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Abstract
While many scholars have addressed the presence of stereotypical
representations of Native Americans in the traditional media of film and literature, there
has not as of yet been much dialogue around the newer medium of video games. This is in
part due to their newness, as well as a perceptual gap in the colonial imagination
between technology and Nativeness. This study offers close readings of moments in two
recent video games, Red Dead Redemption and Gun from the location of a Native and
white scholar invested in gaming and gaming culture. This work serves as an episodic
look into the nuanced representations of “Indian” characters in these game spaces, as
well as how the peculiar component of gaming--the interactive mechanics of game play
itself, serve at times to reinforce dominant discourses found within the game’s narratives,
but that also offer moments of subversive potential. This look into two mainstream games
finds both repetitions of controlling images and elements of more complex, nuanced
images of “Indianness,” as well as moments in which “Indianness” is mobilized to shore
up white colonial projects of violent imperialism. The last section of this paper focuses on
the possibilities of re-appropriating these images from a Native playing position, as well
as gestures towards Native game developers creating virtual content outside of these
mainstream avenues, in such a way as to provide a space for Native gamers to play from
less contested subjective positions.
Introduction
When I initially began thinking about the possibility of studying video games and
representations of “Indian” or “Native American” characters, I was not sure I could think
of any. A few vague memories came to mind, but I realized that I could not name a single
“Native” character from a video game. I started to wonder, possibly with a certain level
of cynicism, if there were any at all. I asked then, “Are there representations of Native
Americans in video games? If they are present, are they adding anything new to the
conversations regarding the (mis)representation of Native peoples found in other, more
established forms of media? Are these representations unidirectional, or are there Native
peoples out there using this technology to tell their own stories, along with the possibly
problematic narratives that might be found in more mainstream, larger budget games?
This work exists as an exploration of these questions, as well as a project that serves to
contribute my own Native voice to the conversations around this new media. I intend for
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my research to serve as a moment of resistance, of actively recentering Native peoples in
the dialogues surrounding video game studies. I wish to speak against the absence of
Native voice in conversations around new media, and to encourage Native American
Studies to interrogate this new medium. I include close readings of important moments in
two games in order to explore how these texts may be read both as repetitions of
dominant narratives, and as works in which moments of tension or nuance offer “gaps” in
the dominant narratives. These “gaps” may then be explored and read against the grain of
dominant and dominating rhetoric focused on Indian characters.
In previous research, I had looked at the representations of Native peoples in a
number of different media. This new look at video games and Native peoples is a new
direction. I studied national museums rehashing dominant narratives about Native
peoples, and I looked at some museums curated and run by Native groups. I read
children’s books, watched cartoons, looked at film and comic books. I traced how images
of Native peoples have been used, misused and reappropriated to do any manner of work,
from assimilation to the Red Power and American Indian Movements. I’m far from an
expert in the fields of Native Studies or Media Studies, but I have traced some threads
through my undergraduate work and have made connections between these media
technologies, the ways in which Native peoples are seen by the dominant society, and the
ways in which the media can be used by Native peoples to speak both to their (our) own
communities and to speak back to the dominant white non-Native society.
Reading the disconnect: “Technology” vs. “Indian”
There is a large foundation of research on what the narratives and controlling
images of Native peoples are doing to support white privilege and colonialism in other
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forms of media, such as film, comics, print media and the like, but I think that there is a
disconnect between these studies and the emerging field of video game studies. I believe
that the dominant discourses found in the colonial imagination do not foster the idea that
Native characters “belong” in video games. There is an association between video games
and the future, with the cutting edge of technology and with progress. On the other side
of the equation, Native peoples are often seen as being locked in the past, in the
“ethnographic present” that imprisons the Native voice in a context of the perpetual past,
or as the constant primitive presence. An additional correlating idea is, of course, that
Native peoples living today have been assimilated out of an authentic “Nativeness.” This
gap in thinking, of not having much scholarly work linking Native characters and video
games, demonstrates that there is something at stake here. I think there is a bridge
missing that shows how this ideological framework is built around this illusion of
separation, between the “Native” and the “Technological,” between advanced and
primitive, the past and the future. My work is entering into two conversations. The first is
the historical and contemporary representations of Native peoples by non-Natives and the
subsequent push-back and reclamation of Native voice. The second is the social and
cultural implications that video games have in our world today as one of the leading
forms of entertainment in a growing percentage of the population.
Location: linking Native and Gamer
I have found examples of scholarly work that take an ethnographic approach to
video game studies. This approach looks at the world in-game and pulls meaning from
that world in order to shed light on the values and systems that those games wish to
transmit, question or problematize. In this paper, I have worked to do the same, but also
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to stitch together the gap that seems to have formed between “Native” and “video game.”
I myself am a Native gamer. I am a Native person, a member of the Citizen Band
Potawatomi Nation, and I have enjoyed playing video games as an individual pursuit, as
well as a community activity. I have been a gamer for a good portion of my life, and have
been interested in both playing games and analyzing them critically through a variety of
lenses working against the normative white, straight, male spaces that often permeate
these games and discussions around gaming. I know something of video games from a
consumer perspective, but I have been interested through this process, to learn to read
them in more depth, to adapt a new sort of critical literacy with regards to video games
and their racial and political implications. The participatory nature of video games is
fascinating in both its possibilities and its limitations. I think that this moment in time is
an interesting one, in that we are seeing the rise of independent game development. There
are more and more people with access to game development technology and skill sets,
though it is still far from accessible to all. With the success of inexpensively developed
and distributed independent games such as “Minecraft,” (a game which revolves around
mining different resources, as well as building using simple, blocky graphics), we are
seeing the possibilities that are out there for smaller game companies. I would
hypothesize that this is a positive trend for broadening the representations of all
marginalized peoples in gaming, Native peoples included.
I do not think that Native peoples or any marginalized people can ignore video
games for much longer. My work stands at the cross roads of Native Studies, American
Studies and Video Games Studies and is informed by close readings such as those
practiced in interpretive Film Studies. All of these interdisciplinary fields shed light on
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the issues of video game Indians. There is a practical level to my work, that of exploring
what gamers, Native gamers included, are experiencing in the game worlds they may
choose to inhabit. There is also a more abstract work being done here: the work of
breaking down the “primitive-advanced,” “traditional-assimilated,” “Savage-Citizen,”
“technological-perpetual past” dichotomies. In addition, this work may serve as a
stepping-stone towards helping scholars, developers and communities to understand and
take advantage of the unique opportunities that these smaller video game development
projects may hold for Native peoples.
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Historical and Cultural Context
Looking past assumed absence: can you spot the Indian?
The first reaction I encountered regarding my interest in “Indian” characters in
video games was of disbelief or confusion. Often, people I spoke with could not name
any Indian characters in video games. They would stop to ponder their own library of
video game titles to try to find someone. This was my initial reaction as well. I wondered
if instead of Indian characters, I would only find the familiar absence of Native peoples. I
found that for the most part, I was half-right. There are not many Native characters with
Native voice in video games - but video games, like so many other forms of popular mass
media, are full of Indians. In the two video games I explored for this work, Indians are
there from the beginning in many ways. The early cut-scenes of Neversoft’s Gun (2005)
depict an all-too familiar story of an ambush, where nameless, faceless Indians fall on
Coronado’s soldiers marching through an unexpected desert dust storm. In Rockstar
Game’s Red Dead Redemption (2010), the “Indian Problem” is the topic of conversation
in the train taking our hero west. In these two games, Indians are there.
Historicizing Indian stereotypes across media
In some ways, it is not altogether that surprising that there have been so many
Indian characters in video games throughout the relatively short period of time that this
technology has been available to the average consumer in the American public. We are
familiar with the image of 1950’s era Timmy cheering on the often repeated film motifs
of the cavalry, who come charging across the screen in black and white and fight against
the marauding Apaches (inevitably lead by a non-Native, blue-eyed Geronimo). Why
then are we so surprised when Timmy sits with controller in hand in 2012? Indian
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characters, which is the term that I will use to refer to these depictions that differ in so
many ways from the lived realities of Native peoples, have been center stage in the
popular imagination since Columbus shared his impressions with a curious Europe. Many
scholars have traced this history of stereotype formation, recreation and reinterpretation
through the centuries post-contact.
One such scholar, Raymond William Stedman, in Shadows of the Indian, does so
in a way that provides not only a historical context for the genesis and continuation of
these images, but also demonstrates the intimate connection that these images have with
the forms of media they are presented in, as well as the connections between these forms.
He does not focus on Indian characters in early film, or in comic books, or in highly
dramatized theatrical performances alone, but rather connects these forms of media to
highlight the work that is being done through these images, all of which are mobilized to
strengthen ideas of whiteness, Manifest Destiny and all manner of dominant and
dominating cultural narratives. Stedman writes, “The possibility of a John Wayne plot
going all the way back to Columbus is fascinating” (Stedman 138). This “fascinating”
work of connecting the representations of Indian characters throughout generations and
across forms of media is exactly what Stedman does so well. He does so through the his
texts, coupling theory with the use of image collages dispersed throughout the book,
which offer visual exercises in viewing these Indian character tropes.
What Stedman offers, in a sense, is a way to trace these stereotypes throughout
time and thus ground oneself in a conversation spanning time and technology. For
example, by looking at, the stereotype of the “Noble Savage” in different times and
forms, Stedman can demonstrate how this image has been played up, ignored or forgotten
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altogether to fit the needs of the dominant white society’s colonization of these two
continents. Shadows of the Indian provides a way of making sense of the cultural moment
we are living in by offering a genealogy of sorts for the Indian characters that continue to
populate our popular culture. We can see here a history of the image itself, which
although connected to the real life stories of genocide, relocation and the attempted
forced assimilation of Native peoples, is a history all its own.
“Playing Indian:” how white uses “red”
As Philip J. Deloria does in his work Playing Indian, Stedman turns the mirror
back on white society to show how the constructions of “the Indian” speak volumes on
how whiteness constructs itself and justifies the atrocities committed in the work of
upholding whiteness. Deloria takes this one step further in putting forth the idea that
white people “playing Indian” actually forged a uniquely “American” identity, writing
that “Indianness has, above all, represented identities that are unquestionably American”
(Playing Indian 183). In this sense, not only could the images of Indians be put to use by
whiteness to be its own “dark side,” to be the Savage to the white Civilized Man, but it
could also be appropriated in certain sanctioned ways to promote its own nationalistic
agendas. Deloria too marks a distance between Native peoples - who may be Kiowa,
Apache, Citizen Band Potawatomi (such as myself) - and “the Indian” or the concept of
“Indianness,” both of which could be accessed by non-Natives in play, acting roles, Boy
Scout troupes and so on.
Custer’s Revenge the game: a genealogy of video game Indians
An interesting observation concerning the scope of Stedman’s text in particular is
that he provides a helpful timeline of Indians in the media that ends in 1981 with a note
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on the petitioning to relocate Geronimo’s body to Arizona (Stedman 261). This end point
is interesting in the context of this work because in terms of creating a genealogy of video
game Indians, the very next year would include the release of a very early example of
how video games could go horribly wrong in their inclusion of Indian characters. In 1982
the game Custer’s Revenge would be released for the Atari 2600 home video game
system and would inspire controversy over race, violence and sexual violence against
Indigenous women (Sharam). It is appropriate, then to think of video game
representations as being vital to the ongoing conversations around media images of the
Indian. Two projects recently published online have taken up the mantle of Stedman’s
work. Both Charles Sharam, writing in affiliation with Project COE (Council of Elders), a
video game review site, and Elizabeth Lameman working with AbTec (Aboriginal
Territories in Cyberspace), have been working to provide a similar genealogical work of
following the Indian character into the world of video games.
While earlier scholars like Stedman could not necessarily foresee the inclusion of
Indian characters in video games, I doubt they would be surprised at what they would see
once they got there. Sharam and Lameman write, in their separate works, about the game
Custer’s Revenge, in which the goal is to navigate the player’s character, the
aforementioned Custer, through a hail of arrows to reach and rape a naked, 8-bit rendered
Indian woman. This is repeated again and again. You die by arrow, or you “win” and
manage to rape this tiny, pixilated Indian woman. This game, I will state again, was
released in 1982. Neither Sharam nor Lameman stop their genealogy there though. Both
go on to follow Indian characters through console generations, through arcades and into
home markets (Sharam; Lameman). In particular, Lameman mentions the games I will
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take up in this analysis, both of which are very recent releases from two very well known
game companies. Gun and Read Dead Redemption are both mentioned. The driving force
that inspired this work was the desire to flesh out knowledge around these two games in
particular. I owe a debt to the “family tree” of stereotypes and Indian character tropes
written out by scholars such as Stedman, Sharam and Lameman. My work grows out of
these foundational thoughts that offer broad pictures of Indian characters and refocuses
the lens onto these two games in order to delve more deeply into close readings of these
texts, to contribute knowledge back to the larger discussions of Indianness in the media.
In short, these games are not anomalies. The Indians in Gun’s (2005) opening
sequence leap out of the dust storm as if from nowhere, fully formed with war axes in
hand. This is the controlling image of the Indian, ambushing the white wagon train and
disappearing back into nothingness - always reappearing and vanishing again. These
games, although it might be surprising to those who do not link video games and Indian
characters, have a legacy, a heritage of sorts. They do not just leap out of dust storms
fully formed. They are the descendents of the Indian play, the flickering black and white
cavalry flicks and of anti-Indian propaganda. Popular culture loves the Indian character.
As Stedman writes, “At any time the switch of a dial, like the change of a theatrical sign
bill or the turn of a comics page, might bring forth some new model. […] They are
everywhere before us, the shadow Indians. They wear many fictional hats, but few are
flattering” (Stedman 5). The “model” may change here, since the representations of the
Indian are always shifted to reflect what white society wants (or does not want) from “the
Indian.” However, there are threads that may be traced, as these scholars do, from the
earliest representations in Columbus’ accounts of the Native peoples he met - all the way
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to the Apaches you are instructed to eliminate in some of this year’s bestselling games. I
offer these thought in order to ground my own work in the context of a larger trend of
providing “genealogies” of Indian characters. There are also important theorists such as
Beth A. Dillon and Subille Lammes working through the presence of Indians in video
games, and their work may serve as a “tutorial” to my own.
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Tutorial, theoretical lenses and joining the conversation
In most complex video games these days, the player can expect to be taken
through a tutorial of sorts. They may be taught the buttons, the types and weaknesses of
enemies and the terrain of the game itself. We are taught how to climb walls, helicopter
kick or how to locate secret treasures on a game map, before we are even set out into the
world to save the princess, rule the world or win the grand prix. The goals of these games
are established in the tutorial scenes in some instances, such as when the back-story and
the tutorial are one and the same. We may be cast into a moment of chaos and
destruction, but there is usually a guide, be it merely a line of text on the screen or a
friendly character’s face or voice leading us through the dark entryway into the world of
the game. My own tutorial came in the form of the work being done by scholars in a
diversity of fields. These writers have written about the representations of Indian
characters in a variety of media, have studied race in video games and have looked
specifically at issues of reading interactive media in the context of a post-colonial
framework. They have lent me a map, but the work of exploring the intersections and
gaps between them was left to me to puzzle through.
The ethnography of games
Kiri Miller was my initial guide through the complicated terrain of video games
and race. Her work introduced me to the possibilities of using ethnographic, folkloric
approaches to video games. Her look at black masculinity, game space as museum piece
and the polyvocalic potentials to be found through game play sparked my interest in the
topic of modern takes on the Indian character in video games. Her work centers around
Grand Theft Auto: San Andres, a game from the game development company Rockstar
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Games. In this way, Miller’s findings that Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas cannot be
written off as a mere repetition of racist stereotype and caricature echo some of my
findings in Rockstar Games’ Western genre piece Red Dead Redemption. Though
Miller’s work does not focus on Native or “Indian” characters, it does provide an
example for examining race in video games through a lens of critical ethnography, and
offers a look into the process of studying game worlds as worlds unto themselves. My
work also focuses on one of their games, Red Dead Redemption. Rockstar Games is a
subsidiary of Take-Two Interactive Software, Inc (Take-Two Interactive). This company
is publicly traded as TTWO (“Investor Relations”). In terms of numbers, as of the
beginning of 2012, Red Dead Redemption had sold 13 million copies (Curtis). In
comparison, Neversoft is a subsidiary of the publishing company Activision, best known
for their work on the Tony Hawk and Call of Duty game series (Activision | Blizzard).
Activision trades under the symbol ATVI (Activision | Blizzard - Stock Information). In a
statistic from 2005, after Gun’s initial release, it only managed to sell 225,000 units
(“Activision warns”). These fact that Red Dead Redemption has been such an
economically successful game, while Gun has not sold nearly as many copies
demonstrates the relative impact of each game, and attest to the lasting impact Red Dead
Redemption in particular has had on gaming culture.
Real Time Strategy games and colonialism
While Miller provides a guide to researching a game similar to both Red Dead
Redemption and Gun, in that Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas and the games in this study
are action-based, sandbox-style shooter games, she does not link video games and
“Indianness” or explore colonialism in games. Two scholars, Beth A. Dillon and Subille
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Lammes have addressed colonialism in gaming, through the study of two different Real
Time Strategy games. These scholars found that this type of game focuses on expansion,
exploitation of resources and the elimination of competing nations. Lammes in particular
focuses on how the games subsume images of women and bodies of color into a narrative
of history that focuses on the imperialist, linear “progression” of civilization through the
body of the white male. The work Lammes provides offers a look into how the starting
credits of the game Civilization III: Play the World create this narrative by including
women and people of color in the early stages of their cinematic sequence about
civilization’s “progress,” but who are then supplanted by marching white men. For more
information on cinematics, see page 18. These white figures then take center stage in the
opening images of the game. Dillon also notes this tendency towards a linear,
progressionist history and takes the analysis one-step further in providing possible
counter narratives of game play that reflect or speak from more Native standpoints. These
counter examples could serve as starting points for developing Native game mechanics
and values that could open the field for more interesting work.
The art and everyday of playing video games through a Native lens
While these scholars have provided insight into what there is now, there are also
those who are providing glimpses into what may come next. There are those who have
articulated a “turn” in the wheel of gaming critique and have moved towards the
inclusion of fully formed Native characters and voices in video games. Alan Natachu
(Zuni/Laguna) has done interesting, critical work in linking Indian characters in video
games and the lived realities of Native peoples. In his “Playing NDN,” Natachu created a
montage of Indian characters from a number of different games, overlaid with a dizzying
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techno track and a deep, ominous voice speaking over the images. Natachu notes, “Video
games no longer are associated with the stigma of being child’s play. They have made
their way from dissipated arcades to the main rooms of the household, often sitting next
to the modern day story tellers of DVD players and satellite dish receivers (Baker and
McMaster 78).
Looking back, looking ahead
Native game designers and educators Skawennati, Jason Edward Lewis and others
affiliated with the online-group Aboriginal Territories in Cyberspace (AbTeC) are
positioning themselves as the “modern storytellers” working to facilitate Native voice in
virtual spaces (McNutt and Holland 50). Skawennati and Lewis utilize the science fiction
standards of time travel to explore Native pasts, presents and futures through their
TimeTraveller project, fusing time travel and notions of Native identities (McNutt and
Holland 54). I provide these few examples of work that is being done by contemporary
Native artists and game developing projects to highlight that there must be a connection
in our conversation between the scholars that came before, and those who are continuing
the work into the future, those on the cutting edge of providing new directions, new
perspectives and new twists to the technologies and conventions of video games and
other interactive media experiments.
After working through this tutorial researching Indian characters and virtual
spaces and equipping myself with the thoughts of the researchers in the field, I am set on
my way. Through this work, I have set out to explore the game worlds through the lenses
gifted to me by those working in different fields. This gift is then recrafted, recast to fit
the needs of my own academic adventure. In joining this conversation, I realize as well
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that I am involved now in the education of the next player, of the next reincarnation of
myself as gamer-scholar, that I have joined those whom I have followed. Implicating
myself as a researcher in these generations of academic adventurers and heroes-to-be is, I
believe, an important component of this work.
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Researching video games: a look at methodology
The process of researching video games is like nothing I had attempted prior to
this project. The study of unconventional texts often takes creative problem solving, as
well as keeping in mind what one is attempting to glean from the material at hand.
Setting off on this work, I knew that I wanted to approach these games as worlds, as
spaces and locations of interactions that I could then read, interpret and speak back to
from my own location. In this brief section, I will outline some of my methodological
practices I maintained throughout my research of the two games taken up in this work.
Since video games are products of leisure and are often simply experienced for fun,
escape or competition, it serves my own interests to outline how I went about interacting
with these cultural products as a player with an academic bent. While exploring and
functioning in the game worlds, I took field notes on my experiences, the images and
dynamics I encountered in the games and the mechanics of play themselves. I also strove
to continually question whether these mechanics of game play reinforced or called into
question the narrative message of the games. I worked my way through both games,
recorded dialogue, took notes on environments, game play interfaces, text and other
media within the games, the overarching plots, scene structure and a number of other
game components.
