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CHAPTER 1

The Unity Game Engine and the Circuits
of Cultural Software

Abstract This chapter describes the ‘circuits of cultural software’ as
a framework that guides the book and its analysis; offers a preliminary
definition of game engines; and introduces the Unity game engine as
the book’s core case study. It also discusses key terms such as cultural
software, proprietary and commercial game engines, workflow, grain,
literacy, and governance, and situates the book in relation to existing
research on videogame production, game engines, and software culture.
It briefly discusses Unity’s place in Australia’s videogame industry—
which is where the research for the book was conducted—and provides a
chapter outline.

Keywords Cultural software - Unity game engine - Circuit of culture -
Game engine - Software studies - Platform studies

The videogame Grace Bruxmer Presents: The Haunted Island, a Frog
Detective Game (Bruxner, 2018) is notable in its simplicity. It is approx-
imately one hour long, and is premised on exploration, observation, and
reading rather than complex systems, challenges, and goals (see Fig. 1.1).
Its charming visual style and clever writing have seen it nominated for a
number of awards at international videogame festivals, and it has received
extensive coverage in the videogame press. Yet, The Haunted Island was
not made in a typical videogame development environment—that is,
in a studio comprised of large groups of specialist creative workers and
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Fig. 1.1 The detective inspects a bowl of pasta in Grace Bruxner Presents: The
Haounted Island, o Frog Detective Game (Bruxner, 2018). By permission of Grace
Bruxner

corporate resources. It was developed primarily by one person, Grace
Bruxner, with programming and audio support from Tom Bowker and
Dan Golding, respectively. Grace wrote the dialogue, modelled and
animated the characters, designed the layout of the virtual world, and
put together the videogame’s events. Notably, Grace was able to make
The Haunted Isiand while still completing a videogame design under-
graduate degree at RMIT University in Melbourne. To do this, Grace
took advantage of a commercial software tool known as Unity, owned
by Unity Technologies.! Without paying any fees upfront, and without
the need for low-level computer science skills, Grace used Unity to put
together The Haunted Island’s necessary elements and export ‘builds’ for
Windows and Mac.

Today’s videogame-making ecology is increasingly inhabited by crea-
tors who, like Grace, are taking advantage of low-cost and low barrier to

'Where feasible, throughout this book we use ‘Unity Technologies’ to refer to the com-
pany and ‘Unity’ to refer to the game engine owned by that company. However, in pop-
ular vernacular, and thus in many of our respondents’ quotes, Unity Technologies is often
referred to as ‘Unity’.
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entry software tools to produce a wide range of videogame works. Many
of these creators are no longer confined to traditional studio environ-
ments, and are instead working across a spectrum of formal and infor-
mal contexts. Several cultural and technical factors have afforded this
diffusion (see Keogh 2019), but in this book we are centrally concerned
with Unity. Unity is a software development tool commonly identified
as a ‘game engine’. Games engines enable programmers, designers, and
artists to build, collaborate on, and run real-time interactive digital con-
tent, including (but not limited to) videogames. In videogame develop-
ment, game engines function as software hubs wherein a vast range of
media forms and skills converge into singular videogame builds. Game
engines have been foundational to videogame development since at
least the mid-1990s, yet the last decade has seen radical shifts in the
availability and accessibility of various game engines, each with their
own affordances. This, in turn, has created fertile ground for a plural-
ity of videogame styles, genres, and developer identities to emerge, in
a manner not dissimilar to the introduction of the Kodak camera or the
8-track tape. Unity holds a notable position in these shifts. Its low-cost
availability, relative ease of use, and ability to scale to a vast range of stu-
dent, amateur, professional, and industrial applications have seen it come
to dominate videogame production globally, to such an extent that the
CEO of Unity Technologies, John Riccitiello, boasts that over half of
all videogame and virtual reality projects on contemporary devices are
developed in Unity (Dillet 2018).

Game engines are typically owned and distributed by commer-
cial companies that are directly invested in ensuring their engines cap-
ture a large market share. Unity, with its accessible editing interface,
flexible licensing structure, and modular toolset, is framed by com-
pany representatives as an almost revolutionary piece of software that is
‘democratizing game development’ and ‘empowering game developers’
(see Unity 2018). To this end, Unity is associated with a levelling out of
work role hierarchies in studio environments—hierarchies that, histori-
cally, have delegated power to programmers and software engineers as
opposed to artists and designers such as Grace. Yet, while Unity claims
to have democratized the means of videogame production, it has also
provoked the ire (and, in some cases, outright hatred) of a small—yet
vocal—group of developers, critics, and players. A brief search on any
videogame enthusiast discussion board yields accusations that Unity’s
accessibility is causing an oversaturation of low-quality videogames,
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a dearth of programming skills, and a proliferation of ‘asset flipping’ in
videogame development—a derogatory expression referring to videog-
ames constructed from prefabricated (i.e. store-bought) parts or assets
(Grayson 2018). In a similar vein, some developers perceive a loom-
ing ‘indiepocalypse’ of supply overwhelming demand as a repeat of
the North American videogame industry crash of 1983, which almost
destroyed Atari and a national industry (Pedercini 2017). Some industry
professionals and educators express concern that junior developers and
students are not ‘really’ learning how to make videogames, but simply
learning how to use Unity. Digital marketplaces, such as Valve’s Steam
platform, have made public promises to crack down on ostensibly ‘fake
games’ made in Unity. Scholars, too, express concern that game engines
have, since their introduction in the 1990s, led to a homogenization and
rationalization of videogame production (Kirkpatrick 2013: 105-106;
see also Freedman 2018a: n.p.). Game engines can also be understood in
terms of a broader ‘platformization of cultural production’ (Nieborg and
Poell 2018), wherein cultural production is increasingly controlled by a
small number of dominant platform companies. These varied anxieties
point to a radical reconfiguration of the practices, identities, values, and
contexts associated with videogame development today.

How, then, might we make sense of these cultural, technological, and
design shifts that, at once, seem to empower developers such as Grace,
yet that also seem to make developers beholden to a single company’s
product? It is this duality that this book is centrally concerned with.
In the chapters that follow, we argue that game engines are a form of
cultural software, and that their social, political, technological, and ide-
ological effects must be mapped and analysed. While Lev Manovich
(2013: 21) defines cultural software as ‘software that support actions
we normally associate with culture’, we adopt a narrower definition:
cultural software are softwave that provide code frameworks for actions
we normally associate with cultural production. We are thinking, here,
of software tools such as Photoshop, Blender, Garage Band, Final Cut
Pro, and, of course, Unity. Such programs, we argue, enrol their users
in circuits of cultural software in the way they influence, mediate, and
articulate the processes and contexts of cultural production. Cultural
software have a fundamental bearing on production workflows across
different design contexts. They encourage media creatives to adopt
particular design methodologies and thus possess varying graimns—
protocols, standards, and affordances—that give shape to creative



