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ABSTRACT
Gone Home is a videogame that uses storytelling specific to the ‘affective materiality’ of its medium to produce a sense of responsibility for the player, reinforcing their affective investment in the storyworld.  The game employs this affective materiality for political ends – to create empathy for the queer sister of its protagonist – by placing it within a recent but unsympathetic historical moment.
Gone Home understands nostalgia as a way to recognise the positive and negative elements of the past, and then reflect on them in order to take action for a better future (Smith and Campbell 2015, 450).  It uses nostalgia in this mode to highlight the differences in how progressive the western world is in treating LGBTQIA+ youth: through their own decisions, the player gets to know two young women as they come to terms with their sexuality and identities against a backdrop that is even less welcoming to difference than today.

The historical and political engagement of the videogame resonates with attempts by museums ‘to educate or otherwise influence how people understand and use the past to understand themselves and others,’ through embracing the links between recollection,   affect, emotion and empathy (Smith and Campbell 2015, 454).
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INTRODUCTION

Gone Home (The Fullbright Company 2013) places the player in the same context as its protagonist both narratively and affectively: you1 are alone in an unfamiliar house during a storm, trying to piece together exactly what happened here and to discover where your family has gone.  You are framed as a young woman who has returned from a year overseas on a late flight, reaching her family’s new home at 1:15 AM in a torrential storm.  Nobody is here to greet you, and there’s a note on the locked front door from your sister saying that she’s gone and not to look for her.  

This locked door is used as a rabbit-hole that introduces players to a story of two queer teenage girls and their developing relationship in 1994 and 1995 – which, for a significant proportion of the videogame audience, qualifies as historical.  Importantly, the game uses the framework of its initial mystery, and other plotlines available in the house, to conceal that this relationship lives at the heart of the story.  

The story is brought to life by the form of ‘affective materiality’ distinct to videogame experiences.  Videogames provide a medium-specific framework for storytelling where players need to make decisions and take actions in order to proceed through the text, in a context that they are affectively invested in, and which is personally relevant to the player and their situation.  A perception of responsibility grows out of that agency, since the player’s decisions have an impact on a world and characters that the player is already invested in treating as if they were real.  What this means for Gone Home is that the player’s gradual revelation of the story underlying the mystery is experienced as their own moments of discovery
Concealing the emotional heart of the story means that a broad audience of players find themselves unpacking the history of a romance between two young women in a hostile world.  The game creates a storytelling context that is at once familiar and alien, using nostalgia as a tool to communicate both how close and how far away the western world is culturally from the mid-1990s.2  Careful visual, spatial and audio design of the environment reinforces the authenticity of the space and highlights the 18-year difference between the game’s setting and its release.  

There is extensive criticism of the idea that nostalgia looks uncritically backward:3 Smith and Campbell have argued that nostalgia is ‘a negotiation between past and present, and a form of activism that seeks to use the past to reflect on and take action in the present for a better future’ and ‘is about explicitly recognizing both the negative and positive elements of the past,’ (Smith and Campbell 2015, 450).  Gone Home uses nostalgia in this mode to highlight the differences in how progressive the western world is in treating LGBTQIA+ youth: through their own decisions, the player gets to know two young women as they come to terms with their sexuality and identities against a backdrop that is even less welcoming to difference than today. 
By taking this approach, arguably Gone Home aspires to the same goals as museums and heritage studies, seeking ‘to educate or otherwise influence how people understand and use the past to understand themselves and others,’ and it does so in a context where ‘emotion… becomes a central concern of exhibition and interpretive strategies’ (Smith and Campbell 2015, 454).  
This article uses Gone Home as a case-study, arguing that it illustrates how the distinctive affective materiality of videogames can be deployed for social purposes by making what could be experienced as discursive instead experienced as personal.
It will explore how affective materiality functions, before illustrating why it results in the perception of affective responsibility that sets videogame experiences apart from other forms of storytelling media, and how affective materiality shapes the experience of the text.  Lastly, the article argues that Gone Home borrows techniques and philosophies from creating installations and exhibits in museums and applies them in a digital context that is available on home computer or gaming consoles – raising questions about whether this approach may be useful within museum and heritage studies. 
HOW LABOUR SHAPES TEXTUAL EXPERIENCE

