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Historians of secular apocalyptic fiction have argued that one of the genre’s conditions of 

possibility was a shift in the structure of narrative in the eighteenth century. This shift 

broke religious discourses’ monopoly on prophecy and opened up the future—and its 

possible ends—to aesthetic narration. In this talk, I want to reflect on the ways that 

another mode of mediating the speculative future—play or gamic action—changes how we 

think about apocalyptic popular culture in the United States. My case study is The Last of 

Us, a zombie-survival video game produced for the Sony PlayStation console by the 

American developer Naughty Dog. Since its release in 2013, The Last of Us has sold 

millions of copies and has drawn comparisons to Cormac McCarthy’s post-apocalyptic 

novel The Road because of its narrative sophistication. But what happens to the American 

tradition of apocalyptic culture, I ask, when we not only read the end of the world, or view 

it (as in film), but play it? How do the media-specific elements of gaming interact with the 

zombie apocalypse genre in particular, and the ideologies of apocalypse in general?          

 


