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Abstract

The term security derives from the Latin compound securitas, which denotes the
“removal” (se-) of “care or concern” (cura). As such, security can be interpreted
ambivalently, either as a state of being “carefree” or as a state of being “careless,”—as
first presented in John Hamilton’s Security, Politics, Humanity, and the Philology of
Care (2013). In Final Fantasy VIII (1998), the role of security is seen in both the internal
struggle of needing to be self-sufficient (careless), as well as from an external conflict
based on needing to protect and keeping the world secure. The implication being that
when tied to responsibility, individuals individually become careless towards the other in
the need to fulfill one’s own duty. This aspect of internal versus external couples with the
previously stipulated security binary and positions the role of another in opposition to the
role of self. Squall is constantly faced with events in which he must juxtapose the sanctity
of his internal realm and self-governance against those imposed by external obligations.
In attempting to negotiate these two spheres, Squall can later be evaluated, using security
as a lens, to demonstrate that he is also situated in the larger paradigmatic struggle of
deontological ethics, consequentialism, and modern care ethics. From here, it should be
possible to not only explore how the video game Final Fantasy VIII handles the realm of
security, both internal and external to Squall, but to ultimately show that the conclusion
drawn by Sara Ruddick in Maternal Thinking (1995), positioning internal freedom as a
source requisitioning an external other, is not only the case, but is the final conceit

articulated by this literary epic.
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Introduction i2

Toying with the Sublime

Within the confines of literary studies there is a tangibly seldom explored but
prevalent phenomenon that has not received sufficient scholarly attention. Unlike other
alternative literary media arising from the technological advances of the last century and
a half, chiefly film and comics—for which there is no dearth of scholarly discourse—the
discussion of video games (specifically in an academic literary context) has been
relatively neglected. Although the reasons for this dismissal are many, a principal factor
is arguably the fact that video game culture has suffered from antiquated prejudices and
stigmas perpetuated by conventional criteria for what does and does not deserve the
accolade of Literature (with a capital L). In a related fashion, there is a pedestrian
perception that video games are but low-brow entertainment, a trivial amusement for the
sole purpose of distracting and offsetting the unrelenting stress of the work-a-day world.
This attitude is especially evident in regard to the video game, Final Fantasy VIII
(FFVII), for which not a single analytical article has been published. Only by first
resolving these scholarly dismissals can one address the issue of how video games might

be analyzed. My present analysis of FFVIII proceeds accordingly.

What acerbates the problem, that video games are not worthy of study, is one of
many modal affordances given to technology, to which video games are obviously highly
associated. Technology is accepted as a source to create convenience, by saving time,

effort or most often a combination of the two, whereas high art and culture are



traditionally regarded as demanding more time and copious effort. If time and effort
dedicated to a project is to be a metric for high art, then video games would often outclass
those efforts of any novel (or other example of high art), just based on the sheer amount
of person-(as opposed to man)-hours put in. So, even though technological improvements
require both time and effort to achieve (ask any engineer worth her ionic compounds), the
disconnect with high art is prospectively part of an associated systemic capitalist driven
rapidity of improvement seen across technological platforms these last three decades
(always most notably in the latest one) which out accelerates those of improvements in
natural human development, often coinciding with progress in high art (such as with the
evolution of the epic). Within the emergence of two human generations, Millennials and
Zoomers, the Sony PlayStation has already experienced 5 generations earmarked most
recently with the proliferation of the PlayStation 5. Since 2007, there have been over 12
generations of iPhones. These are but two examples which even the most perfunctory
studies of recent technological history reveals are not the only instances of such
exponential advancement. That each subsequent packaged set of improvements are
capitulated as "the next generation" (Tim Cook 2011-21) fuels this intensifying sense of
rapidity which along with the mounting sense of distrust towards capitalist enterprises

makes it seem as if neither effort nor time was ever truly afforded.

Consequently, an overindulgence in technology is seen to put off the rigors of that
same capitalistic responsibility, and this is where video games have come to be
considered—as an avoidance of said responsibility, and thereby most often considered a
childish practice. To many, technology has become so efficient that it has unhinged the

pendulum causing it to swing from being a tool of efficiency to the indulgence of the
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inefficient; and somehow, instead of being considered high art, due to commercial appeal
it has come to be considered a frivolity. Successful proliferation in the market therefore is
used as an inversely proportional metric by which to deny artistic value, especially in the
case of video games: if it is meant to be commercially viable, it cannot then also be high
art. This seems foolish, as many of the most studied works in the English canon were
afforded academic scrutiny because of their commercial success—the bounty of works in
Charles Dickens’ commercially rich A/l the Year Round (1859-95) serial publication with

its “best of times” are suggestive.

This idea then that exclusivity solely imparts value, is also easily eschewed by
just part of Immanuel Kant’s definition of the dynamic(al) sublime (to be discussed in-
depth shortly), as to be sublime a work must be universal. Of course, the other aspects of
the dynamic sublime must be achieved as well, but commercial success (or the seeking of
it) should not be considered an attribute barring academic scrutiny and sublimity (a
criterion often used to connote high artistic merit). Just because something is made for
the masses, does not mean it was not crafted with care and with artistic craftsmanship in
mind. While Kant clearly meant that a work’s impact is to be universally understood (as
again a partial requisite), the widespread success of a particular video game could also be
said to satisfy this as it still achieves that quality of universal acceptance, as he defines it,
seen through its mass appeal. This is not to say that all high art must be commercially
successful (especially at first), it is widely known how Herman Melville’s Moby Dick
(1851) only gained complete acceptance nearly a centennial after its debut spearheaded
initially by the proselytization found for it within Carl Van Doren’s The American Novel

(1917), and then shot, like a harpoon off the bow, into accepted academic popularity by
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D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature (1923). As a lofty aspiration,
perhaps this whale of an endeavor too will be achieved for the modern epic, Final

Fantasy VIII.

When video games do receive serious consideration in an academic context, they
are invariably treated either as a narrative-pedagogical aid or as an important index of
sociological and cultural trends. First, the conception of video games as a fantastical
“new age” (Christensen 2010) pedagogical aid stems from how ludologists (game studies
scholars) tend to classify video games, while insisting they not be studied as literature
(Juuls 1). Paul Christensen (2010) and Catherine Beavis (2014) both survey a collection
of games to demonstrate their pedagogical capabilities within the classroom as a means to
entice students to delve deeper into rhetorical strategies (Christensen 110; Beavis 436),
but few scholars have considered games as a source requisitioning literary study on their
own merits. Second, most scholars who tackle video games under the field of ludology,
do so with an interest in the psychological/sociological contexts alluding to the
paradigmatic shifts gaming has inspired. lan Bogost’s book, How to Do Things with
Video Games (2011), exemplifies this stance, focusing on how video games have
contributed and will continue to contribute gamification mechanisms to society instead of
what their narrative critique of it might be. Sadly, studies like Bogost’s book only work

to perpetuate the idea: Video games are not literary.

Attempting to prove otherwise would undoubtedly be an unreasonable task, were
it not for the fact such a feat has already been accomplished over the last two decades in
regard to literary medium comics, which otherwise had failed to stimulate earnest literary

respect. The work of Scott McCloud and Douglas Wolk readily comes to mind.
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Specifically, in Reading Comics: How Graphic Novels Work and What They Mean
(2008), Wolk argues that comics are capable of transcending base entertainment and
“able to evoke the sublime” (Wolk 56) by examining different styles and texts within the
comic medium in relation to Immanuel Kant’s definition of the dynamic qualitative
sublime from his Critique of the Power of Judgement: “The sublime is that by
comparison with which all else is small.” Wolk’s interpretation of Kant is one which
synthesizes the German philosopher’s conceptualization as a standard for artistic
accomplishment which can then be used as a litmus test for Wolk with comics, (for us
with video games), “sublime things give a kind of pleasure that’s also a kind of terror
(and their viewers’ reactions vacillate between the two, rather than being unalloyed
pleasure)” (56). With this standard, Wolk then systematically demonstrates how comics
have achieved artistic accomplishment by providing a close reading—more like a close
viewing—and analysis of several selected works (55-59, 220-365). By evaluating the
techniques provided by McCloud, Wolk, and other comic critics, it should be possible to
evaluate the presence of any literary and artistic evidences in Final Fantasy VIII. After
considering these scholarly approaches and determining to what extent video games may
hold literary merit, it will then be credible to evaluate video games on a sound basis. Are
they but a gross way to wastefully offset the demands of time with the pesky added
benefit of negative consequences (causing propensities for violence and addiction—to
name a couple), as the underinformed public perceives them to be? Or can the study of
video games offer some insight into larger cognitive and aesthetic issues? Ideally, my

project on FFVIII will provide the rationale for subsequent academic inquiry into many
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other video games which may, in turn, allow for the formulation of a more expansive

algorithm for determining literary value.

However inspiring, it would be ill-advised to appropriate wholesale the arguments
that McCloud and Wolk make for comics and then identify the consonant literary appeal
in video games. For example, the rhetorical strategies that McCloud identifies to help
read comics do not entirely translate to the study of video games, even though some
aspects, like discussing the function of the gutters—the space between panels—can be
regarded as analogous to the space between gameplay occupied by loading screens (a
facet that is beginning to disappear with faster processing speeds and the increased
capacity of random-accessed-memory, RAM to be succinct). Furthermore, in my view,

McCloud has made some critical mistakes.

I begin with McCloud’s attempts to define what a comic is. By formulating a
single, over-arching definition, he aims to articulate how comics have always existed,
reaching as far back as Egyptian hieroglyphics, with the result that the modern literary
comic comes to be contextualized in a long historical tradition that belongs to the larger
literary canon (McCloud 19-23). While McCloud is wrong in attempting to link
hieroglyphs to comics, as hieroglyphs are in fact morphemic symbols representing
semiotic speech, his hyperbolic attempt is focused to create a historical justification for
his definition and classification. In my opinion, attempting to trace the history of video
games back to the first graphical displays would be unproductive or even meaningless for

the current conversation.

There are many texts, such as Janet Murray’s Hamlet on the Holodeck (2000),

that describe the history of video games and how they’ve changed; what is important to
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note from these works is that games have changed and are changing (Murray 291-94).
The constant, in the form of change, is what elevates the medium, through an
evolutionary process. Video games have changed the same way comics have changed, or
even how words have transcended their historical roots to litter the page in a novel, or
more aptly how the forms of the novel—or poetry—have changed. Unlike McCloud’s
claim, a lengthy historical tradition is therefore not necessary for a medium to be deemed
worthy of in-depth analysis, what is necessary is critical depth, which often arises from
artistic evolution. Are Shakespeare’s plays only considered worthy demonstrations of the
human condition because they are several centuries old? Or is it because of the dynamic

content?

McCloud’s desire for a steeped tradition itself is problematic, as the term tradition
denotes an acceptance of change. In his book, The Classic, (1975) Frank Kermode
addresses the concern of tradition in concert with the L quality in literary works positing:
“From day to day we must cope with the paradox that the classic changes, yet retains its
identity. It would not be read, and so would not be a classic, if we could not in some way
believe it to be capable of saying more than its author meant; even, if necessary, that to
say more than he means was what he meant to do” (80). Kermode’s implication
establishes a formulation relevant to what makes something the eponymous “Classic,” the
metropolitan work, through said work’s accessibility and universalizability—not quite in
the categorical Kantian sense, though there is a logic behind it—as well as an implication
that the work of the author necessitates saying more than intended. For video games, the
tradition, short in terms of history—the genre is still shy of being four decades old at this

point—stems instead from its ability to coordinate the evolving sense of art into the
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Kantian dynamic sublime and allow for not only this oscillating sense as Wolk interprets,

but to also then be interpreted many a time.

Even ignoring the obvious answers to the Shakespearean questions, the medium
of film, which is largely accepted to have started in 1898 with the Lumiére brothers’ Paris
screening, was first addressed critically less than ten years after its inception in 1904 with
the publication of the paper The Optical Lantern and Cinematograph Journal
(thebioscope.net). While this journal does not provide the detailed close reading
demanded by today’s academia, it would later serve as a foundation for film studies,
today a well-established academic field. To clearly signpost: for video games, which have
existed for at least three decades, critical study is warranted without the need to provide a
millennia deep tradition (as was done with film). It should be noted, there have been
attempts at creating a critical literary journal for video games in recent history (2012-
2016), but these have largely failed, due to lack of funding (as was the case of Harvard
and MIT’s joint journal Eludamos) perhaps principally stemming from much of public

perception still not knowing what a video game can be.

How then should a video game be defined? To get colloquial, it shouldn’t. In
“Inventing Comics,” a direct response to McCloud’s Understanding Comics, critic Dylan
Horrocks points out the flaws of having a unifying definition, explaining that by creating
a standard definition McCloud, who hoped to elevate the concept of comics and provide
it with a structural framework from which to build upon (McCloud 23) fails to account
for the fringe, items that may not, for instance, be a sequential line up of images like a
single panel political cartoon or word art (Horrocks 1, 4). Horrocks accepts that McCloud

is attempting to provide a definition to give more legitimacy as a formalist necessity but
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then also goes on to say, “I believe there is a danger that in adopting it [McCloud’s
definition] as a manifesto, we will forget that for all the exciting new territory it opens up,
there are some alternative readings which McCloud is clearly wanting to suppress - those
dreaded ‘stereotypes’ that ‘defined what comics could be too narrowly” (6). Horrocks’s
concern (and one that is clearly shared) is that a definition for comics (control R with

video games) suppresses the field even if it is trying to elevate it.

The problem with establishing a fixed interpretation of value, even artistic value
(though herein it is necessary if only to initially warrant merit), is that it inevitably leads
to the “puzzle of the hermeneutic circle: [where] you need to understand the whole to
understand the parts, [and all of] the parts to understand the whole.” (Kermode 76).
Interestingly—in context of the larger conversation to be had later—this paradox creates a
barrier to entry and while it may secure the medium against future intrusion and criticism,
this form of security simultaneously starves the medium from growth and withers it from
within. Giving then a concrete definition for what a video game is in a worrying attempt
to remove the prejudice against the medium would also disregard those works that helped
create the medium solely to respond to public perception and would be the ultimate in
disservice and disrespect to both past and future endeavors. Therefore, I suggest instead
of providing an illusory definition to satisfy the zeitgeist, that the zeitgeist should be

challenged. Constantly.

Parroting the ancestor is not vital in developing the new medium of video games
nor in understanding what a video game is. Much like the adage, if it looks like a duck,
walks like a duck, quacks like a duck, then it’s a duck: Video games are video games. A

definition is not necessary; they’re known when seen, not unlike Justice Potter Stewart’s
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famous characterization “I know it when I see it,” in reference to hardcore pornography
(Jacobellis v. Ohio 1964). The same way Plato’s “realm of forms ” argues the viewer
knows what a chair is based on an ideal conceptualization of a chair’s chairy-ness when
they see a chair, is similar to how the reader (player) could recognize the video gamey-
ness when they encounter a video game (please revel at this. exceptionally superficial

entrenchment of video games in the Western tradition).

Of course, the fine distinctions separating video games and other media are
beginning to be obscured. In December 2018, Netflix released via its Black Mirror
franchise, an episode entitled “Bandersnatch.” In this episode, viewers choose and make
decisions for the protagonist, including ones which can lead to his death (a very video
gamey thing to do). Even further, after certain endings are discovered, the viewer has the
chance to repeat decisions by resetting or going to a previous save state. The role of
interaction here is exceptionally vital, and yet simultaneously cannot be a decisive limiter
on the definition. As for instance, navigating the menu of a film on Blu-Ray requires
input and interaction to start a film: is this then a video game? Clearly not. Elizabeth
Burgess, in her dissertation (2015), however, offers a solution explaining that what
differentiates a video game from other texts is that “the reader or player is involved in the
construction or reconstruction of elements of the text” (Burgess 210). So, while many
critics are calling “Bandersnatch” and all it represents, a new avenue for television and
streaming entertainment, it is possible to also call this a video game, under Burgess’s
explanation, since the choices lead to various outcomes on screen and are in part
constructed by the player/viewer/reader. Making the line even blurrier is that the plot of

the episode is centered about the protagonist creating a video game in which following
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various choices leads to various endings. Comparing Bandersnatch to a traditional RPG,
games where the player has control of a character and how that character develops, is
very possible, the only difference being the means of animation (even input for both

styles of game requires button tapping on a controller).

Extrapolating from Horrocks’s criticism and McCloud’s mistake, providing a
definition for what a game is—even if a definition was somehow shaped to ignore those
games that weren’t considered literary the way McCloud shapes his definition to avoid
comics that perpetuated its “dreaded stereotypes,” and to include an object like
“Bandersnatch”—would be reductive. Any firm definition for what constitutes a video
game is reductive because it would be processual. Once a definition is adopted, between
technological advancement and simply the nature of artistic evolution, the object of the
definition would be challenged, and the definition thereby dated. To make this abstraction
more tangible, imagine defining the art of painting as putting extended brushstrokes to
canvas, only for a style such as Impressionism where strokes are now more limited to
dots to emerge in challenge to that very definition. This narrow standpoint for what
should constitute a definition is largely derived from accepting the notion that exclusivity

is requisite in making a medium worthy of literary (or academic) study.

The field of video games can still be elevated even if all video games are included
because not every video game obliges scholarship, the way not every novel is worthy of
deep critical study (individual works can standout while still being seen in a crowd), or
every painting worth a second glance. Exclusivity of a medium is not fundamental to
demonstrate examples of sublime artistry within that medium. Exclusivity does not

impart the quality of quality.
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Wolk tackles the issue of quality, a problem McCloud attempts to excise with his
definition, in the third chapter of his book when he attempts to answer the question,
“What’s Good About Bad Comics and What’s Bad About Good Comics” (60-88). While
time could be spent detailing how Wolk accomplishes this goal the most relevant take
away is in the title of the chapter. There are good comics and there are bad comics. To
translate—there are good video games and there are bad video games, and more crucially

there are things to be learnt from studying both.

Take for instance the video game Super Mario World. Several rudimentary
literary lenses could be applied in its interpretation. From a feminist perspective the
games are an arguable example of fridging—a concept emerging from a Green Lantern
comic where the motivation for the male to act was because a female was endangered, in
the case of Green Lantern, she was stuffed into a fridge. At the very least, Princess Peach
is a damsel in distress, although when seen for the first time in the game she does appear
disheveled implying torture or even sexual assault-implying fridging. For a time in the
late nineties there was even speculation as to who gave birth to Bowser’s 8 children, the
implication being Peach (MatPat 2018). The rescue of the constantly sexually harassed
Peach is what motivates Mario (and if a second player is involved Luigi, yet another
male) to embark on his journey. Here the female is reduced of all agency, until the very
end of the game in the final boss fight, when she throws power-ups (mushrooms—an
advocation of vegetarianism perhaps) at the male characters. Why if Peach has access to
a plethora of these power-ups does she not use them for herself, or are power-ups (power)
only intended for men? As later entries in the Mario franchise will show, Peach is not

only able to utilize power-ups, but is one of the better (easier to handle) characters in a
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platforming setting, so again the question, why doesn’t she rescue herself? Is she testing
Mario’s passion for her? Are the early Mario games a chauvinistic commentary on a
perceived female need for constant affirmation of heteronormative love from a male

counterpart?

From a Marxist perspective, King Bowser, a member of the landed aristocracy
(he controls the eighth world), with his flying ships, mechanized troops in the form of
wind-up Mecha Koopas, is the quintessential industrialist attempting to lay siege to the
bucolic Mushroom Kingdom, which then is to be saved by a member of the proletariat, a
working-class plumber, known only by his first name Mario (an added layer that implies
a lack of sufficient heraldry). Even if one accepts the factoid that Mario’s surname is
Mario, this only further cements the notion that Mario is not of a sophisticated genealogy,
since he lacks a title like King for Bowser, or Princess for Peach—even Toad gets a title
in later series, that of Captain. Going further into this rabbit hole (or pipe as is befitting
of Mario imagery), Mario in his attempt to get to Bowser attacks passively power-
walking turtles (Koopas) and uses their shells to then murder emigrating Goombas, a
population displaced by Bower’s need for industrialization. Can this then be read as a
critique on American (or Japanese) xenophobia or a deconstruction of the binary of
industrialization versus environmentalism? All of this potential for literary exploration
stems from a game that on its surface is not quite literary, it is a simplistic platformer
with 16-bit graphics, and it is as Wolk would describe most super-hero comics, “one of

the bad ones” (62).

One of the problems video games currently face is being considered as a single

entity, which all then categorically are forced to fall into the “bad” category. This is
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problematic because it is dismissive and reductionist. Imagine saying all poetry is the
same, or worse yet is “bad.” Just as there are a cornucopia of poems, novels, films and
types of comics there are (for the sake of perfect parallel structure) a cornucopia of video
games. Video games, however, have a unique quality which may make them somewhat
difficult to assess and access, as they exist possessing two types of genres (note: playing a
game is only as much a barrier as reading would be a barrier; some games require a
modicum of skill certainly, but so does reading a novel such as Joyce’s Finnegans Wake).
There is the conventional genre stemming from topics like horror, mystery, or romance
but also one of form. This form genre is typically the means by which video games are
accessed and describes their style of play; it also is the aspect by which games are largely
reduced and ignorantly considered similar. The genres of form typically are labeled:
First-Person shooters, over-the shoulder, side scrollers, beat-em ups, fighting,
platformers, action, racing, survival, RPGs (Role-playing games), JRPGs (Japanese role-
playing games—into which Final Fantasy VIII is categorized), as well as many others.
Then there are also bridges between these such as the action-RPG or a survival-first
person shooter. To make this a clearer analogue, think on the novel and how it can be
written in first person, third person or in an epistolary form, or how poems can exist as
limericks, sonnets or in free-form. While these are forms for the novel or poem, the use
of similar conventional stylistic techniques is enough reason to label it a genre for games.
In games, the form typically informs the player how the material is to be accessed and

can govern narrative structure and tropes.

Many form genres for video games, even within the gaming community, are

largely dismissed as not being story driven because their premises are too simplistic (like
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Super Mario World or Candy Crush—though as demonstrated these games could be
deserving of some academic scrutiny). Platforming and puzzle games are typically the
ones the public largely knows about (apart from the ones that have been sensationalized
as violent), especially now since many of these simple to play games have been easily
ported as apps on smart phones, think Angry Birds (2009). As a result, video games, as a
collective, are then largely dismissed because the belief is they do not hold much literary
complexity. Some genres though necessitate a complex level of storytelling requisite to
their form genre as the JRPG or action-RPG, or the new video-rpg (where one might
place “Bandersnatch”). Even these games despite their complexity are often relegated
under the banner of violent and then are precipitously dismissed in concern for the
development of the innocent mind and the safety of the public—details to be further
discussed. Other scholars suggest these games should not be considered as literary due to
their multiform narrative structure, something Burgess successfully argues against (she
was awarded her PhD after all). A contentious flaw in these other scholars’ reasons, as
these more involved titles (such as 1995’s Chrono Trigger, a JRPG, or 2018’s God of
War, an action-RPG) allow for deeper storytelling mechanics and can often be sorted
under “good” ones—evidenced partially from their critic review scores, on sites such as
IGN or Metacritic, hinting at these games’ universalized appreciation, a facet inherent to

Kant’s definition of the sublime.

Take now, for instance, a first-person survival action-RPG horror game title that
is sufficiently steeped in literary conceptualizations, The Last of Us (2014), as an
example of a “good” literary game. In the Western canon, there are many literary stories

in which main characters are forced to negotiate the guilt of murder or the guilt of its
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subsequent survival. In Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, the main character,
Rodion, is interpretably deeply affected by the crime of killing his landlady and the guilt
burdens him with an unabatedly heightening insanity (the whole novel). This
destabilization is taken to new heights in the video game, The Last of Us, which puts the
moral onus of taking a life, despite having reasons, into the hands of the player. Here as
the player is forced to kill uninfected human individuals, granted to survive and protect,
the world becomes exceedingly more torturous (the game gets more difficult) and this
difficulty translates into a type of psychosis. This psychosis crescendos near the end of
the game when the player is attacked by a doctor and forced to kill him in order to
continue on, survive, and to stop the doctor from killing Ellie, the rambunctious
adolescent child the player has had as a companion for most of the game, a companion
the player’s character, Joel, has come to love as a daughter, and a companion whom the
game hopes the player has also come to care for similarly. The exact peak in the
crescendo occurs, when the player can then choose to kill the two unarmed nurses who
were in the operating room with the doctor or let them live, an act the game does not
highlight for the player with a cinematic choice option, but simply leaves to their
discretion by giving them back control of Joel after a brief cutscene. This too is the only
moment within the game when the player can choose to not kill, as allowing the nurses to
live does not impede the player or Elle’s survival, and the completion of the game. The
psychosis is made literal as the player is forced to question what is real (in terms of
choice), which characters can be trusted, which people are deserving of retribution, and
which, if any, may be spared. Allowing the character to leave the nurses alive, without

identifying the choice as other games might (in a game like Skyrim), allows for the
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experience of the dynamic oscillation between “terror and pleasure” that Wolk explained
was vital to experiencing the Kantian sublime. The decision provides poignancy in
contextual retrospect—did the player kill the nurses out of obligation (terror), because
they felt they had to in order to proceed; did they kill them from anger, a need to punish
those hurting Ellie (a form of vengeful pleasure); or because their respect for life had
been eroded (again terror); or conversely did the player leave the nurses alive as a means
to keep what is left of their (Joel’s) humanity (an amalgamation of the two)? This is just

one of the aspects that make The Last of Us a “good one.”

This brief analysis can be expanded upon for pages yet and does not need to exist
just for this game; but evidently will for Final Fantasy VIII. The Last of Us is not an
anomaly, it serves as but a singular example of the potential (and actualized) storytelling
power in the video game medium. Games can convey complexities found within literary
classics to the same level of complexity, evoking models of the human condition and
possibly even taking these philosophies one step further by bringing the burden more
directly to the player, thereby reducing the degree of separation (players become Joel by
taking control of his physical agency). Unlike the somewhat forced application of lenses,
as was done for Super Mario World, there are games like The Last of Us whose stories

and choices beg to be better analyzed.

Why then are these games not considered literary, or at least not studied for their

literary qualities? The answer in short: public perception.

Somewhat similar to how comics were viewed a quarter century ago, the public
perception of video games is that they are devoid of any real merit. As Juul notes, “For

random historical reasons, video games entered the limelight at a time when the concept
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of narrative was at the height of vogue. If you wanted to seem clever and deep, easy —
simply apply the term narrative/story to everything. His pasta tells a story” (emphasis in
the original Juul 1-2). As such, video games were dismissed on the academic scene,

because they seemed to play into the vogue trope.

Part of what seems to cede some of the literary quality of video games is the space
occupied by the player. Foucault’s “the author function” suggests that meaning through a
work necessitates a singular entity, else “it would be pure romanticism, however, to
imagine a culture in which the fictive would operate in an absolutely free state, in which
fiction would be put at the disposal of everyone and would develop without passing
through something like a necessary or constraining figure” (Foucault “What is an
Author” 1969). While, what I term are, sociological ludologists (as opposed to literary
ludologists like myself?), such as Juuls, posit that games function without this
constraining force, and are effectively open to Foucault’s “disposal of everyone” and are
therefore not a narrative, | instead suggest that there is a singular entity by which games
are (narratologically) confined: in the form of the studio/developing team. No matter how
open the designed world may be, player agency within video games is a confined fiction.
Regardless, the technological advances, every game still has invisible walls, even if some
hide them better than others (play: Horizon Zero Dawn {2017}). All games should be
understood as constrained by the developer (or developing entity) as they are a literal
codification of rules and operating paradigms by which the player must abide. In terms of
narrative, while as Burgess suggests there are various paths and routes the player may

experience and dictate, these are simply pathways to the experience that the developers
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have tailored for the player. These multi-narrative approaches are neither unique to video

games nor new to modern literature as Burgess explains (Burgess 10-19).

Treating the collective developers (the studio) as the authorial entity imparts
another mechanism by which games may need to be understood. While for film/comics,
the director/writer is attributed with the agent-credit of the work—as is suggested under
auteur theory—for video games, due to their large staff and the importance of each
individual in a game’s creation, a better suggestion is for the game to be treated as the
agent. This is not to be dismissive of the director or writing staff, as some culturally
conscientious sociological ludologists suggest is happening through a continuation of
hegemonic colonialist culture (@sparklebliss & @Jenomiko, Twitter 2019), but rather to
be inclusive of the entire team dedicated to the project. Accepting the problems of auteur
theory in the conversation of games is not meant to be problematically exclusive but

rather to be inclusive.

This assignation mechanism eschews contemporary tradition, as literary objects
are often considered void of agency, but by citing a game as the source, it should be
understood that the game’s name is simply shorthand in saying the game’s developing
team (i.e. writing FFVIII offers X, as opposed to FFVIII’s developing team, or director,
Yoshinori Kitase, offers X). Part of this view originates from how many game studios use
a decentralized approach to game creation. Each team member contributes ideas and
designs, and while the director facilitates and organizes these ideas, they still can be
outvoted or may acquiesce if a team member is stalwart in their opinion, as is reportedly
the case with the opening FMV (full motion video) sequence of FFVIII (State of the Arc

March 2021). Since game creation reflects a more democratic process, it’s more apt to
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treat the game as the work of a collective than as belonging to a single entity. While there
is perhaps room for the et. al. construction as is commonly done with multi-authored
scientific academic papers, the purpose there too is to give focus to the principal creators
(and reduces the idea of those falling into the et. al. designation as having contributed at
all). With games, there is seldom a singular individual responsible for the entire vision of

the project, such again instead being determined by the group.

Beyond the academic censure for using the term narrative, games today, like
comics before, are wide and wildly considered terrible for society and an individual’s
personal development. To get anecdotal: on July 23", 2018 WSMV, a Nashville news
station, released an article on their website, in conjunction with a news story on their
nightly broadcast, citing how a violent criminal, with a history of domestic abuse, from
within his barricaded apartment, “threatened” local police officers, “I'm good at killing
cops at Grand Theft Auto”; the ludicrous idea being the skills he uses in a game, with a
controller, would bizarrely translate into possessing them in reality, with a real gun. This
one threat, however ridiculously conceived and grammatically void, from a criminal
about a notorious video game franchise (granted an equally notoriously misunderstood
one: the game gives its players agency to commit the eponymous, as well as other
violent, crimes but with very tangible consequences—commit too many crimes, run over
too many people, and the game sends waves upon waves after waves of police officers to
put the player down—conversely the player can choose to just roam around the world and
not commit any crimes and instead earn their wealth driving taxis) then sparked the
journalist, to craft the story, “New Concerns Over Impact of Violent Video Games”; a

title summarily intoxicating the state of the current public perception on video games
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with just one word, “concern.” The qualifying word “violent,” is also lost at moments in
the short article. This lack of attention to detail reinforces the assumption that video
games, as a whole collective, are then violent. Again (please forgive the incessant
tautology but this point must be reiterated at least twice), the treatment of video games as
a singular entity is troublesome because it is reductionist, eroding the complexity inherent
to the medium and subsequently allowing for all video games (the irony here is not
missed) as an art form to be dismissed. Even the moniker, and qualifier, “violent,” used
in the descriptor “violent video games,” is misleading because the violence associated
with these games is always made without context—this is especially the case in WSMV’s

article.