The coal-face where textual structure meets the people engaging with it is the site of the labour that generates meaning in texts, and the processes people go through as they labour shape their experience of that meaning.  As a result, the people who create texts can arrange for their textual ‘coal-face’4 to lean towards particular kinds of labour in order to shape the experience they want the people engaging with the text to produce.  However, this shaped production of meaning is neither abstract nor a new process, and it simply describes how authors and other creators have been shaping the experiences of their audiences for as long as there has been mediated storytelling.  For example, Neil Gaiman wrote American Gods (Gaiman 2001) with an awareness that it is comparatively rare for people to read books aloud anymore.  As a result, he relied upon the modes of engagement associated with reading text from the page in silence as a storytelling tool, concealing the identity of a key character in a way that would be immediately obvious if read aloud.5  Structuring the text to take advantage of modes of engagement in this way instantly creates two different forms of experience for readers: those who are ‘in on the secret’ can read on to see how long it takes for the trap to spring on the unaware characters within the story.  In comparison, those readers who are themselves being tricked only notice when the trap springs on them as well – and are aware even as it closes on them that the evidence was in front of them the entire time.  Essentially, the readers inside the trap and those waiting for it to spring produce meaning very differently from the same textual structure as a result of different modes of engaging with that structure, resulting in distinctions in both narrative pacing and their affective experiences of the story.  

Experiential and affective distinctions resulting from how a textual structure shapes the labour of the person engaging with a given text have not previously been considered by established forms of textual analysis.  Speaking in very broad terms, semiotic analysis anchors meaning to the text itself.  However, the role and labour of the person engaging with the text is still considered important to generating meaning, because of the culturally specific context that they engage with the text from.  Essentially, the specific processes of labour required to engage with the structures of a text are not considered relevant to meaning generation within semiotic analysis, while the way the reader’s social situation and cultural context influence their reading of the text is.  

The genesis of multimodal discourse was an attempt to consider semiotic analysis in more detail by separating out the content and expression of communication, and then by breaking semiotic resources into a series of strata, all of which have an impact on signification: discourse, design, production, and distribution (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001, 21–22).  While this does explore multiple parallel dimensions of semiotic and aesthetic meaning-making, there are no strata for considering what the people engaging with texts do in order to negotiate their structures, or how that negotiation impacts meaning.6  Neither semiotic nor multimodal discourse analysis considers how the processes required of the people at the coal-face of engaging with a text shape the meaning they generate with it.

In comparison, N. Katherine Hayle’s ‘media-specific analysis’ considers the ways that the people engaging with a text generate meaning from it during the experience.  Hayles argues that the ‘materiality’ of a text is:
an emergent property created through dynamic interactions between [the work’s] physical characteristics and signifying strategies. (Hayles 2005, 3, 103–4)
The significance of materiality as a concept is in recognising that the meaning of a work emerges from a complex interplay between the work’s underlying structure, how the user engages with that structure, and the user’s ‘interpretive strategies’ (Hayles 2002, 33).  The meaning of a text cannot be entirely predicted before the user engages with it as a result of the interplay that produces materiality.

Primarily, N. Katherine Hayles has approached materiality and medium-specific analysis in the context of the written word and the significant changes to meaning produced by moving it from print environments to digital ones (2005, 89, 109).  Despite this, materiality and medium-specific analysis are equally relevant for shedding light on the emergent processes of meaning-making in other media forms across both sides of the analogue/digital divide: humans and texts co-create meaning as a result of the labour of engagement, and authors are able to influence that labour through textual structure.  

Part of the meaning generated as people negotiate with texts is affective, rather than aesthetic or associated with semiotic signification.  Margaret Wetherell argues that affect is best understood as operating as an ‘affective practice’ that encompasses everyday meaning-making, situated within a cultural context and a ‘sedimented social and personal history,’ (2012, 96).  Affect requires investment on behalf of the person involved, and that investment is contextual – not just in that it reflects what is relevant to the individual and their wider social context and history, but also the situation in which the investment takes place (Veale 2015, 3; Wetherell 2015, 146–47).   For example, the experience of someone watching a television series they enjoy is going to be different and distinctive when watching it to relax than it will be when they’re studying it for an assignment.  Affect is significant to the experience of fiction because investing affectively in a story is part of the labour undertaken by people negotiating with texts.  
As a result, we respond more powerfully after we’ve been engaging with a storyworld and its characters for some time than we do just as we are starting.  For this reason, the processes of negotiating with a given textual structure lead to affective dimensions for the modes of engagement that grow out of them.  The flipside of this dynamic is that authors and creators can shape different textual structures to manipulate the affective dimensions of the experience – as has already been discussed in terms of American Gods using the ways that readers engage with prose fiction to shape the experience of the story.  The materiality that Hayles identifies is already affective, because there is an inextricable affective dimension to the meaning that we generate from engaging with texts and their underlying structure.  However, people do not engage with texts in a vacuum.
An important affective dimension to generating meaning by engaging with texts is grounded in communal and unevenly distributed levels of familiarity with different practical routines of affectively making sense, producing divergent communities of affective practices.7  Essentially, two people coming from the same cultural context and with similar levels of personal investment in engaging with a text will still produce different affective meanings based on their individual familiarity with making affective sense of texts in different ways.  For example, everyone literate has the ability to ‘read a story aloud,’ such as in the American Gods example, but not everyone will share either the experience or the affective practice of sharing stories together with their family at bed-time as children: some people will have no affective practices tied to reading aloud at all, and those who do share positive affective practices framed around doing so may be coming at it from very different directions, with their own affective complexions for the resulting experiences.  All of these variations will shape the affective meaning produced by engaging with texts, together with differences in individual familiarity with practices and routines tied to particular genres and narratives.8  In the context of Gone Home, the labour of engaging with the text and its affective materiality includes the player’s involvement (or lack thereof) in cultural and communal routines of making meaning and being moved in particular ways, as well as the player’s individual situation, personal backstory and the modes of engagement found within affective materiality.  
With that said, although the producers of texts cannot control the personal circumstances and affective practices of their players, they can shape the underlying structures of the texts that members of the audience negotiate, and shape their experiences of texts as a result – even if the results cannot be reliably universal.
WHY RESPONSIBILITY GROWS FROM AGENCY