I chose these two games because they lend themselves well to being put into
conversation with each other. They both take place near the turn of the century. Red Dead
Redemption is the story of John Marston, the son of a Scottish immigrant who, after
turning away from a life of crime and involvement in a gang led by Dutch Van der Linde,
is used as an assasin by the United States government. Agents belonging to an unnamed
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governmental agency kidnap Marston’s wife and son and force him to track down and
kill former members of his gang. After Marston does so, he assumes that he will be free
from the government’s further involvement in his life. However, he is shot down by the
same men who exploited him. The story then continues with his son, Jack, taking on the
main role. Gun is the story of Colton White, a half white, half Apache man who seeks
revenge for the murder of a man he thought was his father. After his adopted father is
murdered, White finds himself up against corrupt priests, sherrifs, Confederate renegades
and railroad barons. He allies himself with local revolutionaries, Blackfoot “braves” and
Apache leaders to combat the sociopathic railroad baron Thomas Magruder, the man
responsible for the death of White’s father, as well as the oppression of the surrounding
Indians. I use the term braves, and mark it in quotations to mark that the term is used in
the game, but that I am uncomfortable with its use. The frontier setting, the comparable
temporal setting and the focus on one man’s quest for revenge and redemption inspired
me to address these two contexts in relation to one another. In addition, a tension exists
around these two games in terms of their relative critical and financial reception. While
Red Dead Redemption is considered one of the best games of the decade and has
spawned a devoted fan base, Gun has not garned similar praise. The similarities and
distances between the two games offered an interesting space in which to explore
possible readings of the texts.
While I have been told that both games I have written about can be played over
the course of a dedicated weekend, I spent four months playing through the games,
allowing time for note taking, processing and understanding the experience. Although
games are created and marketed as fun experiences to do in one’s free time, actively
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applying my lenses, which were composed both of ethnographic and interpretive
practices such as those found in Film Studies, was more challenging than I had
anticipated prior to my entry into the games. Even with the time and thought I have put
into this project, more could be written about Red Dead Redemption and Gun. The many
ways in which games may be approached academically is astounding. My work is an
example of one way to study games, but in reality, the possibilities for engaging with
these texts are wide open. While I have had many hours of experience with these games, I
am aware that some readers will not have a working knowledge of video games in
general, much less the two I am addressing here. With that in mind, I have provided a
“translation,” a written approximation of what it is to experience these texts as a player.
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Translating the gaming experience
To write a critical study of video games is in part an exercise in translation. In
guiding readers through the themes, motifs, resonant moments and implications of Red
Dead Redemption and Gun, I will act as a guide of sorts through two separate game
worlds. With many traditional texts on which scholars base their work, a certain level of
familiarity may be assumed on the part of the audience. Many readers will be familiar
with a particular theater piece, for example. If they are not well versed in that specific
text, a degree of understanding of the conventions of theater might be assumed and a
reading of that work may proceed without too much difficulty. Video games, however,
pose an interesting challenge for those of us who take on the task of exploring them
through our own critical lenses. Though many academics publishing works in video
games studies do so with a focus on the algorithms or the technical interfaces of the
games, or through a study of the game player’s responses in terms of pulse, levels of
aggression or hand-eye coordination, my definitions and “translations” of video game
space here will follow a much more everyday approach. I hope to introduce the
practicalities of Red Dead Redemption and Gun. My intent is to allow a reader unfamiliar
with the logistics of video game play to develop an idea of how the game worlds work
and the possibilities and limitations they offer game players.
Hardware and technological capabilities
To start with the question of technology and hardware, the two games I have
studied were released for Nintendo’s Xbox 360, their latest generation home-gaming
console. The games I have been exploring were both released for a game system
considered top of the line – for the moment anyway. The changing nature of the video
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game market means that every few years or so a new batch of consoles are released with
more advanced graphics, technological innovations such as the availability of on-line
play through the console itself, and of course an ever-increasing price tag. The gaming
console consists of a piece of hardware that plays games stored on disks. In addition, the
latest generation of gaming consoles provides the opportunity to download games
directly onto the hard drive of the machine. By connecting the system to an internet
source, it is possible to allow the game system to keep track of achievements won in the
games, to customize a player avatar and profile, to watch online videos and in many
cases, play online against other people connected to Xbox Live around the world. This
description is intended to provide a picture of the advanced capabilities of this particular
piece of technology. The game is controlled via a hand-held controller with four
directional buttons, two analog “joysticks,” four “shoulder” buttons, start and select
buttons, and four “letter” buttons which are also color coded. Though it may sound
cluttered and overly complicated, interacting with the game spaces through this controller
can become intuitive, much as typing becomes to those who are familiar with even casual
computer interaction. However, this often varies from game to game since a poorly
designed game can feel “clunky” to control.
Software and game as product
With the hardware in place, the software offers the next step to accessing the
game worlds of Red Dead Redemption and Gun. Both games are sold as separate pieces
of technology in the form of disks. The games can be modified or added onto after
purchase through downloadable content made available by the game’s company. Both
games are sold along with promotional and instructional materials, including booklets
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which introduce both the narrative of the games and their mechanics, which buttons
correspond to what in-game action, how one saves progress through the game and what
certain icons on the game’s map mean. Images from the game packaging are included
here in the appendix. These small game guides offer enough information to get an
introductory player involved, but are often overlooked in favor of jumping right into the
game worlds and learning as you go. An interesting addition to the packaging material for
Red Dead Redemption was a large foldout map of the game world. Tie-in materials like
this are not particularly rare, but the specific choice to include a map foreshadows how
very important the terrain and the concepts of land, borders and travel will be in the game
world.
Entering the world: menus and introductions
The idea I keep coming back to, of the “game worlds” of Red Dead Redemption
and Gun, is where the translation of the experience of playing a game really becomes
interesting. After the hardware and the software are acquired and the game loads, a new
type of media experience is available. I will attempt here to provide a sense of orientating
ourselves to this new experience. Video games are unique in that they offer a level of
interactivity and, in most cases, an avatar surrogate with whom to explore game space.
This distinguishes them from different related media such as film or animation in that the
“game” aspect of “video games” offers a sense of control to a player involved with the
experience. In the case of the two games under consideration here, those avatar
surrogates are the playable human characters of John Marston and Colton White. The
games offer a game space that appears three-dimensional and although it is composed of
computer-generated images, offers varying levels of “realistic” depictions of three
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dimensional space and movement physics.
Before jumping into the heart of the game worlds, a player is often met initially
with either a menu screen or an introduction sequence, which may offer a preview of the
game play or act as a narrative starting point resembling film or animation. These
“filmic” sequences will be referred to as “cinematic” portions of the game, or
alternatively as “cut scenes.” The cinematics of a game are often more heavily detailed in
terms of graphics and may break up portions of game play in order to advance the plot, to
reveal the outcome of a mission or to focus on and facilitate dialog. Cinematic sequences
are often not interactive portions of the game, though there is the option to skip such
scenes if one is uninterested in their content or replaying a portion of the game.
“Filmic” narrative and the ludonarrative
Tom Bissell, while exploring the work of “story” in video games discusses cut
scenes and sequences of player control. He writes, that narrative storytelling in games
occurs through “the framed narrative of the game itself, set in the fictional ‘present’ and
traditionally doled out in what are called cut scenes or cinematics which in most cases
take control away from the gamer, who is forced to watch the scene unfold” (Bissell 37).
These in-game moments tempt many into directly comparing video games and film or
animation. The second method of storytelling in games is what differentiates it from these
media. They are what Bissell describes as “ludonarrative” components, which are the
“unscripted and gamer determined actions—the ‘fun’ portions of the ‘played’ game”
(Bissell 37). Keeping this in mind, the work of this paper uses both the cinematic portions
of the game and the act of playing as texts for the production of meaning. There will be
moments of asking what it means to play these games, to experience them as a
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controlling character in the midst of a constructed game world.
Before you begin any game play in Gun, there is a brief cinematic of the player
character, Colton White, riding through a desert away from a band of marauding
Confederate renegades. A voice over has him reciting the Lord’s Prayer as he turns in the
saddle to shoot the leader of the pursuing gang. This cut scene then seamlessly moves
into a menu screen, from which the player can navigate a number of options including
loading a previously saved game file, starting a new game or changing a number of game
settings. Red Dead Redemption, on the other hand, does not offer an opening cut scene
prior to the start menu, but rather elects to open with a start menu and saves the opening
cinematic for after the selection of the option to start a new game. Both of the
introductory cut scenes will be addressed in terms of narrative content in the course of
this documentation of my movement through the game worlds.
Camera and perspective
The departure from film or animation occurs after the scene has been set and the
player is handed control of the player character, either John Marston in Red Dead
Redemption or Colton White in Gun. Both games center the player character in the screen
for the most part while the player moves through the world. The “camera” view, as we
can think of it, is a third person perspective looking at the world from behind the player
character. The player can then run about, shoot enemies or birds alike, climb ladders,
jump, crouch and take cover using the controller’s buttons, all while the camera follows
at a reasonable distance. The camera can also be manually shifted to accommodate
different perspectives. This is another component of the game that, if done well, becomes
intuitive to even a casual player – though done poorly, the camera can hinder the
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effectiveness, and enjoyableness of an otherwise well designed game.
The camera floats at a third person perspective that seldom allows the player to
see the character’s face. However, the ability to control the character, as well as the more
conventional narrative devices of plot and character development, leave no doubt that the
player character is meant to compel a strong level of identification between player and
avatar. The player can also at times shift to a first person perspective. Often times this
occurs in the context of aiming a gun or another tool. This shifting perspective is most
commonly used to increase target accuracy. Though not generally used in many games as
a way to confer a sense of subjectivity to plot elements, it could be argued that this
heightens connection with the player character as a secondary function.
In Red Dead Redemption and Gun for instance, the camera works as a way of
seeing and framing the world, both from the third person perspective and from the
vantage point of the player-character. It also functions as a direct link between the state of
the player character and the player. Although this sounds abstract, while playing the
game, the use of the screen as a point of identification, or blurring between player and
character is easy to recognize. For example, the screen of Red Dead Redemption uses an
ever-increasing amount of a red “fog” effect as a method of displaying how much
physical damage John Marston has received. The darker the screen is with dense red fog,
the closer John is to death. Gun features something similar, wherein the screen becomes
blurry and “wiggly” as the damage to the character increases. In short, the “camera” in
these games functions as a means of seeing the character and the game world as well as a
blurred subjective location from which the player may see from the site of the character.
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“Open World” structure
Now that we have covered how a player accesses the game worlds, and from what
perspective the worlds are seen, we can explore what exactly it is that the player will
encounter during the experience of game play. Although not identical, Red Dead
Redemption and Gun share a number of similar conventions in terms of game styles and
layouts. These games are often considered “open world” or “free roam” games because in
them, the player is able to navigate the player character through the terrain of the game
fairly unimpeded by disrupted levels of game play. Many earlier games were divided into
levels. It was required that a player clear level one before advancing onward. Screens
occurred in a predictably linear fashion and although each player’s experience of the
game would differ to a certain extent due to skill level and timing, the overall “flow” or
narrative arch would remain the same across multiple playing sessions. This is not the
case with either of the games in this study. Both games offer more “open” game play in a
non-linear geography. The worlds of the two games include terrains of mountains,
valleys, desert mesas, small homesteads and large bustling cities. The player is able to
explore these places from the beginning, but may or may not have the tools, skills or
abilities to succeed well in areas that are more difficult. Although Red Dead Redemption
is much more graphically detailed and arguably more “realistic” looking than Gun, both
of them include “open” worlds to navigate. Tom Bissell characterizes “open world”
games, writing that they are bound by “a few general conventions, which include the
sensation of being inside a large and disinterestedly functioning world, a main story line
that can be abandoned for subordinate story lines (or for no purpose at all), large numbers
of supporting characters with whom meaningful interaction is possible” (Bissell 4).
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“Realistic” space: the geography of the virtual West
The worlds found in-game are far removed from the simple abstracted,
labyrinthine spaces of Pac-Man, or the scrolling empty space of early arcade shooters.
The Western “frontier” is presented in these games as an expansive landscape to be
explored. Gun, released in 2005, shows its age already in the fast-paced video game
industry through its less “advanced” graphics. The geography, though suitable for horsechases and train robberies, is smooth looking – that is to say, that it resembles the style of
early computer generated animation. There are “solid” chunks of environment with
mapped on textures that simulate grass, wood grain, or water, but the look of it has
become outdated and unimpressive. The light is static in this game world, with a sky that
resembles less the sky and more a painted drop background for a Western film. The
space, though able to be navigated, lacks a feeling of epic scale and the overall effect is
somewhat lackluster, possibly even claustrophobic. Figure movement in the game, (the
player character, the non-player characters and animals) are functional, but not graceful.
The characters are rendered in a somewhat blocky way and though the voice acting does
not suffer for it, the facial expressions of the characters are wooden and border on
cartoonish. The vast majority of the action takes place outside, with very few detailed
interiors to speak of, save a handful of mineshafts and saloons. Overall, the world comes
off as limited, sparse and somewhat flat.
What I perceive to be stylistic or graphical shortcomings in Gun are in direct
contrast to Rockstar Games’ Red Dead Redemption. While Gun’s terrain lies flat,
displayed by static light effects and populated by blocky characters, Red Dead
Redemption offers a lush, dynamically lit world full of strange, compelling and
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sometimes alarming non-player characters. One of the significant pleasures to be found in
this game is the ability to ride through densely forested mountains, across small streams
littered with rocks and to watch the black engine of a train pull into a dusty frontier town
as the sun sets behind rose and lavender clouds. In short, the game is very aesthetically
pleasing. There was a good deal of pleasure to be had simply exploring and “framing” the
“natural” world. I found myself marveling at the beauty of my virtual surroundings,
beauty that book ended acts of violence and opportunistic heroism alike. There is a sense
of place in Red Dead Redemption that is sorely lacking in Gun. For instance, while
Colton White never seems to need to sleep or take refuge, John Marston is given the
option of creating a campsite, renting rooms in saloons and buying property. In fact, a
large part of Marston’s motivation throughout the game is based on reclaiming his seized
domestic homestead, as well as his wife and son. Interiors are available in the form of
saloons, storefronts and private homes. This “domestic” element contributes in turn to the
sense of vastness to be found in the open landscape. The world of Red Dead Redemption
feels so sweeping in scale in part due to the small pockets of inhabited buildings scattered
through the far more impressive natural terrain.
The compelling setting of Red Dead Redemption contributes to this discussion
because it marks the location of the game as vital, that of the “frontier,” of land stolen
and bought, of people meeting at a site of genocide and the question of possibly
unreachable redemption for this site of contact. The game world constructs the narrative,
while the overarching narrative reflects back on the space of the game world – imbedding
it with meaning as a signifying virtual place or space. Gun feels disconnected from the
virtual space it occupies, while Red Dead Redemption seems to dig in its heels and mark
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the work being done through the narrative functions of land in the game world. Many
moments in the close readings of the games as texts focus on this idea of the frontier and
how it functions as a rhetorical device and component of dominant and dominating
Western narratives.
Missions and narrative: tiers of goal involvement
A virtual world in which the player character has no goal, challenge or conflict,
no matter how graphically rich it may be, might not entirely fit a definition of “video
game,” with an emphasis on the “game” aspect of the experience. Even though these
worlds, laden with Western geographies, iconography and generic signifiers, allow the
player to roam if they so choose, there are goals that also drive an over arching plot and a
number of smaller sub-plots or side stories. In both games, there are different categories
of “missions” involved in game play. A mission could be defined as a goal or set of goals
that have certain requirements that, if not met, lead to either the player characters’
temporary death or a failed mission. Usually, though not always, this failure to meet the
specified requirements resets the mission and in doing so reverses time, in a sense, to
give the player another attempt at completing the task.
Red Dead Redemption has a level of game play depth that Gun lacks. While Gun
postures as a sand box game and yet maintains a rigid and overall uninteresting linearity,
Red Dead Redemption’s variety of mission styles grants it a more engaging framework.
Red Dead Redemption, like Gun, offers different “tiers” of missions, including plot
driving main missions at the heart of the narrative, side missions that serve as moneymaking enterprises such as horse-breaking, poker playing and arm-wrestling, as well as
“random” events that occur as the player traverses the world, such as stagecoach hold-

Jackson 30

ups, wolf attacks and stand-offs. These last events, like the “bandit” events in Gun occur
without prompting from the player character and thus serve less as narrative components
and more as environmental hazards.
In addition to these three tiers of game play that parallel the lesser attempts found
in Gun, Red Dead Redemption includes “Stranger missions.” These smaller missions are
scattered throughout the game and each happen either all at once or in periodic, episodic
snippets over the course of time. Indicated by a question mark on the game’s map, these
missions involve a story, non-player characters that often appear solely in these missions
and a varied set of requirements for completion. These missions do not have a time limit,
nor do they have a preset order in which one must complete them. It is possible to go
through the entire game and not complete a single Stranger mission. They may grant you
monetary rewards, or changes in your “fame” or “honor” statistic, which in turn affects
how non-player characters interact to John Marston’s presence. That these “chapters” are
not crucial to the main mission story line highlights the fact that although every player
that approaches Red Dead Redemption starts with the same packaged game, their
individual experiences may differ greatly in terms of their preferred playing style and
how they choose to engage, or not engage, with the varied mission tiers. If the main
mission is all that matters to a player then it may offer a linear experience, but it may also
be played in a more wandering fashion. The game also gives the option simply not to
engage with the events outside of the main narrative – the player, as John Marston, can
always turn a blind eye, act on the side of the law, the “good,” or exploit the situation for
his own gain.
In addition to the side quests and both the main plot missions and Stranger
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missions, Red Dead Redemption offers yet another point of engagement for the player.
“Challenges” as they are simply called, provide game prompts the player may then
choose to complete. These include challenges based on a demonstrated accuracy of aim,
hunting various animals throughout the game world and gathering plants and herbs in
different environments. Although there are no rewards given directly to the player for the
completion of each individual challenge, after a significant number of challenges are met,
they contribute to unlocking different costuming options for John Marston. These
costuming options then in turn provide different bonuses or abilities during game play, in
addition to changing the set of signifiers John Marston embodies. The act of fighting the
U.S. government, for example, has a different signifying weight if done so as a Union
solider than it does if Marston is wearing an outlaw’s costume. These costuming options
evoke archetypes of the Western genre -- the poncho reminiscent of The “Fist Full of
Dollars” Sergio Leone film trilogy, the fur cap of the hunter’s outfit signaling more
northern trading motifs and the assassin’s long black duster, to name a few. These outfits
may be changed through an “Outfits” menu option. The evocation of Western genre
archetypes more strongly codes Red Dead Redemption as an epic of sorts, drawing on the
mythology of the Western genre to both critique and embrace those conventions and
narratives. Gun also involves costume changes for the main character Colton White, but
these change on their own during the player’s progression through the central narrative.
Colton begins with a “hybrid” outfit consisting of buckskin clothes and a cowboy hat.
After his initial encounter with imprisoned Blackfoot “braves,” he looses his shirt for a
more “Indian” appearance, and towards the end of the game he has come full circle, back
to the more cowboy influenced “hybrid” costume. This shift highlights the game’s “going
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native” narrative that, while dabbling in embracing Indianness, eventually rejects it
through furthering colonial rhetorics of whiteness. In both games then, costuming works
to underline and further the narrative slant.
The Challenges in Red Dead Redemption, in addition to contributing to different
costumes, introduce the player to harvesting plants and animal resources found in
different regions of the game’s geography. The plants and resources gathered from
animals after they have been successfully killed are redeemable in many in-game stores
for cash. Some animal or plant products are also required for the completion of Stranger
missions. When looking through the game’s menu, it is possible to find information
regarding the name of the plants that may be harvested, as well common uses for the
plant in question. The plants’ location shows up on the on-screen mini map as a symbol,
but the plants are often also recognizable on sight. In addition, after the player completes
more challenges and missions in the different regions, more information is made
available on the menu map -- including the probable location of plants and animals. In
this way, knowledge and familiarity with the “frontier” geography are coded into the
game. If Marston needs a new horse, for example, it is possible to look and see not only
generic horses, but also the specifics of breed. This in turn shapes how fast and
maneuverable the horse will be in game play. The game rewards not only play, but also
familiarity and expertise over the environment. This furthers the illusions of space and
place on the frontier. The only comparable gathering option of this sort in Gun is the
ability to mine gold after the player has purchased a pick-ax.
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Defining “Characters” -- Who are you?
