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Abstract

This preprint examines how Red Dead Redemption 2 uses the tension between player freedom and
historical necessity to stage questions of American identity, frontier mythology, capitalism, and moral
agency. Bringing game-studies approaches to narrative, simulation, choice, immersion, sound, and
player identification into an American Studies framework, it argues that the game gives players
meaningful local influence over Arthur Morgan while keeping its larger historical trajectory fixed. The
open world, honor system, mission design, character construction, urbanization of the game world, and
embodied presentation of Arthur's decline together produce an experience of bounded agency. Rather
than treating this limitation as a design failure, the paper reads it as central to the game's historical
argument: the frontier ideal of unrestricted freedom is gradually overtaken by law, capital, modernity,
illness, and narrative closure. The result is a playable critique of American myths of self-determination
in which responsibility remains meaningful even when structural conditions cannot be escaped.
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1. Introduction

Video games often promise freedom or at least the feeling of it. They invite players to
move through constructed worlds, react to events, and carry the illusion of authorship
over what happens next. This promise is especially pronounced in open-world games,
where players can in principle travel almost anywhere and spend hours away from the
main storyline without obvious penalty. Red Dead Redemption 2, developed by
Rockstar Games and released in 2018, seems designed to fulfill that promise as
completely as any game has managed. The player moves through a large and densely
realized version of the American West, meets strangers on dusty roads, commits crimes
or avoids them, hunts animals across changing seasons, and gradually follows the
decline of the Van der Linde gang. Yet the more the player advances through the story,
the harder it becomes to ignore that this freedom has a ceiling. The world is wide, but
the narrative presses steadily toward loss, illness, and death.



This paper argues that Red Dead Redemption 2 is a particularly productive case for an
American Studies course because it manages something that few games attempt
seriously: it makes the tension between player freedom and historical necessity into a
central theme rather than an unexamined design problem. The game represents the
Wild West not as a celebration of the frontier fantasy, but as its slow-motion demolition.
Through the combination of open-world play and strongly authored narrative, it raises
questions about American identity, the encroachment of capitalism and urban modernity,
and the unstable relationship between personal morality and organized law. On the level
of immediate play, the player shapes Arthur Morgan's behavior, daily choices, and moral
reputation. On the level of the larger story, neither the player nor Arthur can alter what
history has already decided. That gap between local influence and structural inevitability
is where the game does its most interesting work.

The paper proceeds in four main parts. First, it draws on a theoretical framework
derived from Frasca, Murray, Domsch, McMahan, Collins, Przybylski, and Seiwald to
establish vocabulary for analyzing how games produce experiences of choice, narrative
coherence, and emotional attachment. Second, it situates Red Dead Redemption 2
within an American Studies context, focusing on how the Wild West functions as a
mythic space in U.S. culture, and what it means for a game to stage the end of that
myth rather than its triumphant expression. Third, the paper offers close analysis of the
game's design, working through its open world, honor system, character construction,
and emotional architecture. The conclusion argues that Red Dead Redemption 2
derives its force from giving the player just enough freedom to feel genuinely
responsible and then demonstrating, methodically, that responsibility cannot change the
outcome.

2. Theoretical Approaches to Choice, Narrative, and
Immersion

2.1 Beyond the Divide between Narrative and Mechanics

Any analysis of Red Dead Redemption 2 runs quickly into the old debate between
ludology and narratology between those who insist that what makes games distinctive is
their rule-based, simulative quality, and those who read games primarily as forms of
story. Gonzalo Frasca represents the ludological position sharply: games are not just
representations of events but simulations of possible processes, and this difference
matters because simulation allows a kind of meaning that linear narrative cannot
produce. Where a story tells us what happened, a simulation lets us test what might
happen under different conditions. Frasca's phrase for this is "the form of future" (236),
and it captures something real about how open-world games feel. Red Dead



Redemption 2 is not experienced purely as a text to be read; it is played through
interlocking systems of movement, economy, reputation, combat, and care. The
meaning of those systems cannot be reduced to the cutscenes that frame them.