Medium-specific analysis that studies affective materiality by exploring  modes of engagement will provide ways of better understanding how the labour of engaging with texts is shaped by their structures, and thus provide tools for understanding the effect that the media has on storytelling.  In the case of videogames, such analysis shows how the modes of engagement found within videogame play lead the player to develop perceptions of responsibility for their role within the diegetic space of the game – something Gone Home uses to ground the affective experience of its story.

Affect functions within an ‘economy of cathexis’ (Grossberg 1997, 158) – cathexis meaning the investment of mental or emotional energy in a person, object, or idea.  Any given person has multiple planes of affective investment operating at the same time, all of which are heavily contextual – and shaped by their ‘sedimented social and personal history,’ (Wetherell 2012, 96).  A useful toolset for understanding how and why affective investment is so tied to context comes from Paddy Scannell and Lars Nyre, originally from the context of studying how people watch television.  In What Happens When I Turn On The TV Set? Lars Nyre discusses an unpublished lecture given by Paddy Scannell, in which Scannell analysed the act of turning on a television set.  Scannell argues that part of what makes television ubiquitous – regardless of whether or not a physical television set is ‘on’ in the vicinity – is the distinction between ‘objective space’ and the ‘space humans are engaged in’ that he defines as a Heideggerian world-of-concern (Nyre 2007, 26).  The difference between an ‘objective’ space and a ‘world-of-concern’ is that an objective space is everything present within an environment, such as all of the furniture and fittings within a lecture theatre.  In comparison, since a world-of-concern is grounded in the contextual relevance of the people involved and their situation, in the context of a lecture it would include the lecturer, the students and the subject at hand – but the majority of the room fittings are not included because they are irrelevant.  When you have been watching a horror movie at night, your house and furniture aren’t innately relevant to your world-of-concern – but can become so afterward, when every creak and shadow pick up the context and affective tenor of the film.  In the case of playing videogames, players are affectively invested in having agency – defined by Janet Murray as ‘…the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices’ (1998, 126) – within the diegetic space of the game.  Videogame texts require these decisions as an inherent part of negotiating the underlying textual structure of videogames, meaning that the modes of engagement that define the experience of playing games are tied to agency and making choices with consequences that matter to the experience.  Any dynamic that understands your decisions have consequences strongly implies you are responsible for those results.
Bernard Weiner engages with affective responsibility in the context of putting forward an attributional theory of motivation that relates thoughts and emotions to behaviour and social conduct within Western society.9  Weiner argues that assigning responsibility requires the perception of human or personal agency: a falling rock might damage a car but is not responsible for it, where a cat might be considered responsible for wrecking a couch – though comparatively less responsible than a child would be for causing the same damage (Weiner 1995, 6).  If failure is caused by a lack of aptitude, then the cause is located within the person but cannot be controlled:

In these instances, it is asserted that the person will not be judged as responsible for a negative event or a personal plight because accountability requires that the causes of these conditions can be wilfully changed.  Responsibility, therefore, is intimately linked with freedom and choice. [Emphasis mine] (Weiner 1995, 7) 

According to Weiner, anger communicates that someone ‘should have’ either done something or avoided it, thus failing in their responsibility, and that guilt and shame follow from perceiving yourself to be responsible (1995, 18).  In comparison, sympathy is generated when others are seen as not responsible for a condition they are suffering from, and in all cases, the more important or personally relevant the context, the greater its affective intensity (Weiner 1995, 257).