The violence in the Grand Theft Auto series while somewhat realistic is different
from the violence in Final Fantasy VIII which is fantastical, and quite different from the
violence in the game Super Mario World (1992) which is cartoonish. It is certainly
possible to view the violence in Super Mario World as ethnogenocide, remember Mario
steps on turtles removing them from their shells, and then uses those shells to murder the
emigrating Goombas from the Koopa Kingdom; but this violence is cartoonish. It is
unreal. The depictions are set within a cartoony stylized world, akin to the antics of
Sylvester and Tweety of Looney Tunes (another franchise lampooned at first as being too
violent for children but has since gained wide acceptance). This is not much different
from Grand Theft Auto whose violence is cartoonish in scope. In Los Angeles, the traffic
simply will not permit a person to move let alone drive against it. The point here is not to
argue whether violence exists in games (or if L.A. traffic is really bad, it just is), rather to

examine the particular facet that games are considered to be made for children, which
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may stalk from how cartoons were originally intended for children, but with the advent of
shows like The Simpsons (1989) and Family Guy (1999) have shown they no longer must
be (similar to how many comics have shown they too, which despite often being drawn in

a cartoon styling, need not be considered for children either).

As the WSMYV article further progresses it attempts to elicit greater fear in the
public, for the sake of the children, by citing a local psychologist, Daniel Goldstein, who
warns video games (again not just violent video games of a particular styling) can have a
detrimental effect on the innocent (code for child) mind, stating “there's documented
research studies that show that things that you're exposed to affect how you feel and your
feelings influence your behavior.” This statement (a descriptor used to be kind and
accepting regardless its actual legitimacy) can be applied to any form of media, or
anything really, as “things” is not quite the most descriptive word in English terminology.
Instead this open-ended phrasing, which may have the backing of some undisclosed
reputable studies, is implicitly applied solely to video games to perpetuate the
conceptualization that video games are intended for children and are detrimental to their
development possibly leading them to a life of violence—shared by the abusive
barricaded criminally grammatically ignorant offender. To cement the point of detriment,
the piece then closes the article with an interview of a mother and her son, the son saying
he is accepting of not playing the video games his mother doesn’t approve of because,

“[he] don’t want to go to jail.”

The fear mongered by this article is certainly not without precedent. In 1954, due
to public outcry, stemming from Frederic Wertham’s book Seduction of the Innocent, on

how comic books were causing children to become violent, comic book publishers
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created the Comics Code Authority (CCA) which would apply a seal of approval to
comics, after they met a strict set of requirements, as a means to circumvent direct
government censure and to better address this public concern. Comparably, films have
been subjected to a rating system since 1930, institutionalized by the Motion Picture
Association of America (MPAA), which to this day rates movies to help concerned
parents decide whether a film is suitable to be seen by their children. Even books in the
classroom have undergone similar levels of scrutiny, although no formal code exists on
what can be taught to what children and is instead often governed at the county level by
education boards. Analogous to both the MPAA (rating system) and CCA (quell public
demands) in 1994, as a response to parental concerns over Midway’s fighting game,
Mortal Kombat (1992), the first game to feature finisher moves in the fighting game form
genre, moves which graphically—in all senses of the word—ended an opponent (dubbed
fatalities), the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) was commissioned by video
game publishers, to also avoid government censorship, and which similar to the MPAA
provides a rating to games being released. While there may have been concerns in the
past over what has been given approval by the CCA and MPAA, these concerns were
never as vocal as those still raised against video games. A large part of this issue of
content present and “new”—calling it new simply is a way to cover up the fact it has never
really left-concern despite there being an exhaustive rating system (the rating system is
broken down into 6 categories, each governing a 4-7 year age distribution) established
over two decades ago stems from the public perception that video games are still, as a

collective, intended to be a child’s toy, a mere plaything, and nothing more.
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The generic public perception that video games are for children revealed itself
when the journalist for WSMYV questioned a mother and son about playing Grand Theft
Auto, a game series which based on its ESRB rating (M) is intended for a “Mature”
player (audience) 17 and over. This should be equivalent to asking a parent the ridiculous
question whether exposing their prepubescent child to not just the thematic elements of
an R-rated movie but the film itself, a film such as Scarface, would be appropriate; and
yet the question when posed with video games entertains a genuine gravitas because of
the ignorance of the current zeitgeist, an ignorance cyclically perpetuated by questions
such as this from media outlets seeking to capitalize on a misbegotten quote to fill their

daily news segment and spur their Nielsen ratings.

Perhaps this then is why those few scholars who have chosen to write about video
games, outside psychological studies or game development (coding and game design)
aspects, and who notably are published in well proliferated academic journals, have
attempted to demonstrate games are useful to children as pedagogical aids within the
framework of the modern (perhaps it would be most sensational to say “new”) classroom
environment in an attempt to bring gaming into a positive light and appease the current
outcry of the masses. In their writing, many of these scholars do at first articulate the
finer points of gaming as a form of literature and art. In attempting to examine the role
gaming may have in developing literacy, Constance Steinkuehler, in her aptly named
essay “Video Games and Digital Literacies,” exceptionally captures the nature that some
games can offer in their storytelling ability by writing, “video games [unlike any other
media] are about a back and forth between reading the game’s meanings and writing back

into them. In effect, games are narrative spaces that the player inscribes with his or her
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own intent.” (61). Steinkuehler is partially correct about this interfacing (it cannot be
readily ascribed to all video games), as is Beavis when she remarks how, “games are
striking for the often complex and sophisticated nature of the worlds they create and the
many different symbol systems or forms of meaning making they call upon to do so.
‘Reading’ or playing video games requires the player to interpret all sorts of different
symbol systems . . . simultaneously as well as alone and in combination” (Beavis 435).
Both of these scholars elucidate how video games are capable of being a narrative
medium. Steinkuehler offering how the player adds input crafting a space of exchange

between themselves and what Beavis explains is a complex array of symbols.

However, both these writers then undermine their observations by exalting the
virtues of video games as a means to teach the most elementary principles in rhetorical
based literacy (Steinkuehler 61) (Beavis 436). Even if the, most presumptuous,
assumption is accepted that writers like Beavis and Steinkuehler are only focused on
video games as a didactic tool for literacy in minors because that is the extent of their
professional and academic knowledge (the notion here being the secrets of literary
critique for whatever reason eludes them, though Steinkuehler’s discussion of space
within video games is enough to give even Foucault the need to press the pause button),
what excuse then does a classicist, who by the very nature of the field must be versed in
Aristotle’s Poetics—the mothering text to have birthed literary criticism—such as
Christensen have? Christensen too starts his essay explaining just how much “video
games have changed radically in the past thirty years, and [subsequently how] classicists’
attitudes must change accordingly* (107), but then he follows suit by reducing the

concept of games as a literary avenue by concluding his essay with the sentence, “video
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games are, but should not remain, an invaluable and underutilized tool for stimulating
students’ curiosity about the ancient world” (109). Like Beavis and Steinkuehler,
Christensen only sees video games, despite the admitted and extoled merits of their
complexity, as a teaching aid. To these scholars, video games—as Steinkuehler puts it—
are a “pop culture tool” (61), a new age gateway drug into the world of literacy, or, for
Christensen, Antiquity. Their entire intent is to demonstrate how games help develop
better literacy in children, and in doing so they forgo, or forget, the notion that games can

be a literature in and of itself.

The attempt to repurpose games as a pedagogical aid is likely the result of media
affordances: games provide a source of distraction, amusement, stress relief or delusions
of omnipotence (to name the more problematic and prohibitive ones that seem to distance
games from being high art). While such aspects may have some merit (in select
instances), this should not distract from the potential of video games as a literary
medium, as many of these same affordances are attributed within (and to) the

academically accepted canon as well.

Most of these media affordances are easy to translate, books have often been a
source of distraction (which essentially umbrellas amusement and stress relief) as readers
escape from the toiling labors of the real world into a tailored fiction—the reader assuming
an avatar in the form of a surrogate character with whom they identify as a means to find
relief, often found in the assumed character overcoming various obstacles; an effort video
games (perhaps better) actualize through offering the player a measure of agency over
said character, so the relief that is found from overcoming challenges is again (better)

realized. Jane Austen’s novel Pride and Prejudice (1813) offers a unique layering on
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books as a distraction: “Elizabeth was so much caught with what passed [the discussion
of books at Pemberley], as to leave her very little attention for her book; and soon laying
it wholly aside, she drew near the card-table, and stationed herself between Mr. Bingley
and his eldest sister” (25-26). Elizabeth Bennet at first occupies herself with a book
instead of socializing by partaking in a card game with Darcy and the Bingleys, but then
the discussion of books itself becomes a distraction from her book, all within the novel
which is rather obviously a book itself, creating this multilayered conceptualization that
books are a mechanism for separation as well as a vehicle for socializing—and larger still
a source of distraction, as to engage with Austen’s work would mean to refrain from real
world socializing, creating a sublime oscillation. Coincidentally, the card game Triple
Triad within FFVIII offers this same mechanistic oscillation, presenting a similar artistic
layering to achieve the same conceit. The mini-game, as such is labeled, is a distraction
from the rigors of the main game and serves within the game as a vehicle for alternate
communication (to be discussed later) between characters. Mini-games, those games
within a game, play into the affordance of games as distraction, but the Wolkian “good
ones” employ them as a ludological rhetorical strategy, not unlike Austen’s design for

Elizabeth’s reading.

The possibly most problematic media affordance to parallel between novel and
video game, in an attempt to better equate the two mediums, is the presumptive
deification of the player through unlimited digitized power. Most games arguably do not
allow the player to feel omnipotent (at least never completely) as the game requires that
players be met with obstacles, which once met leave either the game or avatared

character in a death state (the game is over/completed)—not unlike what happens when
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putting a book down or finishing it entirely. When completed the player is typically
unable to interact further with the game; meaning any semblance of omnipotence is
fleeting. In Populous (1989), where the player is poised to be a literal deity governing the
lives of an entire human population, the game is predicated on presenting a series of a
obstacles to hinder and challenge that sense of omnipotence, further distancing the notion
that gaming affords omnipotence. Even those games with a New Game + (allowing for
the player to carry over their past accomplishments and accruals into a restart forgoing
the death state through a developing reincarnation) attempt to typically present the player
with more difficult challenges, providing access to what are often dubbed nightmarish
play settings, all simply meaning harder obstacles for the player this subsequent time
around. Even though players do have agency within a game, they thus rarely have it on an

omnipotent scale, as the affordance assumes.

Accepting this assumption still does not fully break the parallel, as arguably the
author of a literary work takes the deific role when writing, since they have complete
power over the artistic endeavor and all the movements and actions of the characters
(players) within—consider Shakespeare’s famous “all the world’s a stage” for an easy to
imagine and jocular staged player relationship. What games then seemingly present is a
state where the player assumes the task of author, writing back into the “symbol
systems,” the ones Beavis beautifully points out, as an author themselves. This too
though, as mentioned earlier when discussing Foucault (and elaborated still later in terms
of security and design), is not actually real—as the developers limit what the player can
write back into the game, and as such are tailoring the game. Since the player cannot

break this paradigm, they cannot be omnipotent. In essence, most media affordances
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towards video games, those rather conveniently that bar its consideration as high art, are

fictive, much like the content-oriented considerations that certain games breed violence.

In one way, ludology pioneers like Steinkuehler, Beavis, and Christensen (and the
many others left unmentioned) are helping to elevate games in the public eye, and thus
their work and effort should not be dismissed, and to an extent should be applauded
(thank you), even if it should be critiqued and examined more closely (as Horrocks does
with his predecessor McCloud). Because, in another way they’ve reduced the value of
games. Labeling video games as a “pop cultural tool” is pejorative and reduces their
critical respectability. This is because in today’s world of mass production, pop culture
carries the connotation of being “vogue” (Juuls 1), Kardashian-esque, superficial, lacking
critical depth, being devoid of meaning, since its digestion requires no sophistication or
higher form of expertise (regardless if these assumptions have merit). “Pop Culture”
means its #Basic. It is curious then, how such a text as The Great Gatsby, often taught in
high school to students with an unsophisticated (because it is as yet an underdeveloped)
palate, can serve as a gateway to the world of literature for young adults but still retains
its near universal acceptance as a piece worthy of continued scholarship, while video
games which serve a similar purpose, as cited and described by these scholars ad
nauseum, do not. Video games, again as a whole entity, are relegated to the same level as
a blockbuster film or dime back novel; Christensen furthers this perception by
additionally explaining that video games can entice students towards the Classics as a
more modern medium than the antiquated films Cleopatra or Spartacus (107). Video

games, such as Final Fantasy VIII, though can potentially challenge the Classics.
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The reason then video game academics are forced to reduce the aspect of video
games as art is because they must battle the public’s preconceptions (along with the
media affordances) and instead provide a tangible function for game consumption. In
their attempt to do this though, they still fall into the trappings generated by public
perception. These scholars perpetuate that notion, supported by channels like WSMV,
that video games are still for children, for those in school, those confined behind the
desks in a classroom, and fail to consider the desk of the tenured literary professor. This
trapping then makes video games seem juvenile, and at best pedestrian, as opposed to
academic. In essence, the need to demonstrate functionality denies the appreciation of

form, blinding any witness to the sublime.

To progress the scope of video games as Literature beyond the confines of these
pages will not be a simple task, but hopefully this has served an initial pivoting re-step in
altering the perception. To further change the mind of scholars will require efforts from
those far better versed in literary theory. While this may mean that more enlightened
individuals will need to pick up the controller, their time will not be ill spent, for video
games have demonstrated their ability to transcend the flaws originating in the initial
public perception and instead appear capable of achieving more; just look at how games
have thematically evolved from Super Mario World to The Last of Us. To best help this
burgeoning field, thought should be given as to how a player can better examine and
evaluate the various rhetorical and literary strategies used in a video game, and to then
articulate these considerations to structure a detailed analysis. What perspectives is the
player exposed to? What does it mean to have a puzzle in one dungeon and an insane

boss fight in another? By allowing for a more academic approach to the literary nature of
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video games, the field of ludology can also be improved. Video game developers
understanding the significance in the strategies they employ can then better craft their
games, as the poet with his poem, which will then make these games worthy of deeper
critical study, crafting a perpetuating cycle that elevates instead of denigrates. This is not
to say that video games require a formalist institutionalization for their craft, the problem
of Hermeneutics circle should be avoided, but having some structural understandings that
are more universally understood will at least provide a future for the art’s consideration

as more than just a tool for killing time. .
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Chapter 2

A Characterizing Diversion

In most scholarly attempts to analyze a work, little if any amount of time/space is
spent summarizing the plot of the work, as doing so is often considered fluff or tangential
to actual proper academic analysis. While I personally feel allotting an entire chapter to
this endeavor is unnecessary—hence the awkward '% chapter designation—I do so with the
express purpose of ensuring my immediate readers (the thesis committee) are aware of
some of the game’s particulars, partially since games, at the time of this writing, do have
a minor barrier to entry. I have relegated the bulk of the summation of the plot as an
appendix item but herein simply wish to take a moment to point to the game’s structure

and the game’s use of speaking names.

While other summaries—which I do recommend-—exist, as videos on YouTube,
for Final Fantasy VIII, such Oni Black Mage’s excellent 33 minute ““What happened in
FFVII? (RECAPitation)” (2015) or Resonant Arc’s far shorter 12 minute “Final
Fantasy VIII review” these summaries occasionally fail to be either entirely objective
(more so the case with Resonant Arc’s) or cloud the discussion of the plot with their own
criticisms and interpretations. Both of these creators are obviously entitled to their
opinion and interpretations (and their work is appreciated as they have both helped me
extensively in structuring my own list of the events), but for the purpose of this academic

endeavor, | hope to provide a more focused chronological summary without such
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interjections/interpretations as “Selphie is angry and excited” (Oni Black Mage 14:05) or
“in my opinion could have used more development time to reach this potential”
(Resonant Arc 00:08:58); instead providing consideration towards motifs or thematic
elements which may help shed light towards my analysis. Of the two summaries
mentioned though, I will offer for what it’s worth, if time is available that Oni Black
Mage’s video is a better and more functional substitute to what has been appendixed as it

also features extensive game footage...

Regarding “speaking names,” which Patrick O’Neil defines as, “names directly
indicating a character’s nature or role” in his (1996) book, Fictions of Discourse (52),
FFVIII employs a number especially those oriented around the main cast, some of the
Guardian Forces, and most of the location names found on the world map (like Cape of
Good Hope, Island Closest to Heaven, Island Closest to Hell). While O’Neil suggests that
“speaking names” are meant to prioritize discourse, Dan Shen explains instead that “The
author [replace with character designer, Tetsuya Nomura, or development team], in
creating a character, gives the character a ‘speaking name’ in order to make the character
more effectively fulfill her part in the story’s thematic design. The author’s choosing to
use ‘speaking names’ instead of more mimetic names is not a matter of giving priority to
discourse over story, but a matter of giving priority to the story’s thematic function”
(Shen 227). Using both Shen and O’Neil, it is possible to see that FFVIII uses speaking
names towards both the thematic and discursive functions, as the names of its two central
protagonists (Squall and Rinoa) and two reciprocally foiling antagonists (Seifer and
Ultimecia) are all set up to thematic qualities, while the supplementing cast’s names are

meant to speak towards their role. To better orient the reader to these thematic and
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discursive qualities then, the following list of the main playable cast along with the

meaning of their names is provided.

e Squall Leonheart :-Many Final Fantasy characters across the franchise are named
after weather phenomenon, such as Cloud Strife (Final Fantasy VII) or Lighting
(Final Fantasy XIII). Squall’s name is meant to show his stormy nature, but also
to speak towards how despite his outward stoicism, he is a not so cuddly bundle
of emotional tumult. His last name also speaks to his sin of pride and the depth of
his care, which he often demonstrates even if he attempts to dismiss it as part of

his role as a SeeD operative.

¢ Rinoa Heartilly :~he name Rinoa translates to Light which when taken with her
last name suggests that she is light hearted, which at first seems to be
characteristic of her interactions and even her approach to leading the Timber
Owls. The connection of light to heart, is exceptionally important thematically as
Rinoa is meant to be symbolize the silver lining to Squall’s storminess (light), and
is meant to pierce through his darkness (to his heart), and like a torch help him
find his way back to humanity. Her last name Heartilly, not only connects her to
Squall, who also has heart in his last name, but further suggests with its presence
at front (as opposed to the end of the surname) that she is the presiding heart force

within the work.

e Seifer Almasy :-Seifer’s name is an adaptation on the word cypher. As such, he is
meant to be used as a lens to encode and decode many of the other characters,
especially that of Squall to whom he is a rival and direct foil. Considering his

brief off screen romance with Rinoa, it is also possible to understand her desires
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for what she wants in a relationship based on her descriptions of what he did for
her. Seifer’s name having a dualistic quality, both of which are oriented towards
mystery and complexity, is a compliment to his dualistic role of antagonist and

potential hero, at one point he is even a temporary party member.

Ultimecia :—The name Utlimecia is based on the word ultimate, and speaks to
both how she is the final sorceress, as she does not pass her powers onto anyone
in the future, and how she is meant to be the end of ends (something present in the
construction of her name. In terms of Rinoa, Ultimecia is set to be a complete foil.
Where Ultimecia bleeds sensual lust, Rinoa offers instead the quieter less abrasive
“Girl Next Door” aesthetic, a concept furthered by a magazine desired by Zone of

the Timber Owls.

Quistis Trepe :—Quistis is one of main party members and her name signifies her
role as she serves as the initial quest giver to Squall. Though her role expands
from that of instructor to friend, her name is meant to signify the initial step, as
part of the trip (trepe) that Squall takes. His deviation from that trip, when he
breaks away from responsibility to save Rinoa, is also exemplified by his

disregard for Quistis’s affections at the start of the game.

Zell Dincht :—Zell is the most outwardly zel(I)ous of the characters. He pours
himself into every action, with fist pumps and emotion galore. While seemingly
muscle headed because he is a high damage character on raw strength alone, Zell
actually is also very knowledgable. As Squall refers to him, he’s “Know-it-all-

Zell.”
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Selphie Tilmitt :—Before the widespread use of the word, ‘selfie,” there was
Selphie, whose name is tied to the faerie like creatures called Sylphs. Selphie’s
personality at first takes on this airy, ditsy, quality, as she appears clumsy and
airheaded, though her passion runs quite deep as seen when she speaks to the
graves of her fallen friends at Trabia Garden. This deep emotion is hinted at in her
last name which might be Till met, which suggests that she appears airy until she

1s better understood once she is known and met.

Irvine Kinneas :— Irvine Kinneas is the weakest of the speaking names, and
possibly this is meant to other Irvine, who unlike the rest of the main cast from a
Garden (with the exception of Rinoa who is not from a Garden) is not a SeeD.
That said, Irvine’s last name could be a restructure of the name Cineas, whom is a
figure in Greek history who served as the adviser to King Pyrrhus. This
connection would make sense as Irvine is a person who makes peace with his

words, often attempting to be the “lover not a fighter.”

Edea Kramer :— Edea serves as both the original antagonist (until it is revealed she
was not under her own agency but that of Utlimecia) and matron figure to the rest
of the cast (though not Rinoa). Her name has a couple different meanings. First,
her name could be interpreted as Idea, which follows since she is a figment of
Utlimecia but also the creator of SeeD. Edea simultaneously also could be from
the Latinised Medea, a character that was a sorceress in Greek mythology. This
dual connection works to also showcase Edea’s dual role as mother figure and

antagonist.
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In terms of the structure of FFVIII, it is broken into 4 discs with the bulk of the
story happening in the first 3, and the ending, and final dungeon on the 4™ Disc—notably
the 4 disc is barren in terms of the populated world which is sealed off, partially due to
space restrictions of 1998’s CDs but also as a stylistic choice to create a point of no
return on Disc 3. Each disc is also punctuated with a climatic battle, the first two with
Sorceress Edea, the third with Seifer, and the final disc with the main villain Ultimecia.
That said, the story can be segmented into three distinct acts, each oriented with one of
the sorceresses. The first act begins in Balamb and continues until the first return to
Balamb (Beginning Disc 1 through the first third of Disc 2). The second act involves all
of the events involving the mobilization of the Garden, including the battle of the
Gardens at the end of Disc 2. The final third act involves the opening of Esthar and then
culminates with the defeat of Ultimecia (Beginning of Disc 3 to end of Disc 4). Each of
these acts as will be shown work to orient the title as a modern epic evolving from

Dante’s divine trilogy.

45



Chapter 1

The Sins and Virtues of Gaming Epically

To better evaluate the merit of a game, it is important to understand how some
games pose as a natural-almost Darwinian—evolution to the standard Epics of (capital L)
Literature. This process not only allows video games to be seen within the historic
landscape, that McCloud sought for comics (however unnecessary), without requiring
them to be historic but also works to show how video games can fit within the
metropolitan classification established by Kermode. The epic as a form is rather
obviously one of the oldest forms for storytelling, and yet the epics that persist into the
academic realm of today do so because they maintain an immortalizing purpose (as
Kermode establishes)—often teaching their many readers the concepts governing virtue
(namely masculine virtue). As defined by Dr. Theoharis Constantine Theoharis the epic
“is a project staged at the last possible moment in which a society [or civilization] can be
saved,” (Theoharis 2019). Expanding on Theoharis’s definition it is possible to then
surmise that the epic additionally works to prescribe, define, or redefine the rules of its
society so said society can subsequently be saved. This newly worked definition, while
arguable, holds true when surveying the texts of Homer’s Odyssey, Dante Alighieri’s The
Divine Comedy, and James Joyce’s Ulysses, and can be seen to apply most importantly to
Square’s Final Fantasy VIII and more currently Insomniac’s Spider-Man (2018)—proving
the later works are epics unto themselves. By establishing that video games are a new

capable vehicle of the epic form, further analysis can be accepted and committed. Beyond
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this, FFVIII can then be staged to better address its central conceit as will be done in
subsequent chapters.

In Homer’s epic, The Odyssey, a prevailing concern is a matter of mortality and
the promise of immortal fame, due to the various dangers the world poses to early
civilization—and the wanderer. In this particular epic poem there is a need to establish
the correct protocol for guest-host relations. Homer’s Odyssey presents both sides of this
relationship, time and time again, but most clearly defines the ramifications for breaking
the protocol through the portrayal of the punitive aftermath in the events involving the
Ithacan suitors—being terrible guests—and with the Cyclops—being a terrible host. In
these circumstances, justice enacted through violence is the mechanism by which the
“will of Zeus,” the maintenance of order, is upheld.

In the Divine Comedy, one of Dante’s pressing concerns is the conduct and the
moral state of the “Church” along with the then misguided efforts of the amoral
Florentine individual. Here the Homeric ideal of heroic deed cementing immortal fame is
replaced by the desire for eternal redemption under the Christian God, seen best in
Dante’s placement of Odysseus in Inferno. Moreover, a tangible metaphysical barrier, in
the form of the river found at the end of Purgatorio exists between man and the realm of
God (which essentially is God who allows for eternal redemption), which partially is used
by Dante to highlight how the doctrine as perpetuated by the Popes is “counterfeit” to
actual divinity. As Beatrice explains regarding the pilgrim’s life to this point, “he [the
pilgrim] took himself away from me,* Beatrice being a divine source, “and followed after
another . . . he turned his footsteps toward an untrue path; he followed counterfeits of

goodness, which will never pay in full what they have promised” (Purgatario, Canto
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XXX, 125-32). Beatrice’s remarks, at first, seem to mean that she is referring to other
women the pilgrim might have moved towards after her image, meant to evoke the purest
concept of Love, was lost to him. However, Peter’s angry words in Paradiso, “he who on
earth usurps my place [the papacy] . . . has made my burial ground a sewer of blood, a
sewer of stench, so that the perverse one who fell from Heaven, here above, can find
contentment there below,” imply that the “counterfeits of goodness™ the pilgrim has
followed stem from the Church and its papacy, in which the Devil can find contentment
and delight (Paradiso, Canto XVII, 22-26). This interpretation arises from the untrue
path, to which Beatrice refers, being connected to the untrue path of the Devil (he moves
away from Truth, which is God) which is then directly linked by Peter to the papacy.
What allows Dante a saving grace from this path inadvertently was his exile. Were it not
for that, he would have continued without ever having experienced the Truth. Being then
in the company of Beatrice who serves as his new guide, Dante then has a path to this
Truth.

The word in Italian which is used in Beatrice’s passage is “non” which means not,
or opposed to, and provides more evidence towards the interpretation of the devil path, as
it directly precedes the word for truth (“vera”), which would when taken collectively
mean, ‘opposed to truth.” Of course, this is predicated on Truth being equivalent to God,
which is what Beatrice claims is the case in Canto XXIX of the Paradiso (XXIX, 109-
120). Additionally, Beatrice mentions that the counterfeits of goodness (which is
precisely what the papacy would be since they are supposed to be Peter on earth) will not
pay in full what they have promised, which likely means they will not yield salvation.

The use of the word pay and counterfeit good is perhaps then also a reference to
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indulgences, which were meant to be a purchasable good, used for absolution through
material payment (and were implemented around the 9™ century, so plausible for Dante
Alighieri to be criticizing). Indulgences then would be opposed to true spiritual cleansing
in the form of genuine repentance—an act the pilgrim undertakes on the banks of the
river, which work to cleanse him through his own tears, a symbol of which will later tie
into some of the symbology of FFVIIL

The purpose of this analysis, so far, is to articulate emphasis on how epics are
meant to be a correct guide to society, while also staging a singular or set of correct guide
figure(s) for their protagonists. The correct guide is so important to the structure of the
Commedia that Dante is ordained to have a proper guide in the form of Virgil, and later
the divine angelic Beatrice, so that he may avoid becoming lost on his path towards
enlightenment and ultimately bring that knowledge to save society. In the Odyssey, Zeus
allows (ordains) Athena to become a guide to Odysseus so Zeus’s will might be enacted.
This again is important because it establishes how an epic works to provide a mechanism
by which society can be similarly saved through the vehicle of the entire work. In the
case of Florence, the city can be saved if they turn away from the false hope provided by
the papacy and instead repent and focus on the Truth of God. For Greek society at the
time of Homer, the civilization can be spared if the wanderer is kept well and in turn
respects his keepers.

In Joyce, the role of guide is complicated, as is natural (and necessary) in the
evolution of art. M. Keith Booker suggests, “the ghastly apparition of Bloom’s
grandfather [Virag], who appears in the episode [Circe] [is] to Dante’s Virgil” and

“further . . . the sinister whoremistress can be thought (at least in part) as a figure of
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Dante’s ethereal Beatrice” (Booker 357). Booker’s argument is meant to elucidate the
complication and show how the guide figure need not be an embodiment of divinity and
can even be base as Joyce’s action of making this literary connection serves a larger but
similar purpose, this time meant to help Irish society become less xeno /ethnophobic. As
Booker explains, “He [Joyce] is in fact doing with Dante much the same thing he is doing
with Homer and Shakespeare—simultaneously demonstrating that nothing ever changes
and nothing ever stays the same” (359).

FFVIII developing on this vein presents its own complication to the guide figures,
offering three true and one false—two of witch (pun) could be determined to be divine
adjacent, though by the time Edea becomes a proper guide to Squall (and by extension
the player), she has lost her connection to divinity, as she has passed her Sorceress
(witch) powers unto Rinoa, who serves as an emotional guide which is different from
Athena or Virgil who do so in a more physical and literal sense, and positions Rinoa then
as more of a Beatrice figure, who while being a physical guide also guides the pilgrim’s
emotions. Rinoa’s connection to divinity is an aspect made even more evident
considering the angel imagery associated with Rinoa: her outer azure sweater dress rather
prominently featuring a pair of white angel wings on the back; along with Rinoa
consistently being connected to white feathers and birds in various cut scenes; a corgi
named Angelo, connecting Rinoa to real-world royalty as the British Royal family is well
known for their full breed Corgis, the royal connection is even made clearer as Rinoa is
even introduced by members of the Timber Owls as “the princess” (Disc 1) possibly
implying that Rinoa has a divine mandate—an interpretation with merit as she is later

called “Hyne’s descendant” (Disc 3); and even mechanically with her final limit break
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being titled Angel Wing, which when activated causes a short animation where she
sprouts ethereal white angel wings that exist for a moment as she enters a trance state.
Rinoa’s acts as guide, as she is integral in helping Squall learn how to operate with an
ethics oriented towards care.

