing mods for the game. 

Video games are different from other cultural products in relation to the development and 

maintenance of fandom, which is central to the thesis’s methodology. This contributes to the thesis’s 

novelty within the fields of fandom and game studies. To develop these ideas, this thesis draws upon fan 

studies, especially the studies of cult cinema, as one element of a mixed-methods study, and tries to 

investigate whether theories that are being used to study traditional cult texts are adaptable to studies 

of cult video games. In regard to video games, while both the text and the audience are important to a 

consideration of how specific texts achieve cult status, neither can be taken as the primary or exclusive 

reason behind such phenomenon. What this study is specifically trying to do is to determine both the 

reception conditions and the textual traits that result in a video game’s cult following. Therefore, the 

questions that the present study seeks to answer are what are the textual and extra-textual attributes of 

cult video games? Can the definitions previously used by scholars to describe cult cinema, be used to 

define cult video games? If yes, to what extent? If not, how could the new parameters be understood 

and defined? The focus of this research – and the questions to be answered – are highly novel within the 

fields of game studies, fan studies, and cult media studies, and this unique approach makes a significant 

contribution to the literature. 

Chapter Outlines 

Unlike other media, there is little academic literature in English on cult video games and how 

fans maintain a game’s cult status. Researchers have studied certain elements that contribute to the 

popularity of video games – from narrative to technical elements – yet there is hardly any research that 

specifically concerns cult video games. The limited specific literature available has meant that I have had 

to synthesise data from fields associated with other cult media and resituate it in the context of video 
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games. The first step involves an examination of how cult texts are defined in other media, especially 

film, considering that it has some common elements with video games and that video games often try to 

imitate films. Chapter 1 — The Literature of Cult investigates the previous studies of both film and fan 

studies and, more specifically, examines studies that deal with cult films and TV. The chapter provides an 

overview of different perspectives on cult media and reveals some of the connections between cult films 

and cult video games. Despite the existence of extensive studies about cult cinema, the concept remains 

difficult to define and each scholar has their own definition of what a cult film is or what makes a film 

cult. Chapter 1 inspects these different definitions of cult offered by film and fan studies scholars in a 

search for recurrent attributes in the literature and attempts to understand if or how they can be 

utilised in defining cult video games. Despite the lack of consensus on the specifics of how to define cult, 

there is an almost unanimous agreement that the term cult describes texts that have long-lasting 

popularity among a group of audience, as well as a cult following by fans who have a more active 

engagement with the text than the metaphorical average audience. Building on this, I set out to find the 

features that afford a video game longevity and invite active engagements, and, consequently, these 

two characteristics became central to my discussions of cult throughout this thesis.  

Before delving into more specific and more technical examination of cult video games, the thesis 

addresses cult discourses in video game culture and whether the use of the term tallies with its use in 

other media. Video games have a shorter history than film and television, and the use of term can be 

tracked through an examination of paratextual documents. Chapter 2 — Cult Video Game Discourses 

explores how the term is employed in gaming communities, magazines, and other publications. This very 

challenging task involves pinpointing the term’s inception, its evolution, and the many variations in 

which it is used, which requires exploring every issue of almost all gaming magazines in the English 

language from early 1980s to early 1990s. This investigation involves searching digital and hard copy 

editions of these magazines. I will also explore online user generated content as the term can also be 

found in online gaming communities. This involves tracing the changes in the usage of the term cult in 

video game culture and explaining the reasons for these shifts since the term’s first appearance. 

Although the use of the word cult in video game culture can be traced back to the early period of the 

video game history, today the word is used so regularly that one would expect a widespread agreement 

about its meaning. Yet if you ask a few gamers what a cult video game is, it is very unlikely that they 

would be able to properly define the term or even explain why they use it. This, I argue, is because the 

term cult entered the video game culture at a time when its meaning was already in a state of flux in 

film culture and because the term had entered gaming discourse during the medium’s infancy prior to 
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the development of games that would properly fit the term. Consequently, the second chapter not only 

traces the ways in which the term cult has been used in video game culture, but also provides a 

historical overview of its emergence in the gaming discourse. One reason why this type of analysis is 

important is to develop a short history of the paratextual literature that both reflect on and support 

games. Indeed, part of the chapter discusses the role of trade and fan magazines in cultivating the 

appreciation of texts and guiding their consumption. It is necessary to understand that the evolution of 

the term cult does not only depend on an internal dynamic, but that it is to a degree the result of how 

the term was shaped in cinema, and a result of the marketing strategies linked to the values associated 

with it. Chapter 2 will reflect on the different uses of the term cult and the broad difference between its 

prescriptive and descriptive uses. For many of the critics, advertisers, and reviewers the term is used 

performatively to acclaim and distinguish texts which differs from the analytical use of the term in 

cinema. It is difficult to evaluate a popular term for they always lack precision and are largely defined 

through their use. Chapter 2, therefore, resists too much adjudication and simply discusses the tension 

between prescription, proclamation, and academic classification. 

A key feature of cult texts is long-lasting fandom, and a necessary step in the thesis’s analysis is 

to understand what longevity means for video games, or how the medium affords a repeated return to 

text. In Chapter 3 — Technological Affordances, I use the term replayability to describe the conditions 

under which a player is technically able to return to a game or in other words how the medium affords 

replayings. Every video game is essentially replayable, therefore the focus here is not on whether a 

video game can be replayed, but how long it can be replayed for. Such an investigation in video games 

requires an examination of the technical capacity to return to a text. Can a player even play a game 

when the platform is no longer supported? This ability to re-visit a game is a necessary foundation for a 

range of fan activities; a type of activity that would be curtailed if the platform is obsolescent. In its 

simplest form, obsolescence describes the mechanism by which a system or a product becomes 

unavailable or unusable due to the original manufacturer's discontinuation of manufacturing or 

supporting it. Looking at the idea of obsolescence, the third chapter will explain the ways in which the 

medium of video game can afford replayability and consequently the ways in which it can afford long 

lasting fandoms. Furthermore, the chapter’s discussion shows that video game history is more 

contracted than film history and this informs any discussion of “long-lasting” with regard to video game 

fandom. Obsolescence also serves as a key feature in justifying the choice of video games in the thesis. 

Chapter 4 — Progression Systems will extend the discussion of replayability to address the 

pleasure in replaying a game; a quality that is very much connected to the degree of variation in the 
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playing experience. Simply put, the more repetitive a video game is, the less replayable it is. 

Replayability, in this sense, is a result of a basic mechanism of the video game medium known as ‘same 

but different’. Although the player starts the game in the same way, the experiential path that a player 

takes through the game world will vary each time the game is played. Every iteration will be unique, 

even though the rules of the game, its formal structure, remain fixed. Chapter 4 shows that one of the 

main features that contributes to variation and replayability is the progression systems. For a 

progression system to be successful in sustaining player interest, the video game designer needs to 

make sure that 1) there is a lot of room to progress, through training, collecting, exploring and so on, 

and that 2) this progress is made over a relatively long period. As I will argue, these two aspects have 

contributed to the overall longevity of some cult video games. Additionally, the fourth chapter 

introduces the concepts of scripted and non-scripted progression systems and how both play different 

roles in the cult text. A progression system can make the players feel and notice that they are making 

meaningful progress and not wasting their play-time, and present the players with as many meaningful 

decision-making opportunities as possible. This is especially important because every decision made in a 

playthrough can vary in subsequent playthroughs. This call and response relationship can affect the 

narrative structure, gameplay mechanics, and sometimes gameplay rules. In addition to providing the 

opportunity for decision-making, the player can also develop skills and strategies that gives them greater 

flexibility in how they play the game. In TV and cinema, which tend to be much more narrative focused 

mediums than video games, the discourse determines or delimits how the reader/viewer engages with 

the storyworld. What makes video games different is that in most video games the progression system is 

flexible and allows for a slightly different distribution of events and actions. Vampire: The Masquerade – 

Bloodlines (Activision 2004) is a good example here. It is the first video game created with extensive 

decision-making opportunities for the player. There are seven playable and six non-playable clans in the 

game. Each clan has greater familiarity with a set of three powers and abilities. Therefore, from the very 

beginning the player’s choice of different clans affects how the player is perceived in the game world 

and further player decisions also result in different powers and different abilities; training in each ability 

also provides several related abilities. This opens up different avenues of exploration and different 

methods of interacting with other characters. Therefore, the whole structure of the game changes in 

response to the players’ decisions and behaviour. In fact, before Vampire: The Masquerade the video 

game industry had never seen a video game so affected by player actions, influencing future options and 

future dialogues with game characters. 
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Chapter 4 also introduces the concept of sensory feedback system which is to a degree similar to 

what Mike Lopez (Lopez 2006) terms “ancillary rewards”. Video games often incorporate audio-visual 

feedback that makes the player aware of even the smallest increments of progress. Lopez calls this 

mechanic ancillary rewards and argues that these rewards “add to player gratification”, “encourage 

replayability”, and “do not directly affect how the user plays the game” (i.e., they are decorative). The 

difference between what I term the sensory feedback system and what Lopez call ancillary rewards is 

that while the sensory feedback is, simply put, a momentary audio-visual indicator of success, the 

ancillary rewards, as further explained by Lopez, also include, or is mostly useful for, the video game’s 

explorable environment and in-game collectibles. The sensory feedback system alone is unlikely to 

encourage replayability, as its effects are much more cosmetic and simply appear in the course of an 

action. However, it increases the pleasure in progressing through the game and giving some indication 

that the player has indeed advanced.  

In Chapter 5 — The Endlessly Re-workable Design I will argue that some video games afford cult 

fandom by allowing the player to endlessly manipulate the game’s content, leading the video game to 

become a platform for creation. In his book Fan Cultures (2002), Matt Hills introduces the idea of the 

endlessly deferred narrative and argues that cult texts are those that leave enough space for individual 

creation. According to Hills, the cult text is typically centred around a singular question or enigma, and 

this allows the audience to endlessly speculate about that central mystery. Because such texts never 

provide their fans with closure, fans, in return, are encouraged to create their own closure and 

supplement the text’s universe and try to fill the narrative gaps. For example, the Harry Potter film 

series (2001-2011) centres on the question of whether Harry will defeat Voldemort and the endlessly 

deferred narrative here puts off the inevitable conclusion of the series. Most Harry Potter fan fiction 

focus on Harry’s final confrontation with Voldemort. Off course, one might argue that Harry Potter is not 

a very good example because its endlessly deferred narrative collapses in the final film, in other words, 

its central enigma is eventually (and officially) resolved. If the series did not provide this resolution, fans 

would forever speculate on the film’s central question and create fan-made paratexts around it. In 

chapter 5 I adapt the concept of endlessly differed narrative to show how video games afford the 

players a space for endless creation, which I refer to as endlessly reworkable design. While the endlessly 

deferred narrative involves endless speculation, the endlessly reworkable design refers to the capacity 

to endlessly modify the game’s content. What the chapter argues is that most cult video games are in 

some way re-workable, meaning that they, either intentionally or unintentionally, allow the players to 

modify them through mod-making, level design, and other customisations of the games’ content. The 
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capacity for modification must be fairly easy, and attractive for the game to acquire a long-lasting appeal 

among gamers. Through making their own modifications, players endlessly perpetuate the game’s 

presence in the gaming culture which is referred to as modding. Simply put, modding describes any kind 

of modification or changing of the game’s content using software tools that are not part of the game 

itself. Fans create mods for many reasons including adding to the game content, improving different 

aspects of the game, or simply creatively experimenting with the game. The endlessly reworkable design 

leads to extensive replayability and provides endless variation in the playing experience.  
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Chapter 1: The Literature of Cult 

 

 

This literature review addresses writings on cult media to develop a framework for studying cult 

video games. Since there has not been academic work that specifically examines cult video games, the 

chapter will first explore the various parameters that are used to define cult in cinema and other media. 

The thesis borrows and adapts ideas from cultural studies, film theory, and fan studies, which offer 

differing explanations of what a cult text is and how texts become cult. In looking at underlying 

dynamics of cult cinema and relevant theories of fandom, I will develop an outline of the main features 

of a cult text. The literature explains cult media in three main ways: 1) audience-based approaches 

which see the audience as the main driver in appraising a cult text; 2) text-based approaches that see 

the text as central to the idea of cult fandom; and 3) audience/text-based approaches that try to 

reconcile the previous two approaches by studying cult media in terms of both the text and the 

audience. These categories underpin the structure of this chapter and provide a foundation for analysing 

cult video games throughout the thesis. Fans play a key role in preserving, selecting, and promoting cult 

texts, but the texts also have properties that make them more likely to invoke fan interest. Cult fandom 

broadly refers to a form of active and intense fandom that usually develops over a long time, and is 

often defined in terms of its distinctness from the mainstream reception of texts. It is often more 

intense, community-based, and long-lasting than other types of fan-text relationship. The cult text also 

has attributes that contribute to the continued interest of fans, often in the style of narrative or the 

depth of characters. Moreover, the word cult applies to a range of different types of text including film 

and literature, and in this sense it has transmedial value. However, each medium also shapes the type of 

audience and type of text, and this can also affect the particular form of the cult text. While the general 

idea of the cult is something that can be found in different mediums, the specifics of what a cult text is 

should be defined with an overview of the distinct affordances of each medium. For instance, 

attempting to apply a textual definition of cult films to cult video games would require a proper analysis 

of the differences between the textual structures, conventions and devices in cinema and video games. 

Of course, much of the analysis will focus on narrative for it is a common feature. However, the analysis 

of narrative has a limited value in video games because so much of much of the player’s enjoyment 

comes from the gameplay. The gameplay also shapes the player’s relationship to the narrative. 

Moreover, since the time of engagement is central to the idea of the cult, it is necessary to define 
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longevity in terms of playability as well as narrative interest, and part of this involves understanding how 

mediums age differently. These questions will be addressed in detail throughout the thesis, and the 

chapter mainly sets the stage for a broader analysis of the general principles underlying the nomination 

of cult texts and the formation of cult audiences. 

1. Audience-based approaches 

There is no question that the term cult is one of the most elusive terms in studies of media. 

Despite the increasing prevalence of the term in media discourse, efforts at creating a workable 

definition are limited and certainly do not apply equally to all mediums. Indeed, the cult media literature 

often focuses on the ambivalence of the term (Mathijs 2003, 109) which relates to differences in 

approach and to how the term is used in popular discourse. Some scholars attribute cultness solely to 

textual traits, while other scholars believe that cultness is external to the text and can only be 

sufficiently examined through the sociological study of the audience. One of the earliest academic 

studies of cult films is Mark Siegel’s (1980) study of The Rocky Horror Picture Show (20th Century Fox, 

1975). In his sociological study, using Arnold van Gennep’s (2004) idea of “Rites of Passage”, Siegel 

argues that the cult status of the film is a response “to a crisis in American attitudes toward 

homosexuality and bisexuality” (1991). He is also one of the first scholars who associates media cults to 

religious cults, claiming that “there is an almost constant dialogue between the audience and the film, 

similar to that between priest and congregation” (Siegel, 1980, 307). Giving much more weight to 

audience-behaviour in defining cult texts, Ron Rosenbaum (1979) similarly compares Rocky Horror’s 

reception to the “responsive readings of a congregation to a holy text” and argues that the content of 

the text is less important than “the state of ecstatic communion the audience worked itself into while 

watch” (87, cited in Siegel 1980). Defining cult by its audiences is an approach in which “an individual or 

collective appreciation of a cult film” is typically “described as a way for fans to distinguish themselves 

and express something about their tastes” (Martin 2015, 138). The audience-based approach goes as far 

as defining the cult text not only in terms of how the audience responds to it, but also in terms of the 

audience’s age and social groups. Bruce Austin (1981), for instance, writes that the cult film is 

characterised by the repeated attendance of “typically young, single, and a high school or college 

student[s]” (44). The audience is a crucial factor in defining cult texts but as this example illustrates, it 

can become sometimes too narrow and only suitable for describing certain midnight movie audiences. 

Researchers should aim to balance an understanding of specific audiences with general features. To 

understand the relationship between audiences and cult texts, I will first address the particular issue of 
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categorising different types of fandom, and then address one of the most common ways of looking at 

cult fandom, the idea that cult audiences must operate outside of the mainstream.  

1.1 What is fan? 

Defining a fan is one of the most difficult tasks in fan studies. The word fan derives from the 

word fanatic which is itself a derivation of the Latin word ‘fanaticus’ which means divinely inspired and 

is usually reserved for religious contexts. Fanatic was shortened to fan and found its modern sense in 

the early 20th century, when it was used to refer to people who manifested a degree of devotion to 

sports. Fan in its simplest definition refers to a person with a relatively high degree of interest in any of 

the popular media, including sport or similar activities, or a celebrity (Hills 2002; Blackshaw and 

Crawford 2009). But even this simple definition proves problematic, as by what means can scholars 

determine what constitutes a sufficient degree of interest? For the most part before the 1990s, fans 

were characterised as asexual, socially inept, neurotic nerds and misfits; people who in their thirties live 

with their parents, are incapable of initiating or maintaining romantic relationships, have “bad tastes” 

and obsess over unreal and worthless trivia derived from cultural trash. In response to such dismissive 

characterisations of fans and borrowing from Pierre Bourdieu, Jenkins (1992) argues that such notions of 

‘good taste’ are rooted in class divisions. Bourdieu (1984) rejects the traditional notion that tastes are 

the natural result of individualistic choices and argues that tastes are “socially conditioned” and that 

“the objects of consumer choice reflect a symbolic hierarchy that is determined and maintained by the 

socially dominant in order to enforce their distance or distinction from other classes of society” 

(Bourdieu cited in Allen and Anderson 1994, 70). Fans were seen as “threatening to the borders of 

‘taste,’ as they tend to place equal (or more) attention” to a popular text than to works of high culture 

(McCudden 2011, 13). Prior to the 1990s, the way fans approach the object was mainly judged in terms 

of the object; the object is deemed trivial and therefore the adherence to the object is also trivial. 

Therefore, the arguments for and against particular types of taste were not strictly based on the quality 

of fandoms but on the politics of taste and legitimate pleasure.  

Jenkins (1992) defines fandom using a less culturally loaded distinction, stating that fans can be 

contrasted mainstream audiences. He outlines three main features of the audience-text relationship 

that distinguish the fan from the casual consumer. These features include closeness (the ways in which 

fans draw texts close to their everyday experience in other words ‘proximity’), rereading (the attention 

to the details of the text and its reinterpretation), and finally integration of the text into everyday 

experiences meaning that fans organise different aspects of their lives around the text and weave it into 
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how they understand their life. Closeness, for Jenkins (1992), describes how the text is lived by the fan in 

a type of aesthetic that often privileges closeness rather than the bourgeois aesthetic of critical distance 

(60). There is a pleasure in reading the text rather than a critical evaluation of it, and because the fan 

reads the text intensely, they do not fit the ‘distracted viewer’ model (55). Fans are certainly not passive 

viewers due to the intensity of their engagement with the text (58), and due to the way the texts’ 

content is inserted into everyday interactions and become an intimate part of the fan’s life.  

Many early works in fan studies have been “occupied by attempts to conceive and reconceive 

fans as politically active agents in a consumer capitalist environment” (Gupta 2009, 231). This first wave 

of fan studies, including Jenkins’ Textual Poachers (1992), the edited collection The Adoring Audience 

(Lewis 1992), and Camille Bacon-Smith’s Enterprising Women (Bacon-Smith 1992), tended to over-

compensate for the negative image of fans by over-politicalising the role. They are rightly, criticised for 

romanticising the role of fans as “resistant readers”, and for an approach that is “too utopian in its 

framing of fandom as a space of cultural resistance, and not sufficiently nuanced in acknowledging that 

fans are always already consumers” (Click and Scott 2018, 2). The first wave of fan studies therefore, 

“can be read as a form of activist research”; “a purposeful political intervention that set out to defend 

fan communities against their ridicule in the media and by non-fans” (Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 

2017, 3). Fan studies in its earliest stage is often critiqued for being a little too celebratory in its cultural 

(and political) positioning of fans and a little too dismissive of casual consumers. Lawrence Grossberg 

(1992), while acknowledging a difference between fans and consumers, argues that simply celebrating 

one and dismissing the other would undermine a proper understanding of the difference (52 quoted in 

Crawford 2011, 583). On a more critical note, Hills argues that “fans are, in one sense, ‘ideal consumers’ 

since their consumption habits can be very highly predicted by the culture industry, and are likely to 

remain stable” (2002, 5). Moreover, he opposes approaches that construct oppositions altogether, and 

takes a “suspensionist position”: a position that does not break audiences into good resistant fans and 

“bad” passive consumers; a position that does “not seek to protect fandom [or] to link fan experiences 

to a series of positive values” (144).  

The later studies of fans took more complex approaches to the issue. Abercrombie and 

Longhurst (1998), for example, see fandom as a spectrum comprising fans, cultists, and enthusiasts, and 

distinguish between them by “linking increased specialisation of interest, social organisation of interest 

and material productivity to the move from ‘fan’ to ‘cultist’ to ‘enthusiast’” (Hills 2002, viii). Fans for 

Abercrombie and Longhurst, are “individuals who are not yet in contact with other people who share 

their attachments” (138, quoted in Sandvoss and Kearns 2014, 92); cultists are more specialised in their 
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media usage and have an “explicit attachments to stars or to particular programmes”; and fandom for 

enthusiasts is “based predominantly around activities rather than media or stars”. This typology, 

however, has been met with some criticism. Hills (2002) takes issue with Abercrombie and Longhurst for 

producing “a taxonomy in which the definition of ‘fan’ is at odds with the use of this term in almost all 

other literature in the field” (2002, viii). They are also criticised for a counter-intuitive choice of 

terminology (Sandvoss and Kearns 2014, 92). Other studies of fans took intra-cultural approaches and 

“highlighted the replication of social and cultural hierarchies within fan cultures and subcultures” (Gray, 

Sandvoss, and Harrington 2017, 4). These studies, instead of trying to examine fan cultures in relation to 

their position within a broader cultural space, are more interested in looking at the politics and cultural 

economies within fan cultures to arrive at a clearer understanding of these sub-cultures’ underlying 

mechanisms. 

The rise of the internet significantly changed the landscape of fandom and fan studies, making 

fan communities more accessible, and inclusive of a remarkably diverse demographic. The appearance 

of various online spaces (e.g., UseNet, online forums, social media, etc.) and the ubiquity of technology 

provided everyone with the opportunity to more easily form communities, participate in discussions, 

“meet” without geographical restriction, share paratexts, and have a voice in different cultural 

industries. The close audience-text relationship that once defined fandom is now more commonplace, 

and, in fact one might argue that today “everyone is a fan” (Duits, Zwaan, and Reijnders 2014, 2). The 

taxonomies and categorisations of traditional fan studies may not be as useful as they once were, 

because they are too rigid to be adapted to the fluidity of today’s viewership. While early fan studies 

used to characterise fans by their “constant struggle against the dominant ideologies” (Booth 2012, 69) 

and by distinguishing it from casual consumption, the new communication landscape is so ubiquitous 

and expansive that it extends the conceptual focus beyond questions of hegemony and class to broader 

social, cultural, and economic processes, thereby offering new answers to the question of why we 

should study fans. The third wave of fan studies can therefore be both a way of understanding the 

variety of audience activity and “examining the way life is lived today” (Booth 2018, 115). In properly 

outlining the specific elements of popular culture, such approaches tell us something about how we 

relate to ourselves, to each other, and to how we read the mediated texts around us (Gray, Sandvoss, 

and Harrington 2017, 4). 

Despite this pervasiveness of fandom in every aspect of modern human life, which prompts 

many scholars to focus on fluidity, I argue that we still need (and use) taxonomies to study fans to 

properly distinguish fan consumption from that of the casual consumer. A person who has watched The 
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Avengers (2012) once and does not self-identify as a fan of the movie, does not occupy the same 

position as an Avengers fan who writes fan fiction and engages in cosplay or even in something as 

simple as “lurking” in the film’s online fan communities. Yes, today “everyone is a fan”, but each text 

creates a wide spectrum of audiences, which ranges from the casual consumer (which for some reason 

has become one of the more contested terms in fan studies) to the fan and then to the cult fan. The 

casual consumer here is characterised by a lack of interest in any sort of activity related to the text (this 

also includes “lurking” in online text related spaces, or even simply re-watching and replaying), and a 

hesitation to self-identify as a fan. The fan, by contrast, is not only fascinated with the text and has a 

corresponding interest in self-identifying as a fan, but also participates in fan activities (e.g., discussion, 

creation, community membership, etc.), and a regular return to text (as suggested by Sandvoss 2004). 

And finally, the cult fans are characterised by the longevity and the intensity of their fandom and by an 

interest to regularly return to the text for a long time after the text’s initial release, especially, as Hills 

suggests, “in the absence of ‘new’ or official material in the originating medium” (2002, ix). Constructing 

a range of identities here, I believe, above all makes fans more visible and accessible for analysis. This 

typology does not radically depart from earlier approaches; nevertheless it places emphasis on the far 

end of the spectrum, cult fandom, a type of audience-text relationship that is not reducible to types of 

activity afforded by new communication technologies. Yes, video game fan communities are more 

accessible and more inclusive now, but are video game fan activities that different from those of the 

early 1990s? Video game fans still participate in activities like speedrunning, walkthrough writing, 

modding, and so on as they did in the 1990s. The rise of digital communication technologies has not 

affected how Quake (1996) fans, for instance, participate in speedrunning or how Doom (1993) fans look 

at or create mods. In fact, as Casey J. McCormick (2018) notes, “since active fandom is fundamentally an 

affective phenomenon, we could say that the impulse to activity really has nothing to do with digital 

technology; rather, these technologies are vehicles through which fan affect manifests and, importantly, 

spreads” (372). Fandom is a necessary condition of cult texts although the term can be used more 

broadly. Consequently, many authors have sought to narrow the definition so that cult fans have a 

distinct status. One of the key determinants is that cult fandom is often defined through opposition to 

the mainstream, and in some case, cult fans do not want to be part of the mainstream. 

1.2 Mainstream opposition 

The audience-based approaches to cult cinema largely focus on the audience’s anti-mainstream 

ideals, where fans are attracted to the cult text because of its perceived reaction to a mainstream film 
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industry, and by implication mainstream audiences. This opposition can manifest in relation to a film’s 

box-office gross and general popularity, the idea being that the cult fan is attracted to films that 

commercially fail, and that commercial failure can be seen as an anti-consumerist characteristic leading 

to a film’s cult status. Hills (2003) argues that scholars like Peary (1982), Meehan (1991), and Jenkins 

(2001) “separate out blockbusters from cult movies” (185) often claiming that the two are positioned at 

the opposite sides of a spectrum. The argument is that a blockbuster has fundamentally different 

attributes from a film that attracts a cult fandom. From this perspective, a film like Terminator 2 (1991) 

or Titanic (1997) can never become a cult film because they have already proved to be popular with the 

mainstream audience. In contrast, Hills (2008a) claims that films, “whether blockbusters or sleepers, can 

[…] still be articulated with discourses of cult by niche audiences”. Cult fandom often, as Hills notes, “is 

able to occupy a space within a series of other audience fragments gathered around a single 

programme” (2002, 12), meaning that cult fandom is only one of the many fandoms that can surround a 

particular text. In this case, it is the operation of the fan and the way they attend to the text that makes 

it cult. 

The opposition to the mainstream can also manifest itself in the cult text’s content. The term 

cult, according to Sam Ford (2010), is a term that simply refers “to content outside the mainstream, so a 

cult television program might be one that isn’t widely popular but is particularly beloved by those who 

watch it” (81). In explaining how a popular show like The Daily Show can be cult, Ford writes that his 

concept of cult: 

relates less to quantitative measures and more to a position outside the cultural 

mainstream. Programs like The Daily Show and The Colbert Report present themselves 

as embodying a particular lifestyle or mind-set. Thus, viewers of these shows might 

position themselves as a particular kind of television viewer, fan, and citizen. (81) 

To Ford, the opposition to the mainstream underpins the dedication from a particular group of fans, and 

together they define the cult text. 

Such binary opposition of mainstream vs cult has been the subject of debate among scholars for 

quite some time. While some scholars, like Paszylk (2009), believe that a cult movie “cannot be a part of 

mainstream cinema” (1) and that cult media tends to create a unique cultural identity by deviating from 

the mainstream pathways, other scholars argue against such an opposition (Abbott 2010; Duffet 2013; 

Hills 2010; Gwenllian-Jonesand and Pearson 2004). Duffet (2013) claims that there are two problems 

with setting cult against the mainstream. First, cult status is “‘a multiple set of differential reading 
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strategies’ which can bring about cult status as a residual or emergent property when audiences begin 

to invest in a text” (223). The second problem is that “there are cults within the mainstream” (223) with 

examples including The Lord of the Rings and Star Wars etc. Hills similarly argues that “cult responses 

can inhabit the ‘mainstream’ (as do Star Wars fans), treating blockbusters differently, and living with 

them over time rather than merely occupying an evanescent moment of multiplex omnipresence” 

(2008). It is, therefore, safe to claim that it is possible for a film to either become cult upon release or 

“begin life as a mainstream film and become cult at some later date” (Bentley-Baker 2010). If, for the 

sake of comparison, we were to find a similar situation in the context of video games, we could use the 

video game Diablo II (2000) as an example and argue that Diablo II (like Casablanca) was released with 

mainstream success, but became cult later on, meaning that a portion of its fans maintain an interest in 

the text, in a dedicated and intense manner, well after its original release.1 Nevertheless, it might be 

more suitable to investigate a text’s cult status without too much attention to the initial scope of the 

text’s reception. If it is the perseverance of a small segment of fans as dedicated fans that makes a text 

cult, then it is that small segment of fans that studies of cult fandom need to examine. 

One aspect of audience behaviour that is often investigated in cult media studies is the idea of 

fan knowledge. The cult fan is known to possess textual and extra-textual knowledge that is not easily 

accessible or available to the general audience of a text, for example, extensive knowledge of trivia. This 

trivial knowledge comes in the form of small bits of information that are either overlooked by the wider 

audience due to the perceived low value of such information, or not readily accessible to everyone. This 

includes very detailed and “trivial” knowledge from details about the characters, the costumes, the 

design of the scenes, to extratextual information about production issues, behind the scenes events, or 

the film’s box office. Fans would know, for example, why El Topo (1970) disappeared from the market in 

mid-1970s, how much the budget for The Blair Witch Project (1999) was, or how many days Bruce Willis 

worked on Pulp Fiction (1994). While such knowledge is “trivial to some, retention of these facts is by no 

means trivial to the one hundred attendees [of a horror trivia night]” (McKendry, 2016, 37). Jenkins, as 

Hunt (2003) also explains, does away with the fans’ image of obsessive nerds, “in his desire to assert 

that fan knowledge is not unimportant” and argues that trivia is not trivial (185). Hunt further explains 

that “within fandom trivia are neither a worthless currency of fan obsession nor the product of radical 

cultural criticism. On the contrary, trivia are important exactly because its value can be recognized only 

 

1 Hills’ article “Realising the Cult Blockbuster” (2006b) is an interesting analysis of the cult status of The Lord of the 
Rings as a blockbuster. 
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by insiders” (2003, 198). Trivia, hence, can act as some sort of fan capital which is exchanged among 

fans to show the degree of their fan intensity and therefore create a hierarchy of fans; the more trivial 

knowledge a fan acquires, the higher place among fans he or she occupies2. 

This excessive focus on audience behaviour and disregard for the text is not without its setbacks. 

A problem with Siegel’s study, for instance, is that it is preoccupied with the idea that the audience’s 

behaviour around The Rocky Horror Picture Show is merely a type of “rites of intensification”3, and thus 

blocks any possibility that cultness is a textual feature, arguing that “these responses do not seem to be 

called for or precipitated in any particular way by the film” (1980, 307 emphasis mine). However not all 

texts become cult texts, so we could assume that the features of the text play a necessary part in its 

cultification. If The Rocky Horror Picture Show does not call for or precipitate these responses, then why 

is every other film not met with similar reactions from the audience? We can also see an obvious 

contradiction between Siegel’s two arguments: there cannot exist a “dialogue” between the text and 

the audience if the text does not call for or precipitate a response. As Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock notes: 

“Dialogue” implies an interchange or discussion of ideas—that is, a conversation 

between (at least) two participants who respond to one another. Rocky Horror fans are 

not having a conversation with the film because the film does not respond to or 

specifically address audience comments. (2008, 72) 

Siegel’s failure to see cult fandom as a true dialogue between film and audience is further indicated in 

his questionable claim that “the bulk of Rocky Horror participation is verbal” (1980, 307 quoted in 

Weinstock 2008, 72). In fact, most studies of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, as Weinstock notes, 

“overlook the audience’s use of props, the important role of the shadow cast during which live actors 

mime the onscreen action, and the dancing that the audience does during ‘Time Warp’” (2008, 72). This 

is important because overlooking the variety of types of fan activities can obscure the role that the 

whole of the text plays in affording this type of fandom. The audience only seeks to remember or mimic 

aspects of the text that are memorable from the costumes to songs and dialogue. Not all films have 

some memorable moments, and therefore would not serve as the basis for fan activity or knowledge.  

 

2 In her book Cheating: gaining advantage in videogames (2007), Mia consalvo discusses the dynamics of fan 
capital within video game culture and describes it as “gaming capital”. Simply put, gaming capital is the knowledge 
“about game releases and secrets, and passing that information on to others. It’s having opinions about which 
game magazines are better and the best sites for walkthroughs on the Internet” (18). 
3 ‘Rites of intensification’ refers to a communal ceremony or ritual which is carried out to mark or reaffirm a 
change or a crisis in the life of a society and culture. This is not to be confused with “rites of passage” which is used 
to describe a similar concept but instead of a community it concerns an individual’s life and actions. 
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Cult following is probably the most important feature that is commonly discussed in cult media 

literature as it would be pointless (and unjustifiable) to claim that a film is cult if the film does not have a 

cult following. This type of following is a necessary condition in describing a text as cult (Hoberman and 

Rosenbaum 1991; Hunter 2016; Kawin 1991; Kinkade and Katovich 1992; Mathijs and Mendik 2011; 

Mathijs and Sexton 2011). Being the most agreed upon characteristic of cult films within the studies of 

cult cinema, cult following usually refers to a small (compared to the mainstream), passionate and 

devoted fan-base who take part in various types of fan activity. However, once again too much emphasis 

on one element and disregard for others can create problems. A major problem with strictly audience-

based approaches, as Jinsoo An (2001) notes, is that the definitions are “too broad to mark a visible 

boundary of cult film”, and that “descriptions such as ‘it’s a cult film if it has a devoted fan following’ 

tend to be so indiscriminate in the numbers and kinds of films included that the term itself runs the risk 

of losing its specificity” (97). More recent scholarship, according to An, have addressed these issues by 

focusing more on the text and the cultural role of cult film and considering the relationship between the 

fans and the cult text. 

2. Text-based approaches 

On the opposite side of the spectrum, cult texts have been examined mainly in terms of their 

textual characteristics. Scholars and critics have described cult texts as stylistically excessive films that 

are strange, bizarre, and offbeat (King 1981; Everman 1993; Hutchings 2003; Mathijs 2003; Perkins and 

Verevis 2014). In fact, most studies of cult cinema define the cult text in terms of some type of 

transgression (Egan and Thomas 2012; Mathijs and Mendik 2008; Telotte 1991; Yau 2001). The term 

transgression is often used to describe some form of deviation from social norms in the content or the 

subject matter of cult texts. According to Telotte (1991) “what the film cultist embraces, is a form that in 

its very difference, transgresses, violates our sense of the reasonable. It crosses boundaries of time, 

custom, form and—many might add—good taste” (Quoted in Egan and Thomas 2012, 202). Jinsoo An 

(2001) similarly notes that: 

Transgression, or the violation of boundaries, is one of the most important features of 

cult films. Whether it is a boundary of time, style, genre, cultural convention, or 

aesthetic evaluation, cult films demonstrate volatile energy for crossing the constraints 

of these established boundaries. (97) 

Hutchings (2003), too, defines cult films as films that “transgress and offer a challenge to norms, 

whether these be the aesthetic norms of commercial mainstream filmmaking or broader social and 
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ideological norms” (132). King (1981) argues that a cult film is “a sort of picture that doesn’t want to 

score political points but to scare the hell out of us by crossing certain taboo lines” (156 quoted in 

Mathijs and Sexton 2011). Along the same lines, Grant (1991) claims, that the one thing that has been 

unanimously agreed about “all cult movies is that in some way they involve a form of ‘transgression’” 

which may be manifested in subject matter, attitude or “kinetic visual pyrotechnics” (123). Grant 

suggests that Eco’s “collage effect” is also a form of transgression “since this collage structure is at odds 

with the usual appreciation of a work of art as an aesthetic unity” (125). It is usually argued that the 

appeal of transgression in cinema results from a desire to defy the mainstream, or “normal” cinematic 

and cultural conventions. Transgression might also play a role in reading cult video games, but first the 

term has to be broadened to include irregularity of distribution, game design, and player affordances. 

