
Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri as Cultural CritiqueBrian C. YoungIE 179: Gender and Computer GamesProfs. De Laet and SweedykIn Sid Meier's Civilization series of games, the player takes 
ontrol of a single 
ivilizationof humans just as they emerge from the nomadi
 lifestyle and begin building 
ities. Theplayer 
an then 
ommand the people of that 
ulture through the millenia, dire
ting expan-sion, intelle
tual growth, and empire-building, pea
eful or otherwise. While these gameshave been hailed as masterpie
es of the strategy genre, they leave very little room for a truenarrative stru
ture. Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri, on the other hand, takes the same gamestru
ture and resets it into the future, as mankind begins 
olonizing other planets. Here,in the s
ien
e �
tion genre, the game designers 
an not only deliver a well-made and 
lassi
game, but also tell an intri
ate story. Woven into that story is the design team's grand visionof the future of the human ra
e, as well as a few subtle warnings about the present.The story of Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri begins as its prede
essor, Civilization II, ends,with the arrival of a human 
olony ship at Alpha Centauri. Rather than living up to in-tentions, however|the United Nations 
olony ship is optimisti
ally named the Unity|themission has fra
tured, and rather than working together to 
olonize a new world, the 
olonistsare instead divided into seven fa
tions, ea
h one 
hampioning a parti
ular ideology and theirown opinion of what 
onstitutes a su

essful 
olonization of the new planet. Mu
h of thestory of the game|revealed primarily through 
avor quotes that the player �nds ea
h time ate
hnology is dis
overed or a new fa
ility built, and also a spino� trilogy of novels by Mi
hael1



Ely|revolves around the 
on
i
ts between the seven fa
tion leaders. As the end of the gameapproa
hes, it is revealed that the planet itself is an intelligent entity to be dealt with, andin the ultimate a
t of the game, merged with to be
ome a new, trans
endent entity.In the ba
kstory of Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri, an unexplained 
alamity befalls Earthshortly after the 
olonization opens. Not only does this lend a narrative urgen
y to thegame, but it also gives the �rst glimpse of politi
al themes that will underlie the game: theimpli
ation that humanity 
aused its own demise is strong. Cuts
enes and 
avor quotesare seeded with subtle warnings that the power stru
tures 
urrently in pla
e on Earth aredangerously 
awed.The new planet that the human ra
e has found, oÆ
ially dubbed Chiron but far more
ommonly known simply as Planet, is not immediately habitable to native Earth animals.The atmosphere is high in pressure and low in oxygen, and the native life forms|mindworms|are immediately hostile to intruders. Not only that, the e
osystem is optimized forthe re
y
ling of 
arbon 
ompounds, so Planet has very little in the way of available fossilfuels. As su
h, the new
omers have to make drasti
 lifestyle 
hanges in order to survive andthrive.While previous games in the genre have tra
ked the amount of spendable resour
es theplayer has in terms of Earth-standard measures su
h as gold or money, Sid Meier's AlphaCentauri instead marks the amount of energy that the player's fa
tion has available. Not onlyis this a 
onvenient and themati
 way tra
king an important and familiar game me
hani
, itis taken one step farther, as \energy 
redits" are the a

epted form of 
urren
y on Planet.Several quotes a
knowledge and even emphasize the 
hange away from arbitrary metals as2




urren
y. One quote, attributed to the leader of the free market fa
tion, 
aptures the reasonbehind this 
hange: \Life is merely an orderly de
ay of energy states, and survival requiresthe 
ontinual dis
overy of new energy to pump into the system." Energy as a resour
e is amu
h more tangible and dire
tly appli
able thing to put value on than some pre
ious metal.The primary advan
ement of a
tion in the game is through s
ienti�
 resear
h and dis-
overy of new te
hnologies. Clearly, without this stru
ture, the game would be boring andmonotonous. The progression also gives a 
lear, 
onvenient framework to tell the game'sepi
 story of the future of mankind.In the early game, when the 
olonists are still making the most basi
 of dis
overies, thete
hni
al advan
ements are aimed only at two things: survival, and regaining an a