In addition to mission goals, players encounter varying “levels” of interaction
with different characters within the game. I use player to refer to the person engaging
with the game through the act of controlling the player characters, or the protagonists of
the games. These main characters are John Marston in Red Dead Redemption and Colton
White in Gun. Alternatively, these characters may be referred to as player avatars or
simply avatars since they stand in for the player’s “body” within the game. The games in
this study focus on one player character at a time. Gun follows Colton White throughout
the plot. Red Dead Redemption offer’s John Marston as the playable character initially,
and after the completion of the majority of the game the player is handed off, as it were,
to his son Jack, who then becomes the playable character.
Characters that are not playable options are designated here as non-player
characters, or NPCs. Both games include a variety of non-player characters with which
the player character may interact. The most reoccurring characters are intertwined with
the game’s plot and are the “supporting cast” of the game. This includes a large number
of characters who play a part in multiple missions, directly influence the narrative and are
integral to the plot. When a main plot mission is available, it is marked on the map with
the first letter of the name of the NPC most primarily featured in that mission. For
instance, a mission in which John Marston is to aid the grave robber Seth in finding the
treasure that has driven him past the point of “civilized decency” is marked with a capital
“S.” Traveling to this “S” will initiate the mission. Therefore, in both games advancing
the main plot is based around interacting with individuals, who are in turn linked to
geographic – and sometimes temporal, locations themselves.
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In both Red Dead Redemption and Gun, there are what may be called
“background” or “extra” characters. These include storekeepers, the dealers and players
of blackjack, and pedestrians interacting in the world. In Gun, these interactions are
static. The storekeepers do not move or have a function outside of their menu options of
selling goods. The people Colton White passes on the street do little to react to his
presence, and the only way that White may engage with non-player characters while not
within the parameters of a mission is to take aim at them, take them as a hostage to use as
a human shield or otherwise assault them.
Mechanics and violence -- What would you do?
The basis for interaction is then violence and the exploitation of the bodies
inhabiting that space. There is no real option to interact in a way that does not rely on
physical harm being done. This main interactive limitation marks Gun as a more triggerhappy game environment. I was surprised during many moments in Gun during which I
would unintentionally firebomb a saloon or took aim at an unarmed townsperson.
Red Dead Redemption, on the other hand, does offer ways in which to engage
non-player characters without initiating violence. By pressing the “B” button Marston
executes a greeting if there are non-player characters around and focuses on important
events or items if they are nearby. Marston has a multitude of greetings that vary and
align with the perceived gender, and in the Mexico chapter of the game, race of the nonplayer character addressed. This mechanic gives a way for the player character to
acknowledge the non-player extras in the game without using violence to interact with
them. This coincides well with the overall plot of Marston working towards redemption
and away from his violent past. In Gun violence becomes the default, the space is so
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trigger happy as to make violent confrontation nearly unavoidable, while Red Dead
Redemption offers a way to be in the world in which the choice to use violence against
another is in some cases just that – a choice. In addition, these “extras” seem to have a
life of their own. They often will greet Marston before the player has initiated an
interaction, especially if the player character bumps into them or gets in their path. Heads
will turn to watch Marston walk by, and extras will comment on the day, about Marston’s
growing fame or infamy and to offer different moments of dialog. More dramatic
occurrences of action not centered on Marston are apparent as well, such as duels or
gunfights that have nothing to do with the main character and yet occupy the same world.
There is a sense, then, that the world exists outside of the player character and has a level
of continuity that encourages the player to think of it has having more depth, or in some
ways meaning more – of only being a player in a larger story.
If the player does not press any buttons for an extended period of time, Marston
will fidget, slap at bugs and so on, even furthering this feeling. Not only is the main
character possibly not the center of this world, the player may not even be at the center of
the player-avatar interaction. A sort of slippage occurs when an avatar, a puppet of sorts,
has what appears to be a level of agency or sense of self. In addition, if the player presses
the “Left Bumper” button, John Marston draws his weapon. If pressed again, Marston
holsters it again. If the player draws a weapon and yet does nothing with it, Marston
automatically holsters the weapon after about four seconds. This short interplay between
drawing and holstering a weapon demonstrates one of the key tensions within the space
between Red Dead Redemption and the player. The “fun” to be had in the game world is
dependent in part on the drawing of the gun, and yet the narrative throughout is based on
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John Marston’s desire to holster his weapon, that is, to leave the violent life he once led
and start again. The game then notes, although subtly, the fact that the player must choose
and initiate the drawing of a weapon and in doing so supports the choice of violence
while the player’s avatar struggles against this same drive.
The discussion of interactions with non-player characters brings us into the realm
of game mechanics and, as we have already touched on, how these interactive structures
built into the game may shape, reinforce or contradict the narrative content of the games.
The ways in which the player interacts with the game world, what the player character
can do within the game and how it is done, through buttons, joysticks and so on,
constitute the mechanics of the game. In Red Dead Redemption, the game play is that of
an adventure game and a shooter combined. In the Rockstar Games tradition, the game
defies many more traditional game genres based on its world structure as well as the
game’s mechanics. Shooting does provide much of the action of the game, but is offset
with the less fatal option of lassoing opponents. This tool has a narrative function as well,
as it is the primary tool used during the ranching missions on both the McFarlane’s ranch
and on Marston’s own land. As mentioned above, the shooting in Red Dead Redemption
often feels like a choice that one makes as a strategy for addressing a problem or a
conflict. A less fatal option may not be as easy, but it is often possible. When a non-fatal
option is not made available, there was an element of this being a moment in which the
overarching narrative is reinforced. It is a reflection, an echoing of John Marston’s hand
being forced as he is pressured to kill again on the behalf of the United States
government, extrapolated out to include, and indeed implicate the player in that forced
interaction. In this way, although the fatal option was often uncomfortable, it contributed
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to the plot in a meaningful way. Violence, I learned during my time in the game world,
was a complicated topic in Red Dead Redemption.
In Gun, the focus is much more on straightforward gun power and the ability to
withstand combat. The game play is heavily oriented around the shooting dynamics. The
principle way of interacting with the world in Gun is through the use of a number of
weapons. Aiming, shooting and dodging bullets make up the bulk of the action
throughout, with cannon and stationary repeating gun sections interspersed. This is so
much the case that I realized that hours into playing the game, I did not know how to
holster my gun after I had drawn it. The world expects violence, facilitates it and does
nothing to question it – a stance underlined in the mechanics of the game system. In
addition, a rather troubling element of the opportunities offered was that of a seemingly
superfluous ability to scalp non-player characters once they have been injured. There are
no benefits gained through the use of this mechanism; it simply exists as something that
the player character may choose to do. In this way, the game underscores violence as the
default interactive dynamic and goes further to include non-narrative violence that exists
outside of the structures of reward. Violence, in particular, the racially charged violence
of scalping exists as an ends unto itself.
Crossing the virtual frontier
Shooting and violence is one component of game play in both games, but what I
found vastly more interesting were the opportunities for exploration available in the game
worlds. The great illusion of video games may be that they provide not only a sense of
space, but also an ability to maneuver in that space – to take a walk through the frame in
a way that simply is not possible in different media. The agency that is often contributed
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to video games is said to be found in the controlled movement of the player character.
Murry writes that, “a simulated ‘realistic’ sense of space and time, conveys an expansive
sense of ‘place’” and, “By learning how to effectively navigate a simulated body within
this manifestation, the quality of place comes to life” (Murray 91-92). In this way, space,
place and avatar movement are all linked in a process of creating the experience for the
player. In Red Dead Redemption and Gun, the avatar body is the main site of movement,
but the nature of that movement may vary. Running, walking and movement on a human
scale are the default in each game, but different transportation options are also available.
In both games, much of the game play occurs on horseback. Red Dead
Redemption offers fast, maneuverable horse riding with realistic physics. When you try to
stop your horse, the inertia of horse and rider carry you a bit farther. In Gun, the physics
are less immersive. When you stop, your horse immediately stops. This difference seems
small, but it does make a difference in the dynamics of riding and how Red Dead
Redemption values the setting and feel of the Western genre as important components of
the experience, and how Gun fails to draw in the same notions of occupying both space
and place in a mythic and mythologized Western generic location. In addition to horses,
in Red Dead Redemption John Marston may take stagecoaches, steamboats, trains and in
one memorable occasion, an early model automobile to navigate the frontier space.
Although trains and stagecoaches appear in Gun, Colton White is not able to interact with
them. This contributes to reinforcing the different scales on which the games operate. The
world feels bigger in Red Dead Redemption, which in turn makes John Marston’s
narrative conflict of entrapment all the more poignant. Gun feels hemmed in and
claustrophobic in part because it does not utilize movement through space well.
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Health and the specter of in-game death
While movement, travel, exploration and interaction are vital in the discussion of
these games, it would be remiss to ignore moments in which these elements are forced to
pause and start again, moments of defeat and of player character death. As I have already
touched on, both games utilize the screen between the player and the avatar’s world to
indicate pain and dwindling health. Red Dead Redemption offers no other indicator of
health than the screen becoming increasingly red as Marston takes on damage. It does
provide a “stamina” bar for your horse and a “Dead Eye” meter that indicates for how
long you can go into “Dead Eye” mode -- a targeting screen in which time slows, the
screen turns sepia brown and the player is able to aim multiple times before returning to
“real time” and executing the shooting maneuver. These elements, coupled with the fact
that John Marston slowly heals over time, contribute even more to the “mythic” scale of
Marston’s story. There are also items in the game world that may be purchased that
restore health immediately or that refill the Dead Eye meter. In Gun, in addition to the
“wiggly” screen effect, there is a health meter that empties as Colton White is damaged.
This health bar takes the form of a whisky flask. Health may be restored by taking drinks
of whisky, (unlike in Red Dead Redemption wherein the consumption of alcohol affects
the player’s ability to control John Marston and may even result in him passing out).
Overall, the health and death systems in both games highlight their different
approaches to immersing the player in their respective games. The affects of alcohol, or
the lack there of, the reliance on experience and “instinct” via the screen effects and the
ways in which horses become an extension of the player character all evoke and rework
elements of Western frontier iconography. When you die in Red Dead Redemption, red
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letters over a black background simply say “Dead” and you start again at a recent
checkpoint. In Gun, a menu screen displays “Game Over” and allows you to start a
mission over again. In both games, there is a difference drawn between in-game narrative
deaths, that is, deaths that occur as elements of plot, and game play deaths that occur
through the course of completing missions or traversing the game worlds. There are an
unlimited number of game play deaths that may occur, and many missions require several
attempts to play through successfully.
Turning towards close readings
There are many more elements of game play and their worlds than what I have
been able to cover here, but this introduction should provide a foundational
understanding of both the narrative frameworks and game mechanics. With this
“translation” of the gaming experience in hand, I turn now to episodic close readings of
Red Dead Redemption and Gun. These readings draw more heavily from Red Dead
Redemption due to the more complex nature of the game. Moving through both of the
games, I was struck by moments in which representations of Indians came into sharp
focus, or when a marked absence haunted the playing space I inhabited. I was not able to
address every moment of interest within the two games. To do so would be a much larger
project, even within the seemingly small topic range of “Indianness.” I have, however,
pulled together moments of interest to document my own readings of the games as a
Native and white gamer. The multilayered sites of identification within the game‘s everchanging frame, the (dis)connected aspect of immersive play and the political
implications of playing a white man or a “half-breed” in Western spaces while existing in
reality as a Native and white gamer in an Eastern space, all contribute to a fracturing,
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fragmenting experience. To play in these spaces, for me, involves a splitting of self. To
“live” as a markedly privileged virtual body in these game worlds while often battling
“Indians,” “Gaming While Native,” we might say, is to hold self-contradicting elements
together in one’s mind. This subjective fracture can be traced throug this work, and defies
a certain forced unity. With that in mind, we may turn to the work of reading the playable
frontier.
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John Marston and polyvocalic ambiguity in a train headed West
The opening to Red Dead Redemption could be the opening sequence to any
number of standard Western films, or any other form of media in the Western genre for
that matter. We are greeted with the scene of the so-far-unnamed cowboy gunslinger
protagonist making his way from what appears to be a small Eastern seaboard city, with
its abundance of motor cars, the presence of women in clean, pressed dresses and
extravagant hats and the electrical poles marking the background. The cowboy, being
escorted by two official looking men, boards a train and the journey West begins. This
introductory sequence works to solidly evoke the Western genre and to mark the “East
goes West” dynamic so crucial to the story lines of many more classic Western pieces
about the “frontier” goals of white America. Both the dialog and the cinematic of this
sequence ground Red Dead Redemption firmly in the Western genre, but also call up a
critical distance by utilizing a polyvocalic tension within the dialog of the scene. The
subsequent ironic twists in the conversations mark the game as a self-aware genre piece
that simultaneously embraces and casts doubt on the conventions of the “traditional”
Western.
The opening shots follow the gunslinger we later know as our avatar, John
Marston and his government escorts as he boards a train and then remains silent as he,
and the player, listen in on two simultaneous conversations occurring around him. The
shots in the introduction are of two types, which is to say that the camera alternatingly
highlights the interior and then the exterior of the train. We watch as the camera moves
between the two positions and in doing so experience the movement of the train from
East to West as the train travels off into the sunset, all the while being privy to the
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personal conversations being held by the passengers within. There are two parings in the
railroad car we listen in on, the first being a pair of older women sitting behind John
Marston, who seem to be fairly affluent with their jewelry and fancy hats, and the second
being a priest and a young woman named Jenny sitting in the seat in front of Marston.
Internal inconsistencies as subversive potential
Though these two conversations never converge, and the passengers never speak
all together in a group of four, they show marked parallels that draw attention to potential
inconsistencies and doubtful ironies within and across the two conversations being held.
By pulling them all together, it becomes apparent that these are the voices of expansion,
of Manifest Destiny, of “East goes West.” Though on the surface it appears that Red
Dead Redemption is working to merely parrot these rhetorical tools of colonialization, I
believe that the ironies within the conversations cast a new light over the seemingly
straightforward racist and Eurocentric dialog in this sequence. Put another way, the
tensions arising within the parallel, yet separate conversations, demonstrate an internal
inconsistency. I am not sure if this blending together of voices into a polyvocalic, selfaware and potentially critical narrative are easily visible at first glance, but a close
reading makes this scene in particular very interesting.
Taming the “Savage land” and implicated extremism
The two aristocratic women, Mrs. Bush and her unnamed friend (here after
referred to as the Aristocratic Lady) offer some of the very first lines of dialog in the
game. The Aristocratic Lady mentions to her friend that, “I for one am grateful, Mrs.
Bush, that they are finally bringing civilization to this savage land” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). Already there is an evocation of the “savage land” on which the train
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is traveling, and even more so, the “frontier” that lies at the train’s destination in
Armadillo. “Indians” are then present from the first cinematic scenes of the game. There
are no Indian characters in the train itself, but their presence is called up in this discussion
of civilizing the “savage land” -- importantly, it is the land that is first marked as
“savage.” The land itself, instead of taking on a “virginal” or “empty” personification, is
made “savage.” Responding, Mrs. Bush adds that, “My daddy settled this land and I
know he'll be looking down on us, pleased at how we helped the natives” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). Here, the elderly Mrs. Bush works to settle not only her own
rootedness in the land, her familial tie to an older generation of settlers who came before
her to “clear the land,” but also to shore up her own moralism around the concept of
“helping the natives.” Her reading of colonization is embedded in the “Kill the Indian,
Save the Man” school of thought popularized by the likes of Colonel Henry Pratt and his
Indian boarding school policies, which sought to assimilate Native peoples into a new
labor class through the use of boarding schools (Grande 14). Mrs. Bush’s statement rings
hollow in her line about assisting the Indians. It could be read as nearing a pastiche of
colonialist rhetoric. The Aristocratic Lady pronounces that, “Yes they've lost their land,
but they've gained access to heaven" (Red Dead Redemption 2010).
The scene here switches focus from the elderly women to the Father and Jenny in
the seat in front of Marston. This shift is indicated through both a change in the camera
angle that privileges Jenny and the priest, as well as through a visible shift in John’s own
focus. Through this, the player is involved as a participant in the camera’s gaze, but we
are also asked to read John’s gaze, to trace his focus through the interactions between
camera dynamics and John’s “physical” presence within the shot. The shifting camera
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highlights the conversation between the priest and Jenny and in doing so sparks the sense
of polyvocality within the scene. The priest and Jenny happen to be discussing the topic
of “savages” and hell. The Aristocratic Lady and Mrs. Bush set the scene with their
conversation, and the last words said before the shift in focus were on the topic of heaven
and being newly accessible to “saved” Indians.
Mocking Manifest Destiny
The priest and Jenny are taking the alternative route to this conversation by
discussing “innocence” and redemption in the context of the “savage land.” Here the
boundaries between the two conversations break down, blending the parallel streams of
interactions into a self-referential, overlapping soundtrack of colonialist rhetoric. Jenny
questions the priest about the idea of damnation, “But Father, do you mean unless an
innocent receives communion, they're destined to go to hell? That hardly seems fair”
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). Here Jenny evokes the narratives of Christian missionary
work, particularly when that work is paired with racialized discourses of sin and
redemption through contact with whiteness and white Christianity in particular. These
two narratives of course did, and continue to have very real implications for Indigenous
peoples. In this light, the priest’s response that, “there is a great deal of difference
between an innocent and a savage,” was chilling from my own location as a Native gamer
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). This hit home, because demonizing rhetoric that separates
innocence (coded as white), and savagery (coded as Indian), is an integral component in
the history of genocide Native people must contend with.
This moment between Jenny and the priest is underscored when the Aristocratic
Lady adds that, “Yes, they live like animals. But they're happier now” (Red Dead
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Redemption 2010). Again, these two conversations are being had independently of each
other, located behind and in front of the “audience” of John Marston, but they blend
together in such a way as to create a collage of anti-Indian rhetoric that was incredibly
powerful in the era in which the game is set, around 1910, and which continues to haunt
Indian Country today. Because the Aristocratic Lady’s comment is so “extreme,” (though
I would argue that this is not the case, but rather that these rhetorics exist at the heart of
the colonialization of the Americas) the lines about Indians and hell become more
“extreme” by association. That is it say, the Aristocratic Lady articulates something that
is at the heart of the priest’s argument. This creates a tension between the priest’s
seemingly benevolent intent, the “civilizing” and “salvation” of the Indian through
Catholicism in particular, and the eliminationist realities inherent in settling “savage
land.”
The theme of Catholic missionary work comes up again in the conversation
between Jenny and the priest later on in the train’s journey West. The Father shares with
Jenny that, “What you must remember, my dear, is that we have been brought here to
spread the word. And the word and civilization, they are the same thing. They are the
gifts” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). This loaded statement connects religion, Manifest
Destiny rhetoric and the “civilizing” of Indian and land alike, all in a few lines. The priest
works to instill in Jenny’s mind the idea that their movement west is part of a larger wave
of those carrying the “gifts” of civilization and religion. This means of course
Western/European civilization and the Christian religion, and in this particular instance
Catholicism. The use of the passive voice in the line that, “we have been brought here”
acts to remove the agency from colonialization and genocide by drawing on narratives of
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Manifest Destiny, that “God given commandment” to go West and conquer the land and
the Indigenous peoples living there. The priest and Jenny are marking themselves as part
of a larger “destiny” of imperialistic expansion westward, justified through the use of
Manifest Destiny narratives that serve to erase the individual from the workings of
genocide.
Troubling genre through reflexive tensions and ironies
A sense of irony hangs over the second half of the priest’s brief monologue, in
which he speaks about the civilizing process and the act of going West as “the chance to
live among people who are decent and who do not kill each other, and who let you
worship in peace” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). This line becomes increasingly more
ironic as you spend more time in the game in a less-than idealized frontier space. As you
spend time killing on the frontier, either in the name of chaos and self-interest or as an
extension of the “law” in the Western space, these words become hollowed out, become a
false expectation that is not only unfulfilled, but shown to truly be naïve and unprepared.
The frontier in Red Dead Redemption is no open, utopian land of opportunity. In fact; it
seems to be in a stage of decay, both morally and geographically.
Jenny responds to the priest’s characterization of the land with something that
seems nearly to be a non-sequitur. She says that, “It’s so confusing, father. Sometimes, I
find it impossible to make a distinction between a loving act and a hateful one. I mean,
they often seem to be the same thing” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Although it would
at first appear that Jenny’s comment has little to do with the conversation she is having
with the priest, I think that if taken as another echo, if you will, or as another strand of the
chorus of anti-Indian rhetoric, then it does indeed fit with the “flow” of the dialogue. In
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fact, it may be that her thoughts on the shifting nature and uncertain borders between
“loving” and “hateful” acts signals the dual nature of histories of Indianness.