Considering transgression, we should also be careful not to quickly separate transgression from novelty 

as the two concepts seem to overlap, and even sometimes are used to refer to the same idea. With 

regard to video games, transgression can only play a part in defining cult video games if we use the term 

a bit loosely. For instance, the video game Doom (id Software 1993) was transgressive in terms of its 

game design, meaning that it crossed the boundaries of custom and form by allowing gamers to easily 

manipulate and modify the game’s content for the first time in video game history. While Doom broke 

norms by making game files more accessible (and more modifiable) to gamers, the video game Half-Life 

(Sierra Studios 1998) broke norms by including a level design tool in the game’s package. Such 

modifiability results in what I will term endlessly reworkable structure in later chapters, a concept which 

I argue is the main element responsible for most cult games’ cult status.  

One problem with strictly textual definitions is that they appear to refer to a genre, but can a 

genre be defined in opposition to the mainstream? Should the cult genre encompass all films that are 

aberrant and unconventional in nature? Adrian Martin (2008) has criticised this approach of citing every 

film that is “maverick” as cult due to two main reasons (39). Firstly, this approach would make the cult 

category too flexible and elastic, resulting in the inclusion of every film that is considered strange in the 

cult category. Secondly, maverick films may be blockbusters; but, according to Martin, the criteria of cult 

cinema do not account for blockbusters. For Martin, cult cinema comprises movies that are somewhat 

“orphan”, rejected, appealing to only a small segment of the audience, and “never recognized by the 

industrial circuit of cinema” (40). For example, The Rocky Horror Picture Show was received with open 

arms, but only by a small segment of the audience and remained unnoticed by the majority of the 

viewers. It may be that the movie still appeals to the same 1975 target audience. Bentley-Baker (2010), 

too, sees generic definitions of cult as problematic because “genres and subgenres of film show 
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predictable traits and self-contained boundaries”, while cult films have no such markers.4 Matt Hills, too, 

opposes defining cult as a genre and argues that “it is difficult to define cult television as a distinct 

genre; it is better thought of as a range of texts that typically fall into genres such as 

fantasy/horror/science fiction/comedy” (2005, 190).5 Timothy Corrigan (1991) also questions the validity 

of approaching cult cinema as a genre, arguing that “thematics are only slightly relevant” (28), and 

“characterizes genre/thematic analysis of the cult movie as futile” (cited in Hills 2008b, 441). 

Additionally, it should be noted that oppositional features do not necessarily describe common 

characteristics or conventions of a genre. 

3. Between text and audience 

Another way of posing the problem is to argue that cult texts combine a variety of features that 

invite a certain type of audience behaviour. Eco is one of the first scholars to define cult films based on 

both their textual traits and their audience’s behavior. In his 1985 textual analysis of Casablanca 

(Warner Bros., 1944), he claims that a cult text: 

must be loved, obviously, but this is not enough. It must provide a completely furnished 

world, so that its fans can quote characters and episodes … a world about which one can 

play puzzle games and trivia contests, and whose adepts recognize each other through a 

common competence. (1985, 3) 

Eco then claims that intertextuality turns a text into the object of intense fan interest and that such texts 

incorporate “intertextual frames” which are picked up by the audience and referred to, from time to 

time, after the viewing experience. He calls these collage-like frames “intertextual archetypes”: a collage 

of many other archetypes taken from previous texts (1985, 5). He sets Casablanca as an example of a 

cult movie with an abundance of intertextual archetypes (1985, 10). Eco’s definition is based on both 

the “textual characteristics (archetypal appeal, completely furnished world) and reception (fans quoting 

 

4 The association of particular genres with cult fandom and the fact that they sometimes “adhere to generic 
regimes of production” encourages some critics to consider cult as a genre with generic textual features. Yet, as 
Mathijs and Mendik (2007, 2) and Barry K. Grant (2007, 77) note, cult texts defy the generic conventions that they 
are meant to reproduce. This happens when such texts try parodying those conventions, “mixing genres” or 
“hyperbolically exaggerating” them. Hills (2002) too, argues that “cult cannot be thought of as a genre”, and it is 
the ‘family resemblances’ of certain genres previously associated with cult texts that inspires critics to talk about 
cult as a genre. 
5 Similarly noting the prevalence of cult text in science fiction and fantasy genre, William Bolt argues that “fan 
fiction leans heavily upon the science fiction and fantasy genres because these worlds are removed from the 
mundane and allow the fan writer to take the helm in the creator's unexplored regions of their universe” (2004, 
18). 
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and quizzing)” (Gwenllian-Jones and Pearson 2004, x). This double-sided approach to studying cult is 

important, most of all because it demonstrates that certain texts are more likely than others to develop 

cult status. In contrast, giving too much weight to audience behaviour would mean that cult fandom is 

something that can happen to every text regardless of what it affords. Surely what makes “a ‘cult’ media 

text is the way the audience (fandom) of the text respond to it” (Rossiter 2017), but it is also important 

to investigate what is in the text that encourages such a response. As Matt Hills (2002) notes, “the cult 

text is found rather than purely created by the cult audience” (101).  

To address and moderate the ambiguity of the term cult, Bentley-Baker (2010) has integrated 

the findings of multiple studies that examine either the audience of cult cinema or its textual attributes 

(Corrigan and White 2009; Martin 2008; Mast and Kawin 2008; and Giamatti2005), and formulated a 

definition of cult cinema in the form of “a manageable checklist” of characteristics and identifiers which 

render the term “useful for critical purposes” (2010). He asserts that the notion of cult cinema should be 

based on certain characteristics including marginality, suppression, economics, transgression, cult 

following, community, quotation, and iconography. He then uses this checklist to examine The Rocky 

Horror Picture Show and the infamous 2 Girls 1 Cup video clip. In the following paragraphs I will examine 

these elements in more detail. It is important to note that my discussion of these features is not merely 

an analysis of how Bentley-Baker defines cult fandom, instead, I am using his list to look at the prevalent 

ideas in cult cinema studies that form the foundation of his approach. Offering a checklist of cult film 

attributes, Bentley-Baker notes that it is not necessary for a film to show all the listed attributes to be 

categorised as cult, claiming that “a film that meets only two or three criteria is probably less a cult film 

than one that meets all or most” (2010). While this statement suggests that there are degrees of cult 

fandom, which is likely to be referring to the intensity of fans’ engagement, Bentley-Baker fails to 

provide any useful indicator for it. Is the degree of cult fandom measured by the number of dedicated 

fans? The amount of fan production? Or the number of fan activities that fans participate in? While 

some previous studies (Jancovich 2002; Jancovich and Hunt 2004) have “highlighted how degrees of cult 

fandom and subcultural capital can be gauged through levels of consumption, knowledge, and esteem 

within a particular fan community” (Geraghty 2014, 80), the issue is still in much need of scholarly 

attention. 

Since Bentley-Baker’s list of cult film attributes is more a summary of previous studies, rather 

than being newly developed ideas, here I will only glance over some of its items. The first item on 

Bentley-Baker’s checklist, marginality, has been used many times before to discuss cult films. While 

some scholars like Abbott (2010) and Hutchings (2003) use the term marginality to refer to a lack of 
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mainstream production/reception, Bentley-Baker uses it to refer to the type of content which, according 

to him, “falls outside general cultural norms”. He argues that The Rocky Horror Picture Show’s 

marginality is in its focus on transvestitism and homosexuality, while 2 Girls 1 Cup’s marginality is in its 

coprophagia and emetophilia. The second attribute that Bentley-Baker talks about is suppression which 

describes when a text has been “subject to censor, ridicule, lawsuit, or exclusion”. Interestingly, what 

Bentley-Baker refers to as suppression corresponds to what Abbott (2010) and Hutchings (2003) refer to 

as marginality. The cult film, according to the suppression criterion, is a film that is not treated fairly by 

either the industry or the mainstream audience. Economics is the third element on the list which implies 

that a cult film is often a box office failure, “a box office flop upon release but eventually profitable” 

(2010). A box office failure has often been noted as a characteristic of cult texts, and the reason for this 

is likely to be that a failure to appeal to a larger audience can be read as non-conformity to the 

mainstream ideals. Another characteristic listed by Bentley-Baker is transgression. As I have already 

discussed earlier, transgression seems to be one of the most commonly agreed-upon characteristics of 

cult texts within the studies of cult media. Bentley-Baker’s use of transgression is similar to that of 

previous studies and what he uses the term to refer to is when “content breaks social, moral, or legal 

rules”. The fifth attribute that Bentley-Baker proposes, “cult following” which is the most fundamental 

characteristic of cult texts; the text is simply not cult if it does not have a cult following. The sixth item 

on Bentley-Baker’s list is community, a criterion which he uses to argue that the cult film’s “audience is 

or becomes a self-identified group” (2010). Usually, what scholars refer to as a cult fan-community, is a 

group of self-identified fans with non-normative tastes who perceive themselves in opposition to the 

mainstream audience (Jancovich et al. 2003) – or what Hills (2006a) refers to as an “imagined 

mainstream” audience. By quotation, the seventh characteristic on the list, Bentley-Baker refers to 

when the film’s “lines of dialog become common language” (2010). Previous studies of cult cinema 

consider repeating lines from cult films as a “ritualistic” fan behavior (Mathijs and Sexton, 2011) and 

quotability as a “common aesthetic trait” in cult cinema (Tryon 2015, 122). As mentioned previously, 

Umberto Eco (1985) also opines that the cult film must provide the fans with enough material to quote 

and play with. This quotability is clearly visible in Casablanca, Rocky Horror and The Big Lebowski 

fandom. Sutton and Wogan (2009) go as far as claiming that it is the “quotability that defines TBL [The 

Big Lebowski] as a cult film” (79).  

One of the problems with defining cult films through marginality is that it is too broad a concept, 

and, if we look closely enough, we can find some form of marginality in every film’s content. Also, cult 

media scholars fail to predict what happens if the film’s subject matter becomes less marginal, or not 
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marginal at all. The Children’s Hour’s (1961) theme of homosexuality, for instance, is not even remotely 

as marginal as it was at the time of release. Does this decline in marginality mean the cult film would 

lose its cult fandom? This is certainly not the case with The Rocky Horror Picture Show. Furthermore, 

nominating suppression as a defining factor of cult is also problematic since the number of cult films 

that could fit the criteria is so low that it seems unwarranted to read this as anything other than a 

coincidence. In addition, many scholars admit that the rise of digital/archival culture means that no text 

can truly be suppressed anymore. For instance, Linda Levitt (2016) notes that the new film viewing and 

sharing technologies that have enabled “instant access to thousands of films, including obscure, 

independent, and international titles” mean that “the idea of a hard-to-find or rare films is also less 

common than it once was” (228). So, does this mean that suppression as a defining factor of cult texts is 

limited to a specific era? Scholars who give weight to suppression as a defining aspect of cult do not 

properly elaborate on this. Much like suppression, another defining feature that the cult media 

literature often considers to be an important element of cult is box office failure. While this is true for 

some cult films, it certainly fails to describe most of them. Examples include Star Wars (20th Century Fox 

1977), Pulp Fiction (Miramax Films 1994), The Blues Brothers (Universal Pictures 1980), etc. It is, of 

course, not inconceivable for a film to commercially fail upon release and gradually become profitable 

due to the dedication of a devoted and persistent fan-base, but this phenomenon is more a natural 

result of cult fandom than a defining feature of it. 

Mathijs and Mendik (2008b) similarly offer a list of features that are associated with cult cinema. 

The list includes features such as innovation, badness, transgression, genre, intertextuality, loose ends, 

nostalgia, and gore (2-3). If we look closely, we can see that most of the items on Mathijs and Mendik’s 

list, including badness, innovation, and gore, could easily fit under the umbrella of transgression because 

they violate boundaries of form, convention, and good taste. In fact, many other scholars see 

transgresssion as a (or the only) defining feature of the cult. It is important to note that transgression is 

often defined simply as deviation from “normal” taste and mainstream film culture. Bruce Kawin (1991) 

argues that the cult film has most often been defined as “any picture that is seen repeatedly by a 

devoted audience, and as a deviant or radically different picture, embraced by a deviant audience” (18). 

Mathijs and Sexton (2011) also argue that the cult film is often approached “as a form of deviant 
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subculture” (6)6. Timothy Corrigan (1991) similarly claims that cult films are “eccentric and peculiar”, 

and cult audiences “seek out not only the unfamiliar in character and story, but the unfamiliar style, 

frame, and imagistic texture” (26 cited in Imanjaya 2009, 149). Moving along the same lines, Ernest 

Mathjis and Xavier Mendik (2008) also claim that the cult film usually includes “imagery that ‘normal’ 

cultures deem offensive, outrageous, or deviant” (370). Jeffrey Sconce (1995) takes a slightly different 

approach and categorises such films into what he terms “paracinema”, which includes: 

entries from such seemingly disparate subgenres as 'badfilm', splatterpunk, 'mondo' 

films, sword and sandal epics, Elvis flicks, government hygiene films, Japanese monster 

movies, beach-party musicals, and just about every other historical manifestation of 

exploitation cinema from juvenile delinquency documentaries to soft-core pornography. 

(372) 

Paracinema, as Sconce further elaborates, is “less a distinct group of films than a particular reading 

protocol, a counter-aesthetic turned subcultural sensibility devoted to all manner of cultural detritus”. In 

what Sconce considers “a calculated negation and refusal of ‘elite’ culture” (372), paracinematic fans 

tend to favour films that are “normally viewed as awful or bad or ‘trash’” (Staiger 2005, 99). While an 

interesting approach, Sconce’s study lacks an in-depth discussion of the relationship between trash and 

transgressive films – the two do not fully coincide. 

4. Cult fandom as long-lasting and intense engagement 

In most early studies of cult cinema, crucial elements in defining cult films such as duration, 

intensity of fandom, and longevity of the text are rarely, if ever, discussed. The reason might be that 

early studies are too focused on transgression to properly attend to other possible features that might 

define cult fandom. For instance, Hunter notes that in Bentley-Baker’s list “the content of a cult film is 

left vague beyond its being somehow transgressive or outside the mainstream” (2016, 3). Hunter further 

adds that transgression itself is also “questionable if we invite The Princess Bride and Dirty Dancing 

through the portals of cultdom”. The problem with most earlier studies of cult cinema is that rather than 

discussing what makes cult fandom different or how cult texts afford such fandoms, they are 

preoccupied with (often thematic) similarities between some cult texts. For example, studies that 

 

6 Mathijs and Sexton (2011) argue that labelling cult films and cult fans as deviant strengthened the fans’ sense of 
community and “consolidated the status of this fan culture as anti-mainstream and anti-establishment” (cited in 
Egan 2017, 291). 
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describe transgression and deviance as defining factors of cult films often emphasise too much the 

representational aspect of films and (therefore) fail to take into account a large number of cult films that 

do not fit the transgression criterion. What is often overlooked is that before subjecting cult status to 

definitions that might only be useful for reading certain types of cult films, it is important to understand 

a more basic definition which is that a cult film is simply “a film with an active and lively communal 

following” (Mathijs and Mendik 2008, 11). However, it also important to ask what qualities of the text 

invite this type of lively and engaged fandom. 

If we are not able to locate a viable definition in either the text or the audience, then perhaps it 

is necessary, as Lawrence Grossberg (1992) argues, to “look at the relations that exist between them” 

(53). Hunter (2016) notes that “cult film being a discursive category, its definition is liable anyway to 

change with use over time” (19). Despite this variability, a cult text has two features that remain 

constant, namely longevity of fandom and intensity of fan engagement, and a combination of these 

characteristics might be the only workable instrument in differentiating cult fandom from general 

fandom. While most scholars claim that “a dedicated following” could be the sufficient criteria in 

tracking down cult texts and that the cult text is “defined primarily in terms of its acceptance” (Kawin 

1991, 18), this parameter alone does not carry the proper specificity, for every text “could be considered 

cult in the sense that they provoke dedicated, passionate followings”7 (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 77). In 

a discussion of such overlaps of fandom and cult fandom, Hills attributes three dimensions to cult 

fandom, “tautological definitions” which he uses to refer to “the [frequent] use of ‘cult’ discourses 

within fandoms”, “temporal definitions” which he uses to refer to the duration and longevity of fandom, 

and “affective definitions” which he explains as “cult fandom as an intensely felt fan experience”(Hills 

2002, x).8 While investigating the longevity and intensity of fan engagement as the fundamental 

characteristic of cult fandom seems to be an audience-focused approach, it still requires attention to the 

text for the text invites or encourages this type of fan-attachment.  

Much of the new wave of cult media studies focus on how the storyworld can afford a text long-

lasting and dedicated fan engagement. Hills (2002) argues that this occurs particularly through 

introducing the concepts of “hyperdiegesis” and “endlessly deferred narrative”. In his book Fan Cultures 

(2002), Hills presents hyperdiegesis as a main feature of cult texts and defines it as “the creation of a 

 

7 While Mathijs and Sexton’s focus is on cult stars here, their argument is easily applicable to every kind of cult 
object. 
8 There seems to be a somewhat contradiction in Hills’ argument for he earlier rejects “intensity” as an element 
that can separate fandom from cult fandom, but later sees it as one of cult texts’ three distinctive dimensions. 
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vast and detailed narrative space, only a fraction of which is ever directly seen or encountered within 

the text”9 (104). Citing Hagedorn(1995), Hills further explains hyperdiegesis as a type of story-telling that 

“create[s] a sense of fictional space, history and character development that is far more sophisticated 

and intricate than that of classic series programming” (Hagedorn 1995, 39, quoted in Hills). 

Hyperdiegesis, therefore, refers to a type of story-telling and world-building, in which only a small 

segment of an extensive fictional world is presented to the audience. This encourages the audience to 

imagine or recreate, through fan-fiction and other types of fan-production, those aspects of the 

storyworld and narrative that are not directly presented to them. Gwenllian-Jones and Pearson (2004) 

similarly argue that cult texts create imaginary universes that “support an inexhaustible range of 

narrative possibilities, inviting, supporting, and rewarding close textual analysis, interpretation, and 

inventive reformulations” (xii). Hills also introduces the concept of ‘endlessly deferred narrative’, which 

refers to a central gap, a question, or a mystery around which the overall narrative revolves. For a text 

to become cult, this gap should be endlessly deferred and never resolved. Setting Doctor Who as an 

example, Hills explains that “the central character is therefore offered up as a mystery, or as 

‘unfinished’/unknown. Over 26 years a fairly comprehensive sense of the Doctor’s identity was 

eventually arrived at, only to be destabilised in the final few seasons” (101). The most endlessly deferred 

narrative, Hills further notes, “is that which will never officially be answered or closed down” (103). 

These narratives, therefore, attain longevity by “remaining open to multiple fan productions, 

speculations and recreations”. This is similar to what Mathjs and Mendik (2008) refer to as “loose ends”. 

They argue that “many cult films leave room for narrative and stylistic loose ends” which results in 

freedom of “speculating”, “polishing” and “radicalizing” for the audience. Jenkins ( 1992) similarly claims 

that: 

repeat viewers play with the rough spots of the text—its narrative gaps, its excess 

details, its loose ends and contradictions—in order to find openings for the fans’ 

elaborations of its world and speculations about characters. (76) 

The cult text affords devoted fandoms and repeat viewing by providing such openings for fans. Jenkins 

further writes that what some critics "might perceive as flaws create opportunities for viewers to 

intervene in the narrative, to reshape it according to their own plans" (76). Fans return to the text to 

build upon its excesses and resolve “its gaps and contradictions” (Jenkins 1992, 112). Instead of cult 

 

9 It is interesting to note that the concept of hyperdiegesis is very similar to what Eco calls a “furnished world”, an 
element which he deems necessary for a text to become cult. 
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definitions being limited either to audience behaviour or to textual traits, the cult can be defined in 

terms of a reciprocal relationship between the two. The ongoing relationship between the fan and the 

cult text results in a “progressive elaboration” of the text’s universe “through inferences and 

speculations that push well beyond its explicit information” (Jenkins 1992c, 158). To put it simply, the 

cult fan can be defined as a fan that interferes with the text and the cult text can be defined as a text 

that favours such inferences. 

5. Cult video games 

The cult video game is a difficult concept to define for a number of reasons. The term cult is 

term that has normally been used to describe texts from other media. Video game texts differ in terms 

of structure of engagement from both literature and film due to playability, which in many respects 

bypasses the narrative. In video games the audience is the player and the player partially re-creates the 

text every time he or she plays the game. The video game is also textually different in many aspects. For 

example, transgression is hardly applicable to cult video games because cult video games are the ones 

that allow constant re-use, but re-use is not necessarily related to transgressive issues. Video games are 

also less narrative-driven than previous media, therefore transgression becomes even less important in 

studying cult video games. The players’ interaction with the medium is mainly through the game’s 

ludological affordances, and this could mean that a cult video game could have a minimal or reduced 

narrative. The video game Quake III Arena (1999) is a good example of the extreme end. Despite not 

having any form of story, the game has been able to maintain an active fan community for more than 20 

years after its release. 

Considering these differences, this study will have a medium-specific focus on more 

fundamental elements of cult fandom, namely its longevity and activeness. Borrowing from Hills, in 

chapter 5, I will argue that some cult video games’ cult status is a result of the games’ creating 

extendable worlds and affording the players the ability and the space to not only speculate and imagine 

the rest of those worlds, but to create them within the text. Fans, as Aaron Smith (2009) notes, “invest 

tremendous effort in developing a fictional encyclopedia for such a world, logging every narrative detail 

in order to flesh out the world and make it more real” (45). It would therefore be interesting to see what 

role hyperdiegesis plays in the cultification of video games, and how it holds up when set against this 

medium. Adapting Hills’ endlessly deferred narrative, I argue that most cult video games provide what I 

term an endlessly re-workable design which affords the players the ability and the space to endlessly 

recreate their own versions of some, or all aspects of the game. By allowing fans to perpetuate the video 
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game through “persistent recreation and extension”, the endlessly re-workable design provides the 

opportunity for the text to become the object of continuous and long-standing fan attachment. 

In light of Hills’ discussion, and considering that the most common usage of the word cult in 

relation to fan objects, as Duffett also notes, is for “objects that have evoked a special intensity of 

interest, type of audience, strength of popular commitment or longevity of appeal” (Duffett 2013, 218), I 

have considered two parameters for further defining cult video games. First (and the most important), 

the selected video games must have developed a dedicated following with an intense attachment to the 

text. The “intensity” of attachment can be measured by analysing the extent to which fans take part in 

various fan activities (repeated playings, fan made art, fan made games, ongoing discussions etc.). 

Unlike Hills, who argues that cult fandom’s distinctiveness relates mainly to the duration of fandom 

rather than its intensity (2002, ix), I argue that intensity plays a similarly important role in defining cult 

fandom. If we were to take longevity as the principal defining aspect of cult fandom, every film from the 

1980s and 90s that still has fans can be considered a cult film solely by the virtue of its fandom’s 

duration. Hills foregrounds duration presumably on the basis that all fandoms can be intense, claiming 

that many texts now appear to inspire intense devotion upon release (ix). However, what Hills and other 

scholars should also consider, especially when considering the material and technological affordances of 

a video game, is that all fandoms can be durable too. While Hills agrees that “fandom and cult fandom 

appear to overlap”, he seems to be arguing that this overlap could only occur on the intensity side of 

fandom, arguing that the fan and the cult fan are similar in “almost all aspects other than longevity” (ix). 

To emphasise, a proper definition of cult fandom should combine the longevity and the intensity of fan 

engagement and this is what separates the cult fan from the general fan. 

The second key feature of videogame cult texts, therefore, is the duration of fandom, which 

means that the said video games must have maintained a fandom for a significant time after their 

original release. To determine what “a significant time” is, I will use the duration of usual mainstream 

fandoms as a yardstick (i.e. how long it takes on average for mainstream video games to lose their 

appeal) to determine when a video game is considered “old” within the gaming community.10 Here, I am 

borrowing Hills’ proposition that “cult texts are marked by textual absences and the withholding of 

information which does not simply allow for an ‘exchange’ of meaning, but which instead calls certain 

fan affective-interpretive strategies into being” (157). What this means is that the cult text cultivates fan 

 

10 In chapter 3 I will elaborate in more detail on what long-lasting means when it comes to video game fandom.  
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interest by hiding information. This hidden information turns the audience into active fans who seek to 

find it. For this thesis I borrow Hills’ idea that duration is a definitive aspect of cult fandom and use it as 

the second key parameter in defining cult video games.11 

Conclusion 

There is no question that the idea of cult is surrounded by differing opinions about its definition, 

and a cursory study of its features will not be able to resolve all the complexities that usually come with 

the term. While there have been a great many attempts to define cult texts, the term still, to quote 

Pearson (2010), “defies precise definition” (7). The problem with most of the earlier studies of cult 

cinema is that many of them “approach the topic from a vernacular angle, highlighting elements that 

cannot be caught in a description and – hence – remain intangible and very subjective” (Mathijs and 

Sexton 2011, 6). Rather than providing a discussion of what a cult text is, most of these studies are 

fixated on particular aesthetics of some cult films. The result, as Mathijs and Sexton further add, is that 

most studies of cult cinema “give lists instead of definitions, in the hope that the aggregate of 

illustrations of how individual films are cult leads to an explanation of why they are cults” (6). The 

problem with this approach is that it would lead to thinking of cult as a certain genre of film, extremely 

narrowing the label and making it inapplicable to many films that do not fit the generic characteristics. 

If, as Hills (2002) argues, we are to understand cult films through their “family resemblances”, then the 

characteristics that we look for should be applicable to at least the majority of cult texts. Another issue 

is that such studies tend to center around the text and overlook audience response. One of the 

problems with solely text-based definitions is that they entail “endless subjective entanglements of 

interpretive analysis" (Pearson 2010, 8) 

As demonstrated in the above discussions the construct of cult texts has been subjected to 

multiple explanations and interpretations, however, cult video games have never been discussed 

explicitly in the literature, which is the aim of this study. The proper way to approach cult video games, I 

argue, is to develop a middle ground between the text and the audience. I agree with Jancovich and 

Hunt (2004) that cult texts should be defined "by the ways in which they are appropriated by specific 

 

11 Hills rightly argues that the duration of fandom only counts if it is “in the absence of ‘new’ or official material in 
the originating medium” (2002, ix) in the analysis of serialised texts, principally television. However, it should be 
noted that not all “new or official material” would necessarily fill textual absences. To use Hills own example, 
Doctor Who (1963-89) TV series’ main textual gap, which is Doctor Who’s true identity, begins as a mystery and 
remains a mystery despite the yearly airing of new seasons for 26 years.  
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groups" (27), but I also think that while audience should often be central to analysis of cult fandom, it is 

crucial to also understand how cult texts afford this type of reception. The current study will, therefore, 

borrow from Hills (2002) who examines cult fandoms without downplaying the complexities of the cult 

text. In particular, the ideas of the endlessly deferred narrative and hyperdiegesis will be examined in 

more detail to see how or if they are useful in reading cult video games. Furthermore, this study sees 

intensity of interest and longevity of appeal as the most important defining characteristics of cult 

fandom, and the cult video games examples discussed in the thesis 1) have currently active and 

dedicated followers whose intense attachment is evident in the fan-made material (in particular mods), 

and 2) and continue to foster interest at least fifteen years after their release, demonstrating the 

durability of their fans’ attachment unlike most mainstream video games which usually lose appeal only 

after several months or, at best, a few years. What is considered a durable fandom will be discussed in 

much more detail in chapter 3. 
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Chapter 2: Cult Video Game Discourses 

 

 

In this chapter, I will explore the usage of the term cult in video game culture, and examine how 

it is deployed in gaming communities, magazines, and trade publications. Understanding the 

connotations that the word carries will reveal the ways in which the term is typically used and therefore 

provide insight into industry and fan perspectives on cult video games. Looking at how video game 

magazines use the term cult is especially important because these publications, as Kirkpatrick notes, 

have played and continue to play a crucial role in the formation of a specialised language for talking 

about video games and, more specifically a “language of game appraisal” that forms a major part of 

gaming discourse (2015). This examination of the use of the world cult in video game reviews help 

understand the difference between the commercial appraisal of certain texts as cult and the evaluation 

by fans. Commercial organisations often use the word performatively to increase audience interest 

before the reflective determination of particular texts as cult by fans. In this chapter, I will investigate 

the history of the use of the term cult in relation to video games, not to provide an exhaustive study of 

how often the term is used, but to indicate some of the changes and variations in how it is used. The 

first part of this chapter involves an explanation of the methodology used for tracing the word cult in 

video game press and video game communities. For data collection, I have looked into two sources: 

firstly, the Internet, especially online video game communities such as video game forums, user-created 

boards on Reddit.com (also known as subreddits), and other similar communities in which the word cult 

is expected to appear in relation to video games, and secondly, video game press including various trade 

magazines, video game advertisements and online video game reviews. The focus leans heavily towards 

video game press mainly because, as mentioned earlier, it is the video game press that to a high degree 

fashions players’ evaluative language. It should be noted that this will be the first study to look at how 

the word cult was first introduced to video game culture, how its usage spread, and how its 

connotations proliferated. 

Before examining the popular use of the word cult in relation video game texts, I will examine 

the role the word cult plays in film culture; firstly, because video game culture’s use of the word seems 

to be borrowed from film culture, and secondly because this helps us get a grasp of film industry and 

culture’s perspectives on the word cult and how it affects video game discourse. Within film culture, the 

frequent use of the term “cult film” began in the 1970s (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 3), when it was used 
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to refer to films that prompted repeated viewings and “unusual” audience behaviour (in contrast to 

“traditional viewing strategies”). The term, over the years, underwent a few shifts in the way it was used 

by the general public and in journalistic discourses. These shifts were both a result of misconceptions 

about its meaning, and a result of companies discovering its marketing potential and using it to increase 

saleability. Advertising campaigns soon began promoting a film as cult even “before it [reached] an 

audience – packaging it as cult to fit into a niche market segment” (Mathijs and Mendik 2008, 7). The 

term began to be used more regularly in the 1980s with the increase in its circulation also indicating “a 

gradual broadening of its application” (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 235). Regardless of how they were 

received, particular films began to be cited as cult simply based on “judgments about those films’ textual 

qualities” (Hills, 2008, 450). Since cultness has obviously to do with the way a text is received, i.e. its cult 

fandom, such utilisations of the word, seem somewhat broad, which has prompted questions from 

academics about its viability. Martin (2008) argues that the cult category “[became] elastic, a catchall for 

anything slightly maverick or strange”, and that “every second ‘indie’ movie was being pushed as an 

‘instant cult classic’-a strictly meaningless designation” (39). The labelling of films as cult, Hills (2002) 

argues, “is far from sufficient in and of itself to determine cult status. It merely acts as one moment 

within the biography of a potentially cult text; a moment which requires the corroborative evidence of 

ongoing fan valorisation and socially organised fandom” (158). What this means is that most 

deployments of the term do not really identify cult texts, as they merely refer to a few textual qualities 

derived from how the term has historically been used in cinema. Consequently, Hills argues, “we cannot 

conclude that any text is a cult simply because marketing and/or journalistic discourses proclaim that 

this is so; the term ‘cult’ has become almost meaningless in these mainstream contexts” (159). Despite 

all this, and despite the fact that “such opportunistic programming of cultism has created the impression 

that the term cult is now merely a marketing ploy” (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 8), we should not forget 

that, as Mathijs and Sexton (2011) also observe, the term’s occurrence is still “relatively selective” and 

not totally indiscriminately, and it is seldom used in relation to “materials that are geared towards a 

mass public” (30). Also considering that the term’s adaptation by “audiences as well as by film publicists 

doesn’t entirely remove the textual question” (Hills 2008, 443), it is safe to say that the term can still be 

worth examination and exploration as it can continuously provide insight into how audiences behave. 

This chapter, by revealing both the regularity with which the term cult is used and the variations and 

shifts in its usage, aims to develop a short history of how the term cult is used in the culture surrounding 

video games.  
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1. Data Collection 

  1.1 Online forums 

The utilisations of the word cult in video game culture are tracked in part by using Google’s 

search engine to explore online forums and other web-based user-generated content. Google is chosen 

over other web search engines due to its breadth and level of indexing. While many search engines 

boast extensiveness, “only a few of them have their own, Web-scale index” and “outside of these few, 

most search engines license search results from other search engines, the most famous example being 

Yahoo using results from Microsoft’s Bing search engine” (Lewandowski and Spink 2012), 3). The 

question that arises here is “whether one can make use of the source standing authored by engines as a 

research practice” or whether “Google [could] be made into a research machine” (Rogers 2013, 99). One 

issue, for example, is that search engines “don’t consider user-specific and contextual aspects of the 

search process” (Lewandowski and Spink 2012, 20). Some of the tactics that can provoke, as Rogers 

(2013) puts it, “search to become research” is to make queries as customised as possible and to 

“distance oneself from everyday search practice and rethink engine inputs and outputs” (99). This, to a 

great extent, means taking advantage of the features and settings that search engines offer, to make the 

search query as specific as required. These features include custom timespan search, individual website 

search, search commands, etc.  

The international Google domain was queried for the keywords “cult video game”, “cult 

videogame”, and “cult game” (all in quotations). The reason for using Google’s international domain was 

to eliminate any possibility of missing search returns as a result of Google’s localisation algorithms. For 

this research, the search engine and the browser were cleared of all personal settings and localisations. 

Using Google search’s time tool, the phrases were searched year by year since 1994, the year associated 

with the emergence of online forums (Ternisien 2010). Using multiple date ranges, the researcher can 

detect changes to the query over time. However, his type of research may incur some issues like some 

websites not being indexed and therefore not showing up in searches i.e. the problem is “the lack of 

complete indexing of all the web” (Rogers 2013, 111). However, as mentioned earlier the aim of this 

search is not to be exhaustive but to derive a sufficient sample that can be used to examine the changes 

in frequency of the use of the term.  

Another issue which rises when using Google as a research tool is that of “ordering and ranking 

(which recalls ideas of the exclusionary engine, burying sites low in the returns)” (Rogers 2013, 111). 

This is a result of search engines changing “the definition of the relevance of a source from an evaluative 
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scheme based on inlink [otherwise known as hyperlink] count (and the content of the link) to one that 

combines inlink with click count and freshness”, therefore, “sources are boosted in the rankings if users 

have clicked them in previous searches” (99). There is much debate and discussion on whether search 

engines that return the most viewed/clicked sources per query (such as Google’s PageRank algorithm) 

can be reliable tools for research. There are many factors to the overall quality of a search engine, one 

of which is “the effectiveness of the retrieval system, i.e. its ability to retrieve items that are relevant to 

the information need of an end user” (Lewandowski and Spink 2012, 103). The more a search engine 

allows for customisations, the more effective it can be for research. Two ways to tackle the PageRank 

algorithm issue, is to either “dig deeply into lower-order return results sets” (Davis 2005, 195) which can 

be a cumbersome task for most queries, or to “use automated research tools to consider the inherent 

biases built into [the] PageRank” system (Davis 2005, 195). None of this, however, is an issue for the 

current research, firstly because the queries used for this research are carefully customised so the 

possibility of irrelevant returns were eradicated or at least substantially reduced, and secondly, the 

returns were low enough in numbers for all of the pages to be covered by the researcher, thus no “low 

ranked” pages are left out. Other issues of using Google as a research tool such as “the engine’s battle 

with spammers (broadly defined) and privileging of its own properties [YouTube, Google news, Google 

books, etc.]” which can reduce the engine’s “capacities as [a] research machine” are also minimised by 

the relatively low-number of query returns. 

  1.2 Video game related publications 

Another major part of this (historical) review is done by tracing the usage of the term cult in 

reference to video games in computer, and gaming magazines of the early 1980s through the late 1990s. 

This is achieved mainly through using the digitised magazine collections of the Internet Archive and in a 

smaller part through exploration of hard copies. The Internet Archive also known by its URL, archive.org, 

is a non-profit digital library which aims to collect and preserve digitised materials of all sorts (books, 

magazines, websites, videos etc.). The library collects these files “and mounts them on computers 

available for scholarly research” (Jindal and Lakshmi 2004, 290). The service was founded in 1996 and 

became accessible to the public in 2001. At the time of writing this, the archive has a collection of more 

than 17500 gaming magazine issues, and a collection of 22585 computer magazine issues, and the 

advanced search settings and the wide array of information available on the Internet Archive make it an 

invaluable resource for research (Evans and Hooper 2017, 181). 
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To some extent I have taken a similar approach in using the Internet Archive’s computer 

magazine collection to my approach in using Google’s search engine. The website, or more specifically 

its computer magazine collections, were queried using the keywords “cult video game”, “cult 

videogame”, and “cult game” (all in quotations). Searching the word cult in a non-gaming magazine such 

as PC World might return results in relation to objects other than video games, hence the need for 

specification of the query into “cult games” or “cult video games”. As for the gaming magazine 

collections, the website was only queried using the keyword “cult” because searching the word cult in 

gaming magazine collections is unlikely to return irrelevant results. One limitation in using these 

collections, however, is that not all magazines can be digitally searched, presumably because the 

scanned versions of these magazines were low in quality, therefore the Internet Archive’s text 

recognition system has not able to read them. Another drawback of the Internet Archive is that it is not a 

comprehensive archive of all periodicals with some magazines missing due to rarity or copyright issues. 

However as mentioned before, this review does not aim to provide an exhaustive quantitative account, 

but to explore the shifts in how the term cult is used in reference to video games. The sizable magazine 

collections of the Internet Archive are more extensive than enough to prove useful in providing a sample 

of the trends in the broader gaming culture. 