And yet Frasca's position, taken alone, cannot account for why Arthur Morgan's death is
devastating in a way that losing a chess piece is not. Janet Murray resists the clean
opposition between games and stories, noting that some cultural objects have both
qualities simultaneously and that reducing one to the other impoverishes both (Murray
4). Her position is more useful for what follows because Red Dead Redemption 2
depends on exactly that hybrid quality. Its mechanics are not decorative; they are the
means by which the player is made to inhabit Arthur's world but the world they construct
is also a historical and moral world that carries meaning through character, setting, and
event.

The game's insistence on physical weight and routine is perhaps the clearest
expression of this hybridity. Long rides across open terrain, the time required to skin an
animal or search a drawer, the slow mounting of a horse, the need to manage hunger
and warmth none of this would matter if the game were only a system. It matters
because those actions accumulate into a felt sense of life. The mechanics teach the
player to inhabit Arthur's time in a way that makes the eventual loss of that time painful.
Violent encounters make the player complicit in the outlaw economy before the game
asks them to reflect on it. Camp routines produce a sense of communal dependence
that the later collapse of the gang will exploit. Following Murray's lead, then, this paper
treats Red Dead Redemption 2 as a form in which simulation and narrative are mutually
constitutive rather than competing. The question is not whether the game is "really" a
story or "really" a system, but how those two registers interact to create a specific
experience of bounded freedom inside historical change.

2.2 Choice, Consequence, and Meaning

Sebastian Domsch provides more precise tools for thinking about player choice. His
core argument is that a meaningful choice requires at least two options that are
genuinely different, along with some degree of uncertainty about what each will
produce. When complete information makes one option clearly superior, the
phenomenology of real choice dissolves; when there is no information at all, a choice
becomes arbitrary (Domsch 113—15). What this means practically is that players feel
agency most strongly when they act on incomplete knowledge but still believe that what
they decide matters. This matches the experience of Red Dead Redemption 2 closely.
The game rarely announces the consequences of a given action. Players choose
according to emotional response, moral belief, or character identification, and for a long
time the game sustains the impression that these choices are building toward
something.



Domsch also distinguishes between choices that are merely mechanical and choices
that become narratively meaningful , the latter requiring that the decision be performed
by a diegetic agent and that it have consequences legible within the storyworld (127).
He calls this a "doubled form of agency": the player inputs a command, but experiences
it as the action of a character who exists inside a fictional world with its own norms and
stakes. This distinction is especially useful for analyzing Red Dead Redemption 2
because Arthur Morgan is not a neutral vessel. He arrives with a history, a voice,
loyalties, and contradictions. When the player chooses whether to help a stranger or rob
them, to speak gently or cruelly, to donate money to camp or keep it, that choice
registers simultaneously as a player decision and as Arthur's action within a world that
will respond to it. The game constantly poses two questions at once: what do you want,
and who is Arthur becoming?

The concept of potentiality, which Domsch develops alongside these ideas, is worth
pausing on. He argues that what matters most to players is often not the actual
branching of narrative paths but the expectation that branching is possible , the sense
that things could go differently (140). Red Dead Redemption 2 exploits this with
considerable sophistication. The honor system, the shifting responses of non-player
characters, the changing tone of conversations, and Arthur's own journal entries all
support the belief that the player's choices are accumulating into something. That belief
persists even when the main plot is, as Seiwald notes, ultimately fixed. Players
experience choice as meaningful because the game has constructed a space of
imagined consequence. When that space closes , when Arthur's illness becomes
irreversible and the gang's fate is sealed , the loss feels earned rather than arbitrary,
because the game spent a long time making the player feel responsible for a future that
turned out not to exist.

Seiwald's contribution clarifies the structural logic here. She argues that Red Dead
Redemption 2 gives players genuine moral influence over Arthur's reputation and how
he is perceived by the world around him, while keeping the macro-narrative firmly in the
hands of the authors (731). This is not a failure of game design; it is its condition. The
player shapes how Arthur lives but not whether he escapes the story's conclusion. The
result is not simple frustration but something more interesting: an experience of layered
agency in which local freedom is real and meaningful, and its limits are felt rather than
declared.