One character that appears to be a guide is Quistis. She has the role of instructor
and literally guides Squall (and by extension the player) through the junction system at
the start of the game through an in-game tutorial, and even accompanies Squall through
the Inferno-esque volcano dungeon that is the GF Ifreet’s home (one of many
geographical connections to Dante’s Commedia). Quistis, however, fails to be a true
guide figure as she is a false Beatrice. Many of the members, both male and female, in
the rest of Balamb Garden are identified as being part of an unofficial Quistis Fan Club,
calling themselves Trepies, to the point where the game asserts this is the entirety of their
identity by labeling them as “Trepie Groupie #1, #2, [etc.]” within their dialogue text
boxes. The infatuation with Quistis goes so far as to indicate a crippling sexual lust, as
some of the members who identify as Trepies are unable to pass their SeeD written exam,
a prerequisite to taking the field exam. Trepie Groupie #1 goes so far as to comment, “I
cannot sleep at night. Thinking of your radiating beauty. That is why I am always falling
asleep in class... Oh... how sinful you [Quistis] are...” (Disc 1-3, emphasis mine).
Though Quistis is not actually the source of the “sin” (that would be the imagination of
the sophomoric adolescent Trepie Groupie #1), the idolatric use of radiance in
conjunction with sin offsets the potential link between her and divinity making her a false
idol; the true idol again more easily understood in the associated imagery of Rinoa (the

angelic being) with Dante’s (an actual angel) Beatrice. This further offers that Quistis is
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ultimately meant as a representation of a false Beatrice, though one that is a friend and
pseudo-mentor to the slightly younger Squall. Quistis, while being this friend, source of
information and many times exposition (though “Know-it-all-Zell” also has this role), is
therefore not meant to be a guide to Squall, but to showcase a problem of lust-something
that seems to hinder her own progress as well, as she fails to be a good instructor (Seifer
too calls her out as being “mediocre”) likely because of her crush on, and favoritism
toward, her student Squall (Disc 1).

While a truly false Beatrice would likely lead Dante away from truth, Quistis is
simply unable to lead Squall. As such, where the pilgrim displays a deep respect for
Virgil and love for Beatrice, Squall seemingly has little respect for Quistis as an
instructor (though he later appoints her leader of the gate squad, signifying he
acknowledges her leadership and martial acumen over that of Zell or Selphie—whom he
later entrusts with missions of their own) evident is his internal dialogue in the early
segments of Disc 1 (State of the Arc March 2021). During the initial excursion to the Fire
Cavern, Quistis acts more in the capacity of an observing escort (not quite the Joycean
“whoremistress” kind that is Bella Cohen, though Quistis too does wield a whip and
displays an overt romantic interest in Squall, which she later claims was a self-imposed
misunderstanding of her feelings of sisterly affection revealed on Disc 2). That Quistis is
lost about her own feelings only further shows how she cannot be a guide to Squall for
his; and despite Quistis accompanying Squall as his direct superior within the structure of
Garden, once the pair depart for the Fire Cavern, she is positioned to always be running
behind Squall (whom the player is controlling). This position happens later too, when

Quistis orders Squall to accompany her to the secluded spot in the Training Grounds
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when she wants to talk to him about her feelings, problems, and burdens. By always
being positioned behind Squall in this manner, especially when Squall is in player
control, Quistis never quite can be considered a true guide, as she is never leading,
breaking the parallel as guides walking ahead of their charges is a facet inherent to both
Virgil and Beatrice in Dante’s work (obviously up until the pilgrim progresses past his
need for them). While Rinoa too takes this position of subservience to Squall in terms of
how they move around the world map and field (and even Edea when she briefly joins the
party though she takes charge in several cut-scenes), Rinoa actively engages with Squall
emotionally, and leads him to opening-up, something Quistis admits she has been, and is,
unable to do: “Rinoa forces herself into your world no matter how many walls you put
around yourself, Squall. I [Quistis] knew I couldn’t compete with her.” (Disc 3).

The first true guide of FFVIII for Squall is Cid Kramer. The name Cid is one that
has a deep history within the larger franchise of Final Fantasy, and until Final Fantasy
XII was a name always associated on the side of the protagonists and in connection to
technology, especially airships—which Cid has in this game with the mobilization of
Balamb Garden—and occasionally with rulership; fitting as Cid is likely a deviation from
the Arabic word Sayyed. In FFVIII Cid, beyond his Final Fantasy roots, could also be
modeled after the eponymous character of the Castilian epic poem, Cantar de Mio Cid
(The song of My Cid or The song of My Lord), which centers around the historical El
Cid. This connection works, as FFVIII’s iteration of Cid, is that of a knight (he is Edea’s
Sorceress’ knight) and lord who is occupied with ensuring that his children, SeeD

members, have a future. Cid even demonstrates this paternal care, found within the
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Castilian epic, in how he converses with Seifer, just before it is announced that Seifer has
failed the SeeD exam (Disc 1).

Appropriate to his speaking name and role as a lord, Cid at the start of the game is
the Headmaster of Garden and is responsible for orchestrating all the Centra orphans
except for Seifer (who is failed from becoming a SeeD and thus cannot be part of the
original squad, and later cannot as he abandons his classmates in pursuit of his “romantic
dream”) are grouped together before they make their way to fight Edea and later
Ultimecia. This orchestration is never outright stated but is heavily implied to be the case
since Cid is the one who initially, and indefinitely, assigns Squall (as leader), along with
Zell and Selphie to Rinoa’s Timber liberation movement, knowing that Squall needs to
learn how to become a leader to fulfill his role as a SeeD—since a future Squall has
technically already met with Edea and is the original gun-blade specialist who informed
her on the need for SeeD to fight the Sorceress (Disc 1, 4). While Cid’s machinations all
occur behind the scenes out of direct view of the player, his effort acts as the paternal
catalyst to Squall’s development. Where Virag is a ghost of Bloom’s grandfather and a
stand-in for Virgil, who ultimately as Booker explains, “is a paternal image closely
paralleling that provided by Virgil to Dante” (Booker 360), Cid’s efforts are an unseen,
but not unfelt, paternal influence paralleling Virgil’s grooming of Dante; with Cid
grooming Squall to take on the role of leader—though Cid is very much alive, but is again
not immediately present. Cid’s marriage to Edea, who serves as matron to the children in
the orphanage, while he himself is never seen in the initial orphanage flashback scenes
(but is present in the ruins of the orphanage throughout Disc 3 always positioned behind

Edea) also cements his role as an absent but still influential paternal figure. His influence
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despite a lack of consistent physical presence, likely is a comment on how the father
figure is felt but rarely seen in the modernized world, as he is often meant to provide
support through work and planning for the family’s future, while the mother is meant to
supply the care. This is a facet evidenced in the architecture of the orphanage itself: with
its Ionic pillars acting as maternal pillars which provide immediate shelter, while the
Doric, which “metaphorically [are] characterized as the strongest and most masculine”
pillars are in the background holding up an indecipherable pediment meant often to offer
the reason and origin for the structure (Marks 44). The use of the pillars along with the
fact that they are shattered or bent askew in the end portion of the game shows Squall’s
break from Edea and Cid as his guides and helps situate the presence of his new guide,
Rinoa (who accomplishes her goal in the field of flowers just outside their home where
two pillars each belonging to one of these order is shown broken). Furthermore, like
Virgil who passes onto Dante the role of being the next poet, Cid passes on the role of
leader to Squall when he gives the young mercenary complete control of Balamb Garden
(Disc 2) by making him the commander of SeeD. What adds to this passing of roles is
that Cid is no longer Edea’s Sorceress’ Knight (except possibly in name), a role which
Squall then takes up to shield Rinoa, since Edea has passed on her powers to the angelic
Beatrice figure.

Edea then serves as the second guide, in that she helps Squall and Rinoa
understand their role to one another as well as serves as a limiting agent on Squall’s
spiraling emotions, after he fears Rinoa might be lost to him permanently. Edea can curb
Squall’s worst emotions, in a similar to way to how the Mother Mary is able to curb the

pilgrim’s emotions just before he enters Paradise. Interestingly, Edea also reads similarly
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at first to the witch character, Armida, from Torquaoto Tasso’s epic, Jerusalem
Delivered, as both use their magical abilities at first in opposition to their respective
protagonists but then later after converting become assets. In Tasso’s work, Armida
separates the knights with her seductions, which is also what Edea essentially does to
Seifer, possibly even with the promise of carnal pleasure, “Come [Seifer] with me [Edea]
to a place of no return. Bid farewell to your childhood” (Disc 1). The loss of childhood,
or innocence, is certainly a theme of FFVIIIL, but here works to show the cost of
attempting to forcefully actualize one’s dream, something Seifer articulates is “romantic.”
This is similar to the cost experienced by the knights who die fighting for Armida in the
promise of her seductions. The link between FFVIII to this epic, which may go deeper
yet as Squall’s surname is Leonheart, a likely homage to Richard the Lion Heart, only
furthers the literary genealogy that epics often build upon, such as Joyce’s use of
Shakespeare and Homer to facilitate the artistic evolution found in Ulysses.

The movement through the world of FFVIII also poses a connection to Dante’s
work. While the pilgrim ascends vertically, from Hell at the bottom, with Purgatory at the
middle and Heaven at the top, Squall and co. in FFVIII make parallel movements albeit
layered horizontally across the world. This translates the effort from realizing vertical
transcendence to one of finding horizontal immanence, an achievement achieved once
Squall crosses Horizon Bridge (Disc 3). To either side of the rectangular world map are
two islands, both where some of the strongest monsters in the game can be encountered
(always at the maximum level of 100, regardless the party’s average level as is normally
dictated by the game, implying an awesome strength—additionally these islands have

draw points for most of the strongest magics in the game, including Ultima furthering
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their hierarchal position), called the Island Closest to Hell (off the coast of the Galbadian
continent to the West) and the Island Closest to Heaven (off the uncivilized and forested
coast, just North of the city Esthar on the Estharan continent to the East). These two
islands physically frame the Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven motifs which can be seen to be
carried out in the narrative arcs of the story. The parallels, though evident, are not entirely
perfect (nor need they be as Booker explains); Rinoa for example is born in Deling City
(though this is perhaps excusable as the original Beatrice is of Florence which Dante
seems to indicate is Hell adjacent, or at the very least next to the gateway to it). Another
complication to this interpretation arises from the world being round and once the
Ragnorak is unlocked the player can make their way across the ocean (and freely travel
anywhere), between the two islands (implying a proximal closeness between hell and
heaven). These two places though are distanced enough apart to make this a lengthy
journey, as it takes minutes of real-world time to make this trek over the main map,
which is meant to showcase the extent of their separation. Both also offer a different
array of enemies—there are some overlaps, implying the line between angels and demons
are not all that different from what is presented in Milton’s Paradise Lost (an allusion
given greater credence since monsters descend from the heavenly moon featured heavily
in most of the setting backdrops of the game)—further separating them thematically, with
those from the Island Closest to Hell having monsters strong in physical attributes such as
Strength and Vitality (offering that Hell is more bodily), and those from the Island
Closest to Heaven having stats high in Magic and Spirit and rely on status attacks

(suggesting Heaven affects the mind and spirit). That the conception of Hell is tied to
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physical attributes further indicates a flaw regarding aggression and vice which can be
addressed by tempering these traits with a sound mind.

The story’s progression further works in near tandem to the progression in the
Commedia by having the group first move from Balamb (which is designed like a
Mediterranean coastal city resembling a more modern Athens or Santorini in its
architecture) towards the west (Hell) where the Galbadian continent is situated with its
highly European styled cities—Dollet for Rome (seen in the central fountain, harbor, street
cafes, and cobblestones), Timber for Berlin (not only is the city occupied and under
martial law, the many rail platforms, the feature of a massive wall, along with having a
once famous literary scene, seen in the Timber Maniacs offices, which is still policed
heavily by the occupying Galbadians all give off the post war vibe inherent to the Cold
War city prior to the fall of the U.S.S.R.), Delling for Paris (with its own homage to the
Arc de Triumph as the center point for the city, along with the lights and round-abouts),
and Winhill for a Dutch/Swiss like pastoral village (with fields of flowers and its cottage
style homes). The choice to stylize these places after Europe, with Dollet modeled after
Rome (the Duchy of Dollet was once the “remnants of an ancient empire” as indicated
within the game’s lore files) especially, works to not only organize and cement the
Dantean connection but also to globalize the game. The connection of Europe to Hell
suggests that tenets of the prevailing Western ethical considerations—dogmatic adherence
to orders, self-sufficiency, and prizing the majority over personal connections—are all
majorly flawed.

With the exception of Winhill, which is first seen in the Laguna sequence that

initiates Disc 2, the remainder of the Hell cities are all visited in Disc 1, and all (including
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Winhill) only need to be visited once in terms of the main story (no side quests even
demand visiting these locations a second time with the exception of collecting all of the
Triple Triad cards). This can be likened to how the pilgrim must make his way through
Hell only once. After escaping the D-District Prison, an underground prison buried in the
desert, which is set up in spiraling concentric circles (indicating a better facsimile for
escape from the vertical Dantean vision of Hell as a series of rings), the group then finds
themselves working through the middle part of the world, which is centered on three
locations: Trabia to the North, Fisherman’s Horizon (FH) at the center, and Centra to the
South, each offering a connection to purgatory. The vehicle by which they make these
journeys is the mobilized Garden, which operated up to this point as an extension of
Cid’s (the Virgilian figure’s) authority, but whose destination is now relegated to Squall,
not unlike how the pilgrim leads Virgil through Purgatory. The deepest connection to
purgatory is FH (situated in the exact center of the world map) where the town is
described as “sleepy” and is set on derelict tracks in the ocean, signifying its town folk
are stuck and unable able to move onwards (as is the case for those lost in purgatory).
After the events in Centra near the orphanage, which is when Cid makes Squall
the leader of SeeD (meaning Cid has fulfilled his Virgil guide role), the group then makes
their way to the East where Esthar is hidden behind a cloaked wall. The cloaked wall
could be seen as similar to the river which acts as the metaphysical threshold and
prevents the pilgrim from entering Eden and then Heaven, with the cloak serving this
shrouding role. Just as the pilgrim is unable to witness Heaven without first undergoing
the previously mentioned catharsis, Squall is unable to get to Esthar without pouring out

his emotions as well. This catharsis is seen in Squall as he crosses Horizon Bridge (the
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name being another signifier, as horizon is the point at which the sky and earth are
melded into one, and a bridge being then the method to find that juncture) and explains
his feelings and rationale for why he has been so distant with everyone to the silent
Rinoa. To reach the entrance of Esthar, the group first are forced to travel through the
Great Salt Lake, which “used to be a beautiful lake is now a barren field. It’s speculated
that Esthar’s experiments led to the lake’s destruction.” (Disc 3). When crossing the
Great Salt Lake, which is comparable to the Salt Sea meant to border the Holy Land of
Israel as dictated by the God of the Old Testament (Numbers 34:12), the group is joined
by Edea, who for this segment is Squall’s guide. This border in conjunction with Dante
makes Esthar appear as a technological Eden (there are even many shared features in the
design and color scheme of Esthar with those of the GF Eden, featured in game as the
final junctionable GF). The destruction of the lake by the technologically advanced, and
seemingly utopic (especially under Laguna’s governance) and Edenic, Esthar reveals that
unlike Dante’s heaven which offers a semi-tangible (in so much as he’s able to describe
it) place for perfection, and ability to supplant logic as God is able to square the circle (a
mathematical impossibility), salvation is not to be found in even the most scientifically
advanced Eastern metropolis. Instead of finding divinity in any geographical place, as the
monsters’ stats on the Island Closest to Heaven also suggest, it instead needs to be found
within one’s spirit. This helps forward the conceit that the divinity of Love which Dante
places in heaven through Truth and Beatrice, should instead (according to FFVIII) be
found within a person in the world and not simply a locale, however Edenic it appears,
but additionally cannot be found alone—which is why Rinoa is needed as Squall’s (and by

proxy the player’s) emotional guide.
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To continue how FFVIII is of an epic pedigree, in the Commedia to accomplish
the display of failure crippling Florence at the time, Dante also frames the seven deadly
sins (Lust, Gluttony, Avarice, Sloth, Wrath, Envy and Pride) by personifying them
through their perpetrators, in Hell and in Purgatory. He uses these sins to demonstrate
how the people of Florence who are still perpetrating the sins whilst alive, destabilize and
are harming not only society, but also preventing the individual’s ability to clearly “see
that Essence in which we discern how God and human nature were made one”
(“Paradiso” Canto II 41-42). Dante goes so far as to use people who are still alive from
his time period, and places them (in the form of tormented dead souls) where he feels
they would be in his system to showcase just how far Florence has fallen—and will
continue if unchecked to further fall. This becomes an important tactic in subsequent
epics, as it actively helps the audience identify the problematic features of their leaders
and contemporaries.

James Joyce’s Ulysses actively utilizes this tactic from Dante by framing
individuals in Joyce’s time in a similar chastising manner with the various sins. Joyce, for
example, portrays Father Conmee (a real person in Irish society at the time of Joyce’s
writing) in the “Wandering Rocks” chapter as a terrible Christian. Conmee is unwilling to
help a beggar because Conmee does not have small change, “his purse held . . . one silver
crown” (Joyce 181). The good reverend though is willing to overlook an affair one of his
patrons has had with her brother-in-law (which would have been considered incestuous at
the time—or at the very least was in Hamlet, a recurring work referenced by Joyce as
morally astute albeit from a time centuries prior), since he is willing to accept she did not

technically commit adultery by the Catholic definition (182-83). What is darkly hilarious
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here is that Conmee has no real way of knowing whether or not she did violate the
definition but is willing to err in her favor since she has donated to his cause. Joyce crafts
this juxtaposition between lack of charity for the needy and obsequious generosity
towards the wealthy by a real-life member of his world, just to highlight the corruption,
fallibility, and hypocrisy—as Joyce saw it—in the Irish Catholic Church at the time.
Comnee is seen as morally defunct because he fails to adhere to the Christian virtue of
charity. Beyond being a comedy like Dante’s Divine Comedy, Joyce’s Ulysses is an epic
because it likewise sets up its city of Dublin as a society on the verge of collapse; due to
rampant antisemitic xenophobia (seen in “Cyclops”), loyalty to a morally corrupted
religious institution (again the Catholic Church), and a seeming unwillingness by Irish
men to understand and acknowledge the sexual needs and minds of Irish women. By
setting up their societies at the point of failure, these traditional epics further impress the
need they have for a savior figure.

Though FFVIII does not appear to depict any real-world individuals, though
considering just how many characters it would not be surprising if it was revealed to have
done so, the game still presents many of the seven vices in a loose refrain of Dante and
later Joyce in a similar (comedic) style. Unlike its immediate Final Fantasy predecessors,
FFVIII attempts to be less dark, while still tackling these major issues (Resonant Arc).
Though lacking a real-world connection, and being lighter in color palate, tone (to an
extent), and lacking any playable character deaths (an aspect, featured prominently in
both Final Fantasy VI and VII, said to make those series darker by comparison), these
features do not mean the epic qualities are ignored in this title. FFVIID’s lack of

discernible real-world connections instead indicate the failings it addresses are more
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universal, in a way making the situation even more dire since there is no real singular
individual at which to point fault as was done by Dante and Joyce. What FFVIII does
instead is find ways to utilize the various sins to showcase how society’s focus on the
majority over the few, or even the ones meant to be cared for, is a destabilizing force
pushing society to that brink of collapse which serves as the precipice for the epic. The
following is a quick rundown of where these sins might be interpreted and understood
(but is by no means meant to be exhaustive or all encompassing):

Lust: The failure of Trepie Groupie #1 to become a SeeD showcases the problem
of lust in the context of derailing personal growth and progress, as his friend remarks,
“This guy used to be the cream of the crop. Now look at him... All over one woman],
Quistis].” (Disc 1-3). This again is meant to set up Quistis as a false Beatrice as a means
to better present Rinoa as the saving and guiding emotional force of the game. What is
more, is that the situation with lust here, is shown that when unreciprocated, these
feelings are not a positive force and work instead to destabilize the individual. This will
be especially important when evaluating how FVIII wants society to find salvation
through Squall who never lusts for Rinoa but rather desires her voiced company.

Gluttony: President Vinzer Deling, of Galbadia, can be interpreted as embodying
gluttony, not only from his more rotund frame compared to many of the characters who
are more objectively fit, but also as his goal seemingly is to use the Sorceress, his
“Ambassador,” to control the rest of the countries in the world absorbing them into
Galbadia. While he never overtly states this goal rather diplomatically saying,
“Unfortunately, there are some trifling problems standing between Galbadia and other

nations, and they must be resolved,” the power of the last sorceress in the previous war,
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which ended less than two decades prior to the game’s start, evidences his gluttonous
desires for having the other nations as part of his domain. Building on this, the game files
label President Deling as the “military dictator” of Galbadia, having “initiated countless
invasions of other countries.” What distinguishes Deling as gluttony (as opposed to
avarice) is the role of an empire (“state”) as a consumptive force (Hamilton 30).
Avarice: The exiled Shumi Tribe merchant, NORG better represents avarice and
greed as he poses a concern towards the machinations of an unfeeling capitalism left
unchecked—not inconsequentially attached to him is the GF Leviathan, the same name
given to the brutal non-feeling Hobbesian machine of governance. NORG’s sole
motivation in his actions is to maintain the Garden and SeeD as a continued source of
income. Unlike Cid and Edea who created Garden as “a haven for orphans” and was
“named for their wish to raise the seeds of the future” (Disc 3), NORG only sees SeeD
members as a means to further his own ends. NORG’s unfeeling connection to machinery
is advanced by how he functions from within a mechanical pod in the basement of
Balamb Garden, as a seedy underbelly. Where other members of the Shumi Tribe hide
their hands out of humility, NORG proudly displays his, and uses his to battle with the
party—which occurs to a musical piece titled “Heresy,” a further indication of the sins’
presence as metaphor. This deviation from his cultural custom, along with his opposition
to the party, is meant to imply that NORG has deviated from the correct path of care. The
chosen feature displaying one’s hands, along with taking pride in their largeness, further
suggests that attempting to grasp what you desire is not the same as letting it in or
allowing your desire to help shape you, as is meant with Rinoa towards Squall. In

contrast to NORG, the Shumi Elder who offers nothing to the party when he reveals his
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hands to them after they perform a quaint side quest of finding stones for a Laguna statue,
says later to his attendant, “I did not want to give them material things. I wanted to give
them a moment of peace and our heartfelt welcome.” The Shumi Elder recognizing the
difficult destiny for the party ahead, offers respite and solace which again is meant to
further contrast with NORG, who is an impetus for chaos and literally brings the party an
offensive battle.

Sloth: Sloth is shown to be a problem of Mayor Dobe, the pacifist leader of
Fisherman’s Horizon. When confronted by Galbadian soldiers, Dobe refuses to fight even
though he knows the Galbadians will raze his town regardless of whether they find Ellone
or not. His inability to act in the face of this shows the problem of adhering strictly to a
moral system that does not prioritize care of one’s people over impractical dogmatism
towards an ideal. When the party saves him, the Mayor offers, “I guess you saved my life
... but I’'m not thanking you” to which (if the player wants) Squall explains, “It would be
wonderful if things could be settled by discussion. The only problem with that is it often
takes too much time. Especially if the others are unwilling to listen. So I believe fighting
is inevitable at times. It’s really sad” (Disc 2). Squall’s reply showcases further how the
mayor’s sloth is meant to be viewed by FFVIII as a vice, that pacificism itself is not
sloth, only when it jeopardizes those you are meant to care for. This again is not meant to
sing the praises of fighting, as being forced to do so is still “sad”; Squall remarks
elsewhere too how fighting is inevitable, to GF Bahamut he even explains it’s part of
human nature, which does not mean it is good (Disc 3, 4). Another way the game
emphasizes this point of action, even to fight is greater than inaction, is that despite being

considered turn based, due to the active time system if the player does not input (take) an
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action as the battle menu appears enemies will still continue to do so, and the game will
eventually be lost.

Wrath: While FFVIII is predicated on battles, the game does not completely
require this of the player. In fact, one of the GFs, Diablos, has an ability that can be
learned called encounter-none which prevents all random encounters in the game (this
later is made accessible even earlier in the Remastered Edition which allows players to
simply toggle this on or off at will). That Diablos is confined and freed (if Squall and
party can subjugate the red devil GF) from a cursed lamp that Cid gives to Squall just
before Squall leaves for Timber is not entirely insignificant; but that there is a mechanism
to avoid encounters within the game is of greater significance because it ties into the idea
that fighting is not meant to be a cause for pleasure (again Squall certifies that “it’s sad”)
and can in fact be avoided most of the time. Several antagonists, including Seifer who
sports a wicked grin when he carves a scar on Squall’s face with the edge of his gun-
blade during training, and seems to enjoy Squall’s torture, all seem to enjoy fighting, but
the character who seems to embody the sin of wrath and enjoy the pleasure of fighting the
most is Sorceress Adel. The concept of wrath within FFVIII is a desire to enact harm (the
opposite of care) and to derive pleasure from it. This pleasure at harming others is evident
in not only the predatory grin expression Adel holds, but in the overall appearance and
design of Adel. As Let’s Play Archive’s (2011) Cool Ghost notes:

“The most obvious thing is that Adel is about twelve feet tall. She's also {]-]ing

jacked - Adel has an extremely imposing physical presence, which can be

contrasted to Ultimecia's more elegant style. They're both very dramatic and
exotic and both designs reflect their approach to things. Adel's design also reflects
her power-hungry and corrupt nature; other than the dress she's wearing (and it
has a top, it's the black part of her torso) and her long hair, Adel lacks feminine

traits, and her eyes are red and her skin is unnaturally pale. It all comes together to
produce a very clear villainous design, very direct and presently evil. Which is
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handy, because they [FFVIII] need to communicate Adel's nature to players who

might not have seen the earlier flashback with Laguna (it's optional), and Adel has

no speaking lines outside of it.” (Cool Ghost 111)
Adel is a woman, as she is a sorceress and identified with the “she” pronoun, which by
many standards of feminism, today, would make her efforts entirely feminine, the
association of such masculine attributes, as large pectoral muscles in place of large
breasts (what Ultimecia has in contrast), certainly work to complicate the perception of
gender division and align with the pressing issue of the game’s attempt to address another
of society’s failings, adhering to outdated patriarchal standards, including those
associated with the wrathful pleasure derived from brutality and fighting. That said,
FFVIII still positions adherence to the hegemonic normative for masculinity as a flaw
through the female Adel. Adding to this perception is the fact that Adel when she is met
by the party has outwardly junctioned Rinoa, attempting to feed off Rinoa’s health and
sorceress powers with the two beings discernably separated by the game’s targeting
system. This treatment of Rinoa, who represents the ideals of beauty and embodies the
Beatrice-Truth connection, and perhaps by extension femininity as FFVIII sees it (though
there are some problematic aspects here, especially in the part where she is comatose but
treated as a listener by Squall), means there is room to interpret a divide between Adel
and femineity, furthering the potential notion that wrath is a problem of masculinity.
Moreover, Adel’s claw like fingers, and canine teeth, suggest this form of wrathful
masculinity is monstrous. Even if the conceit regarding masculinity is ignored and
gender removed from the discussion entirely, the wrath within Adel still stands as a vice

showcasing—twice—how yearning to enact harm leads to demise—as what triggers Adel’s
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downfall the first time is her stepping up to fight Laguna, and obviously with the second
time being at the hands of the party after she junctions Rinoa.

Envy: The role of envy is one that could be occupied by Squall, but actually is by
Seifer. This is furthered in how Seifer yearns to be the hero and even seems to live up to
that role until the events at Deling City and later D-Prison (Cool Ghost 15-21). Seifer’s
preoccupation with being the hero when Squall is the reluctant hero of the story helps
frame Seifer’s role as the exemplar of envy within the metanarrative structure of the
game. What complicates this of course, is that Squall has no desire to be a hero or to
share in the burdens of anyone, something Seifer wants but ultimately fails to achieve
especially in his final moments with Rinoa at the beginning of Disc 4; here Squall
fulfills his role as a Sorceress’ knight by protecting Rinoa to which Seifer fails having
placed her in harm’s way. In giving Rinoa to Adel, Seifer ironically cedes the role he so
desperately wanted as part of his “romantic dream.”

There are a few brief moments throughout the game though where Squall might
be jealous of Seifer’s previous relationship with Rinoa (Disc 2), or even when Irvine gets
close to Rinoa (Disc 1), but these are fleeting and never really articulated, even in internal
dialogue. The one sequence, when Squall watches Rinoa kiss Seifer and he is upset, is
also coupled with Rinoa acting weird (her movements have a strange ethereal shadow,
which happens again when she is verifiably possessed by Ultimecia in space) and then
passing out into her coma; so while it might seem he is jealous that she kissed Seifer in
that moment, the more likely indication is that he is simply baffled and worried over her

actions and immediate safety.
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Seifer, however, who is constantly in desire for attention, as noted by Quistis
during the orphanage revelation in Trabia on Disc 2, shows that Seifer was always upset
that Squall never gave him the attention he desired from everyone. This envy for Squall’s
attention later is transferred into a loathing magnified by Ultimecia, for Squall’s position
as a proper SeeD, a position Seifer was denied. With Seifer turning these feelings of envy
into a desire to destroy SeeD, “After the Garden's gone, the SeeD hunt will begin. I
[Seifer will] be Edea's bloodhound and hunt down everyone of your kind” (Disc 2) Seifer
is demonstrating how envy erodes the bonds necessary to be cared for. This is made even
clearer when Fujin, who never speaks more than a word, addresses Seifer with full
sentences, showing just how deeply she is hurt, in an attempt to explain to him just how
far gone he is now:

“POSSE... We are. We always will be. Because we are a posse, we want to help

you. Whatever it takes to fulfill your dream, we are willing to do. But... You are

being manipulated, Seifer. You’ve lost yourself and your dream. You are just
eating out of someone’s hand. We want the old you back! Since we can't get
through to you, all we have now to rely on is Squall!!! It’s sad... Sad that we only

have Squall to rely on... ” (Disc 3)

Cool Ghost offers a unique observation regarding the shift in Fujin’s speech pattern, “For
her last lines in the game, Fujin finally drops her speech quirk. She's finally being open
about her feelings, trying to appeal to Seifer with reason. Dropping her speech pattern of
yelling single words to finally be open with someone she cares about parallels the
development of another character [Squall] in this game who [also] tends to speak in
clipped sentences” (110, emphasis mine). This connection to Squall creates an even

larger gap with Seifer who now becomes isolated and alone (not to mention envious), the

way Squall used to be completing their reversal. Here though, Seifer still has the potential
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to be saved, as he has individuals who still care for him, but who also realize they are not
enough. The implication that someone can be saved, even being as distanced as Seifer is,
shows that care does prove to work, eventually, as Seifer is seen smiling and laughing in
the ending FMV of the game. While some critics feel Seifer does not deserve a happy
ending, that he is “irredeemable” and should be tried for “war crimes” based on the
totality of his actions (State of the Arc March 2021; Resonant Arc; Cool Ghost 120), that
he is redeemed by the ending even better indicates how important an ethics dependent on
care is meant to be as an operating virtue within the scope of FFVIIIL, opposing those
ethics currently lauded by a Western oriented society.

