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Abstract: The concern of this essay is how religious chargebe understood through the
way that conceptions of religiosity and spirituabire represented in popular culture. The
success of works of popular culture are due tability of these works to resonate with a
large number of people, which suggests that pouuliémre reflects the hopes, desires, fears
and anxieties of these people. The object of stadihe essay was the video game Final
Fantasy VII, released in the late 1990's. An amslykthe religious content of the game was
made, which in turn was put in relation to the “Skgbory”; an analytical framework
proposed by Jeffery Kripal that deals with populaiture from the early- to mid twentieth
century. The result of the comparison was thatmalF=antasy VII, sacrality is oriented
towards a cosmotheistic world view of a spirituatiznature, and not towards the
transcendent monotheistic world view of the SupeystLikewise, where in the Superstory
technology and scientific progress was sacraligethl Fantasy portrayed these in a more
sinister, negative light. This likely reflects teninishing faith in science that characterizes
the late-modern society, as well as the growingceamfor environmental issues, concerns

that are expressed through fantastic stories inlpojgulture.
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1 Introduction

This essay deals with the religious, or more spdiy esoteric, themes and narratives found in
the video gamé&inal Fantasy VII(1997). As a relatively new cultural medium, vidgames
constitute an exciting body of research; not oslthe activity of playing so widespread that it
might be safe to assume that every young perstheiklVestern world in some way has access to
digital games, but the form of the media itselba# for a close interaction with the cultural conte
presented in games in a unique way found in nor aiiéural expression. While the topic of
religion in video games is slowly gaining interastong scholars of religion, the studies done so far
has focused on the occurrence of traditional, “istagam” religious thematics, regarding
representations of, for example, Christian symbolsarallels to Buddhist philosophies.
Esotericism in video games, however, is a topitliaa been relatively overlooked. This is a fact
that is somewhat unfortunate, in that esoteric #geare probably amongst the dominant
representations of religion within contemporary gap culture, if nothe most dominant one.
Drawing heavily upon genres such as fantasy amsheseifiction, both heavily inspired by esoteric
traditions, many games features themes such asnagiemy, demons, witches or aliens. Other
common themes are secret societies that resennigl€3drder of the Rosy Cross or mythical
representations of the llluminati. Most importantipwever, is the depiction of the spiritual
transformation of the self through these themasdybhg video games with the gaze of the esoteric
scholar is thus crucial for understanding a large pf the way in which religion is represented
therein. The study of religion in video games po#dly offers new and important insights and
perspectives on the way religion is perceived imtemporary society, the way it changes and the
role it might come to play in the future.

1.1 Purpose and Research Question

The purpose of this study is to investigate the tbht certain video games play in reproducing
occultural, esoteric plausibility structures in tamporary society, and how shifting social contexts
are mirrored in this occulture. As my object ofdstul have chosen the by now classic ganmal
Fantasy VII(1997). The Final Fantasy-series, developed byf&jwccupies a more or less iconic
status among digital role playing games, and ¥gisth installation is arguably the pinnacle of the
series. Not only is it the most sold Final Fantgagne! it is was the second most sold game to the

Playstation console, being distributed in almostrillion copies? There has been a number of

1 "Most sold Final Fantasy games”: http://www.vgdkarom/gamedb/?name=final+fantasy
2 "Most sold Playstation games”: http://www.vgchactam/platform/5/playstation/
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spin-offs based on the game, including the preQuisis Core(2007), the sequéirge of Cerberus
(2006), the animated short filrast Order(2005), and the full-length animated fikavent

Children (2005). However, it is still the original game tlihas received the most recognition and
love from fans of role playing games for now cléséwo decades. The leading video game site
IGN calls Final Fantasy VIl the “RP®y which all others are to be measurédt’is the game that
has been on gamefags.com's chart of the top 100pupslar games for the longest time (well
above 5600 days at the time of writifgdnd the web page fanfiction.net lists as manyvastly-
ninethousandwvorks of fan fiction on the topic Final Fantasy ¥Popularity aside, the game
features one of the most intricate stories in ggnhistory, and in the very centre of its compelling
narrative lies questions of religion and spirityalStarting with the assumption that the succéss o
work of culture is its ability to resonate with theople that encounters it because it mirror their
cultural environment,| hold that the religious themes of Final Fantd#iycannot be fundamentally
unrelated to the success of the game. The gamiecleasable to resonate with a large number of
people because they have been able to relatedoritent, allowing the game to reflect, reinforce
and reproduce certain ideas present in this carAemlysing the game and trying to map these
ideas will likely result in a picture that corresyloto certain currents of contemporary spirituality

and reflecting certain attitudes towards religion.

The theoretical basis for the analysis will be’'tBaperstory”, an analytical framework devised
by Jeffrey Kripal in his volum&lutants and Mystics — Science Fiction, SuperhemniCs and the
Paranormalfor understanding mystical and esoterical tropegeimre of Superhero comic books. As
such, it is based on studies similar to the onewfilbbe conducted in this essay, but with one
important difference; the genres that are subgetté study of Kripal, Superhero comic books and
science fiction novels, have had their formativeqeein the early to mid-twentieth century, during
the peak of modernity. Final Fantasy VII was ondtieer hand release just before the turn of the
millennium, in a society that is usually descrilzesdate modern. If the content of popular cultural
works mirrors the cultural environment these wakes products of, we might therefore expect that
the religious thematics of Final Fantasy VII shodiffier some from the material that Kripal has
analysed. The contents Miutants & Mysticghus provides an interesting base for not only
exploring the way that religion is reproduced impplar culture, but also to add to the understanding
of how culturally conditioned representations digieus and spiritual ideas are shifting as society

An abbreviation of "Role Playing Game”. This gageare is further discussed in section 2.1.

"IGN": http://www.ign.com/games/final-fantasy-yiis-494

"GameFAQs": http://www.gamefags.com/features/topgs/
"FanFicton”:https://www.fanfiction.net/game/FinB&ntasy-VII/

Kennet Granholm, "The Secular, the Post-seculdrtla Esoteric in the Public Spheir"Contemporary
Esotericismed. Egil Asprem & Kennet Granhol(Equinox Pub., Sheffield, 2013)27.

~NOoO O1lh W
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changes. Since the object of study disseminatéudressay is a video game and not a comic book,
there might be reason to wonder whether the Supgrstally is applicable as a theory for the

stated purpose. However, while there might be iiffees between the two media, they also have
several aspects in common. Both have until fagtyently been viewed as forms of “garbage”
culture. Both are geared towards a young, “nerdgience. Both offers a mixture of easy going,
childish or even pubertal elements together witmarserious themes of existential and spiritual
nature. Most important of all, neither are created vacuum, but are products of their cultural

context, and mirrors the wishes, dreams, hopeseties and fears of the time of their creation.

The research question thus reads as follows: “Hogsdhe mythemes of the 'Superstory'
correspond to the occultural, narrative conterfiin&l Fantasy VII, in relation to the late-modern
society?” In order to answer this question, | idtém do a textual analysis of the dialogue conbént
the game. As religion will be seen as the orieatatif human cultural systems towards sacred
objects (further elaborated in section 4.1), tiniglgsis aims to delineate the objects of sacrality
the world of the game. My basis for understandimgreligious themes of the game will be the
historiographic approach to Western Esotericisngsestgd by Hanegraaff, as well as the
contemporary spiritual discourse here referredstteao-enchantment”. Both will be accounted for
in sections 4.3 and 4.4 of this thesis respectivigle religious content of Final Fantasy VII will
than be compared to that of the Superstory (furthedyorated in part 3) in order to see in what ways
sacrality is constructed, which objects are deeaseshcred, and how it differs between the game
and the Superstory. Lastly, | will discuss this gamson in relation to the difference between the
high modern and late modern societies, and thepapeilar culture plays in reproducing religious
world views. My understanding of these subjectsdiseussed in sections 4.4, 4.1 and 4.2

respectively.

However, before proceeding to do this, let's doief Burvey of the contemporary landscape of

popular culture, and religion in video games.

1.2 Religion in Video Games
When secularisation theorists in the mid twenteghtury pondered the future of religion, their
forecast seemed clear; religion was gradually gieapng from the face of the Western world.
Less and less people went to church and less aagé&ople proclaimed a belief in God. The
population of the West was seemingly losing inteireseligious matters; not least, it was believed,
because that an increasing number of people weetvieg secular education. As such, religion had

simply become unnecessary for the modern citizem mdgw had access to rational, scientific



explanations for just about everything they mighte to encounter in life. While some
secularisation theorists, such as sociologist Bidaon, was of the opinion that religion in the
future would be practised only by some few fanatie®lved in world rejecting sects, others, such
as Steve Bruce, thought that it would go away altiogr® The one thing that everyone agreed on
was that it would certainly not be gaining in papitly. As we all know by now, they were wrong.
The popularity of several new religious movememid the New Age-culture are usually brought
forward as evidence that the demise of religionriesr been further away than it is todagy
concern in this essay is not, however, peopieslvementn any new, hip, spiritual movement.
Instead, | will focus on howeople ar@xposedo religious ideas through the consumption of
various kinds of popular culture; in this case vidames.

