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ABSTRACT
At What Price: Insidious Hegemony and Character Archetypes Woven into Until Dawn
by

Courtney Harvey

Supermassive Games’s Until Dawn tasks its players with helping eight teenagers survive a night
of terror. All eight playable characters may live or die depending on the player’s choices and
gameplay proficiency. Despite its intricacies, the game still relies heavily on horror movie tropes,
which the characters embody, and they face different treatment based on their gender, race, and
sanity. Particularly, the weapons available to them and the scenarios for their deaths and survival
contribute to trapping the characters within their given characteristics and forcing them into a
role that they cannot ever fully break free from. While the branching narrative style opens up the
possibility for the hegemony to be challenged, the characters are so stiffly created that, in spite of
the multitudes of choices and paths to go down, all the characters are confined to their archetypes

and stereotypes related to their identities regardless of the player’s choices.
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CHAPTER 1. IMPORTANT DISCOVERY: INTRODUCTION

In the end it is always the same: Hannah runs out into the snowstorm followed by Beth,
eventually both being forced over the edge of the cliff, falling to their untimely deaths. The game
wants the player to believe that their choices matter, that they affect the story, but that clearly is
not always true. Despite beginning with the butterfly effect and insisting that everything the
player does affects the future, the way in which the player can effect change in the game is
limited.

Supermassive Games’s Until Dawn is a branching narrative horror video game in which
the player is tasked with helping eight teenagers survive a night of terror. All eight playable
characters may live or die depending on the player’s choices and ability to succeed at combat
scenarios, quick time events, and don’t move commands. Despite the intricacies of the game, it
relies heavily on horror movie tropes. The use of these tropes is strategic. The game’s intention
was to use these common and recognizable tropes in order to make it easier for the player to
learn what each character was like in order to successfully conform to what they would do in a
given situation, which is key for survival. Common advice for players of Until Dawn is to “play
the character, not the game”—to do as the character would do rather than to do what they want to
do instead. Though this works from a game design perspective, it unfortunately leads to a
reinforcement of harmful horror hegemony around gender, race, and mental illness.

Each playable character in Until Dawn embodies at least one specific horror archetype,
and they also all face different treatment based on their presented gender, race and sanity in the
game (refer to Table 1 in Appendix A for a list of the characters, their identities, their traits, and

their archetypes). The characters’ archetypes and identities are the source of Until Dawn’s



limitations; it is where we can see how the future is much more limited than what the game
wants the player to believe. The choices the characters are presented with are often influenced by
their archetypes and identities, and they will always conform to their archetypes when the player
is unable to control them.

The characters are affected by a pervasive ideology (in Althusser’s sense of the term) that
places them in their roles based on unconscious beliefs held by the general population about
people who suffer from mental health issues, who are racial minorities, and who are women. His
concept of interpellation, which hails subjects to behave in certain ways to further the current
dominant social system, is heavily at play in Until Dawn, as deviating from what the characters
would do, deviating from their archetypal role, results in various forms of punishment for the
player, such as character relationships with each other being harmed, character injury, or
character death. The game provides the player with information about the playable characters
both through pause screen traits and relationship charts (see Appendix C) and through
introduction cards flashed when the characters are slowly introduced in Chapters 1 and 2 (these
traits are also listed in Table 1.1 in Appendix A), which tells the player how to play the game, the
“correct” set of traits to attribute to each character and make them exhibit in order to win. It also
gives the players hints about what they should do in certain moments or consequences for
failures through the totems and the prophecies they hold. Following the guidance of the totems
and the characters’ prescribed traits is conforming to the dominant social order set by the game,
and straying can and will be punished.

Ultimately, the characters’ archetypes and identities become insidious, impacting the
characters in sometimes unexpected ways. They influence the weapons characters have access to

(or, pointedly, the ones they do not have access to), the effectiveness of weaponry allotted to



them, the scenarios for their possible deaths, and the struggles and costs of survival. And all of
these things fall atop an Indigenous backdrop.

The manifestation of the archetypes and identities of the playable characters works to
reinforce horror hegemony rather than fight it. In spite of the game’s choice-based format that
could serve as a platform to diversify the ways these characters may be presented and played by
the players, the game instead forces players into the dominant social order by punishing the
player for not conforming to the characters’ archetypes by injuring, traumatizing, or killing the
characters.

This thesis looks separately at gender, racial minorities, and mental illness in Until Dawn
and seeks to illuminate how deeply entrenched in the dominant social order the characters are
forced to be as well as how easy it is for the player to conform to the interpellation because of
their desire to win the game, often even replaying it to do everything correctly, taking a second
chance to follow the rules, ultimately upholding the hegemonic ideas around gender, race, and
mental health. Each chapter dives into the weapons available to the relevant characters as well as
the effectiveness of those weapons and whether or not the characters are required to interact with
those weapons in order for the narrative to proceed. Weapons are a source of power for the
characters because they provide at the very least the illusion of protection if not true protection,
and the distribution of weapons can speak to the underlying dominant social order about who is
trusted with weapons to protect themselves and others. The chapters also look at the possible
scenarios for character deaths as well as some of the costs of survival. Deaths are the ultimate
punishment in Until Dawn for failure to conform, and many of the deaths throughout the game
reflect characters’ archetypes, identities, and Hannah’s lingering personal feelings about them. In

order to survive, the characters must enact their given archetypes or else they will be faced with



Wendigo Hannah’s punishment. Many of the deaths are symbolic of their archetypes or clearly
reflect the relationship the character had with Hannah, who acts in some ways as the enforcer of
the dominant social order of the playable characters. The chapter on racial minorities also
addresses the concerns of lingering colonial trauma for the Indigenous Peoples who previously

lived on Blackwood Mountain, where the events of Until Dawn unfold.

Game Mechanics

The mechanics of the game shape it into what it is. The game has several primary
mechanics to be aware of: choice-based format, combat scenarios, quick time events (QTES),
don’t move commands, clues, totems, and butterfly effects.

