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Abstract

This article explores the potential of a new generation of environmental god games, 
or Gaia games, to engage with the ambivalent dynamic of Anthropocene temporality, 
a concept modelled after Nicolas Mirzoeff ’s notion of Anthropocene visuality. In par-
ticular, this article highlights a trope that has become popular in god games recently: 
the move from map-style interfaces to the use of whole Earth images and models. 
This trope signals an overt and growing—although as I shall point out, imperfect—
engagement with planetarity: an emerging worldview that posits the planet as a 
world-ecology, one that imbeds both human and nonhuman forces while calling for  
a renewed attendance to the ethics and aesthetics of relationality. At the same time, 
this article also notes the perpetuation in Gaia games of generic tropes and conven-
tions like the tech tree and expansionist gameplay. The notion of Anthropocene 
temporality that this article attempts to theorize helps us to think through the jux-
taposition between ecological relationality and  a continued desire for expansionism 
and progress, as both of these play out in videogames.
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At the height of the Coronavirus pandemic in March 2020, there was a notable 
change in attitude regarding the value of videogames in times of crisis. In the 
mainstream press, for once, videogames were not associated with violence 
or addiction. Instead, gaming was never framed more positively than in the 
context of quarantine. It was lauded by the World Health Organization as a 
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way to socialize at a distance (Snider 2020), and both The New Yorker and The 
Washington Post ran articles that urged people to pick up the hobby (Schiesel 
2020, Park 2020). The WHO even ran a Coronavirus awareness campaign in 
collaboration with game developers called #PlayApartTogether. No doubt, 
the success of Nintendo’s Animal Crossing: New Horizons had something to 
do with it. Released 20 March, in the midst of the pandemic, the game broke 
monthly sales records. Much of its success at the time is owed to its humble, 
pastoral utopianism and its unique temporal gameplay that allows players to 
continue to participate in the capitalist rhythms of labour and consumption 
that were put on hold.1 The franchise’s game world is synched up to the time of 
the clock, the calendar and the local weather, providing players stuck at home 
with a kind of virtual window on to the outside, where if it rains, it also rains in 
Animal Crossing. The game thus provides a sense of continuity and routine, a 
link to the real world, even as it provides a form of escape.

What if we looked at videogames more generally as existing in synchrony 
with the physical world; and what if instead of a local rainstorm, videogames 
would shine a light on global climate change? This is what Alenda Chang 
suggests we do by describing games as mesocosms or simplified, miniature 
ecosystems that “tread a fine line between bounded tidiness and inclusive real-
ity” (2019, 21). In this article, I examine a number of these mesocosms whose 
scope is anything but miniature—taking as their subject the rise and fall of civ-
ilizations and the relationship of these with planetary ecosystems. I highlight 
a visual trope that has become popular recently in god games: the move from 
map-style interfaces to the use of whole Earth images and models. I argue that 
this trope signals an overt and growing, although far from perfect, engagement 
with planetarity.

Before We Leave (Balancing Monkey Games 2020), The Universim (Crytivo 
2020) and Imagine Earth (Serious Brothers 2020) belong to a new generation 
of god games,2 or Gaia games as I suggest we call them, in which humanity’s 
impact on its supporting ecosystems is emphasized, called into question and 
framed more ethically. Such overt engagement with planetarity spells a new 
trend in god games even though a certain latent attention to the geophysical 

1 For criticism on the capitalist temporalities of the Animal Crossing franchise, see work by 
Rainforest Scully-Blaker.

2 The Universim and Imagine Earth are still in early access. Videogames that are released in 
early access may be years from being properly finished, even though the core gameplay is 
often up and running. Releasing a game early allows developers to test the game with its 
player base and to tweak it, based on feedback. It could also serve to refill the coffers in case 
the initial budget were insufficient.
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has always been part of the genre.3 God games tend to be strategy games in 
which you make choices that govern the evolution of a people from a distinctly 
removed perspective (a god’s eye-view). They often involve identifying and 
exploiting resources, setting up supply chains, and building infrastructures 
to satisfy your people’s needs, which may include food, shelter, goods, energy 
and services. God games can be singleplayer or multiplayer, turn-based or 
real-time. Their challenge may reside in having to compete with other players 
(human or AI) for resources and territory, or in having to manage increasingly 
complex supply chains and a diversifying set of demands while dealing with 
natural scarcity, pollution and diminishing returns. Despite paying lip service 
to ecological limitations, however, god games have also increasingly become 
narratives of growth. This is at the core of their appeal: to nurture a civilization 
through different stages of development, continually reaching new levels of 
scale and complexity. My examples in this article will prove no exception. They 
illustrate two ongoing developments. One is a growing engagement with plan-
etarity in god games, while the other evidences the strengthening of generic 
conventions and tropes—specifically expansionist gameplay and the tech  
tree mechanic.