When considered from the perspective of seculamisdheory, it may seem somewhat odd that a
people that is on the verge of rejecting God wapdnd so much time and money to indulge
themselves in stories that overflows with religiesysbolism. Surely, a truly secularized society
that has done away with its old myths would noedar new stories of irrational, made up beliefs?
Yet, that is precisely what the people of todayssi&rn world does; not only are such stories
popular, they are the basis for many of the mostesssful novels, films and video games of today.
To survey just a few of the religiously themes gaymee can have a look at for example
Castlevanig1986) where the hero fights his way through the castignefvampire Dracula armed
with a whip and, you guessed it, a cross. In tetohally oriented strategy gamge of Empires
(1997) the player utilizes monks to convert eneragyts to join his or her side. Likewise, the
central theme ofhe Legend of Zelda — Ocarina of Tifd®98) is the so called “triforce”, an object
containing all the power of “the three Goddessasnt the struggle between the hero Link and the
evil Ganon to gain control over this object.Breath of Fire(1993), the creators utilizes the Asian
spiritual symbol of the dragon to represent thelkamang of an immense, super-natural power
within the protagonist Ryu. On the whole this swgigel will argue, that interest in religion is not
declining but rather changing, shifting from whateferred to as “traditional” modes of religion to

new ones. We find expression of this shift in papwalulture, as will be argued in this essay.

1.3 Are Video Games Anti-Religion?

Among the games of today, a somewhat recurring ¢hisrthat of deicide. Aside from

8 See Judith Fox, "Secularization”Tie Routledge Companion to the Study of Reljdord., ed. John Hinnells
(Routledge, London, 2010) and Christopher Partritige Re-Enchantment of the West: Volume 1 Altemativ
Spiritualities, Sacralization, Popular Culture, a@tculture (T & T Clark International, London, 2005) for aore
thorough discussion.

9 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 46.



employing a wide array of religious tropes, thematdject of these games is, in one way or
another, to kill or defeat God himself. The finakk ofFinal Fantasy VI(1994) Kefka, is not only

a god, but bears an eerily resemblance tdtb&statue by Michelangelo, depicting the Virgin
Mary holding the crucified body of Jesus in her syand the battle with him is accompanied by
baroguesce organ musiceXogearg1998) ends with the killing of the Creator, a&ldrono

Trigger (1995) with a battle against the entity Lavos, whcevealed to have been the source of
mankind's development of intellectual as well astsjal powers. InGod of War(2005), the hyper-
masculine main character Kratos not only wreak®bav a world of ancient Greek mythology, but

ends up slaying both Ares and Zeus in the process.

This has led many to take the view that these ggre=ssent a narrative that is essentially critical
of religion. A YouTube video named “Why Final Fasyds Anti-Religion®, arguing for the same
thesis, have at the moment of writing close to ame a half million views, and online forum
discussions about this topic range from Christi@ygrs wondering whether they should take
offencé?, to atheists stating it is “one of the best thingsut the gant&. Aside from the online
gaming community, scholars have also drawn the samelusion, such as claiming thatFinal

Fantasy XllIfrequently include negative depictions of religidh”

While these popular and scholarly analyses mighinsenderstandable, they do tend to overlook
a rather important element of these games; thg stateicide is often told alongside the story of
esoteric, personal transcendence. More often thgrihe god that is slain is not the benign Father,
the true creator of the universe that offer redéompand grace, but rather an imposter or usurper
that, aside from threatening to destroy the watldnds in the hero's way of receiving spiritual
liberty and true knowledge about himself . Furthiest which follow the slaying of the god is
seldom some sort of atheistic Utopia, where théhdefthe imposter god leads to a disenchanted
world cleansed of all irrationality. More often thaot, the hero instead reaches spiritual insight,
transcends his or hers personal limitations, ariderprocess the true, spiritual order of the wsiee
is restored. These types of stories thus closslgmbles those of esoteric myths. The antagonists

are all variations of thBemiurgeof late-antique gosticism'* whom the protagonist must

10 "Why Final Fantasy is Anti-Religion": http://wwyautube.com/watch?v=MLhiWw3pzQk

11 "Final Fantasy Forums": http://www.finalfantasyfms.net/threads/43265-Final-Fantasy-s-religioesnis-should-
one-be-offended

12 "The Thinking Atheist": http://www.thethinkingatist.com/forum/Thread-Final-Fantasy-games-are+afitiion

13 Robert Geraci, "Theological Productions: The Rufl&eligion in Video Game DesignGultural Perspectives of
Video Games: From Designer to Played. Adam L. Brackin & Natacha Guyot, (Oxford In®isciplinary Press,
New York, 2012), 201.

14 Gnosticism was a proto-esoteric Christian curtiesit flourished during late antitquity that, basgbn a strict
dualism between matter and spirit, held that thedltbe Old Testament was not the true God, butvdnpeetty
imposter, thddemiurge Through mystical insight, man could achieve koewledge gnosis,and through that
knowledge end his separation from the true divirkigr a brief introductin to gnosticism, see intiotbry chapter
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overcome. Kefka of Final Fantasy VI ascended tdhgod by disrupting the balance of the three
Goddesses of Magic, and must be defeated in aodestore that balance. In God of War, Kratos
goes through the game with iron shackles litefadlynd to his wrists, that are broken when he
finally defeats Ares, and in the sequélsd of War 11(2007) andll (2010), his adversary is Zeus,
whom he battles in order for himself to becomeking of Olympus. This narrative of deicide and
transcendence is also told, perhaps in the mosvodway, inBaldur's Gatg1998), where the
protagonist finds out he or she is the bastardiafib god, and then goes on to battle human

beings, demons and other gods alike in order terasto godhood.

Because of this, | would say that many of the gatihasgets associated with anti-religious
notions are, on the contrary in fact imbued withigglly significant ideas. These ideas are,
however, not those of the orthodoxy of traditiorgigions, but draws from traditions that
historically have been considered deviant; esoteamtitions. Such themes are by no means
exclusive for video games. Rather, they are in sfmrma present in every form of mass media, and
form the backbone of several pop-cultural genres s1$ those already mentioned of fantasy and
science-fiction. The expression of the esoterjgdpular culture will in this essay be referred $o a

“occulture”, further elaborated on in section 4.2.

1.4 Thesis Outline

After having stated the purpose and research qurestithe Introductory part, as well as given a
brief overview of the religious and esoteric therpessent in video game, | will in part 2 of the
thesis move on to discuss the limits of its scagewell as issues regarding the methodology of this
type of study. The video game media is a heteragenene, and it is therefore necessary to
distinguish what particular genre the game dissatathbelongs to in order to chose the appropriate
method of analysing its contents. Final Fantasyi&¥/d role playing game, whose focus is on
character development and storyline enacted thrtugkextual statements of the characters of the
game. As such, it will be these statements thdtbsisubject to the analysis, whom is accessed in
the form of two separate transcriptions of the géoo@d online, not by conducting any actual
playing. The analysis will focus mainly @ame narrativethat is the events central to the storyline
of the, and thgame worldmeaning the general information of the universe iimakes up Final

Fantasy VII that is portioned out during the courséhe game.

In part 3, | will account for the Superstory as theoretical framework of the essay. When it

comes to the way that religious world views andydapculture interacts with each other, one of

in Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke'8he Western Esoteric Traditions — A Historical tatuction,(Oxford University
Press, New York, 2008).



the foremost studies is found in Jeffrey KripatduwneMutants and Mystics — Science Fiction,
Superhero Comics and the ParanormBhe material that is researched consists of tystioal
experiences of authors of science fiction novets superhero comics. What brings the book such
merit, however, is not just the material in it sekit the way that Kripal puts the presented wanks
their cultural context; both historical, as a deyehent of theosophic philosophy, as well as that of
the specific societal circumstances of the timgheir creation. In doing this, he shows how the
authors have interpreted mystical experiences tirdie available body of religious ideas present
in their respective periods of authorship, and ukede interpretations as the stuff of their cveati
activity, and thus provided the interpretative bder the next generation of mystics. This is acle
indication of the role popular culture play in regucing religious plausibility structures in the
modern society, thus providing an interesting daseomparing with popular culture from the late

modern society.