2.3 Embodiment, Immersion, and Emotional Resonance

Understanding why the game's limited agency still produces such strong emotion
requires attention to how immersion and embodiment work in play. Alison McMahan,
drawing on Murray, distinguishes between a player being absorbed into a storyworld
caught up in its characters and events and a player being engaged at the level of



strategy and mechanical problem-solving (McMahan 68). These are usually treated as
separate modes of involvement, but Red Dead Redemption 2 holds both in tension
throughout. The player is absorbed by the game's weather, its soundscapes, its
community of characters, and the slower rhythms of travel and routine, but also
functionally engaged by systems of survival, resource management, and tactical
combat. Neither level cancels the other. The result is a sustained presence in the world
that gives it the texture of a life rather than a game.

McMahan also notes that participatory immersion, in Murray's sense, requires learning
to act within another reality , developing the competences that world demands (68). This
is particularly pointed in Red Dead Redemption 2. The player must learn to ride, shoot,
track, calm a horse, clean a weapon, manage weight and temperature, and navigate
social interaction with strangers. Many of these actions are slower than comparable
mechanics in other games, and that slowness is not incidental. It produces friction,
effort, and weight. Arthur has a body that occupies time, and the game insists on that
occupation. Freedom, in this design, is never frictionless , it is felt through resistance.

Karen Collins develops a related argument through the lens of sound and embodied
cognition. Drawing on research into mirror neurons and sensorimotor experience, she
argues that game sounds can intensify empathy and identification by linking action,
image, and bodily expectation in ways that operate below conscious attention (Collins
39—-40). In Red Dead Redemption 2 this is everywhere: the creak of saddle leather, the
rhythm of horse hooves on different terrain, the distant sound of a train, the particular
silence before a confrontation. Sound does not illustrate the narrative; it shapes how the
player's body registers the world. When Arthur begins to cough, and when that cough
becomes more frequent and more painful as the game progresses, the player hears
decline before they fully understand it narratively.

Andrew Przybylski and his co-authors add one more dimension. Their research
suggests that games appeal partly because they let players access aspects of an ideal
self that everyday life makes difficult to express , qualities of courage, competence, or
moral clarity (Przybylski et al. 75). Red Dead Redemption 2 complicates this rather than
simply confirming it. Arthur is not a heroic ideal. He is violent, complicit, and shaped by
an outlaw economy. But the game still makes ideal-self projection possible: a player can
steer Arthur toward generosity, patience, and self-awareness, and the honor system
rewards this tendency with a sense of coherence. The attachment that results is not to
Arthur as a perfect character but to the better version of Arthur the player is helping to
construct. When that version still dies at the end, the loss is specific and personal in a
way that generic tragedy is not.

Taken together, these theories explain something that might otherwise seem
counterintuitive: that a game with significant narrative constraints can produce stronger



emotional investment than one that offers unlimited branching. What matters is not the
volume of choices but the quality of presence they create. Once a player has spent
dozens of hours inhabiting Arthur's routines, caring about his moral arc, and feeling his
body's weight in the world, the limits of agency do not diminish that investment. They
make it hurt.

3. Red Dead Redemption 2 in an American Studies
Context

3.1 The Wild West as Historical Imagination

Red Dead Redemption 2 is set in 1899 and follows Arthur Morgan, a senior member of
the Van der Linde gang , a loosely organized outlaw community living in camps across a
landscape of forests, mountains, plains, and river towns. The game's visual vocabulary
draws heavily on the iconography of the western genre: wide horizons, horses, sheriffs'
stars, saloon interiors, wanted posters, and the long empty distances of the frontier.
None of this is accidental. The Wild West has functioned in U.S. culture as a mythic
space for well over a century, a zone where freedom, masculinity, reinvention, and
violent self-making are imagined to be possible in forms that settled society forecloses.
The frontier hero , independent, skilled, unbeholden to institutions , is one of the most
durable figures in American self-understanding.

What is striking about Red Dead Redemption 2 is that it sets this iconography against
its own conditions of possibility. The game does not stage the Wild West at its
triumphant moment but at the point of its foreclosure. Railroads extend into previously
remote regions. Towns grow and acquire professional police forces. Industrial capital
begins to organize labor and land in ways that leave little room for people who have
been living outside those arrangements. The game therefore asks the player to
experience not the birth of the frontier myth but its historical terminus. This is a
significant choice for an American Studies analysis because it turns the game into a
reflection on how national myths are made, sustained, and eventually overtaken by the
conditions they were designed to obscure.