While these two developments may seem at odds with each other, 
their conflict helpfully allows us to explore a tension at the heart of what I 
call Anthropocene temporality, inspired by Nicolas Mirzoeff ’s notion of 
Anthropocene visuality (2014). Whereas Anthropocene visuality is a way  
of looking at the world, supported by certain tools and technologies that point 
in two opposite directions at once (domination and sociality), Anthropocene 
temporality, in this article, defines the kind of temporalization, present in Gaia 
games, that indulges expansionism while at the same time exposes a condi-
tion of ecological interdependence, natural limitations and finitude. Before  
I explore this idea in the videogames mentioned above, I deem it necessary to 
introduce those notions of planetarity and temporality I intend to work with, 
and to show how they relate to the kind of Anthropocene representation that 
videogames bring to the table. I do this by briefly looking at SimEarth (1990) 
and Spore (2008), two games by the game designer Will Wright that helped 
pave the way for the emergence of the Gaia game.

3 One could argue that I am conflating God games with civilization simulators and that they 
are different genres because god games may give the player magical abilities to control the 
geophysical environment or to unleash natural disasters, whereas civilization games do not. 
But this distinction is negligible. Both god games and civilization simulators favour a god’s 
eye perspective and play out over timescales that transcend the human. Their shared rheto-
ric and temporal gameplay condone a conflation of the two in the present context.
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1 Gaming vs. Global Warming

Theorized by Amy J. Elias and Christian Moraru, the planetary turn signals  
an emerging worldview that responds to the shortcomings of globalization 
theory by positing the planet as a world-ecology, one that imbeds both human 
and nonhuman forces while calling for a renewed attendance to the ethics and 
aesthetics of relationality (2015). These relational aesthetics or dialogical aes-
thetics, as Elias calls them elsewhere, “have a dominant chronotope” (Elias, 
2012, 749). Taking Nicolas Bourriaud’s work and the installation art of the nine-
ties as her examples, Elias remarks how both emphasize the creation of social 
spaces: open-ended situations of exchange, participation and improvisation. 
Rather than emulate the deeply symbolic, utopian language of high modern-
ism, the aesthetics of relationality accentuate compromise, contingency and 
the quotidian. Elias characterizes this chronotope as ecological, indeed plan-
etary. She writes that planetary space-time is “essentially synchronic within a 
cyclic repetition” (750), “moving forward in a circle” (751). What this means is 
that planetary temporality is marked by the rhythm of interacting feedback 
loops and is experienced phenomenologically as co-presence. To inhabit 
planetary space-time is to feel yourself part of a collective, a species, a biotic 
community pulsating in the present, while the broad vistas of the deep past 
and the far future extend before and behind you.

Evoking such a planetary feeling is not so easy. As individualistic subjects, 
we struggle to think of ourselves in the aggregate, especially in literary fiction 
(Ghosh 2016, 78). This is why climate fiction remains a site of contention in 
scholarship on environmental media. While the power of fiction to examine 
the political, emotional and ethical ramifications of the climate crisis is readily 
acknowledged, its potential to engage with the nonhuman timescales of cli-
mate change is still hotly debated, precisely because of literature’s reliance on a 
human focus, on human connexions and plausibility. Mahlu Mertens and Stef 
Craps clearly demonstrate, for example, how difficult it is for novels to “deal 
with the geological timescale of climate change in a gripping manner” (2018, 
151). They list many “formal challenges” that literature faces in telling stories 
that are not about individuals, events or situations, but about societies, species 
and processes (134). Claire Colebrook, cited by Mertens and Craps, argues that 
Anthropocene storytelling calls for a kind of “impersonal imagining,” disem-
bodied and disinterested (135). Taking account of these requirements, Mertens 
and Craps conclude on the tentative statement that the great climate change 
novel may actually “not be a novel” (151).

Could it be a videogame? Consider an example such as SimEarth, a playful 
climate simulation game and arguably the original Gaia game. By tinkering 
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with a set of panels and parameters that control the climate on Earth, the 
player is challenged to achieve stable conditions for sentient life to flourish, 
while steering clear of both nuclear winter and global warming, preferably 
before the sun implodes. McKenzie Wark finds that “fiddling around with these 
crude variables gives you a feel for the global impact of fundamental choices 
about what economists call resource allocation” (2007, 203). Moreover, Wark 
points out that the game offers “a surprising theoretical conclusion,” namely 
that “history on earth becomes history of earth” (223). This is an essentially 
Anthropocene insight that derives from the fact that god games like SimEarth 
are playful simulations of systemic processes rather than person-centred nar-
ratives. As such they can expose feedback loops and other chains of cause and 
effect. God games often feature repetitive, rhythmic gameplay. As interactive 
objects, they require player input, which establishes a sense of co-presence 
between the player and the game. In short, god games rely heavily on relational 
aesthetics, enabling them to participate in the construction of a planetary 
chronotope like the one Elias describes.