The intensity of perceiving personal responsibility within the modes of engagement associated with playing videogames is grounded in a feedback loop: players are affectively invested in having agency within the storyworld of the game, and the nature of how we assign responsibility means that players perceive themselves to be responsible for the outcomes of their decisions.  This sense of responsibility then encourages their ongoing affective investment and sense of immersion within the spaces and characters of the game, who become incorporated in a form of ‘affective practice’ growing out of the experience.10  The interaction that supports this sense of responsibility does not need to be significant in order to reinforce investment in the world of the game: much of the gameplay in Gone Home consists of picking up and exploring objects within the space of the house.  Every time you examine an ornament or object and then put it back reinforces investment in the house as a lived space, and the idea that the next time you want to pick something up, the action will work similarly to the real world.  A great deal of time and energy has gone into carefully managing the agency provided to the player so that your capacity to act matches the protagonist’s context: if you want to dig through rubbish bins looking for clues in what has been thrown away, you can.  You can do the same things as you would be able to do in an actual house in the same situation, like opening drawers and cupboards, even if doing so often has no impact on advancing the story.  The exceptions to this rule are intelligently managed: you’re in your family’s new home and you’re not sure what’s going on, so kicking down locked doors seems like a bad idea.  Likewise, you can’t open the garage door, but with the storm outside why would you want to?  Gone Home is grounded in internally consistent reasoning for any boundaries, options, or barriers to progress that the player is presented with through the game, because these are key to how it tells its story.
EXPERIENTIAL STORYTELLING AND EMPATHY IN GONE HOME

Gone Home uses the modes of engagement associated with game play to create an empathetic and personally powerful storytelling experience.  Since the experience of playing games is framed around agency, there is less affective mediation compared to other forms of media: you are the one who responds affectively to events, not the protagonist of a novel, film or comic (etc.) who the reader/audience hopefully sympathises with (Veale 2011, 44; Veale 2015).11  One of the ways that this lack of affective mediation manifests itself is through the experience of what Christy Dena refers to as ‘eureka discourse’ in the context of Alternate Reality Games – a ‘language of discovery’ where the person negotiating the text experiences ‘aporias and epiphanies’ directly, since they are responsible for overcoming obstacles ‘themselves’ (Aarseth 1997, 91–92; Dena 2008, 53).  The very first obstacle that Gone Home presents embraces eureka discourse:  You are a young woman named Kaitlin ‘Katie’ Greenbriar who has returned from a year overseas on an early flight, reaching her family’s new home at 1:15 AM in a torrential storm.  Nobody is there to greet you, and there’s a note on the locked front door from your sister saying that she’s gone and not to look for her.  The mystery is immediate.  Plus, there’s nowhere else you can go, and you have no tools at your disposal – so the only option is to explore the porch and try to figure out what to do next.  As you explore a cupboard (potentially out of idle curiosity), you discover a collection of Christmas ornaments – including a festively-painted plaster duck.  When the player picks it up to examine it further, you find a spare key underneath.  It’s a great example of both Dena’s eureka discourse and the mode of engagement that the game privileges: you’re poking around with a general goal but without specific direction, and in response to your exploring there’s suddenly a surprise key that opens up access to the darkened foyer of an unfamiliar house as rain batters on the windows.  At that point, you have no idea what’s going on, so the natural impulse is to explore an environment as unfamiliar to the protagonist as it is to the player themselves, trying to piece together the mystery of whatever happened over the last few days – and then as you start connecting disparate threads, piecing together the mystery of the last year of your family’s lives that you missed.


The mystery is the Trojan Horse that Gone Home uses to get the player engaging with its storyworld, so that while you are solving puzzles and linking together clues, you are also quietly developing an affective investment and connection with its characters and their experiences.  Thomas Nagel argues that the accurate ascription of subjective experience is dependent upon being ‘…sufficiently similar to the object of ascription to be able to adopt his point of view,’ (Nagel 1979, 172).  In the case of Gone Home, the game gives the player the same literal point-of-view and affective context as Katie Greenbriar12: you are in an unfamiliar, threatening environment and have no idea what is going on.  Beyond that, as we’ve covered, the player has the same kinds of agency that would make contextual sense in that situation, meaning that the game reflects what you do: the experience can be one of cautiously building a picture of a threatening mystery, or of running around in a panic turning on as many lights as you can before trying to figure out what’s going on.  Your experience will be Katie Greenbriar’s experience, she and her family become part of the player’s affective practice of playing the game, and the game uses the lack of affective mediation to set up events and spaces to shape the tenor of the player’s explorations.13

Exploring the house is the same thing as exploring the story, because the narrative is architectural, both because the story is distributed throughout its structure, and because different areas have been personalized by different people living there: the house exists as a core-sample of one year in the life of your family.  It is filled with the same detritus we expect from every-day lives, yet which is barely ever included in game worlds, such as shopping receipts, toilet paper, a kitchen complete with fridge and cupboards, and even bathrooms complete with towels and tampons.14  Through exploring the house, we learn about the mysterious and reclusive Great Uncle Oscar, the house’s previous inhabitant; how Katie’s father Terrence’s loss of equilibrium after moving house leads to a loss of focus on his job, drinking, and disengaging from his marriage; how Katie’s mother Janice’s work at a distant park conservation station means she’s losing touch with her family, and how the distance coupled with inattention from her husband and an attractive new co-worker presents her with the possibility of an affair; and through it all, we learn about Katie’s sister Sam – instantly ostracized at her new school because of living at the infamous ‘psycho house,’ and who is barely understood by her distracted parents.