The choice-based format of Until Dawn is its core. The choices are often for dialogue that
can impact character relationships or for actions that push the narrative forward, sometimes
impacting character relationships and sometimes either putting characters in danger or evading it.
All of the choices in Until Dawn are presented as two options, though there is a hidden third
option in some. Some choices between two things are timed decisions, which makes the option

to do nothing a possibility as well.
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Figure 1. An example of a choice (Source: Until Dawn Prologue)
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Figure 2. An example of a timed choice (Source: Until Dawn Prologue)
Combat scenarios are associated with weapon usage. They feature a target (or multiple

targets) on the screen, and the player uses the right stick to aim at a target and then presses R2 to




shoot. There is no misfiring in Until Dawn, so the player can spam the R2 button as they move
the cursor to the target. They will only actually fire if they are on target, as indicated by part of

the target turning light green and getting bigger.

Figure 3. An example of a combat scenario (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 1)

QTEs are generally used in action sequences, often when characters are climbing or
running. QTESs are timed commands to press a specific button on the controller. If the player
successfully presses the indicated button, the character will do the intended task and continue
forward. If the player does not press the button in time or presses the wrong button, the character
will fail at the task, which sometimes puts a character in danger. Only three buttons on the

controller are used for QTEs: triangle, square, and circle.
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Press the correct action button
before the timer runs out.

Figure 4. An example of a QTE (Source: Until Dawn Prologue)

Don’t move commands are an important feature since the primary enemy of the game—
the Wendigos—see via movement changes in their field of vision. When the don’t move
command shows up on screen, the player is tasked with holding their controller as still as
possible. A graphic on the screen indicates the PS4 controller’s movement. This command also
causes the controller to vibrate; however, in PlayStation settings, a player can turn controller

vibration off and not be affected by this.
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Figure 5. An example of a don’t move command (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 1)

Clues are essential for learning about the world of Until Dawn and its mysteries. There
are three clue sets: the twins, mystery man, and 1952. These give us information respectively
about who Hannah and Beth were and what happened to them, about the Psycho and the
Stranger, and about the events that took place in the sanatorium after a cave-in in the mines in
1952. Finding clues helps the player to better understand what is going on so that they can better
navigate the world in order to survive. Notably, there is one clue required to find in order to save
one character’s life. All clues the player finds can be looked back at in the pause menu at any
time, and when the player finds a related clue, the game will connect the dots for the player,
updating the description of all clues already found that are associated with the new one.

Totems can be found like clues all around the gameworld. When a character finds a
totem, the player is granted a vision of a possible future. The totems come in five colors with five
distinct meanings. Death totems are black, and they prophesize the death of the character who

found the totem. Danger totems are red, and they warn the player of potential dangers in the
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future. Loss totems are brown, and they prophesize the death of any character other than the one
who found the totem. Guidance totems are yellow, and they tell the player about something they
should do in order to help the characters survive. Fortune totems are white, and they show the
results of a good decision. Like the clues, these can always be re-accessed on the pause screen
once found if the player wants to refer back to them. Also, a bonus video is unlocked if the
player finds all of the totems in the game.

Butterfly effects show the player how their choices relate to one another and lead to
certain outcomes. Some of the earlier ones do not refer to particularly important things, but they
give the player an idea of what this page does before it gets to matters of survival. This is
generally helpful to players as a way to see perhaps where they went wrong so that they may
perform better in a replay of the game, but the titles of the butterfly effects sometimes provide
interesting hints about what to do in certain situations if the players look out for them (and those

titles also provide flavor to the title of this thesis and its chapter titles).
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Figure 6. Empty Butterfly Effects page (Source Until Dawn pause screen)
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Literature Review

Video game study is a relatively emerging field, especially compared to literary and film
study. An essential text to consider when criticizing video games is Sebastian Domsch’s
Storyplaying: Agency and Narrative in Video Games, for he lays the groundwork for theoretical
interpretation of video games. Video games are distinct from literature and film because they
have the added feature of player agency, which allows the audience to interfere with the
narrative, creating it as they see it unfold. Thus, the narratives in video games are called future
narratives while literature and film’s narratives are considered past narratives. While past
narratives proceed via events, future narratives have nodes, which is a situation that has more
than one possible continuation, and those continuations are mutually exclusive (Domsch 1). Until
Dawn uses both past and future narratives—events and nodes—to progress the plot, including
many events that will always happen and many that are dependent on the player’s interaction
leading to different results. Player agency in Until Dawn comes in the form of its many game
mechanics, many of which are nodes (choices, combat scenarios QTEs, and don’t move
commands). These things shape the game into a future narrative. The game mechanics serve as
rules for the game, and the narrative elements associated with them add meaning, ultimately
creating the gameworld (Domsch 18).

A large amount of the game’s content is cut scenes, a film element rather than a game
element. Though it also includes many opportunities for interaction, there is a lot of time spent
seeing the narrative unfold once the choices are made and waiting for the next opportunity to
interact. Thus, if Until Dawn was not a survival horror game, it would be a slasher film. The

tropes it uses follows the conventions of slasher horror, and if it were not for the player agency
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embedded into the game and its narrative, it would present entirely like a slasher horror film
since it heavily uses the narrative strategies of film. One essential work to discuss to
contextualize Until Dawn as slasher horror is Carol J. Clover’s Men, Women, and Chain Saws:
Gender in the Modern Horror Film. This book not only sets the stage for my discussion of
gender in Until Dawn, but it also provides an extended definition of slasher horror that helps to
classify the game.

Clover discusses the film Psycho in detail, for it laid out the formula to come for the
emerging genre of slasher horror: “Its elements are familiar: the killer is the psychotic product of
a sick family, but still recognizably human; the victim is a beautiful, sexually active woman; the
location is not-home, at a Terrible Place; the weapon is something other than a gun; the attack is
registered from the victim’s point of view and comes with shocking suddenness” (23-24). The
genre of slasher horror, then, requires “killer, locale, weapons, victims, and shock effects”
(Clover 26). All of these elements are at play in Until Dawn.