Assimilationist rhetorics such as those that attempt to “civilize” or “save” Native peoples
through white Western ways and religion may then be read as just another incarnation of
the exterminationist policies and narratives that came before. Jenny’s confusion then
becomes “our” confusion of how to read this scene, and the game as a whole. It poses the
question, or possibly the challenge, of how to read the representations (or lack there of)
of Indian characters in the game. Are the images to follow “loving” or “hateful,” true to
the “traditional” nature of the conservative Western, or fording out into the territory of
revisionist Westerns?
This scene appears to provide an attempted answer -- or more accurately, it
gestures towards a hollow answer, one that the audience both in the form of John Marston
and the player-as-audience are almost sure to be unsatisfied with. The priest responds to
Jenny’s confusion with an attempt at paternal reassurance, saying, “It is confusing, but
you only have to ask me if you need help” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Earlier on, in a
segment of the conversation less directly pertinent to the issues of the Western frontier
and Indianness in the West, Jenny had brought up the invention of manned flight and the
priest had refused to believe that anyone but angels could fly. The fact that the player
knows that manned flight is possible, makes the priest seem narrow-minded, naïve or
incapable of mental change or innovation. In this way, the Father seems set in his ways
and sure of himself and his convictions to such an extent as to not be able to acknowledge
certain facts about his own contemporary world. The priest is then marked as someone
who may not be a reliable authority on a number of things. Can he then be trusted to truly
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know the “West,” or what it really means to say that there is a difference between
“innocents and savages,” a distinction that seems to rest only in his construction of this
racialized binary? That we are to look to a person who cannot fathom the innovations
needed for manned flight for clarity in this “confusing” mental and geographical terrain
casts an ironic light over the entire proceedings of the train conversations.
It may be then, that players cannot fully trust the “authority” of reading the game
as a text on a surface level. The lines of dialog that occur in the train, taken one by one,
could be attributable to any number of period sources. There is nothing particularly
“new” or revolutionary being said by the actors involved, but the way the conversations
slip and blur the borders of the characters voicing these opinions works to create a
somewhat detached “meta-conversation” that can be read as distanced or ironic, working
almost in a subjunctive tense throughout. The player is then offered a possibility of being
positioned in a similar way, of being detached and aware of the ironies at play between
the two conversations as they move in and out of each other. The elderly women are then
shown to be cruel and the inheritors of the great violences of genocide masquerading as
generosity and humanitarianism, and the priest becomes an unreliable figure of authority,
whose naïve beliefs of the frontier and simultaneous rejection of technological
developments mark him as somewhat of a clown of the authority he is positioned to
represent and indeed embody as a religious leader.
(Dis)trusting genre loyalty
The text may then be read as working to speak through many voices, all casting
doubt and irony self-reflexively over the actors speaking the lines, rendering a
straightforward, single-voiced reading of Red Dead Redemption a mistaken approach to
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the game as a whole. We cannot rely simply on readings of Red Dead Redemption as
“violent or “mindless” entertainment. Similarly, I would argue, it would not do the game
justice to look at it as either a conventional, conservative Western or a revisionist
Western. The reflexive tensions and ironies found in the opening sequences work to cue
the critical reader, in my case a critical Native reader to the fact that this game cannot be
looked at straight-on and taken at face value. There are more voices, different narratives
slipping across borders to shine light on the ironies of the Western genre, and offer an
interesting look at the ironies of dominant narratives of Western imperialistic histories.
Red Dead Redemption both embraces and distances itself from generic standards and
highlights the tensions within its own game world primarily through the evocation of the
specter of the Indian, as well as underlines the push and pull between conservative and
revisionist approaches to the Western.
Centering John Marston
It may be important to note that throughout the opening sequence to Red Dead
Redemption, John Marston, who at this point is not actively known to be the player’s
avatar, is nonetheless recognizable as the “hero” of the opening cut scene. He reads as the
protagonist, as he is centered in the camera’s field of vision. When walking through the
Eastern city, he is front and center, flanked on both sides by his government officials. In
the train, the seats seem to be oriented around him. There is a seat in the foreground, a
seat in the background and then Marston again is central to the shot. In addition, the
camera lingers on John’s face and form in a manner unique in this scene. When the two
women are talking the camera often focuses on them, but parts of John’s face will be
included in the frame, and the same can be said for the moments in which the
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conversation between the priest and Jenny are featured. There are shots that include only
John. When there are other characters included in the frame, they are arranged in an
overlapping manner. This works to isolate John and to connect the other characters with
one another. Even if John is not centered in the shot, he is still referenced, or offered as a
point of reference, watching and listening to the conversations as the player also watches
and listens. In this way, John already is offered as our stand-in within the space of the
game, in this moment the world of the game being isolated within a railway car. The
player follows John’s gaze or focus throughout the scene, linking avatar and player
before we are “introduced” to him or allowed to control his movements.
The centrality and stability of John’s position in the visual frame is important as
he moves between the two conversations. It also offers him the ability to witness these
two parallel lines of dialog, as well as being the location on which the meta-narrative can
be read. John’s position as the subject within the frame whose gaze and focus the
audience follows make him a strong point of potential identification or alienation for the
reader of the scene. Marston does not voice his own opinion in this scene. He stays out of
both conversations and seems content enough to witness them from his centralized
location. Though the rendering of facial expression in this game far surpasses that of
older gaming technological capabilities, it is still difficult to read a clear expression or
reaction on his features. This also may be traced to the constructions of masculinity that
mark the white heroic male in the space of the Western, as reserved, sternly quiet and in
close control of his emotions, except for those feelings of vengeance or anger that may
erupt now and again in the face of extreme circumstances. In short, it is not clear whether
or not we are to connect Marston to the narratives around him.
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We, like Marston, are witness to the conversations and the meta-narratives that
occur through their intermingling, but we are left to glean their meanings for ourselves, as
Marston is in this scene. The cut-scene resolves itself with the arrival of the train into
Armadillo, a dusty frontier town. The questions and tensions brought forth in the opening
scene, however, remain far from resolved.
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The frontier as “Dead Space:” noir, the eerie and the grotesque of the West
There is something eerie in the atmosphere of the West as presented in Red Dead
Redemption. The feeling of the game seems to hearken more to Jim Jarmusch’s arguably
postmodern Western film Dead Man than to more lighthearted Western genre pieces. The
light in Red Dead Redemption is often times rich and beautiful. The environment follows
a day and night cycle, which has been speed up faster than real-time. There are sunsets
and sunrises, changes in weather that alter the play of light, as well as dynamic
movements of dramatic shadows across dusty plains. In short, the game itself offers a rich
and varied landscape to explore.
Western Noir
The darkness, then, is not about a lack of light or a stylistic choice, but rather is
more metaphorical in nature and gestures towards something we may call “Western Noir”
that may be traced throughout the game. In defining the aesthetics of film noir, BregentHeald includes the following elements, “a lack of symmetry and order; chiaroscuro; […]
visual expressionism; […] gritty realism; hardboiled antiheroes and predatory women;
themes of alienation, uncertainty, and confusion; as well as an overall lack of faith in the
smooth functioning of the social environment” (Bregent-Heald 125). While BregentHeald also includes components that are specific to more conventional film noirs, such as
their urban setting and some stylistic choices such as voice-overs, the more expressionist
elements may be translatable onto a frontier space as a sort of “Western Noir,” or what
Bregent-Heald defines as the “border noir,” set in a rural underbelly (Bregent-Heald 125).
There seems to be an element of human darkness, of the more sinister side of
humanity itself, running through both what is present in the game, and as a Native player
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especially, what remains absent through the majority of the game. This marked absence,
of course, was the lack of Native presence or even “Indian” characters. In Sue
Matheson’s work linking film noir aesthetics and the film career of John Wayne, she
writes that in John Ford’s The Searchers, “as in a noir film, the wilderness without […] is
an accurate depiction of the emotional and moral wilderness within” (Matheson 890).
With this in mind, it makes sense to think of the depictions of the land and those of the
central characters as intimately linked and ultimately in conversation with each other.
According to Matheson, this relationship, is ultimately a corrupting interaction. In
Matheson’s understanding of Western noir, “the world is ultimately corrupt and
corrupting. Thus, decent, normally law-abiding citizens tend to find themselves
enmeshed in situations that require them to become criminals” (Matheson 896). It is
important to understand, however, how the specifics of the frontier as both a place and a
rhetorical tool complicate this understanding of land-character dynamics. The
constructions of citizenship and law are, through structures of colonialism, acts of
violence against Indigenous peoples and otherwise displaced or forcibly relocated
peoples of color. I do not believe that Red Dead Redemption misses this point. The
element of human darkness that seems to pervade the story seems to align with a reading
of the land as a haunted space, haunted by historical and ongoing acts of violence.
Mapping Western noir and the Noir protagonist
Examples of this macabre element of the game are plentiful and evident even
early on in the game. In terms of general geography, there are certain places on the
game’s map that seem to represent the darkness of humanity. Thieves’ Landing in
particular is known as a location for all sorts of unsavory activity. Without fail when John
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Marston approaches this place, the sky darkens. It is often rainy and the surrounding
swamps, filled with wolves, makes getting to the town treacherous at the best of times.
The atmospheric personality of the town then reflects the “corruption” to be found in its
center. This projection of the human psyche onto the landscape falls comfortably within
the scope of the noir sensibility. There are also plot lines that embrace this darker trend
running throughout the game. There are shorter missions within the greater narrative arch
of the game that are referred to appropriately as “Stranger Missions.”. Matheson writes
that in the films of John Wayne, the “frontier houses not heroic settlers, but the
marginalized--a broad spectrum of misfits, among them misogynists, misandrists, and
murderers” (Matheson 890) The many incarnations of John Wayne’s character do not
differ remarkably in Matheson’s description, in that he tends to play “an antisocial loner
who functions in a world peopled with sociopaths” (Matheson 890). This reflects the
population found in Red Dead Redemption. There are an abundance of murderers, people
driven mad by their situations, and those simply out for themselves.
“American Appetites” and frontier cannibalism
One such mission offers a parallel to the aforementioned film Dead Man in
particular. In the “American Appetites” subplot, the player is tasked with investigating
the disappearance and assumed murder of three people, a young boy, a woman and a man
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). In a possible reference to the horror film The Hills Have
Eyes, the player investigates the disappearances in the hills surrounding Armadillo and
finds that there is nothing left of the first two victims except for a patch of blood and a
few scattered articles of clothing. On the final leg of the mission, the player, as John
Marston, find a man with a broken leg who points the player in the direction of someone
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he identifies as his assailant and an attempted cannibal. After apprehending the man
running from the scene, it becomes apparent that the man with the broken leg is the actual
cannibal and that the player has just chased and hogtied his next meal. Marston is then
given the option of intervening on the behalf of the victim or turning and walking away.
In this sense, the player is implicated in the act of cannibalism by chasing and trapping
the victim, but is also granted the option of redemption by setting things right.
The West as ‘land of the dead’
There is something deeply unsettling about watching a man you have just
apprehended fall into the clutches of a cackling cannibal, and really this is just an extreme
example of the sort of grotesque situations found within the game. Melinda Szaloky,
writing on Jim Jarmusch’s Dead Man, notes that within the film there is a “pervasive
sense of death that infuses the film with a grotesque and even morbid air. Jarmusch’s
West is the land of the dead” (Szaloky 55). I argue here that Red Dead Redemption
follows in this tradition of the West as “the land of the dead.” Szaloky also teases out the
reading of Dead Man that sees Johnny Depp’s character William Blake as a dead, dying
or dreaming protagonist. John Marston (the lead character in Red Dead Redemption) is
shot at the beginning of the game in a similar fashion to the Blake character. The idea that
John has already been killed before the majority of the adventure is completed provides
an interesting lens through which to read this “dead, dying or dreaming” Western space
within the game (Szaloky 58). Though this reading is very interesting, a discussion of the
position of John Marston as a fantasy character, or as a composite of images of Western
mythic heroism and masculinity may have to be saved for another project.
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Seth, greed and the death of the land
One of the characters in the story that could possibly best be tied to the dead of
the land, and possibly the death of the land itself is that of the treasure hunter Seth. Seth’s
character is an extrapolated, exaggerated homage to the “obsessed Western prospector”
archetype. Driven to madness and self-neglect through his single minded pursuit of a lost
fortune, Seth spends most of his time in an abandoned church’s graveyard unearthing the
dead there in search of his dead treasure hunting partners and their lost map. Seth is lost
to the living. He voices a preference for the presence of the dead and casts a judgment on
the living. Bregent-Heald writes that characters in the “border noir” often “occupy an
ambiguous social position between darkness and light, between sanity and madness” and
that they, “despairingly roam the border wastelands, without normative societal restraints
to check their passions and impulses” (Bregent-Heald 130). This ambiguous, liminal
position between poles almost perfectly describes Seth’s character. He embodies and is
an amplification of imperialistic greed and the drive to acquire the land’s rich resources.
His greed links him to the dead, and he himself resembles nothing more than a
skeleton, or a shambling, mumbling member of the living dead. He is more comfortable
conversing with his dead comrades than with the protagonist. In this sense, Seth’s greed
could be read as the greed of the colonizing presence in the West - a force that shaped the
very notion of “the frontier” as a place of opportunity. Red Dead Redemption’s frontier is
no land of opportunity; it is presented more as a husk of something, a dried cicada shell
where life used to be. Seth exemplifies this, a character seen as a shell of a man driven on
only by greed. There are architectural markers of this inner hollowness as well, in the
form of a number of abandoned towns scattered across the game’s map -- as well as a
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particularly memorable and unsettling empty mansion atop a hill. This building looms
over another geographical marker that indicates that something is wrong on the frontier
space of Red Dead Redemption, the ghost town of Tumbleweed that mirrors the real-life
ghost town of Tombstone, Arizona. This large mansion, like the rest of the town, is
hollowed out and falling down without human inhabitants. There are numerous other
examples of burnt-out shacks and collapsed cabins across the game’s terrain. There is the
feeling that something, that life itself, is missing from Red Dead Redemption.
Indian presence marked by absence
The sense that there is something missing pervades the landscape of Red Dead
Redemption and is both unsettling and poignant. As a Native gamer, I am aware that
though “Indians” have often appeared in the dialogue of white characters, through the
majority of the game they/we do not appear. I knew they exist in the game, but until the
final third of the game, they just were not there. Szaloky writes about William Blake’s
floundering in the Western dreamscape, that, “the sensation that Blake is in the wrong
place is caused equally by his being there and by the fact that the place is wrong”
(Szaloky 57). The place is wrong, even with its lush light, amazing horizons and the way
these elements evoke a sense of real place and time through the temporal cycles and
intricate environment - the place itself is wrong. Red Dead Redemption includes many
moments in which the player is encouraged to linger on the act of viewing the game’s
landscape. Mountain passes, sweeping valleys and looming cliffs all are positioned to
offer the best sense of horizon. Bregent-Heald marks the importance of this aesthetic
bent, writing that, “most border noirs begin with establishing shots of the landscape,
indicating the importance of geography to the narrative about to unfold“ (Bregent-Heald
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126). In addition, “Although the plots of the films are characterized by a surfeit of human
violence, the films ironically begin with such tranquil natural tableaus, which temporarily
lull the spectator into a zone of quietude” (Bregent-Heald 126). In this sense, moments of
peaceful, thoughtful contemplation I experienced riding across desert bluffs were
interrupted by violent game play which further contribute to this reading of Red Dead
Redemption as belonging to a Western Noir genre.
Mesquite, haunting and haunted gaming
The strongest sense of the feeling that the place itself, and my presence in the
space was somehow wrong, came when I as John Marston stumbled into a camp called
“Mesquite.” This place was not marked on my map, but existed nonetheless. It was only a
few minutes ride from the ranch at which you stay for a good portion of the first half of
the game. I found the campsite while on a bounty mission, hunting down a gang that had
evidently taken up residence there. The camp itself was a half circle of domed structures,
the skeletons of structures, just bent ribs made of branches that would have supported
hide, or possibly birch bark if we were more north than Mesquite is. There were outlines
of stones around the standing ribs, probably to hold down the coverings of these
structures and stone fire pits in the center along with large grinding stones coded these as
homes to me, homes I have seen actually built. A larger structure stood in the direction of
the sunset, a ceremonial house maybe, medicine house. I cannot say at this point whether
or not that was what Rockstar San Diego intended with this modeling, with this terrain,
but that is what my own reading brought to the situation. This was a community, and the
standing ribs of the houses showed that inside they were empty. Not only that, but the
camp was appropriated by a gang of killers, men who I as John Marston was tasked to

Jackson 60

kill in the name of Civilization.
These layers of hollowness and of violence struck me in that moment. I caught
myself grieving in a small way the absence that this village signaled. The motif of the
Vanishing Indian is well known and well documented by the likes of Stedman in his
phenomenal work Shadows of the Indian and it is not something that is new to me, but
this moment caught in my throat and I ached at the scene. Throughout this game, the
horizon has been empty of Indians. Up to this point, we are mentioned as problems, as
heathens in need of God’s love and as the last generation’s enemies and obstacles, but
nowhere had there, at that point in the game, been faces, bodies, voices at all. Szaloky
explores the dark message at the heart of Dead Man in a way that I think offers some
insight into the darkness and the absent, hollow feelings that this game has thus far
evoked in myself as a Native gamer. She writes that “The pessimistic message of
Jarmusch’s film is that the only way to escape the myth that naturalizes human violence
is through more death, the death of all involved in killing, the death of the West”
(Szaloky 57). So far in the game, the Indians were gone -- either relocated, leaving this
particular community as it existed to die, or they themselves have been killed. The men I
gunned down as John Marston were themselves killers. I too am killed as John Marston,
after having served my purpose to the United States government.
Implicating John Marston in cycles of violence
This cyclical web of death and murder obscures its origins, tucking away loose
ends and sewing itself together. This game seems to be concerned with not only “the
death of the west” - but also the decay of the West as a geographical as well as a cultural
construct. There seems to be a rotten hollowness at the heart of the spaces you are asked
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to traverse in this game, and your character, the “I as John Marston” is not left out of that
rottenness. There is a potential for redemption in the game, but the world itself is cast as
barren, as a dead-space of sorts. The question that lingers in my mind at this step in the
process of exploring this game world is -- what does this mean for us today? Even if the
game is not mapped onto the geographical “reality” of the Western part of what is now
the United States, what does it mean that we are still mobilizing the frontier as a national
and nationalist rhetoric? What does it mean that this shambling, “dead land” is still being
used for the work of ongoing projects of colonialism and imperialism? What does it mean
to shoot down killers over the land of the “disappeared Indian?” These questions haunted
me through playing the rest of Red Dead Redemption and Gun, even through Indian
characters became more visible in each game. Though I am not certain that my work here
will be able to answer these questions, it is important to mark that they fueled my interest
in the games, and that the questions that remain are larger questions of mobilizing
rhetorics of the Indian and the frontier in the service of ongoing projects of colonialism in
our contemporary world.
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Nuevo Paraiso: violence and demythologizing ideologies
The game play of Red Dead Redemption is divided into roughly three sections.
The first section is a pastiche or collage of the American Southwest referred to as “New
Austin.” The second is a space marked as Mexico and renamed “Nuevo Paraiso” (New
Paradise) and is separated from New Austin by a river called the Rio Bravo. The third
space is a composite of a great plains area and a mountainous forest called “Tall Trees”
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). While these spaces are accessible in a linear fashion as the
central plot missions are completed, after they are unlocked they may all be accessed
through normal routes of travel. Thus far in this work, the focus has been on the New
Austin chapter of game play. This following section turns the lens onto the Nuevo
Pariaso section.
While some readers may be surprised to see an inclusion of a Mexican space in
research concerning Indian representations, I would like to evoke the work of Gloria
Anzaldua to address what seems at first to be a possible site of tension in my work.
Anzaldua writes that, “The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta [is an open
wound] where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds. And before a scab
forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third country-a border culture. […] A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the
emotional residue of an unnatural boundary” (Anzaldúa 25). While this is not an attempt
to appropriate the specifics of the colonialization of what is now known as Mexico, this
work does resist this “unnatural boundary.” This work takes an ideological stance of
resistance to the division between those who may be seen as “belonging” within this
framework and those who are not often considered in discussions of Indigenous peoples.
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This sense of ideological “belonging” relies heavily on rhetorics surrounding who “gets
to be Indian.” I include this and other discussions on John Marston’s involvement in
Mexico to support this as an academic work that speaks back to colonial borders, and that
speaks to Anzaldúa’s “border culture” as well as to representations of Indian characters
not often associated with borders. The popular saying in Indian Country that, “We didn’t
cross the borders, the borders crossed us” is thereby supported in my work.