When backed into a corner, Seifer seems to take the worst option out (possibly
from a belief that he is not appreciated, something he sees is the case with others towards
Squall despite Squall’s aloofness), which also evidences envy. When Seifer has a chance
to let go of Rinoa, something he seems to momentarily consider, he instead in seeing the
pain it would cause Squall who—perhaps unfortunately—arrives at that exact moment of
indecision, gives Rinoa to Adel, even though Rinoa was someone he cared enough for to
try and single handedly take on the Galbadian military just months earlier. Part of
Seifer’s problem is that he is so blinded by his desire to be a hero that he cannot see when
his actions are villainous. This is especially evident when he tortures Squall and says,
“So...how’d I look in my moment of triumph? My childhood dream fulfilled, I’ve
become the Sorceress’ knight” to which Squall simply replies out loud, “a torturer” (Disc
2). Seifer continues to press Squall explaining how Squall is the evil mercenary, while he

Seifer is the knight, which demonstrates how Seifer’s envy is leaving him delusional,
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since Seifer has crucified Squall to torture him (thereby positioning Squall rather clearly
as the savior figure within the epic for society).

In a way, Seifer is not unlike Miguel De Cervantes’s title character, The Ingenious
Gentleman Don Quixote of La Mancha, who in his attempt to be a knight causes more
harm than he does good (those poor windmills), the difference of course being Seifer’s
harm leads to a more dire loss and tragedy for many of those he grew up with (there are
students who lose siblings after the two gardens battle one another). Though Seifer makes
several poor decisions, his actions can occasionally be interpreted as noble, as prescribed
by romantic ideals, as he is the first to congratulate, and leads the applause, when Squall
and the others graduate to SeeD and later with his misguided attempt to rescue these
same people from the Galbadian forces. These momentary displays of nobility help create
the reversal with Squall, who though initially having been shown as being quite capable
is never heroic, and also provide a necessary complexity to Seifer’s character; allowing
for the dynamic Kantian sublime to be witnessed, as Seifer oscillates between being
heroic (evoking beauty) and being villainous (evoking fear). Still, Seifer’s overarching
inability to see himself as flawed shows how Seifer is unable to be the hero he idolizes,
meaningfully the one the Sorceress’ Knight Laguna (Squall’s father) acts as in a film
whom Seifer mimics in his fanfare and gun-blade stance, maintaining the idea that
Seifer’s romanticism is just as problematic as it was for Don Quixote, who mimicked and
picked up his fanciful ideas from the depiction of knights in stories.

Furthermore, at the start of the game, Seifer purposely scars Squall (who is
remarked as being good looking by some of the female characters, Rinoa goes so far even

after he is scarred to say Squall is the best-looking guy in the ballroom) possibly in an
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envious attempt to mar Squall’s countenance and good reception by others, a reception
Seifer notably does not share in—with the exception with Fujin and Raijin who cite they
are always with him, because they’re in a posse. The desire to do harm for the sake of
satisfying envy of another’s position and want for attention, shows how a society which
needs to be premised on care can be hurt, because this form of envy emphasizes external
labels over the actual bonds behind those labels (possibly also seen in how Squall’s
outward scar made by Seifer does not quite change his inner persona).

Pride: Within the epics of Homer, Dante and Joyce, pride is a problematic feature
of each of their protagonists. In Dante’s work, pride as Lee Yearley explains appears “in
many different contexts as befits a human deformation they think is at the center of the
invidious tangles that constitute most human affairs,” (Yearley 316). Yearley also
explains that there is both a good kind of pride and a bad kind of pride (316-20) which
then can be used to reveal that within the Commedia there is a transformation within the
pilgrim between the two (324). This is a facet shared by the protagonists in the other
epics as well, including FFVIIL. Odysseus’s bad pride is what leads him to narcissistically
tell the blinded Cyclops his real name which is how Poseidon knows to take issue with
the “wise Odysseus.” Later Odysseus’s pride, after his return, allows him to best
Penelope’s suitors. In “Syclla and Charybdis,” Stephen’s pride leads him to dispute the
biography of Shakespeare along with the nature of aesthetics even if he himself does not
fully believe what he is debating because he does not wish to concede. His pride forces
him to be seen as an outsider, given by how John Eglinton derides him: “You are a
delusion, said roundly John Eglinton to Stephen. You have brought us all this way to

show us a French triangle. Do you believe your own theory?” to which Stephen
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“promptly” replies, “No” (Joyce 290). Later this pride turned good, allows Stephen to
walk away from Bloom to pursue his art on his own, as Stephen perhaps by then better
recognizes his self-worth. In FFVIII, Squall’s pride keeps him from being “alright,” as he
is unable to cope with the stress he’s imposed on himself by being distant in an attempt to
be self-sufficient. This makes Squall an excellent showcase for pride as a vice, in that his
treatment of the other’s feelings, especially that they too must be self-sufficient as he
attempts to stoically be. Without Rinoa’s intervention and emotional guidance, Squall
would continue to misinterpret what constitutes the good pride, what Yearley argues
Aquinas and Dante reveal; the misinterpretation is offered a glimpse when Rinoa asks
Squall about the carving on his ring depicting a monster, to which he remarks, “It’s not a
monster it’s a lion. Lions are known for their great strength and pride” (Disc 2, emphasis
mine). While Squall wishes to embody these aspects, what he fails to recognize is that a
lion’s family is also called its pride (see: The Lion King 1994). While punny, this is not
only relevant but part of the core conceit of FFVIII which attempts to articulate the
importance of having others you care for as a mechanism for securing one’s existence
(seen when Laguna explains towards the end of Disc 3, how to survive time compression,
“Believe in your friend’s existence and they’ll also believe in yours.//To be friends, to
like one another, and to love one another... You can’t do these things alone. You need
somebody.”). Without this source of other, there would be no security for the self, which
is what Sara Ruddick explains in Maternal Thinking.

What some readers might have noted, is that the final boss of the game,
Ultimecia, has not been mentioned in accordance with any of the seven vices. This was

partially out of design (mine and presumptuously FFVIII’s) because Ultimecia is the

73



embodiment and controller of all seven of the vices as she is the ultimate end being (her
name is actually an over exaggeration of the end). Ultimecia’s character design—notably
including her outfit which predated and outdid the notorious 2000 J-Lo Versace green
dress with how much interior side cleavage is being revealed—is interesting for its
culminating feature, as she is not simply an amalgamation of the vices, but also actively
uses them to get what she wants.

Her possessing Edea and Rinoa to actively seduce Seifer, with his dream (Disc 3),
shows her use of lust, while her outfit suggests an open embracement of promiscuity
which the game treats as a vice (“sexual promiscuity” is something Garden students are
prohibited from engaging in as indicated in the Garden rules found listed in the second
floor classroom’s computer). Her wanting to compress all of time so she can destroy
SeeD the only threat to her perpetual existence, more than hints at a gluttonous desire for
endless life, which coincides with demonstrating an antiquated Homeric and Dantean
notion for immortalizing oneself through eternalization. She also seems to fuel this desire
of gluttony in others, possibly with President Deling. The opulence of her palace, the
final dungeon, and throne room speaks to her avarice, as does her ability to manipulate
the greed for power in others (like Adel). Sloth could be interpreted as Ultimecia having
others, such as Seifer, do her work, but also in how she seals her palace against all actions
(which poses an interesting mechanic to the final dungeon). Different from Adel,
Ultimecia’s wrath is not of physical harm but a relishing of domination. This possibly
comes off from her outfit as well with its deep reds meant to position Ultimecia as a
dominatrix or femme fatale figure—allowing her to wield sex as a weapon. Her role as a

dominating force is all but transparent when she possesses and augments many of the
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sorceresses that the party must fight, dehumanizing each one a step further, as they make
their way to the future where she exists (Disc 4). When she takes on the party in the final
battle of the game condescendingly (she is literally poised above them) offering, “Your
vain krusade ends here, SeeDs. The pride for your meddling is death beyond death. I shall
send you to a dimension beyond your imagining. There I will reign, and you will be my
slaves for eternity” she continues this wrathful display (Disc 4). Interestingly, Ultimecia
refers to the SeeD’s efforts as a “Krusade,” another link to the epic Jerusalem Delivered,
but also hinting to a moral component (arguably that of ethics of care) in Squall’s quest,
with her posed as the heretical infidel.

When Ultimecia pulls the concept of the GF Griever from Squall’s mind (the
name he gave the lion depicted on the ring he gave to Rinoa), and crafts it into existence
she does so from envy. Her intention is to make Squall fearful and to show him what was
his will be and is hers (also furthering her penchant for being dominating). This is
reemphasized mechanically by the fact that Griever, as an enemy, is the only enemy
which can draw spells from the party and use those spells against them. The reference to
pride in Ultimecia’s speech also stands out, as in this instance, Ultimecia with her boast is
the one being prideful (and obviously not the good kind). What is more, Ultemecia’s
pride leads to her downfall, as the only reason she is defeated is because she causes time
compression which then provides Squall and company an avenue to fight her. Had she
not attempted to challenge fate, she would never have had to die, and could have
potentially continued with her existence nigh forever, as it seems there is no limit to a
Sorceress’s mortality except succumbing to their own power (which is why they require a

knight according to Edea on Disc 3). In placing all these vices as part of Ultimecia, the
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game is again attempting to show how these vices work to destabilize society and push it
towards a breaking point. Here that breaking point becomes clearer when considering
how Edea speculates that “Ultimecia is a sorceress without a [real] knight,” (Disc 3)
without someone to guard her from herself, and thus is someone unable to truly be secure
(evident in how she is ultimately defeated).

Final Fantasy VIII is not the only video game capable of being an epic. One of
the possible problems, capable of destabilizing modern society, facing the generation(s)
is the disconnect between the public and private self. While separation between these two
realms has consistently been problematic, people today with the rise of social media feel
the pressures more acutely. To remain socially accepted, possibly even desirable, they are
often forced to craft a self for others which then conflicts with their true selves. Such
action is again not a new discovery. In Joyce’s modernist epic, the character Leopold
Bloom, the Ulysses (Odysseus) figure, makes several attempts to integrate himself into
Dublin society, while comedically in many ways Joyce lifts him above it; due in large
part to Bloom’s kindness and ability to consider how women might derive pleasure. What
intensifies today’s problem, is that people yearn to demonstrate—and often are successful
in demonstrating—they are not just happy but are enviably so, and this practice has now
been tied to capital success, through the advent of “influencers.” This desire to evoke
envy in others is just one of the current problems addressed by the more contemporary
epic, Insomniac’s Spider-Man (2018), a video game produced exclusively for Sony’s
PlayStation 4. Spider-Man (the game and not the titular hero) accomplishes this goal
through the character of Norman Osborne, who on the surface appears to be privately

wealthy and is the publicly celebrated mayor of New York City. While Osborne on the
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surface is loved by conservatives (not entirely unlike a former president), many
characters begrudge him his happiness, because they know either how he attained his
wealth, or because he never seems to fail in his business endeavors—something the final
villain, and mentor to Spider-Man (the hero not the game) cannot seem to do himself,
despite sporting a seemingly higher intelligence.

Additionally, Spider-Man does return to form and explore real world issues, such
as the cosmopolitan Manhattan, a stand in for the collective United States, on the verge of
being transformed into an authoritarian military state, with its protesting citizens locked
in cages (a tangible allusion towards the treatment of illegal immigrants in I.C.E.
facilities, and the declarations that those who identify as Anti-Fascists are terrorists). The
game goes even further to paralleling the current state of reality by posing its famed
comic book journalist, James Jonah Jameson (JJJ), as an Alex Jones level conspiracy
theorist—the deviation here being that JJJ maintains credibility having won (within the
confines of the game’s world) two Pulitzer’s for his journalistic efforts on the mafia.
Through this accolade, JJJ serves perhaps not as a completely true satire of Alex Jones
(though their mannerisms and speech patterns are eerily similar), but perhaps more aptly
is an amalgamation of Jones and the disgruntled conservative pundits like Glenn Beck or
Bill O’Reily. The use of contemporary analogues helps situate Spider-Man as an epic in a
comparable way to how the epics written by Joyce and Dante used contemporary figures
(from their time) to highlight the problems facing their respective societies. The deviation
FFVIII takes from this design practice, still allows for it to be an epic, but does show that

the parallels are not necessarily perfect. Having perfect parallels again is not crucial as
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Marks argued, as doing so would simply be doing the same without showing how things
can be different.

While each of the three distinguished works details the role of man in relation to
their country and the divine, these works are epic in the micro-scope too. In detailing this
grandiose interaction they also manage to showcase the microcosmic interactions
inherent to one-on-one relationships. In particular each of these epics delve into the realm
of masculinity, offering their audience (and subsequent ones) what it means to truly be a
virtuous man. This overarching design of the grandiose to the interpersonal is also present
in both epic games.

In the Homeric epic the values of Greek society are demonstrated to be,
temperance, fortitude, prudence and justice by the text. Odysseus demonstrates his
possession of each of these values at different moments, occasionally several in the same
scene. Odysseus actively demonstrates the first three attributes simultaneously in his
conflict with the Sirens (coincidentally one of the GFs in FFVIII is named Siren and is
modeled after these beasts though far less monstrously). He showcases his fortitude—
which is courage—when he decides to listen to the Sirens. Prior to encountering the
sirens, Circe effectively gives Odysseus a choice on whether to listen to them or not by
saying: “But if you wis# to listen, let the men tie you in the lugger” (The Odyssey XII, 61-
62, emphasis mine). Here she offers Odysseus the choice to listen, by posing it as a wish,
he may just as well wish not to, but cautions that should he desire to do so, he should
have his men tie him “in the lugger.” Being tied down is how he shows prudence—which
is the ability to determine the appropriate course of action—when he heeds Circe’s

advice. When Odysseus does not succumb to the Sirens’ exaltations of his deeds, his
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temperance—which can be defined as self-control—can be witnessed. Finally in a
separate scenario, Odysseus enacts justice when he slays the suitors. Plato later notes, that
justice is ultimately meant to be carried out by the Gods, and Odysseus does not disavow
his gods this pleasure. It is important to understand that Odysseus does not usurp the seat
of Zeus. To do so would mean to defy the social order, which is what an epic works to
preserve. To circumvent this Homer gives Odysseus license to enact justice through the
goddess Athena, who was given license by Zeus in the very first stanzas of the epic
poem. Thus, when Athena says, “you’ll go forward under my arm . . . I foresee your vast
floor stained with blood spattered with brains of this or that tall suitor who fed upon your
cattle,” Odysseus is then given the right to kill the suitors enacting justice as an extension
of Athena’s hand, “her arm” (XIII, 495-97). Furthermore, Zeus gave warning in the way
of omens through his eagles, forewarning the suitors who actively chose to ignore him.
By ignoring the omens, the suitors are then also ignoring Zeus, and are further
demonstrating why they have been condemned, as they have relinquished their right to
life by denying the order of the universe (adherence to Zeus’s demands). Odysseus can be
seen to possess all the Homeric virtues, including the ability to enact justice. This is
important because Odysseus is the primer by which the titular heroes of the other epics
have come follow.

Known in the Christian tradition as the Cardinal Virtues, these values from the
classical tradition of Homer are blended into the works of Dante and Joyce alongside the
virtues of Faith, Hope, and Charity (Love) stemming from the fundamental principles of
the Christian Gospel, known as the Three Theological Virtues (or Theological Virtues for

short). In the Divine Comedy, Dante alludes to the blending of the Theological and the
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Cardinal Virtues through the use of the complex metaphor that is the mountain of
Purgatory. In Dante’s work to move through each layer of purgatory—where each layer
is dedicated to overcoming a sin—the proper type of love must be learnt and embodied.
This culminates in Dante learning and understanding that while the classical virtues are
useful, they cannot usurp the place of the Theological Virtues. This is why Virgil is
unable to make it to the top with Dante, for despite possessing the Cardinal Virtues,
Virgil is unable to share in the newly minted virtue of Faith, and for lacking this one
virtue cannot experience the Love necessary to proceed. The experience and
understanding of Love becomes the central virtue by which the world can be saved in
Dante’s epic poem, and much later and in a less Christian way FFVIIIL.

Joyce being far more modern, and seemingly secular—insofar as he deviates from
institutionalized religion—adopts these same principles but recrafts them as health,
freedom and joy. Not unsurprisingly, for Joyce who loves his complexities, each of these
virtues takes on a secondary aspect that occasionally appears in a contradictory fashion.
This contradictory display is best seen in the first virtue of health. Health for instance at
first seems to only be about physical health, Leopold Bloom appears to be quite virtuous
in this regard as he highly values cleanliness. In “Lotus Eaters” he contemplates taking a
bath, an act juxtaposed against Stephen who is hydrophobic and apparently has not
bathed for a month’s time as noted by Buck Mulligan (Joyce 71, 15). Health however,
instead of being solely physical can also take on the form of mental health. Stephen
actualizes this form late into the epic when he is able to relinquish the guilt caused by his
dead mother in “Circe,” when he says, “ah non par exemple! The intellectual

imagination! With me all or not at all. Non serviam!” (475). Conversely, it can be argued
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that Bloom is unable to relinquish his need for a son. While he is able to let go of Rudy,
in “Circe” as well, he instead latches onto Stephen (497). By latching onto Stephen,
Bloom has not quite fully healed mentally, and therefore does not exhibit this aspect of
the virtue. This is partially how Joyce humanizes his characters. Unlike Odysseus, who
seems peerless and is an ideal man (he’s able to compete with men half his age in
physical competition), Joyce’s characters are flawed. This ability to be flawed though ties
into the aspects of freedom and is a clear evolutionary development in the conveyance of
the epic as form.

Freedom, as just mentioned like health, also has two flavors that are made
palatable in a superficial and submerged sense. There is the freedom from relationships
that Stephen attempts to pursue and actualizes—and despite forging a friendship and
connection with Bloom is able to break by singing the antisemitic song in “Ithaca” (566-
67). This song works to fully liberate Stephen from his final ties to Dublin, allowing him
to then venture out and become the poet from exile who will save Ireland (similar to how
Dante needed to be in exile to save Florence). Curiously, this is precisely the freedom
that is seen as problematic in FFVIIL.

While freedom in the form of exile works for both Dante and Joyce, FFVIII
argues against allowing freedom (as exile or isolation) to be seen as completely virtuous.
The notion that the individual is secure by themselves, without need of input from others,
or in using others without a requisite internal exchange is argued against in several ways
within the game. When Adel junctions Rinoa “onfo” herself (Disc 4, emphasis mine), and
when Ultimecia junctions Griever “onfo” herself (Disc 4, emphasis mine), both are

making a mistake, since they ultimately fail to succeed, whereas Squall’s friends who
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have junctioned the GFs within themselves, sacrificing their memories (to be discussed
more in the next chapter) are exchanging some of their personal liberty for a degree of
freedom in terms of ability and control over their environment and themselves (as far as
their stats go). This new type of freedom, predicated on a semblance of bought control
becomes integral into what FFVIII categorizes as ethical.

The second freedom, for Joyce, is to err. As Stephen reflects in “Scylla and
Charybdis,” “A man of genius makes no mistakes. His errors are volitional, and are the
portals to discovery” (156). The ability to err, is the ability to wander, and the ability to
test and discover the world, which is precisely what Laguna (arguably the second
protagonist of FFVIII) does. With his leg constantly cramping, Laguna is somewhat
hindered from wandering outright (this feature indicates a connection to Odysseus, who
has a leg wound from a boar, which could also make it Oedipal, as Laguna, however
light-hearted about his circumstances, is a tragic figure), though the effect does cause him
to err on several occasions, such as when he falls off the cliff at the close of the second
Laguna sequence after his events in the Lunatic Pandora (Disc 1), which lead him to
Shumi Village, or when he is attempting to help the Moomba in the Esthar laboratories
which then leads to the anti-sorceress resistance movement taking off in full and causing
an end to the Sorceress” War (Disc 3). During the events in the Lunatic Pandora, Laguna
comments on his being a genius explaining his trap, “They'll walk over it without
expecting a thing. Then, all of a sudden, WHOOPS! ...And down they go. I have to
admit... I really am a genius” (Disc 1). To Laguna, the concept for genius is to hinder
another from walking further, taking away their ability to explore, to err, all in an attempt

to protect himself and his friends.
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Laguna’s own erring, his wandering, always lead him (and incidentally the
player) to new portals of discovery (even outer space)—which he reveals in articles found
all over the world in Timber Maniac magazines, linking Laguna to Dante’s pilgrim and
Joyce’s Stephen as FFVIII’s wandering poet), and eventually leads him to take care of
Esthar, as its president. What furthers the link is the irony all three authors (the studio in
the case of FFVIII) employ with these poet characters, which advances their erring.
While the circumstances surrounding Laguna may never be intended (hence the irony),
the err of his that is volitional is his genuine desire to help others, which is what the game
is attempting to claim is the mark of the true genius (further evidenced in how Laguna is
made president of the most technological advanced civilization and not the brilliant but
morally questionable Dr. Odine, whom Laguna is meant to curb). This articulation of
genius suggests another one of the core virtues of FFVIII is kindness, often in lieu of
societal duty or responsibility. What makes Laguna tragic is that his kindness leads him
to assume so much responsibility that he is forced to sacrifice his immediate loved ones—
this too is meant as a warning against allowing responsibility to trump concern.

The need to forgo responsibility to exhibit care is made even more evident with
how Squall is told by his friends to save Rinoa when she is hanging off the side of the
Garden, even though he feels pulled to do what is necessary for the greater good of
Balamb Garden. While this may seem an instance of fridging (with Rinoa placed in
danger to motivate the male to action), situating Rinoa in a veritable clifthanger with
Squall needing to make a decision regarding whether he should save her or not alters this
formula—as Squall seems to resign himself to prioritize responsibility—which instead

makes the decision one between metropolitan ideals (that of utilitarianism) and those of
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the provincial (that of an ethics of care). Rinoa in this instance transforms from solely
being a standard of femineity to simultaneously being also a standard for provincial
concern. By prioritizing the care of a helpless child in the sequence of events that happen
thereafter, Squall is able to accomplish the goals of saving Rinoa, as in doing so he
secures himself a jetpack, but also the larger struggle with defeating Sorceress Edea, as
he makes his way with Rinoa onto Galbadia Garden. Beyond this, even Squall’s decision
to go to Esthar (to save Rinoa again) helps save existence as in going through all those
events, he is able to wake up Rinoa (establishing the micro-scale connection) which then
eventually leads to the downfall of Ultimecia (the macro-scale endeavor).

Freedom is how Bloom operates. He as a scientist is constantly trying to decipher
and discover the world. He is constantly erring. While Stephen might actualize this aspect
of opening portals to discovery upon completion of the writing of Ulysses, he does not
seem to make headway with it in the epic itself. Instead, it is Bloom who is able to open
portals of discovery, for himself, the reader, Stephen, and even his wife Molly (who
comes to better understand her sexuality through her husband’s antics as she realizes she
is not satisfied with Boylan). This type of freedom, derived from the deviation from
social norms, to err, is indicative of what Joyce wants for his intended Irish reader. He
wants them to realize that the social confines of Irish society are just that, confines, and
cage their ability to grow as people. To experience joy therefore, the Irish must accept the
freedom that comes from making errors in judgement. Where justice is the pinnacle
virtue for Homer, and Love the peaking virtue for Dante, freedom (which also serves as a

form of liberation from British Imperial oppression) is the crowning virtue for Joyce.
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Similarly, for the FFVIII player, the game asks the player to break away from
confining mainstream ethical values and concerns which often prioritize the many over
the individual, or logic and reason over the individual and emotion. This can be seen in
how Dr. Odine is meant, despite his scientific acumen, to be seen as strange and morally
void. When Rinoa is locked away because she is a sorceress, the game requires that
Squall liberate her, to give her freedom, which leads to the fulfillment of the scene briefly
hinted at in the opening sequence, with Rinoa tripping and falling into Squall’s arms, and
satisfies the image of the game’s title screen which showcases Squall and Rinoa
embracing each other. Rinoa stumbling here is a sign of this erring path to joy and
actualizes the epic’s conceit ultimately signifying that the way by which to save society is
to break away from its problematic standards.

This final virtue for Joyce, joy, is difficult to pin down in Ulysses (though not as
difficult in FFVIII), because neither central character seems to possess much reason for
it; though they both are actively in its pursuit. Bloom’s joy stems from his sexual
penchants. In “Nausicaa” he experiences a sexual joy, in the form of a roman candle
bursting (euphemism alert), by watching a girl take interest in him to the point, she shows
him her undergarments while they are both situated on a hill (300). Bloom also seems to
take pleasure in making his wife happy. While he is not up to satisfy her through vaginal
intercourse (because of his imposed impotence from having lost a son), he does make
attempts throughout his day to see to her needs; by buying her lotion, and even an erotic
romance novel, “Sweets of Sin,* which is meant to stimulate her in his stead (194).
Furthermore, Bloom seems to take a sexual pleasure in acts involving bodily functions,

best expressed in the lines introducing him where he relishes the taste of urine in kidneys
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(45). Conversely, Stephen seems to take joy in being the tragic figure. In “Proteus,”
Stephen concludes that he must know the love of a woman who will betray him so that he
can then achieve the peak aspect of the artist (41). Rather humorously, tragedy is then
what fuels Stephen’s ability to experience joy, as it is for Laguna who only finds Raine
because he fell off a cliff and nearly died. The more tragic it seems his situation, the
happier Stephen is. This is especially evident in “Scylla and Charybdis” when he appears
to become more and more mirthful the more he upsets Mr. Best and company, the leading
academics of Dublin—who after Stephen is done, have completely written him off into
academic exile. This could simply be Stephen’s growing drunkenness, but his coherence
is not wildly debilitated. Joyce perhaps uses joy in this manner to further augment how
important freedom as a virtue is, and how freedom to pursue one’s own machinations, in
whatever form, will yield the greatest joy.

Freedom again is not treated the same way in FFVIII as Joyce treats it nor is joy.
Joy in FFVIII as indicated in the closing sequence of the game where no character is ever
shown alone but is always in the immediate company of friends (even Seifer is shown
fishing with Fujin and Raijin), is meant to be had in the context of a shared experience.
To emphasize this point more directly, Matron even asks the older Squall if he’ll “be
alright by [him]self,” to which Squall tells her he will be fine, internally adding, “because
I am not alone” (Disc 4). The need of being together is even more evident within the
concept of SeeD and Garden. When being tortured by Seifer, and later the Warden of D-
Prison, Squall falsely explains (optionally) the purpose of SeeD offering “The true...goal
of SeeD... To spread...seeds all over the world... Fill...the world ...with flowers.” (Disc 2).

While clearly an imagined falsehood brought on by the torture, Squall touches on aspects
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that at the time he finds foolish, partially why he says them in an attempt to be flippant in
the face of death, which actually turns out to be the truth the game is attempting to
articulate. Flowers specifically have an exceptionally (yonic) symbolic place in FFVIII,
as they feature prominently in both the opening and ending cut scenes, where they
overtake the cracked and desolate earth and are tied to Squall’s exhibition of a
maternal/emotional side (the maternal connection is cemented as Raine, Squall’s mother,
operated a flower shop and even after 15 years is well remembered for her floral
arrangements in the bucolic township of Winhill). While flowers can self-pollinate, and
autogamy is when a lone flower pollinates itself, flowers tend to do better when they have
the chance to grow with others. This then forms the concept of a garden where many
plants/seeds grow in tandem; without a shared cultivated experience, there would be no
garden, and existence would simply be a plant most unlikely to thrive leaving the earth
desolate and cracked. Sharing joy therefore is meant to offer a different freedom, while
Joyce celebrates Stephen’s freedom with the culmination of Ulysses and self-imposed
exile, FFVIII wishes to articulate that exile is problematic (note how NORG is exiled)
because it involves a lack of communication (communication is another value to be
elaborated on in Chapter 3) and a lack of interdependent growth.

What is important from Homer, Dante and Joyce’s works is not necessarily that
there are these exact virtues, but rather that a set of codified and tangible virtues exist and
are used to highlight the epic’s method to prescribe survival. In Dante, understanding
God’s Love will save society, in Homer obeying Zeus’s law is vital to keeping order and
continuing life, and in Joyce it is the ability to experience freedom. Adherence to the

virtues is what will save humanity, while desertion from them is what will doom it. The
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epic thus lays out what qualities are necessary to redeem and salvage their falling society
which is seen in FFVIII and other games deserving the designation as Epic.

As a current successor to these epics, Spider-Man also provides a set of virtues
that must be adhered to. In Spider-Man the virtues are similar to those of the Cardinal
Virtues, with an alteration to the justice virtue that goes beyond enacting fatal justice and
is instead implementing mercy—a necessary evolution which works to demonstrate a shift
from provincial barbarity to metropolitan hope. Spider-Man, and Peter Parker who are at
once the same person but two separate characters (in terms of design, personality, and
level of maturity), must adjudicate between when to dispense justice forever crippling
their foes, and when to offer their opponent mercy. In the game, Spider-Man refuses to
kill, instead believing that his opponents are redeemable. He believes justice is best
enacted through rehabilitation—even if that rehabilitation may take years. This is a
running theme for the game and is a virtue heavily applauded. This is because the various
villains in the story fail to appreciate life, something Spider-Man does not take for
granted. One individual, Norman Osborne, is in fact the root cause for the plot, because
his disdain for life in the face of science and technological advancement (see: Dr. Odine)
causes the main villain of the story, Negative Man, to start a killing spree in an attempt to
discredit Osborne.