The Killer is represented in two ways: through Josh serving as the mystery’s red herring
when he masqueraded as the Psycho and the true threat of the Wendigos. The primary killer in
the game is Wendigo Hannah. When it comes to female killers in slashers, “their anger derives in
most cases not from childhood experience but from specific moments in their adult lives in
which they have been abandoned or cheated on by men” (Clover 29). For Wendigo Hannabh, this
moment is the prank performed on her in the game’s prologue that leads to a chain of events that
ultimately end with Hannah cannibalizing her dead sister and turning into a Wendigo. Like male
killers, she also exhibits some sexual frustration, as is clear in how she typically uses sharp
objects—which are generally phallic in nature—to kill her victims, and she avoids causing harm

to Mike, her crush before she turned, while being particularly violent towards the women he has
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been intimate with. Further, “The killer is often unseen or barely glimpsed, during the first part
of the film” (Clover 44) and is usually anticipated to be male. This is the case with the
Wendigos, since there is no clear view of them until the beginning of Chapter 8, only occasional
glimpses, some sounds, and at times seeing through Wendigo Hannah’s direct point-of-view.
The Wendigos are also all anticipated to be male since the clues set up the miners as Wendigos,
but it is not until Chapter 10, the final chapter of the game, that it is revealed that Hannah is the
one and only true threat to the playable characters.

Clover defines the locale, the Terrible Place, as typically a house or tunnel (the lodge and
the mines) “in which victims sooner or later find themselves is a venerable element of horror”
(30). The Terrible Place is not simply the places themselves, however, “but the terrible
families—murderous, incestuous, cannibalistic—that occupy them” (Clover 30). For the lodge,
that is Josh himself and the horror story of Hannah and Beth’s disappearance. Josh turns the
lodge into a Terrible Place, filling it with tricks to horrify and torment his friends. For the mines,
that is the birth of the cannibalistic Wendigo curse and Wendigo Hannah’s lair. There is also the
abandoned Sanatorium where the Stranger keeps many former miners, now Wendigos caged.
Especially noteworthy is the fact that “the house or tunnel may at first seem a safe haven, but the
same walls that promise to keep the killer out quickly become, once the killer penetrates them,
the walls that hold the victim in” (Clover 31). This is the case with the lodge, for while it was
where several members of the group were able to create a safe room from the Wendigos, that
safe room did not hold. In the end, several miners and Wendigo Hannah infiltrate the lodge, and
the characters are forced to slowly escape the once-comforting walls of the building to avoid
them. The Terrible Place is also often defined as “decidedly ‘intrauterine’ in quality [...] dark

and often damp, in which the killer lives or lurks and whence he stages his most terrifying
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attacks” (Clover 48). This is true of the mines where Wendigo Hannah lives and where many
possible deaths can occur. The mines are also a place of rebirth for Hannah, for though she fell
down there as a human, she emerged reborn as a Wendigo.

There are many weapons throughout the game, and in the subsequent chapters I discuss
in detail many of the weapons the playable characters can use, but the weapons in horror slasher
are defined mostly by the ones the killer uses. Guns are never used by slasher psychokillers,
typically preferring sharp objects instead. Victims may use guns, though those ultimately fail
them (as evidenced in Until Dawn by the guns only slowing the Wendigos down instead of
killing them). Clover states, “Knives and needles, like teeth, beaks, fangs, and claws, are
personal extensions of the body that bring attacker and attacked into primitive, animalistic
embrace” (32). Wendigo Hannah primarily uses her bare hands, her long sharp claws, to do her
killing, and she often bars her sharp, jagged teeth as a threat. She also has some sharp objects as
her disposal as well, most notably a hanging hook.

Victims in slasher horror come as both men and women, but all victims generally must be
a “sexual transgressor” (Clover 33). While not necessarily every character in Until Dawn is
overtly sexual—for only one character out of eight is defined by her sex appeal—they are all
teenagers alone on a mountain without any adult supervision, thus are expected to engage in
varying levels of sexual activity. While all characters—men and women alike—who seek out
illicit sex in slasher horror are faced with death, there is a distinct difference between the fates of
men and the fates of women: “Boys die, in short, not because they are boys, but because they
make mistakes. Some girls die for the same mistakes. Others, however, and always the main
ones, die—plot after plot develops the motive—because they are female” (Clover 34). This holds

true in Until Dawn. Even the simple fact that it was Hannah and Beth to run out into the
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snowstorm in the prologue rather than any of the men reinforces the notion that their femaleness
forced them into a victim position.

With the victims comes, of course, the Final Girl. The Final Girl encounters the mutilated
bodies of her friends and perceives the full extent of the preceding horror and of her own peril”
(Clover 35). This is the case in Chapter 10 when Sam and Mike are in Wendigo Hannah’s lair
and get a chance to see the dead bodies of the Stranger and any of the other playable characters
who have died up to that point. The Final Girl is also “distinguishe[d] from her friends minutes
into the film” (Clover 37), “is not sexually active” (37), is androgynous, and may even have a
masculine-leaning name (39). These are all the case with Sam, who is only called Samantha
when put into a particularly feminine victim situation by Josh when he chases her around the
basement of the lodge while she wears only a towel, who is the only woman in the group to
speak out against the prank on Hannah and refuses to be involved with it, and is the only female
character who is not in a relationship and does not have a love interest.

Finally, slasher horror must have shock effects (Clover 41). These in Until Dawn are the
many graphic depictions of violence and violent death. It is impossible for the player to avoid
encountering violent depictions of death, for the game always has Josh fake his own death,
making it seem as though he has been cut in half by a massive sawblade. Even earlier in the
game is the shock set up, for the situation Hannah and Beth find themselves in, forced to the
edge of a cliff and eventually falling over it and tumbling into the mines is inherently shocking
for the player.