The structure of the game reproduces this contradiction formally. The open world allows
the player to spend many hours fishing, hunting, exploring, or simply riding , living inside
the myth as if it were still available. The main narrative returns persistently to a single
realization: that way of life has already ended; the gang just hasn't accepted it yet. This
tension between open space and narrative closure is not a flaw in the design. It is the
design. The player is given the feeling of the old frontier while the story demonstrates
that the frontier was always already a construction, dependent on violence, mobility, and



the exploitation of people and land, and destined to be reorganized when more efficient
forms of exploitation became available.

Saint Denis crystallizes this argument. As Arthur moves from rural camps into the city,
he encounters a different kind of America: crowded streets, industrial production,
financial institutions, advertising, and an organized police presence designed less to
protect individuals than to secure property and stabilize commercial circulation. The
contrast between camp life and urban life is not just atmospheric. It encodes a historical
argument about what modernity meant for people who had been living in the margins of
the formal economy. Against this backdrop, the gang's rhetoric of freedom and
independence begins to look less like a political philosophy than a set of rationalizations
, @ way of not seeing that their survival has always depended on robbery, coercion, and
the good fortune of existing in a space not yet fully organized against them.

The game also complicates the familiar western treatment of law. In most genre
westerns, the opposition between outlaw and lawman is clear, even when the moral
sympathies are mixed. Red Dead Redemption 2 refuses this clarity. Some legal
institutions in the game are straightforwardly corrupt; others are simply the tools of
moneyed interests. The question of who benefits from public order , and who is
disciplined by it , runs through the game's treatment of both its narrative and its
mechanics. The player can break the law and still act ethically, can follow it and still
contribute to injustice. This is not moral relativism. It is an attempt to represent law as a
historically specific social arrangement rather than a neutral background condition.

Dutch van der Linde's ideological role in this context deserves particular attention. He
presents the gang's outlaw life as a principled rejection of corrupt institutions , a
community outside the system, living by its own codes of loyalty and freedom. The
game's great irony is that this vision is self-defeating from the first scene. The gang's
survival depends entirely on the money and violence of the very system it claims to
transcend. Every failed robbery, every betrayal, every compromise pulls Dutch and the
others deeper into the logic they claim to oppose. The game stages American
exceptionalism , the belief in a space outside history, a community of free individuals
unconstrained by structural forces , as a fantasy with real and damaging consequences.
Arthur, over the course of the story, becomes the character most capable of seeing
through it, which is part of what makes his death so specifically American in its tragedy.



4. Analysis: Story, Play, and Moral Agency in Red
Dead Redemption 2

4.1 Local Freedom, Fixed Destiny

The most immediate way Red Dead Redemption 2 creates a sense of freedom is its
open-world design. After the early snow chapter, the game opens into a landscape filled
with optional activities, side missions, and ambient events. The player can delay the
main story almost indefinitely, moving in whatever direction they choose, taking work
from strangers, hunting animals, playing cards in saloons, or simply spending time in
the world. McMahan's model of immersion helps explain why this works so powerfully:
the world seems to exist beyond the player's immediate task, and that excess of
available space creates the sense of a life rather than a mission structure (68). The
player is not hurried from plot point to plot point. They are given time to settle.

What this open design eventually reveals, however, is the architecture of its own limits.
The main plot is not responsive to player behavior in any structural sense. Key deaths
happen regardless of the player's choices. Arthur becomes ill. The gang falls apart.
John Marston survives into the epilogue. The player may maintain a strong and
sustained feeling that a different future is available , that enough moral effort or careful
play might alter the outcome , but the game gradually makes clear that this feeling was
always an effect of design rather than a real possibility. Seiwald's point that Red Dead
Redemption 2 offers a morally responsive world within a fixed narrative progression
(731) captures this structure precisely.