The Internet Archive also aims to preserve the web itself and make it accessible to the public 

through a service called the Wayback Machine, an archive of all the websites that the system has found 

and stored since 1996. The Wayback Machine employs programmes (known as “crawlers”) that 

automatically browse the web and index every webpage that they find. Regrettably, the Wayback 

Machine service, though quite useful for many social sciences researches (Arms et al. 2011; Murphy, 

Hashim, and O’Connor 2007; Arora et al. 2016; Daniels, Gregory, and Cottom 2017), cannot be used in 

this research due to a couple of limitations in its structure. First, The Wayback Machine is not a search 

engine in its current sense and requires visitors to know the URL of each website they need to visit 

(there is an ability to search in the URLs of websites, but not in their contents). Second, Wayback 

Machine’s crawlers (also known as spiders) are very limited in their data collection and archiving, which 

means it is not unusual to see the error “Wayback Machine doesn't have this page archived” if one 

decides to explore deeper into a website.  
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2. The term’s emergence in video game culture 

A brief look at various discussions surrounding video games demonstrates that the term is 

mostly used arbitrarily to describe particular video games irrespective of whether they have acquired a 

cult following or not. This might be because the term entered the video game culture at a time when its 

meaning was already in a state of flux in film culture, and long after film companies discovered the 

term’s promotional potential and began exploiting it as a marketing tag. It seems that the term cult is 

automatically deployed whenever a video game seems to have similar textual or para-textual features to 

those of cult films regardless of whether the video game has an actual cult following. 

The two magazines that began deploying the term cult in video game culture, and may have 

been a factor in its widespread use, are Computer and Video Games, otherwise known as CVG, and 

Electronic Games. The UK trade magazine, Computer and Video Games, was the first ever magazine to 

be entirely dedicated to video games and ran from 1981 to 2004 (Taarluoto 2007; Plunkett 2014; Brook 

2008; Lee 2014), was founded only two weeks after Computer and Video Games, Electronic Games was 

CVG’s US counterpart. Though some might consider Play Meter (founded in 1974) to be the first video 

game magazine, one should note that even though Play Meter covered topics about arcade games 

machines, it was not a video game-exclusive publication and concerned all kinds of coin-operated 

machines. Computer and Video Games and Electronic Games on the other hand, were solely dedicated 

to video games (both arcade and home consoles) and are believed to be the catalyst for the emergence 

of video game journalism.  

One of the earliest instances where the term cult was used to describe a video game was in a 

review of the video game Robotwar in the June 1982 issue of Electronic Games. This may be the very 

first time that the term appears in video game journalism. Released in 1981, Robotwar was the first 

programming game to be commercially released (“Programming Game” n.d.). Simply put, a 

programming game is a video game which “incorporates elements of computer programming” and 

allows its players to write programming codes in order to control “entities such as robots, tanks or 

bacteria which seek to destroy each other” (“Programming Game” n.d.). Most of the games in this genre 

lack quality visuals and are mostly comprised of texts (commands) on the screen (See fig. 1). Electronic 

Games’ claim that Robotwar “has attained cult status” (June 1982) was made without the indication that 

the game had some sort of enduring fandom. Indeed, Robotwar was soon superseded by significantly 

more visually-orientated video games due to the emergence of the second generation of home consoles 

and the beginning of what is known as the golden age of arcade video games. The genre of programing 
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games was not particularly popular to begin with, and it is therefore very unlikely that Robotwar, which 

was the most primitive game in an already dying genre, still had many players a couple of years after its 

release.12  

 

 

Fig. 1 Robotwar (1981) 

 

The second time that the word cult appears in video game periodicals is in the July 1982 issue of 

Computer and Video Games and is in relation to Pac-Man (1980). Pac-Man is one of the highest grossing 

games of all time, remains highly popular, and is considered the epitome of mainstream success (Hunt 

2013, 38; Garrelts 2014, 1; Montfort and Bogost 2009, 66; Suominen and Ala-Luopa 2012, 168). At no 

stage in its lifespan did Pac-Man experience any sort of niche reception usually associated with cult 

texts. However, in introducing a new Pac-Man game (Ms. Pac-Man 1981), Computer and Video Games 

writes that the original Pac-Man (1980) “has gathered a cult following” which, the magazine opines, is “a 

result of strong and extensive marketing” (73). It is to a degree self-contradictory that Computer and 

 

12 It is worth mentioning, however, that although the programming genre was not welcomed within the video 
game culture, it was appealing to programming enthusiasts and is still being used to teach coding. 
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Video Games uses the word cult to describe Pac-Man’s immense mainstream success when the term 

usually refers to fan-driven interest rather than marketing. This connection of ‘marketing’ to ‘culthood’ 

is common in trade publications and indicates the need to promote the game or reflect upon its success.  

These instances are the only times in 1982 that the term cult is used to describe video games by 

video game periodicals. The term does appear in the October 1982 issue of Videogaming Illustrated, but 

it is used in a discussion of the Star Trek TV series (Asimov 1982, 17). The term’s occurrence in the year 

1983 of video game journalism begins with the February 1983 issue of Electronic Games. In reviewing 

what the magazine calls “climbing games” (including games like Donkey Kong, 1981), Electronic Games 

writes that Space Panic (1980) has “developed a cult following” (50) despite the fact that it was a 

commercial failure played by a small section of the gamer population due to its gameplay difficulty and 

unimpressive visual and sound effects. The magazine is correct in thinking that the game appealed to a 

niche segment of the market, a characteristic usually associated with cult texts, but it is rather 

impetuous to quickly dub any small segment of gamers as cult followers. Many such niche player groups 

would move on to newer texts as soon as they appeared, as did the players of Space Panic, who turned 

to similar games like Donkey Kong (1981) and Lode Runner (1983). The erratic nature of how Electronic 

Games uses the word cult is demonstrated a couple of pages later in the same issue when the magazine 

talks about Apple Panic (1981). Inspired by Space Panic, Apple Panic is a very similar ladder-climbing 

game that was released in 1981 to great commercial success. The game sold 15000 copies, which was 

considered significant back in 1982, in only one month following its release and became one of the top 

selling games of the year (Computer Gaming World 1982, 2; Cosmstock Tommervik 1983, 30). In its 

review of climbing games, Electronic Games claims that “Apple Panic has become a genuine cult 

favourite among computer gamers” (52). While a few pages earlier Electronic Games deployed the term 

cult to denote the nicheness and the commercial failure of Space Panic, here the magazine is using the 

term to indicate the market success of Apple Panic. Such inconsistent utilisation of the term cult is not 

uncommon throughout the video game culture’s history. Another example from 1983 is the April issue 

of Video Games in which John Holmstrom refers to Crazy Climber (1980) as a cult classic (68). Created by 

Nichibutsu, Crazy Climber is a typical, highly acclaimed mainstream game which was ported to many 

different systems and fell into oblivion after a few years of enjoying market success.13 Similarly, 1984 

 

13 Crazy Climber has been ported to newer generations of consoles such as Playstation, Playstation 2, and 
Playstation 3, but this is not necessarily an indication that the game still has playersThe port to new consoles is 
part of a more general practice archiving of arcade games. 
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Software Encyclopedia (1983), a book published by Reese Communications, refers to the video game Qix 

(1981) as a cult classic (Kunkel 1983, 105). Interestingly, this is contradicted in the June 1983 issue of 

Electronic Games, another publication from the same company, Reese Communications. In describing 

Qix as a game forgotten by gamers, Rich pearl quotes Keith Egging (one of Qix designers) saying “Qix was 

conceptually too mystifying for gamers. It had a random mapping program that allowed for constant 

alteration. It was impossible to master and once the novelty wore off, the game faded” (Electronic 

Games 1983, 84). This totally contradicts the most common description of a cult text: a text that is 

frequently returned to by a relatively small but active fan-base for a long time after its original release. It 

seems that 1984 Software Encyclopedia’s claim that Qix was a “cult classic” was the publication’s way of 

describing the game’s lack of popularity. The fact that one publication describes the game as a 

forgettable failure, while another publication from the same publisher describes it as a cult classic 

further attests to the lack of a general consensus on how the term cult could have been used. 

In the May 1983 issue of Electronic Fun with Computer & Games, Paul Backer writes that 

“Wizard of Wor is the game that never really caught on … Despite this, it generated a cult following 

wherever it went” (68). Similar to Electronic Games’ description of Space Panic, Backer is too quick to 

label a game’s small number of players as cult followers. Although Wizard of Wor (1980) did enjoy a 

niche popularity at the time of its release, it was only another average video game and was soon 

forgotten after the release of newer similar games like The Incredible Wizard (1981), Night Stalker 

(1982), or Tutankham (1982). Another notable example of a video game being described as cult in 1983, 

is Pimania (1982). Pimania was a text-based treasure hunt video game, the developers of which offered 

a golden sundial worth £6,000 to the first person who could find the reward’s real-life location by 

solving the in-game puzzles. Talking about players’ level of devotion to Pimania, Computer and 

Videogames writes that the game “has taken on cult status amongst its participants as marriages, 

careers, and all other personal responsibilities quake before the all-consuming obsession” (1983, 27). 

While a high degree of audience dedication is one of the characteristics generally attributed to cult texts 

(Grant 1991, 77; Hunter 2016, 3; Mathijs and Mendik 2011, 1; Telotte 1991, 43), what Computer and 

Videogames did not realise was that it was not Pimania that was the subject of this intense devotion, 

but the reward that it offered. Finally, in 1985, two players, Sue Cooper and Lizi Newman, were able to 

decipher the game’s clues and claim the prize. With the treasure hunt over, other players did not see 

any purpose in continuing to play the game and it soon sunk into oblivion and was never returned to 

again. 
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Beginning with the February 1984 issue of Computer and Video Games, the word cult appeared 

more frequently in the video game journalism of the second half of the 1980s. In discussing Atic Atac 

(1983), Computer and Video Games writes that the game “is rapidly gaining cult status among games 

players everywhere” (February 1984, 27). Atic Atac is a highly acclaimed maze-adventure video game 

created by Tim and Chris Stamper which was released in 1983 to great commercial success. Nothing like 

what is usually expected of a cult text, Atic Atac was a typical adventure game strongly praised by critics 

that climbed to the top of the UK Spectrum sales chart and lost popularity after a few years. It is notable 

that, despite describing the game as a cult text, later in the very same issue Computer and Video Games 

shows Atic Atac to be on top of the sales charts (163). Even though the game’s commercial success does 

not necessarily mean that the game cannot become a cult game later on, the use of the term cult only a 

year after the game’s release and when it was at the height of its mainstream popularity, does not 

herald the pastness of most definitions of cult – a text that fans have continued to cherish past the time 

of its release. This becomes more evident considering that other gaming periodicals of the time such as 

Personal Computer Games were referring to the same game as a “blockbuster” (February 1984, 4). 

Computer and Video Games, in a later issue that year, similarly described another video game, Jet-Pac 

(1983), as a cult video game. In their review, they used a similar wording to how they described Atic 

Atac claiming that Jetpac was “rapidly becoming a cult game” (May 1984, 149). Like Atic Atac, Jetpac 

was highly praised by critics for its gameplay and overall quality and was later awarded the “Game of the 

Year” title at the Golden Joystick Awards (Computer and Video Games March 1984, 15; April 1984, 81). It 

was also a commercial success and became number one in a sales chart published by Computer and 

Video Games but lost popularity after a few years despite the creators’ efforts in reviving its fame 

through remakes and resales. Similarly, discussing MUD (1978) in a later issue, Computer and Video 

Games writes that “MUD is rapidly becoming a cult game” (July 1984, 145). It is worth noting that 

despite the lack of a byline in the CVG articles from 1984, it is safe to assume, due to the similarity in 

wording, that all three were written by one person. It is also worth pointing out that two out of the few 

times in 1984 that Computer and Video Games dubbed a game as cult were both in relation to games 

made by Ultimate Play the Game (Atic Atac and Jetpac). This could either be an interesting coincidence 

or an indication of some sort of endorsement for the company. 

While Electronic Games and Computer and Video games mostly utilised the term cult in the first 

half of the 1980s, the second half of the 1980s saw the term appearing in a few other magazines as well. 

One example is the Crash magazine. In its 37th issue, in an article about the video game Hive (1986), the 

reviewer writes: 
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I can see myself getting bored with it in the distant future, but I’m sure it’ll keep me 

going for a month or so. … Graphically [it] is un-inspiring … the sound is poor – there are 

hardly any effects and no tunes… I’m sure that Hive will become the cult game of 1987. 

(1987, 104, italic mine) 

The reviewer not only claims that the game will become a cult game, he specifies that it will become 

“the cult game of 1987”, although unlike previous instances, this time the word cult is used dismissively 

to probably indicate that Hive will be the most noticeable commercial failure of that year. 

Another example from 1987 is The Games Machine magazine. In its first ever issue, The Games 

Machine describes Encounter (1983) as a game that has built up a cult following (November 17). 

Encounter was an average mainstream game with moderate sales, in which players quickly lost interest 

when newer and more advanced games like Mercenary (Created by the same designer in 1985) were 

released to the market. Interestingly, a few years after The Games Machine claimed that Encounter had 

a cult following, the game was re-released to the market and was rejected by critics and gamers alike for 

being outdated. The rather arbitrary utilisation of the word cult by The Games Machine continues 

throughout its later issues. In an article about the popularity of various consoles in different parts of the 

world, the magazine claims that “Commodore has a reasonably successful cult following” in Australia 

(The Games Machine July 1988, 85). Seeing how the cult following is described as “successful”, it is safe 

to assume that what it means is that the system has achieved market success. Curiously enough, several 

pages later in the same issue of The Games Machine, the word cult is used to denote nicheness when 

the magazine claims that Rebelstar Raiders (1984) and Chaos: The Battle of Wizards (1985) “became cult 

games, never receiving the wider recognition they deserved” (92). 

Another magazine that labelled Chaos: The Battle of Wizards as cult was the second issue of 

Amiga Power (June 1991, 26). Chaos: The Battle of Wizards was a turn-based tactics video game 

designed by Julian Gollop, which was generally well-received by both players and critics. However, there 

was nothing exceptional about its reception that would, as Mathijs and Sexton put it, “upset traditional 

viewing strategies” and could justify the ascription of cult status to it. Typically, the game was popular 

for a couple of years and soon lost players and was replaced by newer similar games like Rebelstar 

(1986) Laser Squad (1988), and Breach 2 (1990). 

Referring to Sonic the Hedgehog (the video game character), the 47th issue of ACE writes “move 

over Mario! Now we have a new cult gaming figure” (August 1991, 54). Since ACE’s subject of discussion 

are video game characters, one might be tempted to examine this from a cult-of-personality 
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perspective. However, a comparison between a cult personality (i.e. a cult film star, etc.) and a video 

game character may prove impractical. Firstly, it is already difficult to define a cult film-star as it requires 

careful observation of various complexities concerning film stardom. Stars, according to Mathijs and 

Sexton (2011), surpass the personality “in that their fame and personas are more extensive” (76). 

Secondly, what catapults personalities into culthood is often the stories about their private lives and 

their off-screen personae which, Mathijs and Sexton argue (2011), are usually “marked by tragedy or 

activities that are considered to be unusual” (77). The existence of video game characters on the other 

hand, is naturally limited to the game’s diegesis, and they therefore lack off-screen personae. Though 

this does not mean that a video game character cannot become a cult icon, it does mean that a video 

game character can only be as popular or as niche as the video game franchise that it is in. Finally, the 

fact that a video game character is both a character and an avatar entail additional consideration of the 

intricacies of its fame and popularity. Regardless of all such complications, looking at some cases in 

which video game characters have been labelled cult, can at least help us identify the kind of character 

that prompts this description. Going back to ACE’s reference to Mario as a cult figure, it should be noted 

that, since its inception, Mario has been one of the most popular figures of the video game industry and 

certainly the most popular gaming figure of the 1980s, and has never experienced any kind of niche 

reception normally associated with cult figures. While generally indicating value, ACE’s use of the word 

cult mostly denotes popularity and appeal, which is also demonstrated in the magazine calling The 

Simpsons a “cult cartoon series” (October 1991, 7) and Bart Simpson a “cult character” (September 

1991, 103). Other video game characters occasionally referred to as cult figures include Pac-man (ACE 

August 1990, 69; CU Amiga November 1991, 206; Saturn Power December 1997, 98) and Lara Croft 

(Computer and Video Games July 1997, 104; February 1998, 15). Similar to ACE’s account of Mario and 

Sonic as cult figures, Pac-Man and Lara Croft’s description as cult characters seems to be the result of 

their popularity and mainstream appeal. This is exemplified in how one gamer, in a letter to the 

February 1998 issue of Computer and Video Games, attributes Lara Croft’s culthood to her sex appeal 

writing that “Lara Croft is a cult now, but why? Because she is sexy of course!” (15). Looking at some 

other characters that are usually defined as cult, many of which possess unusual characteristics (e.g. Jim 

from the video game series Earthworm Jim 1994-1999, or Klaymen from the video games Neverhood 

1996 and Skullmonkeys 1998), reveals that the word cult is not only used to denote popularity and 

appeal when referring to characters, but it is also used to indicate some sort of distinctiveness. 

Through the second half of the 1980s, the term cult was mostly utilised, though arbitrarily, by 

only a few magazines like Electronic Games, Crash, and Computer and Video Games. It was only from the 
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beginning of 1990s that the term became widespread and appeared more frequently and in other 

periodicals. Despite its more prevalent usage, the term was still being used rather haphazardly. Many 

other video games like Elite (1984), Captive (1990), Return to Zork (1993), Mortal Kombat (1993), and so 

on were randomly referred to as cult video games by various gaming magazines of the 1990s. It appears 

that at this point the term cult was synonymous with ‘exceptionally high quality’, and the mere fact that 

some video games were remembered fondly seems to have been an incentive for video game magazines 

and gamers to label them as cult. One reason that the application of the term in video game press lacks 

specificity could be that the term was borrowed from film culture at a time when video game as a 

medium was very young and yet to establish an alternative canon. The term cult entered the gaming 

discourse when the medium had not produced a range of established cult texts. In other words, video 

game press started using the term without a clear referent or a long-enough history to support its use.  

3. Various usages of the term cult 

The semantic expansion of the term cult in film culture, as Mathijs and Sexton (2011) argue, 

“resulted from people observing how a number of films with cult reputations also shared certain 

qualities, thus leading to cult being deployed in some contexts as a label describing a certain kind of 

film” (235). Similarly, in the video game culture the word is mostly used in reference to video games that 

possess certain kinds of characteristics, although these characteristics are not necessarily follow the 

same principles as film or even television. In the following paragraphs, I will discuss these characteristics 

and examine in more detail the ways in which the term cult is usually utilised in the video game culture. 

While usual deployments of the term cult in video game publications might seem vague in most cases, a 

closer look at the video games that were labelled cult reveals a pattern of textual and extratextual 

qualities. Video games commonly labelled as cult in video game press are usually 1) games of high 

quality (e.g. Return to Zork 1993, Mortal Kombat 1992), 2) games that are thought to be 

underappreciated (e.g. Mirror’s Edge 2008, Alan Wake 2010), and 3) games that are obscure and have 

commercially failed (e.g. Alundra 1997, American McGee's Alice 2000).  

3.1 Cult as a means of describing high quality and innovation 

Unlike cinema, where cult films are often films that are recognised as “bad films” (e.g. Glen or 

Glenda? 1953, Plan 9 From Outer Space 1959, The Rocky Horror Picture Show 1975, Showgirls 1995, etc.) 

and where the word cult have at times been used to trivialise particular texts, in video game culture the 

word cult is often an honorary term used to signify excellence and distinction. Elite (1984) is an early 
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example of this. The November 1984 issue of Beebug magazine described Elite as a cult video game only 

a week after its release, claiming that “Elite has already firmly established itself as a cult game for the 

Beeb14 that seems to create its own self-perpetuating fame” (7). Such use of the word cult is evidently 

based on judgments about the games’ exceptional textual qualities. Elite was an original and innovative 

game which was considered by many to be a technological feat and was widely acclaimed for its 

novelties. Comparable to a blockbuster film, Elite was also a heavily marketed video game and ended up 

being a commercial success at the time of its release. Elite was later ported for the ZX Spectrum in 1985 

several months after its original release on the BBC Micro. In a review about this port, Crash magazine 

wrote that “it must have been quite a risk to take, adapting a cult game from BBC and putting it on the 

Spectrum” (November 1985, 28). Using the word cult, Crash was certainly not referring to a niche or 

small reception because by that time, Elite was a major financial success. Elite had the highest gameplay 

and visual quality of its time and porting it to different consoles would have been a difficult task, so the 

“risk” that Crash claims is in “adapting a cult game” is in fact referring to the technical risk in adapting a 

high quality game to a different system. 

Similarly, many other video games which boast impressive quality for their time have been 

labelled as cult by video game journalists and video gamers alike. In writing about the quality of the 

video game Heretic (1994), the 24th issue of PC Zone writes that the game “is good and [it]deserves to 

attract a cult following” (March 1995, 110). This was one year after the game’s release and by that time 

Heretic was doing fairly well on the market and had a large number of players. However, regardless of 

the game’s reception, for the writer of PC Zone, it is the quality of the game that grants it cult status. In 

reviewing Komplex (1985) the May 1985 issue of Crash magazine writes: 

It’s as good as its name, a 3D line graphics arcade shoot em up with all sorts of 

overtones, and I have a suspicion, without having looked at it too deeply yet, that it 

could well become a cult game. (11) 

Seemingly, for the writer here, a cult video game is a game that is well recognised for its high quality. 

Furthermore, saying “without having looked at it too deeply yet”, the writer clearly suggests that it is the 

textual qualities of a game that can result in the game gaining what the writer thinks is cult status. 

Similarly, in explaining why Super Mario Bros. has a cult following, Computer and Video Games suggests 

that this presumed cultness is a result of the game’s impeccable gameplay, claiming that it “has been 
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thoroughly planned and excellently executed” (May 1988, 103). Likewise, in discussing some textual 

characteristics of Alien Syndrome (1987), Computer and Video Games writes that there is a challenge in 

the game that is enough “to make [it] a cult coin-op hit, one of the very best, a games player’s game” 

(April 1988, 11). In introducing the video game Super Volley 2 (1992), the March 1993 issue of Superplay 

writes that the original game, Super Volleyball (1989), “gained cult status. Is this new version good 

enough to do the same?” (47). Once again, regardless of the fact that a video game (Super Volleyball) 

has no cult following, it is described as having cult status simply on the basis of its high quality. Some 

other video games that are referred to as cult games, most probably because of their high quality, and 

irrespective of their commercial success, include Rampage (1986) (Computer and Video Games, January 

1988; November 1989), Return to Zork (1993) (CD-ROM Today, July 1993), Lemmings (1991) (Electronic 

Games, July 1993), and newer games like Alan Wake (2010) (Mudgal 2012; Porreca 2014; Kim2016) and 

Gravity Rush (2012) (Duwell 2014). As I argued earlier, the commercial success does not necessarily 

preclude culthood, but it should be noted that these games were described as cult a relatively short 

time after their release and when they were at the height of their popularity, meaning that these 

magazines did not consider nicheness or even longevity as necessary factors when it comes to describing 

a video game as cult. 

The term cult is also quite often used to describe relatively old video games that are simply 

remembered fondly in the video game culture. These are usually video games that are critically 

acclaimed at the time of their release and are often regarded to be “one of the bests” of the gaming 

industry. They are, most of the times, mainstream games that are initially well received by gamers, but 

are soon forgotten with the release of newer “better” games. A good example is when ACE talks about 

Battlezone (1980) as a cult game (May 1990, 70). Battlezone was a very popular game in its time, 

“earning an Honorable Mention for ‘Best Commercial Arcade Game’ in 1982 at the Third Annual Arkie 

Awards” (“Battlezone (1980 Video Game)”). However, ACE’s description of Battlezone as a cult game, 

was written a long time after the game had lost players to newer games in the genre like Robot Tank 

(1983), Encounter (1983), and Stellar 7 (1983).15 In a similar fashion, the April 2000 issue of PC Zone 

describes Q*bert (1982) as a cult video game. Like Pac-Man, Q*bert is one of the most celebrated video 

games of all time and regularly appears on lists of the video games that are considered the best. 

 

15 Stellar 7 (1983) was itself similarly dubbed a cult video game in the March 1992 issue of Game Players PC 
Entertainment, 26. Here, cult status seems to be synonymous with being recognised as ‘good old games of the 
past’. 
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However, in the year 2000, when PC Zone labelled it a cult game, Q*bert had already lost popularity to 

newer generations of video games and the attempt to bring it back through a remake in 1999 failed. This 

remains the case with many uses of the word cult in popular appraisals of video games, and most these 

games are not usually re-played or returned to after a while, it seems that the word is simply utilised to 

show the reviewer’s appreciation of a game in retrospect. Another example of video games that are 

retrospectively described as cult games irrespective of the fact that they are not regularly returned to, is 

Bionic Commando (1988) (Caron 2007; Snow 2008; Ries 2009; ChuckieJ 2010). The website dedicated to 

Bionic Commando writes that “through its innovative gameplay and unusual setting, Bionic Commando 

achieved a cult classic status that still sees it appearing regularly on best-of lists when other titles of its 

day have long since faded into obscurity” (“Reception” n.d. ). The writer then goes on to list some of 

these lists. While clearly the writer uses the word cult to indicate that Bionic Commando is enjoying 

some sort of longevity, it is not a longevity of fandom that the writer is referring to, but a longevity in 

appearing on the best-of lists. A further example is Strider (1989) which is labelled a cult game by many 

reviewers (Yin-Poole 2013; Duwell 2013 ; Birch 2013; Ciolek 2014) presumably as a result of being 

remembered as one of the best video games of its time. In an interesting response to Yin-Poole’s article 

(2013) on Eurogamer.net in which he calls Strider a cult game, a user comments “… was this really a 

‘cult’ game? I seem to recall every gamer I knew back then had this game, or at least wanted it” 

(20GOTO10, 2013). This is a good example of a clash between two different ways of using the term cult 

in the video game culture. Yin-Poole dubs Strider a cult game on the grounds that it used to be one of 

the bests of the game industry, while the commenter denies Strider cult status on the grounds that it 

had too many players.  

As mentioned earlier, some cult films (mostly early ones) are films that are considered ‘bad’, 

‘inept’, and ‘amateurish’ films by both critics and the general public (Mathijs and Mendik 2008, 2). These 

are films that despite being lambasted by critics, curiously gained popularity with a small segment of the 

audience. The appeal of such films seems to come from the assumption that these films (though most of 

them unintentionally) act against the mainstream cinematic standards and criticise what is considered 

to be ‘normal’ and good’, and hence are considered by fans to be unique and rebellious in nature. This is 

notably different when it comes to video game reception. While the ineptness of a bad film might be 

positively read as ‘opposition to the mainstream standards’, the poor quality of a video game is almost 

always read as incompetent game development.  

Another common characteristic that is present in many of the video games that are usually 

described as cult by journalists and gamers, is that these games include some sort of novelty, are 
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original in some way, and are usually considered to be revolutionary. These games are also usually 

considered to be ahead of their time. For example, considered by CD-ROM Today (July 1993, 16; 92) and 

Electronic Entertainment (January 1994, 11) to be a cult game, Spaceship Warlock (1991) was a 

pioneering multimedia CD-ROM game (Krantz 1995; Salvador 2015) that is also recognised as one of the 

first interactive movie games (LeVitus and Fraase 1993, 153; Macworld 1993, 177; Gedeon and Tsui 

1994, 14). Similarly, Miner 2049er (1982), described as a cult game by Electronic Fun with Computer & 

Games (March 1983, 24) only a year after the game’s release, is considered to be a revolutionary game 

for incorporating numerous screens (Hague 2000; Schroeder 2015) - in contrast to games like Missile 

Command or Pac-Man which only had one screen. Likewise, the video game Double Dragon (1987) 

which is regularly classified as a cult game (Computer and Video Games 1988, 9; Computer and Video 

Games 1990, 72; Summers 2015; Quinn 2017), is considered to be one of the first ‘co-operative beat ‘em 

up’ video games and to be responsible for popularising the genre. The game’s description on Steam 

website describes it as “the undisputed godfather of co-op beat ‘em all!”. Kenji Eno’s D (1995) is another 

video game that is widely considered to be a cult game in the video game culture (Next Generation 

1997, 57; Frank 2016; Matulef 2016; Donnelly 2016; Hillier 2016). D is known as the first video game to 

include a “digital actress” and is also credited with being “one of the first console games to present a 

truly mature themed atmosphere” (“Kenji Enzo” 2008).  

As already stated, novelty and originality seem to be the most common characteristics shared by 

video games that are usually referred to as cult in the video game culture. Developed by Quantic Dream, 

Fahrenheit (2005), also known as Indigo Prophecy, is considered by many to be a cult game (Martin 

2016; Hohl 2016; Prell 2016; Vasile 2018). It is known as one of the first fully animated interactive drama 

video games and is also often credited with popularising context-sensitive gameplay as the primary 

mode of gameplay. Often, video games that are described as cult, are games that are responsible for 

pioneering (or mainstreaming) a genre. Examples include Castle Wolfenstein (1981) which is known for 

pioneering the ‘stealth’ genre, The Sims (2000) which is known for refining the formula of life simulation 

genre, Grand Theft Auto 3 (2001) which is famous for popularising the sandbox genre, Herzog Zwei 

(1989) which is often celebrated for being the first video game in the real-time strategy genre, etc. It is 

very common for the word cult to appear in reviews of earlier video games within the industry that were 

in some way revolutionary at the time of their creation. The word cult, in these and other similar cases, 

is used to indicate a game’s significance in the medium’s history. 

3.2 Cult as a means of discussing commercial success and failure 
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Commercial failure appears to be another characteristic that can usually elicit the term cult in 

video game reviews. In cinema, it is believed that commercial failure can sometimes act as an attraction 

for cultists. For the cultist, the commercial failure of a film, combined with other characteristics, can be 

read as opposition to the mainstream. For example, in discussing Louis Malle’s Zazie (1960), Blin-Rolland 

(2017) attributes the film’s cult status to its commercial failure and then argues that a "cult film is 

constructed by oppositional taste, in reaction to what is perceived as mainstream" (110). Similarly, for 

Hills, one of the elements that positions Blade Runner (1982) as a cult film is its commercial failure and 

opposition to the mainstream (2006a, 136). Likewise, in video game culture, games that have only sold 

in small numbers or, to be more specific, praiseworthy video games that have commercially failed, are 

described as cult. Most often in such cases, there is no evidence for the existence of a continuing fan-

base. While in cinema, it is common for initial box office flops to gradually attract followers and 

eventually become cult films, in the video game industry, because of rapid advancements in hardware 

and software technology, it is rare for a game to attract followers once it has initially failed to interest 

players16. 

Another example of the word cult being used to denote market failure is when in discussing 

Virtual On: Cyber Troopers (1996) and the specialised joysticks that are designed especially for this 

game, Tips & Tricks magazine writes that the game is popular in Japan where “Sega is guaranteed to sell 

a ton of sticks as opposed to the cult following in America” (1997, 72). Considering that, in such cases, 

there usually is no sign of reception practices typical of cult texts, the word cult seems to be merely used 

as a synonym for commercial failure. Similarly, Electronic Games considers The Adventures of Robby 

Roto! (1981) a cult game, explaining that it sold “less than 2000 units” and “never matched the success 

of Atari’s Dig-Dug” (Pearl 1983, 84). Referring to Rootin’ Tootin’s (1983) small sales figure, Arnie Katz of 

Electronic Games writes “the game never amassed more than a cult following” (Katz 1984, 39). In a 

similar fashion, predicting Shadow of the Damned’s (2011) market failure, Vice’s gaming reporter Patrick 

Klepek writes that “Shadow of the Damned sold just 24,000 copies in its first month in 2011, dooming 

the game to, at best, cult classic status” (2017). It should be noted that not every game that financially 

fails automatically elicits the word cult, and that the mentioned video games have another characteristic 

in common which is that they are all relatively high in quality and, in the reviewers’ opinion, deserve 

 

16 The technological affordances of the medium will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3. 
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more audience and appreciation. In a review about five video games that financially failed, Bill Kunkel 

writes:  

These games were classics condemned to cult status. The reasons for their lack of 

success are as varied as their play mechanics, but all have two things in common: they 

were superb and they deserve a better hand than they’ve been dealt. (1993, 83) 

This argument applies to the video game Alan Wake, a widely acclaimed title released in 2010 which was 

also a commercial failure. Since its release, without any evidence of a cult following, the game has been 

extensively referred to as a cult game by video game journalists. The game however turned out to be 

more profitable when it was ported to PC in 2012. In response to a review claiming that Alan Wake 

(2010) is a cult game, a user writes: “It's a bit tough to call Alan Wake a cult classic when considering the 

improved sales since its arrival on PC” (coolbeans, 2013), suggesting that since the game’s sales 

improved with its re-release on PC, it cannot be a cult game anymore. This to a degree exemplifies how 

the word cult is often used in the gaming culture, i.e. without considering whether an active dedicated 

community is following the text or not. 

Oddly, in stark contrast to the instances discussed in the previous paragraph, the term cult is 

also at times used to indicate that a video game has been a commercial success. In such instances, the 

word cult is used to emphasise both the large number of the sales, and the rate at which the games sell. 

Though it can be argued that some cult films, too, are known to be commercially successful, it should be 

noted that a cult film’s commercial success, in most cases, is a result of continued fan dedication. Some 

cult films, despite initially failing in the market, are eventually rendered profitable as a result of repeat 

viewings of devoted fans. In contrast, the video games discussed here, are mostly instant hits that were 

initially successful but, with the release of newer games or sequels, were soon forgotten. The November 

1986 issue of Computer and Video games, predicting the game’s commercial success, writes that 

Rampage (1986) “is going to become the biggest cult game of the year” (112). In another instance, 

suggesting that a Double Dragon port to home consoles would be financially profitable, the February 

1988 issue of Computer and Video Games talks about the financial success that the game already has in 

the arcades, claiming that the game “has an enormous cult following and is sure to be a firm favourite to 

be a monster smash in ‘88” 17(9). A key thing to remember is that, in such cases, the term cult is usually 

accompanied by adjectives of size, speed, and quantity such as huge, massive, instant, etc. An example 

 

17 A derivation of the phrase “smash hit”, “monster smash” is used to express commercial success. 
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of this can be seen in a top-ten list in Electron User in which the magazine claims that Killer Gorilla 

(1983) is “fast becoming a cult game” (August 1984, 23), pointing out the rapid financial success of the 

game. Finally, how the word cult is used in these examples, as a term to indicate financial success, is one 

of the rare forms in which the word appears in the video game culture and is probably not functioning as 

a marketing tactic considering that such cases are all written in retrospect. How the word can be 

deployed for marketing purposes will be discussed in the following paragraph. 

3.3 Using the term as a marketing tag 

In film culture, the utilisation of the term cult goes back to the 1970s (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 

234) when it was used “to describe films that were being watched repeatedly”. However, soon film 

publicists and advertisers realised the term’s marketing potential and began using it as a marketing tag. 

Since then, film companies have been using the term as a tool by which “to attract audiences and 

capture a place in the market” (Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 234). Unsurprisingly, the term met a similar 

fate in video game culture. Video game companies have been using the term in their advertisements, 

not necessarily to target a niche segment of the audience, but to indicate that the video game being 

advertised is of high quality (a characteristic that, as was mentioned earlier, have been extensively 

associated with the term cult since its appearance in video game culture). In what can possibly be the 

first instance in the gaming culture in which the term has been used for marketing purposes, the video 

game company Acronsoft claimed in a press release that they “are releasing a new cult game” (Singleton 

1985, 15). The deployment of the term for marketing purposes, as Mathijs and Sexton (2011) point out, 

can also be indirect, “for instance through quotes from critics and reviewers predicting a film’s cult 

reception” (30). An early example of the indirect implementation of the word cult in video game 

advertisements is in an advertisement for Shadow President (1993) where Sky Magazine was quoted 

calling the game “America’s hottest cult video game”18 (PCGames 1995, 81). Another early example can 

be detected in an advertisement for V2000 (1998) where PC Zone (1998, 129) quoted PC Gamer claiming 

that the game had “all the ingredients to become a cult game”. Similarly, an advertisement for the third 

instalment in the Armored Core series included a quotation from Electronic Gaming Monthly where the 

magazine claimed that the series had “enjoyed a tremendous cult following” (NextGen 2000, 2). In a 

more direct deployment of the term cult for marketing purposes, a 3DO advertisement from 1994 reads 

 

18 Even though the mentioned quote was put forward as PCGames’ “editors’ choice” section, it was clearly a 
company supported advertisement since an identical quote in and identical format appeared in other magazines at 
the same time. 
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“Too good to be true! Not a bit of it. Order the amazing Panasonic 3DO complete with a FREE copy of 

the cult game Total Eclipse” (Mean Machines November 1994, 112). Interestingly, the exact same 

advertisement appears in other magazines of the time, with only one difference: in each iteration a 

different game is put forward as the cult game bundled with the advertised product (Mega Race in 

Ultimate Future Games January 1995, 86, and Pebble Beach Golf in Edge March 1995, 48). Finally, I 

suggest that the term cult was adapted as a marketing tool early in the development of video game 

culture because it was already being extensively used as a marketing ploy in cinema. 

3.4 Describing indie games 

Since the 2010s, there has emerged a strong tendency to describe particular indie games as cult. 