There is distinction between the slasher horror film and the video game nature of Until
Dawn. This is especially the case in where point of view lies throughout the game. In slasher

horror films, the audience tends to identify with the killer, seeing the events happen from his
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point of view and cheering him on as he brutally kills his victims until the end when the audience
shifts into identifying with the Final Girl who fights back against the killer.

In Until Dawn, however, the point of view is dual until the final scene of the game. The
camera angles in the game mimic the film style of representing the point of view of the killer and
the red herring. Once Josh reveals himself as the Psycho, he may also reveal that he has recorded
the events of the night, and the player may also find a camera as a clue. Upon a second
playthrough, it is clear that there are many scenes in the lodge that feature camera angles that
appear to be a camera placed by Josh. One noteworthy instance is in a brief shot in which the
camera seems to be placed in a chair (see Figure 7). This indicates Josh’s/the Psycho’s
perspective, for the Psycho is occasionally glimpsed watching several screens and tracking what
the others are doing. There are also moments in which the player gets to see through the eyes of a
Wendigo (usually Wendigo Hannah, but a different one in the prologue). The Wendigo has
movement-based vision, and sometimes the filter of that vision is placed onscreen, letting the
player see the characters that way (see Figure 8). This filter also alters the sound, making
characters’ voices sound slightly more distant and have a slight echo. This indicates the true
killer’s perspective, and it can be seen on occasion throughout the game, from the prologue to the

final scene.
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Figure 7. Camera placed in a chair (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 4)

(Beth)  No!
(Beth)  No! Shit! No...

Figure 8. Wendigo vision (Source: Until Dawn Prologue)

But the player cannot indulge in identifying with the killers all throughout the game as

they can when watching a film. Because the characters seen through the killers’ perspective are




playable, controlled by the player, the player must identify with them. These are not simply
characters, but player characters. The player controls them, helps them navigate through the
world, makes decisions for them, and becomes invested in their survival as a goal of the game. In
slasher film, the viewer can take pleasure in seeing characters die, but in the survival game, the
player is terrified of player character death, desperate to help all the victims survive because they
are invested in them through having to become them and know that player character death is the
result of failure.

In the end, Until Dawn does still follow the slasher horror film model of giving the player
over entirely to the Final Girl, for Sam is the only possible playable character for the final scene,
and she does still “mak][e] a spectacle of the killer and a spectator of herself” (Clover 60) in the
final scene. With the only game mechanics at play in the final scene being lengthy don’t move
commands and choices, the player is rooted in Sam’s perspective, staring down the Wendigos as
they brawl and as Wendigo Hannah gets closer and closer to Sam. The final scene is the only
point in the game when the point of view feels exclusively singular rather than multiple.

Though there has not been particularly much academic work specifically on Until Dawn,
there has been one seminal work worth discussing: Rebecca Waldie’s “It was just a prank,
Han!” Wendibros, Girlfriend Woes, and Gender Politics in Until Dawn. In this thesis, Waldie
explores hegemonic masculinity in Until Dawn. Especially important for this analysis is her
discussion of protector roles and how they are relegated to the white, sane, and male. This
manifests in Until Dawn especially through Mike, the hero who acts in defense of other
characters. She also explores how protector status is denied to many other characters who do not
fit the role because of their identities. My research builds on these ideas while focusing primarily

on the weapons, possible deaths, and conditions for survival for the eight playable characters.
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The Narrative of Until Dawn and a Note from the Author

The narrative of the game is long and complex, usually taking about ten hours for
someone to play through the entire game for the first time. In the second appendix, there are two
tables: one providing a brief summary of each of the game’s chapters, and another detailing all
the events of the game, including marking when deaths occur.

My experience with the game is likely far deeper than any of my readers’ experience,
thus those tables should be helpful for referring to. | have experienced the game all the way
through from beginning to end somewhere between forty to sixty times since first watching a
let’s play of it on YouTube in early 2016 to now, March of 2022. My experience of the game has
not been solely through playing it myself, instead made up of my own playthroughs to try
different things, watching various let’s plays on YouTube and Twitch to see what choices other
experienced gamers make, and making friends of mine play it over the years and seeing what
less-experienced gamers—or people who would not consider themselves to be gamers at all—
would make. My knowledge of the game is mostly influenced by watching it all the way through
so many times, especially since | have seen it not only through my own choices and the limits of
my ideas for different choice paths, but also through what many other diverse people have

chosen to do usually without any prior knowledge to the game.
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CHAPTER 2. GENDER

The presented gender of each character has significant impact on their agency in the
game. Historically, the dominant social order has placed women in a position of inferiority to
men, and that is what we see in Until Dawn as well. Generally, the men are placed in positions of
power through the protector roles they embody (as described by Waldie). Though some men are
denied these protector roles (as will be explored in the chapters on race and mental health), Mike
and Chris especially are elevated to that role, embodying the role because they are expected to,
and failure to live up to that path laid out for them, failure to conform to the interpellation calling
out to them, leads to punishment. The same goes for women: generally, they are relegated into
victim positions, requiring the protection provided by protectors like the ever-capable Mike.
Failure to remain as weak as intended can mean punishment for the female characters. Thus, the
roles each character performs is dependent on their gender: the men play typical male roles while
the women play typical female ones, leaving men in positions of power and women inferior,

helpless.

In Self Defense: Weapons

The distribution of weapons in Until Dawn speaks volumes about how women are
granted little power and agency over their own survival, left dependent on men to save them. Out
of twenty-two total possible weapons in the game that require player interaction via a node that is
usually a combat scenario, only eight of those weapons can be wielded by women, and only four

of those eight must be claimed in order for the narrative to proceed. This is strikingly different
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than the distribution for the men, who have access to fourteen total weapons and must wield
twelve. This distribution of weapons immediately puts women in a position of inferiority and
insinuates that they do not have the right to even try to protect themselves from their attackers,
instead leaving them in need of the protection men are expected to be able to offer.