However, as in Joyce, this virtue is not without complication. In one instance, the
desire to spare his enemies proves fatal as by not killing Negative Man, Spider-Man’s
enemy is able to later escape jail, and Parker’s aunt, Aunt May, is infected by this
escapee (as a result of the enemy releasing a virus which happens to infect her). While

the game has Spider-Man confront Negative Man a second time, and in this instance
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Spider-Man comes close to killing out of righteous anger because Negative Man had
infected Aunt May, Spider-Man still chooses to let Negative Man live. It is this display of
mercy which then allows Negative Man redemption. Negative Man as a result of Spider-
Man’s mercy provides Spider-Man with the cure. Unfortunately, a consequence is still
unavoidable as the infection which has already infected Aunt May, has now also been
found to have infected tens of thousands of others in Manhattan. Peter Parker must then
make the choice, to save his aunt immediately, or to as Spider-Man give the authorities
the cure so they may replicate it chancing his Aunt’s death, but assuredly saving nearly
every other infected person. Ultimately, he chooses to save the city, and watches his Aunt
May, his surrogate mother, die in the process (a connection to Ulysses’s Stephen Dedalus
perhaps). This choice while haunting ultimately helps fuse the two halves of Spider-Man,
creating a more resolved and determined hero. In terms of the society at stake, the choice
to provide one’s enemies access to redemption, is vital because in today’s political
climate, an allegory for the game, allowing the opposition a chance to recover, can help
undo the wrongs perpetrated on the innocents often caught in the crossfire of politics,
such as those who were caught in the wake of conflict over how to handle the
government mandated lockdowns.

This is not quite the case of FFVIII which precedes Spider-Man by almost two
decades. As mentioned earlier, Squall does not like to resort to violence, but when doing
so he does not shy away from killing, as Spider-Man would (nor is FFVIII premised on
upholding utilitarianism as an operating virtue as Spider-Man does). Killing, in FFVIII, is
not given the same connotation as a disregard for life as is done with Spider-Man,

because what is given weight is the rationale behind killing which is often poised in the
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context of saving others more important to the life of the aggressor or creating freedom
(killing Ultimecia to prevent her from destroying the future as an example). Squall nears
this perspective when Irvine asks Squall if what helps SeeDs not question their mission is
contextualizing their opponents as pure evil. Squall counters this notion to himself (and
the player, as he does not reply to Irvine out loud) with: “Right and wrong are not what
separate us and our enemies. It’s our different standpoints, our perspectives that separates
us. Both sides blame one another. There is no good or bad side. Just 2 sides holding
different views” (Disc 1). Squall’s acceptance that morality is not predicated on which
side you are on, is in part an answer towards the greater tribalism, often inherent to the
epic and more largely to an ethics dependent on care, making the game’s message more
universal and metropolitan (even if it is advocating that people should start to think more
provincially). FFVIII is saying it is acceptable to prioritize those in your sphere, as others
in other spheres would and are allowed to do the same, because the people in your sphere
are needed to resolve the existential crisis. Squall’s lack of a response to Irvine, while in
tune with the character who is beyond reticent, also marks this ethical standard as one
that the player should come to inherently understand without it needing to be stated (since
it is left understated as a thought, though ironically of course it is stated within the
grander scheme of the epic). Beyond this though, the game goes on to suggest that acting
solely on orders is problematic and warrants closer investigation (which results when
Squall realizes his party was used as scapegoats when confronted by NORG), while
acting to save one’s loved ones or to prevent harm, to essentially enact care, is seen as the
greatest virtue (Squall being told to save Rinoa and ignore Balamb Garden’s defenses),

even when doing so requires the implementation of violence.
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By examining the depiction of the relationship (occasionally an assumed
relationship) between that of father and son, it will be possible to develop some frame by
which to see the larger implications of these epics on the micro-scale, especially in how a
male individual is meant to fulfill his role in society and how the core values established
by these texts are meant to grow in him, as a son grows, develops, and moves toward
becoming a man—and eventually a father (though in none of these epics is that realized
in a biological sense—although the product of the work itself could be seen as a child to
the poet figures). By then understanding how the formally accepted epics depict the
problems, concerns, and meanings of masculinity, it will be possible to better see how
FFVIII follows suit (with its own complications) and can thereby continue to be elevated
as a cultural artefact to be considered a contemporary epic as part of the same tradition to
these far more established and accepted works.

Homer presents the archetype the latter two accepted epics adopt through
his presentation of the father and son in the characters of Odysseus and Telemachus
respectively. As already elucidated, Odysseus demonstrates the virtues of his time.
Homer puts forth the Greek values of temperance, fortitude, prudence and justice not
only in Odysseus but through some of his other characters as well, albeit often to a lesser
extent. While there are plenty of ways to see how the female characters Athena, Nausicaa
and Penelope carry these attributes, the primary focus for 7/4e Odyssey is to what extent
the men enact these values—or in the case of the Cyclops and the suitors deny them. This
is because embodying these virtues is part of the means to transform from boy to man. As
Athena, in the form of Mentor, tells Telemachus, “The son is rare who measures with his

father, and one in a thousand is a better man, but you will have the sap and wit and
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prudence—for you get that from Odysseus” (Odyssey 11, 292-95). Telemachus is directly
being told that if he completes the task assigned to him, he will attain a status on similar
footing with Odysseus. On the surface this seems simply to be a command to remove
Telemachus and to enact the events of the plot, but the nuanced interpretation realizes
that Telemachus is being told to grow. His limited scope of the world, the island of
Ithaca, is being broadened, and he is to embody the virtues of his father, which are the
virtues needed by the lost society (once Odysseus finds his way to civilization, the order
of Zeus will be restored, and virtue can rule over society once again). Sap means
fortitude, as it is not only the heart blood of a tree, but also the vigor and energy needed
to grow and proceed forward (imagery evoked when considering the role of SeeD as the
blossoming force of Garden and meant to flower into the future). Essentially where
Odysseus already possesses the four cardinal virtues, Telemachus is set up by Athena to
develop the first three. The matching of his father is actualized when Telemachus nearly
strings the bow in Book XXI (146-47). While Telemachus does not string the bow, he
does demonstrate that he has realized prudence by “abruptly then stopp[ing]” his action.
In stopping, Telemachus shows that while he is deferential to his father, which maintains
the proper order of society, as Homer desires to convey it, he was capable at that point to
match Odysseus. This is vital because again, Telemachus and Odysseus’s pursuit of
virtue determines how the pursuit of virtue appears in the later epics building off this
framework. Additionally, Telemachus’s interaction showcases the deference a son is
meant to give his father, highlighting this aspect of burgeoning masculinity. In masculine
virtue, as seen by Homer, the son is meant to be dutiful and subservient to the father, an

aspect later challenged in subsequent works. This mild subservience to the previous
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generation, is even partially seen when Odysseus meets his own father. When Odysseus
chooses not to trick his father, he demonstrates a small measure of deference, showing
respect for his father’s laments over missing his long-lost son.

There are certainly parallels between Odysseus and Telemachus that
correspond to Laguna and to an extent Squall. Like Odysseus, Laguna is not present for
his son, and the adventures Laguna goes through are a type of Odyssey as Laguna is
always lost (made especially evident in the first Laguna sequence when he cannot find his
way to Timber and later when he brings the wrong map on Disc 1). There is even a
tenuous connection that Laguna is a clever trap maker, as he can create traps for the
Esthar soldiers during his adventure in the Lunatic Pandora. These events though are
staged humorously. Laguna is exceptionally sure his cartoonish plans will work (and they
do) with his friends instead showing little faith making fun of him, unlike Odysseus’s
companions who took Odysseus so seriously they were willing to break down their boats
and not only make a wooden horse but hide inside of it. Beyond the displays of wit,
Laguna is still like Odysseus as he seems to be in a perpetual state of lost-ness until he
ends up in Winhill. Being there is only temporary as when Ellone is taken he is
compelled to venture on his journey again (which finds him accruing gambling debt in
Dollet as well as starring in a movie in southern Trabia); a journey he never quite stops
being on as he becomes occupied with keeping Adel, a Circe-like figure evident in her
monstrosity, whose presence despite being entombed keeps Laguna from returning to
Raine as he feels responsible for monitoring and keeping the seals on Adel. In being
away, he not only fails to learn of Raine’s pregnancy, but also is unable to secure Ellone

who is sent to Edea’s orphanage. This too separates Laguna from Odysseus, as the latter’s
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journey begins to end after he leaves Circe, whereas Laguna’s seems to continue even
into the ending with him seen wandering, though happily with Ellone, Kiros and Ward in
the final cutscenes of the game.

What further differs between the two fathering characters (beyond their
intelligences and Laguna’s care of his comrades, an attribute Odysseus seems to lack and
another virtue in FFVIII) is the outcome of their respective Penelopes. Laguna never gets
to have his moment with either of his Penelopes, though he does have one via a memory
of Raine when visiting her grave marker in the final moments of the game (Disc 4). This
is perhaps offered as a consolation to Laguna, who is now able to reflect on the memory
fondly, when earlier when speaking to Squall he could not bring himself to remember
her.

Laguna’s first Penelope figure, Julia, on believing him dead finds solace in the
arms of another suitor, General Caraway, whereas obviously Odysseus’s Penelope never
accepts the callings of her other suitors. Julia even completes the tapestry Penelope
constantly undoes each night, in that Julia finishes writing the lyrics and performs “Eyes
on Me” going so far as to make a recording of it which is broadcast over the radio (until
radio signals are killed by the tombing of Adel, a comment on communication the game
plays heavily with). By actualizing this musical tapestry, which describes the meet:cute
for Laguna and Julia’s love story, Julia is in a way memorializing her love by cementing
it within a confines, and thereby binding it to have an end, something Homer’s Penelope
avoids perpetually. This then allows for the song to become an inheritable part of her
legacy, as a tapestry would be something passed down to the next generation, which is

partly shared by Laguna, and is actually passed on to the next generation. Interestingly,
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the first time the lyrics are heard to the song is after radio communications across the
world are restored with the fall of Adel’s Tomb (Disc 3). This implies that
communication is a core aspect of love, something Laguna and Julia were missing, since
news of his death, which never happened, was miscommunicated to her. “Eyes on Me”
then becomes this passed down token, seen in how it serves as the musical motif for
every major love scene between Squall and Rinoa (even ones in which they grow closer
when arguing as can happen in the Fisherman’s Horizon concert on Disc 2). Where the
next generation is not meant to actualize their legacy, in fear of supplanting the parental
figures intended to structure society as prescribed by Homer, in FFVIII the next
generation is meant to be the saving force becoming the “rare son that betters the father.”
With Laguna being the poet, this also shifts the focus of who is meant to be the savior
figure, making the obvious Telemachus figure, Squall, or by meta-translational proxy the
generation that plays the game and not the creators of it, poised to be in that position—
meaning it is no longer the poet who saves society, but the player(s) in it.

Joyce parallels Homer’s depiction by staging his two main characters
Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom as Telemachus and Odysseus, although he does so
comically and in a manner that at first glance seems to lambast them as oppose to praise
them. Joyce’s treatment of his two characters is complex—with entire books having been
written about the treatment of just one of these characters—but it is worth mentioning
even if briefly, and scantily, due to the sheer importance of this symbolic link as it forms
the basis for understanding their roles in the poem. In what scholars call the Telemachiad
of Ulysses, Joyce positions Stephen as an outsider yearning to become an artist (41-44).

In comparison in many of the chapters with Leopold Bloom, Joyce constantly has Bloom
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consider stories he would want to write and publish but never fully is able to actualize
beyond the errant thought (Laguna does this too in Deling, but later actualizes his efforts,
which indicates another part of his eventual shift). What Joyce sets up, is for Stephen to
fulfill the latter part of Athena’s claim about sons and fathers that she told to Telemachus,
that one 1 in 1000 sons can surpass his father. By using their respective abilities to write,
which Bloom recognizes is greater in Stephen, Joyce is able to establish the shift in
positions between these two characters, allowing for Stephen, the Telemachus and son, to
actualize his potential and surpass the father figure that the reader is meant to recognize is
Bloom. This shift does not necessitate a shift in masculinities, but a shift in artistic
ability. This is because being a better artist, does not mean one is the better man. Joyce
recognizes this, and even confronts it in Ithaca when Bloom and Stephen are both
urinating:
The trajectories of their, first sequent, then simultaneous, urinations were
dissimilar: Bloom's longer, less irruent, in the incomplete form of the bifurcated
penultimate alphabetical letter who in his ultimate year at High School (1880) had
been capable of attaining the point of greatest altitude against the whole
concurrent strength of the institution, 210 scholars: Stephen's higher, more
sibilant, who in the ultimate hours of the previous day had augmented by diuretic
consumption an insistent vesical pressure. (577)
While humorous, this situates Bloom as the better man, since his stream is less irruent,
meaning it is less confined by reason, and therefore freer—the essential virtue to make a
good Irishman established earlier. Stephen though is the better artist since his stream
reaches loftier heights. This helps to establish what Joyce likely feels are the masculine

ideals for his time and demonstrate how masculinity can be established by something as

simple as an unsanctioned (an unacknowledged) pissing contest.
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With understanding how Joyce poses his two characters in a complicated
father-son contest, the same can be understood for how this happens in FFVIIIL. Except
for one sequence where Laguna (optionally) explains to Squall how he captured Adel
which uses a flashback, each other Laguna sequence, occurs with Squall witnessing and
slightly affecting the events from Laguna’s past via Ellone’s connect ability (the effects
of Squall are part of the multinarrative ability of the player to influence minor outcomes,
providing additional context to sequences— never altering the main plot, simply
illuminating a different perspective but towards the same symbolic/thematic/plot goal).
These sequences situate the father and son within the framework of the same body,
though they remain of two different minds. The mindful separation signifies that though
Squall and Laguna are of the same bodily source, control of which is given to the player,
they are not of the same (mind) opinions and ethical standard. Dialogue options that
occur during this process when Squall attempts to interject or add his input are darkened,
showing the thought is not clearly one of Laguna’s. Seemingly a minor superficiality, this
separation works to show the two individuals are in opposition to one another, with
Squall being dark and Laguna light (symbolic also of their general moods), especially
since Squall early on simply wants to be done with Laguna’s antics. While Laguna is
aware of a presence, he writes this off as “faeries” muddling or occasionally helping him
(especially as he notes when it comes to battle). Squall furthermore has no knowledge
that this individual is his father, and never is fully told through the course of the game,
though Kiros hints at the lineage as does Laguna who comments they should talk after
Squall fulfills the SeeD contract Laguna makes to get Squall to rescue Ellone and defeat

Ultimecia (Disc 3). The lack of communication between the two towards the end of the
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game (and that Laguna feels he needs a contract to get Squall to commit), especially in
this moment works to show that Squall is no longer in need of a paternal figure (which is
aided by how Cid, his surrogate Virgillian paternal figure, stops being a source of
guidance), that he has moved past that stage as he is becoming a man unto himself, since
he has his own life and his own existence anchored by Rinoa. Laguna’s hiring of Squall
imparts the idea that the two are transactionally equal. Though monetary exchange from
employer to employee is typically seen as a unliterally downward movement, in the case
of contract work where the contractor has the ability to walk away and say no, the
exchange then becomes level. Still, by making the interaction transactional, Laguna robs
the endeavor of an emotional concern. This disconnect of communication between the
two becomes even clearer when considering Homer’s treatment of Telemachus and
Odysseus (and soon Dante’s), as Squall does not seem to go through a stringing of the
bow moment where he must prove himself to Laguna.

Despite preceding Joyce temporally, Dante does not quite have a
Telemachus or an Odysseus figure—though the latter is present as a character in Hell for
leading his crew to death—in his epic (somewhat akin to how FFVIII does not have a real
life figure in its work, but Spider-Man does), but rather can be interpreted to have fused
the two characters into his main character, the pilgrim, in whom Telemachus is seen early
on. This is the pilgrim that walks with Virgil through much of Inferno and only some of
Purgatorio as a follower and almost as a bystander. Although in truth, as early as his first
step into Purgatory, the pilgrim begins to take a lead to Virgil, and instead of taking
Virgil’s advice completely, the pilgrim begins to shift into Virgil’s role as the new leader,

inquirer, and even exposition deliverer. After Dante steps through the fire, leaving Virgil
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behind, and after he is confronted by Beatrice on the banks of the river he becomes like
Odysseus. This is especially seen in the last canto of Paradiso when Dante calls out to
the Mother Mary, saying, “this man—who from the deepest hollow in the universe, up to
this height, has seen the lives of spirits, one by one—now pleads with you, through grace,
to grant him so much virtue that he may lift his vision higher still” (Paradiso XXXIII, 22-
26). Here Dante has shed the fatigues of being a child which needs to be led (and was
constantly fainting, a trait Squall shares in, as he faints each time he is pulled into a
Laguna sequence, which stops after Squall rescues Rinoa) and demonstrates that he is a
man who understands his place in the universe. Dante calling for aid here is not to be
seen as that of a child calling out to a Mother, though he is calling out to the Virgin
Mother Mary, but as a man who recognizes his position in the universe and is able to,
with humility, recognize and take the proper (the prudent) course of action. In doing this
he elevates his position from that of student, to that of the savior poet. This shift is an
important one, because it allows for two aspects. First that characters in the structure of
an epic can be both Telemachus and Odysseus, but also that said characters, “cross[ing]
that river,” can shift from Boyz II Men (“1 Will Get There” 1998).

In terms of Spider-Man, Spider-Man the character is again broken into two parts,
Spider-Man and Peter Parker. Unlike with the pilgrim, who shifts from Telemachus to
Odysseus, from boy to man, Peter Parker exists as Telemachus, while simultaneously his
alter-ego Spider-Man exists as an Odysseus. This is a fresh way for these archetypes to be
invoked and is telling of the current zeitgeist. Millennials are often considered individuals
who are both children in one respect lacking emotional, situational, and political

maturity, and adults in another, they have a readily available disposable income.

99



Similarly, Parker is a child, while his powers and abilities as Spider-Man make him an
adult. The split between the two halves of the main character is especially seen in how
each half embodies the virtues in the game. Spider-Man at once possess the virtues:
temperance, fortitude, prudence and mercy. This is not entirely the case for Peter Parker.
Not entirely, because both Spider-Man and Parker demonstrate a propensity towards
mercy. Parker is willing to forgive his ex-girlfriend Mary-Jane Watson for breaking up
with him, prior to the game’s start, while Spider-Man is shown to demonstrate mercy, as
previously mentioned in terms of his enemies.

In the early sections of the game though Parker lacks fortitude. In one particular
instance when working on a science project with his mentor Dr. Octavius, Parker is
hesitant to proceed with a basic test, despite the statistical model results saying the test
will be successful. This is not prudence, as Peter has no actual basis for his hesitation.
This is simply a lack of courage because he’s unsure regarding the level of his own
scientific abilities. Additionally, when Peter interacts with Mary Jane, he demonstrates a
lack of prudence, as he is unable to take the proper course of action to acknowledge that
she is now capable of protecting herself. Finally, in terms of temperance, Parker is unable
to pay his rent because he spends his money on backpacks—which he actively has left all
over the city (this is a side quest in the game, but it is incorporated enough into the main
story, that it can be counted as a fault however ludicrous). As the game progresses
though, Peter begins to develop just as Telemachus does in the Odyssey and in the
culmination of the final decision of the plot, the choice to sacrifice Aunt May, Peter
actualizes himself with his Spider-Man persona. This decision causes Peter to grow up. In

this way Peter as Telemachus grows into Spider-Man the Odysseus—the two becoming a
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single entity able to take on the further challenges posed to the city and Peter’s personal
life, as seen in the post-game content.

Understanding how the boy Peter seasons into a Spider-Man, in his shift from
Telemachus to Odysseus, is helpful as this happens in FFVIIL, not with Squall but
partially with his father Laguna. Though initially set up to resemble Odysseus, as the lost
wanderer and to humorous effect trap maker, Laguna is in his first several introductions
(until he reaches Esthar) is more of a Telemachus, especially as he does not have the
same martial prowess that Squall has (Squall’s hit stat is always 255-meaning he will
always hit-while Laguna’s is 103—meaning he will hit with far less frequency), harking
back to how Telemachus (whose name could be interpreted to mean ‘away from battle’)
lacks martial ability compared to Odysseus (and the unwanted suitors). Despite Laguna
being a captain in the Galbadian Army, at the height of the Sorceress War with Esthar he
often seems to avoid combat (again like Telemachus), shown when he cannot find the
Timber forces (Disc 1). This impotent lack of combat prowess in comparison to Squall, is
magnified when Laguna admits that Squall’s presence was helpful and a part of Laguna’s
success, “It was like there were some kind of waves running through my head. [You]
gave us so much power during battle. We thought [you] were some kind of faeries flying
over us.” (Disc 3). Laguna’s words position Squall, and his companions, as betters since
they are flying over Laguna, Kiros and Ward, meaning they are lofted above the older
trio. Telemachus offers a corresponding situating praise to his father, when he sees
Odysseus’s true form, “Verily thou art a god, one of those who hold broad heaven.”
(Book XVI 172-85). The use of heaven, like the use of flying faeries, again positions the

speaker below the addressed.
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What continues to add to Laguna as a Telemachus is Laguna’s inability to assess
what is completely being asked of him, (something again Squall excels at) along with his
propensity to exuberantly get carried away, as is what happens when he goes on all night
about his journalistic aspirations when talking to Julia—he can also get heady from the
glass of wine she offers him and fall asleep (depending on which Timber Maniac is read
by Squall prior to leaving for Timber). While different on the surface, both outcomes
further show a masculine immaturity in Laguna, that simultaneously indicate him
suffering from a sexual impotency as well (he fails to bed Julia). In his visit to the
Lunatic Pandora, Laguna has the chance to find and then immediately lose two old keys;
the first falls out of a hole in his back pocket and the second after he sneezes falls out of
his shirt pocket. Beyond indicating a lack of care for military protocol, and by extension
masculine virtues, in that his Galbadian uniform is not well kept as he can feel the draft
on his buttocks from the hole in his pocket (Disc 1), Laguna’s inability to keep the keys
implies he is unready for the task of unlocking the doors they go to—notably only if he
loses the keys is it then possible for the main cast to later get past those doors, furthering
the idea that the next generation is meant to overtake their predecessors, but requires a
form of ancestral aid (which can be in the form of fumbling, botching or erring the initial
endeavor). In conjunction with his childish misuse of idiomatic expressions (he legit says,
“It's just like killing two pigs with one stone” on Disc 1) revealing Laguna is not quite
settled into the social order as he does not follow the codification of language in a
standard way, the loss of these keys further distances Laguna from the hegemonic

masculinity and societal order. Incidentally, when Squall is given a key to the heart of
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Garden, by Cid, he is able to activate the ancient centra mechanism, causing Balamb
Garden to become mobile, indicating Squall is more in line with masculine ideals.

The role of keys and locks function as a sign of sexual maturity and alignment
with hegemonic masculinity, as the phallic protruding key is used to penetrate the yonic
lock, and through this mechanism unlock pleasure (manifesting as hard to acquire items
and magic within the game). Abigail Rine’s explanation of Jacques Derrida’s “neologism

29

‘phallogocentrism’” keys in on this metaphorical system, “Derrida's analysis of Western
thought exposes a central assumption of absolute truth and a belief in logos, or reason, as
the key to unlocking this truth. Derrida relates this notion of a single origin or meaning of
the universe to the phallus and describes phallogocentric thought as a series of
interconnected binary oppositions that privilege one (masculine) term over another
(feminine) term.” (Rine 2, emphasis mine). The aspect of privileging masculine over the
feminine is a standard FFVIII is fighting against. This is not simply seen in how Rinoa is
the strongest character with the highest set of base stats of any at maximum level
(including the main character Squall-a deviation that sets FFVIII apart from its siblings),
but also in the matriarchal dominance exerted by the sorceresses. While two of the
sorceresses encountered in the game (Ultimecia and Adel) are villains, the other two
(Edea and Rinoa) are set up as guides to help Squall, who serves a complex stand-in for
the embodiment of masculine virtue, realize that his standard is not a correct operating
mechanism, and in fact is a problematic feature placing society on the brink of collapse—
if Squall can never learn to trust others, he can never make it through to the future to stop

time compression and the erasure of society, nor can he return to society forever

remaining an exile (which again FFVIII poses as unvirtuous).
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So, while the inability of Laguna to hold onto the key, and unlock the door,
demonstrates his impotence, as he is again showing a lack of power to open the door, that
the effort helps the main cast means that the normative virulent masculine virtue and
logos the key represents is truly not an ideal. Laguna’s impotence is not unlike Joyce’s
Stephen (whose impotence can be seen in his interactions with the arrogant Buck
Mulligan) or Homer’s Telemachus (who is impotent when it comes to fighting off his
mother’s unwanted suitors), in that it allows for these individuals to have a softer and
emotionally available side. Never consummating his relationship with Julia, despite her
asking him to attend her privately in her hotel room, could be interpreted to imply that
Laguna is not quite a man yet, but it also shows his ability to prioritize an emotional
connection, over a physical one (this is a parallel Squall eventually shares in, as he too
first establishes an emotional connection with Rinoa aboard the Ragnarok before properly
embracing her physically which happens only later in the Sorceress’s Memorial scene).
Due to Squall’s interaction with Rinoa, FFVIII is attempting to show that the once
seemingly degenerative transformation, of Odysseus into Telemachus, is the actual ideal.
Like hindsight, this is better seen in the reverse.

As initially posed, Laguna does not remain a complete Telemachus forever. While
he never really considers the consequence of his actions (though occasionally this is an
attribute of Odysseus as well, as when revealing his name to the blinded Cyclops) which
is a trait of Telemachus until Athena in the guise of Mentor intervenes and sets him on a
corrective (by Homerian ethical standards) path, Laguna does begin to consider the future
when he starts to settle into a routine at Winhill. After reaching Winhill, Laguna begins to

change, as noted rather obviously by Kiros who finds him there, “Laguna, you've
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changed, man.” (Disc 2). The lack of manliness exhibited by Laguna with Julia is
seemingly corrected when he marries and later impregnates Raine. His leaving her in his
search for Ellone, completes his transformation into Odysseus, who does the same with
Penelope—perhaps then suggesting Ellone is a potential Helen figure (something possible
since she is associated with launching the White SeeD Ship).This change eventually
causes Laguna to abandon both Raine and Ellone (after rescuing her, he sends her back
only for her to watch Raine die and then be sent to an orphanage) This shift towards
being Odysseus, a paragon of masculinity, however, is not considered a good one, as it is
for the pilgrim (or Peter Parker). Ellone’s whole reason for using connect with Squall and
the others is an attempt to change the past so Laguna can be with Raine—an effort she
comes to realize is futile-thereby stopping Laguna’s transformation. What further shows
Laguna’s thorough conversion is his inability to speak about his emotions with Squall
regarding Raine. This is a major shift for Laguna the emotional wordsmith, who until that
point has always been forthcoming with his thoughts to anyone who will listen, especially
when compared to Squall who is so reticent he rarely verbalize his responses. That said,
Laguna is never quite the perfect Odysseus, as Squall is the one to carry out Laguna’s
battle plans, which again FFVIII attempts to show that being Odysseus—the Western ideal
of man—is not necessary or even fully wanted. By showcasing how Laguna abandoning
Raine and Ellone was wrong and how Squall saving Rinoa—despite the danger she poses
as a Sorceress to the world—is correct, the game hopes to offer a path to save society, by
having it abandon the Odyssean ideal, and embrace a Telemachean emotionality.

While this was perhaps a rough demonstration for why FFVIII, and to a lesser

validation Spider-Man, should be considered an epic, what has been seen are how the
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various elements of the epic fit together. By establishing vices and those virtues which
work against those vices, the epic then is able to ascertain what makes a good man for its
time period. Perhaps with more detail other video games can be expanded upon to show
their epic qualities. For now, though, Final Fantasy VIII seems to at least stand up to the
main litmus test as it shares qualities with those esteemed works by Homer, Dante, and

Joyce.
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Chapter 2

When Guardians Levy Cura

The term security derives from the Latin compound securitas, which denotes the
“removal” (se-) of “care or concern” (cura). As such, security can be interpreted
ambivalently, either as a state of being “carefree” or as a state of being “careless,”
(Hamilton 10)—a defining structure, the remainder of this effort is exceptionally
dependent upon, first presented in John Hamilton’s Security, Politics, Humanity, and the
Philology of Care (2013). In Square's Final Fantasy VIII (remastered 2019, original
1998), the role of security is seen in both the internal struggle of needing to be self-
sufficient (careless), as well as from an external conflict based on needing to protect and
keeping the world secure (allowing for others to be free of responsibility—carefree). The
implication being that when tied to responsibility, individuals individually become
careless towards the other in the need to fulfill one’s own duty—as the main character
Squall often remarks, “I couldn’t care less about [them]. Everyone needs to do their job
to survive on their own” (Disc 1). This aspect of internal versus external couples with the
previously stipulated security binary and positions the role of another in opposition to the
role of self. Squall is constantly faced with events in which he must juxtapose the sanctity
of his internal realm and self-governance against those imposed by external obligations—
stemming from his role as a special operative SeeD soldier and eventual leader of said
mercenary group. In attempting to negotiate these two spheres, Squall can later be

evaluated, using security as a lens, to demonstrate that he is also situated in the larger
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paradigmatic struggle of deontological ethics, consequentialism, and modern care ethics.
By using Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Moral Reason (1781) and Carol Gilligan’s “Ethics
of Care” established by her book, In a Different Voice (1982), it should be possible to not
only explore how the video game Final Fantasy VIII handles the realm of security, both
internal and external to Squall, but to ultimately show that the conclusion drawn by Sara
Ruddick in Maternal Thinking (1995), positioning internal freedom as a source
requisitioning an external other, is not only the case, but is the final conceit articulated by
the two decade old (now established) literary epic.

Before delving into Squall’s struggle, it is important to contextualize the presence
of security as it manifests in the game’s primary aspect of gameplay, its notorious
junction system, and examine this manifestation in terms of the game’s final conceit.

The summons in FFVIII are different from preceding titles in the Final Fantasy
series, in which summons, typically were either associated with a specific class unique to
a select character or were seen as removed from the temporal meta-space of the world
itself. Several game-based critics, including YouTube’s The Game Theorists’ MatPat,
successfully argue that summons in Final Fantasy games transport their opponents into a
different physical and temporal space in which they can carry out their fantastical attacks
(2011). Additionally, summons have often been situated as deities, or at the least deific-
like beings, within the series because of their overwhelming capacity for damage (the
strongest damage-based command in Final Fantasy VII (1997) for example is to use the
summon materia Knights of the Round). However, the summons in FFVIII uniquely are

not called summons, nor is the act of bringing them into battle called summoning (though
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for ease of access this terminology is used), but they are instead referred to, in-game, as
Guardian Forces (GF).