A similar tendency has increasingly pervaded film receptions since the early years of the emergence of 

cult cinema. In an article in Cineaste, Martin expresses discontent with the expansion of this trend in 

film culture arguing “what began as a nice, intriguing idea started to seem forced” and “eventually, it 

seemed, every second ‘indie’ movie was being pushed as an ‘instant cult classic’” (2008, 39). In the 

current video game culture too, the likelihood of an indie game being described as cult is relatively high. 

But, in video game culture, this has only become a trend in recent years, and this might be because even 

though indie games have existed since the early years of video game history, they have only become 

widely accessible since the emergence of online distribution. Furthermore, due to high marketing costs, 

indie games would normally have difficulty finding audience and it is mainly with the appearance of 

digital storefronts like Steam and GOG.com that indie games are given the opportunity to enter the 

mainstream market in recent years. The emergence of this new marketplace has led to a rise in the 

popularity of indie games, which resulted in more people talking about these games and the greater 

dissemination of the word cult. Despite the rise of the improved indie gaming scene, games from major 

publishers still dominate the gaming culture, and indie games continue to occupy a marginal (albeit 

much larger than before) space in the video game industry. Such relative nicheness, which is also 

historically associated with anything indie, tends to automatically trigger the deployment of the term 

cult in discussing indie games, even when, in case of Minecraft (2011), the video game being discussed 

has one of the largest number of players of its time. Furthermore, much like B movies in cinema, indie 

games are regularly introduced as cult because of their presumed opposition to the mainstream. In an 

article about indie gaming, Juan Gril (2008), writes that one of the audiences of indie games is “the Cult 

Gamer” which, he claims, “is an active hardcore gamer, who is very well-informed about games and 

trends in games, and is always looking for games that are different and not part of what the masses 
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play”. Looking at how commercially successful indie games like Minecraft (2011), Fez (2012), and 

Cuphead (2018) become part of ‘what the masses play’, and how despite this, continue to be frequently 

described as cult games, one cannot help noticing that it is not the marginal reception of indie games 

that encourages their description as cult, but the connotation of nicheness that is inherent in the term 

“indie”. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have traced the uses of the term cult in video game culture and explained some 

of the reasons for the shifts in the usage of the term. It would be unwise to seek an understanding of 

how cult games work (i.e., an understanding of the mechanisms and features that encourage long 

lasting repeat viewings, modifications, creation of fan-made texts, etc.), without first understanding the 

aspects underpinning how the word is used in gaming discourse. This, above all, helps us decide whether 

or not our study should only concern video games that are known as cult in gaming communities. 

Furthermore, having insight on industry perspectives on the cult games is also useful in discussions 

about whether a cult game can be designed on purpose, i.e. can cultness be planned, or is it something 

that happens to the text? 

The utilisation of the word cult can be traced back to the early period of the video game history, 

however, despite this lengthy presence, there has been no academic investigation into the implications 

of this term in video game culture. Today, the word is being used so regularly that one would expect a 

widespread agreement about its meaning, and yet if you ask a few gamers what a cult video game is, 

you will certainly receive different answers. Is it a game with niche success? Is it an obscure game that 

no-one knows about? Or is it simply a game that is not made by “one of those big-name companies”? I 

have tried, in this chapter, not only to trace the ways in which the term cult has been used in video 

game culture, but also to provide a historical overview of its emergence in the gaming discourse. Unlike 

in film culture, where the word cult began as a negative term, which was used to dismiss particular films, 

and later on turned into a positive one (Sexton (2014) argues that the word has recently found negative 

connotations again), in video game culture the word has almost always been a term of commendation 

(even when it is used to indicate commercial failure, it has an undertone of admiration). As we saw in 

this chapter, the term cult has experienced many different and at times contradictory uses in the gaming 

discourse, which include describing games of high quality, describing “good old games”, denoting 

novelty, pointing out commercial failure or commercial success, describing indie games, and so on. It is 

also important to understand the role of the term cult as a marketing tag, which leads us to the role of 
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video game magazines in the propagation of the word cult in the gaming discourse. The word cult has 

often been used as a term (among others) to create anticipation for the upcoming games. As previous 

research have shown, video game press have always had a tendency of channelling desire for the 

forthcoming games (Newman 2008; Therrien and Picard 2015). Newman aptly terms this “the lure of the 

imminent” (32, 2008). The overzealous use of the term cult by video game magazines, a term which 

these magazines themselves associated with high quality, can therefore be just another way of 

advancing this lure of the imminent. Finally, it should be noted that in the current gaming culture, the 

term is still being used by both gamers and the gaming press, more or less in all the variations discussed 

in this chapter (all of which can easily overlap with each other), and that it is always difficult to evaluate 

a popular term in the nomination of texts, mainly because popular terms always lack precision.  
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Chapter 3: Technological Affordances 

 

 

What can distinguish fans from a general audience is the interest and attachment they have 

toward a particular text. This attachment is generally demonstrated through various fan activities as well 

as the reviewing, replaying, and rereading of the texts. Cult fandom is especially marked by the longevity 

of these activities and attachments. The cult text is constantly looked back upon where other texts have 

faded away. This longevity is preconditioned by the fans’ ability to return to texts, which is informed by 

the structure of the text and medium. The main focus of this chapter concerns the way fans revisit texts 

and the role that the medium plays in facilitating this continued engagement. While repetition, in the 

form of re-viewing/rereading/replaying, has often been discussed in the studies of cult media, there has 

been a greater focus on the text and revisiting rather than the role of the medium in affording repeat 

activity. Since the current study is dealing with the issue of medium that has not been studied much in 

terms of cult interest, it is important to investigate the particular features of playing that might 

contribute to cult engagement, in particular the issue of obsolescence and how advancements in video 

game technology affect the players’ ability to replay video games. It is much easier to access old films or 

books than it is to access old video games due to the regular changes in the platform and the 

degradation of the media. As part of this, I will also investigate how personal computers are 

technologically different from video game consoles in affording replayability and longevity. Finally, it 

should be noted that the ability to re-visit a text does not guarantee cult status; instead, it “provides 

favourable conditions for ‘cultification’ to occur” (Klinger 2010, 4). 

1. Fandom, repeat-viewing, and rereading 

An important dimension of cult fandom is the duration in which the player continues to engage 

with the text, which means that a true cult text must endure (Hills 2002). Hills argues that this ‘temporal 

definition’ distinguishes the cult fan from the fan in general (viiii). Mathijs and Sexton (2011) similarly 

emphasise the durability of cult fandom and argue that it distinctively relies on continuity, persistence, 

and enduring commitment of fans (4). The willingness of fans to continuously return to a text in various 

form is conditioned by the text’s textual and paratextual features: the text must be of sufficient interest 

with a community to develop and support this interest. To develop a long-lasting relationship, the fans 

require the material and textual means to return to the text. What started cult cinema was the 
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availability of repeat-viewings through midnight screenings, which was a key factor in the continued 

success of The Rocky Horror Picture Show at arthouse cinemas over a number of years. Of course, many 

films before The Rocky Horror Picture Show (and other midnight movies) were appealing enough for the 

viewers to repeatedly re-watch, but due to the lack of accessible recordings, a fan community could not 

easily develop. To put it more directly, prior to the prevalence of home-viewing technologies, for a film 

to be repeatedly viewed, it needed to be repeatedly shown at an arthouse cinema. 

The cultification of films, saw a drastic upswing with the emergence of home-viewing 

technologies. In the editorial to a special issue in New Review of Film and Television Studies, Hills and 

Sexton (2015) point out that: 

Video culture reconfigured the ways by which viewers could form attachments to films: 

previously, people tended to encounter a film fleetingly at the theatre, but most viewers 

were not able to own the film as a physical object (though they could possess physical 

memorabilia associated with a film). (1) 

Home-viewing afforded the viewers much more control over the film and “offered a new platform by 

which films could gain cult reputations” (Ernest Mathijs and Sexton 2011, 235). Formation of cult 

fandoms was not limited to “the public sphere of the cinema theatre” anymore and had now “spilled 

over into domestic space” (235). An important outcome of this ‘domestication’ of film culture, 

therefore, was that the audience was presented with a newfound control over the viewing process 

which, above all, promoted an ability to re-view their favourite films. Abilities such as “pausing, 

rewinding, and forwarding video material were considered important means by which viewers attained 

a new power over films” (Hills and Sexton 2015, 2), a power which enabled them to “indulge in repeat-

viewings with unprecedented ease”. Jenkins (1992) too, emphasises the facility of repeat-viewings 

brought about by home-viewing technologies arguing that “the development of affordable home 

videotape recorders [made] the rereading process far simpler not only for fans but for all viewers” (71). 

The importance of repeat-viewing to cult fandom is undeniable. In fact, most cult film 

definitions tend to emphasise “the importance of the repeated regular screenings for the build-up of a 

regular, returning audience which characterizes the cult film phenomenon” (Austin 1981, 45). The ability 

to return to a text is foundational to forming fannish attachments to that text. As Barbara Klinger notes 

(2010): 

Repetition, as it calls attention to previously unseen elements, lends the film a 

coherence and a dimensionality found lacking in the first encounter. In addition, 
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familiarity and discovery afford distinct yet intermingled forms of enjoyment – the 

former provides pleasure in the known, the latter in the new. The dance between these 

two dynamics produces a cornerstone of committed fandom in general. (11) 

In addition, the ability to re-visit a text is crucial to fandom as it is a necessary condition for keeping the 

text present. Repeat-viewing is important in that it offers up an opportunity for re-reading which, as 

Jenkins (1992) notes, “alters the priorities of the narrative and allows readers to bring it more fully 

under their own control” (69). Rereading, which is not to be confused with re-viewing, is the practice of 

reading a text many times in the hope of finding new meanings and messages. Rereading “consists of 

on-going and repeated encounters with a text, guided by a particular task so that segments of the text 

get revisited and rethought” (Swaffar and Arens n.d.). As noted by Roland Barthes, “rereading draws the 

text out of its internal chronology ("this happens before or after that") and recaptures a mythic time 

(without before or after)” (Barthes 1990, 16 cited in Jenkins 1992). Rereading can therefore be defined 

as the interpretive process that can sit at the core of the practice of repeat-viewing. As Jenkins notes, 

“some viewings focus on aspects of the text’s construction, others on aspects of character motivation, 

with the flow controlled by the readers’ particular interests at the moment” (Jenkins 1992, 74). Every 

viewing, thus, by giving the fan the opportunity to peek beyond what is explicitly presented, provides 

the fan with fresh material that not only can be enjoyed by the fan herself, but can also be shared with 

other fans. 

2. Video game replayability 

Since cult fandom is specially marked by repetition and longevity, the analysis of cult video 

games entails an understanding of how video games afford replayability. Replayability is not to be 

confused with the term ‘replay-value’ which, in the gaming parlance, describes whether a video game is 

interesting enough to be played again after it has been finished.19 While replay-value is what encourages 

players to return to the text and is in fact a fundamental element in creating ongoing fan attachments, 

replayability, as I use it here, describes the conditions under which a player is technically and materially 

able to return to a video game with reference to the accessibility of both the hardware and the 

software. The replay-value alone does not necessarily guarantee a long-lasting fandom. While returning 

 

19Finishing a video game usually refers to finishing the main storyline (which is often described as the game’s 
campaign). 
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to a film or a video game needs to be desirable for long enough for the text to enter culthood, the text 

also needs to be replayable/rewatchable for long enough to acquire cult status. 

 Every video game is essentially replayable (with the exception of a few rare experimental video 

games, like Execution 2008, that are deliberately designed to prevent a second playing). Therefore, the 

focus here is not on whether a video game can be replayed, but on how long it can be replayed for. In 

other words, all videogames allow the player to return to the text; so it is not the ability of such return 

per se that I want to discuss here, but the longevity of such ability; the technological capacity of 

returning to the text. Considering that the technical and functional capacity to re-visit a text is a 

necessary condition for fandom, understanding replayability can also help us understand why the video 

games that have persistent and lasting fandoms, i.e. cult video games, only appeared more than a 

decade after the medium’s conception. 

It is important to note that the medium of video games has never been subject to public display 

like cinema. Although video games often appear in public (E-sports, competitions, etc), they are never a 

complete text as a video game when they are in those types of environments. The most directly 

comparable space to a movie theatre is the arcade (otherwise known as ‘video arcade’ or ‘amusement 

arcade’): a public space in which players were once able to see and play the newly released games. Even 

though both the theatre and the arcade are venues through which a text is publicly presented to the 

audience, the two essentially differ in two ways: first, due to the interactive nature of video games each 

arcade machine could only serve a limited number of people (usually one or two) and could not offer a 

simultaneous public experience similar to that of a theatre. Second, and more relevant to our 

discussion, unlike a movie reel which could easily be held on to and replayed at any time by the theatre 

(provided that the theatre had the necessary licences), keeping arcade machines in arcade venues 

required a lot of space and resources. For this reason, each arcade machine was only kept operational as 

long as it stayed popular and had a profitable number of players. With older arcade machines being 

replaced by newer machines, players would lose access to older games and therefore lose the ability to 

replay or ever see them again. This disappearance of the games from the public space, and from the 

fans’ lives, prevented the development of enduring fandoms, and it was only with the emergence of 

home consoles and the ubiquity of personal computers that active and durable attachments to the text 

started to form.20  

 

20 Similar to how home-viewing technologies affected film viewership, the appearance of home consoles offered 
gamers the ability to replay games in the comfort of their homes. 
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Despite the appearance of more intense attachments afforded by the newfound ability to 

possess and replay video games at will, due to video game obsolescence, the medium could not support 

the long-lasting fandoms associated with cult texts. In the following paragraphs, I will look at how video 

game obsolescence can obstruct the formation of persistent fandoms and play a major role in impeding 

the players’ ability to replay and return to video games. 

3. Video game obsolescence and the loss of replayability 

Simply put, obsolescence is a term used to describe a process in which a device or an object 

becomes unavailable or unusable due to the cessation of its production and support by the original 

producer, which is itself usually a result of the diminishing popularity and sales of that device or object. 

The diminishing popularity of a product can have different underlying causes, however the usual 

condition under which a product is no longer wanted or needed is the emergence of newer more 

desirable counterparts. In his introduction to The Routledge Companion to Media Technology and 

Obsolescence (2017), Mark J. P. Wolf distinguishes between several types of obsolescence. The first type 

of obsolescence is “when a technology is no longer the dominant one of its kind, when it has 

functionally been replaced by something which is hailed as better” (xv). The second type of 

obsolescence, is when a device is not available/accessible either due to it being pulled out of production, 

or due to it being manufactured in very small numbers. The third type of obsolescence refers to “when a 

technology’s rarity, or even nostalgia for the technology, make it collectible, and people begin 

competing for the acquisition of what remains of it” (xv). The fourth type of obsolescence is “when a 

technology almost completely disappears, leaving only stories about it, and perhaps a few extant 

artifacts” (Wolf 2017, xvi). While overall Wolf’s typology can be a useful in arriving at a definition of 

obsolescence, it still needs some adjustments. For instance, the third item in his categorisation is not so 

much a type of obsolescence but a way in which an object gains cultural significance through its 

obsolescence.  

Since the current study is concerned with fans, my focus in this section will be on the actual 

capacity to return to a text and not on how obsolescence can cause (or be caused by) a lack of 

desirability in the text (because fans’ object of fandom is by definition always already desirable to them). 

Therefore, I will only focus on two aspects of obsolescence, namely functional obsolescence, and 

obsolescence caused by the cessation of an object’s production which correspond with the second type 

of obsolescence in Wolf’s taxonomy. Functional obsolescence is a process whereby a device becomes 
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unusable, either because of the degradation of the material it is made of21 or because its originally 

intended function is dependent on complementary devices or components which are themselves 

subject to obsolescence and therefore unavailable. This is especially an issue with analogue media 

technologies. For example, there is no practical way of viewing a VHS tape’s content without using a 

VCR, therefore the unavailability of VCRs renders VHS tapes unusable. Similarly, a video game cartridge 

or a video game disc, no matter how intact it is, becomes obsolete when its complementary product, the 

console (which itself has many different components prone to obsolescence), is obsolete and 

inaccessible, and vice versa. This means that replaying a console game, is always dependant on 

complementary hardware and software, and there is no point (other than its para-textual value, i.e., 

collectability) in preserving an object (a cartridge, a disk, or a tape) the content of which is not 

accessible. Another example of video game functional obsolescence can be seen in how “light-gun 

shooter” video games such as Nintendo’s Duck Hunt (1984), Sega’s Virtua Cop (1994), Namco’s Time 

Crisis (1995), and basically any other video game that uses light-gun controllers (a controller which only 

works with CRT TVs), have become unplayable since the prevalence of LCD technology and the 

disappearance of CRT TVs. 

Video game obsolescence also refers to the cessation of the production of a game coupled with 

material degradation of the already produced copies, which results in the gradual disappearance of that 

game from the market and eventually from people’s homes. In his 2012 book, Best Before: Videogames, 

Supersession and Obsolescence, James Newman recounts how he set his students on a quest to find a 

copy of the original Donkey Kong (1981) arcade machine. In their (unsuccessful) search, the students 

come across many different incarnations of Donkey Kong each of which is in some way different from 

the original game. Writing about how none of these incarnations could exactly replicate the gameplay 

experience of the original game, Newman points out that “many versions [of the game] omit the 

intermissions that punctuate and drive the narrative frame, cut animation sequences or even strip away 

entire levels” (5) and the ones that do include all levels, also modify them by “presenting different 

numbers of platforms and obstacles to traverse before rescuing the princess, thereby altering the 

gameplay dynamic and rhythm, and demanding new strategies and tactics”. Each of these versions, 

Newman aptly argues, is “similar enough to be Donkey Kong, yet different enough not to be” (2012, 6). 

Video games are not objects like film because they do not have a fixed narrative. The player’s or 

 

21For a close study of the material deterioration of video game consoles and video game cartridges see: Newman, 
James, Best Before: Videogames, Supersession and Obsolescence, 2012. 
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collector’s interest could arise from an interest in the character, gameplay or storyworld, all of which 

could differ between different versions of a video game. 

A significant cause of video game obsolescence is “material deterioration, malfunctioning”, “the 

corrosion of contacts and microchip” and “the eventual disappearance of consoles” (Newman 2012, 16). 

This is not only an issue for cartridge-based consoles, but also a problem for CD/DVD-based consoles 

because discs, too, are susceptible to material deterioration and what is known as “bit rot”: the gradual 

and “slow deterioration in the performance and integrity of data stored on storage media” (Lusted 

2016, 9). Since keeping production lines of video game storage media open is highly costly, video game 

publishers would cease the production of a video game cartridge or disc as soon as its sale figures fall 

below what is profitable. The decline in the mainstream interest in a video game, which is caused by the 

emergence of newer more advanced video games, results in a short shelf-life. Since video game history 

is entwined with rapidly increasing advances in technology in both hardware and software, games 

usually tend to have a very short shelf-life and their storage media is usually pulled out of production 

only several months to a couple of years after their initial release (McDonald 1999, 41; Keates 2005; 

Cortada 2006, 418). This short shelf-life becomes even shorter as the technology progresses. As Anthony 

Faiola noted in 1995: 

when Nintendo of America Inc. first released its eight-bit home electronic games system 

in 1985, the average shelf life of a video game was six to eight months. Today, the shelf 

life of games for its Super Nintendo system has dwindled to about four months. 

What this means is that video games are essentially subject to a more accelerated obsolescence than 

other media. The effect of this is twofold: first, since video game storage media goes out of production 

fairly quickly and the games that are already in circulation eventually wear out due to material 

degradation, it is extremely difficult for fans to continuously return to their favourite video games. 

Second, newer players cannot easily access (or even know about) the already out of production and 

unavailable games, and therefore it is hard to build new audiences or fan communities. 

Before the 1980s and the booming of the VCR industry, film and television fans were similarly 

unable to access their favourite films and programs once their screening and broadcasting ended, the 

emergence of VCR and its widespread accessibility enabled viewers to make copies of their favourite 

films and TV programs. This would prolong the films’ availability and increase their number of fans 

through allowing copying and sharing. On top of that, “the easy access of videotapes [allowed] the 

introduction of programs to viewers who may [had] missed them or were unaware of them when they 
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were first broadcast” (Jenkins 1992, 71). As a result of fans sharing and exchanging copies, British TV 

shows like Blake’s 7, The Professionals, The Sandbaggers, Star Cops, Red Dwarf, for instance, developed 

fan followings in the U.S. without ever being aired in the country (Jenkins 1992, 71). Copying however, 

was never a ready option for console-gamers due to the complexities of game cartridges, where copying 

requires a high degree of technical competency in addition to technological resources that are not 

publicly available. Even if the players were able to make copies of their game cartridges, they would still 

need the console (which would themselves eventually go out of production) to run those cartridges. This 

issue is not limited to game cartridges and as it can also apply to disc-based console games. While the 

actual video game data saved on a CD, DVD, or Blu-ray disc can be copied and stored, using that data 

(i.e., running it) requires a specific hardware (i.e., the original console). 

This brings me to an important point: unlike PC games, console games cannot afford the long-

lasting replayability that is required for a video game to nurture cult fandom. There are two underlying 

reasons that renders PC games, at least, less prone to obsolescence and therefore more suitable than 

console games for long-lasting fan attachments: replayability, and reworkability. First, while material 

deterioration has been a problem for PC games’ storage media too, the need for physical storage media 

is increasingly subsiding. The rise of online video game storefronts like Steam and GOG has eradicated 

the need for physical storage of PC games. Second, PC games can usually be copied to and stored on a 

computer’s hard drive either by simply copying the game disc’s content, or by creating an image of the 

disc using virtual drive software. There obviously are exceptions here. For example, some video games 

require the players to visit a particular website to verify that they have a legitimate copy of the games 

before they could start playing them, and when those websites or servers are shut down, these video 

games will be impossible to play. Purely online games have a similar issue; they are rendered unplayable 

when, naturally after a few years, their online servers are switched off. 

A reason that console games cannot afford longevity is the generational nature of progress in 

console technology, marketing, and production which has resulted in the appearance of many different 

platforms each of which are restricted to a specific set of video games (also known as a library of games) 

and cannot run the games that are released for their older counterparts. A PC on the other hand is 

always considered one platform. Moreover, upgrading a PC can refer to upgrading different computer 

components such as CPU, ram, graphics card, etc., and such an upgrade does not usually reduce the 

availability of the games that were available to the same PC prior to the upgrade. On the other hand, 

upgrading a console generally “refers to the wholesale replacement of one system with another” 

(Newman 2012, 47) which renders the previous system’s library of games unplayable. Similar to how 
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game cartridges become obsolete, each generation22 of home consoles goes out of production a few 

years after the introduction of a new generation into the market. To counter what I have argued here, 

one might assert that PC gaming is, too, confined to different operating systems and has therefore been, 

in different stages, subject to obsolescence. This is to some degree true and there is a compatibility 

issue when it comes to playing some older PC games on newer operating systems, however, PC is 

essentially a more flexible platform that offers different ways of working around this issue. For example, 

through using virtual machines – software used to emulate older operating systems – one can easily 

install and run older video games on a new and initially incompatible PC.  

Console obsolescence and how it affects players can be summed up in a player’s comment on 

Naomi Alderman’s (2010) article about the short shelf-life of video games: 

Shadow of the Colossus has been recommended to me as while [sic], but now I find out 

that a PS3 wont [sic] play PS2 games. I don't want to take the plunge to buy a PS2 just to 

play this game and don't see why I should have to seeing as it's not supported any more 

and future games would be unplayable (ideally I'd like to keep abreast of new games 

and old classics). (StationRites 2010) 

We can see here that regardless of a video game’s textual characteristics, it is first the technical 

possibility of returning to the game that allows for long-lasting engagements. Not only is obsolescence a 

problem for original players of a video game, but it also makes it impossible for new players to 

experience older video games. In describing the inability of gamers in returning to older console games, 

Thor Magnusson writes: 

the momentum of consoles were always barrelling forward, giving less opportunity to 

go back and rediscover a hidden gem or overlooked winner. Imagine if you could only 

watch obscure 80s genre cinema by dusting off an old VHS player? Most would be put 

off by the hassle. (2018) 

Magnusson statement is on point. Fandom, or even casual viewership, in cinema is in no way restricted 

by the obsolescence of a platform. Transferring a film from a storage media to another storage media is 

 

22 The term generations, in this context, refer to the confines of different stages of progress in video game culture. 
Therrian (2015) argues that the primary function of the biological metaphor of “generations”, “is to format 
complex historical phenomena with human-like rhythms”. 
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only a matter of conversion. The obsolescence of CD players, for instance, is very unlikely to have been 

responsible for disappearance of a film.23  

My back-and-forth comparison between the affordance of replayability in films and video games 

aims to arrive at an understanding of what “old” means for video games, and more importantly to 

understand what long-lasting means for video game fandom. The fact that by the time of Newman’s 

experiment, Donkey Kong was only 30 years old, which as Newman (2012) explains in his book, is old 

enough to be lost forever, tells us much about how much more contracted video game history is in 

comparison to that of film. Furthermore, Newman’s inability to return to a game as old as Donkey Kong 

does not come as a surprise considering that even much newer games like Hitmaker’s Confidential 

Mission from 2001 are now extremely difficult to (re)play due to functional obsolescence. In 

comparison, movies from 2001, like Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone, The Fast and the Furious, 

Monsters, Inc., etc. can still be easily accessed with only a computer or a smart TV, and a credit card.  

While a movie released in 2005 is not accepted as an “old movie” by the general audience, a 

quick look at video game communities shows that a video game released even in 2015 is already 

considered old by the average player. There are two reasons to this difference. Firstly, video game 

journalism and marketing are imbued with an anticipation for the “new” and the “upcoming”, 

something that Newman (2008) calls “the lure of the imminent” (32), a constant celebration and 

expectation of technical progress. Through enforcing “an inexorable sense of forward motion” (Newman 

2012, 42), video game press both adapts to and shapes the never-ending advancements in video game 

industry, an industry which, as Newman points out, is in “an almost constant state of flux as new 

platforms, games and even new ways of controlling, engaging and interacting with them appear” (2012, 

9). Newman also points to the differences between how film press, and video game press judge new 

titles: 

Where, in relation to film, we might find discussion of cinematography, mise-en-scène, 

musical soundtrack or even set design, as well as acting, writing and dialogue, 

videogame reviews typically culminate in reductive summary panels that distil and rate 

 

23 A question that arises here is why film and television industries allow returning to old texts while the video game 
industry does not. This could all boil down to the issue of the difference between marketing strategies: because 
film and TV broadcasters sell “viewers to advertisers” rather than selling programs to viewers (Jenkins 1992, 69), 
repeat-viewing is not only allowed but encouraged. This is because repeat-viewing leads to the expansion of 
“economic revenues without additional expenses. The most lucrative aspects of broadcasting are not the first 
showings of new programs but rather repeats of old shows through reruns and syndication” (69). It is, therefore, 
normal for these industries to favour and facilitate the practice of repeat-viewing. 
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the game according to its ‘graphics’ and ‘audio’ … or that explicitly rate and rank each 

game’s ‘innovation’ (10) 

As a result of this fixation with innovation and with the forthcoming, which pervades the video game 

industry and culture, the process through which a video game is hailed as old is accelerated. The other 

reason underpinning the difference between the ageing of films and video games, is that returning to 

older video games is not as easy as returning to older films. In her article, Alderman (2010) talks about 

the facility of finding a 2002 movie vs. the difficulty of playing a 2002 video game, noting that “in game 

terms, eight years is a lifetime”. While film viewers can easily download a copy of The Rocky Horror 

Picture Show the same way they can download a copy of the latest blockbusters, for video gamers to 

play old video games, they must either play them on those games’ original consoles (which are unlikely 

to be easily accessed), or to use emulators most of which are illegal or require some degree of computer 

knowledge. 

To counter most of my arguments in previous paragraphs, one might suggest emulation as a 

viable option for returning to console games that are otherwise unplayable. However, it is important to 

note that on top of requiring sufficient computer knowledge to work with BIOS files and plugin software, 

emulators generate a significant problem (at least for a dedicated fan), which is that they are not able to 

faithfully simulate the original platform. Newman’s research shows how: 

the emulated incarnation of Donkey Kong does not look like the original (displaying 

graphical differences), does not sound like the original (having music and sound effects 

anomalies), is not controlled in the same way as the original (using a different hardware 

interface) and [and] does not play like the original (with variations in the feel of the 

gameplay) (2012, 37) 

As Newman later points out, even a small alteration in in specifics of a game can have a significant 

impact on the player’s experience. This might not be an issue for casual players, for they may not even 

notice most of the differences between the original and the emulated, however, the fan, who is 

enthralled by the very specifics of the original experience, is most probably put off by the ‘imperfect’ 

experience that the emulator delivers. I mentioned earlier that old PC games can be played using a 

virtual machine that can emulate old operating systems. One might argue here that old PC games are in 

a way emulated and are therefore similarly unfaithful to the original experience. However, one should 

note that using a virtual machine to emulate the operating system is different in nature from emulating 

console games, because first the interface and the controls of PC games (e.g., mouse and keyboard) 
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remain the same when utilising a virtual machine, and second, since it is the operating system that is 

being emulated and not the actual game, the possibility of the occurrence of any gameplay or audio-

visual anomaly is very low.24 

The video game The Neverhood is a good example of how technological obsolescence can 

disrupt the fans’ ability to return to a video game. The Neverhood was released in in 1996 for Windows 

95, and in 1998 for PlayStation. While the game remained playable for a few years and could still run on 

Microsoft’s next operating systems, Windows 98 and Windows Me, the release and ubiquity of 

Windows XP between the years of 2000 to 2003 created a number of issues for fans of the game. The 

new platform was incompatible with the game which resulted in different types of glitch including 

screen flickering, run-time errors, slowed down or sped up gameplay, lack of sound, and so on. The 

game’s developers addressed these problems by releasing a software patch that made the game 

playable again, but the game’s official website, the place where the players could download the 

software patch from, was closed shortly after. While fans tried to keep the game alive by sharing or 

creating other software patches, the release of updates to Windows XP in 2004 and the subsequent 

release of newer operating systems rendered the game more and more difficult to access until the game 

virtually disappeared. In 2013, almost 10 years after the game had become almost impossible to play, a 

group of dedicated fans started a restoration project to resurrect the game and fix its compatibility 

issues with new hardware and software. While the project was successful and led to the creation of a 

software kit that made the game playable again, the created software itself became obsolete after a 

couple of years, and once more the players lost the ability to play the game. Since then, the release of 

new hardware and operation systems has only made reviving the game more difficult as the newer 

technology is less compatible with the fan-made patches. Today, it is almost 8 years after the 

"Neverhood restoration project", which was the fans’ last attempt at rescuing the game from 

obsolescence, was discontinued, and the game is still not playable. There are numerous discussion 

threads on online forums where fans are still looking for ways to circumvent the combability issues, but 

 

24 Now one might see backward compatibility - the ability of a console to run the games of its previous 
generation/s - as a viable alternative for console gamers, but it should be noted that first of all, backward 
compatibility is not regularly implemented in consoles and most consoles do not include such a feature. Secondly, 
the consoles that do include backward compatibility, do it poorly (e.g. not all games of the previous generation are 
playable, there are often obvious gameplay and audio-visual anomalies, etc.) and are unable to “unproblematically 
recapture the experience of the original gameplay” (Newman 2012, 59). But most importantly, backward 
compatibility is basically a type of emulation and it often creates similar problems to that of emulators and can 
therefore easily alienate hard-core fans. 
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almost all of the suggested solutions are outdated and fail to work with the software and hardware of 

2021. Being inaccessible for more than 80 percent of its existence, The Neverhood is a prime example of 

a video game that affords intense and dedicated engagements but fails to maintain long-standing 

fandom due to technological obsolescence. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I tried to examine the dynamics of replayability in video games and investigate 

how obsolescence can hamper the players’ ability to continuously return to the text. There is no 

question that such an ability is central to cult fandom as it facilitates and prolongs the texts’ presence in 

the fans’ lives. What is more, replaying/re-viewing serve as a condition for rereading. In Jenkins' work, 

rereading refers specifically to the capacity to derive new meanings from a text (each time a text is re-

viewed, it is reread). This could also be applied to videogames, where the player interprets the game 

slightly differently each time they play based on the fact that they are more attentive to the details or 

rethink the details. Rereading in this sense is closer to re-interpretation than the simple repeated-

viewing of a text. Rereading allows the audience “to behold previously unseen textual layers, converting 

what appears to be the same text into a new ,more complex entity” (Klinger 2006, 160). What makes 

replaying video games a little different from re-viewing films and TV is that the game actually offers new 

content in the replaying which might lead to greater cause to reread (re-interpret). The video game’s 

ability to present new content to the players and how this can lead to cult fandom will be discussed in 

chapter 4. Aside from affording rereading, the ability to re-visit a video game is also crucial to fan 

activities like modding which will be discussed in detail in chapter 5. 

The ability to return to video games has been a complex issue for years. Functional obsolescence 

of video game technology coupled with the marketing processes through which a desire in the player for 

‘the new’ and ‘the upcoming’ is created have resulted in a short lifespan for video games. The exclusivity 

of different video games to these platforms means that they are only accessible as long as their 

platforms are accessible. If a platform disappears from the market, it is only a matter of time before the 

whole library of that platforms becomes unplayable. Repeat-viewing is not as serious an issue in cinema 

and television because these mediums are not platform-centred and have never been subject to 

platform restrictions. Re-watching a film from the 1980s does not require a VCR unit from that era. 

In this chapter, I have also tried answer two questions that might arise for the audience of this 

study. In the early chapters of this research, I mentioned that I will be analysing video games that are at 

least 15 years old and still have enduring fan-bases. So, one of the potential questions that this chapter 
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answers is: isn't 15 years a little short for a fandom to be considered long-lasting (especially considering 

how cult fandom in cinema involves a continuous return to films as old as the 1980s and the 1970s)? 

This chapter answers this question by showing how much more contracted the video game history is 

than film history. Another question that this chapter answers is: Why are all the video games that I will 

be considering as cult video games, PC games? This chapter answers this question by showing that the 

generational structure of console hardware coupled with video game obsolescence results in an inability 

to repeatedly return to console games over a long period of time.  
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Chapter 4: Progression Systems 

 

 

In the previous chapters, the cult text is identified by the fans’ long-lasting attachment to the 

text. Mathijs and Mendik define the cult film as a film that garners “an active and lively communal 

following” that maintains “a long-lasting public presence” (2008, 11 cited in Wroot and Willis 2017, 14). 

While there is no question that the longevity of fandom is a crucial element in defining cult fandom, one 

often overlooked issue in the study of cult texts is a tendency to read any long-lasting fandom as cult 

fandom. It is important to note that not every form of longevity yields enough specificity with which to 

distinguish cult fandom from other types of media reception. Many might still be fans of the 1998 films 

Saving Private Ryan; The Truman Show; A Bug’s Life; The Big Lebowski and so on, but it is only The Big 

Lebowski that is generally recognised as a cult film. What makes The Big Lebowski’s fandom different is 

its fans’ constant and frequent return to the text from merely re-watching the film to engaging in 

various paratextual activities. Such sustained and enduring returns to the object of fandom can be useful 

in marking the border between cult fandom and other types of enduring fandom. Therefore, it would be 

worthwhile when looking at cult video games to first understand the underlying mechanisms involved in 

a fan’s frequent return to the text. While the cinematic features that might have led to the longevity of 

cult films have been widely discussed in the literature of cult cinema (and to some extent in the previous 

chapters of the current study), the longevity of cult video games has rarely been the subject of 

examination. This chapter will examine a crucial feature of video game longevity and replay value: the 

progression system that controls when and how the players progress in the game and how the game 

content is presented to the player. The reason behind the longevity of some cult video games is that 

they incorporate an elaborate system of in-game progress in which there is a lot of room for progress 

(through training, collecting, exploring and so on) over a relatively long period. This not only means that 

the player ends up playing the video game for months or years, but also that the game is unlikely to 

become repetitive if the player decides to continually replay it. This chapter will examine the underlying 

mechanisms of video game progression systems, including scripted and non-scripted progression 

systems, to show how and what types of progression systems are more likely to invite replayings over a 

long period of time. 

In the previous chapter, I explored the workings of how the video game medium can 

technologically allow players to return to a game; what I called replayability. I suggested that the term 
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‘replayability’ is generally used in gaming parlance to describe a quality that makes a video game 

appealing enough to invite re-playings. In short, to be replayable, not only the medium needs to allow 

(or facilitate) re-playing, but also the text needs to encourage re-playing. While the previous chapter 

primarily focused on the technological affordances of replayability, this chapter will focus on 

replayability as a textual quality. The textual replayability relates to both the narrative structure of a 

game – to engage with new scenarios, find unseen areas in an open world game – and the gameplay.  

Although it might seem that the most important aspect in studying enduring player 

engagements is identifying what makes a video game appealing, it is more important to consider what 

sustains player interest and what motivates them to return to the game after the first playthrough. 