The weapons allotted to the women often further speak to their disadvantaged position,
especially when compared to the weapons the men handle. One example of this is Jessica’s one
and only “weapon”: a snowball. In Chapter 1, Jessica is the player character during a snowball
fight with Mike in which she wields a series of snowballs, and this scene serves only as practice
for the combat scenarios to come later. In fact, the snowballs are only even considered a weapon
because they trigger combat scenarios—require player interaction through a node whose
distinctions between branches are minimal, only differing for the brief duration of the scene at
most—>but they can hardly be considered legitimate effective weapons. This is strikingly
different from the other practice combat scenario in Chapter 1: Chris picks up a shotgun at the
shooting range at the lower cable car station, and the player gets their first taste of how to aim
and shoot in the game in this scene. While Chris and Jessica both have the ability to be deadly—
only to a squirrel or to a bird—uwith their respective weapons in Chapter 1 depending on the
player’s choices, the shotgun Chris wields is perceived as more dangerous, as having the
capacity for more violence by the player. A snowball is hardly something anyone would look at
as dangerous, save for perhaps the parents of young, rowdy children. Further, the branching
consequences for one node in Chris’s use of the shotgun can have lasting effects in Chapter 5,
but there are no such major consequences for anything Jessica can do so early in the game.
Moreover, the player as Sam can pick up a totem earlier in Chapter 1 that warns the player

against throwing the snowball at the bird, and right before Jessica can throw the killer snowball,
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the tutorial sidebar pops up to inform the player that sometimes no action is the best choice, but
there are no such overt warnings against shooting the squirrel, only an alternative target possible.
The fact that Jessica is left to do nothing rather than use violence while Chris is still given an
option to act showcases how the men’s actions are perceived as more important and necessary

than women’s, and it is insinuated that it is better for women to do nothing at all.

Sometimes doing nothing is the
right thing to do.

Figure 9. The tutorial warning the player not to throw the snowball at the bird (Source: Until

Dawn Chapter 1)
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Figure 10. Chris’s opportunity to shoot the squirrel (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 1)

Thus, in the first chapter of the game, women are situated as less dangerous, less capable
of using legitimate weaponry, and less aggressive; and the player is swiftly warned not to choose
violence when playing as a female character. Even though by virtue of Jessica’s snowball
throwing being part of a combat scenario it is associated with other past and future violence, it is
certainly not something the player would categorize as a particularly violent interaction, even in
the unlikely event that Jessica kills the bird.

Women are also positioned as incapable of effectively using the weapons they can find,
reinforcing their position as needing to be protected by the men around them instead of being
able to help themselves. One key example of this is the pair of scissors Ashley can find. This is
an optional weapon, but one that is incredibly easy to find that seems alluring in the moment.
Upon entering one room in the basement of the lodge while Chris and Ashley are looking for
Sam to make sure the Psycho does not get to her, the player only has to move Ashley slightly to

the right for the enticing glint to appear.
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(Chris)  something.

Figure 11. The easy-to-spot glint leading Ashley to the scissors (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 6)

The scissors are placed under a book the player is guided to by that glint, and once she
looks at the book, she will take the scissors and stow them away for later use. There is no player
choice involved; Ashley will always keep the scissors if she finds them. To a first-time player,
these scissors seem like a good omen. After all, when a Psycho is running around the house, it
always seems like being armed in some way could only work to improve your circumstances, but
that is not the case with these scissors.

Ashley gets one opportunity to use the scissors: once she and Chris find Sam or a dummy
in her clothes, the Psycho sneaks in and knocks Chris unconscious with gas or an injection.
Then, when the Psycho goes for Ashley, she has a chance to stab him in the shoulder. If the
player successfully completes the combat scenario triggered and Ashley successfully stabs him,
he is only enraged, proclaims, “Live and learn!” (Until Dawn Chapter 6), then knocks her

unconscious by punching her in the face, leaving her with a black eye.
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The scissors, then, only serve to make Ashley’s circumstances worse, increasing the
violence that is done against her. No matter what she does here, she will always be knocked
unconscious by the Psycho, but the method becomes more violent when she tries to defend
herself. This reinforces women’s incapability to use weapons well, and it punishes the player for
playing Ashley—as a woman—aggressively and defensively instead of leaving her a passive
victim of her fate waiting for men to save her.

Another weapon that highlights how women cannot effectively protect themselves and
others is the shovel or pipe that Sam must use. They both serve the same purpose, and which one
she actually uses is irrelevant for they have essentially the same function. In Chapter 9, Sam will
find Mike being attacked by a Wendigo, either on the ground with one on top of him or being
chased by a flaming one depending on his prior actions. This prompts two combat scenarios for
Sam to hit the Wendigo with the shovel or pipe. If the Wendigo was on fire, then the second hit
will knock its head off and kill it. If it was not on fire, Mike will shoot a barrel, blowing up that
section of the Sanatorium and killing the Wendigos present.

In this scene, Sam gets a chance to act as a protector, possibly to kill a Wendigo herself,
but the impact of her ability to protect here is diminished by the fact that failure to succeed at the
two combat prompts only results in Mike saving himself. Ultimately, her involvement here is
negligible; her attempts to help her friend may be noble and further provide proof that she fulfills
the Final Girl archetype, but, as a woman, she is unable to reach a true protector status. The
shovel or pipe only provides the illusion of empowerment for Sam. She is unable to truly help
her friend, for Mike is presented as a capable man whose protector status is reiterated several

times throughout the narrative, and the protector does not need protection. This is further
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emphasized by the fact that Sam is only able to kill the Wendigo if Mike severely weakened it
already by shooting a barrel and causing an explosion before Sam even arrived.