Multidirectional violence and the Mexican civil war
In Red Dead Redemption, the Nuevo Paraiso chapters are marked by
multidirectional violence framed within the context of the Mexican civil war between
Colonel Allende and a group of “rebel/revolutionaries” led by Abraham Reyes. John
Marston plays each group off the other and does not align himself entirely with either
group. The player as John Marston completes missions for both Allende and his men, and
on behalf of Reyes and the rebels/revolutionaries. Both sets of missions include extreme
amounts of violence to faceless, nameless Mexican people and their property. “Bandits”
are cleared out of villages, houses are burned down with explosive bottles of alcohol and
trains are alternately stolen for the “revolution” and used as moving platforms for
repeating stationary guns for the government. This violence is framed by the characters
on both sides of the civil war as a necessary component and tool for furthering competing
ideologies. What these chapters do, however, is refuse to advance either ideology of
“revolution” or “government control and stability,” but rather evoke these ideologies only
to disrupt and destabilize the truthfulness and “rightness” of either position by
representing them as mere smokescreens to obscure individuals’ motivations for personal
greed, fame and power.
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Ideologies and the (dis)connected player
Philip Joseph Deloria writes, “Ideology is not simply an idea reproduced by
individuals in and through systems of representation. Rather, it is a lived experience,
something we see and perform on a daily basis” (Indians in Unexpected Places 9). In the
Nuevo Pariaso chapters of Red Dead Redemption, the player as John Marston performs
the work of the warring ideologies, while not investing in the content of either. This
works to hollow out the ideologies and lay bare the greed at the core of the actions for
both sides. In fact, it seems to break down the very idea of borders between the ideologies
by linking the actors together based not on what they say that they believe, but what they
do.
For instance, the first mission that the player completes for the Mexican
government, entitled “Civilization, At Any Price,” is led by Capitan Vincente de Santa
and is structured around riding to escort a supply train for the Mexican military. Along
the way, John and de Santa discuss the nature of the leader Colonel Allende, the
“peasants” of the country mobilizing behind “lies,” and the “thief” Abraham Reyes (Red
Dead Redemption 2010). Vicente summarizes his own take on revolution, saying that,
“revolution is always selfish. It is nothing but greed and ego, individuals putting their
own needs above those of others. It is people fighting for change, when they have no idea
what change is” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). John does not accept his expressed
opinion without question or criticism. Rather, he counters this view with the idea that
poor people will want change, both from harsh conditions and from social inequality.
Due to the position that he is in with his own government who hold his wife and son in
custody, who are in essence blackmailing him into becoming a bounty hunter, he is
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unable to act on his viewpoint. He does not buy into the ideology, but he must act within
the frameworks and for the goals of the Mexican government to get what he wants. In a
sense, he works within a structure that limits his agency and implicates him in larger
works of imperialistic violence.
He works in a similar way with the rebels/revolutionaries in this section - neither
aligning himself with them nor disavowing them entirely. He does not ideologically
support either side, but he is forced into working through their structures. John distances
himself from the Mexican government both because of what is presented as a totalitarian,
hierarchical government as well as an institution staffed with corrupt individuals. Colonel
Allende is shown kidnapping, raping and beating his own people without a sense of
remorse or culpability. The distancing from the rebels/revolutionaries works in a slightly
different way. In a mission entitled “The Great Mexican Train Robbery,” Marston
ruminates on the man, Dutch, who took him in when he was orphaned and taught him to
be an outlaw. John shares with Abraham Reyes, the rebel/revolutionary leader that
“[Dutch] saw that the system of power was rotten; that good people had been crushed for
too long, and he believed that change could only succeed if it was brutal and relentless”
the end goal of which, he goes on to say would be to “Make America what he felt it was
supposed to be” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Here John links himself in some ways to
the message of what the revolution could be. However, he sees it as a flawed mission. At
one time, John could have been a “revolutionary,” but he comes to see Abraham Reyes as
somewhat of a mirror image of Colonel Allende, a man more interested in his own
advancement, in totalitarian power and in exploiting the people of Mexico - in particular
through exploiting women’s bodies.

Jackson 66

Disorienting game play and the “emptiness” of colonial violence
In this way, John Marston becomes a “friend of Mexico” through working with
both groups, though the Mexican government does turn on him and attempt to have him
killed a number of times. As a player, somewhat removed from the action of the game
itself, the violence seems nearly arbitrary. At a number of points throughout the missions
taking place in Mexico, I was left with the feeling that I no longer really understood what
I was doing or what the objective was. Instead of having a clear idea of what was going
on in the larger narrative of the over-arching story, I began simply following mission
objectives one by one. I began to lose track of what I was doing and for whom. Was I
stealing the train on behalf of the revolutionaries or was I supposed to be defending it for
the military? On a minute-to-minute basis, my understanding of which it was that I was
shooting at began to blur. Furthermore, it began to not matter.
As a gamer, I became disoriented in this gaming space. I do not believe that this
was just a side effect of the game, or a failure to differentiate one side from the other on
the part of the designers. Rather, I think that this serves to further underline the
“emptiness” of the violence and how the ideologies at play mattered less to the story, and
indeed to the characters involved, than the visceral joys they took in acting out their
violence and exploitation. I believe that losing a sense of “side” and blurring the borders
between politically opposing factions, through the highlighting of exploitation, greed and
a lust for power are at the heart of the Nuevo Paraiso section of Red Dead Redemption.
Both the player and John Marston seem to lose a sense of themselves in this space and
take on the role of simply a tool, usable in the name of violence wielded by the
government and the rebels/revolutionaries alike.
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There is no moral high ground in this section of the game and the violence seems
to not “make sense.” That is, there is not an ideological foothold that can steady the
violence in such a way as to justify burning down entire villages and killing people in the
streets. John Marston cannot, as an American wandering through Mexico, take up the
revolutionary zeal of a rural Mexican movement, nor can he join up fully with the
government since he is, as well, being wielded by the government of the United States.
Marston is left with no justification for his actions except for his own self-interest in
finding Williamson and Esquella, his former gang members. There are not any narratives
left intact in which John Marston’s “heroics” in Mexico may be grounded. Left to
flounder, as the player I felt a sense of disconnect from the actions on the screen, a literal
numbing to the violence being played out on both “sides” of the civil war that provided
the central conflict for this section.
La frontera and racially privileged movement
Landon Ricketts, an old legend of a gunslinger voluntarily sent into self-imposed
exile in Mexico, offers a piece of unsolicited advice to John Marston on his first day in
Mexico. He says, “Just be careful, John. Keep jumping from one side of the fence to the
other, you might just get impaled on it” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). I believe that in
addition to the moments of threatened or actual violence against John Marston in this
section, the “impaling” at play is the numbing, the distancing that John navigates while in
Mexico. He embraces a certain level of cynical acceptance of death and violence
motivated by greed and sex while attempting to achieve his goals.
The last plot mission in Mexico, titled “An Appointed Time” works on multiple
levels to underscore this disconnect in Marston‘s character in this space. The cinematics
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of this scene are dominated by shots of Marston walking through or past scenes of
violence committed both by soldiers and civilians. Marston does not intervene on the side
of either party, but rather observes them and then moves on. He is not assaulted by
anyone, nor does he take the initiative to do violence unto others. He is a man apart.
When he does take action, there is an element of his having run out of options. These
scenes are of violence seemingly detached from the romanticized, poetic revolutionary
grandstanding Reyes employs throughout Marston’s interactions with him. The closing
sequence to this mission is a poignant, boiled-down moment that seems to summarize
Marston’s time in Mexico. While a “victorious” Reyes lectures to the civilians after the
battle, Marston stands apart from the cheering crowd and in the middle of the speech,
turns his back and walks away.
While playing through Mexico, I felt this disconnect and how the ideologies of
both the rebels/revolutionaries and the government are turned inside-out to expose the
corruption at each of their cores, and how Marston moves away from both of these
positions and still seems to retain a sense of being a subject. He remains a subject apart
from the “meaningless” violence perpetuated during the civil war, and yet he looses a
part of his humanity, or moves himself farther from redemption through his participation
in the events during the Mexican civil war. It is not a good thing, John’s involvement in
Mexican politics, but it does move him closer to achieving his ultimate goals of regaining
his family and ranch land. I believe that the fact that Marston wanders into Mexican
politics from the north, literally crosses la frontera in order to enter into this new space
makes the actors readable as “absurd,” or makes the politics readable as “pointless.” In
essence, since John is an outsider, and a racially privileged outsider who does not have to
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buy into either position, we are able to read the narratives involved as being
smokescreens. What of John Marston’s smokescreens? In addition, what of our own
ideological smokescreens as players?
Casting back the suspicious gaze
While it could be read that this section of the game is only a commentary on the
“absurd” politics of racialized others, in this case the Mexican Civil War played out in a
virtual microcosm, a more complex reading might include how these events in Mexico
work to cast doubt on John Marston’s own time in the United States. John comments to
Reyes that during the American Revolutionary War, “At least we knew where we stood.
It's more difficult to understand why your own people treat you like shit” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). The violence in Mexico may only be readable as meaningless and
wasteful because Marston is a racially privileged outsider who does not have to buy into
either ideology. While John does not stand firmly on the side of either his rival Bill
Williamson or the United States government that forced him to take on the mission of
hunting Williamson down, he has bought into the idea of American individualism and the
idea of American “freedoms” exposed by the dominant narratives of American
independence from Great Britain. “At least we knew where we stood” - this statement of
ideological stance positions Marston as part of an American populace distinct and
independent from British rule. The British are then not “[his] own people” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). Marston works to defend the revolutionary goals of his own people
while casting suspicion onto the motivations of the Mexican revolutionaries -- but the
mirror may cast that suspicion back onto colonial North America. By working to defend
the American Revolution, a moment is opened up in which the history of the United
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States could be questioned and potentially disrupted. The following close readings deal
more closely with the images of Indian characters appearing in both Red Dead
Redemption and Gun, and moments such as the one mentioned above wherein potentially
disrupting dynamics occur within the games’ frontier spaces.
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Visiting the Indian Burial ground: motifs of the dead, dying or submerged Indian
John Ford’s Monument Valley as place of the dead
Jean-Louis Letutrat and Suzanne Liandrat-Guigues, in their exploration of John
Ford’s treatment and incorporation of Monument Valley’s now-iconic imagery, write that
“From My Darling Clementine onward, Ford’s perception of Monument Valley is a place
of funerals” (Leutrat and Liandrat-Guigues 160). In playing both Red Dead Redemption
and Gun, it appears that in some ways both games embrace the West as a “place of
funerals” as well. Of particular interest is that these funeral and burial spaces are often
linked to their representation of their Indian characters. In both of these games, Indians
are present as a population marked for death.
Victimization and racialized violence
Throughout the games, the player characters John Marston and Colton White are
both tasked with the extermination of Indian opponents who either are members of a
faceless, nameless onslaught of targets, or more rarely, as individualized enemies.
Although not all interactions between the player-characters and Indian non-player
characters in the game worlds are violent in nature, a vast majority of them are. Though it
is the case that non-Indian non-player characters are also the victims of violence, the
racialized violence present between white and Indian characters in both games is striking
and takes on a particular weight in the context of these Western genre pieces.
Gun’s introduction and the risen, undead Indian
An early example of how Indians are linked to death, as well as to a nearly
demonic rise from a subterranean, buried state can be found within the very first
cinematic sequence introducing Gun. This cut scene opens with an image of Coronado’s
second expedition in 1542 crossing a barren and dry land, a fact provided on a brief inter
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title which uses Ford’s Monument Valley style imagery for its background. This intertitle works to orient the player into an understanding of the scenes to follow as occurring
in the “West.” The words of the inter-title fade away into a shot aimed directly into the
hot glare of the sun beating down on the expedition. The first thing to appear is a golden
cross, backlit by the sun’s rays. This cross is held by a white priest on horseback, who
leads a number of armored men on foot wielding axes and spears. The soldiers continue
to wearily march on as a dust storm begins to pick up, and the sudden sound of “Indian
war noises” grows closer. The priest shields his eyes against the dust as his horse neighs
and his men form a circle to face off against the rising threat. The storm rages on, and we
see our in-game Indians for the first time as demon-like shadows emerging from the dust
storm.
Leutrat and Liandrat-Guigues offer a similar account of a scene in Fort Apache,
another work of John Ford’s. They write that central white characters are “literally
submerged by the tide of Indian horseman, who themselves are buried in a cloud of dust”
(Leutrat and Liandrat-Guigues 160). The ambushing Indians in Gun are similarly
“submerged” and seem to rise from the earth itself to attack the traveling expedition. The
majority of the opening cinematic is dedicated to the violence inflicted on the group of
Spanish conquistadors by the unnamed, unidentified Indian warriors. As the storm whips
around the scene, the camera moves off the huddled group to show an Indian running
directly at the viewer. Next, the camera cuts to an Indian man running up close and
stopping just short of the camera, so that the screen is dominated by a close up shot of his
scarred, grimacing face. The colors and textural qualities of the dust storm are
reminiscent of his skin tone, the result being that the two seem to reinforce each other.
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His physicality and the dust storm emerge as elements of the same threat, indivisible and
unified in the shot. His features are exaggerated, bordering on cartoonish, with harshly
frowning brows, prominent nose and what might be called the “mean Indian scowl.”
The camera shifts again, cutting to a shot behind the advancing Indians and
appears to move with them towards the Spanish soldiers. The sequence that follows is a
montage of Indians killing the expedition members, coming in from different angles out
of the dust clouds. This quick-cutting sequence evokes a sense of ambush, wherein the
directions from which the Indians are attacking seem to constantly change and remain
unpredictable. The “camera movements” in this cinematic are interesting because they
initially seems to include perspectives from both Spanish and Indian points of view.
However, rather than working to demonstrate “both sides” of the encounter, they in fact
heighten the demonization of the Indians in the shots. The shifting position of the lens,
that is, the movement of the camera from images of the advancing Indians to the shots
that appear to advance with the Indians, does not invite a shifting alliance. Nor does it
evoke a dual sense of identification in the scene. It seems that the player is meant to view
this as an atrocity, as a moment in which the violence of the game is both promised and
justified through the use of familiar racialized and racist narratives of the murderous,
bloodthirsty Indians staging an ambush -- seemingly emerging out of the earth itself.
An additional impression granted by the shifting camera positions is that of the
disorientation of being surrounded both by the natural phenomena of the dust storm and
its inherent harm and the murderous intent of the undifferentiated Indian shadows. This
sense of “shadowy” Indians is heightened in the climax of the opening scene, in which
the priest is murdered. In these shots, a circle of Indians wielding axes surround the priest
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and menacingly advance towards him. As his horse rears, he falls, as does a bag of gold,
which spills out across the ground. As he cowers on the ground, he seems to pray in Latin
and hold the cross out in front of him as a shield. Shadows drawer nearer to him, and we
see from the priest’s perspective a shot of a shadow-Indian silhouetted against the sun.
After another image of the priest being afraid for his life, the camera cuts away to another
Indian silhouette, this time that of the swinging ax intended to kill the priest. Finally, the
golden cross falls on the ground, covered in a splatter of blood and seemingly forgotten.
It is covered by dirt as the sand storm rages on. The sequence ends here, with the
powerful images of gold, blood and earth.
Those images of gold, the cross, blood and land are symbolically laden in the
context of Native-white contact spanning half a millennia of contact and the two
continents now referred to as the Americas. The blood-spattered golden cross in the dirt
may signify in our collective histories the struggles over land, religious conversion,
physical human bodies and resources exploitable for the ends of accumulating wealth.
We might read the gold as a symbol of the greed, not only the conquistadors, but of the
greed inherent in the goals of imperialism and colonization themselves. The fact that
violence, signaled by the blood, is being cast over the form of a cross, the premier symbol
of Christianity (in this case, what I presume to be Catholicism), reverses the history of the
violence perpetrated against Native peoples in the name of the Christian god. In
particular, this sequence obscures and redirects the violence literally built into the
mission system of the American Southwest.
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The California mission system and violent revisionist histories
Michelle H. Raheja speaks to the dangers of revisionist histories and colonial
myths, in that “foundational myths continue towards discursive violence through the
substitutions of concepts like ‘vanish’ for ‘genocide’ and where the devastating history of
the mission system in California can be replaced by popsicle stick dioramas empty of
Native presence, suffering, and labor in public schools” (Raheja 72). It is interesting to
note that Gun plays on tropes of the vanishing Indian later on, as well, evoking this figure
alongside violent religious imagery. For now, it is important to look at the directionality
of the violence in this section. This moment of Indian violence against white Catholicism,
divorced from a similar inclusion of white on Native violence, obscures the history of the
violence of the mission system, particularly in California. This history tends to be less
well known than the often-repeated narrative of Indian ambush. The braiding together of
Catholicism, violence, Indians and the setting of the American Southwest is vital in this
scene, but the resulting narrative is deeply problematic in its reversal of violence and its
apparent marking of that violence as lacking provocation, as “random” or demonic.
This is not to justify violence in and of itself, but rather to point out that the
framing of it can alter the implications of that violence in such a way that either shores up
or attempts to tear down dominant narratives. Here, the colonial discourse of Indian
violence against Christianity is most definitely fortified, while violence perpetuated in the
structures of the mission system are simultaneously obscured or “buried.” While it is not
within the scope of this work to do justice to a corrective history of this one particular
element of Gun’s imagery, it would be useful to note that scholars such as Steve Talbot
have explored the history of the Spanish mission system in California and the devastating
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effects this set of economic, colonial and religious structures had on Indigenous peoples
there, not to mention the ongoing echoes and reverberations these structures continue to
have. Talbot offers a brief look into this time period, which he outlines as the years 1769
to 1821, (well after the setting of Gun’s opening scene but connected nonetheless), and
how many Indigenous peoples died under this system due to diseases, hard labor,
malnutrition and through the punishments dealt out by Franciscan fathers (Talbot 140141). He also notes the resistances led by Indigenous peoples under this system, marking
their violence as a response to an oppressive structure, not appearing out of the dust
(Talbot 141).
Wendy Rose and holy remains
To dwell on this moment a little longer, poet and anthropologist Wendy Rose
(Hopi and Miwok) addresses this violence in her poetry, most notably in her piece
“Excavation at Santa Barbara Mission.” She introduces this work with the lines that,
“When archaeologists excavated Santa Barbara Mission in / California, they discovered
human bones in the adobe walls” (Rose 84). In the final moments of the poem, she
writes:
Beneath the flags
of three invaders,
I the hungry scientist
sustaining myself
with the bones of
men and women asleep in the wall
who survived in their own way
Spanish swords, Franciscans
and their rosary whips,
who died among the reeds
to wait, communion wafers
upon the ground, too holy
for the priests to find
(Rose 85)
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This section is loaded with the very history that Gun not only looks over, but
rewrites with its inverse. The three invaders implicate not only Spain, but the colonial
powers that came after them -- including the United States. There is a sense of
reclamation here, with the Native presence of an Indigenous archaeologist attempting to
both draw strength from and protect ancestor remains. The connection between these
ancestors and communion wafers begs the question of redemption, a theme that crops up
more prominently in Red Dead Redemption. The final lines of the poem are the sentence
“They built the mission with dead Indians” repeated four times (Rose 85). Here, Rose’s
poetry speaks the history of the violence against Native peoples, as well as the
appropriation of their very bodies, that were used to literally build up the mission system
and create institutions for the conversion of Native peoples. The fact that she repeats the
line four times deepens the moment, since four can be considered a holy, restorative
number in many Native worldviews, my own included.
“Good spirits dwell” here, tunnels in Gun
The motif of linking Indians to subterranean spaces, to burials or to rising from
the earth did not end here in the opening sequence. As the game’s plot progressed,
player-character Colton White found himself imprisoned in a renegade Confederate
general’s fort and after having rescued a number of Blackfoot “braves” he managed to
escape and form a new alliance in the same act. The group, consisting of White and the
“braves,“ escaped through a combination of the stealthy assassination of a number of
Confederate soldier guards and an underground tunnel known to the “braves” as a place
where “good spirits dwell” (Gun 2005). The Blackfoot men revered this cave and related
their belief that these “good spirits…kept it hidden from the white devils” (Gun 2005).
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While making their escape, the group encountered the body of a young Blackfoot man,
with his bow lying at his side. One of them men encouraged Colton White to take the
bow and use it to further the group’s progress by eliminating the Confederate guards
silently and at a distance.