Much of this has to do with how the video game’s content (its audio-visual, narrative, and gameplay 

elements) is presented to the player through a “progression system”.25 In general, all video games have 

some type of a progression system that controls how and when the player accesses game’s content, that 

is, the conditions determining how the player can advance further into the game’s world. If a 

progression system is too slow, it can irritate the player and therefore render the experience 

unpleasant. If the progression system is too fast, it can either make the game too easy, or deplete the 

game of available content in a short time and therefore render the experience repetitive and 

monotonous in the later stages of the game. Of course, this does not always have to do with pace, and 

there are many different factors that can make a progression system unbalanced. For example, a 

progression system can fail at making the players notice their progress. This can be seen in the games 

where the players’ abilities and skills constantly match those of their adversaries, meaning that as the 

players gain new skills and ‘powers’, the in-game enemies become more powerful and more challenging 

to beat, therefore, making the progress unnoticeable. A properly designed progression system would 

therefore strive to create a sense of progress for the player through incrementally changing the 

gameplay experience. As Gamasutra’s Mike Lopez explains: 

Even subtle differences in experience length over time will subconsciously increase the 

sense of progress for the user and therefore their overall gratification (ask most players 

why Zelda games are so excellent and they may be hard pressed to articulate the 

reasons, because the feel of the experience is such a subjective thing, but much of that 

cohesive feel is delivered via gameplay progression). (2006) 

 

25 The term progression system is a common term within both the academic and non-academic discussions of 
video game design. 
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As Lopez notes the progression system not only manages the players’ sense of progress within the 

game, but also plays an important role in the overall coherence of how the game “feels” which is in 

many ways in tandem with how the game’s content unfolds. 

To better understand what a progression system is or how it affects replayability, it is important 

to first understand the different layers of progress usually involved in playing a video game. The most 

basic definition of video game progression, as Bycer (2013) notes, is “the path from beginning to end the 

player takes”; “[f]rom that first village to the final epic battle, we can easily chart the player’s path 

through a video game”. The definition is useful, although it should also consider the various layers of 

progress that do not necessarily lead to a definite endpoint. The description also contradicts what Bycer 

discusses as progression later in the same article. While the article aims to define video game 

progression as a system that controls the player-character’s skill development, which is a non-narrative 

aspect of the game, the statement about the path from the “first village to the final epic battle” only 

properly defines narrative progression. To minimise the complexity of different types of progress in 

video games, here, I will classify them into two categories, namely scripted and non-scripted 

progression. Generally, every type of progress experienced by a player falls under one or both 

categories. 

1. Scripted and non-scripted progression systems 

The term progression system is quite broad and can apply to a range of features of the 

gameplay and even the narrative. To give the term greater clarity, it is important to look at its subtypes. 

I will use the term scripted progression system to describe a progression system in which the manner 

and timing of in-game progress is strictly controlled by the game designers through pre-defined 

parameters. Scripted progression can be further described as any advancement in the different aspects 

of a gameworld that is not affected (and cannot be changed) by the players’ decisions. In contrast, non-

scripted progression systems afford the player more flexibility and control in how and when they 

progress in the game. The progress, scripted or non-scripted, refers to either the unfolding of the game’s 

narrative, or to the accumulation of the in-game resources available to the player. These resources can 

include armaments, wealth, explorable environments, skills, etc. To put it more simply, the progression 

system’s responsibility is to gradually and strategically unveil the video game’s content to the player. 

When scripted, the progression system strictly controls the specifics of the process through which the 

content is revealed to the player. In its most extreme form, rail-shooter video games, the progression 

system goes as far as even controlling the player’s movement through the game world. In this case, 
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because the player is given little control over the process of progress, it is not possible for the player to 

change the time and the distribution of events and actions when they re-play the game. On the opposite 

side of the spectrum, exceedingly non-scripted progression systems that can be found in open-world 

and role-playing video games allow the player to freely roam the game world and govern how and when 

the game progresses. It is the player who decides the pace and the specifics of advancement in different 

aspect of the gameworld. With this level of control, the players are afforded the ability to shape their 

gameplay experience differently in each playthrough. In the following paragraphs I will look at the 

various aspects of progression and examine the affordances of the different types of progression 

systems. 

1.1 Virtual environment progression 

Access to the explorable environment is one of the most important elements that can be 

controlled by the game’s progression system. However, for the environment to play a role in creating 

replayibility, first the player must be able to freely explore the environment, and second, the 

environment needs to expand as the game progresses. In many video games, while exploring the 

environment might play a pivotal role in shaping the gameplay experience, the progress and the hours 

and hours of playtime might not result in an increase in the amount of explorable environment. This is 

mostly true of extremely scripted video games in which the pace of the narrative and, as a result, the 

players’ access to the games’ environment is strictly controlled through design. These are video games 

in which the environments only act as settings where the story unfolds, not as a space that can be freely 

explored by the players on their own pace and at any time. For example, in the video game Max Payne 

(Rockstar Games 2001b), the “Roscoe Street Station” is only accessible at a certain point in the game’s 

storyline and is not accessible before or after that certain time. In such video games not only the 

presentation of the story, but also the presentation of the environment is sequential, resulting in a one-

at-a-time type of access to the games’ explorable environments. The players do have choices over the 

actions (for example, when or when not to run, shoot, hide, etc.). However, they do not control the 

narrative sequence of events, and cannot freely access different locations in the game. Here, the 

unfolding of the story and the virtual world are interconnected to such an extent that it is not possible 

to navigate one without navigating the other. In such cases, it would be difficult to argue that the game 

incorporates environmental progression, because, here, even though the player’s progress might result 

in access to new locations, the overall number of locations that the player can access at once is always 

limited, if more than one. In other words, access to a new location is only given when the access to the 
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previous location is taken away, meaning that a newly accessible location is not an addition to a 

previously accessible location. One might argue that this is not the case with all scripted video games 

since in many such video games the player is given a “chapter selection” or “level selection” option 

which enables them to re-visit past levels of the game. For example, in any instalment of the Uncharted 

series (Sony Interactive Entertainment 2007-2017), another instance of scripted video games, as the 

player moves forward through the narrative and the environment, they are given the option to re-visit 

previous parts of the game by going to the main menu and selecting individual stages. However, being 

able to re-visit these stages does not mean that, upon repeat playing, the player is able to freely explore 

the whole environment without needing to attend to the story. In other words, access to a previous part 

of the game is not given for the sake of access to a location, but for the sake of access to the entirety of 

an individual segment of the game, forcing the player to re-attend to all the gameplay and narrative 

aspects of that segment. This strict control over what the player is able to do in an environment results 

in lower replayability of such environments, meaning that the experience of re-playing these 

environments is unlikely to be significantly different from previous playings.  

In contrast to the type of video games discussed above, some video games, which are generally 

from the open world and the RPG (Role Playing Game) genre, afford the player significant freedom of 

movement and tend to lessen spatiotemporal limitations. The player is allowed to freely explore the 

virtual world in a mostly non-linear manner. While the narrative events are still scripted, it is the player’s 

choice to attend to these events or not; “if they choose not to pursue the story, they are free to explore 

the extensive game world and interact with it in any way that they choose” (Gorham and Gorham 2016, 

175). For example, a player can play Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar Games 2010) for hours without 

triggering (or engaging with) any narrative event. The option to, at any time, opt out of the scripted 

narrative aspect of the game, accentuates the prominence of the exploratory aspect. In such games, the 

navigation of the environment becomes one of the main incentives for playing the game26. Here, 

progress also involves the expansion of the explorable virtual world. Generally, when open world games 

grant the player access to a new location, they do not take away the access to previous locations. As the 

player moves forward in the game, on top of accumulating different types of in-game resource, they 

accumulate explorable space. 

 

26 In fact, a report released in 2009 by Microsoft shows that only 27% of the players of GTA IV, a prime example of 
story driven open world games, had finished the game’s story (Tassi 2013). 
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Such video games afford replayability in two ways: first, the more extensive the explorable 

space is, the more likely the game is to afford variation in repeated playthroughs, and, second, the 

expansion of the accessible game environment itself can be used as a reward for players’ time 

investment, inviting lengthier play sessions and more frequent returns to the game. The video game 

designer usually controls the conditions of player access to the game’s environment through what I term 

virtual environment progression: for the player to have access to a certain environment, they must 

arrive at certain criteria (e.g., they have to have completed certain objectives, tasks, etc.). In GTA III 

(Rockstar Games 2001a) for example, the player can only access the second portion of the game’s 

environment, “Staunton Island”, after completing the mission “Last Requests” (‘Last Requests’ n.d.). 

Furthermore, the access to the third portion of the game’s environment, “Shoreside Vale”, is only given 

after the mission “A Drop in the Ocean” is completed (‘A Drop in the Ocean’ n.d.). The designer chooses 

to initially restrict access to these parts of the game’s environment and to all aspects of the game to 

forestall repetitiveness in the gameplay. If the player has access to the whole of the game’s virtual world 

from the outset, the game’s exploratory aspect can be exhausted in a shorter time. Also, since a 

prominent appeal of open world games, like the GTA series, is the exploration of the environment (J. H. 

Lee et al. 2017), having access to all in-game locations from the beginning can result in a lack of 

motivation for the players to attend to other aspects of the game like the quests, the narrative, 

character development, etc. 

It is also important to consider that while the environments in RPG and open-world video games 

usually have narrative significance, early access to them might not have any effect on the story. Such 

lack of connection between the narrative and the access to the virtual world might render the 

experience of virtual environment progression arbitrary. Some designers, therefore, try to narratively 

justify the non-narrative aspect of the progression system. As mentioned, in GTA III, part of the game’s 

environment, a borough of the fictional Liberty City called Staunton Island, is only accessible after a 

certain point in the game’s story is reached. The player cannot access Staunton Island because the 

bridge that connects the two parts is severely damaged. Here, the design choice to block the player’s 

access to Staunton Island, which is a non-narrative choice to control the pace of progress and prevent 

the player from accessing the game’s whole environment at once, is complemented by the narrative 

event that destroys the connecting bridge, therefore, narratively justifying the lack of access. Another 

way for the player to access Staunton Island is the Porter Tunnel, the access to which, following the 

same non-narrative design choice as the bridge, is blocked in the early stages of the game. This time the 

lack of access is narratively explained through the in-game newspaper, Liberty Tree, claiming that the 
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tunnel is “under construction”. When a certain point in the game’s story is reached, the connecting 

bridge is fixed and the player gains access to Staunton Island. Again, the non-narrative design choice to 

allow the player to access the next portion of the game’s virtual world is accompanied by a narrative 

element, an in-game radio announcement saying that the bridge has been fixed.  

1.2 Scripted character progression 

Character progression is one of the most important game design elements in encouraging both 

lengthy play sessions and repeated playing of the game. Character progression refers to a game 

mechanic that presents and controls changes to the players’ avatar as they progress through the game 

(Tyers 2017, 218). Zagal and Altizer describe character progression as “rules and game mechanisms that 

articulate or define how player’s characters improve from one game session to the next. The idea is that 

the characters themselves are growing, learning from their experiences, maturing, and so on” (2014a, 

2).27 Video games, generally, incorporate different layers of character progression which can be 

narrative or non-narrative. Narrative character progression includes any changes that affects, or is in any 

way connected, to the game world.  

 1.2.1 Scripted personality and appearance progression 

The most basic character progression is the scripted change in a character’s personality, which 

bears some relationship to a character arc in literature. The same way Hamlet portrays the eponymous 

character’s gradual fall into madness, The Last of Us (Sony Interactive Entertainment 2013) depicts 

Ellie’s developing maturity and increasing resentment. While this transformation, generally being 

scripted, is not directly affected by player behaviour, it nevertheless creates a sense of progress for the 

player. Such a change is usually purely narrative, meaning that it usually has no visible effect on any 

aspect of the game other than the story. While Max Payne’s titular character, over the course of the 

story, transforms from a family man into a resentful rouge cop, his transformation has no effect on the 

game’s structure, its mechanics, or generally how the game is played. Similarly, all the narrative events 

experienced by Nathan Drake, the protagonist of the Uncharted video game main series, have no effect 

on the character’s skills, abilities, or even his appearance during gameplay. On the other hand, some 

video games try to incorporate this character transformation either into the gameplay or into the 

character’s appearance.28 For example, in the video game Prince of Persia: Sands of Time (Ubisoft 2003), 

 

27 Character progression is not to be confused with the player’s capacity to learn through the game.  
28 While the character’s appearance is not really part of the gameplay unless it changes the player’s capacity to act, 
it is still important in that it is part of the visual structure of the game during gameplay. 



78 

 

as the story moves forward, the character’s outfit gradually gets torn and he acquires wounds. A similar 

example can be seen in the Batman: Arkham (Eidos Interactive and Warner Bros. Interactive 

Entertainment 2009-2019) video game series where Batman’s Batsuit gets damaged as the story 

progresses (‘Batsuit’ n.d.). This allows the appearance of the character to reflect its narrative 

experiences. Not only does this change work as a scripted appearance progression system implemented 

to keep the look of the avatar fresh, but it also, visually, brings the narrative events into the experience 

of gameplay. As one player points out: 

… in the original Arkham Asylum, as the night goes on Batmans [sic] suit gets more and 

more ragged as the events of the story unfold. Theres [sic] something real rewarding at 

the end of the game about looking at batman, covered in cuts with tears all over his suit 

and cape and realizing that you were there for all of it. (Drumada 2016) 

Such changes in the visual environment and character can contribute to replaying. The players take 

pleasure in witnessing narrative events effect the gameplay or how the game looks during gameplay. 

1.2.2 Scripted facility progression 

Another aspect of character progression is the progression of a character’s skills, abilities, 

powers, etc. Generally, the player’s avatar has a set of abilities and powers that the player controls 

when playing the game. These abilities range from performing simple tasks like walking, jumping, and 

running, to carrying out more elaborate tasks like reversing time, turning invisible, etc. Usually, the 

character begins by having only a few skills and little power, and as the player progresses through the 

game the character develops further, gaining new skills and having their powers increased. Such 

developments of the avatar’s characteristics, like other aspects of the character progression systems, 

can be either scripted and based in the narrative, or non-scripted and non-narrative. For example, in 

God of War II (Sony Computer Entertainment 2007), the protagonist starts the game with the ability to 

jump, among other basic abilities, but his ability to glide through the air after jumping which allows him 

“to travel across much greater distances than just jumping” is only given to him after he faces and 

defeats another character, Icarus (Rorie 2009). Similarly, in the video game Quantum Break (Microsoft 

Studios 2016), the main character, Jack Joyce, can stop the time after a narrative event exposes him to 

“Chronon energy”. Furthermore, not only gaining skills, but also the enhancement of different 

characteristics of the main character, such as health, energy, stamina, etc. can be scripted or tied to 

narrative events.  
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While a character progression system is necessary for sustaining player interest, the lack of 

player agency in how the character develops in the above examples hampers the promotion of long-

lasting replayability. The exclusively narrative nature of the character progression examples discussed 

here (i.e., personality, appearance, skills, etc.) means that, even though they create an overall sense of 

progress for the player, this sense of progress can only play a limited role in affording the game 

replayability. This is because despite a video game having many changes happen to the player-character 

during the course of the game, these changes, being scripted and strictly driven by narrative events, are 

unlikely to cause variation in re-playings or contribute to a re-play’s distinctiveness. In such character 

progression mechanics, the development of the character is unlikely to be affected by the act of play. 

The Prince’s appearance in Prince of Persia: Sands of Time, for example, only changes at a certain point 

in the game regardless of player decisions. Similarly, in the early God of War (Sony Computer 

Entertainment 2005-2018) series the player obtains various “magics” only by defeating particular boss 

characters or arriving at particular locations. Of course, the interactive nature of the medium means that 

the player always has agency: it is the player’s decision to pick up the controller and play the game, and 

furthermore, it is the player’s decision to go to a certain spot or engage in a certain activity that grants 

them the mentioned upgrades. But in a strictly scripted progression system, where almost every major 

progress in the game is tied either to a narrative event or to a specific set of actions, player behaviour is 

very unlikely to affect where or, more importantly, how this progress occurs. This lack of flexibility, and 

the players’ inability to alter the sequence or the howness of the character’s progress, result in a lack of 

diversity in how the game’s content is presented in repeated playthroughs, reducing the longevity of the 

game’s appeal. 

1.3 Non-scripted character progression 

In contrast to scripted character progression systems, non-scripted character progression 

systems afford the player greater control over the process of character development. By allowing the 

player to manipulate the specifics of how the character develops, non-scripted progression systems can 

lead to more diverse re-plays. Players, being able to take a different approach towards their character’s 

progress in each play-through, are afforded the ability to create varying experiences each time they 

start the game. In the following paragraphs I will discuss different types of non-scripted character 

progression. 
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 1.3.1 Non-scripted personality progression 

Changes to a video game character’s personality, as mentioned earlier, are usually scripted, 

mainly because this aspect of characterisation is almost always closely tied to the narrative. Regardless, 

some video games have been able to incorporate a non-scripted system of personality development 

where a player’s decisions and behaviour shape the player-character’s personality. In Eternal Darkness: 

Sanity's Requiem (Silicon Knights 2002) for example, player behaviour can affect the characters’ “sanity”. 

If the “sanity meter” drops too low “the game will introduce a series of increasingly disturbing effects” 

(Therrien 2014, 38) in order to represent the character’s mental state. Similarly, in the video game 

Fahrenheit (Atari, Inc. 2005) the player-character’s mental state is monitored through a “Mental Health” 

meter which ranges from “neutral” to “wrecked”. The game “makes sanity a decisive factor to progress 

in the game: if the meter is depleted, its [sic] game over” (Therrien 2014 39). While the mental state of 

the characters here, as one aspect of character progression, does not in any way affect their appearance 

or, in case of Fahrenheit, the gameplay, its malleability does provide the opportunity for the player to 

experiment with different decisions each time they re-play the game and, therefore, have a varying 

experience in each playthrough. 

A similar mechanic found in some video games is a “reputation system”. In a reputation system 

the characters’ actions in the gameworld develop their reputation, meaning that through the characters’ 

actions “a history is established that other characters might know about (and be affected by)” (Zagal and 

Altizer 2014a, 6). As Zagal and Altizer note, the reputation systems “are not indicative of changes and 

growth in the characters themselves. Rather, they reflect the perception that others have of a 

character” (2014, 6). A character’s reputation can range from moral to immoral, unknown to famous, 

etc. The video game Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar Games 2010) for example, incorporates an honour 

system which monitors how the player behaves in certain situations and accordingly characterises the 

protagonist as honourable or dishonourable. Zagal and Altizer point out that: 

reputation systems are often “fragile” or require maintenance by the players. Progress 

that has been made can easily be lost. In Cyberpunk 2020, characters need to work hard 

to maintain their reputations by spending money and time [47]. Failure to do so results 

in decreases to the character’s reputation. (6) 

Not only does a reputation system affect gameplay, it also shapes an imagined narrative around the 

character. The variation here is afforded by allowing the players to differently shape their character’s 

(imagined) personality in each playthrough. 
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 1.3.2 Non-scripted appearance progression 

Another progression mechanic that can be much more effective in creating re-playability when 

non-scripted, is the appearance progression system in which the players are gradually given more and 

more components that they can use to personalise the characters’ look. This can range from minor 

clothing accessories like shoes or jewellery to fully designed outfits. Implementation of an appearance 

progression system is always concomitant with allowing the player to customise the character’s 

appearance, what is usually referred to as cosmetic customisation. Generally, any type of customisation 

can play a key role in affording re-playability and encouraging a return to the text. Turkey and Adinolf 

note (2015) that customisation can “give users decision-making authority over the technology, enabling 

them to shape and create their own experiences”. This ability to shape one’s own experience is 

fundamental to creating variation in each re-play. In a video game that affords cosmetic customisation, 

for example, every decision on the avatar’s outfit can make the game look and feel different from the 

previous playing experiences. The avatar’s appearance is especially important considering that 

“[a]vatars have been a crucial feature of digital games and online environments since their inception” 

(Turkay and Adinolf 2015), are representations of players in the virtual environment, and that players’ 

identification with their avatar significantly contributes to their enjoyment of the game (Trepte and 

Reinecke 2010, 180). Furthermore, as Jenkins notes, their ability to design their character’s appearance 

“encourages players to create characters who are emotionally significant to them” (2004, 128). This 

creates a sense of attachment, and therefore an incentive to more frequently return to the text. 

A non-scripted appearance progression system is a system that rewards player advancement by 

unlocking new clothing pieces, armor pieces, skins for weapons and vehicles, etc. and allows the player 

to customise and update their character’s appearance based on their own liking. The unlocking of these 

cosmetic components can be direct - as soon as the player reaches a certain milestone in the game, they 

are rewarded with a piece of cosmetic - or it can be indirect - giving the players credit points, money, or 

any type of in-game currency as they progress in the game which enables them to purchase cosmetic 

elements that they need. In each case, as the players progress further in the game and gain more 

experience in accumulating the in-game currency, newer cosmetic elements become more expensive or 

harder to unlock, creating a sense of progress and balance, and giving the players something to strive 

for. 

A simple form of non-scripted appearance progression can be seen in the video game Assassin's 

Creed Origins (Ubisoft 2017) where the player is rewarded with a full outfit when they reach certain 

millstones. The players can unlock the “Bathhouse Towel” outfit, for example, by completing the mission 



82 

 

“The End of the Snake”, or the “Protector” outfit by completing the mission “Narrowing the List”. There 

are 29 outfits in the game in total, some of which can be purchased with Drachma, the in-game 

currency, from the in-game tailors. The many outfits in the game can certainly provide a great deal of 

variety in how the game feels, but since these are fully pre-designed outfits and do not allow the player 

any customisation, the extent to which they can afford re-playability and variation is limited. In other 

words, while the player is granted a freedom to choose what outfit their characters wear, they are not 

given the opportunity to create those outfits. As a result, the variation created by the game’s 

appearance progression system is limited to the number of outfits that is put in the game by the 

designer. A more sophisticated progression system can be seen in the multiplayer mode of the video 

game Call of Duty: Black Ops 4 (Activision 2018) which employs a non-scripted appearance progression 

system where players unlock new cosmetic items by advancing through a series of tiers. Reaching each 

new tier gives the player a cosmetic item that they can use to personalise their avatar. Considering that 

the game has 200 tiers and that each tier takes around 90 minutes to complete, exhausting the game’s 

appearance progression system requires dedicating an extensive amount of time to playing the game. 

Furthermore, the non-scripted nature of such progression systems affords the player the ability to fully 

customise the outfits by using many different cosmetic items, meaning that even after the system is 

exhausted and does not offer any more items, the players are able to create innumerable permutations 

of how they want characters to look. Another example of such appearance progression systems can be 

seen in Fallout 76 (Bethesda Softworks 2018) where the players are able to buy numerous variations of 

cosmetic upgrades using Atoms, the in-game currency. Atoms are earned by completing certain 

challenges, and can be spent on a variety of items such as clothes, skins for items like weapons, tattoos, 

decorative items like plants, floor tiles, etc. all of which only have cosmetic functions and are part of the 

game’s appearance progression system (Hurley 2020). Considering that there is a large number of 

cosmetic items available in the game and that these items are expensive (taking into account the 

relative rarity of the in-game currency), unlocking every item requires an extensive amount of time and 

dedication which can make progress a lengthy, yet satisfying, process. 

The prolonged, yet varied, nature of the progression system examples discussed here not only 

invites a significant amount of time investment, but also renders the experience of re-playing these 

video games much less repetitive than that of video games that do not employ such systems. However, 

it is still important to note that the implementation of an appearance progression system alone does not 

automatically warrant longevity, and that it is only a combination of different factors that can encourage 

longstanding engagements. A video game like Sea of Thieves (Microsoft Studios2018), for example, 
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where all player efforts are rewarded only with cosmetic items, fails at motivating players to keep 

playing the game (Trepte and Reinecke 2018; Hilliard 2018; Tamburro 2018; Brown 2018; Jagneaux 

2020). In his review of Sea of Thieves, David Jagneaux (2020) writes that “there’s no sense of gradual 

growth in power denoted by a bigger, better, or more grand ship, your character never becomes 

stronger, and the islands and outposts never change or upgrade at all. It’s all stagnant”. An increase in 

the size of the ship does not afford a greater military capacity unless the progression of the ship’s 

appearance is accompanied by a progression in its capabilities. It is, therefore, important to note that for 

the appearance progression system to contribute to a game’s longevity, it should be complemented by 

other types of progression systems such as facility progression. 

 1..3.4 Non-scripted facility progression 

Non-scripted facility progression is the most important character progression mechanic in 

affording a video game re-playability. This is because facility progression is tied to gameplay and directly 

affects how the game is played throughout. As mentioned earlier, every video game starts the player-

controlled character with a set of skills and abilities, or in some cases with a set of powers, spells, 

weapons, etc. This can range from something as simple as being able to move horizontally in a two-

dimensional space, like in the video game Space Invaders (Taito 1978) to something more complex as 

being able to manipulate different aspects of time, as in the video game Quantum Break (Microsoft 

Studios 2016). In most modern video games, the players gain various skills, abilities, weapons, etc. as 

they move forward through the game. While in some video games such progress is limited to merely 

unlocking these facilities, in other video games progress also involves improving and upgrading upon the 

acquired facilities. A facility progression system is a game design mechanic that controls how and when 

these facilities can be acquired, and how and when they can be improved and upgraded. As I previously 

discussed, a scripted facility progression system reveals such elements at a pre-defined pace and at 

certain narrative points irrespective of the players’ preferences. In the video game Stranglehold 

(Midway Games 2007) for instance, the progression system dictates that on certain levels and at certain 

points in the game the character earns special abilities like “precision aim”, “spin attack”, etc. A non-

scripted facility progression system, on the other hand, allows the player to seek or to upgrade an 

ability, a weapon, a power, etc. at their own pace and based on their own preferences. While there is a 

lot of freedom in a non-scripted character progression system, the player is still limited by the amount 
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of time and effort that they put in the game, which is the reason that such a system can invite long-

lasting and dedicated engagements.29 

The players’ progress is usually measured and tracked through different variables like credit 

points, experience points, money, levels, etc., which are all units of measurements used to quantify a 

character’s advancement through the game. Generally, points are awarded to the player after 

performing a certain task, and as tasks become more difficult, the player is awarded more points. In a 

non-scripted progression system, the player is allowed to freely use these points to purchase or improve 

the facilities that they need. For example, a player that needs a faster character chooses to upgrade the 

character’s “dexterity”, while a player that needs a character with higher accuracy chooses to upgrade 

its “precision”. In an optimal progression system, completing easier tasks leads to acquiring or improving 

certain facilities which are required to finish more difficult tasks and to advance further in the game; 

“the idea being that, in the context of a wargame, a unit that has survived a battle is better prepared for 

the next” (Zagal and Altizer 2014b, 2). Similarly, obtaining less powerful facilities earlier in the game is at 

times a prerequisite for obtaining more powerful facilities later on. This hierarchical advancement is 

what makes progress more meaningful and satisfying, renders the player’s efforts fruitful, and motivates 

the player to spend more time accumulating points.30 

It is also worth noting that the more freedom the player has in customising their character (i.e., 

the more features there are to customise), the more possibilities there will be for creating variation in 

each playthrough. In the video game Sacred 2: Fallen Angel (cdv Software Entertainment 2008), for 

instance, with its sizable character and equipment development system, the player is able to create 

innumerable permutations of their character’s development arc. A well-designed facility progression 

system also gives the player countless decision-making opportunities, which in turn creates the 

possibility of having countless playing strategies for future re-plays. A minor example of such a decision-

making opportunity can be seen in the video game Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (CD Projekt 2015) in which the 

player can use “Upgrade Stones” to improve their equipment. The player should decide carefully what 

 

29 This specially applies to games that allow long term participation in a world without narrative or playability 
constraints. In contrast, in a platform game, while the player may be able to acquire unscripted facilities, their 
ability to do so is delimited by the structure of the world and where and when they can play.  
30In some cases, the player is also free to not take part in this process at all, but this would likely lead to a less 
enjoyable gaming experience. In God of War (Sony Computer Entertainment 2018) for example, while the player is 
allowed to finish the game without doing any of the non-scripted upgrades if they decide to do so, not upgrading 
and improving the character’s abilities and equipment would make beating the more challenging and enemies in 
the game much more difficult to defeat. 
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equipment they need to upgrade because in case they change their mind and decide to downgrade the 

upgraded equipment, they will have to lose either the “Upgrade Stones” or the equipment which is itself 

another decision that needs to be made. A more complex example, again in Witcher 3, is that: 

You [the player] have 4 armor piece slots: chest armor, pants, gloves and boots ... what 

really matters is which of the three armor Types each piece is and how this ties into your 

Abilities, since there are certain ones that when fully trained give you strong bonuses 

per piece of a specific armor type that you are wearing. Since you don't get enough 

ability points throughout the game to max out every ability nor enough slots to wear all 

of the skills you should pick one armor type based on your intended playstyle and stick 

with it to make it very strong; it will literally define how you approach every fight you 

get into. (‘The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt Guide to Character Progression’ n.d.) 

Generally, most games that have elaborate facility progression systems, include innumerable decision-

making opportunities where the decision directly affects the characters’ progress and the gameplay. The 

video game Path of Exile (Grinding Gear Games 2013) has more than 1300 character skills, of which the 

players can only earn a maximum of 123 throughout the game meaning that the players have to decide 

what skills they need or like the most. This potentially gives the player a countless combination of skills 

that they must strategically choose from. As a result, in such games "players are expected to make and 

remake multiple characters in an effort to find better strategies or experience the game in a new way” 

(Blair 2016, 69). The designers are, therefore, challenged “to build systems that do not have a single best 

technique, but instead offer players the opportunity to try multiple builds or strategies” (Blair 2016, 69). 

Needless to say, these video game design strategies, if properly executed and balanced, can 

unquestionably encourage long-lasting engagements, and greatly contribute to a video game’s 

longevity. The more extensive a video game’s progression system is, the more potential the game has 

for affording variation. 

1.4 Un/balanced progression systems 

How a progression system is designed and implemented plays an important role in the system’s 

ability to create re-play value. In brief, a well-designed progression system, as Mike Lopez (2006) notes, 

should be “easy to grasp, keeping the user wanting more, and rewarding continuation with new abilities 

and/or new challenges”. Lopez further points out, the player should feel a sense of progress and 
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advancement on both a micro and a macro level.31 As a result, when characters grow, “like real people, 

playing the game becomes a uniquely visceral experience. Participants are more motivated to succeed, 

since victories are accumulative” (Ewalt 2014 cited in Zagal and Altizer 2014, 3). On the other hand, 

however, an imbalance in the progression system can render the experience of playing an otherwise 

well-designed video game unpleasant, and even generate anxiety. In the following paragraphs I will 

pinpoint a few problems that could occur in a progression system. 

As mentioned above, an optimal progression system should make every increment of the 

progress obvious and encourage the player to take note of their gradual advancement. A major 

complication that can occur in a progression system is the lack of feeling of progress in the player. An 

example of this can be when enemies in a video game continuously become harder and harder to defeat 

as the player progresses. Imagine a scenario, for instance, in which the player is rewarded with a 

weapon that deals 50% more damage than their previous weapon, however at the same time the game 

introduces a new type of enemy that needs 50% more firepower to defeat. This leads to the player not 

feeling that their character is growing in powers, skills, and abilities. Interestingly, the other end of the 

spectrum in which a lack of proper scaling of difficulty can unbalance the progression system when the 

game gradually becomes too easy, rendering the playing experience repetitive and monotonous.32 A 

good example of this can be seen in the video game Assassin’s Creed II (Ubisoft 2009). One player notes: 

As you progress through the game and unlock more armour your health bar expands 

tremendously. By the time you reach the end of the game your health bar is so large you 

can legitimately stand still while guards attack you, walk out the room, grab a Coke from 

the fridge and come back and kill them all without breaking a sweat. (Jason 2014) 

Consequently, a major contributor to a progression system’s success in sustaining player interest 

involves balancing the player’s progress and the challenge that the game has to offer. 

A progression system can also render the playing experience dull and repetitious when it does 

not reward the player’s time investment with meaningful or useful upgrades, as Bycer states, it “has the 

stick, but not the carrot” (2018). The problem might be that such progression systems usually present 

 

31 Lopez adds that “it is even better if the player can see that mysterious and intriguing new team gameplay mode 
or crazy character or weapon that is available several awards down the line because they might want that one so 
bad they will extend their play in the current sitting or at least keep playing long after they might otherwise, just to 
gain that item and be able to experience it in gameplay.” 
32 In other terms, the difficulty can make or break a game’s flow. According to flow theory, Braxton Soderman 
(2021) explains, “when the challenges of an activity outstrip an actor’s skills, anxiety results, and when the skills of 
an actor outstrip challenges, boredom results” (116). 
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the player only with numerical upgrades that have no noticeable effect on gameplay. As put by one 

reviewer: 

In hour 300 of Destiny, you're still doing the exact same thing as in minute three, it's just 

that melee punch now does "+200% damage". It's the same melee punch, and nothing 

other than the background numbers have changed. (Tailford 2018) 

The audio-visual tangibility of the newly rewarded facilities can play a significant role in increasing the 

players’ awareness and enjoyment of their progress, and thus improve their overall playing experience. 

Most video games tend to change the audio-visual aspect of a facility when that facility is upgraded or 

downgraded. In God of War (2018) for example, the main Character’s axe visually changes into a more 

robust looking axe each time it is upgraded. The players can also be made aware of their progress and 

achievements through a video game mechanism - what I term the sensory feedback system - which I will 

discuss in the following paragraphs. 

2. Sensory feedback system  

As mentioned above, a core outcome of a successful progression system is the player’s 

awareness that their efforts are being rewarded. Through a sensory feedback system, a video game is 

able to make the players notice their every accomplishment in the game. The concept of the sensory 

feedback system reworks Phillips et. al's (2013) two concepts of sensory and positive feedback. They 

describe sensory feedback as the “affective/visual/aural/tactile feedback” that “provide the player with 

positive affect or feelings of empowerment” (105). The positive feedback, as the name suggests, plays a 

similar role, the difference being that the positive feedback is “communicated in the form of language 

(written or spoken)”. For example, “an agent thanking the player and calling them a hero, or the word 

‘perfect’ appearing on the screen when the player performs a successful action”. On the other hand, the 

sensory feedback system, a concept that I introduce here, is a system that uses audio-visual effects to 

indicate players’ success in performing tasks - which can range from simply collecting a ring in Sonic the 

Hedgehog (Sega 1991), performing a combo in Devil May Cry Series (Capcom 2001-ongoing), to 

strategically liberating an outpost in Far Cry 5 (Ubisoft 2018). One of the key aspects of this system is 

that the sensory feedback is immediate or very close to the time of the action. This differs from the 

long-lasting effects of progression. A basic example of this can be seen in the video game The Legend of 

Zelda (Nintendo 1986) where picking up an item is accompanied by a bell-like sound effect, or in Super 

Mario Bros. (Nintendo 1985a) where collecting a coin is accompanied by a chime sound.  
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The sensory feedback system can therefore be defined as the spectacular property of the 

progression system, what makes progress audio-visually attractive and noticeable. A modern example of 

the sensory feedback system can be seen in the video game God of War III (Sony Computer 

Entertainment 2010a) in which finding a “Phoenix Feather” – three of which is required to increase the 

“magic meter” – is followed by an animation of the feather sharply rotating and moving towards the 

screen, stopping at a certain point, and then moving to its pre-defined location on the screen. Similarly, 

finding “red orbs” (which are required for upgrading weapons and abilities) are followed by a sensory 

feedback which works as follows: The player opens the chest containing the red orbs resulting in the 

orbs scattering around the chest and then bouncing towards the character. While these animations do 

not have long-lasting effects – they are only audio-visual and simply appear in the course of an action – 

they still play a major role in making progression more enjoyable. Not only the sensory feedback system 

reinforces the idea that the player is progressing, but it also makes the progress more rewarding, 

creating a deeper engagement with the game. 

3. Non-diegetic progression 

The types of progression system discussed so far in this chapter are diegetic; however games 

also deploy non-diegetic progression systems, for example the achievement system, which can 

contribute to creating long-lasting engagements and establishing cult status. In film theory, the word 

diegesis refers to the storyworld and what the characters can see and hear. However, because many 

aspects of telling a story operate outside of the storyworld (e.g., music, laugh-tracks, etc.), the term non-

diegetic has been coined to describe any filmic element that is absent from and external to the 

storyworld. In regard to video games, Mark J. P. Wolf describes diegesis as “an imaginary or fictional 

world in which game events take place, and where the game’s characters live and exist” (2014, 125). 

Similarly, Alexander Galloway (2006) defines video game diegesis as “the game’s total world of narrative 

action” (7). Non-diegetic video game elements, as Galloway notes, refer to “gamic elements that are 

inside the total gamic apparatus yet outside the portion of the apparatus that constitutes a pretend 

world of character and story” (Galloway 2006 cited in Iacovides et al. 2015). Accordingly, I define what I 

term non-diegetic progression as any type of progress that does not in any way affect a video game’s 

diegesis.  

The simplest form of such a progression system can be a video game’s scoring system. A scoring 

system, simply put, calculates the player’s success in performing certain tasks, and, as described by 

Searle Huh (2007), can act as a “convenient index for showing game performance” (30). A typical 
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example of such a system can be seen in the video game Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo 1985) where the 

player is given points for killing enemies, collecting coins, the amount of time they have left when the 

level is finished, etc. Scoring systems usually present the player’s score in the form of numbers. In case 

of games like Super Mario Bros., and many other games of the arcade era, the achieved score has no 

effect on any aspect of the game’s narrative or the gameworld and is therefore non-diegetic. In such 

cases, even the total removal of the scoring system does not in any way impact the gameplay or the 

universe of the game. Furthermore, it is worth noting that most modern video games do not implement 

a scoring system, and that these systems, in their basic form, played a much more important role during 

the arcade era when most video games were not finishable and a scoring system was required to 

measure a player’s performance. A video game like Tetris (AcademySoft 1984), for example, can 

potentially be played forever, and therefore needs a scoring system to quantify the player’s progress.  