As for part 4, in the first three sections | wiltengthen my argument regarding the relation
between popular culture, religion in the late modswciety and esotericism. Although both
“popular culture” and “religion” are terms that dagrly problematic, | will treat them as the “ligie
everyday experiences of ordinary people” and “caltaystems oriented towards the sacred”
respectively. These acts in conjunction with eatieip and create a loop where popular culture
draws from the cultural reservoir of religious ided their audiences, who in turn will reinterpret
and reproduce these ideas in their everyday IAe®f later years, a dominant portion of the
contemporary works of popular culture have beemegetwards untraditional, non-Christian
religiosity. These works will be referred to as ¢atture”, in that they are cultural works depicting
occult themes; paganism, witchcraft, alchemy andiojast to name a few, all belonging to the
domain of Western Esotericism. Western Esotercssunderstood in terms of the “Grand Polemical
Narrative”, formulated by Wouter Hanegraaff. Thppeoach suggests that “esotericism” is a
polemical construct used by Christian theologianddfine Christianity against, a “pagan Other”.
As such, Western Esotericism has spawned fromets@dn between the world view of
monotheistic religion, where the divine is transitmmt, and cosmotheistic religion, where the divine
is immanent. The Grand Polemical Narrative is esged in Final Fantasy VIl in terms of “eco-
enchantment”. Eco-enchantment is a religious dissboommon within Paganism and New Age
where nature is sacralized due the divine immanemleereas monotheism is seen as destructive.
The last two sections deals with video games iregdnand Final Fantasy in particular. Although
video game research is a growing field, few schsalavolved with it has shown interest in the

religious aspects of games, in spite of it beingngmortant element in many games. As for those



that do conduct studies of religion in games, roaee taken the perspective of Western
Esotericism into account, although some authore kBaggested the potentiality of such studies.
This is, once again, in spite of the fact that @soism is one of the most dominant forms of
religious imagery that are present in video ganmek as | intend to show, several of the studies

would benefit from this perspective.

In part 5, | turn to the actual game itself. | valovide a summary of the game narrative relating
to esoteric themes, as well as account for the gaonkel, structured intgamelore, groups and

actorsin the game, and tHecations,that is towns and places of Final Fantasy VII.

The analysis is conducted in part 6 of the esshgrevthe content of the previous part will be
discussed in relation to the Superstory. Here lisiibw how figures representing transcendent,
monotheistic deities are constructed as destruatigesinister, in contrast to the immanent, sgtitu
qualities of nature and the Planet, which are pged as healing and benevolent. Likewise, modern
disenchanting science is depicted as exploitivecandipt, contrasted against spiritual awareness of
the enchanted nature. | will argue that this is wuthe ideological differences between the modern
and late modern societies, in which a growing caméer nature, and a loss of faith in the bettering

of humanity through science, has occurred.

The essay ends with part 7, where | will summamzeconclusions, as well as take a step back
and discuss them from a broader perspective, aiadl nvight be gained from the further study of

esotericism in video games as well as in popultduiiin general.



2 Method

2.1 Limiting the Scope and the Case of RPG's

When setting out to do a ludologic&lgriented study of religion such as this, the first
consideration should be the wide diversity and riogeneity of video games. Just as in film or
literature, there are multiple genres of video gana# exhibiting radically different structurescan
objectives, as well as being geared towards difteyges of audiences. While the popular Swedish
gaming web site Loaded lists eleven different ggfrecholarly typologies such as Apperley's
recognizes only four: simulation, strategy, actamal role playing gamé$The objective of
simulation games might be obvious; simulating & weald activity such driving a car or fantasy
activities such as flying a space ship. Strateggeagaare about efficient management of virtual
resources, and action games are characterizedy ‘etensively performative”, requiring the
player to “selecting the correct inputs, while ther genres of video games, the player will merely
select the desired action and the computer witmeine the performance of that actidhThe
objective of role playing games (RPG's) on the ollaand, emphasizes character development, both
by enhancing the player character's strength atitles) but also in relation to an often intricate
storyline. "RPG's operate intertextually, as theteat of the game is often larger than the

individual game™®

Final Fantasy VIl falls within the last categoryhil¢ the game does indeed contain both
strategical as well as performative aspects, tha foaus lies on story-telling and character
development, mainly through dialogue between pllyabd non-playable characters. This is made
evident by the script containing the dialogue, sjr@gwell over 500 pages. While performative
aspects related to the game play, and visual aspalated to the game aesthetics does indeed play
an integral part in the experience of the gamaey théevance are of secondary importance for the
purpose of this study, which will consist mainlytektual analysis. It will be undertaken by reading

and analysing the textual statements which mak&eigtory-line of the game.

15 "The study of games”, from the latin wdtdtlere meaning "to play”. The term denotes digital garassvell as
traditional games and sports, and is widely usestiantific journals such a&dame Studiewhen discussing the
study of video games.

16 Being Action, Fighting, Music, Puzzle, PlatforRecing, Role Playing Games, Sport, Strategy, Advenand
Miscellaneous. “Loading”: http://loading.se/gametati@se.php

17 Thomas H. Apperley, "Genre and Game Studies: Taaritial approach to video game genr&ulating
Gaming(37:6), 2006.

18 Apperley, "Game Genres”, 16.

19 Apperley, "Game Genres”, 18.

10



2.2 Textual analysis

| hold that a text such that of Final Fantasy \dtrees within it a representation of the world in
that it is a product of discourse. According todites of discourse, such as for example the one
presented by Norman Fairclough, no word can caegmng by itself; instead, the meaning of a
term or statement is created the interplay betvitegamd other terms or statements relating to each
other trough specific discours€By taking on an essentially normative characteusing
strategies of inclusion and exclusion, these diss®®Igoes on to construct a representation of the
make up of the world. As such, it is by discursive complexes that a grofireligious people
might be portrayed as either dangerous or harnmgsiescribing them as either the derogatory
“cult” or the more neutral “congregation”. Bothathatives carry a set of complex systems of

meaning, in the end mutually exclusive to the other

When analysing the textual statements in Final&gnV1l, it will thus be in their relation to
each other, who utters them, and whom they areedtti®. By doing this, certain actors, views and
attitudes will be allocated to certain values regag what is good or evil, and true or false,

resulting in the world view presented in the gamenade clear.

2.3 To Play or Not to Play

It could be argued that perhape most important method for ludological studies wolokdto
actually play the game one is researchithere definitely lies some truth in such a stateime
researching a game without playing it might berge to researching a film without watching it, or
a symphony without hearing it. Even though soméspafra game might be accessible through, for
example, written account, certain dimensions nawvegable through text is bound to be lost. While
this may seem somewhat self evident to some, & dagil to a crucial problem of accessibility.
The study of religion in video games is entirefyited, more or less, to the scholars with enough
time and interest to indulge in the act of playihere are few, if any, short cuts into a video gam
there are no ways of skipping a seemingly uninterg@s€hapter as in the case of literature, and no
way of fast-forwarding, such as in the case of filngame must be dealt with in its entirety, from
beginning and to end. This fact is even more appavben considering RPG's. The games of the
genre are often of considerable length in bothexuras well as playing time. For example, the time
it takes to play through Final Fantasy VII mightlvexceed 30 hours, or even the double depending

20 Norman Faircloughnalysing Discourse — Textual Analysis for Socieé&arch(Routledge, New York, 2003),0.

21 FaircloughAnalyzing Discoursel24.

22 Emphasized, among others, by Heidbrink et allime’brizing Religion in Digital Games — Perspectiaes
Approaches” irHeidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internatl. 5, 2014, and Franz MayréaAm Introduction
to Game Studies: Games in CultAGE, Los Angeles, 2008).
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on how thorough the player decides to be. Thislprolof accessibility likely plays a part in the
neglect video games have met within the study lgfiom. Most people invested in the field simply

have not got the time it takes to get to the bottdra game.

It might be of relevance to ask whether my priamoirement with the game that is the object of
study in this essay is actually beneficial for rmalgsis of it. It could certainly be argued thainh
not approaching my material with an impartial viewthat | am already well aware of the story
that unfolds within the game, have already drawncomclusions, and have had a long time to
cement my initial interpretation of it. Is it reglbossible for me to find anything new through this
study, or will it just serve to confirm my previdyseld views? More so, to what extent is my
comprehension of Final Fantasy VII based on ouéeng sources? An important part in video game
culture is that one does not only play a gamepbateeds to share the gaming experience with
other players on online message boards, discubsigo play it, when to play it, what one likes or
dislikes about it, as well as speculate over thanimg of certain eventél have done just that, and
so my knowledge of the game is informed by an urstnedole amount of input from other people,
and not just exclusively from the game in it sélf.course, this poses somewhat of a problem, as do
all insider perspectives in qualitative researntlthat my ability to be objective and critical tawa
the material might be put into question. While &heright be a valid point in such concerns, | do
believe that in the end, my prior knowledge of giaene will prove to be less of a burden and more
of an advantage. Although having preconceived netibat risks to result in dubious
interpretations, at the same time my extensive kedge of the game allows me to see subtleties
and nuances that might pass the less well-verdeddasdy. Furthermore, aside from knowing Final
Fantasy VII very well, | am also very familiar withe other games of the series as well as the genre
of Japanese RPG's in general. Thus | am able tioglissh the generic conventions, stylistic
elements and common tropes of these type of gamesthose themes that are specific to Final
Fantasy VII. As culture of all kinds are always magb of complex webs of references that creates
meaning, all cultural studies ultimately benefrtsnh taking the broadest base of knowledge as
possible into consideration. That being said, inanglysis, | will be careful to avoid reading in
preconceived meaning that might not actually begmein the game itself. The basis for the
analysis remains the body of text inherent to tttaad game, and the meaning conveyed through it.
My knowledge whose origin is from outside the gamiébe used to inform the analysis, not as its

basis.