While this served on one hand to provide a way of challenging the player while
furthering the narrative plot, it also works on a level of signification for Colton White
having moved away from the white community and into an Indian space. He first is
associated with the Blackfoot group and later with the Apaches. This last alliance is
interesting, because the first few missions of the game are spent gunning down Apache
warriors. This works to mark Colton as a border crosser by nature of his birth as a halfwhite and half-Indian character, and through his involvement with both tribes. It is
significant as well that at a later point in the game, after Colton is even more closely tied
to the Blackfoot group (through the story telling of the leader Fights-At-Dawn), the tribe
retaliates against the Confederate fort using this very same tunnel. The movement
through this subterranean space echoes the buried Indian motif provided in the opening
cinematic sequence of the game. The fallen scout in the cave then takes on a deeper
significance by serving as a turning point for Colton White, wherein the fallen Indian
serves as the means through which a new subjectivity is formed. This new sense of self is
that of the “heroic” and vengeful Colton White allied with Indian characters previously
characterized by violence and savagery, now marked with nobility. This tone shift is far
from novel to those familiar with the imposed dichotomy of Noble Indian and
Bloodthirsty Savage that haunts popular culture’s image of the Indian caricature so
pervasively. Unfortunately, unlike Red Dead Redemption, Gun does not interrogate or
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complicate this binary in any significant way. The tunnel is then a moment wherein the
in-game image of the Indian pivots -- right into another dominant and dominating image
of Indianness.
Thomas Magruder, burying the “bad whiteness”
The final scenes of Gun offer another climactic reiteration of the burial motif.
Before working towards exploring the conclusion of the game, a brief synopsis is in order
to contextualize the significance of the repetition of this specific imagery. Gun tells a
story of a young half-white, half-Apache man named Colton White, who is out to avenge
his murdered adoptive father. White, though initially corralled into killing Apaches in
order to further the goals of the railroad baron and corrupt, murderous businessman
Thomas Magruder, eventually rejects the murderous designs of the crooked sheriff
working for Magruder, and in doing so falls in league with a band of revolutionaries. This
group is made up of Mexicans, disgruntled and well-meaning white men and Apaches
alike. After falling into the hands of a renegade Confederate general, Colton White
escapes with the help of a number of Blackfeet warriors, and thus begins his friendship
with them. When facing off against Magruder, the main villain of the game, White bands
together with his Apache friend Many Wounds to prevent Magruder from obtaining the
resources of Quivira, the lost city of gold. The very last shot of the game is of Colton
White and Many Wounds victoriously scrambling from the collapsing cave in which they
had just buried the greedy murderer under an avalanche of boulders. The game is thus
resolved with the death of the embodiment of immoral corporate greed that had
victimized Indians and white settlers alike, and the “brotherhood” between White and
Many Wounds standing victorious above it all.
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While it may seem like the burial of Thomas Magruder might appear on a surface
level to be a moment of reconciliation, an example of an alliance across difference or as a
nod to the violent representations of Indian characters, it seems to function more
problematically. I could not read this repetition of the burial in which the white villain is
destroyed in a way that “helped” the images of Indians in the game at all. In fact, it
seemed to yet again work against Indianness by protecting a certain kind of whiteness in
a frontier space. Genocide, imperialism, ongoing colonialization and racism against
Native peoples is contained in this game world in the form of Thomas Magruder, and
once that demon is exorcised, the territory is free to go about its business -- which, in
fact, is still the business of white expansion and colonialism.
The exorcism of colonialism
By making Magruder an extreme figure in the text and then burying him,
whiteness in this game world makes a play at absolving itself of genocidal violence
against Native peoples. This is particularly interesting because the player’s avatar, Colton
White, was involved in projects of imperialist expansion in the form of the railroad and
bridge building efforts, as well as the murder of several unnamed and a few named Indian
non-player characters. The game forgets itself in a sense, letting the player both
perpetuate the extermination of Indians and become Indian through the hybrid figure of
Colton White without the nasty baggage of colonialist genocide, which it conveniently
hands to the character of Magruder to carry. With Magruder serving as a sacrificial white
villain, the workings of whiteness are allowed to remain in the game uncontested,
unexamined and more dangerous due to the “exorcism” of Magruder’s death. In fact,
Many Wounds tells Colton White “One Eye’s [Magruder’s] lust to find Quivira has

Jackson 81

brought endless suffering to my people” (Gun 2005). This isolation of the pressures
placed on Native communities in the processes of colonialization, removal and genocide
was deeply troubling to me as a Native player. The character of Magruder represented
exploitation, greed and ruthlessness to be sure, but he did so in a way that suggested that
with the elimination of his presence would cease the “endless suffering to [Many
Wounds’] people.” Whiteness and colonial violence acted in that moment to obscure
historical narratives again and to “bury” ties to modern racial inequalities by redeeming
“nice” settler whiteness.
The “burial” of white villainy here is not then the inversion of the opening
sequence in which Indians are linked to senseless aggression and ambush, but is rather a
way in which normative whiteness upholds heroic images of itself through the nearhyperbolic nature of these mythic figures. Gun toes the line of revisionist Westerns.
There are Indian-white friendships, the named and thus individualized Indian characters
are only seldom killed off and the main character himself is half-Apache. It is possible to
see though, through the exploration of this one motif of burial and subterranean
reemergence, that Gun is not a text that benefits Nativeness. Nor is it a particularly
nuanced place-space for alternative readings of the in-game dialogue, plot or mechanics.
In fact, Gun offered a fairly standard reiteration of many dominant narratives surrounding
and constructing Indianness, through the use of Magruder’s downfall as an exorcism of
culpable colonial whiteness and the historical decontextualization that plagues the game
as whole.
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“Eva in Peril:” death and gendered land in Mexico
While the motifs of burial, submersion and emersion from subterranean, burial
spaces are not as prominent in Red Dead Redemption, there are still moments in which
graveyard scenes proved interesting. These sections offered opportunities for analyzing
the ways in which Indianness is conceptualized in this game-space and how land, gender
and “possession” may become interwoven into narratives of Indianness. In particular, the
Stranger Mission “Eva in Peril” provides an example of burial, death and colonialism in
the game space of Mexico. This particular mission took place in two stages, as many of
the Stranger Missions did. The first contact with this mission occurred when, after having
overheard a violent altercation between a man and a woman, John Marston intervened by
buying the woman, Eva Cortes from Mario Alcalde, the man with whom she had been
fighting. After “freeing” Eva, the second stage involved John riding to Las Hermanas
nunnery to check on Eva and learning that she had been killed by Mario while he was
drunk. After riding to El Sepulcro, an abandoned cemetery, Marston confronts Mario. A
tense conversation held over Eva’s half-filled grave leads to a duel between the two men.
After shooting him down, Marston has no other objective. The mission is completed with
a duel made unavoidable in the context of the mission. There is no option, as there often
are in duels within the game, to simply disarm Mario by shooting him in the hand, or by
shooting his gun and thereby unarming him. The duel must occur, and in order to
progress with the story, Mario must be killed.
This mission was incredibly disturbing to play from my own gendered Native
position. The first half of the mission implicated John within the game, and me as an
acting player visiting the game world, in either the act of ignoring domestic abuse or the
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purchasing of a woman. This economic exchange between two men for the body of a
woman gnawed at me. I could not walk away and the implied “use” of Eva and theme of
prostitution did not sit well with either my own position, or the position of the John
Marston character I was creating through the combination of in-game actions and the
interpretive work I was doing as a player. In the end, I chose to “buy” Eva and continue
on with the Stranger Mission. While the first stage was uncomfortable, the second stage
was increasingly painful to play through. After John Marston learned of Eva’s
disappearance and discovered Mario burying her in El Sepulcro, both men are framed by
the camera, standing in full-body profile shots. Facing each other in this way created a
frame around the center of the shot – a center dominated by the half-filled grave. Eva was
still visible, her hands crossed over her chest and buried to her knees in graveyard earth.
The moment signified so many things for me. Here stood two men, connected by
economics and the “ownership” of women. Even though this particular mission took
place in Mexico, I believe that this image signified something of substantial meaning in
the game world concerning Indigeneity, ownership and violence, coded into the framing
of the two men, Eva’s body and its position, and the fact of the death of both Mario and
Eva.
There is nothing particularly novel in the image of the dead Indian woman. In this
discussion, although I mark Eva as belonging to the group named within the game as
“Mexicans,” I believe it is fair to link her to images of Indian women, or at least to
constructions of Indianness as part of colonizing projects at work in imperialist spaces
such as what are now Mexico and the United States. I refer the reader back to the
discussion of the Mexican revolution in this paper, and the words of Gloria Anzaldua that
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link Indigenous peoples across imperialist borders. Media portrayals of Indian women,
when they do occur, often revolve around the “Pocahontas” plot of an Indian woman in
love with a white man. This woman often then sacrifices herself in order for the white
object of her affection to be happy, most generally through a reunification with white
womanhood. Raheja touches on this often repeated motif, writing that “Indian women,
linked to the land itself, gave themselves metaphorically to colonizing white men,
engendering a peaceful narrative of cross-cultural harmony in which whites became
indigenous owners of the content through sexualized love and marriage stories such as
that of Pocahontas” (Raheja 20). As is evident here, this attempted reiteration of the
“Pocahontas” myth is disrupted during Marston’s interactions with Eva and Mario.
The relationship between Marston and Eva is never romanticized or sexualized,
though it is markedly economic in nature – ending with something resembling paternal or
patriarchal concern for her well-being that leads Marston to her graveside. The fact that
this seems at first to be a repetition of the expected sexualized and racialized script, but is
ultimately marked by an untimely death and a dueling confrontation (rather than Eva’s
passive withdrawal and suicide or a more metaphorical disappearing act) highlights that
this is a departure from the previous reenactments of this myth. By stripping the
Pocahontas myth of its romanticized smokescreen, and displaying, in a rather literal
fashion, the equation of Indigenous women’s bodies and the land, feuded over and
destroyed in the process of colonialization, marks this as in interesting and unsettling
situation to play through. I believe it is no coincidence that Eva’s name so closely
resembles that of the Judeo-Christian Eve. The tying together of paradise, First Woman,
land and the New World collide in this act of naming. It is of interest to note, in addition,
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that the only Indian woman present in Gun’s game world is that of Colton White’s
mother. She appears only during a flashback. She inhabits the frame only long enough to
hand Colton off to an older child. This child turns out to be Many Wounds, Colton’s
Apache ally. It may not be surprising, in light of this discussion of images of Indian
women involved with white men in dominant media, that she too is murdered.
Shoot to kill: the dueling mechanic
The fact that there is no option other than to kill Mario during the duel evokes the
other “gendered story line” Raheja traces in relationships between Natives and whites,
one that “relied on the masculinist imagery of violent conflict” (Raheja 184). The two
narratives work together and meet in the Eva stranger mission. Overall, this Stranger
mission seems to evoke these highly gendered narratives associated with death, women
and the land in an unfavorable light. This is not a great situation that Marston finds
himself in. There is an overwhelming sense that no one wins in the situation. Eva, though
“freed,” is still a victim. The exploitative Mario is both murdered and a murderer, and
Marston, though attempting to do right by the situation, concludes it as a conspirator in
the purchasing of a woman’s body and finally as a man driven to murder. In what might
be an optimistic reading, the tone of this scene and the quality of hopelessness and a
strange, echoing defeatism that pervades the mission, could serve as a critique of the very
same narratives it evokes. His promotion as a “redeemed” man, as a personification of
individualistic whiteness, is muddied and implicated in the violence against
Indigenousness through out-right violence and economic exploitation. Regardless of his
intent, Red Dead Redemption makes sure to acknowledge that there is blood on
Marston’s hand and implicated in the “Winning of the West.” This ability to read the
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situations of the game in a subversive manner through my own Native lens, even as they
seem to be supporting dominant paradigms, continues into the last interpretive close
reading that follows.
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Curing the Indian Problem: Contact, pathology and the renegade
It is striking how long it takes to find “the Indians” in Red Dead Redemption.
There are traces of them/us here and there throughout the game -- the empty village of
Mesquite near the McFarlane ranch, burned out wagons alongside trails, and sonically in
the nondiegetic sound of flutes. While playing, my first interaction with a character
readable as Indian occurred within the first few minutes of exploring the areas of the
Great Plains, Blackwater and Tall Trees – areas only available in the last third of the
game. A random event occurred, one of the events that signals itself through a blue dot on
the small map onscreen as well as with a diegetic cue of a non-player character running
towards and speaking to John. This was a typical “Go catch the thief” random event in
which Marston is set off by a store clerk to apprehend a thief running away from a
township. Usually, I would jump on my horse, gallop off towards the running thief and
subdue them with my lasso -- tying them, putting them on the back of my horse and
depositing them at the feet of the irate storekeeper. This time, however, would prove to
be different.
The first of his kind
After taking on the mini-mission, it was business as usual until I caught up with
the thief and recognized him as an in-game “Indian.” With his shoulder length black hair,
red bandana and beige vest -- this was it! My stomach dropped. The first in-game Indian
and of course, he is a thief. I as John Marston stood above the character, tied already on
the ground. As he writhed on the desert floor, he shouted, “My people are used to being
hogtied, I will kill you soon!” and “I am not an animal, release me.” He was right about
the violence to Native peoples during this historical moment, about the Indian wars,
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relocation – Wounded Knee would probably have occurred during his lifetime. My
stomach sank even further. Now that he was no longer running away, I could note more
closely the details of the character design. In addition to the headband and dark hair, I
could see that he had on a blue United States’ military style coat, battered and torn, but
with chevrons on the arms. He could have been an Army scout. He could be stealing to
feed someone, himself, maybe his family – no back-story was given for him. I as John
Marston had no idea what to do. If I let him free, odds are he would have attacked me and
yet the thought of killing this character felt so wrong. I could not leave him there in the
sun, still bound, so I decided to turn him in, thinking if I did so, I could then release him
after the whole thing blew over. Loading him onto the back of the horse, John Marston
repeated a line of dialogue he had said before in this type of mission, just that “This will
all be over soon.” When it was a white thief, bandit or cattle rustler I would be taking in, I
took this to mean that the ordeal of riding on the back of the horse would be over soon.
With this Indian character, the line took on undertones that are more ominous. “This will
all be over soon” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Was this a comment, in this specific
context, of the inevitability of genocide? In this mini-mission the policing of “Indian”
bodies was introduced so blatantly that I was stopped in my tracks in the game world, at a
loss for what the best thing was to do from my own position as a Native gamer playing
John Marston as morally and ethically bound to do as little permanent damage as the
game would let me get away with. My strategy of releasing this man after bringing him to
the storekeeper failed me. After taking him in and receiving the reward, a small amount
of money and an honor status boost, I stood outside of the storefront and watched as the
storekeeper repeatedly kicked, cursed and spit on the bound man.
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I had done this type of mini-mission a million times and it had never felt as
terrible as it did just then. Men rode by on horses and actually turned their heads to watch
the scene. Women strolled by. The brilliant way in which the non-player characters
actually respond to Marston’s presence, as well to each other, added to my horror in
playing through this section. They turned their heads and looked, but I was the only
member of this game world who could intervene and make the man’s abuse stop. I moved
into the store, attempting to draw the storekeeper character away from the street scene.
This did in fact work to remove him from the post-mission beating, and after disengaging
from the store’s option menu, I was able to return to the street unaccompanied. The
bound Indian man still wriggled over the planks of the Blackwater sidewalk.
Mechanics and enforcing racialized meaning
Often throughout the game, I would be given the option of untying those bound in
rope with the knife in my inventory. This occurred naturally enough, with Marston
approaching the bound non-player character and being prompted onscreen to press a
button to untie them. Doing so would lead to a short clip of him untying the captive and
offering some little bit of dialogue such as, “I’ll let you off with a warning, this time.”
This option never appeared. It was never given as a choice, though it had repeatedly in
other instances. I could not recall if I had ever tried specifically to untie a “thief” from the
mini-missions before, but this time it felt important to attempt to do so. I could not just
leave him there. I even equipped my knife in order to encourage the prompt, but I sensed
that were I to try and use the action button near the man, I would probably just have
attacked him with the equipped knife. I really had no option but to walk away from the
tied man. This left me feeling powerless and defeated. I knew that the action existed in
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the game, that even by the rules of the game itself, I should have been able to untie the
man and yet I could not. In addition, the racialized violence of having a white shopkeeper
kicking and spitting on a Native man in the middle of a crowded street in this “civilized”
or more “civilized” proto-urban space was deeply unsettling. It appeared, since I was able
to free other bound characters, that this being “bound” resonated with his being “Indian.”
The moment reinforced the idea that to be Indian is to be bound in some way, to be
abused and above all -- to be contained. These elements of being bound, of being
criminalized, pathologized and contained then shaped how I approached the appearances
of Indians that were to come in the body of the game’s plot.
Nastas
It takes until the first mission in the last third of the game to meet an Indian
character within the main plot, an Indian man named Nastas. The storyline has John
Marston finally returning to his home area of Blackwater, after having tracked down both
rogue members of his old gang, Bill Williamson and Javier Escuela. Upon his arrival, he
assumes that his family will be returned to him only to find that Ross and Archer, his
“handlers” affiliated with an unnamed government agency, are now determined to have
him take out the leader of the old gang, Dutch van der Linde. Dutch had rounded up men
from the nearby (though off of the game’s playable map) reservation and had been
wreaking havoc in the communities of the Great Plains, including Blackwater. A local
politician had his eye on the next election cycle, and the removal of Dutch’s new gang
during his current administration would have greatly increased his chances of securing
another office. To this end, Ross and Archer have secured an Indian informant, Nastas.
Nastas is the only Indian in the game’s world to have a name, though not the only one we
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hear speak or with which we interact.
The first mission in Blackwater, “Bear One Another’s Burden,” is to save Nastas
from Dutch’s men, a group of Indian men who remain unnamed and unaffiliated with a
tribal entity, though it is implied that Nastas and Dutch’s men are from the same
community. After being led to an abandoned steamboat, John was then tasked with
carrying the tortured and bound Nastas from the wreck of the steamboat back to the
motorcar in which Marston and the agents arrived. It was soon evident that it was a trap
and Dutch’s men began to attack. Though there were no Hollywood introductions of
Indian characters, no smoke signals on the horizon, no war drums and that tom-tom beat,
there was the sudden “ambush” presence of virtual Indian bodies acting within the space
of the game. Shooting and shouting, they presented a collective obstacle to be overcome.
With John Marston carrying a dying Indian man while killing Other and Othered Indian
“obstacles,” the narratives of Noble Savage and Bloodthirsty Savage literally collided in
one mission. Ross and Archer, the government agents, echo this collision in their
commentary after the “renegades” are killed and Nastas was deposited safely in the
motorcar. Ross asks, “Who is this savage? A prisoner?” evoking the images of the bound,
savage Indian (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Nastas’ criminality was then assumed
before he had even managed to do anything for or against the agents.
As if to reflect my thoughts, Archer responded with, “This is the informant, sir”
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). It is interesting to note here that Archer did not address
nor negate directly either status Ross had assumed concerning Nastas. He may have been
savage and prisoner, as well as informant in the logic of this exchange. In addition, even
after being informed of Nastas’ role as an informant, Ross asked, “Do you speak English”
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(Red Dead Redemption 2010). His preformed schemas of Indian-savage-prisoner thus
made him unable to process the “informant” label. After having decided to take Nastas to
the anthropologist Professor Harold MacDougal, Ross asserted again that he “just can’t
communicate with them” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). This moment is laced with irony,
in that it was Ross who seemed to not be able to internalize Nastas’ role as an informant,
rather than Nastas’ inability to communicate the fact (though this was in fact the case due
to his being unconscious at the time). In this exchange, we have the images of Indianness
being linked with savagery and the precarious relationships to white Americanness via
role as informant being centered on the Nastas’ unconscious body. This informant role,
although not as “noble” as some of the more romantic depictions of Indianness existing
within or near white communities, is a role in which Nastas is in contact with the “right
kind“ of whiteness, in accordance with racist logics of contact.
Professor Harold MacDougal and scientific racism
I believe it is important to note that Archer and Ross do not take Nastas to see a
physician, even though it is apparent that Blackwater has a doctor. In fact, John Marston
can go to the local physician and get patched up within the course of the game, as he can
in other towns such as Armadillo and Thieves’ Landing. Instead, they take him to
Professor Harold MacDougal, a Yale professor put on leave for “degeneracy” now
working on the “study of the native problem in this country” (Red Dead Redemption
2010). Ross and Archer present a complicated picture of the Professor, alternating
between characterizing him as an “idiot academic” and a “good friend to the U.S.
government” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Nastas and the Professor’s relationships to
each other offers rich ground on which to look into the ways in which anthropology,
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American eugenics, and medicine have served, through structures of scientific racism, to
pathologize and primitivize the very bodies of Native peoples. This pathologized “Indian
problem” then acts as another component of the interlocking dominant narratives around
Indianness that contribute to the marginalization of Native peoples. In addition, this
section mobilizes the construction of multidirectional narratives of problematic and
problematizing contact between Indianness and whiteness to complicate Indian-white
borders and the idea of containment. This in turn shapes our readings of both John
Marston and Dutch van der Linde as the two white “renegades” at the center of Red Dead
Redemption.