The clues to the different narratives surrounding each character are threaded throughout the house, meaning that the player needs to purposefully put the different pieces of the puzzle together.  For example, we can see the way Terrence has begun falling apart, hiding in his cluttered office and focusing desperately on his writing to the exclusion of all else – but not everyone will find or recognize all of the clues to his storyline concealed within the house.15  The house itself is used as a character in order to portray the rest of Katie’s family by how they use its spaces:
One of the things I like most about Gone Home (…) is the way that the house seems divided according to person.  Real homes feel like this to me too. Even the common areas bear the mark of who uses them most.

Arbor Hill’s basement remains Oscar’s, but Sam has begun taking back his secret compartments and hidden passages.  She dominates the upstairs too, as her things show up in rooms not hers (and the property of others winds up in her own hidden drawers).  Downstairs, the house is split.  Half of the first floor belongs to Terrence – it’s where his plot unfolds in earnest, where his office is, his files, the will, his unsold novels, his library, his records, his bar.  The other half belongs to Janice, with her plants in the garden room, her discarded concert tickets and the rest of the hints about a possible dalliance in the hallways and kitchen. (Walker 2013)

And one of the important ways that the house is used to tell these stories is through telling them, very firmly, in 1995.  The décor and fittings are all anachronistic for a modern audience, such as chunky cordless phones that clearly think they’re flashy and new, together with physical letters and dot-matrix printing.  In the television room, shelves are filled with VHS tapes with recorded films, two to a tape, and lots of recorded episodes of The X Files because Sam is clearly a big fan of both the show and the supernatural at large.  These details establish a space that is familiar and yet alien, so that players are encouraged to investigate those details and their context further.  As a result, we are primed to pay attention to how the people we learn about through exploring the house are framed by their context, which raises questions about how much – or how little – of that social context has changed today.

Smith and Campbell have argued that nostalgia is ‘a negotiation between past and present, and a form of activism that seeks to use the past to reflect on and take action in the present for a better future’ and ‘is about explicitly recognizing both the negative and positive elements of the past,’ (Smith and Campbell 2015, 450).  Gone Home embraces this approach to constructing its storyworld, taking care to present an ‘emotionally authentic’ window into the past (Smith and Campbell 2015, 449): players are drawn in by the anachronistic charm and richness of details within an environment they can explore, and then that environment provides insights into the downsides of that world, such as the emotional gulfs that different family members cannot cross, and the intense hostility directed at anyone not fitting the expected cultural norms of a ‘typical white, nuclear middle-American family’ of the mid-1990s.

Through exploring the house, the player also learns about Katie through how she responds to the environment.  Whenever you highlight an object or pick it up, the player is given a description of what it is – framed by Katie’s point of view.  For example, Sam’s soft-toy dinosaur is described as ‘Steggy?  Stelly?’ and if you pick it up, the name-tag becomes visible.  If you examine the toy again afterwards, the description is ‘It’s Steggy.’  Likewise, when Katie finds herself reading an explicit account written by her sister, she puts it down as soon as she realizes what it is, and thereafter declares ‘Not reading any more of that,’ if the player tries to pick it up again.  It’s possible to have the awkward and startling experience of stumbling onto more than one family member’s hidden porn in the course of your amateur sleuthing, and Katie’s response to seeing hidden sides to her family tells us as much about her as it does them, helping the player make empathetic connections with all of the characters.  

Samantha Greenbriar is the biggest personality in the house, which fits both because her parents are mostly hiding from each other and because at heart Gone Home is her story.  More accurately, Gone Home is the story of Katie Greenbriar learning about her sister’s life:  Sam’s voice-overs place her central to Gone Home’s narrative.  It’s possible to miss the storylines twining through the house, and even possible to miss elements of Sam’s tale depending on what you discover in the house, but the player’s gradual discovery of Sam’s life and her developing relationship with Yolanda ‘Lonnie’ DeSoto is at the heart of both the game’s experience and its affective practice.16