23 Marcus Wiemker & Jan Wysocki, "When people paayod is born... This god is you!" An IntroductionReligion
and God in Digital GamesHeidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internei| 5, 2014, 203.
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2.4 The Final Fantasy VIl Transcripts

In spite of all this, | will, when conducting mysearch on Final Fantasy VHptsit down to
play it. While | do have played the game extensivelthe past, | will be referring mainly to two
transcriptions of the manuscript of the game foankihe. While these are in no way official
releases of the script, and the authors are ordykrby their internet aliases, | have found them to
to be accurate when taken together. There For paostit is the transcription offered by the
homepage of “Letao™ Although the website in itself suggests that “lo&ts no more than a
computer enthusiast, it offers nothing more thanesthoughts on Final Fantasy games and a
couple of apparently home made programs, it agtealhtains the most accurate version of the
script. This is because the text has been extrdiciadthe files of the actual game, and then placed
in chronological order by the author of the homep#g such, no part of the dialogue is missing.
Since Final Fantasy VIl features several hundredpiayable characters that can be spoken to,
many of whose dialogue changes at certain pattseojame, a player runs great risk of missing
some of the dialogues when playing the game. Apamt that, although the game offers nine
playable characters, each with their own uniquédige options, the player is allowed to use only
three at a time. As such, different combinationsharacters will result in slightly different sdt o
dialogues. Since the Letao-transcript is extrafieh the game, every single dialogue option is
ensured to be present.

This transcript is however not enough to fully aouiofor the events of the game, in that it is
abruptly cut short approximately three quarters the game. For some reason, “Letao” sadly never
finished it. Because of this, | turn a transcrigda by “Little Chiba” when regarding the lattertpar
of the gamé?® The Chiba-transcript has been made by playingéimee and writing down the
dialogue word by word. While such a monumental amdbitious task is to be admired, this
transcript do suffer from the absence of a varétyinor dialogues options, likely due to the
transcriber not being thorough enough when plagiieggame. There are also several spelling
errors. This transcript is of course not ideal, $inte only the account of the last part of the g&n
effected, this should only impose minor consequeif@ethe quality of this thesis. In the end, even
this transcript is accurate in regard to the mpjot of them game, and thus sufficiently serves the

purpose of accounting for the events.

2.5 Approaches to the Study of Video Games

Since the study of religion in video games is atre¢ly new discipline, there are few, if any, set

24 "Letao": http://letao.is-a-geek.net/ff7script/
25 "Little Chiba™: http://www.rpgamer.com/games/fiffff7cscript.html
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guidelines for how such research should be condu@iee starting point for this essay, however,
will be the approach laid out by Heidbrink et ayaeding cultural studies of video games. They

suggests that there are five perspectives to censigihme narratives”, “game aesthetics”, “game
world”, “game play” and “gaming culture”. These mlents combine to allow for a deep immersion
of the player into the game. This immersion, likét@ swimming in an ocean, totally surrounded
by water, refers to the state where the playefyg fdéntifies with the contents of the game,
momentarily having his or hers entire sensory agiparengulfed in the experience of playing. This,

it is stated, is the objective that games try tfuiee?°

Game narrativaefers to the story-line of the game, it is comstéitl of several different aspects
which can be analysed in relation to religious disse. Heidbrink et al suggests that these aspects
are: (1) the narrative script or plot, (2) the aive written by the player by chosen a certairo$et
actions, (3) the narrative created by commerciald,on the box and reviews that convince the
player to buy the game, (4) the narrative createdub scenes introducing or following the
completion of a quest, (5) the microstories toldhbyplaying characters and (6) the narratives
created by the players themselves when writingtalkthg about the game on internet forums,
through works of fan fiction, or dressing up asrtf@vourite character i€osplayevents?’ Due to
the scope of this essay, my approach to narrativVdevin the first sense only, as the plot of the

game.

Game aesthetids defined as the “role of apperception within pinecess of knowledge
production, including all kinds of sensory stimadi well as the actors’ communication and
mediation on the topic?® In other words, this category concerns the visgiesentations of the
elements of the game, such as character- andantiesign as well as level layout, but also other
aspects adding to the overall ambience of the gaodh, as in-game music. Since visual and aural
elements offers a very direct way of making reladito certain cultural settings, the aestheticgspla
an important role in referring to religious thenmesideo games. The style of a church, design of a
temple, the presence of occult looking jewelleryoamthe characters, or the utilization of religious
music, such as an organ mass, are all ways tloatsathe game designers to tap into the cultural

reservoir of the player to construct a multifacetagherent and meaningful world.

The aspect ofgmeplayconsiders the conventions and limitations of a garhese include the
objective of the game, the rules for achieving sdigbctive and the controllers. All in all, the

gameplay is the way through which the player céeract with the game world and what actually

26 Heidbrink et al, "Theorizing Religion”, 31.
27 Heidbrink et al, "Theorizing Religion”, 19.
28 Heidbrink et al, "Theorizing Religion”, 24
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makes the game a game. While this category migimh semewhat mechanical and irrelevant for
cultural studies, it does play an integrated rolthe way the player is allowed to related to ¢erta
elements of the game, such as religious ones.Xeon@e, what amount of choice is the player
given in relation to the story? When dealing wgaly, a priest or a deity, are there multiple ways t
respond, giving the player agency, or is there only predetermined set of actions? Further, if
there are several ways of playing a game, are atheee encouraged over others? If a choice is
given between using magic or physical weapons titlehaoes the rule set favour one over the
other? The gameplay, thus, is relevant not onipémit of being the link between the game and the
player, but also because the limitations providgd kell us much about how religion is represented
in the game.

Game worldjs described to be “the result of a game’s aesthets narrative and its
possibilities in the communication between the ptagnd the game&?’While a narrow view might
be taken on game world, limited to the strictlytsdaspects of a game such as its level design, th
geography through which the player is navigatinghe places in which the story unfolds,
Heidbrink et al suggests a wider, more exhaustie® weed to be taken. Aside from the spatial
dimensions, a game world is constituted of “loteries about it[...] societies of characters can be
elements of it: royal courts, fantasy tribes, spam@gresses, church congregations, godly
pantheons, etc, of course highly depending onétting and the story?® In other words, all the
elements that combine into the construction offeecent universe in which the immersion of the
player takes place. In this way, the game worlatfioms as a framework under which the narrative,
aesthetics and mechanics are arranged. In Finsh$yaWl, this can be illustrated by how magic is
depicted. Magic is on the one hand a force thataripulated by the player in order to gain
advantages in combat, and in this way relatedlgttiw the objective of winning battles. At the
same time, however, magic is explained to havenagmlagically fundamental place in the world,
connecting it to the narrative of a living natureldhe sacralized Planet; that is, it has a central
place in the game world. Lastly, the charactersdhaproficient in the use of magic are usually of
a smaller, frailer physical built, creating a vistgpresentation of the duality between the
magical/spiritual and the material. Thus, the gavodd is where the game narrative, game

aesthetics and game play converge.

Gaming culturefocuses on the reception of a game by its playgerd the way people express

their relation to a certain game, mostly in terrhgaa art, fan fiction and online message boards.

29 Heidbrink et al, "Theorizing Religion”, 30.
30 Heidbrink et al, "Theorizing Religion”, 31
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Since the current study is of the textual kind, rtreen focus will be on the game narrative, and
how certain parts of the game world relate to. fhree game narrative will be treated not merely as
the plot, but specifically as the central storyelithat is, the chain of events that makes the stor
proceed forward. The game world, on the other haodsists of all the secondary stories, side
tracks and background information provided durimg ¢ourse of the game that might not
necessarily advance the plot, but deepening thepsaunderstanding of it. While both the aesthetic
sides of the game and the game mechanics als@plaegral role in the players immersion into
the game, these elements are not of textual kiddtaurs fall outside the scope of the study.
Likewise, while the gaming culture's reception ofdf Fantasy VII may indeed point to the impact
the game has had, it adds little to the understanali the religious narrative of the game from the
point of the game in itself. Thus, the aesthetivsgchanics and cultural reception of Final Fantasy
VII will not be dealt with explicitly in this essailowever, due to the integrated way these
categories are connected to one another, quesagasding game play and aesthetics will be
briefly discussed in their relation to the narratstructure of the game.