A more modern counterpart of the scoring system would be the achievement system which is 

incorporated in most modern video games. An achievement system can be defined as: 

Any centralized in-game listing of optional objectives that records various milestones 

and feats the player may have accomplished while playing a Video Game; this is not so 

much about the individual achievements by themselves, but the game's means for 

tracking and recording them. (‘Achievement System’ n.d.) 

These “optional objectives”, in the gaming parlance, are referred to as achievements, trophies, medals, 

etc. For the sake simplicity, I will only use the term achievement throughout the rest of the present 

study. Achievement systems are systems in which “players collect virtual rewards that in some sense are 

separated from the rest of the game” (Jakobsson 2011). An achievement, simply put, is a non-diegetic 

reward for completing a task set by the game designers. Usually, every achievement (acquiring which is 

also referred to as “unlocking an achievement”) has a set value based on its difficulty. In general, 

collecting achievements does not affect the video game’s diegesis and is therefore more of a recognition 

of accomplishment than a reward. By getting these achievements, players accumulate points which are 

stored on their publicly visible profile on the platform’s network. The visibility of these scores to other 

players acts as an extrinsic motivator for collecting achievement points, and creates a sense of 

competition and an incentive for unlocking more achievements and therefore gaining social status 

among other gamers.  

While most achievements get unlocked during the normal course of the game without the need 

for the player to actively seek them (e.g. an achievement for killing a level boss) (Callaghan 2020), some 
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achievements are so challenging that unlocking them requires a high degree of dedication, a substantial 

amount of time investment, intense engagement, and, at times, multiple playthroughs. For example, 

“The Emperor” achievement in the video game The Elder Scrolls Online (Bethesda Softworks 2014) 

requires at least 100 hours of play time to unlock. Similarly challenging, the “Bladder of Steel” 

achievement in the video game Rock Band 2 (MTV Games 2008) requires the players to continuously 

play for six hours without pausing the game or failing, which effectively requires more than 100 hours of 

practice. The implementation of such challenging achievements has resulted in many scholars and 

designers claiming that achievement systems lead to a video game’s longevity. Although achievement 

systems can extend a video game’s lifetime, the fact that they do not offer any extra content and 

instead only force the player to develop their skill level or increase the time playing the game means 

that they can only extend a video game’s lifetime up to the point when all of the game’s achievements 

are acquired. In other words, the achievement system is most often only successful in affording a video 

game temporary longevity. It should also be noted that due to their lack of meaningful content and their 

relative difficulty, dedication to “hunting” achievements only appeal to the very skilled portion of the 

gaming population. 

It can also be argued that the achievement system is not creating an attachment to the text, but 

an attachment to the platform. If a player wants to go higher on achievement boards, they need to play 

more games from the same platform and unlock as many achievements as they can from each game. 

This has prompted the video game scholar Ian Bogost to call achievement systems a “loyalty program” 

(Bogost 2010 cited in Jakobsson 2011). In fact, some players go as far as purchasing and playing video 

games that they do not particularly enjoy, only to unlock achievements. One player writes: “I definitely 

play more games I don’t enjoy than games I do...Like, maybe 65 percent of the games I play I don’t 

enjoy” (CRU x360a cited in Moore 2011). Considering this, to argue that achievement systems create 

attachment to a video game is a bit of a stretch. In most cases, the players’ return to a video game is 

solely to increase the overall number of their achievements score on the platform and is in no way a sign 

of fan-attachment to the video game itself; once all the achievements are acquired, they see no need to 

return to the game. 

Considering these issues, the non-diegetic progression system is unlikely to create long-lasting 

engagements with a video game, mainly because the progress that it affords is not appreciable within 

the context of a single video game. Another reason for the non-diegetic progression system’s failure in 

creating longevity is that making progress in this system neither adds new content nor affects the 

gameplay or the gameworld in any way. As one player complains: 
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Here's a thought . . . how about instead of rewarding a player with some bogus 

"gamerscore", why don't programmers actually design games to give players actual in 

game rewards that players could use in game (you know, like the unlockables earned 

back in the day). How's that for an idea. (Jon D. 2018)) 

Another player similarly notes, “you spend soooo much time collecting [achievements], … just to be told 

you unlocked an achievement! Wheres [sic] my hidden weapon? Wheres my power up? At LEAST a 

cutscene. SOMETHING!” (Zansa777 2016)33. A major problem, here, is that the non-diegetic progression 

system fails at making the player feel that they are making progress within the game. Nonetheless, the 

main reason that the non-diegetic progression system is unable to create the long-lasting engagement 

that a diegetic progression system can afford, is that the non-diegetic progression system doesn’t create 

variation in the video game’s content. An achievement is a static game mechanic and does not change in 

different playthroughs. Furthermore, once an achievement is unlocked, it cannot be unlocked a second 

time. This means that not only the achievement system does not lead to variation, but also even the 

unvaried experience of unlocking an achievement cannot be repeated. 

4. Replayability and Progression in Diablo II 

The aim of this chapter has been to show how video games’ progression systems can lead to 

long-lasting player engagements and how different aspects of progression systems play important roles 

in affording a video game the capacity to sustain player interest over a long period of time. However, to 

see these mechanics in practice and to better understand how these mechanics work when employed in 

a video game, the rest of this chapter will examine a video game that has garnered an active cult fan-

base for two decades after its original release by employing a very complex and elaborate progression 

system. Diablo II (Blizzard Entertainment 2000), first released in June 2000, is broadly classified as an 

isometric roguelike action-role-playing video game. The game has been able to maintain a high degree 

of player dedication and secure a fan-base active to this day. Considering the fast-paced shifts in the 

video game industry and its rapid technological and cultural obsolescence, which was discussed in the 

previous chapter, 21 years is a tremendous amount of time for a video game to keep its fans engaged. 

Admiring Diablo II’s longevity, Seth Sivak (2010) writes: 

 

33 Admittedly, many players also enjoy unlocking achievements, however the argument here is not that 
achievements do not enhance the playing experience but that they do not lead to a long-lasting engagement with 
a single game. 
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This is no small feat, consider some of the other games released in the year 2000: 

Perfect Dark (N64), The Legend of Zelda: Majora’s Mask (N64), Deus Ex (PC), Baulder’s 

Gate: Shadow of Amn (PC), Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 2 (Playstation) and this was just 

picking a few of the best-sellers. How many of these games have thousands of fans 

playing them every day? (186) 

The answer to Sivak’s question is “none of them”. So, what makes Diablo II different? Interestingly, 

several months after the release of Diablo II, one of its designers, Erich Schaefer, predicted that the 

player’s ability to heavily customise their characters would lead to the game’s longevity (2000). The 

reasoning behind this claim is that heavy customisation both creates the potential for endless character 

permutations and provides innumerable decision-making opportunities.34 

Diablo II employs a rather complex progression system which allows the player to endlessly 

experiment with character development (each character permutation is referred to as a “character 

build” or simply a “build”). The game gives the player a choice of seven character classes with each class 

having certain abilities and talents which include: 

Amazon - Skilled with the spear, and bow, she is a very versatile fighter. Barbarian - He is 

unequaled in close-quarters combat, and mastery of weapons. Necromancer - 

Summoning undead minions and cursing his enemies are his specialties. Paladin - He is a 

natural party leader, Holy man, and Blessed Warrior. Sorceress - She has mastered the 

Elemental Magics -- Fire, Lightning, and Ice. … Assassin - Schooled in the martial arts, her 

mind and body are deadly weapons. Druid - Commanding the forces of nature, he 

summons wild beasts and raging storms to his side. (‘Classes’ n.d.) 

Through finding items and upgrades, each character class can be developed into innumerable different 

builds. There are many developable skills which the player can creatively mix, and create original and 

viable builds. The character class Amazon for example, can be developed into a bowazon or magezon 

build (focused strictly on elemental ranged skills), a javazon build (fighting mainly with javelins), or a 

spearzon build (focused on skills like Fend or Jab). If the player wants more challenge, they can play a 

defensive-passive “zon” by putting all their points into dodging skills, decoy and Valkyrie. Developing 

 

34 It is important to note that customisation here refers to the process of making incremental decisions about how 
the character develops as the player progresses in the game and is different from customisation in the sense of 
creating a character from the ground up in the beginning of the game. In other words, unlike some video games in 
which customisation means “character creation”, in Diablo II customisation refers to the gradual and stepwise 
process of character development - which is part of the video game’s progression system. 
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different builds will result in different playstyles. For instance, in the defensive-passive build it looks like 

the player is hidden in the back while their companions do the killing. Being able to try many different 

builds and playstyles guarantees the freshness of each playthrough. Using different strategies and 

making different decisions, the player is able to re-play the game over and over without feeling that the 

gameplay is becoming repetitive. 

Diablo II has a well-designed item generation mechanic that is first of its kind. While the item 

generation is random, it still has a logic to it that makes the experience rewarding for the player. All 

equipable item bases are split into 3 tiers; normal, exceptional, and elite with higher tiers dropping in 

higher difficulties and having more prerequisites, but offering higher capacities. While upgrading from a 

lower tier to a higher tier is possible, downgrading to a lower tier is not possible. What this means is that 

the player must be careful in how they upgrade their characters because these decisions cannot be 

reversed. This adds another layer of decision making to character development. Furthermore, items’ 

rarity is classified into normal, magic, rare, set and unique. Item modifiers/magical properties are called 

affixes, and split into prefixes and suffixes. Normal items spawn without any modifiers, magic items 

spawn with one suffix and one prefix, rare items spawn with up to 3 prefixes and 3 suffixes, and sets and 

unique items are predetermined. No item type is without a use. Normal items are without any magical 

properties, but they are the only type of item that can be made into endgame runewords. Rare items 

are what most players will use until they find unique items, which are usually more useful than rare 

items, but with up to 6 different affixes spawnable, rare items have the capacity to become more useful 

than unique items if properly upgraded. Unique items, with a very low drop-rate, ensure that finding 

just the right one will finish builds. The rarity of such useful items encourages continuous exploration 

and engagement. In fact, a lot of gameplay’s attraction is driven by item rarity. Players spend days 

“hunting” for extremely rare items. Furthermore, all weapons, shields, helms, and body armors can be 

socketed with runes, jewels, and gems to increase their modifiers. In rare cases, it is possible for all 

equipable items (except jewelry) to come in an “ethereal” form, meaning that they will have 50% higher 

capacities and 50% less prerequisites, but at the same time they will have 50% less durability and with 

no possibility of repair. This provides another decision-making opportunity: do I use the item until it 

breaks, or do I save it for a later time in the game when I can socket a zod into it and make it 

indestructible? 

Diablo II’s progression system also enables different player end goals. One player might prefer 

working towards completing the “Holy Grail” - trying to collect 506 unique items in the game - while 

another player might work towards reaching level 99. A player who is only concerned with their item 
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statistics might only settle for perfect rolls on rune words in their hunt for items. How this player plays 

the game can be completely different from how the game is played by a person who commits to speed-

runs and focuses on breaking records. It might be a stretch, but this can be compared to fan fiction and 

how it affords different ways of imagining a world. However, unlike cinematic fan activity which seeks 

variation outside of the text, here the variations in scenarios are found within the game. The player’s 

ability to invent different playstyles is comparable to being able to rewrite the first Star Wars from 

Chewbacca’s perspective. 

Diablo II’s progression system is also accompanied by a sensory feedback system. Certain item 

types have unique drop sounds. For instance, Gold, jewelry, runes and potions all generate unique 

sounds when they drop. This not only helps contextualise the players’ progress and make them notice 

the little increments of item collection and progression, it also helps the players understand what types 

of item they are collecting. The sensory feedback plays an important role in shaping the players’ 

experience of the progression system. For example, as jewelry and runes are potentially some of the 

most valuable items, players instantly rejoice at hearing their sound cues.  

Diablo II also has a reasonably balanced and quite straightforward difficulty arc. On a micro 

scale, as the player develops their character, the game becomes easier for a while, and then gradually 

becomes difficult again by introducing stronger enemies some of which are immune to the magical 

powers that the player-character possesses. The drop in the difficulty makes the players feel their 

characters’ progress and empowerment, and the subsequent rise of the difficulty encourages them to 

further develop their character. On a macro scale, the game is split into 3 difficulty levels (Normal, 

Nightmare, Hell) that are to be completed in order. Each difficulty level contains 5 acts. Despite the 

existence of this overall pre-defined structure, the player can have a varying experience of difficulty 

based on the type of their in-game characters (e.g., sorceress, fire druids, barbarians, wolf or bear druid 

or physical damage bow-amazon). Some character types begin facing problems much earlier in the game 

because found gear and naturally acquired upgrades are not enough for them to keep dealing enough 

damage to the monsters. The “normal” difficulty offers a lot in terms of progression – players need to 

constantly improve their gear and there are always new skills that players focus on unlocking. The 

“nightmare” difficulty poses a lot of new challenges (like monster immunities, larger maps, extra abilities 

for bosses), but not many new solutions - players have to find new gear and get more experience to 

improve their skills and stats. The “hell” difficulty continues the trend of Nightmare difficulty, but here 

the game becomes so difficult that players usually have to either take a step back and keep improving 

their character on the nightmare difficulty until they are ready to proceed, or get creative with their 
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character builds and gameplay (the game offers character re-specification once per difficulty level which 

helps with this). In any case, all character classes can beat the game with varied amount of effort and 

dedication from the player. 

Once the game’s main plot is finished, the player keeps on playing and the game becomes 

centred around endlessly improving the characters - namely, getting better gear and more levels of 

experience. The game content that is available to the player to explore after the game’s narrative is 

finished is referred to as the “end-game” of the game. While upgrading to a higher level in Diablo II’s 

end-game does not increase characters power by a lot, upgrading them by 10 or 20 levels does. The 

higher the level of a character, the less improvement the next level provides. Levels past 90 take 

immense dedication to achieve with the final level (level 99) requiring hundreds of hours to reach. Gear 

improvements vary from marginal (getting a small bonus to one of the character’s statistics) to game-

changing (granting the character a new ability, or multiplying their capacity to damage the enemy). 

Practically, no character is ever completely "maxed out", they could receive marginal improvements to 

their gear almost endlessly (e.g. finding an item that they already have but with better statistics, getting 

better charms, etc.). 

In closing, there are different aspects of Diablo II’s progression system that contribute to the 

game’s longevity. The most important one is the abundance of decision-making opportunities coupled 

with the importance of each decision. Progression in Diablo II is relatively slow-paced with noticeable 

spikes in skills and powers only at key levels (6/12/18/24/30), and noticeable spikes in key item 

acquisitions here and there. This has the net effect of making the player feel that their decisions in 

choosing which attributes, skills, or items to upgrade matter and are rewarded with good builds (and 

conversely, since the game was made at a time where the player could 'fail' games, it is possible for the 

player to completely wreck a character to the point that the character becomes ineffective for a long 

time, further rendering every decision important). Decision making is important to understanding cult 

video games, because decisions lead to variation and replayability. Every situation that requires the 

player to make a decision provides the player with the opportunity to make a different decision from the 

decision they have made in previous playthroughs and consequently create a different experience from 

the previous playthroughs. Furthermore, the players’ ability to develop their characters differently 

results in the viability of different playstyles, rendering the game endlessly replayable. The abundance of 

progression-based decisions that exist in Diablo II also leads to community formation. Fans of the game 

gather around in online communities to seek or provide guidance on how to make these decisions; what 

items to choose from and what aspects to upgrade. Some of these fan-communities are as old as the 
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game itself, and many players decide to start playing the game because they know that there are 

communities to support them through the game’s complexities. The community and the sense of 

comradery and friendship that it creates plays a major role in affording the game cult fandom. Diablo 

II’’s complex and elaborate progression system leads to the creation of communities around the game, 

and the formed communities in return lead to long-lasting fan engagements with the game. The 

importance of community formation will be further discussed in the next chapter. 

Conclusion 

There is no doubt that longevity is a defining characteristic of cult texts. In fact, longevity is so 

important a factor in discussions of cult texts that the idea of the cult has become synonymous with the 

idea of longevity (of active engagement). While there has been much debate on what contributes to the 

longevity of cult films, how video games afford longevity has been remarkably understudied. In this 

chapter I talked about video games’ progression system as one of the key factors in encouraging long 

lasting engagements and affording video games replayability. I introduced the concepts of scripted and 

non-scripted progression systems, and looked at how employing particular types of progression systems 

is more likely to create the feeling of progress in the player and result in their lasting engagement with 

the video game. Importantly, a sense of progress usually invites time investment. The players are bound 

to spend more time playing a video game if their time and efforts effectively contribute to their in-game 

progress. It is also important to consider that the more elaborate a video game’s progression system is, 

not only the longer it takes to fully exhaust that video game’s content, but also the more likely the 

progression system is to create variation in each playthrough, therefore, making the game re-playable 

for a longer period of time. Furthermore, granting the players the freedom to progress based on their 

own decisions, not only increases their sense of control over the game’s content, but also allows them 

to freely manipulate how the game unfolds and create varying experiences each time they play the 

game. A progression system’s ability in encouraging enduring player engagement and inviting frequent 

returns to the game all boils down to two important factors. First, the system needs to make the players 

feel and notice that they are making meaningful progress, and second, the system must create as many 

meaningful decision-making opportunities as possible. Potentially, every decision made in a playthrough 

can be made differently in subsequent playthroughs, resulting in endless variation and high replayability. 

To end, considering that cult texts are mainly identified by their re-readability and longevity, examining 

progression systems, because of their potential to encourage re-playing and extremely longer play 

sessions, is critical to the study of cult video games.  
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Chapter 5: The Endlessly Re-workable Design 

 

 

In this chapter, I will be looking at the practice of modding and how it can increase a video 

game’s longevity and its likelihood of achieving cult status. I will first examine the idea that cult texts are 

generally known for providing extensive opportunities for continued engagement, an idea which 

pervades the majority of the studies that concern cult TV. The cult text is known to have certain 

characteristics that leave the text open to interpretation, re-creation, and imagination. Following a 

similar line of thought, Matt Hills (2002) introduces the concepts of “the endlessly deferred narrative” 

and “hyperdiegesis” as two textual characteristics that can result in long-lasting fan engagements and 

cult status. The endlessly deferred narrative is mainly a characteristic of the story and describes a 

narrative that revolves around “a singular question or related set of questions” that remain unsolved. 

The term hyperdiegesis, on the other hand, relates to worldbuilding and describes when the text hints 

towards the existence of a vast and detailed storyworld, but only ever shows the audience a small 

portion of that world. While the two structures are different in that one relates to the story while the 

other relates to the storyworld, they both are similarly used by fans to extend their time of engagement 

with their object of fandom. The cult fan sees both the mysteries, in the endlessly deferred narrative 

model, and the lack of information, in the hyperdiegesis model, as gaps that need to be filled extra-

textually, which prompts various fan activities. The cult text is, therefore, marked by a form of 

incompleteness that stimulates the fans to intervene and fill in the gaps through continuously 

participating in speculation, discussion, and creation. Using this as a framework for analysis, in the 

second part of the chapter, I will look at the workings of the practice of modding and will examine how 

moddability, as a video game characteristic, provides a video game-specific entry point for endless fan 

participation that can contribute to the game’s cult status. Borrowing from Hills’ concept of the 

endlessly differed narrative, I will then introduce the concept of the endlessly reworkable design to 

describe video games that allow an intratextual expansion of the storyworld through modding. The 

endlessly reworkable design describes a video game that not only affords modding but is also more 

likely to be modded. I will finally look at the video game Doom (id Software 1993), a video game 

considered to be the epitome of cult video games, and examine how it employs an endlessly reworkable 

design and how this has led to its longevity and cult status. 
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1. Fans’ infinite engagement with cult TV  

Cult TV fandom is most often characterised by a type of endless engagement with the text. This 

continuous engagement appears in different forms of fan activity and is always in some way afforded by 

the text itself. Cult fans tend to endlessly participate in fan fiction writing, cosplay, community activities 

(discussions, debates, speculations, etc.), and so on. Studies of cult media, hence, often focus on finding 

the textual features that might encourage, invite, or afford such activities. Fans readily accept the 

invitation to participate in such activities because they allow extended engagement with their favourite 

text. This will of course depend on the medium. The time of engagement with a motion picture is very 

limited. For instance, the runtime of Star Wars (1977) is only two hours, and even if we combine the 

runtime of every Star Wars film, it will hardly be more than 25 hours. While this time of engagement is 

traditionally extended through re-visiting the text repeatedly, the limited content only allows so much 

repetition. Consequently, the initial engagement has to be supplemented with fan productions, 

including fan fictions, cosplay, and so on. 

In one of the first discussions around how cult texts afford continuous engagement, Umberto 

Eco focuses on worldbuilding and opines that for a film to become cult “it must provide a completely 

furnished world, so that its fans can quote characters and episodes as if they were part of the beliefs of 

a sect, a private world of their own, a world about which one can play puzzle games and trivia contests” 

(1985, 3). Eco’s observation is quite important in that unlike most previous studies of cult cinema, it tries 

to find a balance between textual features and fan behaviours. Fan activities are intertwined with what 

the text has to offer. As Mathijs notes: 

Eco carefully elaborates on this relationship, insisting that mechanisms in the reception 

of Casablanca may help understand the features of the film. Or to put it more directly: it 

is essential for the understanding of cult movies to concentrate on exactly which 

mechanisms govern reception and how they inform the understanding of textual 

features. (2003, 110) 

Eco further adds that “in order to transform a work into a cult object one must be able to break, 

dislocate, unhinge it so that one can remember only parts of it, irrespective of their original relationship 

with the whole” (1985, 4). What Eco calls a “furnished world” is a world that provides the fans with 

enough material to endlessly play with, which is not dissimilar to what Matt Hills (2002) terms 

“hyperdiegesis”. Hyperdiegesis is a defining feature of cult TV and refers to “the creation of a vast and 

detailed narrative space, only a fraction of which is ever directly seen or encountered within the text, 
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but which nevertheless appears to operate according to principles of internal logic and extension” (104). 

Showing only a fraction of an expansive and detailed universe, as some cult texts do, invites engagement 

by “stimulating creative speculation and providing a trusted environment for affective play”. To put it 

simply, the audience looks at what is shown to them and speculates on what is not shown. It should be 

emphasised, however, that not all texts draw attention to the world. When a text focuses too much on 

narrative events, a reader or reviewer is not encouraged to know more about the world in which these 

events take place. In a hyperdiegetic text, on the other hand, the world becomes a place for multiple 

forms of interaction. A good example of such a vast and detailed narrative space can be seen in 

Futurama (1999-2013), a TV series that recounts the adventures of its three main characters working at 

an interplanetary delivery company in the 31st century. By presenting the audience with numerous 

planets, and many extra-terrestrial species and extra-terrestrial cultures, the series provides an 

intergalactical space for fans to experiment with. Not only does the series present a large amount of 

detail about the storyworld, but it also hints at the existence of worlds not directly shown to the 

audience. Consequently, Futurama fan fictions would often focus on re/creating the planets or the 

species that were only slightly mentioned by the series’ characters or slightly shown in particular 

episodes. More importantly, as long as the series operates “according to principles of internal logic and 

extension”, its fans can borrow elements and details from the show and invent entirely new locations 

and characters that did not ever exist in the original narrative. Another example of hyperdiegesis can be 

seen in the Lost series which, as Gupta notes, “presents an intricate, defined space that leaves room for 

the audience to imagine a deeper mythology and a world beyond the show” (2015, 10). While the space 

that Lost shows to the audience might not be as extensive as the universe that Futurama and Star Wars 

present, the show does continually reference “other places or stories that [exist] off the island, 

suggesting an unseen but extensive storyworld”, and providing an opportunity for fan speculation and 

fan creation. 

Another feature of cult TV shows that is said to contribute to their persistence is what Matt Hills 

terms “the endlessly deferred narrative” (2002, 101). Unlike hyperdiegesis, which centers around 

worldbuilding, the endlessly deferred narrative is mainly concerned with the story. As Hills elaborates, 

the endlessly deferred narrative is often centered around an enigma or “a singular question or related 

set of questions” the resolution of which is continuously deferred.35 This enigma, mystery, or gap 

 

35 Hills uses The Hitch-hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy as an example, arguing that “we get extracts from ‘the Guide’ but 
are never privy to its entirety, leaving it open to reinvention as a source of narrative information and 
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provides an entry point for the audience to endlessly speculate on and re-create their object of fandom. 

Hills uses Doctor Who, among others, as an example of the endlessly deferred narrative. In Doctor Who 

the identity of the central character is “offered up as a mystery, or as ‘unfinished’/unknown” (101). Hills 

observes that “‘Doctor Who?’ is thus the question addressed throughout the programme’s history in a 

variety of ways … Doctor Who projects its endlessly deferred narrative almost entirely upon the (non-) 

identity of its (anti)hero”. As Paul Booth (2011) notes, one aspect of this central mystery is the Doctor’s 

age: 

which increases at a rate faster than that of the audience’s viewing of the show: for 

example, in a serial broadcast in 1978 (Spenton-Foster 1978) the Doctor’s age is given as 

between 756 and 759. In an episode broadcast in 2010, 32 years later (Adam Smith 

2010), the Doctor states that his age is 907. The complexity of the Doctor Who narrative 

makes it such that the ‘missing’ 148 years of the Doctor’s life exist but are unseen, a part 

of the fabula. Indeed, to fill in the gaps in the sjuzhet by expounding the fabula becomes 

one key aspect of fandom. (336) 

A similar gap, as Hills further notes, can be found in Star Trek where the character of Mr Spock is 

presented as an enigma by virtue of being the only alien aboard the ship (2002, 101). The character’s 

status “as a half-Vulcan introduced an ongoing question regarding the nature of this difference”. In fact, 

such ongoing mysteries can be found in many cult TV series. As Hills notes elsewhere, TV shows like 

“Angel, Babylon 5, Blake’s 7, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Doctor Who, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, The 

Prisoner, Star Trek, Twin Peaks and The X-Files” are all characterised by persistent enigmas, and “by 

ongoing or unresolved mysteries about their characters, character relationships, or aspects of their 

invented worlds” (2005, 190). 

The cult show, by introducing sustained knowledge gaps, allows fans to endlessly develop 

theories, and take part in discussions, speculations, and fan creations. This openness to interpretation, 

re-creation, and manipulation significantly expands the scope of fan engagement and consequently 

extends the text’s presence in fan culture.36 This also explains why many cancelled shows ended up 

 

revelation”(2002, 101). However, “The Guide”, I believe, is a more appropriate example for hyperdiegesis than it is 
for the endlessly deferred narrative. The audience is presented with only a glimpse of what an intergalactical 
encyclopedia can include, and the rest of this Guide is left to the audience’s imagination. 
36 In fact, the outcome of implementing such knowledge gaps seems to be so obvious that some directors use 
them solely for the purpose of fostering long-standing fandoms. Kathryn Hill notes, for instance, that Joss Whedon 

the creator of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997-2003) “deliberately places ambiguities within the storyline to 

encourage fan involvement” (2014, 176). 
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becoming cult objects; “sometimes the most endlessly deferred narrative of all is that which will never 

officially be answered or closed down” (Hills 2002, 103). 

While different concepts, hyperdiegesis and endlessly deferred narrative have one important 

similarity; both are based on what is not shown, i.e. a lack of information. What makes such a lack of 

information important for cult TV is that it acts as an opening, an opening which is seen by cult fans as 

both an entry point and an invitation to engage with the text on a deeper level; to become co-creators. 

Therefore, as Hills notes, cult status “seems to hinge on a certain ‘undecidability’, a space for 

interpretation, speculation and fan affect” (2002, 109).  

2. Endless fan engagement in video games 

Now, can we expect hyperdiegesis and the endlessly deferred narrative to have a similar effect 

on video game fandom? Probably not. Looking at the endless engagement that cult video games afford 

from a cinematic narrative perspective is quite problematic because the player/game relationship is 

quite different from the viewer/film relationship. While it might be tempting to simply claim that games 

are not narrative, which forces one to dip into the tired discussion of narratology vs. ludology (see Juul 

2004 and Simons 2007), the two aspects cannot be navigated separately, for in video games the 

gameplay, the story, and the storyworld heavily intertwine. The gameplay aspect informs how the player 

gets involved with the storyworld and the progression of the narrative, and vice versa. As Jenkins argues, 

it is more appropriate to see video games “less as stories than as spaces ripe with narrative possibility” 

(2004, 119). Considering this, and that, as Tanja Sihvonen (2011) notes, “even the simplest game can be 

interpreted as a construction of semiosis that conveys narrative” (30), a less controversial proposition, 

then, would be that a traditional story component is often secondary to other aspects of a video game 

including gameplay mechanics, game rules, physics, or the visual representation of the space of play. 

Moreover, generally in video games for the embedded story components to be fully appreciated, the 

interactive component needs to subside.  

Many video games include forms of action that cannot be given a narrative correlate. To move 

further away from the bold (and unpopular) claim that “games are not narrative”, I would like to argue 

that having a traditional story component is not a necessary condition for games. As Jenkins argues: 

The experience of playing games can never be simply reduced to the experience of a 

story. Many other factors that have little or nothing to do with storytelling per se 

contribute to the development of great games. (2004, 120) 
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This brings me closer to my discussion of cult video games most of which do not employ a sophisticated 

narrative. This is in sharp contrast to cult films, which are strongly narrative based. So, the main 

questions that arise here are: how are video game fans afforded to extend the time of engagement with 

the game, or to participate in the creation of the game? More simply, where is the gap that provides an 

entry point for game fans to develop, create, and manipulate the text? 

As I mentioned earlier, film fan activity, in particular fan fictions, are often seen as a means of 

extending the film’s time of engagement. To put it differently, what fans create around the text is used 

to supplement many years of engagement with a text that otherwise affords a limited time of 

engagement. Even simply discussing a film extends the fans’ time of involvement with the text through 

extratextual activity. Video games, however, always offer gameplay iterability and often narrative 

variation. Furthermore, the iterability of gameplay supplants the need to create new narratives (or to 

explain gaps in narratives). Any one game allows the player to supplement the time of engagement 

within the game. The video game player often plays through scenes more than once in different ways, 

even before they get to the end of the game. Furthermore, the player can potentially protract the 

gameplay endlessly without attending to or exhausting the narrative. As a result, the need to 

supplement the progressive narrative through creating/consuming fan fictions is significantly less in a 

video game than a film. In addition, because video games are centred around interactivity (the medium 

is almost always defined through interactivity), fan fiction, as a fan activity, is generally not as long-

lasting within gaming fan communities as within film fan communities.37 This might very well be the 

reason that the films that are based on video games are usually panned by the games’ fans. Lastly, there 

is less need for fan fictions when the video game allows so much time of internal involvement within the 

space of the storyworld. 

Generally, in video games the major narrative events are separated by spaces in which the 

player is allowed to engage with the game without the constraints of the narrative events. This does not 

necessarily mean that the player is allowed to entirely distance herself from the story, but that the 

player is able to freely extend the time of engagement in between narrative events. Even the smallest 

narrative events have these spaces between them. In the video game The Last of Us, for example, there 

are many instances in which the player is asked to perform an action to move the story forward (and 

potentially trigger the next micro-event), however, the player is also afforded the freedom not to attend 

 

37 Most video game fan fictions do not even mention how the game is played. As Andrew Burn writes, most video 
game fan fiction writers “largely ignore the game system and concentrate on the narrative” (2006, 158) 
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to what the progressive narrative requires them to do. Not having to immediately respond to every 

narrative event, the player can hold back, explore the environment, interact with random objects, or 

simply walk around and appreciate the scenery. There is also some degree of variability in between the 

narrative events in every playthrough, which allows a further extension of the time of engagement. 

Previous mediums on the other hand, do not allow the text to be extended internally. Big Lebowski’s 

fans cannot protract the characters’ bowling sessions by somehow stopping the film from proceeding to 

the next narrative event. To extend the text, therefore, film fans need to engage with text 

extratextually. 

Going back to the issue of cult video games, more appropriate questions, then, would be: If 

every video game already allows the player to extend the time of engagement, how can some video 

games afford even further extensions? What is a cult video game if every video game offers endless 

possibilities for engagement? 

3. Cult video games 

It is important to note that while video games afford a significantly longer time of engagement 

than films do, there is still a point after which the game becomes repetitive. In The Last of Us for 

example, there are only so many things that the player can do outside of the narrative before the game 

becomes repetitive, and there is only so much time that a player can spend in an environment before 

she gets bored. For a video game to afford years and years of engagement, therefore, it still needs some 

form of supplementation. While the cult film uses hyperdiegesis and the endlessly deferred narrative to 

invite the fans to supplement their engagement with the text, the cult video game affords this 

supplementation through what I term the endlessly reworkable design. Similar to how a cult film affords 

long-standing engagements by leaving a gap in the narrative and leaving the story open to speculation 

and creation, the cult game is left open to re-structuring, modification, and re/creation through its 

endlessly reworkable design. Endlessly reworkable design describes when a video game is designed to 

encourage players to modify its content and structure. An endlessly reworkable design enables the 

player to more freely take control of the game and alter parts or the whole of what the game has to 

offer. This potentially leads to the creation of endless variations to the same text and significantly 

increases the player’s time of engagement with the text. 

Before delving deeper into the workings of the endlessly reworkable design, it is important to 

note that a major difference between cult films and cult video games is that while what film fans create 

can only lead to extratextual expansion, meaning that fan productions, engagements, and manipulations 
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all happen in the space around the text, video game fan creations can lead to intratextual expansion. In 

other words, the cult video game’s endlessly reworkable design allows the fan to expand the space 

within the text and stretch out the text internally through modification of scenes, settings, characters, 

etc38. 

The practice of modifying a video game’s content and structure using external tools and 

resources is usually described as modding (from modifying). Modding a video game comes in different 

shapes and forms and can have different purposes such as fixing design flaws, adding new content (new 

features, new environments, new tools, etc.), and removing unwanted elements, etc. The modification 

can then be shared with other players in the form of data files or data packages referred to as mods. For 

other players to use a mod, they have to install the mod files into the game’s data, usually replacing the 

game’s original files. The practice of creating and using mods is extremely community-centred and its 

proper function often depends on a consistent back-and-forth between mod users and mod creators. 

4. Defining modding 

Before getting into a more detailed discussion of the implications of the endlessly reworkable 

design, it is necessary to first explore what it mainly affords, which is modding. In its simplest form, 

modding is defined as the act of altering a game using software tools that are not included in the game, 

generally via computer programming (Poor 2013, 1250). Modding, as Poor further notes, is different 

from customisation of the game through adjusting the game’s settings and preferences, “it is making 

changes that cannot be made through the game as it is”. Modding, therefore, involves “tinkering with 

and directly affecting the codebase of the program” (Newman 2008, 151). Furthermore, it is important 

to note that mods are also defined by who creates them, meaning that for a modification to be 

considered a mod it has to be made by fans and players themselves and not “by those at game 

companies” (Poor 2013, 1250). It is then more appropriate to describe modding as creating “fan-made 

changes” (Moody 2014, 20) or, as Alexander Unger puts it, as “modification of the software code of a 

proprietary digital game made by nonemployed fans or gamers” (Unger 2009 cited in Unger 2012, 514). 

While these definitions mainly concern the act of modifying a video game, the product of the act of 

modding, which, as I mentioned above, is referred to as a “mod”, needs its own definition. Since video 

 

38 One might argue that films, too, can be expanded intratextually through fan-edits, but it should be emphasised 
that the intratextual modification that is afforded to film fans are limited to reusing the content that is given to 
them. Almost all of film/tv fan modifications are limited to rearrangement and removal of scenes, characters, and 
events, of the original text, and true ‘expansion’ or addition is hardly achievable within film or TV fandom. 
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games are digital texts modifying them is essentially modifying data files. Modifying, removing or adding 

to any part of a game’s content results in the alteration of some of the game’s original files and often 

the addition of new files. This provides the opportunity for “modders” to share their modifications by 

sharing the altered or newly created data files on the Internet. A mod can therefore be considered as a 

software piece or a collection of digital data that “modifies the process and experience of a digital game, 

such that it differs tangibly from its original form” (Watson 2019, 11). In a more comprehensive 

definition, citing David Nieborg (2005), Unger describes mods as software programs that can be found 

on the Internet for free “and can be installed over the original proprietary game. By installing the mod, 

specific parts or modules of the original software are replaced or extended” (2012, 514). As Unger 

further elaborates: 

the spectrum of mods can range from small mods, which only change some parameters 

of the original game via the creation of new maps, levels, or textures as well as new 

scenarios, to TCs that ‘mod’ the original game and its context of meaning so far that a 

new game is actually created. (2012, 514) 

Modifications can span from small adjustments to the game content like changing an item’s color 

palette or changing a character’s model all the way to altering the game beyond recognition. However, it 

is important to note that while it is possible for a player to modify a game to the extent of creating an 

entirely different game,39 the usual practice of modding does not go that far and mainly involves 

different ways of improving or “personalising” the existing game. In the following paragraphs I will 

discuss the history and the different types of modding and how an endlessly re-workable design can lead 

to video game’s culthood. 

