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In Spec Ops: The Line, you walk the desert all alone with yourself. If you dare.
~

I have been waiting for this
game for a long time. To give
some measure of how excited
I was for this game, I not
only read up on the history of
Dubai, the setting of the
game, in preparation for the
game, I also spent the
weekend before the game's
release rereading and
rewatching Heart of Darkness
and Apocalypse Now, two
texts the developers cited as
major inspirations for the
game. And while I was
actually installing the game, I
was listening to The Door's
"The End" on YouTube.

  
I should probably explain
myself at this point, lest you
all get the wrong idea. To me,
Apocalypse Now is one of the
greatest movies ever made,
and while I shamefully admit
that I do not like it quite as
much as the movie it inspired,
I would agree that Joseph
Conrad's Heart of Darkness is
one of the most important
stories of the 20th century.
To the contemporary reader it
has its flaws; Conrad's prose
is not the most digestible, and
even as someone as ignorant of feminist and postcolonial criticism as myself cannot fail
to notice the novella's condescension towards Africans and women. And yet, it is a
testament to the power of the story, its themes and its symbols, that it has been able
to transcend its origins and its failings to endure for over a century. Of course,
deciphering Heart of Darkness is a cottage industry, and I have neither the space nor
expertise to list all the ways Conrad's story has been interpreted, but for the purposes
of this review, I will offer my own interpretation. 

  
For me, Heart of Darkness is a horror story about doubt. Not ordinary personal doubt,
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though; rather the quiet, metaphysical doubt that's gnawed at us oh-so-quietly and oh-
so-persistently since the dawn of the nineteenth century. That nasty feeling that, as the
modern age has disassociated us all from everything that bound us to the past, and the
march of science and technology has reimaged us as a chemical-dependant ape that
got lucky, that feeling that whispers in our ear and tells us that there is nothing left in
the world to depend on or look to for guidance but ourselves, and that we are not up to
the job. Heart of Darkness is a journey to this revelation. As Marlow travels down the
river, the traditional symbols of modern Western life, technology, organization, and the
like, are shown to be unable to make any impression on the wilderness, while the men
he encounters grow increasingly blinkered and selfish as a reaction to that failure. The
further he progresses, the fewer signs of Western life he finds. At the climax, he
encounters Kurtz, the greatest doubter of all, a "hollow man" who had no beliefs
himself, but could follow the rules of civilization and be amply rewarded for doing so, a
man who was sent away from everything and told to make something all by himself.
And in response he left the human race. The terror of Kurtz is compounded by Marlow's
narration, which makes it clear that Kurtz's state was not an aberration, but a
potentiality that exists within all of us. While Apocalypse Now adapted Conrad's story
into a critique of the Vietnam War, it kept this central terror, if rephrased in military
terms.

  
Of course, even I knew going in that I was laying a lot of expectations on a video
game. When I started playing Spec Ops: The Line, I decided that if the game gave me
the absurdity and the violence of the book and the movie, I would be content. While it
delivered ably on those fronts, The Line surprised me by giving me the terror in a form
I had not expected.

  
Spec Ops: The Line is set in the near future, in a time when the city of Dubai, gaudy
bauble of the United Arab Emirates, is menaced by a great dust storm. To assist the
residents of the city, the United States sent the 33rd Battalion, the "Damned 33rd", an
Army infantry brigade under the command of Afghan war hero Col. John Konrad, to
organize the evacuation. Tragically, the storm proves to be far more devastating than
anyone had anticipated. The evacuation ends in failure, and with the entire city
engulfed in sand, Dubai is officially declared a dead zone and abandoned. Six months
later, a weak radio transmission is detected coming from the city's outskirts. Three
Delta Force operators, led by the player in the guise of Captain Martin Walker, are sent
in to check it out. In the course of events, it is revealed that, unbeknownst to the rest
of the world, some residents survived the storms, and that the 33rd has taken the ruins
of Dubai as their personal fiefdom. Matters escalate from there, and the "mission"
changes from finding from investigating the signal to finding the 33rd to hunting down
Konrad himself.

  
Before I continue, I will give a few brief words about the gameplay. While I freely admit
I find gameplay very boring to talk about, I will also admit that there isn't much in The
Line's gameplay to actually talk about. The game is a third-person cover-based
shooter, akin to things like Gears of War and Uncharted. Weapon selection is varied,
and gunplay is fast and furious: there are no bullet sponge-type enemies, and victory is
more a matter of aim than magazine size. There is a limited squad mechanic in the
form of the two soldiers who fight with you. You can order them to attack certain
targets, which is invaluable in areas filled with enemy soldiers, and they are smart
enough to be largely left to their own devices. There isn't much else to say, but then
again, the novelty of the gameplay isn't the point here; the setting and story are.