eptablestandard of living. Human 
ivilization and life is more primitive and harsh than it was onthe abandoned Earth, and the fa
tions must �rst regain their footing before spreading out.As the player progresses through the te
h advan
ement tree, several 
ommon themesbegin to appear among the di�erent advan
es. One of the strongest threads is a set ofgeneti
 te
hnologies, beginning with basi
 Biogeneti
s. While the immediate appli
ation ofthis te
hnology is mundane at best|a fa
tion that dis
overs it 
an hen
eforth build Re
y
lingTanks at bases|the 
avor quote for the tanks is oddly dark. \It is every 
itizen's �nal dutyto go into the tanks and be
ome one with all the people." Although this is 
hara
teristi
 ofthe designers' fondness for o

asional dark humor, it also serves as a gentle reminder of thelengths the humans must go to in order to merely survive. They must re
y
le everything|in
luding themselves. This idea, that su
h things as the san
tity of the human body aremerely luxuries that 
an be dis
arded, is a theme that appears again before the end of the3



game.A se
ond theme in the te
hnology tree is the Centauri te
hnologies, as the human ra
eslowly gets to know the e

entri
ities of its new home. The �rst step in this thread is CentauriE
ology, giving the humans the knowledge to a
tively grow their own food and harvestresour
es. However, the planting of farms and forests and pla
ement of solar 
olle
tors are
onsidered only the most basi
 
ommands of the mu
h broader 
ategory of terraforming.As the te
h tree approa
hes the midgame, human so
iety has settled into its new home.Any presumption of trying to return to the lifestyle abandoned on Earth is gone, as te
hnolo-gies make possible|and Planet makes ne
essary|
hanges that would have been previouslyunthinkable.Some of the earliest te
hnologies that really begin to move beyond the human realmalso begin to foreshadow a third thread in the te
hnology tree, that is, a gradual blurringof the previously de�nitive line between man and ma
hine. The �rst two of these, NeuralGrafting and Mind-Ma
hine Interfa
e, seem not to follow dire
tly from any other advan
es,and their 
avor quotes are bleak at best. One of the fa
tion leaders is quoted regarding NeuralGrafting, \I think, and my thoughts 
ross the barrier into the synapes of the ma
hine. . . . Butwhat I 
annot shake. . . is that thoughts 
ross ba
k." As the player moves onward to Mind-Ma
hine Interfa
e, the same fa
tion leader warns of far more diaboli
al 
onsequen
es, thatthe te
hnology is being used by those bent on \
reating their own private army of demons,"warning that whether the mind 
ontrols the ma
hine, or vi
e versa, is far too diÆ
ult to tell.As dark as the 
avor makes these advan
ements sound, in the game itself they are amongthe most powerful and 
riti
al of the midgame te
hnologies. Neural Grafting opens an option4



in unit design that doubles the possible versatility of units, as well as a spe
ial proje
t(The Neural Ampli�er) that allows for a uniquely potent defense. Mind-Ma
hine Interfa
eenables two new and very mobile unit types, a spe
ial proje
t (The Cyborg Fa
tory) thatis arguably more powerful than two previous proje
ts 
ombined, and the �rst nonviolentvi
tory 
ondition.Also in the midgame, the player starts getting signs that, in the Sid Meier's AlphaCentauri diegesis, humans possess and 
an train potent psy
hi
 power, or \psi". Evenfrom the beginning of the game, the 
olonists have defended themselves against psi atta
ksfrom Planet's native fauna. As the fa
tions begin dis
overing higher te
hnologies in theCentauri thread, they 
an start using their powers for their own ends; not only do theygain the ability to train the native lifeforms for use in their armies, psy
hi
 abilities makeappearan
es throughout 
avor quotes, and are implied to pervade every aspe
t of human lifeon Planet. Talents|those 
itizens with stronger natural psi abilities|are the upper 
lass of
itizens, and having enough Talents is ne
essary to keep 
ivil order at all bases.The in
reasing prevalen
e of su
h superhuman abilities is the �rst 
lue that the humanra
e is growing beyond its previous bounds. This trend is solidi�ed as the fa
tions dis
overHomo Superior, and the human ra
e oÆ
ially evolves into a new spe
ies, psy
hi
ally powerfulbeings of equal parts 
esh and ma
hine.Even as the human ra
e begins to tap into its latent psy
hi
 abilities, it gradually be
omesmore and more obvious that these abilities pale in 
omparison to those of the Planet itself.Somewhere around the midpoint of the game it is revealed that all the native life on Planetis inter
onne
ted and 
ommuni
ating, and the 
onne
tions are mimi
king a vast neural5