The GF title evokes the concept of security through the word “Guardian,” an
occupation tasked with being a custodian, or caregiver, as per the word’s Anglo-French
roots. By being a caregiver, the GF is cemented in a deific role, akin to that of Cura, a
somewhat original conception for caregiver from poem 220 of Hyginus’ Fables.
Hamilton is first to establish this allegorical conception of care explaining:

“Hyginus’s account is the only extant version that ascribes the creative role to an

allegory of Care. When crossing a shallow river, Cura spotted the bank’s muddy

clay, gathered it up, and molded it into a figure. She then asked Jupiter, who was
presently passing by, to breathe spirit into her freshly crafted work. The god
readily obliged, yet became angry when Cura expressed her desire to name the
animated figure after herself. Jupiter felt instead that the honor should be his. The
debate escalated when tellus, earth herself, emerged on the scene and insisted that
the new creation bear her name. to resolve the issue, the three antagonists
summoned Saturn, who immediately pronounced judgment: ‘Jupiter, since you
have given the spirit, take the soul after death; tellus, since she provided the body,
should receive the body. and since Cura first molded him, let Cura possess him as
long as he is alive; but since there is a dispute over the name, let him be called

homo, since he appears to have been made from humus.’ (Fabulae 220)”

(Hamilton 3)

Hamilton uses Hyginus’s fable to articulate a larger exploration of how Cura is set up as a
benefactor providing care to humanity, for as long as they live, until the point of death
upon which, the human is broken down and returned to Jupiter and Tellus and thereabout
becomes secure, without care (3-6). He then suggests that there is an overwhelming drive
to be secure (5) which is possibly part of a larger “death drive”—or more important to
understanding Ultemecia’s goal of time compression—in a desire to be “timeless” (6).

Though the goal of humanity is to be secure, Hamilton also articulates how this

seemingly creates a paradox, as “THERE CAN BE NO SECURITY without care.” (25,
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emphasis in the original). Hamilton’s offerings on security present the perfect backdrop
by which to realize the conceit of FFVIIIL. Take for instance the creation myth of humans
within the world of FFVIII which differs significantly from that of Hyginus’s Fable 220:
Once upon a time, there was a person named Hyne. Hyne was the ruler of the
world. He became lazy and decided to make a tool to make his life easier. Hyne
made a neat tool. His tool could make more tools by itself. Soon there were a lot
of tools in the world. These tools were actually people.
When Hyne woke up, he was surprised because there were a lot of people. Hyne
wanted to reduce the number of people, and used magic to burn up a lot of small
people. The small people were children. The people cherished the children very
much. So the people rebelled against Hyne. Hyne used powerful magic to fight
them. The people couldn't use magic, but they had wisdom.
Eventually, Hyne began to lose the war, because there were too many people to
fight, and they were getting smarter. Therefore, he decided to make peace with
people by offering them half of his body along with his powers. Hyne cut his
body in half and gave the people half as he promised. (Disc 3)
Hyne’s purpose for humanity is to subordinately enact his will. By referencing people
first as “tools,” the myth suggests Hyne sees humans in this manner; he sees them as
objects first, as Kantian means without having deontological ends, as having “marketable
value” without “intrinsic value” (Groundwork 33). The construction of this humanity is
predicated on utility but since they are seen as objects there is no semblance of care to be
afforded to them, as tools are lifeless. This lack of care, to be careless, is partially what
affords humanity with the human quality, as Laguna notes when speaking about how he
was able to capture Adel, “Adel was careless. She may be a sorceress but after all, she
was human” (Disc 3). Hyne evidences this lack of care meaning mortality when he turns
on the most helpless of his creations, slaughtering the children who only the humans

cherish or are concerned over (i.e., care for). This articulation of creation, with Hyne

posing as a threat to humanity, comes to the same Hamiltonian conclusion of the Hyginus

110



myth, however, in a mirrored isotopic reversal to what Hamilton presents: Without care
humanity remains insecure.

The myth also implies Hyne sees humanity as not all that different from the
monsters he initially fought, furthering them away from being rational beings and
undeserving of dignity. So when humanity becomes over industrious, by over populating,
Hyne’s intervention creates a new compulsion in humanity, that in order to have dignity
and a future, securing their progeny, they must rebel against their creator through
violence. In having their origin function with violence, humanity is thus naturalized as an
avenging aggressor in order to exhibit and receive care. This turn on the creator is a shift
from Homeric and Dantean perceptions which orient humanity as needing to be grateful
to the divine. In turning on their creator, humanity within FFVIII is claiming that their
existence can only be secured if they care for themselves. This desire for existence
though can be taken too far, as is seen with Ultimecia, who in fear of dying attempts to
compress time so she can exist perpetually, becoming a Goddess. Furthermore, since
humanity loses until they group together, security (and care) can also be seen as being
present only if another being is present to allow for it (the conceit of the game); due
especially to Hyne’s continued presence (as half of him escapes), FFVIII thus suggests a
person cannot be safe without having another present (from a need to outnumber Hyne).
What FFVIII’s genesis myth ultimately conveys then is that humans must craft their own
care for one another, and can stave off Hyne, through their employment of wisdom (the
hallmark of great Odysseus)—either by using magic via the sorceresses (the descendants
of Hyne’s magical body), or via technology (as first the Centrans, then later the Estharans

and Galbadians do). Another form of technology used almost exclusively by SeeD, is the
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use of junction machines, which were created by Dr. Odine, to have access to para-magic
abilities, which are a technological copy of a sorceress’s magic, considered originating
from Hyne’s body. The junction machine uses a GF to forge a new link between the mind
to the body which then coincides with Hamilton’s assertion that care can only be had
while there is life (thought) within the body (3-6).

As “there can be no security without care,” the role of caregiving by the GF is
extended in terms of the actual battle mechanics which offer a tempered, and so never
complete, security; when called upon using the GF command, a GF’s HP replaces the HP
of the character calling it, allowing the GF until it manifests in battle, or its HP is reduced
to 0, to absorb attacks that would have hit the associated character. This simple act of
protection not only wards off the need for a phoenix down (a revival item), but is
emblematic of security, for the character that calls it forth is thereby effectively being
guarded. This act of allowing the GF to take damage (to provide care), occasionally
allows the player (and by extension the character) to be cavalier and carefree in their
battle strategy. In fact, many players to add a difficulty component to the game take the
No-GF challenge, in which they are not allowed to call upon GFs in battle
(GameFAQs.com). The presence of the GF then serves as an example of an external
manifestation of security allowing the other to be careftree.

The term “Guardian” however, is seemingly simultaneously distanced from the
word security through the use of the subsequent word “Force.” Security is often meant to
offset and protect against any type of Force, allowing that within the folds of security to
“blunt the blows of chance,” chaos the complete actualization of freedom, external to it

(Epist 53.12). This notion of security is from Seneca who fully articulates the idea:
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“What a great thing to have the weakness of man and the security of a god
[imbecilitatem hominis, securitatem dei]. The power of philosophy to blunt the
blows of chance is beyond belief. No missile can settle in her body; she is
protected and impenetrable; she spoils the force of certain missiles and wards
them off with the loose folds of her gown, as if they had no power to harm; others
she dashes aside and hurls them back upon the sender” (emphasis added Epist
53.12).
The idea of securing against an external force is especially evident from Seneca’s more
lyrical description which poses these items as missiles, objects which puncture and move
violently inward, placing Force as an entity situated without and which is again poised to
penetrate that held within (when considering Derrida, Seneca seems to oppose the
phallogocentric conception, which offers logos as the penetrating phallic missile, which
is what FFVIII seems to be attempting to oppose as well with the GFs, and to be shown
Rinoa). However, the paradoxical coupling in GF works. In FFVIII to be secure, an
external force must be brought not onto oneself but into oneself, an especially important
distinction as this is a mistake the game’s final boss Sorceress Ultimecia makes when she
attempts to junction the Griever GF “onto” herself (Disc 4). The necessity of an internal
connection is metaphorically extended later in the game as Squall in order to succeed
must allow Rinoa a place within his once closed off heart. Seneca’s gown is no longer
shroud over the body but must take either parasitic or symbiotic root—depending on
perspective—in the actual confines of the mind or heart. This is slightly different from
the concept of philosophy as Seneca imagines it, as the GF not figuratively, but literally
makes room for itself in the mind of the junctioning individual. This aspect of the GF

more closely resembles Ruddick’s conceit where the external GF provides the character

an internal sense of freedom.

113



On Disc 2, the game makes a point to emphasize how the long-term use of GFs
has eroded the childhood memories of many of the main cast with the exception of Irvine,
who only came to use GFs after joining the party (Disc 2). This cost is at first hinted to in
an in-game article, where it is heavily suggested that the Guardian Forces take up a
physical space in the brain where memory is stored and if Squall is made to talk to a
faculty member after becoming a SeeD-in the latter instance he is told to disregard such
rumors and to rely more readily on the GFs powers (Disc 1). This theory is fully realized
during the visit to the destroyed Trabia Garden in Disc 2, when the central cast confront
each other over their inability to fully remember the details of their shared childhood
home. Even Rinoa, the central female protagonist and a character who encompasses the
role of other since she is not a child solider and member of SeeD, can be seen to have had
some of her memories affected by the GFs, as she does not recall all the events involving
her mother’s untimely death years prior to the start of the game. Regardless of this heavy
cost, the characters ultimately decide that in order to beat the Sorceress, revealed later to
be the main villain Ultimecia, they will need the power of the GFs. This is because as
Quistis explains in the opening tutorial on GFs in the game (Disc 1), “GF give us
strength. The stronger the GF the stronger we become.” The decision to continue to use
the GFs for the power they offer, not unlike Hamilton’s assertion that the gods gift
humanity (Hamilton 5), effectively means the characters are treating the GFs as tools, and
in Kantian terms as a means for the characters’ own ends. This is furthered when
considering how the items to restore GFs of their hit points, or to revive them in the case
of battle fatigue, are called pet houses which are primarily found in pet stores located

around the world. This use of the GFs as tools presents a deviation from deontological
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ethics, towards a utilitarian standard, but truly ending on Gilligan’s ethics of care—the
ethical standard the game is promoting. This is because the characters realize that to
protect what they care about, Sis Ellone in this instance, they must fight and defeat the
corrupted sorceress.

The reason the characters make this choice, to use the GFs, is because the only
ability a character has without junctioning a GF is the attack command. Even to use
something as simple as a potion (the most basic healing item in the game), a character
must be junctioned with a GF, and must then equip “Item” as one of their three additional
battle command menu abilities. Even the passive command ability “defend,” present in
all other Final Fantasy games as a default, is an option only available through
junctioning a GF. Without a GF, a character’s only interaction within the framework of
the game is to attack. The implication is that without any framework of security the
natural state of a character is unadulterated retributive aggression (as shown by the Hyne
myth), which is essentially to exist in a near-complete chaotic state. This is made evident
by the status effect berserk, which only allows a character to make physical attacks,
similar to as if they did not have any GFs junctioned. This thus juxtaposes the GFs with
the chaotic element of human nature; an interesting facet since the GFs seem to each
encompass a natural element ordered into a deific being.

Tied to the narrative in terms of the initial (tutorial-like) quest, and then simply
made a backdrop until brought up again in the narrative moment in Disc 2, the presence
of GFs establishes a simple but relevant conceit when regarding the nature of security as
it continually manifests during the game. That is, that to have any measure of security a

cost must be paid; in the immediate case with GFs, the narrative cost to junctioning is the
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loss of the junctioned character’s childhood memories. The gameplay cost for equipping
stats with magic, another feature GFs offer, is situated in a complementing parallel.

The magic system, also known as the draw system, is based on drawing magic
from enemies or draw points scattered across the world. These magics can then be
junctioned through a facilitation of the GF to proportionally alter any stat the character
possesses. Essentially, the more powerful and plentiful the magic junctioned the greater
the stat increase. While the character can then use one of these junctioned magics in
battle to varying effects, in doing so the character saps the strength of the junctioned
ability. This developer-imposed limit on optimization is why amongst the Final Fantasy
player community the junction system is considered so notoriously (Resonant Arc). That
said, from a security lens the system makes complete sense. There is a trade-off between
the freedom to use the best magics in the game and being secure against the monstrous
threats by possessing the highest possible stats. The placement of the GF in the mind is to
fuse the external with the internal and reworks the ability to offset chaos by providing a
larger degree of order in the form of additional abilities and stat upgrades.

Similar to the concept of opportunity cost as present in the production possibility
curves, of microeconomics, which are premised on the basis of scarcity, security is
thereby likewise situated, such that on one axis of the curve is complete security, in the
context of order, and on the other axis is complete freedom, in the context of chaos. As
one moves along the curve, a measure of freedom must be sacrificed in order to attain
security. Perhaps vexingly, neither complete freedom nor complete security is ever an
actual possibility, and both instead act as permanent asymptotes for this curve. This is

because complete security is only possible once the game is over and there no longer is a
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challenge for the characters to face, which basically means no game; and as for complete
chaos, the game’s entire coding would need to be unraveled, which would not allow for
any type of mechanics to function, and so too would be a nongame state. Instead freedom
and security manifest antithetically through the Guardian Force. By junctioning a GF,
while the character is narratively eroded of their humanity through that pesky loss of
memory, the player attains a larger amount of agency over that character’s stat
development and available actions in combat. This still is a trade-off though between
freedom and order, as the player in order to experience this increased amount of agency
must junction GFs to the characters and thereby gives up on the option of not junctioning.
Here too Ruddick’s conceit is partially seen, as to experience an internal freedom (within
the game) an external other either manifesting from the player or to be interpreted as
through the GF is necessary.

To help enforce the continued use of GFs, the developers offer players new GFs
which would present higher levels of customization and new abilities, new freedoms. In
order to acquire new GFs, the characters typically either use the draw command to find or
simply best the GF in battle. Drawing a GF from an enemy, as is needed to be done in the
first method, could be interpreted as a way of weakening that enemy. Though there is no
statistical decrease in an enemy’s ability once a GF is drawn, the enemy canonically
within the game is defeated and the characters are stronger for it, having now new
abilities to junction by junctioning the new GF. There are a few GF, such as Odin and
Phoenix—both tied to death—that remain unjunctionable, implying that some forces are
meant to be outside the character’s (and translationally the player’s control). This

coincides with the concept of security as Hamilton reveals it, as security in death means a
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lack of care, and so the actions of these death related GFs through are meant to be
interpreted as appearing upon their whims, and not out of a care (concern or regard) for
the player. This is emphasized mechanically within the structure of the game’s code as
both of these unjunctionable GFs (and later Gilgamesh who replaces Odin, by taking his
sword, a possible post-colonial reappropriation of Western imagery) appear randomly
even if certain conditions for their appearance are met. This in terms of security then
further translates that not every aspect with the GFs can be truly secured, showing that
pure security is just as mythical as the sources these GFs are based on.

While the first two GFs, Quezacoatl and Shiva are given to the player initially
through the intro-tutorial, nearly all of the other GFs, with the only exception being
Doom Train (who incidentally invokes the concept of chaos through a link to the Biblical
Revelations’ Beast through its connection with 6-6-6) are acquired through battle. The
acquisition of new GFs through combat is another manifestation of the security curve,
this time imposing a reduction of internal freedom for the GF through conquering for an
increase in freedom and security for the characters, as again with new GFs come new
abilities. Even the special circumstances to attain Doom Train—an ordered representation
of chaos—need not requisite combat, since each of its components are possible to attain
through Triple Triad and modding, an in-game feature which utilizes unique GF abilities
to craft items and magic. Still, this act does not eschew the security frontier, as the player
is forced to give up the 3 sets of 6 items to attain the GF Doomtrain, meaning there is a
loss of freedom, in this case in the form of time and ownership.

It may at first seem as if the security possibility curve is broken in these instances

because there is an instance of freedom being given up to acquire more freedom.
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However, this is not entirely the case. What is happening is a transformation of one curve
into another. By securing the GF, by capturing it, the characters are then able to ascertain
their own freedom. This means that the loss of Freedom for one entity is the gain of
Freedom for the other. This is similar to how the characters lose a certain aspect of
freedom, in the form of their memories, when the GFs take root in their mind. In essence,
the two curves are diametric, being inversely situated to one another.

This is precisely how Ruddick’s conceit operates. The problem, however, is that
in Ruddick’s work, the entities are meant to view each other in the capacity of individuals
(Ruddick 22). Ruddick explains that there is meant to be a reciprocity through the shared
quality of possession of “mind/body/spirit” that is shared and pivotal for the external to
provide freedom for the internal. However, while the player may see the GFs as equals on
a deific level, assuming the player considers their control over the characters deific in
scope, GFs in FFVIII are seen as tools by the characters themselves. This treatment stems
from the characters not quite viewing the GFs as ends unto themselves. This again is an
intentional set up (to move away from deontological ethics), as the other characters when
considering the outwardly silent and emotionally void Squall, who on the surface
embodies stoic virtues, also wonder if he is human, and often interact with him as if he is
some form of animal. This is especially evident in Rinoa’s early treatment of Squall, after
she has a better understanding of his personality once he comes to work for her in Timber
(Disc 1). Squall himself, debates his humanity as he ponders if a SeeD is even allowed to
be human or if he is meant to only accept orders like a dog (Disc 1).

As the game progresses and Squall’s humanity is affirmed through his outward

affirmation of love for Rinoa and her reciprocity of that love, so too is the unkind
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treatment of the GFs resolved. Near the end of the game, after acquiring the airship
Ragnardk—a fitting name which symbolizes a deviation, upending the ordered security,
from the linear narrative path—the player may opt to confront the formidable Bahamut,
considered widely as one of the most powerful summons in the Final Fantasy universe,
and labelled within FFVIII as the “King of GFs” (Disc 3-4). In their confrontation,
Bahamut asks Squall a series of questions, Bahamut’s last question being, “Damned
Imbeciles why do you wish to fight?”” To which Squall’s response, provided through a
hidden dialogue option is: “It’s our nature” (Disc 3-4), returning back to the Hyne myth
which establishes this facet of humanity. Squall’s remark is also indicative of the earlier
precedent, of attack being the only option for the characters if unjunctioned; the fact the
dialogue option is hidden demonstrates that it is a revelation to Squall himself, offering
Squall has only come to this conclusion through Bahamut’s line of questioning and is
now beginning to understand the answer himself. Squall, for a brief moment, considers
this when hearing Bahamut’s final question, “Have you seen the light?” which Bahamut
asks only after his defeat.

Bahamut’s ultimate question causes Squall to become filled with passion,
indicating a shift in the view towards GFs, transforming the GFs from what Squall
originally thought was a means for his own ends into then considering that these beings
may have an end unto themselves. The manifestation of passion being the obvious
impetus for this change. Remarkably, this shift which signifies a major change in view is
part of an optional quest. While this shift works to help satisfy the Ruddick conceit,

requiring mutual respect, the optionality of this quest somewhat undermines the notion
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that this is a prevailing conceit for the game. That instead must be cemented then by

better understanding Squall’s transformation.

121



Chapter 3

Securing the External Internally

Unlike other RPGs—and works classified as Epic Fantasy like Brandon
Sanderson’s The Final Empire (2006)—where externalized developmental milestones
displayed most often through growing combat prowess are used to convey a
complimenting pairing of progression in character growth—seen in Sanderson’s work with
the power development matching the character arc of the protagonist, Vin—Final Fantasy
VIII prioritizes internal interdependent character developments, not through stat
progression but through the quiet moments of conversation and introspection found
between the mandatory battles (often boss fights): like on the troop deployment vessel
just prior to the Dollet mission, at Galbadia Garden when the group discusses Seifer
whilst believing him dead (Disc 1), while Balamb Garden is adrift at sea and Squall
remembers his painful abandonment before the floating Garden crashes into Fisherman’s
Horizon (Disc 2), or aboard the Ragnorak in space (Disc 3) to name a few. This is largely
because the game does away with the importance of level progression since enemies have
their levels set to the average of the party fighting them, which in turn emphasizes a less
vertical progress to occur using the open-ended junctioning system (explored previously).

While a traditional upward progression is available to the player via leveling—as is
the case of most (J)RPGs—the characters functionally get stronger only by attaining more
abilities, more GFs, better magic via drawing or the refinement (modding) mechanics. As

such development is meant to be far less focused on an increase in level and more
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situated horizontally (observable even within the layout of the junction menu whose
transitions are horizontal slide movements controlled with the Left 1 and Right 1 bumper
buttons). This horizontal alignment of the mechanics is not unlike the switch from
vertical to horizonal for the Dantean construction of the plot-geographics, also described
previously. Hamilton provides a means of understanding the reason for this, “collapse of
the vertical, hierarchical forms of organization [create a] decentralized, horizontal
pattern” (37). Such a horizontal composition (in both mechanical and narrative instances)
of decentralization greatly levels, evening out, the importance of most moments crafting a
planar quality with shifts in development mostly meant to carry the same sense of
significance and poignancy as those preceding and following it, so no part is greater than
any other, but so the whole entity can be seen as a gestalt weighing of all parts in totality.
Instead of creating a proper character arc, which demands a central point of origin
by which to vertex the rise and falling action, character development in FFVIII operates
with a more natural and organic linearity; that said, most characters remain relatively
same experiencing the world with their personalities intact, though their bonds with each
other grow or rather continue along their originating trajectory (due to the return of their
memories for Quistis, Zell, Selphie and Irvine). The shared experience allows these
characters to be carefree in their treatment of one another, realizing as Irvine explains in
FH, “[I was ] A lone ranger. I was alone in my battles: my battles against pressure, my
battles against death. It almost drove me nuts at times. . . and it was them that saved me
from it all. They are what you call comrades.” (Disc 2, emphasis in the original). Irvine’s
specific use of comrade is near literal as the 5 of the main squad, excluding Rinoa, all

lived together in Edea’s orphanage for a time. This connection which saves Irvine allows
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him to be so cavalier, as he knows he has friends to fall back on. To cultivate this
connection, as is the purpose of Garden, the central hub for the game, a causal
relationship for the events not unlike dominoes are initially set up and put into
mechanical motion, initiated by Cid Kramer, the headmaster of Garden and co-creator
(along with Edea) of SeeD. Though dominoes are set up vertically, when pushed they
fall, cascading to line up horizontally. The reason to set up the structure of FFVIII in this
way, is to emphasize the importance of character interaction over the machinations of the
plot, so as to better emphasize the internal over the external and to show that caring less
is the wrong means of attaining security. This is not to say the plot is irrelevant, it simply
is meant to be given less consideration than the characters’ interactions and
codependence. Though the plot seems to escalate in scope moving from protecting a
communication tower (Dollet), liberating countries (Timber and later the aggressor
Galbadia), saving the world (stopping the Lunatic Pandora), towards saving all of
existence (stopping Time Compression) the true underlying motivation is continued
survival, as each of these tasks are all simply jobs to be completed (seen as each of these
moments are essentially missions assigned to the party, including defeating Ultimecia
which Laguna through Kiros hires SeeD for).

Providing such a level standard which operates consistently across the game, truly
emphasizes those few select moments which deviate; those instances that are met with
vertical obstacles on the horizontal path (Hamilton 30-33), and create the need to err,
showing genius through those Joycean portals of discovery. These volitional errors are
not all that common. There are only two major plot segments which are not part of the

assigned mission framework found in the rest of the main story. The first is when the
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group decides to fight Edea, after recovering their memories on the broken basketball
court in Trabia (implying a break from the structured rules, the lines on the court are
fractured, ascribed by society), though this too they commit to out of an existential
obligation as SeeD and a need to preserve the memory of their matron Edea as she was
and to protect their Sis Ellone (Disc 2). The inclusion of Rinoa into the group in this
scene, effectively a sixth person on the team, continues this departure from the normal
rules of basketball which regularly has five members of the team playing on the court on
one side. This a symbolic aspect which is meant to angle Rinoa as an external force
aimed to penetrate Squall, upending the phallogocentric conception of Western
philosophy. Seneca’s missile is meant to be blocked by said philosophy, but Rinoa acts a
vector (of love) immunizing Squall (providing him security as their mutual love for one
another sets up a phalanx like shield wall, each offering protection to the other), and
altering the concept of his stoicism and adherence to Western priorities, in favor of an
ethics of care.

The second segment is when Squall crosses Horizon Bridge, another horizontal
movement, and feature as it runs across the world map connecting the West to East
(though it is derelict), with Rinoa on his back in an attempt to find Ellone so he can use
her connect to revive the unconscious woman he has come to realize he is more
concerned over than his responsibilities as leader of SeeD. While this starts as a
horizontal movement away from Balamb Garden, the movement is designed to show how
a causal shift can transform into a riotous departure, when the shift is away from the
fundamentals of society. Squall’s deviation culminates with a vertical movement into

space which seemingly serves as an error, as once in space Ultimecia controlling Rinoa is
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able to release the seals on Adel (Disc 3). The purpose of this drastic vertical movement
is exceptionally necessary as it allows Squall to physically break away from all the bonds
of responsibility (he who was so afraid of abandonment willingly abandons everyone he
knows behind to catch Rinoa, understanding he has near no chance of returning),
providing space (metaphor realized) for him and Rinoa to discover and actualize their
internal connection. Though Squall has made his feelings known, to himself and the
player by verbalizing them to a silent Rinoa atop the bridge, he does so again aboard the
Ragnorak to her while she can listen and interact with him. Here too, Rinoa is able to
share her feelings with Squall, imparting that the security created by care needs to be
reciprocal. The use of the external to provide care to actualize security within the internal
sphere, is actualized through his endeavor and works to show how Ruddick’s conceit that
an external other/order (Rinoa/Space) is needed to demonstrate the care necessary to
secure the individual/society (Hamilton 36-43). This movement though is seemingly a
blip as the Ragnorak returns to the surface, at which point Rinoa is rushed away to be
sealed in the memorial (another demonstration of a connection between death and
security), with both Squall and Rinoa accepting this as necessary for the greater good.
Their acceptance upon reaching the ground, shows a return to the traditional
Western phallogocentric ethical design which devalues the provincial always in favor of
the metropolitan. However, since Squall swiftly rejects this notion and rescues Rinoa and
in doing so completes the title moment on the game’s cover, FFVIII is claiming that
design is flawed. The game continues this by now no longer needing to be linear—which
happens in terms of game design as all of the side quests can be pursued at this point

freely. This does not mean the horizontal design is abandoned entirely, the mechanics
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remain in place, and the game effectively returns to linearity on Disc 4 (though the
various sentinels in Ultimecia’s mansion can be beaten in a variety of orders), but it does
show that these perpendicular movements (amongst the few others) are incredibly
important within the structure of the narrative and warrant attention.

At times, FFVIII volitionally wanders from completely matching levels of
enemies to the party’s, in efforts to demonstrate the characters’ collective strength has
increased since the start of the game. In the penultimate dungeon, the Lunatic Pandora (at
the end of Disc 3 and start of Disc 4), all the monsters within, except for bosses, are set to
level 1. This could be a simple allusion to how after the namesake of the dungeon,
Pandora’s Box, was opened all the evils of the world were let loose and nothing truly
remained in the box with the exception of hope. This hope manifesting in the player
feeling exceptionally strong as the characters they are using are often able to one-shot
(defeat the randomly encountered monsters in a single attack) some of the more difficult
monsters that might have posed a threat in earlier parts of the game, providing a
heightened sense of security. This hope though is meant to be challenged with the boss
battles (eroding that same sense of security, and thereby crafting a dynamic sublimity
oscillating between hope and fear), especially with the third disc’s climatic confrontation
with Seifer, who is able to dispose of the GF Odin in a single blow, in an effort to add
tension, stakes and break from the level planarity. Adding to this, Seifer stands above
Squall and the rest on an elevated dais when he is approached in this final confrontation.
This is unlike the other two previous battles with Seifer (and notably the opening FMV
where Squall and Seifer fight as equaling rivals, each giving the other a mirroring scar),

where he was always encountered on level (altitudinally), but like all the confrontations
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with the Sorceresses where they were situated as being above the party. The vertical
positioning therefore presents another obstacle on the linear path. Erring from the linear
and, not coincidentally, so quite incidentally, defeating Sorceress Adel who is staged as
higher and is the final boss of the Lunatic Pandora, opens the portal to discover and
confront Ultimecia. Ultimecia sits on a throne overlooking the entire party and is care
free in her assault, she randomly chooses three party members with which to do battle, as
if the party’s composition is of no significance to her whatsoever. This set-up is meant to
convey her power, but really it also works to show that by engaging her, the horizontal
order is to be temporarily broken and reconstructed, as is the player’s entering strategy
for the fight, since without any external foreknowledge (from say a walkthrough or
strategy guide) they would be caught unaware. Ultimecia’s final form orients this design
as well with her being revealing two halves that are imperfect reflections of each other,
the top half sporting a void instead of a face along with arms spread and the bottom half
having a face but with arms bound (tactfully) covering a naked chest. This design is
meant to show the lack of freedom necessary to have power, as the human half of
Ultimecia is bound and limited (is secured), though it supplies the top half with the spell
Armageddon (a magic that is only drawable at this final moment in the game, and
therefore is unjunctionable, signifying that security again is never complete for the
player). The top half, as the scan spell reveals, represents Ultimecia as if time
compression has taken place. That she is defeatable means that even in a state of
timelessness security cannot be had fully. This is shown after the game as well, as after
defeating Ultimecia, she is seen to have followed Squall, where she passes her powers

seeking peace and tranquility onto Matron, aspects associated with the Saturn segment of

128



security (Hamilton 10) meaning absolute security can only be truly obtained in complete
death. Beyond absolute security, that she needs to pass on her power to a recipient to
attain peace, also shows that security can only be achieved using an external other via an
internal exchange (that this exchange is allowed by Edea in protection of the other female
children, also adds a layering to this conception of the Ruddick conceit). The action of
following Squall effectively initiates the plot. This causes the story to be a “closed loop,”
(Resonant Arc, Cool Ghost 120) but one which is also broken since time is allowed to
flow normally after Ultimecia’s defeat, so that life may continue forward without her
continued interference. The tragedy of Ultimecia and a loss of her own security then
translates into the gain of security for the rest of existence, but only because it is met with
care for one another. The reordering of these elements basically signifies that society
itself, in order to be salvaged, needs to be reordered so that care as the operating ethics is
made the essential component; an aspect which is furthered in how, in order to return,
Rinoa must find and orient Squall, without allowing him to be lost, for if she fails to do
so, then she will also vanish, since he is not there to orient her, and time will without her
become compressed, evidenced in both her and Squall losing their faces (their identities)
for a brief moment in the closing cut scene of the game.