4.1 History of modding 

Researchers often tend to trace modding back to the first ever video game, Spacewar! (1962) 

(Laukkanen 2005; Sotamaa 2003; Laukkanen 2005; Unger 2009; Crabtree 2013; Fuller 2018). Spacewar! 

was made by an MIT student on a PDP-1 computer and became the subject of modification by other 

students at MIT. While it is impossible to deny the influence that Spacewar! had on future programmers 

(Sihvonen 2011), seeing it as the pioneer of video game modding culture would be an overestimation, 

 

39 The practice of modifying a video game beyond recognition is referred to as total conversion. In a total 
conversion mod, almost all of the original game’s content is replaced with new content, resulting in a completely 
new game. 
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for playing and modifying the game was limited to a small community of professional programmers. As 

Tero Laukkanen (2005) notes, “it would be quite a stretch to call the handful of Spacewar hackers on 

selected research facilities a modding culture” (7). In fact, it was much later, in 1983, that the first ever 

video game mod, Castle Smurfenstein (1983), appeared. Castle Smurfenstein, which is widely recognised 

as the first game mod by both the industry and the gaming community was a modification of the video 

game Castle Wolfenstein (1981). As Jackson (2018) notes, Castle Smurfenstein was the first modification 

of “a commercial tile by consumers using their own PCs” making it “the first ‘true’ mod in the sense that 

modding is done by consumers of industrially-produced products” (89). The mod was a satirical 

reworking of the original game which replaced the Nazi characters from the original game with 

characters from the popular animated TV series The Smurfs (1981-1989). 

While Castle Wolfenstein is almost unanimously seen as the first commercial video game to be 

modified by a player, it was only with release of Wolfenstein 3D (1992) that modding gained momentum 

and became a mainstream practice. Developed by id Software and published by Apogee Software and 

FormGen, Wolfenstein 3D was a first-person shooter video game set during World War II in Nazi 

Germany. Despite not being designed to be easily modifiable and being considerably “difficult to hack–

requiring someone to effectively write over the original content” (Kushner 2003a, 95), the game was the 

subject of hundreds of player-made modifications shortly after its release. Being pleased with players’ 

enthusiasm for modding Wolfenstein 3D, the game’s programmers John Carmack and John Romero 

decided to design their future video games to be easily modifiable. Consequently, id Software’s next 

game, Doom (1993), was released with a much more malleable structure giving the players easy access 

to packaged media data files that were “designed to be separate from the main game code, allowing 

modders to more easily swap-in different assets like sound effects and graphics without damaging or 

deleting core functionality, and reducing issues with compatibility when mod files are shared” (Fuller 

2018, 92). James Newman writes: 

id software were visionary enough to identify this as an important direction of travel for 

their games and adjusted their development patterns accordingly. For their followup 

title, DOOM, libraries and directories of files were reorganised so that media assets such 

as character graphics could be more easily accessed and edited. Lead programmer John 

Carmack also released the source code of the program online as a shareware project 

and very soon development tools and editors were being fashioned by the emergent 

community of modders. (2008, 166) 
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While releasing Doom’s source code was an unprecedent move in the video game industry (Morris 2003, 

2), it led to the significant popularity of the game and the appearance of a sizable modding community, 

which encouraged other video game companies to take a similarly modification friendly approach in the 

design of their video games. From this point forward, modding became an inseparable part of gaming 

culture. Most video games released in the past two decades have been accompanied by some form of 

software tool that facilitates their modification. Numerous websites have been dedicated to modding 

communities creating a space for modders to share their mods with other players. Furthermore, 

platforms like Nexusmods and Steam Workshop have been created to host mod files and facilitate 

sharing and accessing mods, and providing a space for mod creators and mod users to communicate. 

4.2 Types of modding 

Player-made modifications come in different types with each type serving a different purpose. A 

player might choose to modify a video game to fix design problems from a simple temporary 

malfunction in the game’s graphics or gameplay (usually referred to as a glitch or a bug) to larger design 

issues like unresponsive controls or unfavourable physics. For instance, one of the most popular mods of 

the video game Fallout 4 (2015) fixes a design issue that causes the player-character to move slower 

while they are in the third-person mode than when they are in the first-person mode. The usual 

incentive behind such mods is in most cases simply a frustration with the game in its original state. 

Elaborating on his motivation for creating this mod, the modder explains: 

While most third-person issues probably can only ever be fixed through F4SE dll 

wizardry, the mobility issue was enough of an annoyance to me, since I use the vanity 

camera a lot, that I decided to put a band aid on it. And that's what this mod is: A patch 

to cover the leaky hole that is third-person mobility. (Asterra 2017, bold original) 

Frustrated with the mentioned design issue in Fallout 4, Asterra not only finds it necessary to modify the 

game and “put a band aid” on the problem, but he also finds it necessary to share the solution with 

other players in the Fallout 4 community. Other players in return “endorse” the mod and leave positive 

feedback if they find the mod useful. In a positive comment to Asterra’s mod one user writes “I love this 

mod. It used to drive me nuts that 3rd person was slower but I didn't have any idea how to fix it myself. 

Thank you so much!” (cosmikkiwi 2018). It is then not hard to imagine how the practice of modding can 

lead to formation of modding communities and, as I will discuss later, result in the long-lasting appeal of 

a video game. 
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It is typical for a modder to modify a video game to change something in the game that the 

player thinks should have been designed in a “better” way. This is a little different from creating mods to 

fix bugs or glitches as, here, the element that is being modded is not necessarily dysfunctional in its 

original form. Many players, for instance, create reShade mods to modify a game’s post-processing 

effects (which includes elements like lighting, blur, etc.) believing that the game in its original state 

needs correction. Reshade mods tend to be one of the most popular mod types being created today 

with typical reshades being downloaded tens to hundreds of thousands of times. Another example of 

this type of mods is a mod for the video game Skyrim, which makes the non-playable characters living in 

villages or cities run indoors during dragon or vampire attacks. The creator of the mod explains their 

disappointment with this aspect of the game in its original state and what motivated them to create this 

mod: 

This was born out of frustration at seeing the citizens all trying to be a hero and rushing 

headlong to their Doom attacking dragons and vampires. Instead, the citizens will run to 

safety like smart people should when faced with the horrors of giant flying fire breathing 

lizards (or bloodthirsty undead). NPCs who live in the attack location who own a home 

there will retreat to it. If the attack location has an inn, NPCs who don't live there will 

flee to the inn, along with any NPCs who live outdoors. If no inn is present the game 

picks a random interior from the surrounding area and those NPCs will flee there 

instead. (Arthmoor 2012) 

Since its release, the ”Run For Your Lives” mod, as it is called, has been welcomed by the community 

with other players calling it “essential” (RichWebster 2012) and “easily one of the best ideas ever” 

(AwesomeJohn22 2012). The mod has been downloaded 2.7 million time as of December 2020 attesting 

to the fact that not only the modder, but also a large part of the game’s player community feel that the 

game needs this correction.  

Modding is not by any means limited to fixing bugs and glitches, and major motivation is to 

create additional content. When a modification visibly adds various elements to the content of a game it 

is usually referred to as an add-on which comes in different forms like skinning, mapping, texture 

swapping, character creation and so on. A player might decide to mod a video game to simply increase 

the number of ways a character can look by adding new clothes, new skin-tones, or even new tattoos, or 

they might mod the game to add new items and weapons. For instance, one mod for the video game 

GTA V adds a katana to the player’s arsenal (see Tarhumuk 2015), while another mod substitutes the 

original player-character’s model with one that resembles Rambo (see MTN4456 2020). Larger add-ons 
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include mods that create new levels, new maps or entirely new textures which make the game look 

different but play the same. The practice of creating new levels or maps for a video game is usually 

referred to as mapping and involves adding new areas to the game by manipulating and reorienting the 

already available different environmental elements like buildings, walls, roads, terrains, bodies of water, 

etc. Level design can take a step further and create wholly new levels or areas from newly created 

assets, keeping players engaged with a video game for a significantly longer time than what is 

considered the normal shelf life of video games in that particular genre. 

Another type of modding is altering and tweaking how the game works without necessarily 

adding any newly created content to it. This includes modifying the gameplay mechanics, gameplay 

rules, game physics, and sometimes the graphics, and it can range from simple tweaks like modifying a 

game to make the player-character jump higher or move faster to more innovative (and unusual) 

modifications like making the player’s gun shoot out cars instead of bullets (see flocraftMods 2015). 

While such mods do not add newly created content to the game, they do in essence re-new the game’s 

already available content. The mod that makes guns in the video game GTA 5 (2013) shoot out cars, for 

example, does not add any newly created content (the game already includes guns and it already 

includes cars), but it does present the player with a car-shooting gun which creates a significantly new 

experience.  

Modding also involves creatively experimenting with the game system. In another example from 

the GTA 5 modding community, one player decided to replace the sticky bombs in the game with 

Samsung Galaxy Note 7 devices (see HitmanNiko 2016), referring to the real-life Samsung Galaxy Note 7 

battery issue that caused the phone to explode. In another example, this time from the video game 

Resident Evil 2 (2019), a mod replaces a frightening character with Thomas the Tank Engine from the 

British children TV series Thomas & Friends (1984-present). The mod does not affect the game in any 

way other than changing the visual representation of a major enemy character, and the mod’s 

description (which is written by its creator) simply reads “Honestly, I dont [sic] know why i [sic] made 

this” (ZombieAli 2019).40 While the description is probably meant to refer to the fact that the mod is not 

practically useful in a gameplay sense, it also shows that the mod is imaginative and experimental in 

nature. It is important to note once again, that all these modifications and manipulations are happening 

within the text. Unlike fans of previous media, a video game fan can be afforded the opportunity to 

 

40 Interestingly, another player created a complementary mod for the “Thomas the Tank Engine mod”, replacing 
the enemy’s entrance soundtrack with Thomas & Friends’ theme song (see DJPop 2019). 
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participate in the process of expansion of the text from within the text. Modding, therefore, creates new 

ways of viewing the game and sometimes positions the modder as an author within the fan community. 

Finally, affording this sort of experimentation not only allows the player a space to practice their 

creativity but it also leads to innumerable varieties of the same game and continuously re-news other 

players’ interest in the game. 

In some cases, players modify a video game beyond recognition. In what is usually called a ‘total 

conversion mod’, “a modder could remove nearly all of the original game content, substitute in new 

content, and essentially create a new game” (Wallace 2014, 219). In these extreme instances, Hector 

Postigo (2010) explains, modding is: 

very much unlike fan fiction or other participatory culture products that change or 

“poach” original content because mods can be radically transformative essentially 

abandoning the original narrative, the original characters and other initial content. (6) 

Total conversion mods are a good example of both how far player modifications can go and how flexible 

a video game can be. The modder is in reality using the video game as a platform to create another 

video game. In a total conversion mod, the original game is stripped of all its artistic assets and 

sometimes even its gameplay mechanics, and all this content is replaced by newly created content 

which do not in any way resemble anything from the original game. The most famous examples of total 

conversion mods are Counter-Strike (2000) and Garry’s Mod (2006). Developed by Minh Le and Jess 

Cliffe, Counter-Strike was initially released in 1999 as a mod for the video game Half-Life (1998). 

Counter-Strike was a mod that, as Nicholas Werner explains, “turned the science-fiction shooter into a 

terrorism-themed multiplayer experience” (Werner 2018), entirely changing the original video game in 

every aspect except the first person perspective and mechanics. As the mod grew in popularity, its 

developers were approached by Valve (the company who created Half-Life) “offering to buy the 

Counter-Strike intellectual property and offering both jobs to continue its development” (‘Counter-

Strike’ n.d.). Likewise, Garry’s Mod (2006) was initially released as a mod for the video game Half-Life 2 

(Valve 2004), which modified the original video game into an entirely new experience. Similar to Le and 

Cliffe, the developer of Garry’s Mod was approached by Valve for a discussion about the possibility of 

the mod’s commercial release as a standalone game. As Sihvonen (2011) notes, games like Counter-

Strike have been “the target of much – if not nearly all – of the academic interest in modding” (2011, 

58). In addition to specific interest in the first-person shooter genre, mods like Counter-Strike also 

foreground the relationship between the video game industry and modding communities. 
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4.3 Modding and the Industry 

As with other participatory culture activities, modding has for a long time been a subject of 

debate on the relationship between creative fan activity and the industry’s hold on intellectual 

copyright. Mods, as Ryan Wallace (2014) writes, “are viewed as derivative works and are, therefore, 

violations of the copyright holder’s rights if made without the copyright holder’s consent” (224). In 

general, the video game industry tends to be supportive of modding as a fan activity. although this 

support is usually accompanied by some form of constraint and regulation, it should also be noted that 

the control that the video game industry exerts on fan activities is much less restrictive than that of the 

traditional media industries. As James Newman (2008) argues, unlike traditional media fandoms which 

often have a “tenuous relationship with the mainstream of the commercial media industries, tolerated 

or ignored in the shadow economy of fandom …, in the case of videogame modding, gamers enjoy a 

quite different position” (152). Newman further explains that the modders' work is not only accepted, 

but actively supported through providing development tools and distribution options. This difference 

has much to do with how different industries protect or even view copyright issues. As Sihvonen (2011) 

notes, traditional media industries tend to be much more protective of their intellectual properties, 

copyrights, and trademarks than video game developers (84). Sihvonen aptly adds: 

This is partly due to the diverging textualities of the cultural products in question: the 

essence of a game is the result of the private reconfiguration of its code (and the 

possible public distribution of those reconfigurations), and in this it differs from the use 

value of books, films or TV programmes, the usage of which does not necessarily 

contribute to the text itself in any (ergodic) way. The narrative potential of the more 

traditional media products is idealistically intended – at least from the industry 

perspective – to be celebrated ‘as is’. (2011, 84) 

The private changing of a code could lead to public changes when that code is shared. Also, the industry 

accepts modding due to the prevalence of shareable game engines and the fact that many in the 

industry are programmers – the idea of development tools is a fundamental aspect of programming. 

Another issue that needs to be discussed is that while it is possible for traditional media texts to be 

partially experienced (i.e. partially watched, read, or listened to) through fan-made extractions from the 

text (like quotes, edits, or remixes), the experience of interactivity cannot be transferred through 

excerpts of a video game. Within game cultures, as Sihvonen further notes, “online distribution of game 

screenshots, character development descriptions and walkthroughs (‘plot guides’) is tolerated, even 

encouraged by game companies” (2011, 85). There are a few reasons for this acceptance. Firstly, as I 
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already mentioned, the experience of interactivity (which is the core aspect of a video game and is often 

its most difficult aspect to develop) is not transferable through fan creations. Consequently, the video 

game developer is much more relaxed when it comes to taking protective measures against fan made 

paratexts such as screenshots and walkthroughs.41 Secondly, for a player to experience the fan creations 

that do include some form of interactivity, i.e. mods, they have to purchase the original product; 

“nobody can play my transformed version of the game unless they become a consumer of the original 

work” (Jenkins 2006, 163). As a result, not only modding is unlikely to be destructive of industry profits, 

but it is also, on the contrary, undeniably effective in increasing sales numbers because it forces gamers 

to purchase a copy of the game “in order to gain access to the slew of fan-created content” (Gallagher, 

Jong, and Sinervo 2017, 39). Thirdly, and finally, as I will discuss in more detail later in this chapter, video 

game fan creations, in particular mods, almost certainly lead to the video game’s longevity as they re-

new player-interest by creating variations to a potentially tired text. 

While video game companies generally encourage modding, they do often take certain steps to 

control this activity. This control usually comes in two different forms: adopting restrictive end-user 

license agreements and designing the game in a way that limits modding capabilities. The most common 

type of control which usually comes in the form end-user license agreements (EULA) involves prohibiting 

financial gains from selling video game modifications or preventing the mod from operating without the 

original game. The EULA of the video game Quake III Arena (id Software 1999), for example, states: 

ID grants to you the non-exclusive and limited right to create for the Software (except 

any Software code) your own modifications (the ‘New Creations’) which shall operate 

only with the Software (but not any demo, test or other version of the Software). (cited 

in Newman 2008, 174) 

Mods, as Wallace (2014) notes, “can only legally exist through the permission of the copyright holder” 

(2014, 224). While EULAs do not necessarily stop every modder from tinkering with the game content, 

they do put them in a tricky, if not dangerous, legal position. As Wallace further notes, “if, at any time, 

the copyright holder disagrees with the direction that a particular mod is taking, it can pull the plug and 

require the development or distribution of the mod to cease” (224). Wallace uses a very good example 

of how years and years of working on a mod can be rendered pointless if the copyright holder disagrees 

with a particular modification: 

 

41 The images produced in a video walkthrough are seen as somewhat a product of the gamer’s activity. The gamer 
produces the particular act of playing within or navigating a space. 
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when Square Enix, the developer of the popular Final Fantasy series, found out about a 

fan-based mod that had taken art from a ROM file for a game owned by the company, 

Square Enix promptly sent a cease and desist letter to the mod developers threatening 

$150,000 in damages per work. The mod had been in development for five years and 

was ninety-eight percent complete. Threatened with litigation and lacking a legal basis 

for their work, the developers abandoned their project. (2014, 224) 

While this example is a little extreme and such incidents do not happen frequently, there is no question 

that the practice of modding, as Unger (2012) writes, always “dwells in a legal limbo and accordingly has 

a sensitive status in relation to media law and the game industry” (Unger 2012, 514).  

Another common way of controlling modding activities is limiting the degree to which a video 

game can be modified. This lack of support for modifications can come in the form of either not 

releasing developer tools that are usually required for manipulating a game’s content, or designing the 

game in a way that prevents modifications. An example of such an impenetrably designed video game is 

Battlefield 3 (Electronic Arts 2011) whose lack of moddability infuriated the series’ fans and its modding 

community (Rob Keyes 2012 cited in Kyle A. Moody 2014, 34). This opposition to the practice of 

modding, as Moody (2014) argues, is related to most companies' excessive apprehension and “suspicion 

of participatory media creation and fan labor on copyrighted IP in general” (34). Explaining the tension 

between encouraging and at the same trying to control audience engagement, Jenkins argues: 

The media industry is increasingly dependent on active and committed consumers to 

spread the word about valued properties in an overcrowded media marketplace, and in 

some cases they are seeking ways to channel the creative output of media fans to lower 

their production costs. At the same time, they are terrified of what happens if this 

consumer power gets out of control. (Jenkins 2006 cited in Moody 2014) 

The restrictive measures that the video game industry takes on modding, therefore, are most of the 

time not as much limiting in nature as they are supervisory. 

Video game companies are well aware of the economic value of modding and while they try to 

control the practice as much as they can, they also tend to provide the means for it to flourish. In fact, as 

Sotamaa (2010) notes, the game industry’s support for creating mods has played a crucial role in the 

“rise of the modding phenomenon as a whole” (240). This support comes in the form of facilitating 

modding through releasing software developer kits, creating a space (e.g. a website) for the mods to be 
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shared, and sometimes creating competitions and awarding mods that are considered of high quality.42 

The reason for this support, Sotamaa further argues, is that mods and modders are very likely to lead to 

the commercial success of a video game (2010, 240-241). As mentioned earlier, for a player to be able to 

experience a mod they have to first be a consumer of the original product. This and can play a significant 

role in increasing a video game’s sale figures. But what is of even more importance to video game 

companies is that having an active modding community essentially means that the video game 

developers have to spend less time and resources on maintaining the proper functioning of their video 

game. As mentioned earlier, modders have a habit of quickly fixing bugs and glitches, and generally 

improving on the game’s design flaws. Gallagher, Jong, and Sinervo (2017) aptly explain: 

Modders’ penchant for “fixing mistakes” might also be seen as affording a safety net 

that allows developers to make ambitious or potentially controversial design decisions 

in the knowledge that perceived missteps and bugs can be rectified or repealed by the 

fan community. (39) 

Gallagher, Jong, and Sinervo use SkyUI, which is a mod for the video game Skyrim, as an example, noting 

that: 

One area in which we see this is Skyrim’s user interface, which was widely criticized by 

PC players who saw it as a step backward from the systems found in earlier Elder Scrolls 

games. These players felt that the interface had been designed with console controllers, 

rather than the PC’s mouse and keyboard setup, in mind (e.g. Schwarz, 2011). SkyUI, an 

overhaul of the interface intended to make it friendlier to mouse and keyboard users, 

remains the most downloaded mod on Skyrim Nexus. (2017, 39). 

Such fan participation immensely affects the amount of labor that video game developers have to put 

into patching their design mistakes post-release. Considering the economic pressure under which video 

game companies are forced to hastily publish their video games, It is almost unavoidable that there will 

be bugs or glitches (Fuller 2019), and it is normal for video games to suffer from numerous defects and 

imperfections upon release. While conventionally it has been the companies’ responsibility to rectify 

such shortcomings through releasing software patches, in recent years modders have taken matters into 

 

42 A good example is the “Make Something Unreal” contest which is a series of video game development 
competitions aimed at rewarding players who use the Unreal video game engine to create mods (‘Make Something 
Unreal’ n.d.). Similarly, Valve, the creator of the video game Half-Life, funded an event to publicise modifications 
that were created for their game and to stimulate further modifications (Dovey and Kennedy 2006 cited in 
Newman 2008). 
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their own hands by releasing mod fixes and patches in, at times, less than a week after a video game’s 

release. It is then not hard to see why the video game industry would encourage modding.  

In an interesting example, when the video game Skyrim was described by players as “a clunky 

mess” due to having numerous bugs and functional issues, its creating company, Bethesda, instead of 

pledging that they will fix the issues, promised that they will release “a full suite of tools modders will 

able to use to bend the game to their will” (Kuchera 2011). Writing about Skyrim, Renyi Hong (2013) 

notes: 

In the first week after launch, more than 800 different mods were recorded within the 

mod distribution website Skyrim Nexus. Over subsequent months, numerous game 

publications would praise the creativity and expertise of Skyrim modders, 

acknowledging their ingenuity in improving the game. So great was the faith placed in 

this community that one reviewer proposed that the perfection of the Skyrim game 

would come about not through additional work by the company’s development team 

but through the passionate involvement of game modders. (984) 

This example shows that the video game industry not only supports modding, but also at times relies on 

it, which also extends to the provision of content, for modders can “relieve the pressure on game 

developers of having to develop new content” for their games (Lee 2019, 1). According to J.C. Herz 

(2002) “more than 90 percent of The Sims’ content is produced by the player population” (12). As Ryan 

Wallace notes, beyond simply benefiting the players, the newly created content benefits the developer 

of the game by extending the lifetime of the modded game, sparking interest in the original product, 

and even incentivizing new people to buy the game just to try out the mod (2014, 219). Ultimately, the 

video game industry saves cost and time by investing in fostering modding communities and allowing 

players to poach, manipulate and modify their products. 

4.4 Why do fans participate in creating mods? 

It is interesting to look at what motivates fans to modify a video game, as it is often a very time-

consuming process. The reasons for modding a video game can range from, as mentioned earlier, fans 

simply being frustrated with a glitch or a bug to not being content with what the game has to offer in its 

original state to just using the game as a platform for creative experimentation. Some modders, as 

Unger (2012) notes, modify games “because they feel that a commercial game falls short of their 

expectations” (259). In a survey of 111 modders, “over 80% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed 
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with the statement ‘I mod to make the game better for myself’” (Poor 2013, 259). Similarly, Minh Le, the 

creator of Counter-Strike (2000) refers to personalisation as his main motivator for modding: 

My initial motivation [for making mods] was probably the same as anyone else involved 

in the mod scene. I just wanted to customize the game to fit my vision of what a game 

should be. First and foremost, it is MY vision. not [sic] anyone else’s. I don’t spend 10+ 

hours a week working on a mod for free just to make a mod that satisfies everyone, I 

make a mod that I am happy with and if someone else happens to like it, then that’s a 

bonus. (cited in Newman 2008, 169) 

Personalisation is in fact a major motivator for modders. As Postigo argues, most players create 

mods to personalise video games through importing and implementing “elements from popular or 

national culture that has some meaning to them personally” (Postigo 2007, 309 cited in Wells 2018, 2). 

For example, Sotamaa (2003) notes, fans of sport games create “detailed copies of national and local 

leagues” complete with “player statistics, uniforms and stadiums” (3). Postigo (2010) argues that for 

players learning modding is a way of entering “a world where they get to decide how a game looks, 

what its narratives will be and how it will represent the world” (6). Furthermore, in addition to a way of 

personalising certain video games, some players see modding as a way of developing their own creative 

ideas within the games community (Postigo 2010, 7). Unlike the video game developer who has to be 

very careful with each design decision as they can affect the game’s reception and sales, the modder can 

freely make creative decisions without feeling such pressure. The worst thing that can happen when a 

modder modifies a video game is that the game breaks, but this can easily be rectified by re-installing 

the game. Another major motivator for modders is the feedback and the appreciation that they receive 

from the community. It is very important for modders that their work is acknowledged by other 

members of the community. Unger (2012) goes as far as claiming that “the acknowledgement is the 

currency modders get paid in for their efforts” (516). Similarly, in a qualitative study Postigo (2007) 

found that modders describe the community as the primary reason that they create mods. In the 

following paragraphs I will look at the community aspect of modding in more detail. 

4.5 Modding communities 

There is no question that community is an inseparable dimension of fandom and fan activities. 

In fact, as Henry Jenkins also argues, community is a distinguishing factor when it comes to 

differentiating fandom from other types of reception: 
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fans feel compelled to talk about viewed programs with other fans. Often, fans join fan 

organizations or attend conventions which allow for more sustained discussions. Fans 

exchange letters. Fans chat on computer nets. Fans trade tapes so that all interested 

parties have a chance to see all the available episodes. … It is this social and cultural 

dimension which distinguishes the fannish mode of reception from other viewing styles 

which depend upon selective and regular media consumption. Fan reception cannot and 

does not exist in isolation, but is always shaped through input from other fans. (1992a, 

2010) 

Modding is no exception in this regard and the plethora of online mod sharing and mod discussion 

websites is a testament to the importance of community to mod creators and mod users. While 

generally modders modify video games to make the game suit their personal preferences, they also find 

great satisfaction in sharing those modifications with other players and creating a community, as one 

modder explains: 

I guess what motivates me is the fact that I can make a map or a skin and then see that 

maybe 10 people like it or even more. I enjoy doing things for others in that way (Thorn, 

creator of Fort Thorn map for Call of Duty quoted in Postigo 2007, 309). 

Modding communities, as Poor (2013) notes, “often have an ethos of sharing” (1251). Another modder 

writes: 

You post the mod to the public, knowing that eventually someone would play it, and say 

something back to you. There's just a certain level of excitement of a fresh Doom 

modder releasing his first map into the wild and getting people to play it. Very special. 

(Minh Nguyen, online interview 2020) 

The idea of sharing is so strong within modding communities that every attempt to commercialise mods 

has been met with overwhelmingly negative reactions from the players. McRae, Bernard, and Cranefield 

(2016) recount what happened when two of the largest video game companies, namely Bethesda and 

Valve, decided to capitalise on the mods that were being created for the video game Skyrim: 

Skyrim players rapidly employed their various forms of protest in unison. A Change.org 

petition by the wider gaming community reached 130,000 signatures in just three days, 

while others realized that their emails of protest to Valve could serve a more destructive 

purpose by deliberately clogging their Support line, and indirectly causing fiscal damage. 

As another form of protest, Skyrim modders began creating free mods that mocked the 
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situation, notably creating a rich beggar that ran throughout the game and demanded 

money for no reason to represent Bethesda (McWhertor, 2015). By creating more free 

mods, and refusing to participate, the modders within the Skyrim community effectively 

staged a boycott. (8)43 

The result was that Valve corporation was forced to cancel the paid mods initiative within only a few 

days of its launch. In a short time after the incident, Gabe Newell, the CEO of Valve, addressed the 

complaints in a Reddit post, claiming that “pissing off the Internet costs you a million bucks in just a 

couple of days” (Newell 2015 quoted in David 2015).44 

What is also important to modders is the feedback that they receive after sharing their mods 

with other members of the community. Not all participation in modding communities comes in the form 

of creating mods. Some members only “participate in the community by reading and posting comments 

to the forum” (Poor 2013, 1260). The fact that users of NexusMods, one of the major mod-sharing 

platforms, have created more than two and half million topics and more than twenty four million posts 

(‘Nexus Mods Network Stats’ n.d.) is a testament to how popular discussion forums are within modding 

communities. One modder writes: 

I like the community a lot, both as a player and a modder. As a modder it means I’m not 

modding in complete isolation, which can be lonesome, and I benefit a lot from the 

shared knowledge. (llama RC 2011 quoted in Poor 2013, 1262) 

The feedback that members of modding communities provide not only guides mod creators in 

improving their mods but also encourages them to create more mods by showing that their efforts are 

being acknowledged. The modding communities, as Newman (2008) notes “are embedded within the 

processes of production and consumption [of mods] as they offer feedback and non-technical input” 

(152). In addition to being a good source of feedback on the works of mod creators, the community is 

also important in teaching newcomers how to mod. In fact, the activeness and the scale of a video 

game’s modding community heavily affects how moddable that video game is. Modding communities 

tend to document the technical intricacies of modding as they learn them through years of practice and 

 

43 As a protest against paid mods, players also created a mod for the video game Skyrim, which allowed in-game 
characters to carry a protest placard within the game (Geigner 2015). Ironically, the mod has become one of the 
most popular mods on Valve’s own mod sharing platform, Steam. 
44 The incident has been analysed and discussed in great detail by Jeffrey Mundee (2020). 
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experience, and they then share this with those who are new to the scene. Lack of such documentation 

results in a much steeper learning curve for novice modders. 

Modding communities also function as spaces in which modders can find collaborators, as well 

as design and execute sizable collaborative projects. In fact, carrying out collaborative projects is an 

important dimension of participating in modding communities. In a study by Nathaniel Poor (2013), 

where he ran surveys and interviews among members of various modding communities, 76.6% of the 

111 respondents “reported that they had made a contribution (code, etc.) to another person’s mod” 

(1259). Furthermore, 56.8% of modders “had coauthored a mod with another modder, and 17.1% had 

taken over a mod when the previous modder no longer wished to maintain it”. When collaborating on 

complex projects, modders with different specialties take on different roles (e.g. coding, costume 

design, animation, UI, etc.). However, while modding team members might be “formally assigned to 

different roles, their actual engagement with modding tasks is fluid, with members assisting each other 

on different aspects of a mod as needed” (Gee and Tran 2015, 254 citing Sotamaa 2010). One example 

of such complex modding projects is the Home Front mod project for the video game Battlefield 1942 

(2002), which comprised of 27 modders who each played different roles in the development of the 

project (Postigo 2007). 

As James Newman’s argues, modding communities are an integral part of the processes of 

production and consumption of mods. It is very unlikely for the practice of modding to persist without 

the feedback, the encouragement, and the collaboration opportunities that modding communities 

provide. Many modders have described the satisfaction that they get from receiving critique and 

appreciation from other members of the community as their greatest motivation for creating mods. 

Additionally, some modders believe that sharing their mods with other players legitimises their gaming 

experience. The modder cannot truly participate in online discussions surrounding a certain video game 

if their version of the game is different from the version that other players talk about; if the modder 

does not share their modification with other players, their experience of the game is completely 

isolated. One modder argues that: 

if you're playing your version of the game, you miss out on [the social component of the 

gaming experience]. Nobody else is playing your game. So releasing your tweak package, 

your mod, is a way of reclaiming this component. … I got to enjoy my game a little more, 

knowing others were sharing the experience. (italics original) (anonymous online 

interview 2020) 
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Modding communities are therefore crucial for the existence and persistence of modding as a fan 

activity. In fact, considering the argument about the need to share the experience, and the fact that the 

acknowledgment from other players has been the main motivator for most modders, it is not far-

fetched to argue that modders would not be creating mods if they did not have a community to share 

those mods with. 

4.6 Modding, longevity, and cult video games 

As discussed in previous chapters, the cult text is primarily identified by the fans’ long-lasting 

and active engagement with the text. I also argued that a sustained and enduring return to the object of 

fandom or lack thereof can be useful in marking the border between cult fandom and other types of 

enduring fandom. While many video games can garner such reception by employing a complex and 

elaborate progression system, some video games can do it by affording modding. The moddability of a 

video game can play a significant role in creating an active fan community that lasts for a long time after 

the video game’s initial release. For instance, the number of players of the video game Portal 2 (2011) 

increased by more than 20 times when Valve corporation released the software tools that made the 

game easily modifiable (Moody 2014, 35). Popular mods not only attract more players at the time of 

release but also “significantly extend the life span of a game title” (Sotamaa 2003, 1) and as Gallagher, 

Jong, and Sinervo (2017) note, “boost sales well beyond a game’s initial release date” (39).  

A video game’s longevity has a great deal to do with its replayability. Replayability, as I have 

defined the term in this thesis, refers to both the technical possibility of continuously returning to a 

video game and the lasting appeal of the content that that video game offers. The more replayable a 

video game is, the longer it can maintain an active fan-base. Modding not only helps video games 

maintain an active fan-base, but it also constantly creates new fans even a long time after the game’s 

original release and can even renew a player’s interest in otherwise forgotten games since “people may 

buy outdated games to have access to available noncommercial mods” (Unger 2012, 514). In fact, many 

players have noted that they often buy video games just to play the mods and that they often 

completely ignore the original content. Through providing the players with regular alterations to a video 

game’s experience, modding can prevent the gradual monotony of the play experience. Modding can 

also afford endlessly varied playing experience through allowing not just the modification of the original 

content but also the addition of new content. The video game Quake (GT Interactive), for instance, was 

released almost 25 years ago but, as of 2021, its playing experience is still being renewed by modders. 

While it is possible to exhaust the original content of a video game like The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion 
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(Bethesda 2006), the varied experiences that the 28000 mods on nexusmods offer is virtually 

inexhaustible.45 

It should also be noted that the variation afforded by modding is quite different from the 

variation that the video game content in its original state affords because it is not predicted by the 

developer’s design decisions. For example, while a detailed character creation system can allow the 

players to create innumerable character permutations, the variation that it affords is limited to tweaking 

the characteristics and features that the game’s designers have put in the game. While the players can 

choose from hundreds of eyebrow models, nose shapes, hair styles, etc. when creating a character, their 

creation still follows a pre-designed pattern and structure. The variation afforded by modding, on the 

other hand, goes beyond the given content and the developer’s design decisions. While a video game 

like Demon’s Souls (Sony Computer Entertainment 2020), which employs a complex character creation 

system, allows the player to create characters with up to 16 million permutations (Moore 2020), every 

permutation is based on certain features and characteristics native to the original content and it is only 

through modding that the player can go beyond the original content and create and insert out-of-the-

ordinary-characters (e.g. Homer Simpson) into the gameworld. 

Modding, thus, sustains players’ engagement with a text through extending the play experience 

beyond the game’s borders. Moddability, as Josef Köstlbauer (2013) argues: 

has become a crucial factor, determining how long a game will stay in the market 

because mods and add-ons increase replay value, not only by extending gameplay or 

offering new iterations of the game, but also because the creative act of modding is a 

satisfying experience in itself. Both gamers and game designers increasingly seem to 

regard such games as open processes. (2013, 171) 

Being able to modify a video game fans are presented with a plethora of extra-textual material that they 

can inject into the game. By constantly adding to or modifying the game’s content, an active modding 

community can perpetually renew fans’ interest in the game and extend the life of its fan community far 

beyond what its original content could afford. 

4.7 Levels of Moddability 

 

45 The number of mods created for The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion is probably much larger than this since the game 
has over 28000 mods on only one platform, nexusmods (‘Mods at Oblivion Nexus - Mods and Community’ n.d.). 
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It is important now to define what moddability is and what it means when we say that a video 

game affords modding. In essence, every video game is modifiable; however, moddability usually refers 

to whether or not a video game is easy to mod. In other words, moddability refers to the degree of 

accessibility of the practice of modding. The writer of G2A.COM notes that there are two types of video 

games, namely “the ones that are moddable from the get-go, either through their intrinsic features or 

backdoors purposefully left unclosed, and those which require a little bit more intervention into the 

code” (G2A News 2020). A video game like King Kong (Ubisoft 2005), for example, has extremely low 

moddability because modifying it requires extensive knowledge of programming and considerable 

software development proficiency. Not many fans possess this level of skill, and, consequently, not 

many mods have been created for this game. Similarly, the video game Homeworld: Deserts of Kharak 

(Gearbox Software 2016) is notorious for being difficult to mod. One player explains: 

From the get go we have the Unity engine which has modding support but the 

developers did not use it. There doesn't appear to be any useful config files not buried 

within an asset or library file, and there doesn't appear to be any single config file for 

everything (it is all broken up across multiple files/objects). Additionally you need 

special programs to access the files (you can't tweak files/values with notepad). There 

are some config values in the registry for the game but not much. (CokGobblin 2016) 

Another video game which is infamous for its lack of modding support and capabilities is Battlefield 3. 

