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Hypotheses

Video game dystopias function as wish-fulfilments and 
hallucinatory visions in desperate times. 

They are triggered by trends hidden within the game 
designers’ empirical present and are fuelled by the fear of 
losing something of value—that is to say, the future itself. 
They therefore may be described as vicious nightmares, as 
anxiety dreams in the Freudian sense, which have distorted 
and disguised their original meaning: the wish for Utopia. 

As such, video game dystopias investigate the possibility of a 
worse future to warn players about potential trends apparent 
or present in their specific empirical present. They thus 
functions as a strategy of Utopia and retain the element of 
hope (or ambiguity). 



The Philosophy of Utopia

• “Utopia is forward-looking, yes. Always just around 
the corner, always on the other side of the horizon, 
Utopia is ‘not yet’, elusive, glimpsed but never 
grasped. That’s one of the things I love about 
Utopia. And yet, like you [Ruth Levitas], I want the 
world to be very different from the way it is now. I 
want to ride the wave of utopian impulse toward a 
new now.”

Levitas and Sargisson, “Utopia in Dark Times,” 20.

• Utopia in the 21st century evokes a cautious desire and indicates “a direction for man to 
follow, but never a point to be reached.” It thus takes on “the shape of a process” and “a 
programme for change and for a gradual betterment of the present.” 

Vieira, “Concept,” 22; 23; cf. 22-23.



Utopian Impulse in Utopian and Dystopian 
Fiction
• “social dreaming,” (Sargent, “Three,” 3) 

• “the basic human yearning for a better world” and “the urge to dream or 
speculate about a more perfect social order” (Ferns, Narrating Utopia, 32) 

• as “obscure yet omnipresent ... finding its way to the surface in a variety of covert 
expressions and practices.” (Jameson, Archaeologies, 3)

Each time it is the universal wish within the dream, the hope for the betterment of 
society as a whole, that plays a vital role. 



The Nature of the Utopian Dream

• Are utopias progressive or regressive, are they 
directed towards the future of humankind or are 
they “nostalgic in that they look back to an 
idealized past which is then moved into the 
future?” (Sargent, Utopianism, 21)

• Sigmund Freud argues that “[t]he dream is the 
(disguised) fulfilment of a (suppressed, repressed)
wish.” “These wishes,” he continues, “existing in 
repression are themselves of infantile origin.” 
(Dreams, 68; 392). 



The Nature of the Utopian Dream

• dream-thoughts (the undistorted dream 
harbouring the original wish) and dream-content
(the manifest dream as experienced by the 
dreamer—after the dream work has distorted
the original dream wish by means of 
condensation and displacement to ensure the 
sanity of the dreamer)
(Freud, Dreams, 169ff., 190ff.)

• the primal architecture of the Utopian 
Imagination” and expressions of utopian 
thought—that is “Utopian fancies” such as the 
literary utopia/dystopia
(Jameson, Archaeologies, 44-45.)



The Nature of the Utopian Dream

Two Types of Wish-Fulfilment:

• “a repellent purely personal or individual ‘egoistic’ type 
[the artist’s or a fictional character’s]

• Joel’s wish to safe Ellie

• Artyom’s for a secure childhood with his mother.

• Booker DeWitt’s wish for the safety of Anna/Elizabeth

• and a disguised version which has somehow been 
universalized and made interesting, indeed often gripping 
and insistent, for other people.” (Jameson, Archaeologies, 
53).

The wish for Utopia (in different forms)



Every Day the Same Dream (Molleindustria, 2009)

They encourage the player “to step outside the game,” “to stop playing 
mechanically” and to search for interesting ways of interaction.

(Sicart, Beyond, 73; cf. 73)



Metro 2033 (4A Games, 2009)





















BioShock Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013)
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