Lastly, Heidbrink et al hints that if you are a garscholar, “you might be a nerét.1 guess I'll

have to admit to that.

31 Heidbrink et al, "Theorizing Religion”, 42
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3 Theory

The theoretical basis for this essay will be theotggy suggested by Jeffrey Kripal, called the
Superstory. This typology is developed in the bbakants and Mystics — Science Fiction,
Superhero Comics and the Paranorn#ss. the subtitle suggests, the volume deals witmtseof
of religion and mysticism in the genres of Supeshmymic books and science fiction novels. The
assumption that is the basis of the book is thegdithemes are by no means irrelevant or
superficial ornaments of the genres, but instefidats deeply, mystical understandings of the
world. The comic books and novels he deals withatdreated as mere childish fantasies, but as
modern mythologies that can “be fruitfully readcattural transformations of real-life paranormal
experiences, and how there is no way to disentahgleery public pop-cultural products from the
very private paranormal experiencésQur way of structuring reality and what we coneedf as
being meaningful and true is created, Kripal argtl@eugh a “constant loop of Consciousness and
Culture”® therefore, not only is it not uncommon for mystiaad paranormal experiences to be
expressed through popular culture, but populauceiivill condition the way people experience the
mystical and the paranormal. This relation is teeplored by on the one hand analysing the
mystical themes in several of the constitutive vgaskthe Superhero- and science fiction genres,
but also by putting these themes in relation t@ants of mystical and paranormal experiences of
the authors of these works. This results in a tygplof how mysticism is constructed within these

genres which he calls the Superstory.

Admittedly, the concern of this thesis is not witlysticism, but with contemporary forms of
Western Esotericism. Although Kripal himself does explicitly places his work within the field of
Western Esotericism (if any, the study he mostroftder to is that of East Asian tantric traditipns
many of the works he deals with actually do refeaily to this field. The comic book series
Prometheafor example, is centred around Kabbalah and the @fé.ife, and author Alan Moore
seems well versed in this system. In one episaaen@&ha discusses the meaning of the different
paths of the Tree of Life; “I think the reason yewere is because the path you're holding it by is
this one, route 32. It symbolizes how this pattpaehankind grasp the entire systeftirhe story
of the Fantastic Four and Galactus came to beirepvaluthor Jack Kirby wanted to write about the

32 Jeffrey Kripal Mutants and Mystics: Science Fiction, Superhero i€snand the Paranorma(University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 2011), 2.

33 Kripal, Mutants and Mysti¢s.

34 Kripal, Mutants and Mysticsl0.
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ancientgnostictheme of fighting god Perhaps most importantly for an understandingye$e
genres as expressions of Western Esotericism jp&bg account of how they were influenced by
Rosicrucian and theosophical ideas. Not only agsdltonsidered as esoteric traditions that deals
with theme such as hidden knowledge, magnetismjanelgannelling and the evolution of one's
inner, spiritual potential, the spread of the ideBthese traditions were much based on fictitious
literature. Rosicrucianism is in itself considetedave begun with the publicationfedma
Fraternatisthat tells the fictive story of the occult magidahristian Rosenkreu?,andThe

Coming Racgwritten by self-proclaimed rosicrucian initiateizard Bulwer-Lytton, is about the
protagonist meeting with the “Vril-ya, the comirage that is destined to supplant the human
species on the surfac&.Not only is the Vril-ya highly evolved beings, thare also in possession
of a “mysterious, electromagnetic-spiritual enefgyranting them physical as well as mystical and
psychic powers. As for theosophy, Helena Blavasskgunder of The Theosophic Society, book
The Secret Doctrintells of the evolution of a line of human “Root-Ratimbued with special,
spiritual powers, of travel of the “astral planaihd channelling as a way of communicating with
“enlightened beings who are believed to secrefly the world”*® The fantastic works of these and
other authors that were practitioners of Westewtétgcism are according to Kripal the
predecessors of the modern science fiction gefinghich many of these themes are still common
generic tropes. Because of this, | hold that tipelygy holds validity not only when looking at
recounts of mystical experiences in popular culthte for the pop-cultural expressions of

esotericism as well.

3.1 The Mythemes of the Superstory

The Superstory consists of seven basic mythemashwigether accounts for the narrative
structure in the typical Superhero- or sciencedicstory. A “mytheme” is the smallest thinkable
building block of the structure of a myth, a thetihat is bound to reoccur within a myth or set of
myths that can be told in several different vaoiasi. Being a structuralist theory, individual
mythemes cannot be understood in themselves, bgiwen meaning by their relationship to one
another in the myth in its totality. To study thrusture of myths it is therefore of importance to
take into consideration not just one version oadipular myth, but all its variations or, in thase

of Kripal, the genres of Superhero-comics and seidittion as a whol& The mythemes of the

35 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics]14.

36 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics}3.

37 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics}4.

38 Kripal, Mutants and MysticH0.

39 This structural approch to myths was propose@layde Levi-Strauss in the article "The StructiBaldy of
Myth”, Journal of American Folklorejol. 68, 1955.
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Superstory are called as followvinization/demonization, orientation, alienatioadiation,

mutation, realizatiorandauthorization.

Divinization/demonizatiomefers to the idea that mankind for millennia haen under the
influence of “forms of intelligence that have apgehunder the divine and demonic masks of local
mythologies and religions'”In other words, in the universe there exists sugteral beings, which
have the powers to help, guide and teach, as wédl &rick and deceive human beings. When
benevolent, these beings are thought of as diaim& when malevolent thought of as demonic.
Mankind has always sought to communicate and natgotvith these beings, since they have been
considered to be the source of otherworldly powner arotection. Wittorientationis meant the
tendency, prevalent in Western cultures, to lodaee beings and the source of their power to
somewhere other than here; the more distant therfethis allocation might be spatial, such as
the city of Atlantis or the centre or the eartmp®ral, such as Golden Age of the ancient Greeks or
the Satya Yuga of the Hindus; or metaphysical, siscmodern interpretations of the Kingdom of
Heaven. If we once again turnThe Coming Raceye can see the Vril-ya as those which the
divinization are oriented towards. The Vril-ya aatrayed as spiritually superior, semi-divine race
living in an underground world, far away from treeiety of the bourgeois, English protagonist.
They possess a spiritual power that are used ftgrmahas well as spiritual means, including the
access of hidden knowledge. And although they eséirted to replace humanity, the Englishman of
the story expresses hope that humanity might bedsitem extermination through “intermixture of

race” with the Vril-ya®? In this way, they represent path for humans taesehdivinity.

Alienationis when the demonic or divine is oriented spedifydato outer space. The gods and
the demons, according to this narrative, turnd@bie aliens descended to earth, travelling froen th
far reaches of space. “They now watch us. Theyaythid development of human civilizations.
They manipulate our religious beliefs and mythodsgt® For example, in Doug Moenchan-

Gods from Beyond the Stareatly influenced by pseudo-scientific conspirbogk Chariot of the
Gods,the gods of humans are revealed to have in fact dlgens descended from above that have
enslaved the humans of primitive societfe3.hese aliens might be benevolent, such as “the
Watcher”, from thé~antastic Fourcomic books, who lives on the moon and watcher ove
humanity. They can also be quite menacing, asigluesf of Galactus, also he from Fantastic Four,
who travels the universe, searching for planetsetmur. As for the spiritual potentials of mankind,

40 Kripal, Mutants and Mystic6.
41 Kripal, Mutants and Mystic7.
42 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics}5.
43 Kripal, Mutants and Mystic27.
44 Kripal, Mutants and Mysticsl17.
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Superman is just what his name suggests; a supeash(another term used by Helena Blavatsky)
whose physical, moral and mental powers exceedethbordinary humans. He also originates not
from earth, but from the planet Krypton, a wordttimaidentally means “hidden” or “occult” in
ancient Greek® The references to esotericism are striking. Unssirngly, the mytheme of

alienation started to arise about the same tinteeasarth was beginning to be completely explored
and mapped. With the development of satellite teldgy, the surface of the earth could be easily
and accurately mapped out, and there were sudgenhfew unknown spaces left where people
could direct their imagination to wander freelyrically, the same technology that had demystified
the earth would also lead people to realize just nimaginable vast outer space really was, which
made it a new candidate for the orientation-mytheiieen the entire planet had become known

and de-exotified, space provided the last placeystery.