The video game’s low moddability caused an outrage within the series’ fan community who called its 

developers “mercenary and ignorant of the modding community’s benefits for players” (Moody 2014, 

34). Such games are usually developed with explicit and deliberate efforts to prevent modding.46 On the 

other side of the spectrum, there are highly moddable video games (e.g. The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 

(Bethesda Softworks 2011), The Sims series (Electronic Arts 2000-2014), and Fallout 4 (Bethesda 

Softworks 2015)) which allow the players to fully take control of the game’s content, leading to the 

creation of thousands and thousands of mods. These games are intentionally developed to be easily 

modifiable. Developers further facilitate modding by releasing software developer kits that allow the 

 

46 The main reason for preventing modding is often the developer’s decision to sell additional content down the 
line, which would be difficult if players can easily access free player-made content. Another reason can be 
preventing the players from creating additional content that could contain copyrighted material. Additionally, 
some game companies “may choose not to allow modding of their products because they are worried about losing 
artistic control of their product, they may be concerned about online or multiplayer stability and fairness” (Wallace 
2014, 219). 
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players to easily manipulate game files without the need for complex and unattainable software 

programs. In fact, a video game like The Sims (2000) is so easily modifiable that it is often credited with 

introducing modding “to a new breed of ‘casual modders’” (Laukkanen 2005, 12). The early release of a 

software developer kit played a significant role in building a modding community, as Laukkanen further 

notes: 

The Sims was also designed in a way that makes it very easy to import unique user-

created content to the game. Maxis released official content creation tools months 

before the game itself. By the game’s launch a large library of custom skins, wallpapers, 

and floor tiles was already available on community sites. (2005, 68) 

There is therefore no question that a high degree of moddability requires some form of support from 

the video game’s developers. The first step a developer can take to make a video game moddable is to 

create reverse engineerable game files. The second step is to release software developer kits which 

facilitates this process of reverse engineering. Some developers take a further step and provide online 

platforms that simplify the process of sharing video game-specific mods. 

5. Endlessly reworkable design 

While the term endlessly reworkable design seems to be synonymous with moddability, it 

describes more than just the malleability of the game engine. To have an endlessly reworkable design, a 

video game should not only be easily modifiable, but also very appealing to mod. Creating mods, even 

for the most moddable video games, requires a certain degree of dedication and attention, and for the 

player to devote their time to modding, the process and the outcome need to be rewarding or at least 

interesting. One thing that makes modding a video game interesting for players is the existence of an 

active and responsive community around that game. Most mod creators would agree that getting 

feedback on their creation is often “the most useful (and rewarding) part of modding” (‘Games Modding 

– Why You Should Do It’ 2020). No matter how moddable a video game is, the lack of a community to 

use and appreciate the mods that are created for it, renders the outcome pointless. One modder 

explains:  

my main gripe right now is the complete lack of a community of players that play the 

mods. Getting 1 to 2 comments on a mod after the days/weeks/months spent working 

on it is just de-motivating. Unless we can get more people playing and actively pushing 

the modders through feedback to continue, I fear this is just going to get worse. (jiaco 

2017) 
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The community is also important in that they create, collect, and organise tutorials and documentations 

that record the process of modding and help facilitate modding for other players. At times a very 

moddable video game is rendered impenetrable because of a lack of proper documentations and 

tutorials. The importance of such community-made documentations can be seen in players’ comments 

in online forums. One player writes: 

I've tried to mod Duke and especially Quake SEVERAL times over the last 14 or so years.. 

In all attempts, I lost interest in less than a week due to lack of documentation, an 

inactive community, code-hoarding and just general annoyances to make anything. 

(Nash 2015)  

The player’s inability to mod Quake, which is one of the most moddable video games of all time, is a 

testament to how crucial guides and documentations can be to the process of modding. Writing about 

Crea (Siege Games 2016), a similarly extremely moddable video game, another player notes: 

I LOVE that this game has been developed with modding in mind. I bought this game 

because I love the art style and see this as the perfect opportunity to really dive into 

programming. But the lack of API documentation makes in [sic] incredibly difficult to 

wrap my head around things. (JohnnyPaych3ckz 2017) 

A lack of documentation can also lead to “mods that compromise the stability of the game, which could 

lead to crashes or corrupted saves” (Booker 2011). 

In addition to moddability and community, the term the endlessly reworkable design also 

describes whether a video game’s engine, structure, and content are flexible and evocative enough to 

encourage creativity and foster self-expression. It should be noted here that it is possible for a video 

game to be easily moddable, but not to encourage modding. Video games can restrict fans’ creativity 

not just by controlling the ease and the difficulty of modding, but also by limiting the number of things 

that can be modified. On the other hand, a video game with an endlessly reworkable design not only 

facilitates, but also encourages modding and creativity by putting no, or very few, restrictions on what 

can be modded. A video game like The Elder Scrolls III: Skyrim, for example, presents the players with an 

incredibly vast and detailed game space that can potentially be used as a canvas that not only affords, 

but also encourages many types of creative experimentation. As one modder notes: 

Modding for Skyrim gave me a creative outlet most games restrict or outright don't 

offer at all. Through it, I've been able to bring things unique, nostalgic, even both, to 
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fellow players and some things particularly special to me that I may not have been able 

to realize otherwise. (DMagnus 2019) 

Similarly discussing the malleability and the creative freedom that the game affords, another player 

writes: 

I have always enjoyed the freedom that Bethesda games offer the player, but when I 

finally peaked [sic] behind the veil and looked inside their modding tools, I realized that 

these wonderful games also offered a creative freedom too. Perhaps this is why, all 

these years later, their games are still played and still be explored and modded, for they 

offer endless possibilities and the tools to make them real. (Skinnytecboy 2019) 

To conclude, while the term moddability refers only to whether a video game is easily modifiable, the 

term the endlessly reworkable design, a term that I proposed in this thesis, describes when a video 

game, on top of being easy to mod, encourages modding through fostering an active community and 

affording endless creative experimentation/modification. 

6. Doom 

In the following paragraphs I will look at the video game Doom, one of the few video games that 

are often recognised as cult video games (Suffolk 1995, 120; O’Donnell 1995, 661; Schwarz 1997, 53; 

Future Plc 2005, 2; Miracco 2009, 126; My Mobile 2016, 8). I will look at how the video game’s endlessly 

reworkable design has led to its longevity and cult status. I will also incorporate excerpts from my 

interviews with Doom modders and players. 

Published in 1993 by the video game company id Software, Doom has been able to maintain an 

incredibly active and loyal fan community for almost 28 years. Fans have dedicated numerous websites 

and forums with thousands of threads to the game, providing spaces for fellow fans to share, download, 

and discuss mods. These platforms are also used for sharing the significant number of fan-produced 

tutorials and documentations that have been painstakingly created and collected over 28 years. 

Additionally, since 2004, fans have also been running an annual mod making competition that honours 

the year’s best mods.  

Doom’s fan community were so active from the very beginning that only one year after the 

game’s release in 1993, Hank Leukert, the coordinator of the official Doom FAQ, claimed that the 

number of third party developers for Doom was higher than that of any other piece of software in the 

world except Microsoft's Windows (1994). The emergence of the Doom phenomenon was mainly the 
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result of the game being “the first game that included modding within its game-play possibilities through 

supplementary software called the ‘toolkit’ or ‘editor’” (Hong 2013, 985). Fascinated by creative fan 

alterations to their previous game, John Carmack and John Romero, the lead developers of Doom, 

decided to make modding accessible to the “masses”. As Samuel J. Fuller explains: 

John Carmack of Id Software was perhaps the first within the industry to take a vocal 

stance in favor of modding. Carmack was thrilled to discover gamers circulating mods 

online based on his technology for Wolfenstein 3D (1992), and became adamant that all 

his future games should help facilitate modding by separating the "engine" (the invisible 

code that runs the game) from the "assets" (like graphics, sound effects, and interactive 

objects). (2019) 

Separating the engine from the assets, as Fuller further notes, meant that the players “could experiment 

with re-designing the front-end experience of their games without accidentally damaging the back-end 

functionality”.47 This modular design made modding much easier for fans interested in modding, and 

created the opportunity for players “to change or even create new games through modifying the game 

content without the hard task of programming or reengineering a game engine” (Unger 2012, 516). Fans 

could easily access and manipulate the game’s assets that came in the form of WAD files (short for 

“where’s all the data”), which, to put it simply, were package files that contained both the level data and 

the multimedia assets (Giacomello, Lanzi, and Loiacono 2019, 2). The players’ unprecedented ability to 

manipulate game assets without damaging the game’s engine, which also reduced compatibility issues 

when players shared their mods (Fuller 2018, 91), propelled Doom the forefront of modding. In fact, 

Doom is often credited with being the video game that turned modding into a widespread fan activity 

(Kushner 2003b). 

In 1997, John Carmack, a key Doom developer, decided to publicly release the source code for 

the Doom engine. Players who had, until then, been only modifying the game’s assets, were now given 

access to the engine itself. This opened up a range of new opportunities for the game’s fan community, 

and in a document that accompanied the source code, Carmack gave the fan community suggestions on 

what they can do with the source code: 

 

47 This was something new, and different from earlier video games like Wolfenstein 3D (1992), modifying which 
could lead to corruption of integral game files. Citing Knorr 2007, Sihvonen (2011) notes that “modding 
Wolfenstein 3D was ‘destructive’, as players had to delete pieces of the original code in order to insert their own 
code as substitute. In addition, there was no way to restore the original content once it was removed from the 
game” (59). 
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Some project ideas: Port it to your favorite operating system. Add some rendering 

features -- transparency, look up / down, slopes, etc. Add some game features -- 

weapons, jumping, ducking, flying, etc. Create a packet server based internet game. 

Create a client / server based internet game. (1997) 

Carmack further writes:  

I don't have a real good guess at how many people are going to be playing with this, but 

if significant projects are undertaken, it would be cool to see a level of community 

cooperation. I know that most early projects are going to be rough hacks done in 

isolation, but I would be very pleased to see a coordinated 'net release of an improved, 

backwards compatable version of DOOM on multiple platforms next year. (1997) 

Interestingly enough, what came after the release of the source code far surpassed what Carmack had 

hoped for. Fans used the source code to run the game on many different platforms that the original 

game did not support. As a result, fan-made source ports of the game appeared in every video game 

console and every type of desktop computer available. Some players went as far as running the game on 

unusual and unexpected devices like a calculator, a digital camera, a printer, a piano, etc. Having access 

to the source code also meant that Doom fans were not limited to the moddability of the original game 

and could themselves create source ports of the game that would be much more malleable than its 

original. In a practice that Doom’s fan community refer to as “limit removing”, modders used the game’s 

source code to create ports that had fewer “static limits”. This gave future modders and map creators 

much more control over an already moddable video game. For example, Doom in its original state 

“contained a static limit on the number of visplanes; if exceeded, a ‘visplane overflow’ would occur, 

causing the game to exit to DOS" (‘Doom Engine’ 2021).48 While prior to the release of the source code 

there were ways to ease this limitation, with the release of the source code the limitation was entirely 

removed by the fan community. 

In contrast to cult TV which usually creates fan attachment through narrative complexities like 

the endlessly deferred narrative and the hyperdiegesis, what makes Doom so appealing to its fans is the 

simplicity of its narrative. The game has an incredibly limited storyworld and visual structure, which 

means that modding often does not radically change the game’s playing experience even though it can 

significantly change how it looks. This is a degree of adaptability that not every video game affords. A 

 

48 For more information about this see “Doom Rendering Engine” n.d.  
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video game like Horizon Zero Dawn (Sony Interactive Entertainment 2017), for example, despite having a 

much larger world than Doom, is less moddable because the gameplay involves complex forms of action 

and player interaction. Modifying the game requires a lot of care to maintain the gameplay’s coherence, 

unlike Doom which involves players simply moving along corridors and shooting enemies. Once the 

player understands the game’s mechanics, they could be put in totally unfamiliar environments and they 

would still know what to do. What is more is that having a minimal story and a limited storyworld means 

that the main element that the game offers is the gameplay mechanics. As a result, modifying the 

storyworld, even to a great extent, does not change what the game has to offer and what makes it 

appealing to play. In contrast, modding a video game like Heavy Rain (Sony Computer Entertainment 

2010b) would destroy its most interesting feature, the narrative. 

The concepts of the endlessly deferred narrative and the hyperdiegesis might be applicable to 

roleplaying games, adventure games, or other heavily story-oriented genres, but these two structures 

are very unlikely to lead to cult status in video games because in video games what the fan can do with 

the narrative is very limited. They can extend the story and the storyworld using fan fiction, but that 

would not engage with the interactivity of gameplay. Doom is more likely to attract modding because 

there are few limitations on how the game should look in order to make sense. In more narrative-

oriented video games, the storyworld can only make sense as long as it relates to the story. The player 

can in theory modify The Last of Us to change its location to Paris, but the experience would be 

rendered incoherent when the characters start to behave and speak as if the events are still taking place 

in Texas. While this may not be a factor that modders often take into consideration (as seen in 

experimental and imaginative mods), a lack of dependence on the story and the storyworld makes a 

game a more appealing (or at least easier) target when it comes to modifying characters and 

environments. The fabula can be easily expanded upon when the modder is not restricted by the 

limitations of the sjuzhet. Additionally, if they decide to manipulate the story through modding (which 

allows them to keep the interactivity component), they would, in most cases, need to hire voice and 

motion capture actors, and have access to other production elements from the original game. Modifying 

the story is therefore, in most cases, not a viable practice for modders. A modder can in principle mod 

the visual representation of a narrative event but how the original content (mainly the recorded 

dialogues) reacts to it are out of their control. A modder can mod the video game The Last of Us so that 

Tess does not get shot, but they cannot stop Ellie and Joel from mourning her death in the recorded 
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dialogues.49 This inability to manipulate the game’s story while keeping the interactive elements is the 

main reason that the narrative concepts of the endlessly deferred narrative and the hyperdiegesis have 

limited applicability to the analysis of cult video games. 

While in cinema, storyworld aspects that are not directly presented to the audience can be 

imagined and recreated by the fans, in a video game that incorporates a very simple narrative, spaces 

which cannot be navigated by the player are not really worth recreation. The TV series Futurama, for 

example, often refers to a planet called “Omicron Persei 8” whose name alone is enough to provoke fan 

speculations and creations. Fans could spend significant amounts of time imagining how the planets 

Omicron Persei 1 to Omicron Persei 7 look and function. In contrast, a video game like Doom is 

narratively so bare that anything outside of the navigable space is hardly worth the players’ time and 

imagination. The player could not care where the game is taking place, which reflects that the game 

itself does not care enough to even name the protagonist. Series like Doctor Who, Star trek, etc. have 

gaps in their narrative world that allows the fan-fiction writer to build into these worlds and become 

sites for fan participation. Doom has no such gaps because its simple story renders the unseen events, 

and the characters’ histories and motivations, irrelevant.  

To better understand the difference between how texts from different mediums can be 

expanded by fans, one should also look at the difference between “storyworlds” in these mediums, as 

Espen Aarseth explains: 

Gameworlds are physical or pseudo-physical (virtual) structures that are clearly 

delimited and which can be described by geometry or topology. They are different from 

so-called fictional worlds in that they, unlike fictional worlds, have a measurable, 

concrete extension that can be explored directly by an independent agent. Fictional 

worlds depend on the imagination, whereas game worlds have objective existence, even 

if they only exist via computing machinery. (2012, 131) 

Looking at this from a fan activity perspective, I argue that while fictional worlds can be expanded 

through imagination in the form of fan fiction, for a video game’s physical world to be expanded, the 

extension not only needs to be imagined but it also has to be created. In other words, while fan fiction 

can extend a traditional text’s fictional world, it cannot extend a video game’s physical world. The 

experience of a Harry Potter (J. K. Rowling 1997-2007) fan reading Harry Potter fan fiction differs from a 

 

49 Modders could in theory delete the corresponding dialogues too, but doing that would render the rest of the 
plot incoherent. 
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fan reading Grand Theft Auto V fan fiction. One extends the text’s storyworld within the same medium 

while the other extend the text’s storyworld in a different medium and, hence, fails to carry over its 

essence, which in this case is its physicality50. It is therefore not surprising that fan fiction is not as 

appealing to video game fans as it is to fans of other forms of popular media. 

Unlike the endlessly deferred narrative and the hyperdiegesis which often lead to the 

continuation of the narrative form, modding is more likely to lead to the expansion of the visual space. 

In a video game like Doom, where the narrative is almost non-existent, the game space is more a site of 

action than a place where narrative events happen. Modifying the environment, therefore, is most often 

a way of creating variety in the sites of action, and leads to extensive replayability. 

6.1 The appeal of Doom 

For many fans of Doom, the simplicity of modding it, the plethora of documentations and 

tutorials, the fact that the game is open to experimentation, and the game’s active and friendly 

community are the main reasons for continued engagement with the game. Doom’s simple engine 

coupled with fundamentally malleable source ports provide a low-barrier entry point for fans who are 

interested in modding it. For one modder, Doom appeals because “it really is the easiest game to mod” 

and because “there's tons and tons of information, tutorials, and tools for Doom mapping and modding, 

and the editors keep getting better all the time” (Major Arlene online interview 2020). Similarly 

describing the simplicity of modding Doom as a motivator, another modder notes: 

the ease with which I can create a new level in no time at all using the basic formats 

with the powerful tools available, or a new story-driven campaign for a modern source 

port involving complex scripted events, or even a whole new universe (given enough 

time and dedication), has really fueled my passion for modding the game. (James 

Paddock online interview 2020) 

This modder further describes the game’s low-barrier entry into modding, claiming that one of the main 

reasons that he has for a long time continued to create mods is that the game’s simplicity, “including its 

256-color palette, its MIDI soundtrack and its fairly rudimentary monster AI, has meant that [the 

players] don't need a huge amount of technical prowess to create something that feels like it belongs in 

 

50 While I claimed here that traditional media fan fiction can extend a text’s storyworld, it is needless to say that 
this extension is rather temporary and is limited to the time that the fan is engaged with the fan fiction. It is 
evident that fans do not take fan productions to extend the canon, and as soon as their engagement with the fan-
made extension is over, they go back to (or rather are left with) the text’s original storyworld. 
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the game”. It should be emphasised that even though the game’s engine is highly moddable, the 

immense number of fan creations/personalisations that surround Doom would have not been possible 

had it not been for the easily accessible and extensive amount of community-made documentations and 

tutorials. 

Aside from enabling the fans to personalise their favourite video game, the Doom engine’s 

simplicity provides an opportunity for fans to exercise their creativity and create “whole new universes”. 

Discussing the affordance of creativity and self-expression in modding, one modder states that 

“modding is a great creative outlet - it combines art with design with structure with combat with fun. So 

much goes into it and it really can be a heart & soul thing if you want it to be” (Major Arlene 

2020). Similarly discussing the creativity that modding Doom affords, another modder notes: 

In my opinion modding is a fairly easy/low-grade way to express your skills and artistic 

visions with relatively low costs. In Doom, you can create a simple box to intricate games 

that feel so detached from the base and have fun, while still having people appreciate 

them. The more intricate stuff you create, the more creativity you need, the more 

people appreciate your end creation I think. (Minh Nguyen online interview 2020) 

The freedom and the ability to have their creative ideas reach fruition is so important to some fans that 

they view “the whole point of modding a video game to be a way of tailoring it to fit [their] own creative 

vision” (Paddock 2020). 

Another major appeal of modding Doom is its heavily collaborative community. The existence of 

an active community that appreciates a modder’s creations is often what makes the process of creating 

and releasing mods rewarding. One modder observes the supportive nature of Doom’s fan community 

and its importance for less experienced modders, stating that Doom community’s members are “willing 

to help and play anything newcomers pump out, often leaving good or constructive comments, 

potentially encouraging the modder to mod the game more” (Minh Nguyen 2020). Another modder 

claims that the members’ remarkable talent and the sense of “camaraderie” that pervades the 

community is what has “kept [him] going strong for a long time” (Paddock 2020). Furthermore, besides 

its role in encouraging modders through providing help and feedback and appreciation, the community 

is also important for providing a collaborative space for projects that are too big for one individual to 

take on. Elizabeth Gee and Kelly Tran (2015) note that “complex modding projects can require 

collaboration among a team of contributors, who have expertise in different areas, such as animation, 

scripting, interface design, and modeling” (254). Citing Sotamma (2010), Gee and Tran further add that 
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“collaboration also takes place through modding forums, where mod makers may ask for technical 

advice or share beta versions for debugging” (2015, 254). 

Ultimately, Doom’s fan community, in particular members of fan forums like Doomworld.com 

and ZDoom.org, play a significant role in the game’s longevity and cult status. While the game itself is 

easily modifiable and interesting to mod, for many modders the community is the main motivator for 

participating in this fan activity. 

Conclusion 

As I have discussed previously in the thesis, two of the main characteristics that define cult 

fandom are longevity and fans’ active engagement. Consequently, studies of cult texts are often 

underpinned by discussions of some form of infinite engagement with the text. In this chapter, I looked 

at the endlessness of cult TV fandom and then examined how longevity can be afforded in video games 

as a medium compared to TV. According to Matt Hills (2002), the main reason for the longevity of cult 

shows and cult film series is that they often, by presenting a “hyperdiegesis” or an “endlessly deferred 

narrative”, provide an entry point for fans’ endless poaching. This means that the cult text is forever 

open to speculation and creation, either by having a gap or an unsolved mystery in its narrative or by 

showing only a fraction of a vast and detailed narrative space. While hyperdiegesis refers to the 

endlessness of the storyworld, the endlessly deferred narrative refers to the endlessness of narrative 

possibilities. The fans then use this endlessness as an entry point for participating in many different 

types of extra-textual fan activities and fan creations that are often targeted at extending the text 

through filling the gaps or imagining and recreating the parts of the narrative that the original text fails 

to show. Looking at how video games, in comparison, can afford such an entry point for fans’ endless 

engagement, I proposed the concept of the endlessly reworkable design to describe video games that 

provide an opportunity for fans to participate in endless fan creations. Through allowing and inviting the 

fan to modify the game and its storyworld, the endlessly reworkable design gives the fans the ability to 

not only extend the text, but to extend the text from within. This is what makes most video game fan 

creations different from that of the previous media. While fans of cult films and cult TV shows take 

advantage of the endlessly deferred narrative and the hyperdiegesis to extend the life and content of 

their object of fandom extra-textually, video game fans are afforded the opportunity to enter the text 

and expand the text intratextually through modding. In other words, unlike video games, every fan 

creation that films and TV shows can afford can only occur from without. The film fan cannot, for 
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instance, re-work the main text of Star Wars (20th Century Fox 1977) from within the actual text and 

therefore re-work it extra-textually. 

I also examined the workings of the practice of modding and looked at how an endlessly 

reworkable design can afford a video game longevity. Unlike previous media, video games do not 

necessarily rely so much on fan fiction to extend their time of engagement as they already afford this 

extension through their interactivity and iterability. While in cinema the original text is always static and 

not modifiable (e.g. you cannot modify Evil Dead (New Line Cinema 1981) to choose what happens to 

different characters), in video games even simply playing the game is a form of modification: 

modification of what the characters do, how they do it, and when they do it. An endlessly reworkable 

design, then, takes a step further and on top of allowing a modification of the state of the game 

(something that every video game does), allows a modification of the game’s structure, content, and 

affordances. The cult video game by employing an endlessly reworkable design, presents a remarkable 

amount of variability that allows an extensive amount of time with the text before the text becomes 

repetitive. A video game like Doom, which is the ultimate example of the endlessly reworkable design, 

has garnered a fan community that has been active for over 27 years and shows no sign of diminishing. 

Often recognised as cult video game, Doom has been transformed by its endlessly reworkable design 

from something that can only be played, to something that can also be played with.  



134 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

When I first started this project, I had a clear path in mind: 1) introduce the issue, 2) examine a 

few case studies, and 3) discuss the reasons why I thought the case studies had become cult video 

games. The thesis took a slightly different direction because the video games that I had in mind did not 

easily fit general categories. Moreover, a case study approach could not pin down an evasive term like 

cult; one cannot generalise a cult theory on the basis of a few case studies. Consequently, the thesis had 

to address the conditions under which the term can even apply to video games, and has accordingly 

adopted a mixed-methods approach, comprising a theoretical literature review, in addition to an 

examination of the texts in their technological and social contexts. The limited literature was an 

anticipated problem as there is little to no high-level research on cult video games. When this study 

started, the term did not have a currency with video game scholars and the videogame literature did not 

name texts as cult, therefore, I had to research more popular gaming discourse to work out where the 

word has been and is being used. The lack of research material, I would argue, relates to the relatively 

short history of the medium; only now are video games likely to become cult. Film has been around for 

almost a hundred years and it has had time to develop a discourse about cult texts, whereas, video 

game, being a 50-year-old medium, is only now starting to reflect on the cult status of texts. As video 

game culture endures, it has started to develop its canonical texts. 

In this study, I do not focus on transgression because it is a strong characteristic of narrative and 

cannot play as pronounced a role in a ludogically-driven medium as it does in cult film. Moreover, the 

term does not necessarily apply to a lot of texts in film and television. Therefore, my focus was more on 

what it means for a video game to stand outside of its time. How does the game maintain interest when 

other texts fade away? In other words, the focus is on how video games endure and allow constant fan 

engagement. In video games, this endurance must relate to the medium as a whole. Consequently, I 

derived some new terms. For instance, I had to adapt the word re-readability to suit the gameplaying 

experience in reworkability or replayability. I think such terms have a much broader relevance and 

further research could investigate other terms in relation to video game, or look more closely at the idea 

of what it means to talk about fandom and video games together. Is video game fandom itself 

isomorphic with fandom in films and video games? 
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As I.Q. Hunter (2016) aptly notes, the discursive categories like cult are liable to change with use 

over time, affected by their employment in different cultural and industrial spaces – currently, the term 

is often used by advertisers and marketers to promote particular games. However, as Mathijs and 

Sexton (2011) note, this does not necessarily mean that the term is not useful for these different 

contexts mean that the term is used in increasingly self-conscious ways (241), something that is open to 

further research. Hills (2002) similarly argues that cult cannot be reduced to its industry usage. Instead, 

“the term arises through the ongoing negotiation between institutionally determined labels, a set of 

textually identifiable ‘family resemblances’ and the agency and readings of these by a dedicated fan 

audience” (131 cited in Ross Garner 2017). It is true that the use of the word cult in trade magazines is 

quite often use by industry to increase a game or text’s saleability; however, despite these limitations, 

the term still reveals features of how particular video game fandoms approach gaming. 

To investigate how the term can be appropriated to the new medium, it is first necessary to 

recognise the similarities and differences between forms of media. There are certain aspects of video 

games that are similar to cult cinema and television but games apply a different logic to induce the same 

effect. For example, a cult television program or a cult film has particular principles underlying 

rewatching, which may relate to characterisation, the complexity of the narrative, the openness of the 

storyworld and so on. These features may in part explain why a video game is replayed for video games 

also contain story worlds and narrative. However, the re-reading, reworking, and rethinking can occur 

within the game world of the original text (modding, playing in a different style, etc.), as such they can 

lead to intratextual expantion. Though the end may be indistinguishable, the means certainly are not. 

Although in this study I have oscillated between films, TV, and video games, I have also tried to explicate 

the differences by being as medium-specific as possible. Therefore, most features of cult video games 

discussed in this thesis are specific to the medium. For example, while most cult films are believed to 

have a rich and detailed storyworld which sustains fan engagement, in my fourth chapter, I argue that 

video game players can alter this expansive storyworld through gameplay and decision-making. The fan 

activities afforded by the endlessly reworkable structure, for example modding, distinguishes video 

game fandom from other fandoms, notably film fandom. It does not matter how many times Star Wars’ 

fans write slash fiction imagining Han Solo as gay and in a relationship with Luke, the moment they 

watch the film again, Han Solo returns to being heterosexual. For most narrative media, as Watson 

(2019) states, “the re-signification of reinterpretation through the production of fan works is something 

that happens after the fact” while “the reconfiguration of a digital game is the transformation of the 

product itself” (45). It is only the video game that affords the capacity to constantly redesign and expand 
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the storyworld from within, a capacity which incorporates fan activity into the gameworld, rather than 

the broader paratext of fan events51. 

The video game culture is also very much based on community, with players often congregating 

to play a game or to learn the requisite skills to play a game. The need to understand a game compels 

players to take part in give-and-take discussions, and form communities around the games. A player 

may be unable to progress in the game as a result of facing difficult challenges including defeating 

enemies, solving puzzles, and so on, which urges them to seek guidance from other players. On a more 

fundamental level, player input is essentially what distinguishes video games from other media texts by 

making them dynamic systems. Even a simple question like how long it takes to finish a video game is 

the topic of many discussion threads in gaming communities. A film viewer, by contrast, does not really 

need to consider how long it takes to finish watching a particular film because it is predetermined by the 

text. The film’s length is the same for everyone watching it, while a video game’s length is dependent on 

many factors such as the game’s difficulty, the player’s skill-level, the player’s familiarity with that 

particular game, and so on. 

Another major distinguishing feature of the video game is its dependence on rapidly changing 

technology. The issue of isolating and continuing to play a cult video game is as much about hardware as 

it is about the text itself. A video game cannot afford long-lasting fandoms if the players’ ability to replay 

it is interrupted by hardware obsolescence. My PhD supervisor, Paul Atkinson, remembers playing 

Pacman, in the 1980s on a standalone plastic device with a LED screen and a small controller in the 

corner. His description of the device and his playing experience, as glorious as it sounds, only reminds 

me of how fast video game technology changes and how quickly texts and platforms are rendered 

outdated. Regardless of its textual features, if a game such as Pacman remains tethered to a particular 

hardware device, it does not afford the replayability that could make it a cult text. Unlike cinema, in 

which texts often re-emerge as cult, video games are unlikely to re-emerge once they are forgotten. Due 

to obsolescence, video games require the constant attention of avid fans who regularly update and 

modify them to keep them technologically accessible. A video game fan cannot simply open an old 

drawer and take out a dust-filled floppy disk of his favourite game from the past and play it; it would 

need the proper (and difficult to access) hardware and months of programming to simply start the 

 

51 While I claimed, in footnote number 38, that intratextual reworking of film and TV texts is limited to reusing the 
content that is already available to fans, I also acknowledge the fact that with the advances in ‘deepfake’ 
technology, it is very likely that we will witness the appearance of fan-made intratextual expansions for film and TV 
texts. 
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game. Video games are native to digital technology and have keenly reflected the changes in technology 

unlike the relatively stability of many other mediums. The advancement in technology in film may 

facilitate the production of scenarios that were once extremely difficult to produce. The film Terminator 

(1984) is fundamentally identical to Terminator 2: Judgement Day (1991) in terms of how it can be 

watched but differs insofar as advancements in CGI have made possible the creation of a melting and 

shapeshifting android. In the video game, the underlying technology, to some degree, determines what 

it means to play a game. We can say that video game, as a kind of intrinsically digital media form, is tied 

to technology, in particular digital technology.  

1. Further research 

This thesis inaugurates the study of the cult in video games, and has revealed many related 

issues that need further research. For example, while I mapped the usage of the term cult in the English 

language, similar mappings can be done in relation to the use of the word cult in other languages. When 

I was scanning video game magazines for the word cult, I found many non-English instances of using the 

word to refer to particular video games. It would be interesting to see if other languages’ use of the 

term is informed by the English use or affected by its employment in industry-based publicity. More 

importantly, further research could take place in the area of fans’ awareness of the use of the word cult. 

Who uses the term? Who determines if a text is cult? Should we reserve the term for fans? Or should we 

allow industry and other non-fan bodies to determine how the term is used?  

The chapter on video game progression has shown that progression systems can play a major 

role in a video game’s replayability — it reduces repetition in the course of the game, allows for new 

playing styles, and can even reveal different aspects of the diegesis. Further research could investigate 

the role of progression systems in more detail by looking at how the game sets different goals for the 

player and records those goals’ fulfilment in public fora, as well as investigate how progression is 

incorporated into a game’s fan community and their practices. Further research could also be dedicated 

to an ethnography of cult fandom, in which the researcher takes on more in-depth interviews with fans, 

especially fans who self-identify as cult fans. This can be carried out through semi-structured interviews 

and the results can be analysed and set against the findings of the current and previous studies 

concerning cult fandom.52 

 

52Doing an ethnographic study of fans however, one must be mindful of the pitfalls of such methodology. In Fan 
Cultures (2002), Matt Hills accurately argues that “the significantly affective nature of the fan’s attachment renders 



138 

 

Another key area worthy of future research concerns the relationship between individual 

productivity, possibly a maker culture, and cult fandom. Fiske (1992) identifies three different forms of 

productivity – “semiotic productivity (the act of reading and meaning construction), enunciative 

productivity (interactions between fans) and textual productivity (user generated texts such as fan 

fiction, music remixes or fanzines)” (cited in Sandvoss and Kearns 2014, 92). Is Fiske’s classification also 

applicable to video game fandom? Can the different types of productivity also be linked to gameplay 

and shine light on aspects of video game fandom? This can also be linked to work by scholars and video 

game developers on the issue of player types. Researchers like Richard A. Bartle (1996), Jesse Shell and 

Christopher Klug (2006), and Jonatan Ruelokke (2014), among others, have categorised players into 

different types such as explorers, socialisers, achievers, creators, progressors, gatherers, and so on. 

These classifications, which are based on how or why players play video games, could yield new 

information about cult video game fans or video game fans in general. 

Another area touched upon by this study and which requires further investigation is the role of 

indie games in the generation of cult fandom. What is the relationship between indie gaming and the 

idea of the cult? Most of the ideas in this thesis are not applicable to indie games due to the scale of 

production. In films, even small-scale productions, with a budget of even less than a million US dollars, 

can become cult texts. A small-scale film can create a vast storyworld without as much effort as that 

needed to create the same storyworld in a video game. The film Gattaca (1997), for instance, creates a 

sizable narrative universe without showing numerous different planets or using much CGI, in fact most 

of the story takes place in buildings, and this manages to keep the costs down. In some cases, the 

storyworld can simply be described by characters. In videogames, developing a similar storyworld is only 

possible with a significant production budget. For the universe to be tangible in a video game, it needs 

to be explorable. 

 

ethnographic methodology problematic in this context; it cannot be assumed … that fandom acts as a guarantee of 
self-presence and transparent self-understanding” (37). This, Hills further notes, does not mean that fans are 
discursively unable to articulate their attachment; instead, it means that simply “‘asking the audience’ cannot act 
as a guarantee of knowledge” (38) and that fans’ responses to outsider questions are often preemptively defensive 
against external criticism, and must therefore be further “interpreted and analysed in order to focus upon its gaps 
and relocations”. Instead of asking ‘why are you a fan of this?’, which, as argued by Hills, immediately pushes fans 
to use “their particular fandom’s discursive mantra”, future research could enter a more personal/historical realm 
of the cult fan identity by asking such questions as ‘how/when did you become a fan?’ The question of ‘why are 
you a fan?’ pushes fans into “discursively producing a relaxation in norms of self-accountability and self-
articulation” (90) and makes further inquiries into the subject difficult.  
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Another possible area of research is the seemingly similar concept of “classic”. What is a classic 

text? Why does the concept often collide with concept of “cult”, forming the even more evasive concept 

of ‘cult classic’? Is classic a status that can be objectively identified by studying the textual attributes of a 

text? Or is it a status that is mostly dependant on how a text is received, remembered, or talked about? 

In a discussion of the TV series Twin Peaks (ABC, 1990–1991), for instance, Ross P. Garner (2016) argues 

that the show’s ‘classic’ status “arises from discursive statements proffered by agents operating within 

the TV field at specific sociohistorical moments, which bestow symbolic and temporal capital” (138). 

Does this mean that terms “classic” and “cult” can refer to similar textual and extratextual attribiutes? 

While the overlap of the two concepts in reference to TV and cinema has been studied before53, what 

the term “cult classic” or even “classic” means for video games is heavily understudied.   

The purpose of this study has been to investigate the idea of the cult in the context of video 

games and to understand cult video games’ fan communities and their practices. Through my analysis, I 

have come to realise that the issue of the aging of video games informs how we understand the history 

of video games. The obsession with new video game graphics and higher quality outputs may be 

reaching a threshold. Many new video games are much less often critiqued for appearing old or faded 

away. Another issue that this thesis raises is that of discourse and the performative value of the word 

cult. Is cult a workable term to describe certain types of texts or should we look for new names for these 

texts that do something quite different from other texts? The problem is that most popular terms end 

up being too broad or too specific. This might be fixed by instituting a technical term, but technical 

terms can too easily misrepresent the culture from which they arose. So, there is always a tension here; 

the popular term is likely to become meaningless and the technical term could be left unused by fans 

and audiences. An even more interesting issue raised by my study is the question of to what degree we 

can talk about the medium itself or the hardware in assessing texts. These, while not necessarily cult-

related issues, are practical issues that came about through the analysis of cult video games. Finally, the 

findings of my study not only serve to add new perspectives to the idea of the cult but can also serve as 

a beginning for explicating various dimensions of social, technological, and cultural circumstances that 

foster sustained video game fandom. There is always difficulty in trying to connect the idea of cult to 

video games, even though the term is used in the discourse to refer to numerous video games. The term 

cult is not an easy term to work with when it comes to video games as the term is not always a player-

 

53 Leon Hunt (2008) discusses the collision of “cult” and “classic” in his study of The League of Gentlemen (BBC 
Two, 1999-2002) as a “cult classic”. 
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used term. Considering the idea that the cult text must usually be defined at some distance from its 

release date, the issue of the short history of video games, as opposed to the long history of film and TV, 

must always be addressed. 
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