It would be a mistake, though, to read this as the open world being merely decorative, a
pleasant delay before the real story begins. The opposite is closer to the truth. The
many hours the player spends in the world before the tragedy becomes undeniable are
what make the tragedy land as hard as it does. A player who reaches Arthur's death
after rushing through the main missions loses something compared to one who has
spent time helping strangers on the road, watching sunsets from overlooks, and
learning the rhythms of the camp. The open world builds a life that the ending then
takes away. Without that accumulated experience, the loss would be legible but not felt.

The game's insistence on physical slowness reinforces this. Skinning an animal takes
time; mounting a horse is not instant; traveling long distances involves genuine duration.
Many players have found this frustrating, and that frustration is not entirely unintended.
The game is partly about friction , about the fact that freedom always has a material
cost, that the body occupies time and is subject to fatigue and illness. A game that
moved quickly and efficiently would tell a different story. Red Dead Redemption 2 insists



that Arthur's life has weight, and that the loss of that life is the loss of something that
existed in time.

There is also a structural argument embedded in the mission design that deserves
direct acknowledgment rather than being explained away. Many of the game's missions
are notably restrictive: straying from a designated path, using an unscripted approach,
or failing to hit a target in the required sequence often triggers an immediate failure
screen. For a game about freedom, this is a real tension. The open world promises
latitude; the missions frequently withdraw it. One way to read this, through the
framework the course has established, is as a formal enactment of the game's central
theme. In the open world, the player experiences something like the frontier fantasy ,
movement without apparent constraint. In the missions, they experience its reality: a
claustrophobic sequence of actions that have already been determined, in which
deviation is penalized and the scripted outcome is the only outcome. The player is free
to wander, but not free to change what happens. This is not a comfortable reading, and
it risks excusing design choices that might also reflect commercial pressures or
technical limitations. But the pattern is consistent enough across the game that it seems
deliberate. The mission structure makes the player feel the same narrowing that Arthur
feels as civilization and law close the available space.

4.2 Morality, Law, and the Honor System

The honor system is the most explicit mechanism through which Red Dead Redemption
2 gives the player moral agency. Actions accumulate on an invisible scale between low
honor and high honor: robbing innocent people, killing unnecessarily, and treating
others with contempt push Arthur's honor down; helping strangers, donating money,
showing restraint, and intervening on behalf of vulnerable people push it up. This does
not produce genuinely branching narratives , the main plot does not change based on
Arthur's honor level, but it changes the texture of his life within the world and, more
importantly, the ethical frame through which the player experiences him.

Domsch's framework helps explain why this system feels significant rather than trivial.
These are not purely mechanical inputs. They are actions performed by a diegetic agent
inside a storyworld with its own norms, and they are understood within that world as
expressions of character. The player is not simply optimizing an honor score; they are
deciding what kind of man Arthur seems to be, and what kind of man they want him to
be. The honor system converts repeated small choices into an ongoing moral
performance. Because that performance is personal , the player makes these decisions
one at a time, in specific situations , the aggregate feels less like a statistic than a
character.



The moral geography of the game is more interesting than a simple opposition between
lawful and unlawful behavior. A sheriff may represent public order without representing
justice. A law may protect property and capital rather than the people it nominally
serves. Arthur can break formal law and still act ethically within a specific situation; he
can comply with institutional authority and still contribute to harm. The game does not
resolve this tension but inhabits it. The player is asked to judge actions inside a violent
and unequal society, using criteria that the society's own official institutions cannot
supply. This is, among other things, a historical claim. The legal systems of 1899
America were not neutral mechanisms for protecting rights; they were instruments
shaped by economic interests, racial hierarchy, and the political priorities of those who
controlled them. The game's refusal to equate legality with morality is in this sense a
form of historical realism.

There is a further dimension here that touches on the frontier mythology itself. The
ideology of the West often presents freedom as the right to act without external
constraint , to own, take, move, and shoot without answering to anyone. Red Dead
Redemption 2 proposes a different account of what freedom might mean. Arthur's
trajectory across the game, particularly in the final chapters, is a gradual movement
away from the outlaw ideal of unconstrained self-determination toward something
harder and less glamorous: the freedom to act responsibly inside a world that is
breaking apart. The most morally significant moments in the game are not the ones
where Arthur exercises the most power. They are the ones where he chooses, against
his instincts and interests, to do something that costs him , to warn someone, to give up
money, to protect people who cannot protect themselves. The honor system makes this
visible by registering these choices and rewarding them with a sense of coherence.
Freedom, the game gradually suggests, is not the absence of constraint. It is a specific
practice of self-limitation within conditions one did not choose.