Fuelled by the discoveries of particle physics tedtheory of relativityradiation means the
redefinition of the source of divine power as tmenense amounts of energy contained within the
atom. While it at first glance might be temptingriterpret it as a materialist reduction of the
divine, the mytheme afdiationis actually quite the opposite. Rather, it breaks ddvendivide
between the material and the spiritual. Mattett igirns out to be, ultimately energy, “pure potgnc
a power that is literally everythingl...] this fercan serve us, transform us, maybe even save us. |
can also utterly destroy u&’'Since matter and spirit is ultimately the samagdhthis means that
mastery of the material world can be achieved thinagpiritual insight. Dr. Manhattan for example,
created by Alan Moore, is a seemingly invincibléngewith the power to end wars. Yet he rather
spends his time on planet Mars, where he sitdatua position and meditates on the meanings of
the perspectives of quantum mechafiéspart from him, many are the characters of thewdar
comic books that has achieved super powers throogtact with radioactive material; the Fantastic
Four, the Hulk and Spiderman, just to name a féndeed, it is something of a industry joke that
virtually every Marvel Comics character createthia early 1960s achieved his or her powers from
some kind of radioactive acciderit.”

This is closely related to the next mythemmestation Based on the discovery of the DNA-
molecule, and the effect that is exerted on itdmjiation, it is the way that humans, both as
individuals and as a whole, may evolve to the hexel of being, spiritually as well as physically.
In The X-Mercomic books, we get to follow a group of adolessetidying at the “Xavier's

School for Gifted Youngster.” These are howeveordinary gifted youngsters, but mutants, each

45 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics/3.
46 Kripal, Mutants and Mystic7.
47 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics]29.
48 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics]36.
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endowed with their own unique super power. As tbeyggoes, these youngsters all represent the
next leap in human evolution through their mutatidowever, because their difference makes
ordinary humans fear them, they must keep theiantytowers hidden on the threat of persecution.
Not only can we draw parallels to Helena Blavatskyea of mankind's path of spiritual evolution,
but also to the emphasis of secrecy that has dieaimed many esoteric societies, Gnostics and
Freemasons being of the more well known. The clerdean is also quoted in saying that she will
study books on telekinetic research in order toticme to study ways to utilize my mutant power.”
In another installation, Professor Xavier faceswith his arch-nemesis Magneto on a “mental

plane”; almost a direct reference to the astrai@laf The Theosophic Society.

Lastly, we are presented witkalizationandauthorization.These mythemes revolves around a
common conception of authors of science fictiord amperhero literature; that we are all in some
ways chained down, parts of a story bigger thasalues, a story that we “did not write and that
we may not even like?® The acts of writing and of creativity are for tagseople a way of taking
control of their own destinies, to authorize tHeies themselves. For example, Whitley Strieber's
novelCommunioris written as an account of him being abductedthg Visitors”. The book is his
way of dealing with this experience, giving him tohover the event¥.As realization and
authorization,are more oriented towards the specific author&tiozl to his or hers own creativity,
and have less to do with the narratives of theinaavorks, they will not be used in my analysis of
Final Fantasy VII. The relationship between cratignd religious experience is indeed an
intriguing one, but since this essay aims to sthéynarrative content of the game in it self, these
mythemes falls without the scope of the study. Bripg realizationandauthorizationwould
require statements from the developers of the gaomething that | do not have access to. Even if

| had access to such accounts, they would not thepthe actual game.

3.2 Making sense of the Superstory

While this is the Superstory in a nut-shell, | be& some further points needs to be made. First
of all, one might ask whether it is at all fit athaoretical perspective, and not just a typolog§y?
theory is usually defined as that whiekplainsa certain set of facts. A typology, on the otherda
is rather is way tatructurefacts according to certain features. From thisgessve, the Superstory
is not a theory in that it only structures the tldins of the superhero- and science fiction genres,

but offers no clear explanation of how and why thadgite to religion as a whole. However, | take a

49 Kripal, Mutants and Mystics]90.
50 Kripal, Mutants and Mystic8.
51 Kripal, Mutants and Mystic£96.
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somewhat loser approach to theory, in that | hiodd it is first and foremost something through
which we carunderstandacts. To make a parallel, although for exampleiféshtheories do offer

an explanation for inequality, the subjugation @imen in patriarchal social power structures, it is
not this explanatory feature that makes feminisotles useful in research. What makes them
useful and important as theories, are the way iichvtiney allow us to actually understand these
patriarchal power structures, and the various wWagstructures are imposed. The same can be said
for the Superstory. While it may not explicitly éam anything, it does allow us to see and
understand how religion is constructed throughstimalizing of specific objects in certain forms of
contemporary popular culture. This is done by me¢athese objects to notions of divinity and
spirituality inherent in our culture. The first tvmaythemes describedivinization/demonization
andorientation,are both fairly ordinary elements in religious ng/tegarding superhuman powers
in general. Whether we look at the story of Abrateard the covenant, the tales of Zeus on top of
mount Olympus or the Aztec myth of Quezacoatl, ¢Hessic tropes are present; the divine is
located somewhere else than where we are. Theseemgs are not exclusive to any specific genre
but seems to be, if not universal, at least crod¢tsi@lly common. The following three mythemes,
alienation, radiationrandmutation on the other hand, are instead constitutivesti@ithe science
fiction genre in general. While they do carry sggendencies of romanticizing natural science and
scientific discourse (as already stated, they \@#n@spired by scientific discoveries within
astronomy, particle physics and molecular biolotygy do not make up for any specifically
spiritual narrative on their own. They are liketylde found within any work of the science fiction
genre, and are not exclusive to the Superstory.SuUperstory comes into being when mythemes
general to religious narratives are integrated withmythemes of the science fiction genre. Not
only do they need to coexist, as in there beiny bdar away deity as well as aliens in the story,
but be integrated and relate to one another. Wehgebuperstory when tlegientationis directed
towardsalienation and whemadiation andmutationis divinized This is what sets this particular

narrative apart from others either more traditiangths, or regular science fiction novels.

When taken in its entirety, the Superstory is utiety about the sacralisation of science.
Through it, we can see how divine properties aogepted upon the discoveries of modern science
in a reconfiguration of sacred objects. When spaimenic energy and the DNA-molecule becomes
the objects of human religious endeavours, this dsults in scientific theories taking on thestat
of religious creeds, and technological gadgetsimes the means of religious practice. Theories of
guantum mechanics are reinterpreted to underskengrocess of spiritual transformation, such as

in the above case of Dr. Manhattan. Likewise, sgages are imbued with spiritual significance in
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that they becomes the way of reaching the divinieattaterrestrial beings of outer space. In the
next part of the essay, | will stake out the theoatbasis of how such reconfigurations of sacred
objects takes place, and its relation to popul#ucel | will also provide further examples of

sacralized views of science, as well as that afadiaed nature, the dominant theme of Final
Fantasy VII.
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4 Previous Research

The aim of this part of the thesis is to providease for understanding the religious thematics of
Final Fantasy VII, and their relation to contempgnaotions of religion. This will be done by first
discussing how religion can be understood oriematbwards sacred objects, and its relation to
popular culture. Then follows a discussion regaydire role of popular culture in spreading
esoteric ideas in the contemporary society, waysaking at esotericism, and two examples of
how spiritual reconfiguration can be expressedsélsections relate to the esoteric content of Final
Fantasy VII. The last two sections discusses tingysbf religions in video games in general, and of

Final Fantasy-games in particular.

4.1 Religion and Popular Culture

Trying to delineate religion and popular cultureitwo neat, separate categories is everything
but a clear cut task. Actually, finding a definitithat differentiates the two in any way at all
imposes something of a problem. For example, AsgeBranholm suggests thegligion should
be viewed as a “lived, everyday experien®’ynch holds thapopular cultureis “the shared
environments, practices and resources of everyfidy’t and Partridge claims thatlturein
general consists of the “lived experience: thesteptactices and meanings of all people as they
conduct their lives? Making a clear distinction between culture anéhieh thus seems quite
problematic; indeed, Fitzgerald has argued thaigfioa” holds no value whatsoever as an
analytical concept, ought to be be abandoned asi@mmomous field of research, and should instead
be treated as a subcategory of cultural studigédmittedly, there are some merits to this argument.
Looking at it from a broad perspective, human bgiaig creatures of culture, whose activities are
the products of and results in culture. Ultimatéhg study of religion is concerned entirely with
human activities, and is thus one of cultural asti'However, this does not, | believe, mean that w
should abandon the use of “religion” as an anajttoncept. While | do not intend to go into an in-

depth discussion regarding the value of religioarmanalytical category for conceiving the

52 Egil Asprem & Kennet Granholm, "IntroductiorContemporary Esotericisned. Egil Asprem & Kennet Granholm
(Equinox Pub., Sheffield, 2013), 10.

53 Gordon Lynchinderstanding Theology and Popular Cultuglackwell Pub., Malden, 2005), 15.

54 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol, 187.