Videogames’ systemic nature, however, can also be held against them, 
because it entails a kind of schematization that rudely glosses over the idiosyn-
crasies of history and culture in favour of the abstract. Taking games seriously 
as expressions of planetarity thus requires debunking any simplistic opposi-
tion between the globe and the planet, where the former is often understood as 
a digital abstraction, while the latter refers to a more radically other, immanent 
subject. This distinction is emphasized in Gayatri Spivak’s essay “Imperative to 
Re-Imagine the planet” (2012). It argues for the radical alterity of the planet, 
and for our ethics and politics to accord with this alterity by refraining from 
trying to assimilate or control it. Although I agree with her general argument, 
I take issue with her phrasing, specifically her claim that, unlike the planet, 
“the globe is on our computers … No one lives there” (338). On the contrary, 
the planet is on our computers too, and plenty of us inhabit virtual space on 
a daily basis in both work and play. Moreover, going back to Wark: “it is only 
by becoming more abstract, more estranged from nature that [we] can make 
the cultural leap to thinking its fragile totality” (1994, 127). After all, in order 
to make the planetary processes of the Anthropocene sensible, we rely on 
digital mediation, using technologies that harness what Heather Houser calls 
“the inhuman time of instrumentation, computation, and mathematicization” 
(2016, 144). Rather than dismiss such mediation, Houser argues that “the rep-
resentational tools of inhuman time give access at once to the rift between 
these domains [the human and the planetary] and to their integration” (145). 
Climate simulations, for example, make visible protracted, branching climate 
change temporalities; but they also feature “sutures … time-based components 
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that do not readily fuse,” thus casting doubt on the supposed omniscience of 
these predictive technologies (155). As I have already suggested, the Gaia games 
I discuss below feature their own kinds of sutures or temporal contradictions. 
But before I explore those, I turn to the field of ecocritical game studies in 
which I situate my research and to which I seek to contribute a uniquely  
temporal angle.

2 Gaia Games I: SimEarth and Spore

In the years since SimEarth’s release, no more than a handful of other video-
games has engaged as overtly with climate change and its apposite timescales. 
However, with mainstream recognition of climate change on the rise, this may 
be on the verge of changing. The more contemporary videogames I discuss 
below suggest as much. Each espouses a kind of overt planetary environmental-
ism. Seemingly in tandem with the medium’s increasingly explicit engagement 
with questions of ecology and environmental crisis, the scholarly field of 
ecocritical or green game studies is also experiencing an upswing. Adding to 
existing work by scholars like Benjamin Abraham and Darshana Jayemanne 
(2017), Colin Millburn (2018), and Joost Raessens (2018, 2019), the most signifi-
cant contributions to the field are without doubt Alenda Chang’s book Playing 
Nature: Ecology in Video Games (2019), along with a special journal-issue she 
co-edited for Ecozon@ in 2017. Presumably owing to its novelty, sustained 
engagement with the temporal aspects of ‘green’ games (or ‘Gaia games,’ as 
I’m choosing to call my subsection of god games here) is still missing from 
the field, and this is where my research comes in. I consider videogames first 
and foremost as temporal media objects, and gameplay as being temporally 
charged, marked by speeds, rhythms, intensities, and trajectories that are 
important to factor into analysis. The following reading of SimEarth and Spore 
may be considered an example of the temporal focus of my approach, as well 
as an introduction to two games that helped establish and develop the god 
game genre.

In a chapter on scalar play, Chang argues that “games are tailor-made to 
develop scalar environmental consciousness” (71). She cites Spore as an exam-
ple. Spore allows you to shepherd a creature from the cell stage through four 
other developmental stages (creature, tribe, civilization and space), making 
evolutionary, cultural and technological choices as you progress. Will you 
choose to play as an herbivorous or carnivorous species, and will you favour 
diplomacy or aggression in your tribal politics? Unfazed by the game’s naivety 
and its Lamarckian take on evolution, Chang concludes that what is valuable in 
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Spore, and in games like it, is not their engagement with absolute scale—bigger 
isn’t always better—but with effective scale, which means calibrating scale to 
suit purpose, whether to enable action or to promote understanding. By tak-
ing Spore as her example, however, instead of going further back to SimEarth, 
Chang misses an opportunity to bring to light the way videogames can com-
municate the particular entanglement of temporalities in the Anthropocene.

SimEarth provides a clear example of what Chang means by effective scale. 
At the beginning of every scenario you can choose between a number of dif-
ferent timescales (figure 1), each of which foregrounds different forces at 
work and makes meaningful a different kind of interaction.4 Starting a planet 
in the geologic timescale invites the player to tinker with the settings of the 
atmospheric and geospheric panels, which model forces like volcanic activ-
ity and greenhouse effect. Once you have achieved a viable climate and life 
has evolved, you move down a level of temporal magnitude, slowing down the 
game-clock. At this stage the biospheric panel becomes much more central to 
your gameplay. In fact, atmospheric and geospheric settings are best left alone 
after a habitable climate has been achieved because even small alterations can 
be catastrophic for the lifeforms that have become accustomed to the condi-
tions on your planet. Different timescales thus correlate to different kinds of 

4 All figures are screenshots taken by the author.

Figure 1 The SimEarth opening menu allows the player to choose what timescale to  
play at.
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goals and actions. However, it is a mistake to think of these ‘levels’ as progres-
sive or linear. On the contrary, they are embedded, and this is where SimEarth 
differs from Spore.