The missions that include Professor MacDougal paint an image of him as an over
the top, clownish drug addict who theorizes without experiencing that which he studies.
While the game makes his character ridiculous in a sense, the idea of his character is very
much set in reality. The player bears witness to the development of a scientific discourse
based on the search for proof of racial difference. Forbes writes that, “Prior to the later
19th century, popular literature had essentially endorsed the idea that humankind had
shared its origins and that most differences in populations could be attributed to influence
of culture or location” and that by the end of the 19th century, “The notion of existing
biological differences in ethnic categories of humans developed […] supposedly,
supported by scientific backing” (Forbes 7). Professor MacDougal is consumed by this
drive to discover unquestionable racial differences between “savages” and “civilized”
whiteness. His personal obsession is tied within the world of the game to structures of
education and science -- in particular his former employer Yale. It is implied that after he
has experienced the “truth” of the frontier and “understands” Indians, that he then returns
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to Yale to lecture on his findings. During these missions, Red Dead Redemption makes
absurd the history of scientific racism and the field of Anthropology through this
character and his interactions with both John Marston and the community of Indian
characters that includes Nastas.
The first mission to center on Professor MacDougal, “At Home With Dutch,”
introduces within the first minute of cinematic interaction the themes of race, population
characteristics, blood and science. The Professor observes that John Marston would serve
as a perfect specimen of a white man with “savage” traits -- those of “natural nobility, but
also simple” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Even as early as this scene, it is evident that
in the framework within which Professor MacDougal is working, constructions of
biological race may be extrapolated out and applied to population traits and sociocultural
ways of being. What complicates Harold’s vision of race, however, are his own findings
regarding his inability to observe immutable differences between “savages” and white
men. He explains to John Marston that, “I’ve been looking at the blood of both natives
and white man of corresponding height, weight, and age and you know what? […]
They’re exactly the same! It’s remarkable. It completely refutes my last book” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010).
What Professor MacDougal is struggling against here is the inability to prove
what Forbes calls “American polygeny,” that is “the theory that different ancestries serve
as some sort of proof of differentiating species” (Forbes 8). This idea of “species” then
has significant repercussions in terms of colonial projects of imperialism and white
supremacy. If someone is less human, then what is it to displace them? To kill them?
Scientific racism then is a tool of dehumanization and a means of subordinating those not
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granted the racial capital afforded whiteness in hierarchies of racialized humanity. Forbes
goes on to write that, “Furthermore, the use of scientific ‘evidence’ of measurable
categories of race provides for the creation of policies based on the notion of white
supremacy and white dominance” (Forbes 51). Of course, early theorists of racial
difference were not working in a power vacuum, and as it is strongly indicated within the
game world of Red Dead Redemption, neither is the Professor. This tension between
Harold MacDougal’s beliefs, which are tied up with scientific racism and his findings
persists throughout our interactions with him. However, in the end, his observations of
“savagery” through his lens of white supremacy are used to validate his “scientific”
findings. This reversal of scientific logic is vital for understanding the ways in which
scientific racism both operates and is utilized to further white dominance.
Speaking through unresolved tensions
While Professor MacDougal is implicated in the racist workings in the field of
human biology, he is even more rooted in anthropology and the study of the “other.” One
central tension in this section concerning Professor MacDougal is that between (Indian)
primitivism and (Western, white) modernity. It is important to note that the first mission
to include Nastas involves him being driven in a car -- and is one of the very rare
instances of encountering an automobile in the game. As Deloria explains this tension
between Indians and cars in the social imagination works as a distancing tool between
Indian and technology, modernity, leisure and financial capital (Playing Indian 136). This
set of missions serve as a caricature of this tension in a way, while still maintaining a nod
to the post-Indian Wars tensions actually playing out in the time period of the early 20th
century. To Rockstar Games’ credit, Red Dead Redemption offers in this section
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numerous acts of speaking back to assumptions of Indian primitivism through irony,
humor and the absurdity around MacDougal’s character. While it may have been more
evident that this was a subversive act because of my own position as a critically engaged
Native gamer, it was not so subtle as to render the ironic distance and criticism of the
game undetectable. Nastas, though not given a primary role in the game, crystallizes a
site of resistance through his objection to Harold MacDougal’s assumptions about his
experiences, and about larger issues of white and Native interaction on a contested
landscape.
Shifting the rhetorical savage
Repetitions of the words “savage” and “primal” drive home the tensions running
throughout these MacDougal missions. The Professor uses it once to refer to himself,
telling John Marston that cocaine “is a remarkable drug. It entirely restores the ego.
Takes one back to a primal state” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). As well as signaling
MacDougal’s addiction, this line foreshadows the tensions MacDougal makes apparent
around the themes of whiteness and Indian primitivism, either inherent in the body of the
Indian or “passed on” through pathological contact into white society through border
crossers such as John Marston. Quickly, however, the primitive baton is passed on to
Nastas and the other Indian characters. During the first conversation between MacDougal
and Nastas, MacDougal adopts “Hollywood” Indian-speak of the Noble Savage school.
He says to Nastas, “I know we cannot see the stars, but my heart is pure, and we meet as
equals” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). He explains his shift to the use of flowery
language to Marston, saying, “These savages must be spoken to simply in metaphors”
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). This marking of linguistic otherness is almost instantly
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marked as racist and humorously out of touch when Nastas states, “No, sir. I grew up on
a reservation and attended school” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). This signals Nastas’
position as an Indian character who was involved with the boarding school system and
who then returned to navigate contact spaces between whiteness and Indianness as
someone educated in white spaces, though navigating between the white men and his
home community in the role of a cultural broker attempting to diffuse racial tensions.
Nastas as a site of resistance
I read Nastas’ position in the game’s narrative as an important and complicated
space. He is “respectful” to Professor MacDougal, but the quality of his voice signals
something below the surface, a frustration with “learned” men such as MacDougal. This
contained anger bubbles up in moments such as the one quoted above. Nastas engages
with the Professor and pushes to make room for his own words. As Nastas grieves the
changes in the landscape and his belief that “There is no respect for the land anymore,”
Professor MacDougal says that he is “sensing some hostility, […] Talk me through this
primal emotion, where it’s coming from” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Professor
MacDougal asserts primitivism as the foundation for Nastas’ comment, but pays no mind
to the actual context to which he is responding.
Stedman writes of these selective lenses, that in the social imagination, Indians
become, “children, when looked at for their pleasures, unfortunate savages, when looked
at for their calamities (to which ignorance of civilization perforce brought them),
animals, when looked at for their blood lusts” (Stedman 121). Throughout MacDougal’s
theorizing the player gets a glimpse into each of these characteristics through his lens -but Nastas offers a site through which I, as a Native gamer, could speak back to each of
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these images, as well as to the general thread of othering Nastas and the other Indian
characters through rhetorics of primitivism. Nastas responds to MacDougal’s prying
concerning his “primitive anger” with the closed-door comment, “Don’t worry about it,
Professor” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). MacDougal does not get to extend his colonial,
scientifically racist gaze into Nastas’ inner life -- but the Native gamer may read Nastas’
voice and these words seemingly spoken through gritted teeth as something that feels
close to home. The player as John Marston accompanies Professor MacDougal through
the missions, and similarly is not allowed into Nastas’ mind, but I recognized and
appreciated that pushback from Nastas against the anthropological gaze that cannot look
past itself long enough to truly gain an understanding of his position. In the end, Nastas’
navigation between Indian and white spaces ends in his murder -- but his is a site of
resistance as much as the “rebel” Indian men who execute him.
Anthropology, Biology and the Indian body
It is important to note that although anthropological racism may be easier to tease
out of these interactions, Professor MacDougal’s “anthropological” observations also are
conflated and coupled with his work in biology and assumed racialized biological
differences. Both fields then become tangled in his rhetoric, as they were then and as they
continue to be. I am reminded of the high rates of often coercive or non-consensual
sterilization amongst Native women as a recent example of the continuing trends of
racialized science and practices of biologically regulating the Native body (Forbes 3). To
completely undo the tangled nature of the overlapping fields would be to miss the
implication of that knot of racist theorizing. The fact that they are tangled, conflated,
confused and ultimately self-fulfilling may be a major point in and of itself. The science
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of Professor Harold MacDougal is not a science based on observing the world and
generating knowledge based on those observations, but is instead a slippery science of
finding “scientific” ways to explain and justify the ongoing subordination of peoples of
color (in this case particularly Indigenous peoples), and in doing so reinforce the
“natural” superiority of whiteness. In a conversation held within a cinematic scene during
the “For Purely Scientific Purposes,” Professor MacDougal claims that he has, “finally
solved the riddle that has tormented [his] mind for these past eight years” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). This riddle, of course, concerns, “The nature of the savage soul! What
makes some societies great, like ours, and others…not worse -- I would never use a
pejorative such as worse--but […] lesser! […] Meaning: what makes these beings less
human than us!” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). This quotation highlights the need
whiteness has for an explanation that supports the “lesser” nature of Indianness.
Harold “would never use a pejorative such as worse” and yet this is the need that
has driven his eight-year long torment (Red Dead Redemption 2010). He cannot say
directly what it is that he needs, that whiteness needs the explanation of the “lesser”
Indian -- but it is precisely what he means. The circumlocution here is important because
it reflects the ways in which whiteness relies on racist hierarchies based on a “common
sense” logic of racism that, at this point in our history as a society, is often frowned upon
when spoken directly. Race is spoken about in euphemisms, is spoken around. The
“logic” of racist violence is acted out in these euphemistic conversations. Harold fills the
desire to denigrate Indianness while simultaneously maintaining his scientifically
“objective” credentials, while still maintaining the distance his whiteness allows him. He
may be an authority on Indian “savagery” while never leaving his hotel. He may be a
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professor regardless of his readily apparent naiveté and inexperience with the “reality” of
the frontier. Nastas pointedly quips that a group of unnamed Indian characters waiting to
meet the Professor “are interested to find out what conclusions a white man has reached
on hundreds of years of culture and society from the comfort of his hotel room” (Red
Dead Redemption 2010).
Implicating the East in constructions of the West
In this way, Red Dead Redemption speaks to the “new racism” of our present day
through this character in particular. Harold MacDougal’s work is positioned at the
moment at which scientific racism based on concepts of genetic racial difference began to
have powerful sway in the United States, but his ideals are not marked as “archaic” in the
game’s world. In fact, it is presented as controversial, cutting edge -- and it is important
to note that MacDougal is a relatively young man. His frameworks are signaled as absurd
in the game, but they serve as foundational ideas for racism and white supremacy to this
day. In addition, Professor MacDougal shifts in his relationship to Marston in such a way
as to reflect changing notions of whiteness and inclusion. In “At Home with Dutch,” the
Professor marks Marston as an Other, as a “savage” white man. Marston’s whiteness is
not quite the whiteness MacDougal is looking for as his example of white superiority. He
says that it is a “shame” that Marston is of Scottish heritage, and he distances himself
from the not-quite-white-enough John Marston (Red Dead Redemption 2010). However,
this shifts at the beginning of “For Purely Scientific Purposes,” wherein MacDougal
includes Marston in “our” society, positioning the nearby Indian characters as “less
human than us,” an “us” that newly includes Marston’s form of whiteness (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). Here, the dividing binaries that had separated Marston and
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MacDougal, including regional location (East vs. West), level of education, “pure
whiteness” and what may be a “secondary whiteness,” as well as class differences are
submerged under a newly shared whiteness defined primarily, in this context, through its
relationship to “savage” Indianness. In this way, Harold’s work to define and prove
savagery and racial inferiority becomes, or always was, more a project of locating and
entrenching whiteness, and in doing so to draw the borders of whiteness. This
“whitening” of Marston through the unifying, solidifying work of containing the Other
occurs in small rhetorical shifts in MacDougal’s dialogue, but resonates with histories of
creating, shaping and policing the construction of whiteness.
Contact, corruption, contagion, containment
The cut scenes of Professor MacDougal’s office depict a strange interior element
of his story. The desk at which Professor MacDougal works is lined with human skulls,
masks mounted on the walls cast heavy shadows across his office and a mounted deer
head hangs above the door to his room. These details have the cumulated effect of
creating, again, a sense of a noir atmosphere. This noir element is intimately connected to
the Professor’s work and his position in the narrative as a grasping, desperate and
“depraved” force of justification for white violence against Native peoples. Harold
MacDougal is marked as “corrupt” through the connotations both of his work and of his
addiction to cocaine. Sue Matheson writes that, “In noir films, the world is ultimately
corrupt and corrupting” (Matheson 896). It has been addressed elsewhere how noir
elements that usually signal stories of an urban underbelly, may be reworked to fit and
make sense of darkness and corruption on the frontier. Here it is also tied to notions of
the containment of corruption, a corruption that is embodied in Professor MacDougal,
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that he then displaces onto the bodies of the in-game Indians.
It is possible to trace the shift in Professor MacDougal’s thinking and theorizing
throughout Marston’s interactions with him, from the romanticizing of the “Noble
Savage” to the “Blood Thirsty Savage” marked with a pathologized Indianness.
However, it is apparent that MacDougal’s initial beliefs concerning the “positive”
attributes he grants his Noble Savages are tenuous at best. After a tense standoff with the
Indian men riding with Dutch Van der Linde leads to Nastas’ murder at the hands of
another Indian character, and a shoot out that ends with all the Indian characters killed,
MacDougal’s baseline beliefs concerning Indian savagery return to the surface. He claims
that, “The savage heart cannot be conventionally civilized!” I was right all along!” (Red
Dead Redemption 2010). This reassertion of the “uncivilized” nature of the men they had
just encountered is met with Marston’s own response that, “We got ambushed by Dutch’s
gang. It’s a little too soon to be drawing conclusions about an entire people” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). Of course, this retort allows Marston, and the player by extension, to
throw suspicion over MacDougal’s racist claim -- but it also misses the point in some
sense. MacDougal is not basing his theory on the observations of Dutch’s men. He is
rather underscoring beliefs that exist at the core of white imperialism that cannot be
questioned, with field experiences. In this way, the pathology of the Indian body is
assumed all along throughout his work, and the last task to be completed is to “prove”
that he “was right all along,” that the colonial project of marking Indian bodies as Other,
contaminating and ultimately pathological may be strengthened (Red Dead Redemption
2010).
Mary Ellen Kelm writes that, “By the early twentieth century, […] pathology
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itself became a key factor in racialization” and that “Increasingly in medical writing, First
Nations joined the ranks of the physically degenerated and epidemiologically dangerous”
(Kelm 381). Here, Kelm marks the process of racialization to which Professor
MacDougal contributes. By first lauding the “Noble” properties of Indianness,
MacDougal toys with earlier racialized images of Indianness which were of use to
whiteness in a different way. By calling on the image of the Noble Savage, American
whiteness is able to dig roots down into “Americanness” by surrounding and absorbing
the projected positives of Nobility, while simultaneously rejecting the Savage.
MacDougal, however, moves through this initial set of traits into the realm of the
threatening, “diseased” body of the Indian in need of containment. This movement is
grounded in the scientific studies of the Othered Indian body; it is MacDougal’s science
of justifying whiteness by denigrating Indianness.
Kelm writes as well that, “In medical journals of the first half of the twentieth
century, we see the beginning of a discourse of pathology in which the Indian problem
was medicalized and the discursive Indian diagnosed, a trend with which we must
contend today” (Kelm 372-373). The “Indian problem” then becomes not simply a matter
of cultural difference in the model addressed by the assimilationist school of thought.
Rather, the threat of Indianness becomes the mere presence of the Indian body in
proximity to whiteness -- “Kill the Indian to stop the contagion.” MacDougal’s character,
then, can be seen as a figure puppeted in the service of a critical lampooning of the field
that would have many real world implications for Native peoples, from the eugenics
movement that held that “certain races were prone to ‘degenerate’ or ‘unfit’ genes,” to
ongoing disparities in access to adequate healthcare (Forbes 11). It may be noted that
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Harold MacDougal is referred to as a “degenerate” by the government agents escorting
John Marston. His insistence on the pathological nature of the nearby Indian characters is
then laced with Red Dead Redemption’s characteristically ironic and pointed humor.
Professor MacDougal is offered not as a straight-faced representation of turn of the
century biologists and anthropologists alone, but rather is also a simultaneous
commentary on period-appropriate developments of racialized science and contemporary
racial politics that continue to view Indianness through the lens of pathology, though new
racism prefers a swing back towards culturally based ideologies of inferiority. One need
only to think, for example, of the specter of “the Drunken Indian” that continues to haunt
the white imagination for proof of the ways in which cultural and “biological” difference
are utilized to marginalize Native individuals and communities alike.
The site of contact between whiteness and Nativeness runs as a theme throughout
the missions with Professor MacDougal, but the implication of that contact changes, as
they did and continue to do in controlling rhetorics centered on contact and the
pathologized Indian body. One narrative of contact is reflected in a moment of dialogue
during a riding sequence in which Professor MacDougal comments on Nastas’
“improvement” during the time the Professor has known him, saying that “You have
really made remarkable progress in the short time I’ve known you” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). This echoes assimilationist thinking around the Indian problem as an
issue of cultural difference that can be “cured” through contact with White “civilization.”
The irony here is that Nastas attended boarding school, a system formed through this
assimiliationist set of policies, and that Harold MacDougal’s presence has nothing to do
with Nastas’ state of being. Harold MacDougal sees his influence as a civilizing one,
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though it is his work that leads to the series of events that include Nastas’ murder and the
murder of many Indian characters. His is both a rhetorically and physically violent
influence on the space of contact between Indianness and whiteness.
Nastas responds to MacDougal’s claim, saying that “I’m glad you have found it
useful,” speaking both to his actual role as an interpreter as well as to his images’ cooption into the rhetorical frameworks MacDougal uses to help provide justification for
colonialist projects of violence (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Professor MacDougal’s
ideas are particularly ironic, since as Kelm writes of the “pathological cross-cultural
encounter” between First Nations and whiteness, “Until the 1930s, medical writers
portrayed that interaction as being damaging primarily to First Nations” (Kelms 378). It’s
fascinating then, that MacDougal is presented as still operating under the understanding
that interactions between white folks and Natives would be beneficial in important ways
to Natives. This tangle of reactions to cross-cultural contact parallel ongoing debates over
cultural and pathology in policy, as well as the image of contact found in the social
imagination.
Renegades, when whiteness “Goes Native”
Though the idea of contact between whiteness and Indianness leading to the
“taming” of the Indian is one side of the frontier coin, the other is the fascination Harold
MacDougal has with the white man “gone Native.” In another cinematic scene, after John
Marston provides his back story and his position as essentially a coerced assassin for the
United States government, MacDougal says, “Yes, the problem of civilizing nomads”
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). This statement again speaks with two possible voices. The
first is the possibility that he is so distracted by his studies that all things lead back to his
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binary view of Indians as noble or bloodthirsty, and that Marston’s story does not begin
to penetrate his occupation with the “problems” inherent in imperialistic expansion. The
second possible reading of this single line is that MacDougal is likening Marston to his
projections of Indians. Marston is then positioned as something that is synonymous with
Indianness, or an analogy that works “just as well” as Indianness -- that of the “wild”
white man. Kelms writes that, “beginning in the 1930s medical writing, new fears about
the threat of contagion from First Nations to settler populations predominated. Gradually,
any contact between native and nonnative peoples came to be seen as dangerous and
pathological” (Kelms 378). Dutch Van der Linde, and Marston to a lesser degree, both
are then marked as more dangerous through their interactions with Indian characters.
This moment of slippage between Marston and Indian, the act of superimposing
Marston’s position and that of the Indian characters that also inhabit this space leads the
player to link them as Other in terms of the logic of contact, contagion and racially
pathological bodies. This occurs again when, as previously mentioned, MacDougal
characterizes Marston as, “a white man, obviously, but, but, but with a savage spirit”
(Red Dead Redemption 2010). This again brings up the idea of contamination, that
through contact with Indianness, Marston has become “like” them in terms of his location
and his position to Harold MacDougal’s sense of whiteness. Of course, Marston does not
become fully enveloped into Indianness, but the overlapping positions make his later
involvement in the massacre of Indian characters run more deeply and work to a more
complicated end.
Marston’s whiteness, one that crosses borders and boundaries, one that is not tied
so strongly to ideology or politics, one that is marked as both privileged and
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marginalized, can still be used to subordinate and eliminate Indianness in the frontier
space. Eventually though, it too must be destroyed in order to make room for more
legitimate forms of whiteness. He must be used against Indianness, and then destroyed.