55 FitzgeraldThe Ideology of Religious Studi€®xford University Press, New York, 2000), 23501 precisely,
Fitzgerald argues that “religious studies” indicatieat a distinction can be made between that wkitteligious”,
and that which is “secular”. Since this distinctisrempirically impossible to point out, he suggdsat “religious
studies” should be divided between law studieducal studies and ethnography.
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negotiations with supernatural power and entitiesxistential and meaning-making ways, | still
hold that “religion”, in being a Western conceptsufficient when describing Western conceptions
of spirituality. It is admittedly an ambiguous teramd might or might not be universally applicable,
but rather than pointing towards being unfit astzoarly concept, this simply highlights the fact
that we as scholars cannot strive towards anytimoage tharworking definitiongegarding our

object of study, and must steer away from tryingdme up with definitions too exhaustive. Thus, |
make no claims that my way of perceiving religisreither exhaustive nor universal. At best, it
might be general enough to account for the rolgigal play in the popular cultural milieus of the

contemporary Western world in a satisfiable way.

Of all the possible ideas of what religiorréslly about, let me start with those that | believe will
notresult in a fruitful definition for the purpose thiis study. First of all, | do not assume that the
basis of all religion lies ibelief The assumption that religion is predominantlyatter of belief
might be one of the most common fallacies made vdigcussing the concept. That religiosity lies
primarily in beliefs is usually attributed to theopestant notion o$ola fide,and many scholars
argue that it might be not be applicable to otleégions than protestant Christendom. In most parts
of the world, being religious is primarily aboutrfzking in rituals and attending festivals. For man
people self-identifying as religious, this is mofea communal identity, the feeling of being a part
of a larger collective, and questions regardingditeeal truth of myths and theologically based
ontologies are of second importarié&econd, relating to the previous point, religiah mot be
treated as an autisticyner experiencéWhile for example William James and Mircea Elidudtd
that religion did originally spring from the deptbkthe human psyche, and that the basis of
religion is the inner experience of God and thespeeal encounter with the Sacred, | will treat
religion as something wholly constructed “througiy@gement with particular cultural practices
and resources™.As far as | am concerned religion is found in amate up out of specific cultural
environments. Thirdly, while religion is in no waxyclusively interior, neither is it an exclusively
exterior,communal functionThis view is generally held by Sociologists ofligien, Emile
Durkheim comes to mind, and tends to treat religismothing but the glue that holds society
together in the worship of communal objects. Wthis is undeniablya function of religion, it
might not bethe entirereason for the existence religion as a whole. Whkimg an overly

functionalist stance, one risk missing the deapese and complex meanings religion can carry for

56 As do most scholars of religion agree that riagahes first, and belief second. See for instara®eR Segal, "Myth
and Ritual”,The Routledge Companion to the Study of Reljdlord., ed. John Hinnells (Routledge, London,
2010).

57 Gordon Lynch, "What is this 'Religion’ in the &puof Religion and Popular CultureBetween Sacred and Profane:
Researching Religion and Popular Cultpesl. Gordon Lynch (I B Tauris & Co Ltd, London, @0, 137.
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individuals. That religion has an inner dimensaswellas an outer dimension can hardly be
argued against, in the light of countless of mygstiat due to their mystical, inner (but still iy
conditioned) experiences have went on to challgrogeilarly held religious views of their time.
Lastly, | do not hold that religion by necessityaiseriousconviction. It seems to be a general
notion that a person needs to declare a certe@h ¢¢ world rejecting piousness in order to be
considered as “genuinely” religious, and that thly Imust be engaged in ways fundamentally
different from that of the profane. Nothing illueties this better than the case of a spiritual seeke
from the New Age milieu, that went to a Buddhistrrastery in order to become a monk. In the end,
however, she decided to leave the monastery “becshes perceived that the monks were not
‘authentic’ at times; they were watching the Stek Beries on television too oftetf.While there is
no denying that people sometimes take their religixtremely seriously, | hold that this is in no
way always the case, and might not even be the.darfact, Rodriguez suggests that it is
playfulness that lies at the origin of religiondaadthough this might be to grossly oversimplify
things a bit, it still serves as a reminder thatnmestn't always take religion too seriotfs .
Historically speaking, the European society seentgte been characterized by a fairly lax
approach to religious issues, with just the occadioutburst of piety. Priests in medieval Italy
complained that people rarely visited church, aheémthey did, they came late and left eély.
Churchgoers in sixteenth-century Britain were kndwact out rightly disrespectful while they
during sermon “jostled for pews, nudged their nbmlrs, hawked and spat, knitted, made coarse
remarks, told jokes, fell asleep, and even legafis”, as well as using their churches for entirely
different purposes than praying; several bishopatahds were made to “cease using them
primarily for indoor marketplaces and for storagermps and sheltering livestock: While such
recollections definitely point towards that the pkeoof the middle ages and early modern period
did not take religion very seriously at all, | wduiot, however, say that this suggests that these
people lived in irreligious societies. The Churth Bad a given place in society, festivities were
based on the liturgical year, and people adheradgenuinely Christian world view. They simply
didn't take this world view too seriously, usudigving more pressing concerns than the state of
their immortal soul. Rather than suggesting thaippewere irreligious, this tendency of taking
religion less than seriously might actually pomwards the integrated given role that religion had
in the everyday life of people; it was somethingegi and ordinary, something not worth creating

too much fuss about, not something Other, noumemdilessentially detached from the profane. It

58 Adam Possamagociology of Religion for Generations X andBfjuinox, London, 2009},04.

59 Hector Rodriguez, "The Playful and the SeriousAfroximation to Huzinga's Homo Luden&ame Studies
(6:1), 2006.

60 Rodney Stark, "Secularisation, R.I.Bpciology of Religio60:3), 1999, 255.

61 Stark, "Secularisation R.I.P”, 258.
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was truly a “ lived, everyday experience”.

The point | wish to make here is that in orderdorideo game to have significance for a scholar
of religion, one must not assume that a player roels¢ve literally in what is stated in the game.
Neither must the game trigger some deep, mystiqgargence when played, and it doesn't have to
be played within a religious social context, suslaahurch. Also, the player does not need to hold
the game in sincere reverence, but can treat jusdiwhat it is, a game. What do make games
significant in religious studies are their rolecasveyors of culturally conditioned world views.
While there is no denying that religion is culturrépld that it is a certain form of culture; a tzn
set of culturally reproduced ideas and practicesuiljh which individuals orders reality and create
meaning in their life by relating them to “the sadtt. “The sacred” acts as an object upon which
meanings and motivations of groups and individaa¢sprojected, and “binds people into particular
kinds of identities, communities and way of livitf§.My understanding of “the sacred” is based on

the definition proposed by Gordon Lynch.

The sacred is an object [as in the psycho-analydigact-relation] defined by a particular
quality of human thought, feeling and behaviowwlrich it is regarded as a grounding of ultimate
source of power, identity, meaning and truth. Tuality of human attention to the sacred is
constructed and mediated through particular seelations, and cultural practices and resources.

Religions are social and cultural systems whichoaiented towards sacred objetts.

Looking back at the Superstory, we can see howdbeed is directed to science through the
mythemes o#lienation, radiatiorandmutation.The scientific discoveries becomes the objects that
people ground their notions of sacredness inngtlem represent spiritual truths and ultimate

insight in the nature of reality.

Since “the sacred” is a term that does carry ghigantellectual baggage, some further remarks
needs to be made. The term is probably most ofisocsated with Mircea Eliade, who conceived
the sacred to be a “basic element of the humanitont®* the way through which humanity stands
in contact with a transcendent, sacred realitys Dlaisic element is, according to Eliade, universal
that every human being carries the potential foogaizing sacredness, as well as ahistorical, in
that the differences between religions separayathie and space is only due to culturally
conditioned expressions of this transcendent, daewaity. “The sacred” is also qualitatively
separated from the profane; encountering the saseskociated with deep feelings of awe, and can

not be carried out in the same way as one woulthdiedane, ordinary chores. By now, the

62 Lynch, "What is this Religion?"138.
63 Lynch, "What is this Religion?"138.
64 Lynch, "What is this Religion?"134.
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problems associated with Eliade and the so-calledenerisdiscourse of religionism have been
thoroughly scrutiniseff. However, the benefit of the revised definitioneséfd by Lynch is that it
allows talking about the sacred without necessangking the essentialist fallacy. First of all, it
fully recognizes the cultural nature of “the satraxd religions; they are phenomena that emerge in
specific cultural contexts, are identified in thayactors relate to these contexts, and are inayo w
ahistorical orsui generisThe nature of what is conceived to be sacrededisas its reception is
bound to differ between cultures; indeed it doesvén necessarily have to exist sacred objects at
all in any given culture. In the contemporary Waesteulture however, there definitely exist such
objects that acts as the ground for power, identiéaning and truth, making it a useful conceptual
framework. Second, the dichotomy between “sacred’“@rofane” is erased. Just because an
object acts as the ground for power, identity meguaind truth, no demand is made that it should
also at all times inspire feelings of awe thatguaelitatively different from those of everyday

objects.