The only woman who truly gets any genuine weaponry is Emily, but her most effective
weapon—the flare gun—is most likely not going to end up in her hands. Emily can find the flare
gun in the fire tower, and a key node appears: the player is given the choice to make her keep it
or give it to Matt. It is most likely that the player will give it to Matt, for not long before that
scene Matt can find a guidance totem that shows Emily handing it to Matt, leading the player to
believe that that is the better choice. I, however, find that it is the wrong choice, that the flare gun
is more effective in Emily’s hands than in Matt’s. Of course, Matt can effectively use this
weapon, for if he keeps it, it acts as a fail-safe to save his life if the player makes a bad decision
in the following scene. However, the problem lies in getting Matt to keep the flare gun, for the
player character in that scene is Emily, and whether Matt stows it away for later or shoots it right
then as a signal for help is dependent on a prior decision. Thus, the player can only in that
moment control whether it is used or saved if Emily keeps it. Even if Matt does keep the flare
gun, the only situation in which he may use it can be entirely avoided, leaving the flare gun
unused and its value diminished.

Emily’s use of the flare gun is more effective than Matt’s use of it for a couple reasons.
Most importantly, there is no choice that Emily can make that can get her to avoid the situation
in which she would use the flare gun. The only way to avoid the provided opportunity to shoot
Wendigo Hannah is to die before making it to that point. If the player succeeds at the triggered
combat scenario, then Emily will not be bitten by Wendigo Hannah, which will avoid a

confrontation with Mike and Ashley later in Chapter 8 that could lead to Mike (the player
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character in that scene) shooting her. Thus, the flare gun always can help Emily avoid at least
one possible death, while when it is in Matt’s hands, it is not guaranteed to be used.

Yet, the game still encourages the player to give the weapon to Matt. He is placed in a
position of expected superiority over a woman when it comes to effectively using weaponry. The
game provides Emily with a flare gun, something most often used to send a distress signal, to
call for help, and encourages her to give it away, to signal for help by putting it in the hands of a
man expected to be able to protect her.

Women’s inability to use the weapons given to them is further emphasized by the level of
difficulty of the combat scenarios triggered by Matt’s and Emily’s usage of the flare gun.
Interestingly, the difficulty levels do not seem to fully reflect their respective circumstances.
When Matt uses the flare gun, he is being dragged by the collar of his shirt, his back to Wendigo
Hannah, and he shoots above his head without looking at his assailant. When Emily uses the
flare gun, she is looking directly at the Wendigo, both hands on the gun pointed straight in front
of her. One would assume that it would be easier for someone to hit their target if they could see
it, but that is not the case here. The size of the target in the combat scenario for Matt is much
larger than the one for Emily, which makes it a much easier combat scenario to succeed at.
Matt’s combat scenario also does not even require that the cursor touch the target for it to
successfully fire. While the size of the target may in part be because of their respective distances
from Wendigo Hannah, the length of time given to the player to make these shots is also
drastically different. The player barely has to move the cursor in order to hit the target zone for
shooting with Matt, which is swift and easy, and plenty of time is given to the player to get to
that zone (see Figure 13). On the other hand, the timer is at least a fourth of the way done before

the cursor can even be moved in the case of Emily’s use of the flare gun (see Figure 12).
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Figure 12. When Emily can use the flare gun (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 8)

BUTTERFLY EFFECT UPDATE

Figure 13. When Matt can use the flare gun (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 6)

These two combat scenarios emphasize how deeply programmed into the game women’s

inferiority and inability to protect themselves is. Matt being in a much more compromising




position yet his task still being easier speaks to how the women are not trusted with weapons;
they are deemed less capable of protecting themselves and less skilled at using firearms or any
other weapons.

The weapons the women get in Until Dawn are overwhelmingly unnecessary and
ineffective compared to the men’s. Some of the weapons provided to women cannot even in
good faith be considered weapons at all, some come at the cost of worsened circumstances upon
use, many are ineffective and unnecessary since the associated player interaction can fail with
little consequence, and many will never pass through their hands at all. The snowball and the
shotgun in Chapter 1 ultimately set a precedent for who will and who will not have access to
effective weaponry throughout the game. Hegemonic ideas about gender are programmed into
these weapons the characters may or may not handle, written deep into the code of a game that
could so easily challenge the hegemony. Yet, instead of pushing back by incorporating more
compulsory and effective weaponry for the women and more opportunities for them to be
protectors of their friends, the final product instead reinforces the ideology that views them as

helpless.

Be Her Hero: Death and Survival

The distribution of deaths is more equal between men and women than the weapons
distribution, but there are still more deaths possible for the female characters than for the male.
Out of eighteen possible deaths in the game, eleven of those are possible deaths for the women
while only seven are for the men. That leaves an average of 2.75 deaths per female character and

an average of 1.75 deaths per male character. These numbers are not as drastic as those for the
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weapons, but they call back to how slasher horror began with exclusively female victims and
how the victim role is coded as feminine (Clover 21, 23, 32-33, 43).

To begin with the end, the first death to discuss is that of the Final Girl’s. Sam is the
Final Girl because she had the best relationship with Hannah, was Hannah’s best friend before
her disappearance and was the only one who tried to stop the prank before it got out of control.
Of all the women, Sam is who Hannah would be the least inclined to harm. If she survives the
game, she sustains essentially no injuries, and if she does not, her death is not even particularly
graphic and brutal as compared to many of the other deaths. And, of course, Sam is one of three
characters in the game to only have one possible death; she always survives until the final scene,
is always the final player character, the Final Girl.