11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - A Diamond Bullet Right Through Your Forehead

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-870.html 3/6

 
To appreciate the setting of Spec Ops: The Line, you need to look at the game with an
eye to the absurd. The absurd has always been an integral part of Heart of Darkness,
an effective shorthand for showing the inadequacy of Western modernity's power.
Conrad's novella was modest in its absurdity, imagining colonial outposts with tipped-
over locomotives and piles of rusting rails representing the fruits of a rail-building
initiative, as well as demolition teams blowing holes into mountains because they have
nothing better to do with their time. Apocalypse Now, of course, went full-gonzo with
its absurdity, with air cavalry colonels who see the war as a surfing vacation, Playboy
shows held on artificially-built helipads on the banks of rivers which threaten to
degenerate into mass rape, and bridges deep in enemy territory that are held for no
real strategic reason. While those two stories built set pieces to showcase the ludicrous
nature of their worlds, The Line does so more subtly by letting Dubai speak for itself.
To be cruel for a moment, Dubai is a fucking weird place. To get a hint of what it is like,
imagine your hometown, only with every building from before 1980 removed, and with
8000 times the amount of money it has now. Completely artificial communities are
nothing new, but this is ridiculous. Dubai used to have a puddle of oil and some trade
with Pahlavi Persia and India, but its boom in the past few decades has been due to it
rebranding itself as a luxury tourism destination and as a shopping center. There really
isn't much of a "past" to Dubai; the city is dominated by immense glittering
skyscrapers, erupting out of the ground without rhyme or reason. It is also a very
international city, in the way that places like Jakarta, Manila, and Shanghai (to choose
at random) have that weird identity-free "American" feel to them.

  
And The Line takes that city and buries it in the ground.

  
Incredible wealth and devastation are always a winning combination, and Spec Ops:
The Line uses both masterfully. The art directors at Yager Development GmbH poured
their hearts into this game, and it shows. To relate a personal impression, somewhere
in the first quarter of the game, Walker and his squad ended up looking down on a
number of city blocks that had been almost completely buried by the storm. The
skyscrapers were engulfed up to the fortieth floor in sand, save for a great central
crevasse that opened all the way down to the street between the buildings, giving the
impression of a city that had materialized around a Martian valley. I looked at this
landscape, then recited, without a trace of irony, "My name is Ozymandias, king of
kings. Look upon my works, ye mighty, and despair." There was nothing else to say.
Aside from impressing the player with the sheer scale, the ruined Dubai mixes its
opulence and destruction to create an environment that is even stranger than Dubai
normally is. Much of the game is spent walking through tilted skyscrapers filled with
luxury hotel rooms that cost more to rent for a night than any of us make in a month.
There are cable TV newsrooms engulfed in drifts of sand, and dunes are dotted with
forgotten yachts. Stuff, whether cars, computers, furniture, or water bottles, piles up
everywhere, reminding us of just how much crap our civilization produces every day.
Even places which aren't destroyed are so unexpected that they beggar belief. There
are lounges with walls and floors made up of giant aquariums, and there are eighteen-
hole golf courses with manicured green lawns in the middle of the goddamn Arabian
desert. For myself, however, the greatest shock came near the end of the game during
a firefight in a shopping mall, when I ran through what was clearly supposed to be an
abandoned Games Workshop outlet. It's been a few days since I saw it, and I still don't
know what to make of it.
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But absurdity is not the only part of Spec Ops: The Line's world. There is also violence.
Oh God, there is violence. Brutality and cruelty are integral to the game's world. In
their position as the sole remaining authority in post-storm Dubai, and in command of
the few resources remain, the 33rd have appointed themselves the sole arbiters of law
and order in the city, and their methods are crude and direct. Sand-blasted corpses of
American servicemen in combat gear (minus boots, in a nice touch) dangle from
streetlights. Bloodied hooded bodies slump in rows, shackled to waiting room chairs.
There are parts of the game where I did not want to know what I was walking through.
The thing, though, is that I have seen things like this before in other games, and yet
they never affected me the way The Line did. I've thought it over, and the best
explanation I have for why this is so is that this game is one of the few games that
takes its violence seriously. Explicitly supernatural or science-fiction themed games like
F.E.A.R. or Half-Life distance themselves from their violence through their fantastic
settings. Things like Homefront and the Modern Warfare games include horrific
violence, but distance themselves from it by wrapping it up in a grand heroic narrative
centered around the actions of the player (or, to be more accurate, around the heroic
actions of the NPCs you tag along with). The fact that so much of this violence is
unnecessary from a storytelling perspective in these games is what makes them truly
repulsive, for it suggests that either the people making these games feel nothing about
this violence, and only put it in because it because it "looks cool" or because that is
what is expected of them, or that they are getting off on it. The Line does not do this.
The torture and misery you see is horrible, the characters in the game know it is
horrible, and you know it is horrible, and it is woven right into the fabric of the game.
Even at the very beginning, Walker and his team are walking down a half-buried
gridlocked highway filled with the cars of people who didn't make it out before the
storm hit. Occasionally you find mummified bodies behind the wheel. And it just gets
worse from there.