4.3 Arthur Morgan and the Performance of ldentity

Arthur Morgan occupies an unusual position among video game protagonists. He is not
a blank avatar onto which the player projects a self, nor is he a fully authored literary
character whose interiority is closed to player influence. He has a distinct voice, a
history, a set of loyalties and contradictions, and a physical presence that the game
represents with considerable care. But the player also spends dozens of hours acting
through him in ways that range from the consequential to the mundane. The resultis a
site of identity performance , not the invention of a character from nothing, but the
ongoing inhabiting and shaping of an identity that already exists.

This structure is what makes identification with Arthur so specific. The player is never
simply Arthur , they experience him from outside in cutscenes, observe him interacting
with others, read his journal. But they are also repeatedly asked to care for him, speak
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as him, move through the world as him, and choose, in many small ways, who he is
becoming. Przybylski's model of ideal-self projection is relevant here, but it needs
qualification. Arthur is not a fantasy of power or moral purity. He is morally compromised
before the player takes control of him. What the player can project onto him is not an
ideal of innocence but an ideal of development , the possibility of becoming more
self-aware, more generous, more honest about the violence that shaped him.

Arthur's journal is one of the more quietly ambitious elements of the game's identity
construction. It fills with sketches, observations, and moments of doubt in a handwriting
that feels private and uncertain. The entries register not only events but changes of
mood and perspective: Arthur noticing beauty in a landscape he might otherwise have
passed through instrumentally, or recording a conversation in a way that reveals
unresolved feeling. The player does not write these entries , they appear automatically ,
but they provide a running interiority that neither cutscenes nor dialogue fully supply.
They also demonstrate that Arthur is changing independent of the player's choices,
which complicates the idea of the player as the sole agent of his development. Arthur
has his own direction of growth; the player participates in it without controlling it entirely.

What this means for the question of American identity is that the game presents
masculinity as unstable and reflective rather than given and victorious. Arthur can fight
and survive, but he is also tired, doubtful, and often aware that the life he has been
living is one he did not fully choose and might not choose again. The classic frontier
hero is self-made and self-sufficient, requiring neither explanation nor interiority. Arthur
is neither. His capacity for violence is real, but so is his capacity for guilt. The game
does not resolve this tension into either a redemption narrative or a nihilistic one. It
leaves Arthur in the difficulty of being the kind of person his history has made him, trying
to act well within constraints that he can recognize but not escape. That difficulty is what
makes him worth the player's investment , and what makes the honor system something
more than a reward mechanic.

4.4 Capitalism, Civilization, and the End of Outlaw Life

The middle and later chapters of Red Dead Redemption 2 make explicit what the earlier
sections establish more obliquely: the gang is failing not only because of bad decisions
or personal weakness, but because the historical conditions that made its existence
possible are being reorganized. Railroads expand into previously remote territories.
Banks and corporations extend their operations into smaller settlements. Police forces
become more professional and better coordinated. Urban centers grow and accumulate
the institutional density , law, commerce, surveillance , of modern American life. The
gang's outlaw identity, which Dutch presents as a principled rejection of corrupt
institutions, is revealed to be something more fragile: a way of life that was always
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dependent on occupying spaces that capital had not yet claimed, and that becomes
untenable as those spaces are absorbed.

Saint Denis is the most concentrated expression of this historical argument. Moving
from the game's rural landscapes into the city, the player encounters a different social
world: workers, crowds, commerce, advertising, organized poverty, and the particular
visibility of class inequality that dense urban space produces. The city does not simply
provide a new setting. It reframes what everything else in the game means. The camps,
the open landscapes, the easy movement between settlements , all of this appears,
from the perspective of the city, as a temporary condition, a remnant of a social order
that is being replaced rather than a permanent alternative to it. The camp is not outside
civilization; it is in the process of being absorbed by it.