The way players experience Sam’s life and her developing relationship is shaped by the perceptions of responsibility that grow out of the modes of engagement associated with game play, and incorporated into their affective practice.  Every action in the house that the player takes reinforces their investment in this being a legitimate, lived space, and that their actions have consequences – even if it’s as simple as the action to put something back where you found it.17  However, the fact that the events the player is engaging with have happened in the past also mean that they can’t be responsible for the main events of the storyline.  The house and everything in it have already happened – the uncertainty is in how that story ends for the people in it, and the player’s responsibility is in how they discover the end of that story.18  At the same time, there’s an explicit contrast between the nature of the player’s agency and responsibility compared with Sam and Lonnie’s.  The player comes to feel responsible for their own explorations of the house, and those explorations highlight the extent to which Lonnie and Sam are not responsible for the bigotry and harassment they face – something that Weiner argues is directly associated with sympathizing with someone’s situation (Weiner 1995, 257).19  The two young women are faced with their own insecurities and self-doubts, bullying at school, unsupportive if not actively hostile teachers, and ultimately the disapproval, condemnation and denial of Sam’s own parents.  The initial mystery is used as a Trojan Horse for Sam’s story, and the way that the player is affectively investing in that process of investigation means that players experience Sam’s story personally – though they are aware they cannot change it.  Even as the final revelation of Sam and Lonnie both sacrificing promising career paths in order to be together and running away into a storm is revealed, the player cannot help them.  But, hopefully, the process of negotiating Gone Home means that the player empathises with them and feels for the injustice of their situation in a way that will be carried into their affective practice going forward outside of the game.  And that, in turn, raises questions about what the player would do if they encountered a similar situation in future, motivated by that affective investment.  

Scholars within the fields of heritage and museum studies have argued that affect, emotion and empathy play a vital role within communicating historical realities to audiences (Gregory and Witcomb 2007; Smith and Campbell 2015; Watson 2013; Witcomb 2013; 2015), and I argue that Gone Home is embracing exactly these logics through its use of affective materiality.  Gregory and Witcomb highlight this connection through their discussion of historic house museums:
rather than inviting the visitor to inhabit a ready-made narrative and to make it their own through the trope of nostalgia, these sites are invitations to inhabit a space, not a picture.  And one of the markers of this difference is the emptiness of the sites.  While the initial affective responses are a sense of alienation and disorientation, the result is to demand a more inquisitive approach from the visitor, requiring them to produce their own interpretative narratives as a means to breach the gaps left open.  (…)  The consequences of this emptiness are an initial sense of alienation and disorientation which is then transformed in the act of interpretation by the visitor into an active critical reading of the past.  The particular range of affective responses produced by this style of interpretation is also different, working particularly through the production of shock and surprise, enabling what Walter Benjamin called the production of a dialectical image in which a new awareness of the past is produced in the clash between received ideas about the past and the sense of radical difference from the present moment. (2007, 269)
The overlaps between a historic house museum and Gone Home are significant: they are both spaces that the audience is invited to individually inhabit, and their emptiness is an invitation to be inquisitive in producing their own narrative – complete with critical reading of the past and its relationship to the present – in response to the curated space of the environment.  Andrea Witcomb argues that curatorial practices do not simply represent identities but actually produce them through dialogue (2015, 136), and that beyond functioning through dialogue, museum exhibitions are dialogic spaces that allow visitors ‘a degree of transformation in their sense of self,’ through engaging with the materiality of the exhibit itself, and by allowing ‘narrative gaps for visitors to interpolate themselves into the exhibition,’  (2015, 138).  In essence, Gone Home uses the particular affective materiality found within videogame play to deploy philosophies and pedagogies common to curation within museum and heritage studies in a piece of commercial entertainment software that is designed to be explored at home, and does so to highlight recent social injustices against people who are part of LGBTQIA+ groups.
CONCLUSION

Both Gone Home and museums seek to change the way their audiences’ ‘understand and use the past to understand themselves and others,’ (Smith and Campbell 2015, 454) and do so in the service of raising awareness of the problems faced by marginalised groups within wider society.20   The game communicates these ideas by using the modes of engagement and affective materiality associated with playing videogames – such as the perceptions of responsibility associated with the experience – and uses nostalgia to encourage both empathy with its characters and critical engagement with its history, along with drawing connections back to the present day.  By using affect and emotion to communicate the heart of its message, and the clear hope that people will carry its messages out from engaging with the game into the wider social world, the game aligns itself with discussions within museum and heritage studies regarding the need to deploy emotion as a key communicative tool (Smith and Campbell 2015; Watson 2013; Witcomb 2013).