system|Planet is thinking. In plot interludes from a
tual gameplay, the semi-
ons
iousplanetary mind 
onta
ts the player, eventually delivering a warning: human growth hasgotten in the native life's way, and there is \pruning" to be done.The third powerful midgame te
hnology, Bioma
hinery, is one of the later advan
es inthe geneti
 thread. The proje
t it allows, however, is easily the one proje
t in the gamethat 
an single-handedly de
ide the out
ome of a game. The �rst fa
tion that 
an build theCloning Vats is given maximal population growth in every base. In a game where population
orresponds dire
tly to a fa
tion's in
ome of every resour
e, this proje
t gives its 
ontrolleran impressive advantage. Although the so
iety envisioned has no obje
tions to the idea ofmass-produ
tion 
loning, the 
ulture from whi
h the game emerged almost 
ertainly would.The power of this proje
t 
ould almost be seen as a ba
khanded opinion on the 
loningdebate.A te
hnology thread that also appears near the late game is the appearan
e and appli
a-tion of fully self-aware ma
hines. Soon after the human fa
tions dis
over Digital Sentien
e,the next few available te
hnologies are all appli
ations of it to di�erent �elds: dedi
ated
omputer intelligen
es lay open the se
rets of e
onomi
s, make possible industrial pro
e-dures involving matter manipulation on subatomi
 levels, even allow the fa
tions to generateand 
ontrol small bla
k holes to harness in
redible energy. These te
hnologies really markthe transition into the endgame, as any fa
tion that has survived this long is going throughnew te
hnologies nearly every turn, and ra
ing for the end.At the ultimate 
on
lusion of the game, if no fa
tion has won through military, e
onomi
,or politi
al means, the �rst fa
tion to dis
over all of the te
hnologies 
an build the Voi
e of6



Planet. With the 
onstru
tion of the game's penultimate se
ret proje
t, that fa
tion joltsthe planetary 
ons
iousness from its semi-
ons
ious state into a fully aware entity.When the planet awakens, it adopts a fully 
omprehensible voi
e and on
e again 
ommu-ni
ates with fa
tion leaders. It o�ers an ultimatum, that the time has 
ome to end individual
ons
iousness. Humankind and Planet will join in a new, superior being, and the �rst fa
tionto build the As
ent to Trans
enden
e will make its mark most deeply on the new being. Thisis the ultimate vi
tory in the game, and the game's vision of the �nal destiny of the humanra
e: ultimate unity brings godhood. It is an optimisti
 theme, and one that is far fromunheard of in s
ien
e �
tion.Where does Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri fall among the many di�erent lands
apes onwhi
h it might be found? It 
an be 
ompared to games within its genre, or, sin
e it hasmore original plot than many similar games, it 
an ne viewed alongside other s
ien
e �
tionworks, or stories with similar themes.Although the oÆ
ial sequel to Civilization and Civilization II is the aptly-named Civiliza-tion III, Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri is undeniably a member of the series. The te
hnologytree, diamond map grid, and distin
t unit styles are hallmarks of Sid Meier's strategy games.As a member of this series, what 
onnotations and 
ultural 
ontext does Alpha Centauri in-herit? Whi
h of these still apply to Alpha Centauri, and whi
h does its new setting manageto negate?Thanks to its simpli�
ation of the development of 
ivilization|there are only a setnumber of so
ieties that 
an advan
e, and any others are only to be assimilated, used,or destroyed|the Civilization series has been 
riti
ized as overly Western-
entri
, being \in-7



fused with an Ameri
an ideology that is 
omforting insofar as it justi�es geno
idal pra
ti
esand the stealing of land." 1 The barbarian units in these games only appear outside all
ivilizations' areas of 
ultural in
uen
e; a 
ivilization 
an make itself safer by expandinguntil its borders en
ompass an entire 
ontinent. As su
h, a