In Spore, different developmental stages succeed each other with no seem-
ing overlap. Once your creature has left the cell stage there is no going back to 
it, as if to suggest it may be done evolving. Progressing from one stage to the 
next means closing the door on the kind of interactions enabled at the previ-
ous scale. In SimEarth, on the other hand, geological and evolutionary time 
still apply once you’ve changed scales. For example, other species may achieve 
sentience just when you are in the middle of transitioning from biofuels to 
fossil fuels. You can also continue to tinker with the settings of different tim-
escales’ correlating panels (although I wouldn’t advise it). What is more, your 
choices at a lower level of temporal magnitude have repercussions for higher 
level systems. Investing in science and underfunding philosophy (lowest level 
panel: civilization) leads to nuclear war, which can trigger a nuclear winter 
(second highest level panel: atmosphere). In short, the things you get up to 
in the technology stage have an impact on those biomes, species and atmo-
spheric conditions you set up in the geological and evolutionary stages of the 
game. SimEarth thus demonstrates the extent to which different timescales 
are entangled with each other, instead of suggesting that they correspond to 
successive stages of development. Finally, by subjecting your gameplay to the 
prevailing lifetime of the sun, the death of which means game-over, SimEarth 
encodes a kind of finitude that few other god games have chosen to copy.

It will come as no surprise that SimEarth was inspired by James Lovelock’s 
Gaia theory. In fact, Lovelock consulted on the development of the game; one 
of its playable scenarios, “Daisyworld,” is a reference to the model he designed 
to explain how planetary self-regulation works (Schrape, 2014). In addition to 
the more conventional map and globe windows, SimEarth features another 
interface element called the ‘Gaia window’ (figure 2). The Gaia window depicts 
an anthropomorphised planet whose expressions are a somewhat enigmatic 
reflection of the state of affairs on the surface. (She usually looks either wor-
ried or appalled, in my experience.) Simplistic although it may be, the Gaia 
window, alongside the globe and the map, undergirds an understanding of the 
planet as both system and subject, something with which or someone with 
whom you are meant to stand in relation, face to face, in a more human, ethical 
capacity. In a new generation of Gaia games, SimEarth’s three interfaces—the 
map where you take action (e.g., plant biomes, launch meteors), the globe 
which you use to monitor feedback (e.g., average winter temperatures at the 
poles), and Gaia—have become conflated in the use of whole Earth models. 
As I shall explain below, these models pack the affective punch of whole Earth 
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photographs, while yielding the informational density of the globe as well as 
the invitation to action evoked by strategic maps. More importantly for my 
temporal focus, however, these games also attempt to merge the progressive 
level-structure of Spore with the more entangled temporality of SimEarth; but 
they do so with arguably more effort and less success. In the next section, I 
use Mirzoeff ’s notion of Anthropocene visuality to theorize the ambivalence 
inherent in these two merging manoeuvres.

3 Anthropocene Visuality, Anthropocene Temporality

Mirzoeff explains that Anthropocene visuality is yet another visual complex 
that works to 1) make visible 2) separate, and 3) aestheticize a set of social and, 
in this case, environmental relations. He describes it as a kind of “interface,” 
mediating between the real world and the visualizer and enabling certain kinds 
of action and knowledge production (213). Anthropocene visuality, he argues, 
is grounded in a thoroughly hierarchical way of looking at the world, casting 
it as a perpetual battleground of man vs. nature. A helpful analogy he offers is 
that of the military commander’s visualizing a battlefield that has grown too 
large and complex for any individual to oversee (217). The Anthropocene, too, 
cannot be seen; “it can only be visualized” by using maps, lists, graphs and other 

Figure 2 In the Gaia window the planet’s expression window reflects the state of the 
planet.
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quintessentially informational image-making technologies, including satel-
lite imagery and aerial photography (213). The kind of god’s eye perspective 
that these technologies provide is disembodied and fundamentally control-
ling in the way that it feigns objectivity, measures, brands, and catalogues its 
subject to fit discrete compartments that may not accord with reality. When 
naturalized, justified and beautified, Anthropocene visuality gives rise to a 
kind of aesthetics that, for Mirzoeff, ultimately leads to a “loss of perception,” 
becoming an “anaesthetic” (220). Because Anthropocene visuality enhances 
our sense of mastery over the environment, and thus our faith in our own—
but more likely someone else’s—power to manage, oversee and fix everything, 
it “allow[s] us to move on, to see nothing and keep circulating commodities, 
despite the destruction of the biosphere” (217).

