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Policing the Border in Lucas Pope’s
Computer Game Papers, Please

Lucas Pope’s 2013 video game Papers, Please places the player-character
in the position of an immigration inspector in a fictional Eastern Bloc
nation. Since its release, the game has garnered enthusiastic responses,
being celebrated by critics as an essential dramatisation of the ethical di-
lemmas associated with the migratory flows and fraught border politics of
the post-9/11 world. However, this essay argues that this reputation must
be scrutinised: for while Papers, Please indeed illustrates some of the
contradictions at the heart of contemporary border policy — such as im-
migrant-receiving states’ pragmatic application of exclusionary immigra-
tion practices that run contrary to their self-professed liberal-democratic
ideals — it also engages in a ‘universalising’ abstraction of the border
space, which limits its feasibility as a lens through which to view 2010s
border discourses. Drawing from current research in Border Studies, a
close reading of Pope’s game illustrates how its geo-historical setting and
its omission of crucial phenomena associated with the twenty-first-cen-
tury border, such as the interactional processes of bordering and the exist-
ence of ‘bi-cultural” borderscapes, ultimately render it a liberal-democrat-
ic fantasy, according to which the conflicts engendered by the enforced
geopolitical border are abstract questions of morality and ethics rather
than practical socio-political questions.

Keywords: video games; border politics; migration; rebordering

Introduction

In his list of the best video games released in 2013, critic Simon Parkin
rewarded the small-budget production Papers, Please with the top spot,
calling it, “Grim yet affecting, it’s a game that may change your attitude
the next time you’re in line at the airport” (par. 8). This assessment is in-
dicative of the impact and legacy of independent game designer Lucas
Pope’s most significant and most widely discussed work to date — a status
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it has achieved in no small part thanks to its gameplay built on the ethical
conundrums that arise from working at a heavily policed border check-
point in a fictional Eastern European country. In fact, Papers, Please has
earned a reputation in mainstream discourse as a prime argument for the
video game medium’s contested status as a ‘legitimate’ art form, with
Naomi Alderman claiming in a 2015 Guardian column that “it’s hard to
imagine how you could opine on the future of literature without having
played [...] the sombre and engrossing Papers, Please” (par. 7). Similarly,
Paul Formosa, Malcolm Ryan, and Dan Staines, in a 2016 paper written
from the perspective of game design, laud Pope’s indie hit as an “ethically
notable” video game (211) that sheds light on the as yet largely untapped
potential of morally challenging ludic narratives being told in a systemic
rather than a tightly scripted way (see 223).

More specialised engagements with Papers, Please, meanwhile, read
it as a moral philosophy-infused commentary on contemporary debates
surrounding migration and border protection. In a 2019 essay on the eth-
ics of Papers, Please, Miguel Sicart, invoking players’ readiness to identi-
fy with the characters they play in video games, asks, “How does one
balance the risk of barring innocent migrants against the threat of terror-
ism?” and “Do players place their personal, financial well-being above
that of their fellow citizens, their state, or those seeking asylum?” (“Eth-
ics” 153). Jess Morrissette, while applying the theory of Weberian bur-
eaucracy in a 2017 discussion of Pope’s game, highlights the apparently
searing relevance of Papers, Please in no uncertain terms: drawing on
United Nations statistics of the global population of displaced persons
(see par. 5), thus favouring an even more hands-on comparison with the
realities of global migration than Sicart, she contends that the game
“leverages its repetitious gameplay and bleak narrative to represent a de-
bate that shapes the lives of millions of people around the world on a
daily basis” (par. 40). Indeed, “the semiotically enriched mechanics ac-
complish something that an entire library filled with Weber’s writings
could never do,” namely grant players “an opportunity to essentially
break free from the rule-bound iron cage and explore dangerous moral
choices in a system that rewards blind obedience” (par. 40).