  
At the same time, you cannot remain separate from the violence. There is the basic
fact that the game is a third-person shooter, of course, that makes violence
unavoidable. However, the game builds your complicity in other ways. When people are
shot, they don't always die. On occasion, fallen soldiers will gurgle and convulse as
they die, and Walker has the option of executing these doomed men. To my shame, I
performed these executions almost every time I received the prompt. Part of the
reason for my actions was the fact that I wanted to be merciful, to make their lives end
quickly rather than leave then waiting in pain for a doctor that will never come. I will
admit, however, that I also did it because I didn't want to see them writhe and cry any
more. However, if these actions tease you into collusion, your course is set in the
middle of the game. While making your way through the middle of the city, Walker and
his squad chance upon a group of anti-33rd insurgents being put down with the use of
white phosphorus incendiaries. A short time later, Walker's squad makes its way to
"The Gate", a major chokepoint deeper into the city, guarded by a platoon of soldiers,
several Humvees, and a few Stryker AFVs. There is no real way to sneak around them,
and a straight-up fight is a losing proposition.

  
But there is a mortar, loaded with white phosphorous bombs, right next to you.

  
And you walk through it afterwards.

  
To be unkind, the fact that the soldiers were sitting on a refugee camp is really just the
cherry on top of this particular sundae.



11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - A Diamond Bullet Right Through Your Forehead

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-870.html 5/6

 
(Also, it should be mentioned that this mortar is controlled from a little screen that
displays and overhead infrared image in grayscale of the area you need to clear. If this
was not intended by the developers as a great "FUCK YOU" to Modern Warfare, then
nothing in this game is.)

  
Now, I've been around Ferretbrain for a while, and I've seen my fair share of
arguments against game developers invoking the argument of collusion as a way to
look clever and go "ah do you see", and while I will defend that point of view, I would
like to make an exception in The Line's favor. Probably the biggest thing that separates
this game from the hundreds of others that play with this idea is that The Line makes a
clear separation between the player and the player character. You play as Captain
Martin Walker; you are never asked to be Martin Walker. You see the world through his
eyes, you act for him, and you may even empathize with him, but he is not a tool of
your will. He has his own purpose in the story, and when the cutscenes come he does
all the talking. In my opinion, this is a better method of making this type of critique
than the traditional method of first-person-player-as-protagonist. By separating Walker
from the player, Walker can act and be criticized for his actions by the game in ways
that do not make assumptions of the motives of players. The distance gives the player
space to understand Walker's reasoning while being able to criticize it. Additionally, the
separation also allows the game to suggest that there is more to Walker than meets
the eye, a fact that takes on greater significance as the game progresses, as it
becomes increasingly obvious that something has gone seriously wrong with Walker.
The game itself even plays with this on the level of gameplay: in the course of the
story, there are a few points where the player can make a choice on a particular action,
however, using only the data of a single playthrough for conjecture, there is only one
choice at the end of the game that actually matters, and it isn't a "choice" so much as
it is an opportunity for the player to offer a final verdict on Walker himself.

  
At this point in the proceedings, there are any number of places I could go to discuss
Spec Ops: The Line. I could elaborate how the game could be seen as an allegory of
the hubris of the elite hypercapitalist world culture that has been growing since the
1980s and whose destruction may most fervently by those who live and benefit the
most from that order. Arguments could be made that the game is a critique of
American foreign policy, specifically the need to act as a "redeemer nation" to the rest
of the world, the futile desire to control and stage-manage every situation, as well as
that nasty impulse to condone any act, up to and including the deaths of others, in the
name of saving face. If one were so inclined, one could also tack on an argument of
how the fact that the residents of Dubai have fairly little presence in the game is a
clever allegory for the fact that the United States seemed to be surprisingly
uninterested in interacting with actual Iraqis during the Iraq War, and how a lot of the
occupation appears to have been designed to keep the Americans and the Iraqis far
away from one another. A little bit of mileage could also be gained from the few hints
the game drops regarding the unhappy relationship between the rulers of Dubai and
the people that inhabit their city that is posited in a few throwaway references. Finally,
one could also argue that the emblem Konrad takes up, an American flag with the fifty
stars and blue canton blacked out, is a reference to the Russian Suprematist Kasimir
Malevich's famous work Black Square, and that Konrad's actions could be seen, in the
context of their relation to their origins in the original Heart of Darkness and in
Malevich's art theory, as a way to overcome of the processes causing doubt and chaos
in his environment by replicating them inside himself and his men and accelerating
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them until they moved beyond the apocalypse and post-apocalypse into a realm where
all that exists is black forms of pure contemplation that resemble the initial stirrings of
"primitive art". However, at this point any further criticism would consist of me
vomiting my brain onto the screen, so I will draw my discussion of Spec Ops: The Line.
A final verdict on this game is within my reach yet, but I would say that it is a shame
that the initial critical reaction has been negative and that the game is apparently
destined to be ignored, because it is wiser, more beautiful, and more honest than its
contemporaries, and there is so much in it to discuss.

  
Still, despite all I have said, and all that this game has affected me, I feel I should
lighten the mood with a small joke: the character of Colonel John Konrad, the man who
sets himself up as the savior of Dubai, the man who speaks at length of the necessity
of his actions, but who never makes any effort to escape the city of Dubai and
voluntarily end his reign, the man who has no qualms with massacring civilians, the
man who reacts to criticism of his actions from his subordinates by having them
torched to death, is voiced by Bruce Boxleitner.

  
Make of that what you will.
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