Dutch cannot understand this shift, or perhaps cannot afford to. His vision of the gang
as a community outside corrupt institutions requires an outside , a space that has not
yet been reached by the law, the banks, and the formal economy. As that space closes,
his plans become more desperate and more irrational, each scheme justified by the
promise of one final score that will restore the freedom he imagines they once had.
Arthur's growing skepticism toward Dutch is one of the game's most carefully developed
narrative threads. It is not that Arthur discovers Dutch is evil or hypocritical; it is that
Arthur gradually recognizes that Dutch is living inside a story that the world has stopped
making possible. The tragedy is partly that Dutch cannot see this, and partly that Arthur
can see it but cannot find an alternative.

Arthur's tuberculosis binds this historical argument to the body in a way that makes it
impossible to intellectualize away. His illness begins after a specific act of violence in a
confined space , an act carried out in service of the gang's increasingly desperate
money-chasing , and it progresses in parallel with the gang's decline. The player
experiences both deteriorations simultaneously, so that the question of whether Arthur
might survive and the question of whether the gang might survive become inseparable.
The game's refusal to provide a cure is a refusal of the American mythology of mastery
and reinvention. There is no skill or determination that can fix this. No amount of money
or movement changes the outcome. In a cultural context that habitually treats iliness as
a problem to be solved through individual effort, this refusal has a specific weight.

The game is not nostalgic in any simple sense, and it is worth being precise about this.
It mourns the openness of the landscape and the particular kind of human community
that camp life represents. But it does not pretend that the outlaw life was innocent or
that its passing is an unambiguous loss. That life depended on robbery, on the
willingness to use violence to take what was not freely given, and on a hierarchy within
the gang that was anything but egalitarian. Modern capitalism, which replaces it, is
different but not morally purer , it organizes exploitation through property and law rather
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than through guns, but it is still exploitation. The game stages a conflict between two
compromised worlds. That refusal of a clean moral alternative is part of what makes it a
serious reflection on American history rather than a western adventure with historical
window dressing.

4.5 Emotion, Sound, and Embodied Tragedy

The emotional power of Arthur's final chapters cannot be explained through narrative
information alone. The player knows, at a certain point, what is going to happen. The
game continues to be devastating anyway. Part of the explanation lies in how sound
and embodied play have been working throughout, building associations and
expectations that the final chapters can then exploit.

Collins's argument about embodied cognition and game sound is directly relevant here.
She notes that sound can activate affect through sensorimotor association , linking what
we hear to bodily states and prior experiences in ways that operate before conscious
reflection (39—40). Red Dead Redemption 2 uses this with considerable precision.
Arthur's cough begins as an occasional sound and becomes more frequent, more
painful, and more intrusive as the game progresses. His breathing changes. His voice
changes. The ambient world changes around him in ways that register as emotional
rather than merely meteorological: quieter camp scenes, music that has shifted in tone,
the particular quality of light in the game's later chapters. The player doesn't only learn
about Arthur's decline through narrative exposition; they hear it accumulating in the
texture of ordinary play.

Because the game has spent so long training the player to associate specific sounds
with specific physical and emotional states , the sound of a horse at full gallop with
momentum and freedom, the sound of a campfire with safety and belonging, the sound
of distant music with the particular texture of evening in the West , the changes in
Arthur's sound environment register as loss before they are fully articulable as such.
This is the mechanism Collins is pointing to: sound does not illustrate emotion; it
produces it through the body's prior associations. The player feels that something is
wrong in Arthur's world before they can name what it is.