Thus, what commentators such as Sicart or Morrissette ultimately
seem to argue is that Papers, Please manages to distil current discourses
around border politics into a universally comprehensible ludic framework,
in keeping with Sicart’s 2014 claim that “[playing] is a way of explaining
the world, others, and ourselves” (Play 6). However, there is a flaw in
conceiving of this particular game in such grandiose, thematically precise
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terms. For while Papers, Please does work as a ‘moral philosophy simu-
lator’ — a space where players are encouraged to think through and engage
with the abstract moral dilemmas associated with the phenomenon of the
enforced geopolitical border — I argue that its alleged ‘universalisation’ of
the border experience is exactly why it is ultimately an unsuitable lens
through which to view the topical border crises Pope draws thematic in-
spiration from (and which seem to be the reason that many critics hail
Papers, Please as a searing commentary on the here and now). Drawing
from current research in Border Studies, it is my argument that the game’s
conception of the border and the migration discourses that surround it is
historical rather than contemporary: for Pope, the border is a mere line of
demarcation that separates one geopolitical territory from the other, when
it is more accurate to think of it as the dynamic, non-static, multidimen-
sional result of a bordering process, which is relevant not just for the geo-
graphic boundary line, but also for the entire borderscape that adjoins it
and which is marked by hybrid cultures, identities, and practices. That the
game undertakes a somewhat simplistic framing of the border in this way
is noteworthy because, in doing so, it contributes to the popular under-
standing of borders — it fosters a perceived public ‘knowledge’; a horder
imaginary. The fact that Papers, Please is widely read as a pointed reflec-
tion of current border politics regardless may therefore speak to a desire
among the commentariat for these politics to be more theoretical, more
philosophical, than they are.

Following a brief explanation of the most salient aspects of the game’s
story and gameplay as well as an overview over the relevant theory, my
discussion will be divided into two main sections: first, I shall read Pa-
pers, Please as a critical engagement with the basic concept of the geo-
political border as a material fact, as a site of conflict between liberal
democracies’ self-professed anti-exclusionary values and their pragmatic
application of exclusionary practices at the border. In a second step, I will
explore how the game’s universalisation, or ‘flattening,” of the in-game
border — i.e. its lack of recognition that borders are social products result-
ing from bordering processes — ultimately renders it an untenably abstract
portrayal, which in turn calls into the question the validity of the widely
disseminated claim that Papers, Please is a roundly progressive border
narrative.
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Border(scape) Politics in Theory and Practice

Opening in November 1982, Papers, Please sees the player take charge Of
an unnamed protagonist starting a new job - the highly coveted position
of immigration inspector at the East Grestin border checkpoint between
the fictional Eastern Bloc nations Of Kolechia and Arstotzka. The latter,
which is also the player-character's home country, has recently ended its
long-standing military hostilities with Kolechia and is starting to readmit
immigration applicants, albeit warily, If not outright reluctantly. The
gameplay is dedicated to managing the influx of Kolechians, Imporians,
Republians, Antegrians, Obristanians, United Federation citizens, as well
as Arstotzkans wishing to return to their native home. In more concrete
terms, this means leafing through stacks of paperwork, official
communication, @Nd - [abyrinthine protocol to ascertain whether the person stand-
ing in the cramped checkpoint booth is who they claim to be and is in
possession Of the necessary documentation. This task is complicated by a
steady increase in the complexity of admission regulations - caused by
terrorist attacks, foreign agents gaining legal entrance, shifts in state
policy, and extraordinary events in foreign nations - as well as the
protagonists struggle t0 process enough applicants over the course Of a day in
order to be able to afford rent, food, heating, and medication for their
family upon returning home in the evening.

On the surface, Papers, Please indeed dramatises the fundamentally
paradoxical, ethically problematic nature Of enforced geopolitical borders,
as shall be explored in more detail in the next section. This contested
status Of borders is an area Of debate that is Of particular import in the
context Of the Cold War and its aftermath, because, as Anton A. Kireev
writes in his chapter on the state border in a 2015 introductory volume on
Border Studies he co-edited, this historical moment ushered in a new era
of state borders: "only at the end of the twentieth century," Kireev
conendgs, "has the world in general become a system Of sovereign, i.e. at least
formally independent nation-states” (99), in contrast to the prevalence Of
satellite, vassal, and puppet states prior to the fall ofthe Soviet Union and
the bipartite order of competing global superpowers. In this new era of
nation-statehood, borders are often a prominent site Of conflict between
the self-professed 'liberal-humanist values' of many immigrant-receiving
countries, such as the United States or European Union member states,
and their more utilitarian and exclusionary impulses and traditions,
according to Which the restriction of immigration and the rigid hiérarchisation

of citizens and non-citizens may seem like political and economic



















