Sam’s death involves Wendigo Hannah gutting Sam by punching all the way through her
stomach and out her back, then pulling her hand back out and dropping Sam on the ground,
which is a sexualized, penetrative death which reflects Clover’s conclusion that slasher
psychokillers and Final Girls are sexually frustrated (28-29, 48-49). Though this may sound
intense, it is not as bad to watch as many of the other deaths in the game are. This one goes by
surprisingly quickly. It is less than ten seconds between failing the don’t move command and
Sam’s body being dropped on the ground. In those ten seconds, Wendigo Hannah grabs Sam’s
face and lifts her up, and the player can see that she is going to punch through Sam’s gut, but the
swiftly camera zooms in on Sam’s face, instead only letting the player see the blood that comes
out of her mouth (which is not a particularly gory detail compared to many of the other deaths)
and the life drain out of her eyes. The shot jumps back out so that the player can see Wendigo

Hannah remove her arm from Sam’s torso then drop her on the ground. Once she is dropped, we
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do not even get to see her injury, mostly focused on her face instead, as can be seen pictured

below (Figure 14).

Figure 14. Sam’s dead body (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 10)

The lack of brutality in this killing may speak to Hannah’s humanity shining through, for
she perhaps recognizes Sam, her best friend from a life long lost. The lack of excessive brutality
may also be because of Sam’s existence as the Final Girl. She is the easiest female character to
like in the game, for none of the girls exhibit quite as many prosocial behaviors as Sam (which is
part of what makes her the Final Girl). The other female characters, being less likable, make it
sometimes more fun to watch them suffer a brutal death if the player particularly dislikes them,
which is also typical of slasher horror since audience tends to take pleasure in watching the cast
of characters fall at the hands of the killer until the Final Girl stops running and begins fighting
back. In the context of Until Dawn as a game, players often want the characters they like the
most to survive and hate to see that failure, so Sam’s death not being as intense as many of the

others may be to lighten the blow of that failure on the player’s part.
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In stark contrast to Sam, Jessica suffers the most physical trauma in the game. She is
kidnapped and violently assaulted by Wendigo Hannah early in the game, sustaining injuries that
cause her to blackout early in Chapter 4 and not be seen again until Chapter 9 if she survives her
attack. Her injuries speak to how she is defined entirely by her sexuality, attractiveness,
relationship with Mike [as evidenced by many sexualizing shots, such as one when the camera
begins with an extreme close up of her butt; flirtatious conversations with Mike; and her taunting
that she has “all the natural advantages [she] can handle” (Until Dawn Chapter 2) while
gesturing towards her figure in her verbal fight with Emily], and to Wendigo Hannah’s personal
feelings about her. The injuries are so severe that they must leave her with massive scarring on
her face and body, and she looks far different after only minutes of being kidnapped (see Figures

15 and 16).

Figure 15. Jessica moments before being kidnapped by Wendigo Hannah (Source: Until Dawn

Chapter 3)
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Figure 16. Jessica after being kidnapped (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 4)

Jessica goes from uninjured to brutalized in a matter of minutes, massive gashes in her
chest and covered in splotches of blood. Further, Wendigo Hannah inflicts large gashes on
Jessica’s face as well, which can be seen more clearly when she wakes up much later in the game

(see Figure 17).
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Figure 17. Jessica’s injuries after waking back up (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 9)

If Matt survives to see her in Chapter 10, one of the first things he says to her is “Jesus,
Jess, what the hell happened to you? How the fuck are you still alive?” (Until Dawn), and it is a
reasonable question considering the severity of her injuries.
These injuries are incredibly telling of Wendigo Hannah’s persistent romantic feelings
for Mike, for Jessica gets these injuries just after her most well-known speech:
JESS. HEY! YEAH! PRICKS! THAT MEANS YOU! I KNOW you’re OUT THERE!
The FUCK are you trying to do!? You want to ruin our fun THAT BAD?! Well
GUESS WHAT? You can’t! You can’t ruin our good time! Because Michael and |
are gonna FUCK! That’s right! We are going to have SEX! And it’s gonna be HOT!
So ENJOY IT! Because I know WE’RE GOING TO! (Until Dawn Chapter 3)
Interestingly, most of this monologue is seen through Wendigo Hannah’s eyes, as is evident by
the filter for the screen that only defines the things that move (see Figure 18). Thus, Wendigo

Hannah heard this proclamation that Jessica was going to have sex with the guy she liked, so she
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had to put a stop to it by promptly kidnapping Jessica. This monologue may have also inspired
Wendigo Hannah’s method of execution—removing Jessica’s jaw—for it is awfully difficult to
speak without a jaw, and someone unable to speak is also unable to perpetuate quite as much
verbal aggression as Jessica does throughout her brief time in the game. Further, removing her
jaw also symbolic of how she is defined by her looks. Without a jaw, she no longer meets
society’s standards for attractiveness in a woman. Wendigo Hannah ensures that Jessica is
disfigured in her death, no longer able to fulfill her archetypal role as the ultimate punishment for

her.

i

(Jess)  Well GUESS WHAT? You can't! You can't ruin our good time! Because Michael and | are gonna FUCK!

Figure 18. Wendigo Hannah’s vision of Jessica’s monologue (Source: Until Dawn Chapter 3)
The injuries Jessica sustains also speak to societal view of women who engage in sexual
activity. Jessica’s entire role in the game is to be sexualized, and she endures some of the most
intense physical trauma of all the characters as a result of her willingness to engage in consensual
sexual activity, for her status as a “sexual transgressor” (Clover 33). Yet, she must engage in her

sexuality in order to have an increased chance of survival. How much or how little Jessica is

39



wearing at the end of Chapter 3—dependent on the player’s ability as Mike to woo her on their
trek to the cabin and gain consent to engage in sexual contact—determines how much room for
error the player has in Chapter 4 when they are tasked with helping Mike chase after her. If the
player entirely failed to woo her and she remains fully clothed, Mike has no room for mistakes in
his pursuit, or else Jessica will die. But if she is partially or fully undressed, Mike can make
errors and still successfully make it to Jessica on time. Thus, Jessica’s sexuality becomes
compulsory, nearly essential for her survival of the night, for without enacting her sexuality, she
becomes more difficult to save. And her survival is almost always dependent on men. It is Mike
who can save her in Chapter 4, and at the end of the game, she can only be the player character
in her final scene if Matt has died. Otherwise, she is left dependent on him, her life in his hands,
and he does not have to save her.