Gaia games are so obviously complicit in this visual complex that one might 
be tempted to give them up entirely. Yet, in an essay about satellite images, 
Elizabeth DeLoughrey writes that “it’s this very probing that led to some of 
the most important ecological discoveries, such as the depletion of the ozone 
layer and the collapse of ice shelves at the poles” (261). This remark suggests 
that Anthropocene visuality behaves much more ambivalently than Mirzoeff 
initially lets on. Indeed, as plenty of scholars have argued, the kind of removed, 
god’s eye perspective of the planet does not only or even always evoke a sense 
of control. Nothing illustrates this as clearly as discourse on whole Earth 
images like Earthrise and Blue Marble, photographs which emphasize the 
beauty, uniqueness and fragility of planet earth. Scholarship on the rhetoric 
of whole earth images argues that they can also provide powerful “allegories 
of connectedness” that bolster a sense of ecocosmopolitanism (Heise, 2008), 
as well as presenting opportunities for “planetary mediation” that allow us to 
think of ourselves in species-terms (Boes, 2014). This is true especially, accord-
ing to Ursula Heise and Tobias Boes, if they pick up features like the ability to 
zoom in and out (e.g., Google Earth) and the ability to register change over 
time (e.g., NASA’s “Images of Change”), both of which Gaia games do. The view 
from the top can evoke what Bruce Robbins calls the “sweatshop sublime,” 
exposing global supply chains, the distribution of labour, and one’s own inex-
tricable involvement in these networks (2002).

Fortunately, Mirzoeff ’s writing already anticipates a certain ambivalence 
surrounding the visualization of the Anthropocene. This is evident in an ear-
lier article in which he calls for a different kind of Anthropocene visuality, 
grounded in “a planetary visualization” that understands the earth as a holis-
tic system of which people make up a part (2011, 1204). Mirzoeff refers to this 
planetary view as a kind of ‘antiaesthetic,’ in the way that Jacques Rancière 
understands this term, as “the system of a priori forms determining what 
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presents itself to sense experience” (2014, 214). For Mirzoeff, all this comes 
down to what he calls ‘the right to look,’ which precedes attempts to govern 
visuality and is less about perceiving than it is about recognizing an interper-
sonal as well as bioconnective relationality that addresses us as ethical and 
political subjects. Thus, Anthropocene visuality necessarily exposes a kind of 
sociality among humans, other living beings, and their environments, as that 
is the only way in which they can be thought in competition with each other. 
Such sociality creates the circumstances for a way of standing in relation to 
the world that does not have to be domineering. As a tentative example of a 
planetary visuality, Mirzoeff refers to a distorted map of the world wherein 
countries are sized by the quantity of their emissions and by their vulnerabil-
ity to climate change, revealing a much more entangled relationship between 
people and the planet.

How does temporality figure into this visual complex? It helps to point out 
here that, for Mirzoeff, visuality has less to do with “the visual” than with creat-
ing “a mental space for action that can link the visible and the sayable” (2014, 
226). Temporality plays a huge part in the construction of such a space(-time). 
Not only does the use of different timescales determine what is visible and 
what is not, as in the case of the melting of the poles, it also circumscribes 
the possible and the meaningful. Asking what we can do now is different from 
asking what we could have done in 1970, or what we can do in the next 50-100 
years. As Michelle Bastian argues, climate change is a matter of a lack of coor-
dination with the proper actants that would allow us to register and respond 
to atmospheric and biospheric change more effectively (2012). We are used to 
telling the time by looking at our clocks; but clocks can only tell us whether 
we are late for an appointment, not whether it is too late to do anything to 
divert an ecologically catastrophic course of history. In order to recalibrate 
ourselves to the time of climate change, we need to coordinate around a dif-
ferent, more phenological set of indicators of change. This kind of temporal 
thinking demands that we come to grips with a fundamental ecological  
relationality.

But Anthropocene temporality, like Anthropocene visuality, is kind of two-
faced. Anthropocene visuality is a way of looking at the world, supported by 
certain image-making technologies, that enables us to connect to it in a hier-
archical fashion; at the same time, such a way of looking also reveals the more 
fundamental social condition of the world. Similarly, Anthropocene temporal-
ity is a way of representing temporality (i.e., a way of pacing representations of 
the world), supported by certain technologies (in this case, Gaia games), that 
also points in two different directions at once. One the one hand, Gaia games 
construct planetary chronotopes by simulating feedback loops (e.g., pollution/
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agricultural yield, atmospheric CO2/sea level rise/frequency of natural disas-
ters) and by the grace of their interactivity and open-endedness. On the other 
hand, Gaia games also suffer from the generic temporal conventions that have 
become expected of the genre—namely, their expansionist gameplay and 
their investment in narratives of technological progression. My understand-
ing of Anthropocene temporality is fundamentally ambivalent, like Mirzoeff ’s 
notion of Anthropocene visuality. It describes a way of pacing or plotting 
the world that gestures at planetarity, while still being subject to the contra-
dicting generic (or medium-specific) conventions of the vehicle in which it  
comes couched.

In the remainder of this article, I shall be demonstrating how Anthropocene 
temporality features in three recent Gaia games. This means I shall be high-
lighting the ways in which they engage with planetarity both visually and 
temporally and how these operations exist in conflict with other ludic con-
cerns the games share, chiefly their investment in expansionist gameplay and 
their perpetuation of the trope of the tech tree, through which they simulate 
technological progress.