ordingly, the Civilization seriesglori�es imperialist and expansionist so
ial poli
ies, and turns anything about them thatsome might 
onsider a drawba
k and instead praises those faults.The Civilization games represent the minor or barbarian tribes by huts s
attered a
rossthe lands
ape. As the player's units enter those squares, the player is rewarded with money,te
hnology, units, or a new 
ity, or atta
ked by barbarians. Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri has asimilar me
hani
 for random rewards or punishments s
attered about the lands
ape; however,rather than these landmarks being a preexisting part of the world, they are instead s
atteredsurvey pods from the broken starship Unity. The argument that expansion a
ross Planet inany way oppresses people simply 
annot be made when no human being 
an live on the planetwithout being a part of one of the seven fa
tions. The equivalent of Civilization's barbarianunits, rather than fellow humans that are somehow outside any 
ulture, are instead hostileswarms of individually mindless, at �rst bent on nothing but exterminating any human life.Fighting the mind worms is as mu
h a matter of survival as it is of expansion.Although a similar style of gameplay, the stories of Civilization and Alpha Centauri fallinto distin
tly di�erent 
ategories. If 
lassi�ed a

ording to literary genres, the Civilizationgames would be 
onsidered histori
al �
tion, although those games have mu
h less a
tualstory. Alpha Centauri, on the other hand, is undoubtedly s
ien
e �
tion. Rather than merely1\`You Have Unleashed a Horde of Barbarians!': Fighting Indians, Playing Games, Forming Dis
iplines,"Christopher Douglas. <http://alpha.furman.edu/~
douglas/barbarian.htm>8



telling a story of how the past 
ould have gone, it spins a grand tale of what the future 
ouldhold. In the �nal appendix to the game's instru
tion manual, 
reator Brian Reynolds waxeseloquent about the point of the story.As a basket in whi
h to keep all our eggs, Earth is more pre
arious than ever,yet we 
ontinue to dilly and dally. . . . Are we 
ontent to stew in our 
olle
tivejui
es, to turn inward as our planet runs inexorably out of resour
es and wait forthe Universe to grow tired of us and wipe us out? Or shall we 
laim the planetsand stars, distribute our eggs among man baskets, ensure the long-term survivalof our spe
ies, and in the pro
ess embark on the greatest adventure of all time?The boundless optimism of the game is no mistake, not told merely for the sake of the story.Any ideal or philosophy in the game is not there by mistake, but rather as a 
al
ulatedpla
ement by the design team.One of the most pointed and dire
t 
riti
isms emerging from the story is that, as theU.N. mission shatters, the 
rew of the Unity divides not by nationality, but instead byideology. Ea
h fa
tion, on
e the dust settles and the 
olony pods have landed, has a distin
tgoal and way of a
hieving it. With these goals, there are very good diegeti
 reasons for thedi�eren
e in gameplay between the fa
tions. While other games in the series have had similargameplay di�eren
es, in the Civilization games the human ra
e is divided by nationality. Anyrationalization of a
tual di�eren
e between nationalities is shaky, at best.In modern 
ulture, the idea of enhan
ing the human mind via implanted 
omputers wouldbe met with skepti
ism at best, revulsion at worst. However, on Planet, that enhan
ementopens the way not only to powerful and ne
essary te
hnologies, but also to the next great9



step beyond Homo sapiens on the human evolutionary ladder. Clearly, Sid Meier's AlphaCentauri has 
lear opinions on 
ertain 
ontemporary moral issues, espe
ially those involvinggeneti
 resear
h and 
loning. With the importan
e of advan
es involving geneti
 study, andthe power of su
h proje
ts as the Human Genome Proje
t or the Longevity Va

ine, thedesigners' opinion on the matter 
an be summed up in one 
avor quote, \We hold life to besa
red, but. . . does the sa
red brook no improvement?" It is possible, or even laudable, torevere life but still study its basi
 origins with the intent to improve them.To be fair, even while holding up su
h high ideals for te
hnology, the game ignores orglosses over the dirty details of how they are to be a
hieved. Debates on animal or humantesting are nowhere to be found, as well as any number of other 
on
i
ts over the ethi
sof various politi
al, e
onomi
, or s
ienti�
 pra
ti
es. The idea of s
ien
e �
tion as opt-misiti
 es
apism, though, is not a new one, and at this, Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri su

eedsex
eedingly well.
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