As mentioned earlier, the GF Diablos has an ability which can be learned to
prevent random encounters, suggesting even more elements emphasize exploration over
leveling (not to be confused with over-leveling). Nullifying the importance of leveling,
by either removing battles entirely or by having enemies level along with the characters
(which means leveling never really achieves anything), is also meant to eschew the

trappings of power creep—a problem of many games and fantasy literature, such as
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Sanderson’s work, where characters become deific in scope to the beings around them as
new powers are introduced at higher levels. By avoiding this pitfall, FFVIII maintains a
balance of power between all involved entities, which also works to maintain the
structure of the world, denying complete security for the characters but simultaneously
securing the structure of challenge necessary for the game to be a game. Cool Ghost
alludes to this construction when discussing how certain enemies are fixed to be always
above the characters in base stats, explaining “G-Soldiers beat out Squall in Strength and
Magic at any level. As I alluded to earlier, SeeDs without GFs are just regular people,
and these guys [Galbadian Soldiers] are probably more experienced and fully grown than
teenagers. I think this is really neat gameplay/story integration, and it's a shame that
nobody but the biggest Final Fantasy VIII nerds are going to see it.” (Cool Ghost 8). The
innovative and original feature of FFVIII to reduce the importance of leveling therefore
translates to mean that no sense of complete security is ever available through the
accumulation of vertical strength alone, and necessitates an internal integration of the GF,
a source of care (as stipulated previously). Without the need for heavy grinding, spending
time in extraneous battles to gain experience and progress the characters vertically so
total security can be achieved (which remains impossible in FFVIII) focus is instead
shifted to exploration of the world (interacted most often through dialogue,
communication, with nonplayable characters, NPCs) as the place where the player feels
compelled to spend her time.

What adds to this communicative dynamic, is the mini-game Triple Triad. At
nearly any point in the game, with any nonplayable character (NPC), the player (most

often as Squall) can engage an NPC to a card match, with a second conversation button.
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While as The Completionist, Jirard Khalil, points out rather humorously this can break
the narrative flow of the game (The Completionist May 2021), the presence of this
second button (means there is more than one way to communicate) presents a means of
progression through communication, that is unlike most other (J)RPGs. Winning cards
and using a GF ability to modify cards into items, further allows the player to vertically
progress using the horizontal landscape, the more the character communicates in this
manner across the world winning rarer cards, the more special and improved items they
can attain. FFVIII also provides a complexity to this form of mini-game communication,
as each region has its own set of variations on the basic game, and through the traveling
party can augment the rule sets encountered elsewhere as new rules can be spread.
Without gushing over how fun and awesome Triple Triad is (the State of the Arc podcast
articulates this point exceptionally well), what all this really means, is that FFVIII’s core
progression system prioritizes communication over direct combat. Communication is not
simply a priority of the game’s mechanics, it as mentioned earlier (Chapter 1) is one of
the values FFVIII extols is necessary to save society as an epic. The game within a game
facilitates a mechanical indication towards allowing the player a sense of being carefree
but by importing value to cards, through an in-game rarity system prevents them from
being careless.

Communication presents itself as a major theme, steeped in security, throughout
the work narratively as well. The first SeeD examination to Dollet, for instance,
introduces the communication tower as a contested world asset, which has been
inoperative since the close of the Sorceress’ War. The invasion by Galbadia into Dollet to

secure this communication tower and make it operational—as President Deling wants to
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announce to the world that he will be sending the next Sorceress as an “ambassador” to
resolve trifling conflicts with the few remaining sovereign nations—provides the testing
grounds for the SeeD exam. Within the exam itself, the role of communication is pushed
to the forefront with Selphie appearing in need of delivering a message to the missing
Seifer. That Seifer misses this communication, till the last possible second, works to
show how he has isolated himself from the main group, but also, through his failing to
adhere to the communicated directions, show how maintaining communication keeps one
as part of the group. The macroscopic scale of burgeoning radio communication across
the world is paired to Squall’s own opening of communication. As the world begins to
open up, so too does Squall, culminating in Esthar opening up fully, just when Squall has
learned to be able to give voice to his emotions. This macro development to micro
development, not only creates a striking parallel, found similarly in Dante with the river
serving as a threshold, but also shows the importance of allowing the external chance to
shift into the internal. This notion of open communication again creating security through
carefree, is furthered when taking control of the Ragnorak, which fully allows complete
access to all of the sites in the game, and is only attained after Squall has fully become
communicative, and which helps make the player more secure against the game, as
completing side objectives adds to the players GF count and strength.

Incidentally, at the communication tower, the GF Siren can be obtained, who in a
turn of irony can afflict enemies, when used in combat, with the silence status effect.
Silence of course symbolizes an inability to effectively communicate, the status effect
preventing the use of magic or other non-attack related commands, and in some cases

preventing certain characters who would talk in battle from talking in battle. If the player
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travels to the communications tower on the world map, the draw point there is for the
pain spell, indicating the lack of communication across the world has over time
manifested as pain magic (pain causing silence, poison, and blindness status effects,
deepening this interpretation).

Part of what Squall needs to figure out through the course of the game is how to
be dependent, to receive aid instead of always finding a way out on his own, to be less
Odyssean and more Telemachean. When Edea strikes Squall with her ice projectile
(missile), called Ice Strike which is part of her limit break, Squall is punctured all the way
through the right side of his chest. This shows his stoic philosophy and self-reliant M.O.
is heavily flawed as he nearly dies; the use of a missile rather obviously ties to the missile
Seneca writes about. The concept of a limit break, which is a unique ability that becomes
useable only the deeper into “crisis mode” a character becomes, speaks to the nature of
enacting security in opposition to another, a concept present within the name itself,
though the term, limit break, is not unique to FFVIII and is a hallmark of the Final
Fantasy series. The less secure the character is, the more likely to occur and stronger
their limit break will be. Squall’s puncture, by Edea which is a feature of Edea’s limit
break, thus shows that she is able to find security by taking it away from another. This
aspect that involves finding safety in the tragedy of another (something Edea explains to
Squall after she regains her faculties on Disc 3, “You must fight to the End! Even though
it may bring tragedy to others”) again shows the external vs. internal security binary, as
the more one cares less for the opposition the more they become secure.

The need of another to be secure is made clear to Squall in the events and

aftermath of D-Prison as Squall realizes he needed help, that he could not survive on his
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own, as he still needs someone to help him (Disc 2). Once safe and recovering in Balamb,
and he has a moment to reflect, Squall remembers his painful past in conjunction with his
torture, and considers this point saying, “I don’t want to depend on anyone... How can |
do that? Someone tell me...” to which he then realizes the irony, “Someone? So I’'ll end
up depending on others afterall.” (Disc 2). This realization events the initial shift in
Squall who from that point onwards attempts to be more open—which also works in terms
of the player’s agency over Squall (as now the player has access to moments where
Squall can openly articulate his thoughts, such as to Mayor Dobe)—even if he is asking for
time alone to sort out his thoughts (an option the game provides, when choosing to rest in
Squall’s room aboard Balamb Garden). This is a shift away from being completely like
Odysseus who seems to care less for his men than he does himself (he certainly abandons
them a lot), and instead to possibly be something more, someone who can exhibit care
and regard for those around him, not unlike the youthful and reliant (in terms of relying
on others) Telemachus. Unlike Squall who comes off as self-assured, cold, and capable in
the beginning, Laguna tends to be more boyish being unsure, warm, and incapable at the
start of the game. Laguna stumbles into success (humorously on occasion when his leg
cramps up), while Squall in the face of obstacles forges his success, as he does when
Seifer abandons him, Selphie and Zell during the Dollet mission. Squall even
acknowledges this separation, when he meets Laguna, citing how he can understand and
see the bond between Laguna, Kiros and Ward. The fact Squall can understand the bond,
a bond he’s been struggling with to understand in how he wonders about Fujin and
Raijin’s loyalty to Seifer, shows Squall’s remarkable progress, which again is tied to the

opening up of the world, and brought to Squall through Rinoa, who often demands that
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he tell everyone his thoughts, “You need to tell us what you’re thinking” (Disc 2). This
progress may not seem all that noticeable, as for the player Squall is always responding to
questions, but only ever internally, and so when he begins to answer questions and
discuss things externally with others, it is to those moments which the parallel openings
are oriented. Ultimately though, the swap of positions between father and son is meant to
show how a tendency to become careless, Laguna abandoning Raine and Ellone, is
clearly a negative, that the shift shouldn’t be towards being Odysseus but again being
Telemachus. Instead the game wants characters to enjoy both freedom and care, to be in a
place to experience a living freedom from care, as that implies they have a shield/wall
which offers them that care they need, and one that can only be experienced when
moving away from their ethical duties (exemplified perhaps also through the nature of
playing a game).

Squall abandons the prevailing Western logos (phallic centric of course) of
putting obligation to others and society above the personal desire for safety of those
closest, essentially when he carries Rinoa across Horizon Bridge. His carrying of Rinoa
on his back represents a less masculine coupling and articulates a position described by
Andrea Dworkin, in her (1987) book Intercourse, “Remarkably . . . [Man] is not
possessed even though he . . . is gone—disappeared inside someone else, enveloped,
smothered, in the muscled lining of flesh that he never sees, only feels, gripping,
releasing, gripping, tighter, harder, firmer” (64). Rinoa is literally positioned on Squall’s
back, so he cannot see her, with her arms around his neck unconsciously gripping him in
a display that mimics the two being one entity as they are fused together with Squall

shown carrying her, even during moments when he is in the player’s control outside of
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battle. Dworkin’s claim is that the act of sex is held by men as an act of penetration, of
acting as a missile, piercing the secure defense of the woman, conquering her in act of
possession. FFVIII articulates a complication to this advancing Dworkin’s other notion,
that the act of coming together can also be seen as the woman drawing out the man and
gripping him, acting as a “witch” exerting a magical power over the male (64-66).
Though Dworkin’s assertion is that this act is considered evil by men, FFVIII asserts this

2 13

act of possession is not, as Seifer’s “romantic dream” is to be possessed, to be a
Sorceress’s Knight. Here rather obviously the possessed male knight is tied to the
possessing feminine Sorceress. When Squall takes on this mantle, he does so then to be
possessed, to lose himself and his autonomy. This ultimately works to save him, and is
what Ruddick means when she says that both individuals must offer up their
“mind/body/spirit.” Rinoa offers up these facets in her reliance on Squall, in allowing
Squall to accept her interjections, hugs, and fears. The share of fears is a share of
concern, a sharing of care. Dworkin also explains that “men experience coitus as death,”
showcasing the act as part of the death drive, that focus on attaining complete security.
Though there is no sexual scene in FFVIII outright, though there are perhaps suggestions
of Seifer being seduced and hints at a possible past copulation of Seifer and Rinoa
(making her choice of Squall as her knight a presentation of female choice), the act of
coupling of coming together to cement existence is completely present (it’s required to
undo time compression) and alters Dworkin’s concept that sex is death only for the male.
This notion that two entities must coincide to experience tranquility, is not just a product

of coitus as Dworkin sees it, but also a revelation of care as seen in Hyne’s myth. Peace

in that story is only attained once the body is acquired. The role of another body is
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emphasized by Laguna when he offers, “to like one another, and to love one
another...You can’t do these things alone. You need somebody” (Disc 3). This emphasis
of peace then requiring another works to satisfy Ruddick’s claim and shows a deviation
from the prevailing Western philosophies which function on pedestalling society over the
care of those closest, honoring the empire over the village, the order of logic over the
lover. In terms of Seneca, what is seen is that the cloak of philosophy is not the best
defense, as it isolates. What’s needed is a missile that penetrates and offers
transformation on a metagenetic level, providing the regression from stoic man to feeling
being. The goal of Final Fantasy VIII through this manifestation of love in Squall and

Rinoa thus shows that care should supersede all else, as it ensures one’s existence.
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Conclusion Q

TL:DR

The purpose of this project was to demonstrate that like Squall, who explains to
Quistis at the start of Final Fantasy VIII regarding himself, that video games are “more
complex than you think” (Disc 1). This was hopefully revealed in how video games could
be considered epic and how their mechanical structure of operators along with their
narrative content all work in rhetorical concert to create that project. While the goal of
FFVIII is showcasing the experience of security, as present in having existence requires
care, the greater goal again of this work was to show that a video game could be a worthy
exhibit of academic scrutiny. Despite the lack of brevity within this endeavor, more likely
a product of my penchant tautology (using this joke twice now), the evaluation of Final
Fantasy VIII is hardly complete. There is still much to explore in terms of its discourse
on Fate/Destiny (which can be seen its impact on later Square titles such as Chrono Cross
(1999) and Final Fantasy VII Remake (2020), where Fate is transformed into an actual
enemy and not, as in FFVIII, symbolized by the Sorceress), the role of its many beautiful
musical compositions by Nobuo Uematsu, as well as further discussions on security. Like
any academic endeavor, there is room to continue. Hopefully, this has helped pry past the
confines of the academic gate leaving it just a little more ajar then when this project

started.
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Appendix

A Linear Plotting of the Temporally Circular Events

With all the aforementioned stipulations (see: Chapter '2) I would like to iterate
that I would never recommend anyone to feel the necessity to include such an exhaustive
summation for subsequent game analyses as doing so cheapens the end product and
creates another degree of separation for games to be considered literary. For that reason, I

present this following bulleted summary with hesitation and the noted reservations:

Chronological Timeline of the events in game:

Creation myth:

e Hyne becomes fatigued after fighting monsters and so creates human beings,
intended as “tools,” to continue the work for him. Soon after he goes to sleep, and
upon awakening “he [is] surprised because there were a lot of people. Hyne
wanted to reduce the number of people, and used magic to burn up a lot of
[children]” (Disc 1, 3). Because the people were upset at Hyne killing their
children, they rebelled against Hyne. At first, Hyne was winning, but soon began
to lose as he was outnumbered. A compromise was reached, and Hyne gave up

half of his body (his power) to the people. (Disc 1, 3)
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“Then, another war started. People began to fight over the power Hyne offered
them through his body. This war lasted decades. Finally, King Zebalga and the
Zebalga tribe emerged victorious and demanded Hyne's body-half to get its
powers. But the body ignored their commands.” (Disc 3)

o Descendants of this powerful body are believed to be the source of

Sorceresses, as they are called “descendants of Hyne” (Disc 3)

“Then, Vascaroon came to the rescue. He appeared before the confused Zebalgas
and revealed to them that Hyne's body-half was corrupt and possessed no real
power. The body-half was actually Hyne's cast-off skin. The Zebalgas were
angered by this truth, and decided to destroy Hyne. The Zebalgas never found
Hyne. People began to call him ‘Hyne the Magician’ and continued to hunt him

for centuries to come.” (Disc 3)

1000-2000 years prior to start of game

Zabalga tribe inhabits Centra and establishes the first true civilization of human

beings

200-100 years prior to start of game

Individuals from Centra leave the continent to create their own countries to the

Northeast, chiefly current Esthar. They are said to have brought some of their
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technology, evident in how advanced Esthar seems to be compared to the rest of

the world.

100-80 years prior to start of game

e 3 Mobile shelters are created and mobilized to protect the Centra people from the
upcoming Lunar Cry. These shelters are later found and converted to Gardens
(12-15 years prior to start of game), schools for children to become mercenaries
by Cid Kramer and the Shumi outcast NORG, though they do so with very limited
knowledge of the Centra technology inside. It is unknown if the shelters were ever
initially used.

e A Lunar Cry (when monsters after filling up the moon descend all at once to the
main world during a special alignment of the two celestial bodies) destroys the
advanced civilization of Centra, leaving the continent in complete ruin. All that
remains on the world map is a shelter near an old lighthouse, converted to an
orphanage (roughly 20 years prior to start of game) and a ruin inhabited by the

un-junctionable GF Odin.

80-20 years prior to the start of the game

e [Edea (later Edea Kramer) inherits her first dose of Sorceress powers at the age of

5.
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Sorceress Adel comes to take control of Esthar and begins what is dubbed the
Sorceress War.

Laguna, Kiros and Ward are Galbadian soldiers sent to attack Timber, as Galbadia
needs more natural resources to fight the technologically advanced Esthar but get
lost in Timber’s forests. They end up returning to Deling City, where they watch
Laguna’s crush Julia perform on the piano. Julia approaches Laguna and asks for
him to meet her in her hotel room, where she reveals she wants to sing and has
written lyrics to a song after watching him across “the small bar.” This song is
later revealed to be “Eyes on Me” (one of the two thematic refrains, used in the
game, this particular one used to articulate love). (Disc 1)

Laguna, Kiros and Ward are dispatched but become lost because Laguna “brought
the wrong map,” and so find themselves at a site where Esthar is excavating a
crystal pillar like structure, later to be known as the Lunatic Pandora. Here Kiros
and Ward are fatally wounded by Esthar soldiers, but Laguna helps them escape.
Ward is irrevocably scarred and loses his ability to speak permanently, though
Kiros and Laguna can interpret his expressions as speech due in large part to their
bond. (Disc 1)

Laguna is rescued and healed by the Shumi Tribe, a race of individuals who after
reaching maturity can choose to enter a cocoon and evolve to reveal what is truly
in their hearts. Laguna attempts to teach their Moombas, Shumi members who
have reached their kind’s highest evolution (according to their belief), speech (an

ability they lose once taking this “noble” and “majestic” transformation). Some of
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these Moombas come to learn one word, Laguna. (Disc 2, 3) *this is not
discoverable if solely keeping to the main plot

Sorceress Adel dispatches Esthar soldiers to find young girls who can serve as
candidates for her as a replacement, it is unknown if she wants them to succeed
her or if she wants to remove them from play as is hinted at by Hyne killing the
human children in the creation myth. It is revealed in the final moments of the
game on Disc 4, that a sorceress can only die and pass on if she relinquishes her
power to another. Thus, Adel could be interpreted as killing the child candidates
to prevent her power from being taken.

o Esthar soldiers invade Winhill and kill Ellone’s parents, who manage to
protect her from being caught by secreting her away. She is then
unofficially adopted by Raine, a female tavern keeper who notably makes
the most beautiful white flower wreaths in the village, something
commented on 15 years after her death if the party ever visits Winhill
(Disc 2-3).

Laguna travels back to Galbadia where he somehow becomes injured again and
this time is rescued and cared for by Raine in the village of Winhill (the game
initially seems to imply Raine saves Laguna from his fall during the Lunatic
Pandora sequence, but this is complicated as the Shumi Tribe also claims to have
saved him from this same event—making what’s known is that Laguna is simply
prone to getting mortally injured from falling off cliffs). (Disc 2)

A year passes, and Laguna stays in Winhill taking care of Raine and Ellone and

protecting the village from monsters which can be found all over the small town
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(evident in how this is the only town with random monster encounters inside of it,
though when Esthar is later affected by a new lunar cry this happens there too).
Kiros finds Laguna and brings him information about Julia’s wedding to General
Caraway as well that Ward has found a job in Galbadia’s D-Prison, a prison for
anyone who challenges now Galabadian President Deling’s rule. (Disc 2)

Raine tells Ellone she has feelings for Laguna but worries his wanderlust makes
him an unsuitable choice for a husband. (Disc 2)

Laguna marries Raine. (Disc 4)

Esthar soldiers attack Winhill again, and this time capture Ellone, while Laguna
was out on patrol. Laguna pursues them searching for Esthar, leaving a pregnant
Raine (unbeknownst to him) behind. (Disc 3)

During the search for Ellone, Laguna meets up with Kiros (and possibly Ward, if
the Timber Maniac in Shumi Village is not read) and in order to make money
agrees to star in a movie about a sorceress and her knight, who protects her from a
dragon—though never stated outright, this film later inspires Seifer’s “romantic
dream” (Disc 1) of becoming a Sorceress’ knight as evidenced by the way he
celebrates after a battle as well as how he wields his gun-blade (State of the Arc
March 2021). (Disc 3)

Somewhere at this point Squall is born.

Laguna, Kiros and Ward make their way into Esthar but are forced to participate
in manual slave labor alongside a Moomba. Laguna befriends this Moomba and
promises to free him. In an altercation with an overseer, over the mistreatment of

said Moomba, Laguna inadvertently joins a resistance movement by some of the
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Esthar people against Sorceress Adel. They then tell him that Dr. Odine has been
running experiments on Ellone. With a promise of helping the resistance if
Laguna is given the aid necessary to free Ellone, he is able to find and rescue the
young child and secures the help of Dr. Odine. He then sends Ellone back to
Winbhill, as he must fulfill his promise to the resistance. Dr. Odine then reveals he
has a way to stop Sorceress Adel, but Laguna will need to spring the trap, which
Laguna then sets out to plan. (Disc 3)

e Laguna sets up Sorceress Adel by using a hologram projection of Ellone and
sealing the evil Sorceress away in what’s later dubbed Adel’s Tomb. (Disc 3)

o The Sorceress War, led by Sorceress Adel, comes to an abrupt close, due
in large part to Laguna’s serendipitous efforts, and Esthar goes into
complete isolation. Radio signals across the world cease to function as a
result, because of the outer space prison for Adel creating a weird
interference, though no one other than those in Esthar know this is the
reason.

e The Ragnorok, Esthar’s flagship designed using ancient Centra designs, helps
carry Adel’s Tomb to space and is subsequently lost as radio control is terminated
once Adel’s prison is situated in its orbit. It then begins to orbit the planet. It is
also later noted to possibly have a mind of its own (Disc 4), possibly due to its
Centra design.

e The Lunatic Pandora is lowered into the ocean to prevent it from being used to
create another Lunar Cry.

e Rinoa is born around this time.
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e Laguna then is made president of Esthar by the resistance movement before he
can return to Winhill. (Disc 3)
o At some point while taking care of this new responsibility, he learns that
Raine has passed away and that Ellone was sent to the orphanage run by
Edea and Cid Kramer. He refuses to speak with Squall about these events
further, citing it causes him great pain to remember (Disc 3).
o There is a mini-game called Triple Triad. Laguna carries the Squall Card.
= This largely cements him as Squall’s father, as do comments from
Kiros on Disc 3.
o Edea’s orphanage was founded in large part due to the number of orphans

created by the Sorceress War. (Disc 3)

11-1 year prior to the start of the game

e FEllone who is much older than the other children acts as a big sister to Squall,
Seifer, Quistis, Zell, Selphie, and Irvine, who are all orphans, around the same
age, living together in Edea’s (Matron’s) orphanage.

e Ellone is ushered away.

o Squall does not understand why and feels completely abandoned. While
crying, he promises himself he will become strong and will never rely on
others to avoid this kind of pain. (Disc 1, 3)
e Julia, Rinoa’s mother and former love interest of Laguna, dies in a car accident

(In-game Information Notes Disc 2), causing a deep rift between Rinoa and her
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father, Galbadian General Caraway, who on Disc 1 is confronted by Rinoa as
being absent ever since her mother died.

Laguna visits the orphanage to collect Ellone but is told by Edea that Ellone’s
special power makes her a target, and that Ellone needs to be protected. Ellone is
being kept on a white ship, later dubbed the White SeeD Ship, where she
continues with her role of being a big sister to those children picked up and
trained on the ship to protect her and fight the future threat of sorceresses. These
children are later referred to as Edea’s SeeDs, as Edea after gaining the power of
Ultimecia joins them.

A young orphan Squall still in the throws of abandonment over the fact his big
sister Ellone is nowhere to be found flees the orphanage in search of her. Edea
attempts to pursue him but is met by an older Squall, who has accidentally
traveled back in time to the orphanage, and reveals to her that he is a member of
SeeD, an organization she creates with her husband, Cid, to fight the future threat
of sorceresses. (Disc 4)

o A defeated Ultimecia shows up and in order to find peace, must pass her
powers onto another individual, as is the case of all Sorceresses (hence
why Adel was sealed and sent to space, so her awful amount of power
could not be transferred). Fearful that Ultimecia will chose one of the
many female children in the orphanage, Edea takes the powers herself

since she already knows she can be a vessel. (Disc 4)
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Cid Kramer works with Edea to establish the Garden system in preparation of the
future threat of Ultimecia. Edea fearing what her power might do, isolates herself
aboard the White SeeD vessel, while Cid goes off to secure funding. (Disc 3)

Cid meets NORG, a wealthy Shumi merchant—in exile from the Shumi Tribe
(Disc 3)—and with NORG’s funding is able to set up the Gardens, taking control
of Balamb Garden as Headmaster. (Disc 2)

o NORG is very good with making deals and sets up Cid’s SeeD as an elite
mercenary force, which furthers their skill and the Garden’s income
allowing SeeD members to swiftly become the most elite military force in
the world, possibly excluding the now isolationist Esthar. (Disc 2)

All of the other children, except Squall and Seifer, are adopted. Squall and Seifer
are transferred to Balamb garden at the age of 5 and are trained to use the very
difficult to master gun-blade weapon. (Disc 2)

Quistis, who is slightly older than them by around 2 years, joins them at this time
and quickly accelerates in her abilities, becoming a full SeeD by age 15, and an
instructor at age 19. (Disc 2)

o Seifer attempts the SeeD exam twice before the start of the game but has
been failed on both of these attempts. (Disc 1)

A likely 17-year-old Seifer, a year prior to the game’s start, visits Galbadia and
becomes romantically involved with a 15-year-old Rinoa over the course of a

summer, who has joined a resistance faction in Timber, called the Timber Owls.

(Disc 1)
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e Edea at some point leaves the White SeeD Ship, and ingratiates herself to
Lifelong Galbadian President Deling, who wishes to appoint her as his
Ambassador so she may bring the other countries posing problems to Galbadia

into line. (Disc 1)

Start of Game — There is no definitive scale for time for the core of the game’s events;
however, there are 6 magazines, called Weapon Monthly, which are set from June to
August, that can be found sequentially through the course of the game (though it is
possible to find the August magazine before the July one). The first magazine is found in
Dollet near the start of the game. These magazines hint at a 6-month length of game
starting in early Spring and lasting till the end of Summer. There is a hidden seventh
magazine, that can be found in the final Laguna sequence, which is called Weapon Mon
1%, and further establishes that the Laguna sequences happened in the past. The following
items will be organized by which Weapon Monthly (June-August) is found as the game
progresses.

Disc 1-

Weapon Mon. March—awarded during the first Dollet mission boss fight, which

happens close to the end of the first day of the game, at sunset.

e Squall and Seifer both injure each other during a morning training session,
leaving permanent scars, the incident notably is started by Seifer, but since it was
training, neither is officially censured, though they are scolded by their instructor

Quistis.
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Quistis escorts her student Squall to the Fire Cavern, a location at the heart of a
volcano located near Balamb garden, where together they best the GF Ifreet, as
part of Squall’s preparation for that evening’s SeeD exam.

The SeeD exam is to be a participation in a real battle.

o The captain of the squad is Seifer who is put in charge of Squall and Zell
and to be supervised by Quistis. The mission for the SeeD candidates is to
secure the town square of Dollet, while proper SeeDs help Dollet fight off
a Galbadian invasion.

Seifer’s team discover Galbadia’s target is the communications tower in Dollet,
and Seifer abandons his post to chase after Galbadian troops, Squall agrees, so
long as it is the captain’s orders. Seifer soon runs off alone claiming Squall and
Zell are holding him back. Squall and Zell make their way to the tower, where
two Galbadian troops, Biggs and Wedge have effectively turned on the
communications tower, fixing it, so it can now send radio signals, a first in 17
years.

Selphie meets up with Squall and Zell informing them she has orders for their
captain.

She then delivers her message to Seifer, atop the tower, that they are to withdraw
immediately, Seifer again runs off without his team, so now Squall, Selphie, and
Zell are left to return back to the rendezvous point.

The mission is revealed to have overall been a success. Due to SeeD’s
intervention Dollet was able to make peace with Galbadia, allowing Galbadia use

of their communication tower, in exchange for maintaining their freedom.
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Additionally, this is considered a complete win for Dollet, as the communications
tower has been unfunctional since the end of the Sorceress” War (Disc 1).

After making their way back to Garden, Seifer is chastised by Xu, a full member
of SeeD that he will never be a SeeD himself. The decision to abandon the team
by Seifer causes him to fail the SeeD exam. Cid attempts to comfort Seifer, but is
cut off by Garden faculty, who say he is needed to review new contracts.

o Meanwhile, Squall, Selphie and Zell pass. Seifer humbly acknowledges
their victory, clapping for them in front of the rest of the SeeD candidates
who failed

At the victory ball, Squall is approached by a young woman, Rinoa, who has
come to garden to talk to Cid, the headmaster. Rinoa and Squall dance to a waltz-
like rendition of “Eyes on Me.”

Quistis approaches Squall and orders him to accompany her to a spot in the
garden training grounds, where students often go to make-out, and she attempts to
explain how she’s been dismissed from being an instructor because of Seifer’s
earlier actions and now wants Squall to comfort her. Squall refuses to allow her to
place her burdens on him and his response to Quistis is: “Then, go talk to a wall.”
(Disc 1).

The two then leave the secluded spot and find a young woman (Ellone), who
appears slightly older than Quistis, being attacked by one of the monster’s in the
training ground. The young woman seems to recognize Squall and Quistis but
they have no idea who she is. The young woman is then swiftly found and taken

away by SeeD members in uniquely white uniforms before they can talk to her.
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Weapon Mon. April — Found on Squall’s desk in his new SeeD quarters which

he sleeps in after the rescue of the young woman.

e Squall, Zell, and Selphie are given a mission to go to Timber and assist the
individuals who respond properly to their code phrase.

o On the way, during the train ride, the trio experience a weird collective
dream, where Squall internally remarks that the dream was not good since
“I dreamed I was a moron” (in reference to embodying Laguna in the first
of many Laguna sequences).

e The code phrase happens to mean that the new SeeDs are to team up with a group
of Timber liberation fighters, led by none other than the young lady who danced
with Squall, Rinoa.

o The plan is to kidnap the president of Galbadia and force him to relinquish

control of Timber.
= With the help of SeeD the plan is carried out successfully,

however, the president that is captured is a monstrous
doppelganger, the group must then fight. It is then revealed the
information used for the kidnapping was a Galbadian ploy so as to
trap and distract any resistance groups from meddling in upcoming
plans for the TV station.

e The group learns that the president of Galbadia plans to make a broadcast with
Timber’s TV station, using the newly acquired Dollet communications tower for

the first global announcement in 17 years.
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o The Timber Owls decide at that moment that they want to hijack the
broadcast for themselves.

o At this point, seeing how inexperienced and unprofessional the Owls are,
the SeeD members—Selphie asks Squall to—ask to see the contract, and
realize that they are bound to help Rinoa until Timber is liberated, an
extremely unusual arrangement, but one they will not question, as “orders
are meant to be followed.”

e At some point during these events Seifer learns of the contract Cid made with
Rinoa and believes the group was sent to essentially die. He then abandons
Garden in hopes of making it to Timber to help rescue Squall, Rinoa, and the
others.

e A very loose plan by the Timber Owls is made to infiltrate the tower, and when
Rinoa asks Squall how he feels about it, he tells her he won’t say.

o She then orders him to tell her, to which he then unkindly tells her he
thinks her resistance efforts are completely ludicrous and that she is
treating this whole situation as a game, when in reality his life and that of
his squad are at her complete mercy. She is upset by his scorn and runs
away, at which point the broadcast begins.

o Seifer is then seen on camera interrupting the broadcast as he is single handedly
fighting off Galabadian troops and takes the real Galabadian President hostage.

o Quistis is also present, and calls out to Squall and his team, that if they can
hear her they are to come help her contain the situation. After arriving,

Zell over the broadcast, uses the name of Garden informing the President
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where Seifer and the others are from. President Deling promises revenge if

he is harmed.
At this point, a Sorceress (Edea, though this won’t be known till the final
moments of Disc 1) then appears and promises Seifer, that she will help him out
of the corner he has put himself in and make all his dreams come true if he agrees
to go with her.

o He does.