4 Gaia Games II: Before We Leave, The Universim, and Imagine Earth

On its website, Before We Leave markets itself as a (mostly) non-violent video-
game in order to distinguish itself from other so-called 4X games in which you 
eXplore the map, eXpand your borders, eXploit resources, and eXterminate 
your enemies in the quest for victory. Unfortunately, the slow violence of pollu-
tion and habitat destruction rarely figures into these evaluations. In fact, Before 
We Leave can only lay claim to non-violence by excising the nonhuman into an 
externalized figure of the planet in the form of a space-whale that feeds on your 
civilization with increasing frequency, destroying buildings, and ransacking 
your supplies (figure 3). Before We Leave thus participates in the construction 
of a ‘superwhale,’ a common trope in environmental discourse, which often 
takes whales to “stand in a metonymic relationship to nature” (Kalland, 2009, 
2), as well as in science fiction, where they are sometimes figured as providers 
of ecosystem services (Jørgensen, 2019). Whale-human relationships are thus 
often fraught with meaning; although not framed as such, the whale’s peri-
odic visits seem to impose a kind of celestial punishment for your civilization’s 
exploits and its hoarding of resources. Visually, these moments inspire awe 
and humility in the face of their planet-scale bulk. But awe and humility are 
paralysing emotions; they do not incite action. Nor does the videogame allow 
you to scale back production or defeat the whale (as that would be violent). 
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This causes a ludic problem (with regard to the game as an interactive system) 
because videogames require player input and players expect opportunities 
to act. In order to keep the momentum going, therefore, Before We Leave sug-
gests the solution is to harness the power and pace of technology to pacify and 
domesticate the whales.

Before We Leave kicks off after an unnamed catastrophe has forced what is 
left of humanity underground. Once the planet has restored itself, it is up to 
you, the player, to rebuild civilization by setting up production lines to fulfill 
essential needs (food, water, tools), by constructing the appropriate build-
ings and scavenging technology from ancient ruins, in order to work your 
way down a tech tree that you seem to have inherited from ‘the ancients.’ 
As is entirely characteristic of the god game genre, doing so requires grow-
ing your population, expanding supply chains, and ramping up extractivism, 
which necessitates the colonization of other islands and eventually of other 
planets. Depending on what path you take down the tech tree, different solu-
tions to the whale problem become available: a space elevator that you lace 
with bait to appease the creature, a shield to defend your planet or, ultimately, 
a whale charmer. Charming the whale allows you to befriend it and to move 
your civilization onto its back to explore the stars together, thus reuniting the 
human and the nonhuman in one, hybrid ecosystem. At the moment when 
you embrace this multi-species future, however, the game resets. Game won. 
Play again? There is never the option to explore what the ramifications of a 
more entangled existence would be and whether it would necessitate a more 
sustainable, less expansionist kind of gameplay.

Figure 3 In Before We Leave a space whale is preparing to raid your planet. 
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The tech tree is a trope used in god games to plot the course of a game, 
almost in the way a verbal narrative would. Tech trees can be understood as 
narratives, in the sense that they describe a process of development with a 
clear beginning and often multiple endings. Unlike narratives, however, they 
are read in an instant instead of unfolding sequentially. This makes them 
rather more like visualizations of narratives. They plot inventions or techno-
logical developments on a diagram through which the player must progress, 
unlocking steadily more advanced tech and often moving down an historical 
timeline. Before We Leave is a telling example of the way tech trees are used 
in god games and perpetuated in Gaia games. Tech trees always involve some 
degree of historical and technological determinism, whether the tree is more 
linear and vine-like (Ghys 2012), as in the case of the Civilization franchise, or 
more branching and web-like, as in Imagine Earth; tech trees suggest that prog-
ress is intentional, unidirectional and, almost without exception, that it takes 
after Western examples. The trees assume that, with time, increasingly sophis-
ticated technologies will be developed to solve problems and to make earlier 
tech obsolete. In doing so, tech trees encourage a belief in techno fixes (the 
whale elevator, the whale charmer) which forestalls more immediate solutions 
(scaling back production in Before We Leave). Because sustainable technolo-
gies are often plotted further down the tree, they tend to be reactive rather 
than preventative in nature. For example, in Before We Leave the tech to clean 
areas of pollution is plotted far earlier on the tree than the tech that prevents 
pollution in the first place. Tech trees are limited in their creativity through 
hindsight. They are modelled on the past. This creates a level of unintended 
irony in Before We Leave: the tech tree is in active tension with the game’s post-
apocalyptic narrative. Knowing full well that the ‘ancients’ were destroyed in 
some galactic tragedy, is it really so wise to retrace their footsteps, rebuilding 
the past by recycling its ruins?