Kelms writes that, “First Nations were transformed in medical minds from victims to
vectors of disease and, as such, joined the ranks of the polluting ‘other,’” and if the
Indian characters are polluting elements, then Dutch Van der Linde most exemplifies
what comes of whiteness polluted through pathologized contact (Kelm 382). Professor
MacDougal extends his interest in “savages” to Dutch, commenting that, “Van der Linde
fascinates me. A white man living among natives. A civilized mind turned savage.” He
even proposes a number of academic terms for his observations, “It’s ‘reverse
integration’…or ‘regressive acculturation’” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). In this way,
Dutch is marked as other due to his interactions with Indian characters, and his
“regression” to that which Indianness is laden with under this framework, a perpetual
state of primitivism. Not only is Dutch “savage,” he is more savage than the Indian men
he leads. Dutch’s position, as a white savage, is even then one of superiority. The white
savage may be more savage than the Indian. As such, he too must be theoretically
explained and physically destroyed.
Archer, one of the government agents sent to control Marston, says that, “See, this
is what happens when you fraternize with savages” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). It is
clear in this example that Archer considers the “savages” to be contaminating pollutants
that created, in a sense, Dutch’s new form of pathological whiteness. Following in
Archer’s logic, Dutch takes on the negative aspects of projected Indianness, becoming
“more savage than the savage.” Marston, however, flips this back on the agents in
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commenting that the agent “Ross don’t seem too different” and that, “Dutch was a good
man once, a far better man than you” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). Here, then, the
government men become linked with the violence usually reserved for “savage”
Indianness. While this reversal of the narrative is interesting, the characterizing of Dutch
Van der Linde as a “white savage” is much more highly focused on. Calloway would
read Dutch as a “renegade” character, a term defined as “someone who abandoned white
society to live with Indians and who was prepared to fight with them against his own
kind” (Calloway 43-44). But Calloway’s description also could refer to a number of
marginalized peoples, including “people of mixed parentage who lived with their Indian
relatives, to agents of foreign powers operating among hostile tribes, to outlaws and
desperadoes, and even to Indian warriors who continue to run free after the rest of their
people have been confined to reservations” (Calloway 43-44). In this sense then, Dutch
Van der Lindes, John Marston and Colton White from Gun, all may be considered
renegades, as well as the Indian men who are enlisted by Dutch and who murder Nastas.
Even though the term “renegade” may be applied to all of the characters
mentioned here, Dutch becomes the almost mythic stand-in for this Western construction.
Calloway touches on the mythic nature of the renegade, writing that they “left behind a
legacy of fear and reputation for evil that ensured them a lasting place in the folk history
and mythology of the American frontier” (Calloway 44). Indeed, this position is reserved
for Dutch. His influence over the Indian men who follow him is assumed to be so great
that when one of “his men” shoot Nastas, Marston yells, “Damn it, Dutch,” as if it was he
himself who pulled the trigger (Red Dead Redemption 2010). His presence then
transcends his actual body and resonates through the interactions between Marston and

Jackson 109

the group of Indian men. His name takes on the weight of a paternal figure for John
Marston, but also that of a living legend, equal parts murderous and idealistic, a
revolutionary without an organized cause, and a sociopath with a level of charismatic
leadership that works to draw in orphaned, angry young men. In this way, Marston and
the Indian men are also connected. They have all been taken in by Dutch, are both
swayed by his ideas and violent acts. This parallel may, however, actually highlight the
ways in which John Marston and the Indian men are marginalized in different ways
altogether. Marston, the orphaned son of a poor Scottish immigrant, does not face the
same pressures as the Indian men to which he is linked.
How to represent marginalization?
Red Dead Redemption does not go into detail about the specifics of this
marginalization. References are made to hardships faced by the Indian men, but nothing
is directly stated. Although this may make the interactions more superficial for other
gamers, I experienced this unstatedness in a different way. What was left unarticulated in
the scenes with the Indian men, especially the tense standoff in which Nastas is shot and
killed, was the history of the survivors of the Indian Wars, of ongoing displacement and
either exterminationist or assimilationist federal Indian policy, of the state of Indian
Country in 1911. If the game had gone farther into exposition, it may have been too selfcontained and may have come off as compartmentalizing the history of Native-white
relations in this time period. In short, it may have fallen into the same trap Gun did
concerning how to incorporate Indian characters in a way that felt meaningful both in
terms of the games’ respective narratives and the history of Native representation in a
larger sense.
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The rhetorical geography of Red Dead Redemption’s frontier
So far in this section, two spaces have been teased out of the missions
surrounding Nastas and Professor MacDougal. One space is that occupied by Professor
MacDougal, the space of his office, filled as it is by artifacts signaling his projects of
casting the colonial gaze onto the surrounding “Indian problem.” The second space may
be considered the “border” space on which John Marston, Nastas, Professor MacDougal,
Dutch and the group of Indian men meet in points of contact. It is important to note here
that each of these two spaces evokes its own displaced “origin” space. The Indian men
are viewed as having gone “off the reservation,” and Harold MacDougal refers quite
often to his involvement with Yale. Each of these secondary spaces is marked by its
present absence, although they exert strong rhetorical influence on the border contact
points, they do not appear as places able to be navigated through. They exist as spaceconstructs, as “Civilized East” and “Contained Indian West,” though this containment
obviously is not complete and encourages white fears of Indian contamination and
violence across the borders. These two spaces are then intimately tied to each other
through structures of racism and work to reinforce one another as social constructs
encoded into the geography of the game. The Eastern city is never reached. The Indian
cannot be observed “at home.” All that is accessible to John Marston, and by extension,
to the player, is the liminal space of border contact and conflict.
This inaccessibility is important because, as Bregent-Heald notes, “The mapping
of territory indicates the need to control space or be controlled by it. […] These spaces
are filled with politics and ideology; relations of power are inscribed into the seemingly
innocent spatiality of social life” (Bregent-Heald 126). The fact that the Indian spaces as
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well as the Eastern academic spaces are unable to be navigated allow them to maintain
their statuses as rhetorical positions that are created, in part, through the interactions on
the geography that is open to the player. That is, the contested frontier space both creates
and is created in relation to these displaced spaces. It may be interesting to note that in
Gun, the player as Colton White is allowed into the center of the Indian communities he
is involved with. He is able to accompany two separate tribes back to their own spaces,
which are then open to exploration. These spaces though are small and fleeting. The
Indian in Gun does not take up much rhetorical space because these communities are
compartmentalized, decontextualized and through the narrative of the game are
positioned alongside an “exorcised” version of whiteness that struggles to divorce itself
from the ongoing benefits of white supremacy and colonialism. In Red Dead Redemption,
the player is not even shown a small campsite, much less a reservation to speak of, but
this omission led to some very interesting thoughts regarding the representation, or lack
thereof, of Native space.
The Indian men in Dutch’s gang are characterized as having gone “off the
reservation,” but since we never experience the reservation, we are left with a space that
is defined in a sense by what it is not, not the reservation, not a space of controlled and
contained Indianness. The frontier then becomes a space on which whiteness must
constantly gesture towards its own “rightness” in the context of the land. The frontier
becomes a “not-Indian” space, but in the context of Red Dead Redemption, it is not
certain that it becomes a white space, either. It may simply remain a space defined by
absence, by a negative presence, by a perceived vacuum created through projects of
colonialist violence. Thankfully, this is, of course, complicated by the fact that we remain
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and continue to occupy literal and political space. The frontier of Red Dead Redemption,
then may be what Bregent-Heald characterizes through the idea of the “border noirs”
which “lodges its characters in-between the ‘civilized’ United States and the realm of the
unknown” (Bregent-Heald 126). In continuing to write that “noiresque borders are
conceptually understood as liminal spaces, ”Bregent-Heald underlines the feeling that
these spaces are created in relation to other spaces, be they more central or more
marginalized in relation to power (Bregent-Heald 127). In these spaces, “lines are never
always clear; borderlands are murky places where allegiances and convictions are prone
to change like shifting sands” (Bregent-Heald 135). These concepts of the shifting border
noir and the liminal space of the frontier lend a sense of clarity to the discussion of what
role the Indian characters take in this section of Red Dead Redemption, as well as how I,
as a Native gamer, may make sense of my own in-game presence in the form of John
Marston, as essentially a tool of genocide.
Fulfilling the prophecy (fantasy?) of the “vanished” Indian
One of the hardest moments to play through in Red Dead Redemption was
retaliating as John Marston after Nastas’ death. After completing a number of missions
that included listening to the over-the-top, sometimes-humorous ramblings of Professor
MacDougal, all the while knowing that they were grounded in the reality of racist
scientific theories and practices, the brutal violence of the final scene with Nastas seemed
to happen all at once. One moment Nastas organizes a meeting between the group of
Indian men and the duo of Marston and MacDougal; the next he is being executed after
the exchange of heated words. This execution occurs in a cinematic scene, but then the
control is handed back to John Marston. While Professor MacDougal takes cover and
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encourages Marston to take out the renegades, the player is left with no option other than
to shoot them and flee. MacDougal will not move if there are still Indian characters
shooting at the building they are attempting to escape, and they will not cease fire unless
by force. In short, the player’s hand is forced in using fatal violence against the Indian
men involved with Dutch, men who just a moment ago were voicing their frustrations
over their marginalized position in a violent and racist society. This implicates John
Marston in the rhetorics MacDougal has been spouting all along. The Indian will vanish,
the white man is superior, and the only outcome of contact between Indians and whites
will be the eruption of savagery. These words become a self-fulfilling prophecy through
the actions of Marston and the player who controls him.
After John Marston kills the Indian men who had been riding with Dutch,
MacDougal claims that, “They’re fucking savages! Savages!” To which Marston replies,
“I think we all are.” MacDougal resists, asserting, “Not me, sir. I’m from Connecticut.
I’m a professor at Yale! I write books! I do not deserve to die out here” (Red Dead
Redemption 2010). Evidently, though, the Indian characters do deserve to die in the
border spaces of contact. This segment of dialogue offers a binary space, that of the
violent frontier and the “civilized” space of Yale and Connecticut. However,
MacDougal’s character serves to create a link between the racist scientific narratives he
expounds and the violence done on the frontier. In essence, MacDougal implicates more
elite, “liberal” spaces in the working of colonialist projects, along with the renegade
figures of Marston and Dutch. This demythologizes the ideas of the West and lays bare
the ways in which narratives of the West make it a space for heroism to make way for
Eastern Civilization. This, in fact, perpetuate violence against Native peoples through
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physical harm and displacement. MacDougal seals the deal, claiming that “My research is
complete; much as I thought, there’s no civilizing this savage land […] they’ll give me a
prize in New Haven for this” (Red Dead Redemption 2010). At the end of our time with
the Professor, John Marston escorts him safely back to the train station and sets him off
on his return to Yale. The rhetoric of savagery and the inferiority of the “savage,”
distanced as it was from romanticized ideals of nobility, return with him.
It is important that the game does not “reform” Harold MacDougal in this
sequence. To have him do an about-face in terms of his own racism and his contributions
to racist structures would be to ignore the very real theories that existed around Native
bodies and communities during that time period and the ways in which some of the very
ideas that MacDougal articulates would go on to inform the American eugenics
movement. Having the Professor return East demonstrates the ways in which the East
cannot be conceptualized without a corresponding sense of the West, that the frontier
myth serves the Eastern spaces in displacing Indianness and violent whiteness to another,
an Other, and an Othered narrative space.
In short, it is apparent that when Red Dead Redemption works to include Indian
characters, it does so in a complicated and complicating way. Although the game offers
more screen time to Professor MacDougal than to the Indian men associated with Dutch,
the juxtaposition of Nastas’ even-headedness and MacDougal’s manic, racist ramblings
reveal a fair amount about the stances that Rockstar Games chose to take concerning
Indianness in their game. While this representation is far from perfect, and ends almost
predictably in violence, the use of the violent mechanisms of the game reinforce the
concept of mythologized Western violence being a tool of larger racist goals. Professor
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MacDougal, as a white academic in an Eastern space, directly benefits from the violent
actions of John Marston, even if he ultimately attempts to distance himself from that fact
through his return to Yale. This serves to implicate whiteness, regardless of regional
location, educational status or direct involvement, in the large scale, genocidal violence
of the frontier and to demystify the romanticized Western of the social imagination. This
segment of the game was incredibly complex in terms of the interactions, the workings of
political space, and the power of what continued to go unsaid in moments of Indian-white
contact. As a Native gamer playing through this section, I found myself aligning with the
increasingly pathologized Indian characters within the shifting frame, while also
understanding the ongoing implications of Harold MacDougal’s theories in my own
educational experience, and struggling with the fact of being strong-armed into serving as
a tool of imperialism through the similarly unwilling avatar John Marston. Red Dead
Redemption again offers nuanced game play and the ability, in some ways, to insert
Nativeness into the Indianness written into the game itself.
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Final Thoughts
The representations of Indian characters in Read Dead Redemption and Gun offer
proof of the complicated relationship whiteness has with “Indianness” in the media. It
would be overly simplistic to write off these games as simply perpetuating stereotypes of
Indians, but that is not to say that they are by any means overtly progressive either.
Context, subtext and interpretive work all demonstrate more complex representations of
Indianness in these games. Both problematic and possibly useful images of Indianness
are available throughout these texts. It was my intent through this work to offer a
documentary account of my own experiences as a Native gamer playing and critically
engaging with these texts in such a way as to read them against dominant narratives when
possible. I do so as an act of resistance, not only to what the mainstream games may have
intended -- but also to narratives that would separate Native agency from studies of media
consumption. I am an active, Native media consumer and though I do not speak for all of
the peoples, I believe that engaging with new media is an important task in continuing the
longstanding relationship Native peoples have had speaking back to, and indeed through,
a number of media. Even though many, if not all, forms of popular media have been
utilized initially to further racist stereotypes of Indianness, we have a history of
“Indiannizing” these ways of expressing and communicating ideas and ways of knowing
in self- and community-empowering ways.
Thankfully, I am not alone in believing that an understanding of these
representations and of video game technology itself might lead to powerful and important
work in Native communities. Deconstructing the images found in mainstream, white
media is indeed one important task, one that I have taken up here at length, but the
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second movement in the “Indiannizing” process is to take this insight and put it to use.
An organization that has been mentioned before in this work, Aboriginal Territories in
Cyberspace is doing just that. My work of analyzing these games is just one thread in a
much larger conversation that needs to be and is happening regarding the presence of
Indian characters in video games. This means that I will not be able to offer an exhaustive
account of the work being done by AbTeC and others here, but it does offer a fascinating
direction for new research. That being said, I will gesture towards the important additions
they are making to the dialogue in this final section.
AbTeC defines itself as “a network of academics, artists and technologists whose
goal is to define and share conceptual and practical tools that will allow us to create new,
Aboriginally-determined territories within the web-pages, online games, and virtual
environments that we call cyberspace” (AbTeC - About). This work is vital in that, not
only are they working to promote Native content, but also because they are working to
reconceptualize the idea of virtual territory itself. Their projects include “TimeTraveller,”
a short film, filmed using the Second Life virtual world program, and the video game
“Otsi: Rise of the Kanien’kehá:ka Legends” (AbTeC - Projects). The organization not
only produces virtual experiences, but they also lead educational workshops for Native
youth that focus both on storytelling and game design. This work truly represents a
process of “Indigenizing” both game development and the transference of knowledge of
game development technology via community education. In this way, both the virtual
content and the ways in which they are created reflect their being grounded in Native
communities. In looking to future research, it would be an important next step to further
explore the ways in which AbTeC creates community spaces and works to develop
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Native content.
I have no doubt that we will continue to see Indian characters in video games. The
format lends itself exceptionally well to depictions of frontier spaces and colonialist
structures of resource manipulation and control over land. That being said, I hope that the
conversation around Indian characters continue, and in time may shift in the direction of
including Native characters instead. As with more conventional popular texts, the shift
from puppeted Indian, to actively and dynamically fleshed-out Native character is one
fraught with histories of violence, misrepresentation and white supremacy. It is possible
that one of the steps towards this goal of actualizing Native characters is to mark our
existence. This work is not meant to be a prescriptive for whiteness in gaming spaces, but
rather is intended to be a Native-centered account of my own experience in these two
game worlds. “My Travels and What I Found There,” if you like.
However, I think of this as a political act in that I mark my position as a Native
gamer. I support the act of actively “reading” the mainstream games for possibly
subversive content, while simultaneously understanding and promoting the production of
Native-centered gaming content. To play either game explored here is to split myself
because of dominant narratives that say both that I do not exist in the space of the games,
and that I do not exist as a consumer of games. The move towards Native gaming content
may bridge this violence, by refusing the subjective split and offering a better space for
virtual homeland and subjective wholeness. I look forward to that moment. Indeed,
perhaps I will contribute in some way to that wave of Native based creativity. In the
meantime, I intend to keep a critical eye on the complex and often times problematic
images present in some of the most popular epics of my generation.
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In summarizing briefly my findings “in the field,” I would claim that Red Dead
Redemption lends itself more readily to critical interpretations that read the content and
mechanics of the game against its own grain. I think of my close readings as resembling
the roots system of a tree, creeping into the foundation and walls of a building and thus
slowly reclaiming it. My readings find the moments of internal tension, or irony and use
that space to disrupt the dominant narrative they might otherwise continue to perpetuate,
such as that of the Noble Savage, the Indian Princess and so on. These moments of
potential subversion occur throughout Red Dead Redemption, and although I would
speculate that the entire Rockstar Games’ target audience might not tap into this
potential, the act of centralizing destabilizing readings of the text is powerful regardless.
By asserting my own reactions to these games as a member of the Citizen Band
Potawatomi Nation, I trouble the idea of a monolithic “gamer” identity.
That being said, Gun did not offer the same sense of space that Red Dead
Redemption provided. I was less able to grow my roots down into the soil of Gun, in part
because it proved too rocky. By this, I mean that the material itself was devoid of
complexity and offered a complacent view of both the Western genre and the video game
as a medium. There is little irony, humor, ambiguity or tensions within the world of Gun,
only the reenactment of violence and the exorcism of bad whiteness to make way for the
good. As an ever increasingly diverse set of gaming cultures, in addition to demanding
more content for and about us, we must push for nuance, for tension and thoughtful
games. This is not imply that games should not be fun, but in studying video games I
began to believe that in order to diversify what kind of games are available, we must
engage with them with a certain level of thoughtful interaction.
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I strongly believe that many gamers, myself included, are prepared to be
challenged. In Red Dead Redemption and Gun, we begin to see the ways in which the
video game industry is working to respond to this growing need for more compelling,
challenging game play. Unfortunately, Gun seems to be working under an older paradigm
that equates violence and rampant sexism and racism with maturity and complexity. Red
Dead Redemption, in contrast, seems to provide an alternative to this trend. By offering
complex, ironic and often critically aware game play, Red Dead Redemption serves as a
perfect text for the disruptive, recentering work I engage with throughout this research. I
believe that the success of this game, both critical and financial, is beginning to tilt the
industry in the direction of more thoughtful, nuanced content. This then opens the field to
future research, for future scholars to continue to critically engage with questions of
representation in virtual space. Hopefully this ongoing dialogue will inspire the medium
to challenge the representations of marginalized and Othered peoples.
With that in mind, it is important to note that Red Dead Redemption and Gun are
still products of the dominant society. Though these close readings may work towards
destabilizing moments within the game, they remain problematic. The development of
Native centered video games, as well as the fostering of game development literacies and
skills within our own communities, may offer an alternative to having to read these
mainstream texts in create room for our Native selves. This then avoids having to work
through the continuing rhetorical violence of dominant popular culture’s representation,
indeed obsession, with the Indian character. While I offer counter readings of two
popular texts in my analysis here, I recognize the limitations of such an approach and
fully support the development of Native centered texts that may further destabilize and
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work to decolonize video games as an increasingly accessible and constantly developing
technology.
Richard McCormick writes, “In considering other spectators, the possibility of
other readings of cultural texts become clear. A ‘dominant’ reading […] cannot preclude
other, more emancipatory interpretations that might resist dominant meanings”
(McCormick 662). My work seeks to engage with the both the pleasures and the
problematic meanings found in these two experiential texts. While it is not to say that
acting out the narratives coded into these virtual spaces is not an act fraught with
complications for Native gamers, we are able to engage in such a way as to embrace the
pleasures we find and reject the problematic components. The fact of dominant narratives
laced through the text need not mean that I as a Native gamer may not find something of
use within these spaces. That may not be the case for all Native gamers, as we are not a
monolith. In addition, I do not seek to be an authority on anyone’s experiences other than
my own. While the narrative aspects of these games reenact violent rhetorical positions,
the space of the game itself need not. Unlike any other media, video games highlight the
potentials and possible disruptions of existing within space, or the illusion thereof, and in
doing so offer a unique opportunity for people to engage with them in destabilizing ways.
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Appendix

Fig. 1. Package material. Neversoft. Gun. Activision, 2005. Xbox 360

Fig. 2. Package material. Rockstar San Diego. Red Dead Redemption. Rockstar
Games, 2010. Xbox 360.