The Galbadian president then also escapes, and the party realizes they are likely
wanted by the Galbadian military.
Regrouping in Timber, the SeeD members realize the must make their way to the
nearest Garden, which is the independently operated Galbadia Garden, as is
dictated by protocol.
The SeeD members and Rinoa manage to escape the Galbadian lockdown of
Timber with the help of Zone (one of the other Timber Owls), who secured them
passage on a train heading to East Academy Station. Zone asks Squall to take care
of Rinoa, reminding him of the SeeD contract.
From there the party attempt to make their way to Galbadia Garden. On the way,
three of the SeeD members (including Squall), during a second verbal fight
between Squall and Rinoa this time on how a leader should act, fall unconscious
as they enter the second Laguna sequence, this time seeing Laguna, Ward and
Kiros fight with Esthar soldiers in a strange crystal like structure (this is during

the excavation of the Lunatic Pandora).
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o Upon awakening, Squall comments how they do not have time to figure
out what these dreams mean, and the group proceeds to Galbadia Garden.

o There they are told to wait and are informed that Seifer has been executed
as a way to appease the Galbadian government from retaliating against the
Gardens and SeeD.

e The party spends some time discussing Seifer in the past tense (to which Rinoa
reveals that she was in love with Seifer).

o Squall storms out of the room because he realizes that the group might talk
about him in the same way when he dies. Once everyone regroups, they
are then assigned a new mission by the headmaster of Galbadia Garden,
Martin, that their next mission is to meet up with General Caraway and
carry out the assassination of the newly revealed Sorceress. As part of
their mission, since they will need a sniper, they are told to bring Irvine

who will take on that role.

Weapon Mon. May — Found in Deling City Sewers, during the Assassination Mission
e As the new party then makes their way to Deling city, where they are to meet with
General Caraway, Rinoa asks Squall to make sure she is not left behind, which he
agrees to, since he is still under contract to her. Once inside Caraway mansion,
Rinoa reveals she is the daughter of the general, and Squall realizes he might be
forced into a weird family squabble. Squall makes his position to side with Rinoa
if it comes to it clear to Caraway, but says force will only be used if the General

stands in SeeD’s way after this current mission.

155



o For now, the assassination mission takes precedent. Caraway then explains
the details of the mission, and the SeeD members move to get into
position, with Squall and Irvine moving to take the sniper position, and
Quistis, Zell and Selphie moving to secure a gate to prevent the Sorceress
from being able to escape.

e As the mission is beginning, Rinoa approaches Quistis’s team with an artifact
called an Odine bangle, meant to seal the powers of a Sorceress, but Quistis
refuses her help claiming Rinoa is a child.

o Rinoa then sulks, as the SeeD members make their way to their position.
Quistis realizing she might have been too harsh with the young resistance
leader, decides to return to the mansion while simultaneously Caraway
sets a timer to lock Rinoa in his study. Instead, Quistis and her group are
locked away, while Rinoa makes her way out to confront the sorceress on
her own in a possible effort to prove to herself that she is taking things
seriously and is capable of standing with the SeeD members since she is a
resistance member and is capable of fighting too.

e Rinoa confronts the Sorceress but is easily captured, in a display that shows how
powerful this sorceress is.

e When the sorceress emerges from her chambers, she addresses the gathered crowd
to raucous applause despite her words calling them pawns and tools that she will
use to her own satisfaction. President Deling confronts her, and she murders him

to more cheers from the enamored crowd.

156



e After mentioning a sacrifice is necessary, she offers up Rinoa to two beasts she
has summoned.

e Seeing Rinoa in danger, Irvine points out to Squall, that they should help, but
Squall insists they must adhere to the guidelines of the mission first.

o Irvine, however, runs off, and Squall is forced to give chase. As they pass
the Sorceress’ parade float, Squall witnesses Seifer standing aboard it,
positioned to protect the Sorceress.

o Irvine and Squall then save Rinoa.

o In the brief interlude as they wait for the moment to shoot from the clock
tower, Squall reveals to Rinoa that Seifer is alive, but he might be an
enemy now. Rinoa accepts this saying both of the men must be prepared
for this since they know what it means due to their Garden training.

e Meanwhile, Quistis, Zell, and Selphie manage to find a secret passage out of the
study, and are just barely able to make it back to the gate position in time. After
activating the gate mechanism, the sorceress is temporarily trapped, allowing
Irvine the time to line up his shot.

e Irvine sets up his shot but reveals to Squall he is nervous, and that his (Irvine’s)
lone wolf bravado is all bluster.

o Squall displays the first real signs of good leadership as he reassures
Irvine that even if he misses that he (Squall) will step up and will take
down the sorceress as the backup plan calls for.

o Irvine takes his shot, but Edea’s preternatural abilities stop the shot with

what appears to be a protect spell. Squall then leaps into action and
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confronts the sorceress but must fight Seifer first. After beating Seifer in a
one-on-one fight. He is then joined by Irvine and Rinoa and must now
fight the Sorceress. After this fight, Squall is impaled with a giant ice
missile, that the Sorceress creates which punctures him through his right

shoulder.

Disc 2 begins:

After another Laguna ‘dream’ sequence (this time of Laguna in Winhill with a
tiny Ellone), Squall wakes up to find himself in a prison cell inextricably healed.
He then is mounted to an electrocution torture device (in a crucified manner),
where he is confronted by Seifer. Seifer demands that Squall tell him what the
true purpose of SeeD is, a facet Squall does not know since it was never revealed
to him since he’s barely been a SeeD. During the torture, Seifer brags that he is a
Sorceress’ knight now and that Sorceress Edea has issued orders for Galbadia to
launch missiles at Trabia and Balamb Garden, and has taken over Galabadia
Garden as her base of operations.

Seifer also mentions that he will help her destroy SeeD. He then leaves to carry
out his other duties. After succumbing to further torture from the Warden of D-
Prison, Squall is taken down and thrown back into his cell.

Meanwhile, Rinoa is retrieved from the prison by Galbadian troops sent by her
father, leaving the other SeeD members, Quistis, Zell and Selphie behind. Irvine

is not imprisoned since he was not a SeeD and is a member of Galbadian Garden,
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which is now in Sorceress Edea’s control. Zell realizes that his training with
martial arts instead of weapons can help them escape D-Prison, as well as the
knowledge he got from being Ward in his dream. (Disc 2)

o He then acquires the group’s weapons and they together then make their
way to Squall.

Rinoa at this point is being escorted by Irvine back to her father’s mansion, but
she scratches, kicks and slaps Irvine until he agrees to go back so they can rescue
Squall, citing that Squall will not rescue himself unless he was ordered to do so,
(Disc 3)

Rinoa and Irvine show up at the prison, just as Squall is rescued by Zell and the
others and the group then make their way out. After stopping to assess their
situation, they see missiles launched in the distance heading in the direction of
Trabia.

o Selphie then insists that she and a team be sent to the Galbadia missile
base so they might stop further missiles, but also possibly redirect the
missiles that they saw just launched.

o Itis at this point, where Rinoa points out that everyone should listen to
Squall, as he is this group’s leader, a responsibility Squall does not want
but begrudgingly accepts. Squall sends one team of 3 people including
Selphie to the missile base, and the other 2 remaining individuals he takes
with him to warn Balamb Garden of the impending attack.

= Squall acknowledges that he might be sending either group to their

death with these orders.
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Weapon Mon. June — Awarded after beating the tank boss at the missile base

e At the missile base, Selphie and the group create havoc and cause the base to self-
destruct but only after a batch of missiles were launched at Balamb garden. The
game loosely implies that this group dies here (though their names are not blotted
out in the in-game menu screen).

e Upon reaching Balamb Garden, Squall and his group find the Garden in complete
chaos. This is because the faculty have decided to take control away from
Headmaster Cid, citing he ordered the assassination of the Sorceress unilaterally
(a fact later revealed to be subterfuge, as the order was from NORG, who wanted
to use this attempt as a way to oust Cid from power so he could control Garden
himself). Factions have appeared amongst the students, and Squall in an attempt
to find the headmaster gets sucked into the conflict. After finding Cid, who has
been in his office the whole time, he reports what has happened, but is told he
needs to activate the defense system of the garden. Meanwhile, the Galbadian
missiles are nearing. After activating the defense system, the Garden moves (to
the surprise of everyone), but not before being struck in the concussion of the
explosion causing damage to the newly activated navigation system. This then
causes the garden to float adrift at the whim of the ocean.

e While still lost at sea, Squall is called downstairs to the basement level to report to
NORG what happened, where NORG reveals that Cid is married to Edea, and the
plot to kill her was NORG’s doing. NORG also says that he is now going to

capture Squall and his team and present them to Edea as a peace offering so
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Balamb Garden can continue without interference, and so SeeD will be under his
direct control without interference from Cid. This then causes a fight, and after
Squall and team beat NORG, he goes into a cocoon state, (If Squall returns to this
room on Disc 3, a Shumi Tribe member who comes to assess the situation
remarks NORG has emerged from the cocoon as a violent monster—indicating
what was in NORG’s heart).
Sometime after this a White SeeD Ship approaches the floating Garden and
retrieves Ellone, who reveals that she had been sending Squall and the others into
the minds of Laguna and his friends, in the distant past in hopes that she could
then change the future. At this point, Squall still does not recognize that Ellone is
his sister, which surprises her, but she’s unable to say anything as she must return
to the White SeeD Ship, since Sorceress Edea has made it clear she is looking for
Ellone.
The adrift Balamb Garden then crashes into Fisherman’s Horizon (FH), a town
situated in the middle of the ocean, and which once connected Esthar and
Galbadia via an ocean crossing railroad which had just been completed prior to
the Sorceress War, and so was never used and is now derelict. The town is
discovered to have been founded by former engineers who fled Esthar in hopes of
living a completely pacifist existence.

o Cid appoints Squall as the liaison between Garden and the town, to

Squall’s chagrin. Squall is easily about to secure help from the pacifist

mayor, who wants Garden out of his pacificist home, since SeeD will
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inevitably bring destruction onto the town and is thus willing to help them
so they will leave all the faster.

o While they are finalizing negotiations, Galbadia attacks the town, in
search of Ellone. After fighting a beat-up out of control tank that the
Galbadians unleash on the town, Squall and his team find the other party
members who had hid inside of it but had no control over it.

The mayor of FH insists that Garden must leave once repairs are done. Irvine at
this point secures help from some of the engineers to erect a stage, and the party
work to host a concert in an attempt to boost morale. This also serves as an
occasion for the rest of the team to get Rinoa and Squall together.

Rinoa and Squall talk during the concert, which can either be an argument or a
more amicable conversation based on which music the player has Irvine choose
for the occasion. Here Rinoa seems to make her intentions towards Squall known,
but also tells Squall he cannot remain bottled up, that she wants to know what’s in
his head.

The fully controllable mobile garden can make its way back to Balamb which is
under siege of Galbadians, again looking for Ellone.

o Notably Galbadia Garden also appears completely mobile at this point.
Here Squall must fight Seifer’s closest friends and former Garden members Raijin
and Fuijin, who have decided to side with Seifer, since they are “a posse.”

o This point intrigues Squall for the moment as he wonders what that kind

of loyalty means.
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¢ Once Raijin and Fuijin are defeated which causes Balamb to be liberated, Squall
is asked by Selphie if they can go to Trabia, as she’s worried about what’s
happened since the missile attack.

e The party then makes their way to Trabia Garden where they find it in ruins.
There on a broken basketball court, the party realizes that they were all once
orphans together, and that Sorceress Edea was once their matron. Irvine tells
them, he knew the whole time but did not say anything as no one else seemed to
remember. They realize this is because of the Guardian Forces that SeeDs are
taught to junction so they can use paramagic augmenting their abilities.

o Squall admits that he’s been junctioning since he was exceptionally
young, likely since the age of 5, as does Selphie even if she was a transfer
student originally from Trabia.

e After much deliberation, Squall accepts that the role of SeeD as explained to them
by Cid, is to take on the Sorceress and wonders what this must mean to Cid. He
concludes that they will have to fight Edea, even if she was a mother (matron) to
them, because it’s necessary.

o Squall then asks Rinoa if she wants to fight with them, to which Rinoa
remarks that she does not want to get left behind and will join them even if
it is dangerous.

e The group then decide they want to visit the orphanage, but as they approach, they
find Galbadia Garden, which is also mobilized, in wait. The two gardens then go

to war.
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At the onset of the battle, Cid appoints Squall as leader of all of SeeD which
Squall does not want but again accepts because it is ordered. He then gives
directions on what should be done, and has everyone prepare for the coming
attack. Realizing they are severely out manned and out gunned, Squall decides the
best course of action will be to “lead a blitz attack” (Omi Black Mage) on the
opposing Garden and defeat Seifer who is noted as leading the Galbadian forces
and then Sorceress Edea.

o Before he can lead this attack, however, he is informed by his squad that
Rinoa is in mortal peril, as she’s been knocked off the side of the Garden
and is holding on for her life. Squall here battles with wanting to help her,
but also needing to be a leader. He decides to first deal with the problems
of Garden, sending Irvine and the others to lead the blitz.

o As he eventually makes his way to save Rinoa, he is distracted by having
to save some of the youngest Balamb students, which then presents a path
to saving Rinoa.

* Once she is secured the two make their way through a pitched
battlefield to find a moment of respite, just the two of them,
outside Galbadia Garden.

e There Rinoa again hints towards her feelings, and Squall
acknowledges that he knows everyone wants them to be
together, but also that there isn’t time for him to address his
emotions on this. Notably he lets Rinoa keep his ring,

which depicts a fierce lion, and could potentially be the
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source of Squall’s assumed namesake Leonheart (which
Zell had secured from him and given to her just prior to this
battle starting). Rinoa asks Squall what the name of this
lion is, and he tells her it is Greiver—a naming menu pops
up as it does for all of the junctionable GFs, the player can
find throughout the game.

e Once in Galbadia Garden, Squall and the group defeat Seifer, and Sorceress Edea.
As they do so, the sorceress passes on her power to Rinoa, who then in a trance
like state revives Seifer with what appears to be a kiss to Squall’s dismay as he
blacks out from his own wounds. Rinoa then is shown falling into a deep coma.
This concludes Disc 2.

o Later on Disc 3 Rinoa is revealed to be under the influence of Sorceress
Utlimecia at this point, and who directs Seifer to excavate the Lunatic
Pandora, now in the ocean, if he wants to be her knight. After imparting

these instructions, Rinoa is shown to fall into a deep coma.

Disc 3

e Squall awakens in Balamb garden and comes to find out that Rinoa is in a coma.
He wants to help her but is told by his friends that he must first speak with Edea
who has pertinent info on the new threat. Begrudgingly accepting to let Rinoa
rest, he goes to the orphanage and talks to Edea and Cid. Edea reveals that she has

been under Ulimecia’s control for quite some time, essentially since the game
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started, and is relieved to find out that Ellone is safe. While Edea explains what
she has learned of Ultimecia’s plan, since Ultimecia was possessing her and she
could see into Ultimecia’s mind, Squall realizes he is in love with Rinoa and does
not listen to the explanation on time compression or Ultimecia’s motives.

e After not listening to the lengthy explanation, which is displayed in concert with
his inner thoughts, Squall then returns to Rinoa, where he again falls into a
Laguna dream, this time of Laguna starring in a movie as a means to earn money.
After the sequence, Squall hears Ellone speak to him, as she tells him her goal in
sending him into “Uncle Laguna” was to change the past so Laguna could be
there with Raine when their baby was born. Squall is uninterested in this facet but
realizes that Ellone could send him back to before Rinoa fell unconscious and
with Ellone’s help he can then save Rinoa.

o Ellone tells Squall through ‘connect’ (her name for her power) that she can
only send people she’s met to other people she’s met.

o Ellone also explains that she now realizes she can’t change the past, no
one can, but Squall insists he might. He wakes and yells out to Ellone to
no avail.

e He then goes back to Edea to find out where the White SeeD Ship is, so he may

find Ellone.

Weapon Mon. July — This can be found inside Balamb’s Garden training center after the

events of the war of the Gardens.
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Once he finds the ship, he learns that the White SeeD Ship was caught in a battle
between Esthar ships and Galbadian forces, and that Ellone willingly left the
SeeD ship to go with the Esthar forces. He then plans on finding Esthar, which
has been hidden behind a cloaking device even before the Sorceress War but since
has become even more isolated than before, so he can bring Rinoa to Ellone.

o He still insistently believes Ellone can then send him into Rinoa’s past so

he can save his love.

Edea, joins the Garden as they make their way to Fisherman’s Horizon, because
she too wants to go to Esthar as well.
Before anyone else is presumably awake, Squall leaves with Rinoa, self-
admittedly shirking his newly acquired leadership duties over SeeD, in an attempt
to get to Esthar and Ellone with Rinoa. On the way, as he carries Rinoa on his
back, he is now physically carrying another’s burden quite literally, he has a one
sided conversation where he admits to an unconscious Rinoa, that the reason he
doesn’t want friends is because he doesn’t want to feel the pain of loss that he’s
again feeling now. He takes a brief break to stare out at sea from the derelict
railroad tracks as he verbalizes these thoughts to her.
Upon reaching Esthar station, he finds the rest of his friends waiting for him with
Edea.
Edea informs Squall that she’ll be going with him, because she needs to make
sure her sorceress powers are suppressed so Ultimecia can no longer use Edea

against her will.
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e Squall and the group find their way into Esthar, as the cloaking device is
beginning to falter, and are then escorted by a Presidential Aide to the heart of the
Presidential building at the heart of the city.

o There Squall is informed that Ellone has been sent to outer space while
accompanying the President. He, Rinoa and one other member of the team
are allowed though to make their way to space, while Edea remains behind
with Dr. Odine for some tests to help contain her sorceress abilities (which
are later discovered to be nonexistent as she’s passed all of them to
Rinoa).

e While en route to space, the remaining team discover that the Lunatic Pandora has
been excavated and is now making its way for Tears’ Point, and if it reaches
there, there will be another Lunar Cry. They then set out to board the ancient
device and do so but are ejected by one of the reactivated defense systems,
Mobile 8.

e In space, Squall meets with Ellone, now fully knowing she is the sister who he so
desperately wanted to find in his youth, but he waves this away wanting her to
meet with Rinoa so he can save his newly found love. Before he can have Ellone
meet Rinoa though, Rinoa awakens in a clearly possessed state and makes her
way outside the station to Adel’s tomb, where she releases the seals.

e The Lunar Cry, at that instant is activated by the Lunatic Pandora, and as the
thousands upon thousands of monsters descend to the planet, they carry an

awakened, albeit weakened Adel back along with them.
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¢ Rinoa, now comes to her senses, but in the wake of the Lunar Cry is sent floating
adrift through space, unpossessed but in a suit with its oxygen supply dwindling
and without any way of getting back to the station which is being evacuated
before it gets sucked into the gravity well caused by the Lunar Cry.

e Squall realizing the direness of the situation asks Ellone to send him into Rinoa’s
past, which she tries.

o He then sees many of the moments where Rinoa acted to help him or be
close to him along with the moment where Ultimecia was possessing her,
after Edea’s defeat when Rinoa seemingly kissed Seifer, but was again
also commanding him to activate the Lunatic Pandora.

o He then asks Ellone to send him into Rinoa’s most recent past, and there
attempts to comfort her as well as figure out her exact location in space.
Figuring it out, he then leaves the escape capsule, and heads into space
knowing that he wants to be with Rinoa, even if it will be their final
moments.

e After Squall catches a spinning Rinoa in space, and hugs her close through the
space suit, the two find and board the derelict Ragnarok which was likely drawn
close, due to the gravity well created by the Lunar Cry.

e Once on board and out of their suits, Rinoa asks for a hug, but Squall shrugs this
moment off, focused now on their survival. As they make their way to the cockpit
having to fight a few creatures that took residence in the vessel, and presumably
ate the previous crew. Once at the cockpit, the two are able to make radio contact

with Esthar and are navigated back home.
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e En route, Rinoa reveals she is terrified because she knows she’s a sorceress now
and is capable of being possessed by Ultimecia. She is also worried about being
alone from this point on, but knows this might be the necessary course of actions,
as her remaining free would endanger the world.

e Squall then attempts to comfort her and they share a moment as the song “Eyes on
Me” plays with fully sung lyrics (a first in the game, and historically a first for
video games which up to this point never had fully vocalized songs in them
before).

e Once touching down, Esthar guards approach the Ragnarok and retrieve Rinoa,
who tells Squall she has to go with them to keep the world safe.

e Squall accepts this at first, but after meeting with his friends, he realizes he cannot
let Rinoa go, and so chases her and retrieves her from the Sorceress Memorial,
where she was about to be sealed.

o The cinematic sequence where she is falling towards him in the opening of
the game is fulfilled as the two fully embrace properly for the first time.

e At this point, Rinoa wants to head back to Centra so she can see the orphanage
where Squall grew up and take a short break from all the pressures surrounding

them.

Weapon Mon. August — This can be found in Trabia Garden, and while it can be found

earlier (on the first visit to Trabia), it is most likely meant to be found at this point as now

the group may use the airship to travel and complete any side objectives they like. This
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marks the end game portion of the game, as the few sequences after this all work towards
the ending of the story.

e At the orphanage Squall and Rinoa share another conversation, where she reveals
to him she had a dream of being left behind, which left her crying when she
awoke,

o Inresponse Squall makes her a promise that she will always be able to
find him in the field of flowers surrounding Edea’s home.

* His words to Rinoa serve as another call back to the opening
sequence of the game, and reveal that the dialogue which was a
promise from him to—a promise which the opening sequence at the
start of the game on Disc 1 made seem was reversed.

= Zell then interrupts their moment telling them that Esthar has
reached out over the radio, specifically that Kiros wants to hire
SeeD for a job against Ultimecia.

e Before they can leave though, Edea asks to speak with the
new couple telling Rinoa that she must find herself a
knight, to which Rinoa replies, “I’ve found an apprentice
Knight.” (Disc 3)

e Upon reaching Esthar the group is brought to meet the president, who is revealed
to be Laguna. Squall and Laguna assess each other, Laguna commenting that
Squall looks too serious, and Squall thinking that Laguna effectively is a joke.
Laguna is depicted wearing a linen Hawaiian styled shirt with jeans and flip-flop

sandals, while the others around him are wearing the traditional robes of Esthar.
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o Laguna then offers to explain various story elements (mentioned above if
Squall desires, except will not talk about Raine as the memory is too
painful). He explains that Ellone has been captured by the Galbadians and
has been brought to the Lunatic Pandora.

o Along with Dr. Odine, Laguna explains Ultimecia’s ultimate goal is to use
Ellone to create time compression, using Ellone’s ability of connect to
bring the past to the future where Ultimecia is.

o They then explain that the only way to defeat Ultimecia is to go to the
future as that is where she exists, but to do so they’ll need to allow for
time compression to start. The plan then is to rescue Ellone, defeat Adel,
so the only sorceress left for Ultimecia to possess is Rinoa. Then Ellone
will take a possessed Rinoa to the past Ultimecia in Edea and then quickly
bring back Rinoa to the present.

o Once Ultimecia is in the past she’ll be able to start time compression, and
the group will be able to move to the future, as the two points in time will
be near enough for travel.

= However, it’s revealed while en route to the Lunatic Pandora that
in order to be in the future, where the group does not exist, the
group must rely on their memories and love for each other to
cement their existence there. The same will prove true in their
return.
e After creating a hole and crashing into the shielded Lunatic Pandora with the

Ragnarok, the group is confronted by Raijin and Fujin again. Once these two are
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defeated the group then makes their way through the ancient artifice to confront

Seifer. (Confronting Seifer is considered the point of no return for the game and

marks an inability to freely travel anywhere).

e Before the fight with Seifer, Raijin and Fujin make a plea, Fujin who typically
only speaks in one word yells, actually forms complete sentences and reveals that

Seifer has lost his way and it appears that only Squall can bring Seifer back to

them.

o Seifer scoffs and the battle between Seifer, who proclaims himself a true
knight, and Squall’s party commences. If the party had secured the aid of
the GF Odin, he appears at the start of the battle and is one-shot by Seifer,
revealing Seifer’s fighting prowess at this point.

= At the end of the battle (if Odin was present) a new GF (also
unjunctionable), Gilgamesh, appears and sends Seifer flying back.
¢ Rinoa after the battle, looks down at Seifer and walks away with a head toss. He
though refuses to lose and quickly grabs her and drags her towards Sorceress

Adel, marking the end of the Disc.

Disc 4 - Once on Disc 4 it is impossible to enter cities, as the group cannot leave
Lunatic Pandora without Rinoa, as Squall refuses to do so (reducing player agency), and
after Rinoa is recovered time compression starts. While the world map is accessible, it
only functions for a few select places, all of which were accessible on Disc 3, but again
notably none of the cities.

e Adel attempts to outwardly junction Rinoa to herself, which is a different form of

junctioning from what is done with the GFs (explained more in Chapter 2). Squall
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and his team must fight Adel, while keeping Rinoa alive. If Rinoa dies during this
battle, the game is over.

After rescuing Rinoa and killing Adel who passes her powers to Rinoa, Ellone
sends the now Ultimecia possessed Rinoa into the past and brings back only
Rinoa, allowing for Ultimecia to begin time compression.

o The group then dives through the resulting continuum focusing and
remembering each other, though Squall has a few momentary fears
displayed as internal dialogue of being lost, as does Rinoa displayed in
external dialogue.

The group find themselves in Edea’s palatial room in Deling City, and as they
attempt to exit, they are confronted by many weak Sorceresses as they move
across space and time, each sorceress becoming more monstrous as they progress
forward in time. Eventually they make their way to Edea’s orphanage, the place
they fixated on as their destination, which then changes into a hellish landscape of
chains and shackles with the corpses of many generations of SeeD littered about.
Climbing these chains, they find Ultimecia’s mansion, wherein all their abilities
(including several menu options), except attack, are sealed. After defeating all the
optional sentinels (each allowing the player to choose an ability they want to
unlock next) the group confronts Ultimecia.

o The party may confront Ultimecia without having defeated nearly any of
the sentinels (there are ways to make it none using a few key glitches), but

in doing so they limit themselves to only the attack command.
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After reaching Ultimecia, she reveals that she wants to destroy SeeD because her
foresight revealed that they are the only entity that can destroy her, and that now
she will make the party suffer for eternity for challenging her. Interestingy,
Ultimecia speaks with a Russian accent, which can be surmised based on the text
using K’s in place of C’s (State of the Arc March 2021), as in she says “time
kompression” (Disc 4, emphasis mine) which further situates her as an outsider.
The final fight with Ultimecia has 4 forms. The first is in her most human form
(though she has visible black angel wings counter to the white angel wings Rinoa
can temporarily access when she activates her limit break after becoming a
sorceress on Disc 3).

Once her human form is beaten, Ultimecia then creates Griever, pulling the
concept of the GF from Squall’s mind as a construct of what is the most powerful
GF. When Griever is defeated, she junctions Griever onto herself (not inside of
herself).

Then finally when this form too is defeated, she takes on her time compressed
form which is composed of two reflected halves, the bottom having an actual face
and the “source of great magic” and the top half having a head that sports what
appears to be an endless void.

When this form is defeated, the party is then dispersed across time, and each
character is shown for a brief moment wandering and attempting to focus where
they are meant to go, with images of different locations flashing very subtly in the
background which remains mostly black and void like.

Rinoa calls out for Squall, but Squall loses himself and the two are separated.
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Squall then finds himself in the distant past having just watched his younger self
set to flee the orphanage in search of Ellone with Edea chasing behind. Both then
stop seeing this older Squall but neither recognize him. The younger Squall
questions who the stranger is, but Edea responds that he is the only Squall, and he
scurries away.

Edea tells the older Squall that he must be in the wrong place, at which point a
defeated Ultimecia shows up extending her hand towards Edea, and Squall readies
himself to attack. Edea explains to the older Squall that she must take on this
awful power so Ultimecia can find peace as a sorceress, and she (Edea) will do so,
so that none of the other children will have to suffer the burden of this power.
Squall then tells her about SeeD and Garden, and he then vanishes again, calling
out to Rinoa.

As Squall focuses on Rinoa, he is met with terrifying images, where she is
faceless, or presumably dead.

The final image of this sequence is of her astronaut helmet shattering leaving her
breathless with both of their rings, which are on her necklace at this point, floating
outwards and away from her shocked face.

As the darkness then lifts, he then hears her voice and he finds himself in the
flower field, with her over his fallen form. At this point, the angel feather appears
and works its way across the different landscapes showing endings for Seifer,
who is fishing with Raijin and Fujin, Laguna who is shown in a flashback as

proposing to Raine, and then is at her grave with Ellone.
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e Then the credits begin to roll and there is a recording camera display which pops
up and shows the party having a party aboard Balamb Garden. Each of the
supporting party members are seen interacting along with a happy Cid and Edea
(now in her matron garb) all smiles and happiness. The camera battery begins to
cut out as it focuses on Rinoa smiling to someone on the balcony and the feed
goes black as it cuts out.

e The credits finish and a final scene of Rinoa and Squall kissing under the
moonlight atop Balamb Garden’s balcony is shown, with the screen fading to
once again to black with “The End” written in an old film card like script hailing
to the 1930s (State of the Arc March 2021) with Rinoa’s angel wings serving as
scrolls underneath the text. This holds the screen for almost a minute before too
then also fading and then displaying the start menu screen of the game (this last
fade is something that happens on the PS4 Remastered version, but does not

happen, to my knowledge, in the original).
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