There is, in short, a tension between the progressive, techno-utopian 
momentum of the tech tree’s function as a plotting device in god games and 
the ecological limitations Gaia games seek to simulate. But tech trees are not 
entirely unresponsive to the Anthropocene condition. Will Slocombe points 
out that the Civilization franchise, which is largely to thank for popularizing 
the tech tree mechanic, “in its very attempts to be technologically aware and 
‘model’ technological developments, […] acts as a limited barometer of a wider 
public awareness of scientific and technological fashions” (2019, 172). In this 
way, tech trees can reflect important insights about the role of technology in the 
Anthropocene. Remember that initially, instead of the great acceleration, Paul 
Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer singled out the year 1784 as the beginning of the 
Anthropocene, because it was the year of the invention of the steam engine 
(Horn and Bergthaller, 2020, 26). The Anthropocene therefore does assume at 
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some level that technology drives history. Tech trees reflect this by plotting era 
changes to coincide with the invention of certain technologies: the Stone Age, 
the Iron Age, the Atom Age, the Information Age, etc. However, all ages are not 
created equal. In the The Universim, which I turn to next, the Anthropocene,  
starting with the onset of industrialization, is literally a game changer.

In The Universim you play a deity with the responsibility to shepherd a 
people from the Stone Age to the Space Age. “Creators” are addressed by an 
in-game (male) narrator who offers witty commentary on the action and on 
the game’s adherence to genre-conventions, exposing a sense of self-reflexivity. 
Initially, however, the game’s Kickstarter trailer (Crytivo, 2014) featured a dif-
ferent (female) narrator who spoke as the planet itself, lamenting humanity’s 
exploitation. Given its somewhat stalled development, it is difficult to judge 
whether The Universim will end up fully realizing its ambition to animate the 
planet; it is making progress by fine-tuning feedback loops between your deci-
sions in the game and their impact on your ‘planet health,’ which feedback you 
can track by looking at a little bar in the right corner of the screen. Currently, 
planet health reflects the size of your civilization (number of buildings) as 
opposed to the planet’s level of forestation, all of which has an impact on 
global temperature, oxygenation, ocean health and the frequency of natural 
disasters. Planet health, however, only really becomes an issue after you com-
mit to an energy policy.

Just as in Before We Leave, gameplay in The Universim gains momentum 
from progressing down a tech tree (figure 4). Science accumulates steadily, and 
it is up to you to direct it. Do you want to unlock every branching path or just 
charge down the stem of the tree headlong into modernity? Never mind your 
choice: the game is played by growing your population and exploiting new 
resources. Once the industrial age swings around, however, you are faced with 
an important decision. You have to choose an energy source to fuel your soci-
ety: kinetic energy (human-sized hamster wheels), wind, or natural gas. Unlike 
the other choices you make in the tech tree, this choice is exclusive. Choosing 
one will eliminate the other options. Then, at the start of the modern era, 
you have to choose between “ecoholism” and “industrial boom,” which trans-
lates to either solar or nuclear power in the game. Of course, plotting these 
technologies as exclusive and oppositional is ludicrous; but this is the kind of 
schematization that videogames indulge in often. Writing about Spore, Chang 
argues that its ecological modelling at times amounts to “environmental slap-
stick” in its crude oversimplification (82). The same could be said about The 
Universim. I want to emphasize here not the oversimplification of the choice 
between ecoholism and industrial boom, or between wind and gas, but the 
fact that it is posited as a choice at all. By introducing sustainable energy as 
an option at the very beginning of the industrial age, the game offers a kind of 
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alternative history, acknowledging a turning point in history. What if we had 
committed to renewables from the outset? Then we would not be saddled with 
a situation that, as The Universim illustrates, is making people sick, turning 
oceans toxic, and ramping up temperatures.

Whereas in The Universim you are free to decide what energy path to take 
(assuming both options will remain balanced), Imagine Earth (figure 5) forces 
your hand through mission goals and narrative framing. Developed by the 
German indie studio Serious Brothers, the game casts you as a space colony 
manager employed by the sustainable colonization company Imagine Earth 
Ltd., one of the companies that emerged “on the wild markets of the 21st cen-
tury,” that are now vying for their right to exploit the galaxy for all it is worth 
(Imagine Earth Story Trailer, 2019). Given your prescribed or scripted (at 
least in the game’s story mode) commitment to sustainability, your ability to  
act in this hyper-capitalized gameworld is extremely compromised. Firstly, 
your progress down the tech tree does not mean you immediately have access 
to the research you have developed. Technology is patented, and licenses cost 
money to unlock, or they are rewarded based on expansion. Moreover, green 
tech is initially much less efficient than the more polluting alternatives, which 
means that they leave you strategically vulnerable to opponents who rush pro-
duction to take advantage of an early start. Finally, even though green tech 

Figure 4 A detail from The Universim’s tech tree that shows a fork in the road: 
Ecoholism or Industrial boom?
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eventually cuts costs because it reduces your emissions tax, global warming 
(which makes sea levels rise and increases the frequency of natural disasters) 
affects all players equally.