Ashley’s relationship with Hannah is not particularly clear in the game; we only really
know that she was involved in the prank, though the part she played was minor. Thus, her deaths
generally revolve around symbolism for her hysterical woman archetype. The term “hysteria”
has a deep history in relation to women’s medical treatment. The term derives from the Greek
word for uterus (Dixon 14), and though the symptoms associated with hysteria were recognized
in both men and women, the root cause was deemed different, originating in the uterus for
women and called hysteria while men were simply called melancholic. The most noteworthy
symptoms of hysteria/melancholia are depression, mood swings, and hallucinations (Dixon 197).
Ashley is an emotionally charged character, prone to suddenly shift in mood throughout the
narrative of Until Dawn, and especially when anything frightening or traumatizing is presented

to her.
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Ashley has many diverse methods of death, for she can have her head torn off, have her
eyes gouged out, or be burned alive. Most of the other characters with multiple deaths generally
have similar executions under varying circumstances instead of so many different methods. The
many possibilities for her death with so many wildly different circumstances are symbolic of her
hysteria, her wild panic that she slips in and out of all throughout the night.

One death of Ashley’s in particular is especially symbolic of her hysterical woman role.
In Chapter 9, Ashley can open a trapdoor believing that she hears Jessica calling out for help, but
the voice is actually Wendigo Hannah mimicking Jessica’s voice to lure in her prey. Once the
door is opened, Wendigo Hannah pops out and promptly decapitates Ashley. She loses her grip,
her head, her sense of logic in favor of emotional breakdown. The loss of logic is clear in this
death since in the previous scene in which Ashley was player character, there is an event in
which the player is forced to look through the Stranger’s journal (and generally the player will
read these clues since they discuss the Wendigos). As the player reads, Ashley will occasionally
interrupt the process by saying something about what is on the current page, and one important
clue she mentions is that the Wendigos can perfectly mimic humans. It is difficult for the player
to avoid hearing that, getting that emphasis on the clue, unless they quickly flip through the
pages and move on without allowing time for Ashley’s interruptions and not reading at all. Thus,
the literal loss of her head calls back to the archetypal role she plays in that it symbolizes a loss
of her sanity and an inability to connect what she knows to the situations she is put in.

Emily is a character who is difficult to like. With her characterization as aggressive and
unlikable, many players are not as disappointed with her deaths as they are with other characters’
deaths. With five total possible deaths in the game—more than any other single character—it can

be easy to see her meet her death, and it is often less disappointing for players to see her die
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because of their dislike of her. Interestingly, Emily is the only character that the player can
directly choose to kill in the game, for in the likely scenario that she is bitten by Wendigo
Hannah, other characters in the safe room will become fearful that she may turn into a Wendigo
herself, and Mike (the player character in that scene) pulls out a gun and threatens to shoot her,
which triggers a combat scenario for the player. Players may choose to make this decision out of
fear, but many also make it simply because they dislike her. Though dislike is likely not the
deciding factor for serious players on their first playthrough who want to try to win the game,
players who are not taking it quite as seriously or players who are replaying for fun are likely to

make the decision to shoot her.

42



CHAPTER 3. RACIAL MINORITIES

Similarly to character gender, the presented racial identity of each character has
significant impact on their agency in the game. Historically, the dominant social order has placed
BIPOC in a position of inferiority to white people, which can be seen in Until Dawn. Both of the
nonwhite characters are segregated together through abusive romance that most players will see
no intimacy in. While Emily at least has another distinguishable and noteworthy archetype aside
from being a token minority to discuss, Matt has nothing more than being a Black man in a
verbally abusive relationship with Emily. Their status as racial minorities places them in a
distinctly Othered position from the white characters, a position which they are forced into and
must fully inhabit or be punished for it.

Most players do not even get the entirety of Matt and Emily’s content, for there is a
bonus scene in Chapter 2 available only to players who preordered the game. Matt and Emily are
the only two characters to appear in it, meaning that all players get the entirety of the white
people’s narrative, but the story for the nonwhite characters is left incomplete for most players.
This scene is also the only time the player gets to see any true intimacy between Matt and Emily,
the only time they get to be truly humanized in a way that white characters like Mike and Jess

are swiftly granted.

Who Gets The Gun: Weapons

The distribution of weapons the nonwhite characters receive in comparison to the white

characters speaks to how BIPOC are disallowed from exhibiting aggression—even if it is
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defensive—while the white characters (especially the white men) may use violent force to aid in
their survival, which reflects the way Black men and white men with guns are viewed differently
by society (notably by police officers in America), with the Black man treated as a threat while
the white man is not.

Surprisingly, Emily has access to three total weapons, two of which are required. This is
actually more weapons available to her than her white female counterparts; while Ashley and
Jessica only have one weapon each, Sam is the only other one with access to three weapons, but
only one of hers is required. She also has more weapons than Matt, who only has two possible
weapons with only one of those two required. This speaks to how Emily is masculinized while
Matt is emasculated, which is a key aspect of their relationship. Still, even combined, the two
have less weapons than Mike alone is required to use and an equal number to how many Chris
alone has access to. This is especially telling of Matt’s treatment, for he as a Black man is placed
in a position of inferiority to his white counterparts, given fewer opportunities to take on the role
of a protector for Emily while Mike and Chris are often able to protect the women around them.

The types of weapons they have access to and their effectiveness speaks volumes about
the way BIPOC are positioned as incapable of helping themselves and discouraged from using
violent force to protect themselves and others. Matt’s only two weapons are the flare gun and an
axe. He can perfectly well survive without using the flare gun at all if the player simply makes
the smartest decisions in the two scenes he is in post-finding the flare gun. He also has the best
chance of su