Gone Home is a significant commercial success, selling more than 250,000 copies on PC alone in its first six months after release (Conditt 2014), and has since been released on home gaming consoles as well.  The game has been able to combine design philosophies from museum and heritage studies with commercial success, and to apply those philosophies and pedagogies within the digital spaces of a game that can be experienced at home, rather than the site-specific environments of a museum.  Additionally, it was also produced by a four person team on a low budget, and can be experienced by a broad, world-wide audience for as long as the game is on sale, rather than the more temporally and regionally specific audiences that can be expected to access a given museum site.  As such, this suggests opportunities where the same design principles applied in the context of museums could be opened to a broader and more flexible audience, without necessarily compromising the commitment to political impact and changing how that audience sees themselves and the societies they are part of, and while potentially saving on the labour and financial outlay involved.

However, the affective practices and modes of engagement involved with experiencing Gone Home are more specialised than those of exploring exhibits and installations in the context of a museum, which may mean that the audience ‘on paper’ is functionally smaller than it appears.  Another distinction is that while there is significant overlap in the conceptualisation and design of museum exhibits/installations and Gone Home, designing a software package for commercial release will also involve skillsets that would need to be learned by many of those working within museum environments.  Also, given the care with which Gone Home has framed its characters to be comprehensible and potentially acceptable to a broad audience within western society, there is the possibility that this mode of delivery would not be as successful for more challenging material, or featuring characters further outside the traditional ‘group identities’ of the white middle-classes.  

Further work will be needed to explore how the affective practices and designed materiality that Gone Home illustrates might transfer into a museum context, or be used to carry museum projects onto home computers, along with whether they are practically feasible.  If nothing else, it is an example where the affective materialities of videogame play have been deployed for the purposes of social change in the context of a commercial entertainment product, and where the commercial context has not compromised the commitment to helping promote empathy with members of marginalised groups.
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Notes

1 I use ‘you’ throughout this article as a way of framing an experience in general terms, on the grounds that it is simple and direct.  It also is a mode of address that Brendan Keogh argues is ‘common to videogames and the discourses surrounding them,’ and which ‘draws attention to the player-and-game hybrid’ by collapsing together the player and the character of the game (Keogh 2014).   
2 Nostalgia can still work as a tool for communicating with people who were not consciously aware of the time period that the game is set in – or potentially not even alive at the time – due to the ability to ‘mediate memories’ and ‘receive nostalgia’ through ‘the imaginative investment’ of the people playing the game (Mortensen and Madsen 2015, 250).
3 See also: (Bonnett and Alexander 2013; Cashman 2006; Pickering and Keightley 2006; 2012; Smith 2006; Smith and Campbell 2011)
4 Using the metaphor of labouring at a ‘coal-face’ to describe affective engagement with storytelling seems strained, given that the labour of making meaning from texts is so quick and unconscious as to be functionally invisible, and working at a coal-face implies difficult exertion.  The logic behind the metaphor is that it implies that people are actively engaging in a task where they will need to adapt their work to the circumstances they are faced with.  It also highlights that without active engagement, nothing happens: no matter how potentially powerful a given textual ‘coal-face’ may be, people cannot be moved by fiction without engaging with it themselves and co-creating meaning with it.  Anyone who has been presented with a text that they would normally enjoy when their personal circumstances mean they’re unmotivated to engage with the labour involved in properly making meaning and found them banal as a result, only to get a much richer experience in returning to them later and actually ‘doing the work’ of affectively co-creating affective meaning with them, has direct experience of this.  A ‘coal face’ also highlights that it is the point where the labour happens that is of interest, since it’s co-created between the person and the site they work at in producing meaning.  Metaphors tied to high-culture creativity such as sculpture instead suggest the person working has more control in the dynamic.  Additionally, the fact that so much of our labour in making meaning from texts is near invisible means that it is helpful to defamiliarise the labour that is involved, and hopefully the fact that the metaphor isn’t a comfortable fit can contribute to this by drawing our attention to it.  
5 SPOILER AHEAD: A character nicknamed ‘“Low-Key” Lyesmith’ turns out to be ‘Loki Lie-Smith.’
6 Multimodal discourse analysis is aware that what people do with material signifiers matters for generating meaning, but this is approached through the lens of how performers of texts can influence that meaning.  An example would be a singer ‘adopting a soft, breathy voice to signify sensuality’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001, 22–23).
7 These practices will be part of what is included as ‘signifying strategies’ within Hayles’ explanations of what materiality means as an idea, but are worth unpacking here in more depth.
8 An example would be the different affective practices surrounding different kinds of narrative thrills, or how different genres/contexts handle surprise and revelation – or the anticipation of surprise and revelation – as part of the storytelling experience.  How familiar we are with those practices will impact how we experience them, and we need to ‘re-learn’ those practices when coming to stories from a different practical context, such as anime.
9 It is important to flag that although Weiner’s approach to responsibility is productive, it is not universally applicable outside of the cultural and historical context that it operates within: Derek Edwards highlights that exploring cross-cultural continuity of experience isn’t just mediated by differences of language, but also of more fundamental differences: ‘it is not merely that we feel the same things, but learn to call them by different names.  It is that emotions and the names we call them are intrinsically tied to social conditions, rights, and responsibilities, which change historically and differ across cultures,’ (Edwards 1997, 180).  Likewise, Thomas M. Dixon points out the extent to which seemingly concrete ideas, like ‘altruism’ are instead shaped by ‘various social contexts,’ and qualify as ‘contingent’ and ‘provisional,’ (Dixon 2008, 11, 362).  Weiner’s approach to responsibility is productive for considering how the affective materiality of Gone Home and other examples of videogame play functions, but may become more ‘provisional’ outside of the western world – or potentially outside of the broader affective practice of those familiar with videogames, if it has become exported outside of that context.   
10 There are nuances to how the specifics of engagement and immersion work in the context of videogames, but the details are outside of the relevant scope of this article (Taylor 2002; Veale 2012a, 50–62; 2012b; 2015).
11 It is important to note that this is not an argument that videogames and other computerised forms of storytelling are ‘better,’ ‘more immersive’ or ‘more immediate’ than traditional modes of storytelling, like cinema, prose, or comics.  The experience of playing videogames is a fundamentally different mode of experiencing fiction, and figuring out how and why that is true will be helpful in understanding how our engagement shapes storytelling experiences – regardless of what form of media a given piece of fiction is to be found in.  