The campaign or story mode, which does double-duty as the tutorial, takes 
you from planet to planet while introducing you to a host of characters: col-
leagues, allies and rivals. There is Joe Zasta, a tycoon-like character who 
embezzles some of your starting funds for his own profit. There is the company 
Alien Investors Inc., which take over Imagine Earth Ltd. halfway through the 
campaign. The targets they set for you force you to expand much faster and at 
much greater cost to the environment than before. This rubs Lima, your most 
immediate contact at Imagine Earth Ltd., the wrong way. She suggests going 
freelance to stay true to the sustainable values of the company. These efforts 
do not go unnoticed by Sergeant Eko, of The United Space Nations Interstellar 
Environment Agency, who contracts you to clean up the planets plundered 
by your competitors. Having acquired some capital in this way, you can in the 
last level finally establish a free, independent colony on planet Bora. But Alien 
Investors Inc. have followed you there. The grand finale involves defeating 
them by launching a planetary shield harnessing the power of the “Gaians,” 
an ancient race who lived in harmony with the planet and could channel 
its energy.

After the finale and while the credits roll, there follows a kind of epilogue in 
which the game finally voices the underlying tension between its celebration 
of sustainability, its anticapitalist rhetoric, and the expansionist gameplay it 
nevertheless upholds. One of Bora’s native inhabitants exclaims:

Figure 5 A god’s eye view of the planet, evocative of Blue Marble, displaying a wealth of 
mineral, and woodland resources.
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Shielded from outer space and the all consuming forces of an unregu-
lated market, we might be able to do it.

Logarian: I fear that without an outside threat that forces us to 
cooperate—discord, envy and competition will spread among our peo-
ples sooner or later.

Lima: Do you think there can ever be the kind of peaceful coexistence 
that stands as an alternative to the global rat race in pursuit of growth, 
power, and superiority?

Prof Twoston: The data is pretty clear. If we fail to break this vicious 
cycle, it will lead to the absolute exhaustion of our resources, the environ-
ment, and life itself.

In the epilogue, Imagine Earth comes close to acknowledging a process called 
“simulation fever” (Bogost, 2006), which occurs when the procedural or rule-
based rhetoric of a game is at odds with the other rhetorical claims it makes or 
even with the subjective thoughts and ideas of the player. Narratively, Imagine 
Earth decries expansionist, competitive play; but at the same time, scenario 
after scenario, the game invites you to expand and compete and to take plea-
sure in doing so. According to the game scholar Ian Bogost, simulation fever 
leaves such conflicts of rhetoric unresolved so as to stimulate reflection—
which my readings of Before We Leave and The Universim can only confirm. 
Gaia games signal planetary engagement in their symbolic language (the whale, 
whole Earth imagery), by simulating climate change and by incorporating the 
player into a digital ecology that celebrates the dynamic of exchange, action 
and reaction. At the same time, however, they conform to generic expansionist 
conventions and exhibit an investment in technological progress. Rather than 
chalk these games up as failures, I prefer to read them as dialogical, to recall 
Elias’s aesthetics of planetarity. Gaia games are animated by different, conflict-
ing voices, in respect to which the player is invited to situate him- or herself.

5 Conclusion

Having looked at the development of Gaia games from their inception to the 
present, I have been able to discern two trends. Firstly, going globular in vid-
eogames is not just an indicator of developments in graphical sophistication; 
it also reveals a growing interest in simulating bioconnectivity on a planetary 
scale, for example by simulating global warming, which both The Universim 
and Imagine Earth do. Gaia games harness the rhetorical power of the Blue 
Marble and Earthrise photographs in their use of whole Earth models, but 
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with added features like the ability to zoom in, the capacity to register change 
over time and, most importantly, responsiveness to player input. In doing so, 
these games also evidence their complicity in the complex of Anthropocene 
visuality, which describes an ambivalent visual register that enables a domi-
nating, instrumentalized view of nature, even as it reveals a more fundamental 
sociality.

A second discernible trend concerns god games’ strengthening commitment 
to narratives of progress and growth. We can see this happening in the lapse 
between SimEarth and Spore. Whereas in SimEarth species and civilizations 
fall just about as often as they rise, the temporal narrative in Spore is much 
more linear, with levels of development neatly succeeding each other. As the 
videogame industry grows over time, game genres are consolidated, resulting 
in the crystallization of certain tropes and gameplay expectations. Cameron 
Kunzelman, scholar and videogame critic, writes: “The impulse to control 
games is strong. The ability to imagine strange worlds is frozen by the impulse 
to make sure that games fit specific rules and bounds: Strong genre boundaries, 
specific visual art guidelines, and the constant attempt to induce a ‘flow state’ 
in the player are all overriding concerns.” Gaia games too are concerned with 
upholding generic conventions that have proved popular in the past.

This article is part of a longer project in which I try to find language and 
concepts to discuss the way in which the Anthropocene manifests in video-
games, specifically as a question of time and temporality. Because videogames 
are pop-cultural artifacts produced for commercial purposes, they tend to 
reproduce, rather than defy received ideas, desires and sensibilities concern-
ing the state of the world. Gaia games like Before We Leave, The Universim and 
Imagine Earth do this by indulging our desire for growth and expansionism, 
even though they give simultaneous expression to our increasing awareness 
that these temporal paradigms no longer make sense in the Anthropocene. 
Gaia games stage a dynamic at the heart of Anthropocene temporality, which 
casts humans as geologic subjects embedded in a planetary ecology that we 
continuously bump up against or seek to transcend.
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