McMahan's distinction between diegetic immersion and mechanical engagement also
matters here. The player's emotional response to the final chapters depends on the long
history of embodied interaction that preceded them , not just watching Arthur but acting
as him, riding his horses, tending his camp, fighting his fights. The intimacy that this
history produces means that Arthur's death is not the death of a character the player
has observed from outside. It is the end of a set of inhabitable routines, a specific way
of being in a world that the game has made feel real through repetition and friction. The
loss is felt as loss of a life, not of a plot.
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Przybylski's model adds one more layer. Many players, especially in the final chapters,
steer Arthur as deliberately as possible toward kindness and moral clarity , trying to
make him generous, patient, and honest even as his situation becomes hopeless. The
effort is not irrational. It is an attempt to make Arthur, in the time remaining, into the
person he might have been under different circumstances. The game permits this effort
and rewards it through the honor system, which means that players who invest in it
receive a version of Arthur's death that is registered as a good death within the game's
moral universe. But the reward does not remove the loss. The player has worked to
make Arthur better and still loses him. The result is a form of attachment specific to
games: not empathy with a character, exactly, but something more like co-authorship of
a self that the story then takes away.

4.6 Agency beyond the Game: The Desire to Save Arthur

One of the most revealing responses to Red Dead Redemption 2 is the behavior it
produces after the game ends. Seiwald documents the way players moved into fan
videos, online forums, and mod communities in search of what the game itself denied
them: a route to a different ending, a way to save Arthur (731-32). This is not unusual
for games with strong protagonists, but the scale and persistence of the Red Dead
Redemption 2 response suggests something specific about how the game had trained
its players to relate to its central character.

The desire to save Arthur is, from one angle, a resistance to authorial closure , an
unwillingness to accept that the story is finished. But from another angle it is produced
by the game rather than directed against it. The game spent dozens of hours training
the player to believe that small choices matter, that moral attention has consequences,
and that Arthur's future is at least partly in the player's hands. When the final limit
appears, the player reacts the way the game has trained them to react: by looking for
one more choice, one more action that might make a difference. The paratextual search
for rescue is not a critique of the game's design; it is evidence that the design worked.

There is also a cultural argument here that connects back to the frontier mythology. The
western tradition tells its audience that there is always another horizon , another open
space west of wherever you currently are, another escape from the constraints that
have caught up with you. Red Dead Redemption 2 spends most of its length
dismantling this belief at the level of narrative, showing that Dutch's faith in one more
horizon is a form of pathology rather than wisdom. But the player's behavior after the
game ends suggests how deeply the fantasy persists. Even after being shown why it
fails, players keep looking for the exit. The refusal to accept Arthur's death is structurally
identical to Dutch's refusal to accept the end of the outlaw era: the belief, against all
evidence, that somewhere the constraint can be evaded. The game's intelligence is to
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have made this belief feel comprehensible and even sympathetic while also
demonstrating, without relenting, that it is wrong.

5. Conclusion

Red Dead Redemption 2 works as an object of analysis for this course because it does
not separate the question of player agency from the questions of American history and
identity. The tension between local freedom and fixed destiny , between what the player
can shape and what the story has already decided , is not incidental to the game's
meaning; it is its central formal strategy. By giving players a wide world to inhabit and
then steadily narrowing the space of genuine possibility, the game stages the
experience of living inside historical change rather than observing it from outside.

The theoretical frameworks assembled here suggest why this structure is emotionally
and politically effective. Frasca and Murray together point to the hybrid quality of games
like this one, in which simulation and narrative are mutually dependent rather than
opposed. Domsch explains how the game produces the feeling of meaningful choice
even in the absence of genuine narrative branching, through the construction of
potentiality and the doubling of player and character agency. McMahan and Collins
account for the embodied intensity of the player's attachment to Arthur , an attachment
built through physical routine, sound, and the slow accumulation of habitual presence.
Przybylski explains why that attachment takes a specifically moral form, and Seiwald
explains why it exceeds the game's own boundaries. All of these dimensions are
necessary; none is sufficient alone.

What the game ultimately offers is an experience of American mythology from the inside
, hot the triumphant version, but the version that has run out of room. The frontier
promised freedom, reinvention, and escape from the constraints of a corrupt society.
Red Dead Redemption 2 shows that this promise was always conditional: dependent on
violence, on the existence of spaces not yet claimed by capital and law, and on a
willingness to not look too carefully at what the freedom cost. Arthur Morgan cannot
save himself because he is not simply a man making bad decisions. He is a particular
kind of American , formed by a particular myth , trying to act well in a world that has
moved past the conditions that made the myth possible. The game lets the player feel
what that costs, and that feeling is its most significant argument.
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