12 Along with Nagel’s perspective, social identity theorists suggest that the kinds of empathy that players form with Katie Greenbriar will also depend on how much they identify with her as ‘one of us’ based on  the extent to which they share social identity traits with her (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Tajfel 1982).  Katie is a young, white American woman who is presented as conventionally attractive within family portraiture and seems by implication to be straight and cisgendered.  Her family may now live in a sprawling palatial mansion with multiple wings, but that is down to family connection not money.  On the other hand, they are clearly in the comfortable tier of middle class or higher, given Katie has just spent a year travelling the world.  This will place Katie and her wider household outside of the experience of many people within the potential audience for the game, although attempts have been made to keep them relatable to a wider audience.  It should also be said that presenting a storyworld and a context that includes the experiences and perspectives of women, particularly teenagers and those who grew up in the mid-nineties, is itself a choice that invites identification from parts of the audience not normally welcomed into videogames – as can be seen from the review written by Emily Morganti, and in the comments from men keen to dismiss her experiences of her own life, along with Morganti’s rebuttal (2013).

13 In what I consider to be a brave design decision, there is no attempt to artificially force the protagonist through the story: I know someone who accidentally stumbled onto the secret area under the stairs in the first room almost immediately and then followed directions to the attic, finishing the game in minutes and cutting out 98% of the story.  Like Katie, that player had missed out on most of the substance of the background story, but came away feeling that although she didn’t have most of the answers, everything was going to be okay.  Even in what could be a narrative-breaking scenario, Gone Home was a satisfying and internally consistent experience that reflected the player’s choices and discoveries in exploring the space of the game and its story, and which framed the player and the protagonist in the same affective position.
14 Gone Home’s representation of this basic necessity as part of a normal world and household may currently be unique within videogames.
15 Austin Walker explores this side of the storyline in his article ‘The Transgression,’ putting together some of the harder to find (or even notice) clues across Gone Home’s story – although be warned that the discussion contains significant spoilers (Walker 2013).  When I first completed the game, I entirely missed the section of the storyline Walker discusses, but the narrative is designed to work in its absence: I still understood the dynamics of how the characters related to each other, but had missed some of the depths underlying those dynamics.
16 It’s arguably not accidental that the queer characters we are asked to affectively invest in are unthreatening young lesbians, one of them both white and from an upper-middle-class (if not actively affluent) American household.  The cultural politics of feeling Wetherell identifies (2012, 156–57) are in play, and we can ask whether the same proportion of the audience would still embrace characters who were gay men, or not white, or poor, or immigrants, etc.  Sadly, Sam and Lonnie are understood as sympathetic because they are associated with affective social constructions of groups who deserve sympathy.  Hopefully, they and Gone Home can represent a ‘baby steps’ positive affective connection to wider marginalised groups for some of the audience.
17 Gone Home is, to my knowledge, unique in having a ‘put back’ option for items, to streamline the process at the same time as nudging the player as to what might be a reasonable way to approach digging through your family’s things.
18 I know of people whose exploration of the game was driven by anxious certainty that something terrible had happened, that the note on the front door was a fake, and that they were going to find that Sam and potentially Lonnie were dead in the house somewhere.
19 Although again, this will not be a universal framework.
20 It is unclear whether any of the creative team at The Fullbright Company has experience with the theory or practice of designing museum exhibitions, or with museum/heritage studies, but the parallels are striking nonetheless. 
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