Differentiating “culture” from “popular culture” inot necessarily any easier than trying to
delineate it from “religion”. This is because, pite of being the dominant form of reproducing
ideas through culture in contemporary societyag An Otherness about it, in that it is most often
defined in contrast to other forms of culture; nhamgainst high culture or folk cultufé.While
“high culture” is seen as the product of the trrtesc genius, something intellectually and
culturally demanding that breeds refinement anddgaste, popular culture has tended to be

depicted as light, easy “pre-digested’ forms ¢égainment that offered easy pleasures to its
audiences without requiring much intellectual calgtical effort on their part® Obviously, this

take views “high culture” as the domain of an ededacultural elite, while “popular culture”
appeals only to the unenlightened, backward vugawds. “Folk culture”, on the other hand, is the
romanticized notion of a “genuine”, archaic cultoféthe people”, somehow pure and
uncontaminated, creative and organically developestark contrast to popular or mass culture
which is seen as mass produced, passive and img&sdkl art grew from below. It was a
spontaneous, autochtonous expression of the pedfaped by themselves|...] Mass Culture is
imposed from above. It is fabricated by techniciamed by businessmen; its audiences are passive
consumers, their participation limited to the cledietween buying and not buyintj¥Whether

contrasted against high or folk culture, there #imobvious bias against popular culture in these

65 See for example, Russell McCutcheldianufacturing Religion: The Discourse of Sui Ges&eligion and the
Politics of Nostalgia(Oxford University Press, New York, 1997), and §érald,Ideology of Religion2000.

66 Lynch,Theology and Pop-culturg,

67 Lynch,Theology and Pop-culturd,

68 Lynch,Theology and Pop-cultur®, quoting Dwight McDonald.
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views. It is seen as somewhat of an aggressor,teorgehat corrupts and degenerates the minds of
people, and has more or less entirely done awdyth true, more beautiful forms of culture.

While several points could be made in objectiothed, the purpose of the current study is not to
demand a re-evaluation of popular culture. Theesflat's settle with stating that popular culture,
even to the people that despises it, makes updaimenent cultural landscape of the contemporary
West.

In defining popular culture | turn, once againLymch. He defines it as the “shared
environment, practices and resources of everydaydr ordinary people within a particular
society.” Of course, this statement carries with it a sesfasormative assumptions, something
Lynch readily admits. What counts aslinary people, for example? What are their everyday
practices? While a teenage punk girl, an adolesoaie hip hoper, and a middle-aged, middle class
accountant are all likely to consume works popaidture, it is not likely to be exactly the same
works. It might therefore be better to think inntarof popular cultws,thus keeping the
heterogeneous nature of popular culture in mingoifst that Lynch is overlooking is that
everyday practices hardly can count as populaujlother than in such broad sense that the term
is rendered meaningless. Doing the dishes aftgresighould obviously not qualify as a work of
popular culture, even though it is a cultural atgidone by ordinary people. When speaking of
popular culture in a more specific sense, | woalg that we usually refer to a body of creatively
produced works of culture, that is widely distribdithrough the different forms of mass media.
These works together makes up several overlapmpglar cultures in the sense that they are the
cultural artefacts that provides a common refea¢ftame work for a large, geographically
dispersed mass of people that otherwise would hemelittle to do with each other.

4.2 Occulture and Re-Enchantment

As noted in the Introduction, both active involverhm church activities as well as stated belief
in God are in decline in the contemporary Westeorldy supposedly resulting in a process of
secularisation. At the same time, however, thesetlegn a surge of religious thematics and
symbolism in popular culture. Not only are suchtiikes as magic, spirits, gods and religious
symbols common elements in a wide variety of popucal works, but several of the works
utilizing these thematics have become some of &t popular, best received and most influential
in their respective genres. That the same peopteatie seemingly indifferent if not out-rightly

rejective of traditional religiosity chooses to raar less indulge themselves in works of culture

69 Lynch,Theology and Pop-culturd4.
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steeped in this kind of symbolism might seem géaradoxical, especially when assuming that the
popularity of a work of culture is due to its atyilto resonate with a large number of people. Why,
one might ask, would modern, secularised Westeineest so much of their time in fictitious
stories that so closely resemble the same religioyihs they have so recently rejected? Partridge
notes that aside from surveys pointing towards@patory rates in Christian churches,
secularisation theorists tends to interpret thragax as a result of the advanced stages of
secularisation. According to this line of reasdms idue to the boundaries between religion and

secular culture being blurred, leading to a trization of “serious belief™

“As long as thesenassphenomena represent a playful and non-seriousauation with the
supernatural element[...] they then representssailple cleansing or purging of the old fears and
myths still present in our society. The more wenelate these old fears and myths, the more we

develop a naturalistic rationalism, a scientifiewiof the universe’

The logic of this reasoning is ultimately basedmufite conception of religion as something that
is grounded in belief, and a profound, earnestaaagr to this belief. | reiterate my critique ofghi
idea, and while “belief” as well as “seriousness aaturally modes of religious practice, they do
not constitute the entire spectrum of possiblgalis expressions. Further, inherent in the
argument lies the assumption that when the rotel@jious institutions diminishes, the ability of
these institutions to reproduce their religious lh@rew will also diminish and eventually fade
away, replaced in their entirety by the rationalishechanical world view of modern science. Such
a world can be described as “disenchanted”, a teigmally coined by Max Webét.In a
rationalized world dictated by science, he couklse room for magic and religion to exists. Only
when enjoying an unchallenged hegemonic placedregocan religious word views prosper; if
challenged, they will become relativised and sultedisintegration. “Diffuse religion cannot
sustain a distinctive way of life*While | do fully acknowledge that the Christiaructhes of the
West have lost the interpretative prerogative irege held, | cannot hep but notice a major flaw in
the reasoning of said secularisation theoristg; eem to have forgotten that culturally reproduced
plausibility structures is transmitted by other me¢han just through majority churches. There are,
in fact, other forms of cultural contexts throughigh world views is reproduced other than that of
churches and that of a “scientific community”. tatking of course, once again, of popular culture.

Since popular culture might arguably the most constitutive factor in cultural conditioniffgyhen

70 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 36.

71 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 122, quoting Marcello Truzzi.

72 Fox, "Secularization”, 308.

73 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 35, quoting Steve Bruce.

74 As argued by Beaudoin, the entire Generationficabe understood apart from popular culture.riglge, Re-
enchantment vol. 1,20.
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relying exclusively upon quantifiable data regagdactions and motivations of individuals, the
proponents of the secularisation thesis commitgthnadological fallacy common for sociologists
of the behaviouristic persuasion, in that they eefglhe cultural context that these actions and

motivations are performed within.

Turning back to the question of why people of todagm to be so attracted to religiously
themed works of culture, my answer would be thatwrestern world isot, in fact, secularised, but
on the contrary in a state of re-enchantment. “Rehantment”, being an inversion of the Weberian
term “disenchantment”, refers not so much to tineléecy of interpreting one's life and the world in
spiritual, religious and transcendent terms, rathan in purely mechanical, disenchanted ones, but
perhaps more accurately to the scholarly acknoveletnt that such interpretations are actually
quite common in the contemporary West. Religiotlsgmed popular culture is of utmost
importance in the understanding of this re-enchantnThe themes that are dealt with in films,
lyrics, novels and video games, as well as the s{srdnd metaphors provided, are becoming the
basis for the way people relate to the world, & tplace within it, in that they are “shaping
people's identities and understanding of the widmtd.””® The fictional stories made available
through mass media thus “provides narratives atloartacters' lives that can be used as a resource
for reflecting upon one's own experience and aspira’.”*What might be interesting to note about
these cultural expressions, is that they seldonofandat might seen as traditionally Christian
nature. Rather than being geared towards for exaneplemption through belief in Jesus Christ,
these works are much more likely to make positegictions of such elements that have
traditionally been seen as heretic and devianhbymainstream church. To name but a few, we find
themes of witchcraft, nature worship, paganismheiay, astrology, eastern spirituality and the
occult/” When references to traditional Christianity aredmat is often just to demonstrate its
impotence in the face of the occ(fliThat traditional Christianity is portrayed as weakl feeble in
a time when people are losing interest in the Ohuanght of course be expected, but the interesting
question is what this fascination with the occalt ¢ell us about the way people of today relate to
religious questions. In line with Partridge, | wilfer to this revaluing of deviant religious
symbolism within popular culture as “occulture”. @tture can be seen as one of the main ways re-
enchantment takes place. Its significance may b&iated in two ways; what is it that is
reproduced, and why is it being allowed to be rdpoed. Thus, we can look at the content of

75 Lynch,Theology and Pop-culturés.

76 Lynch,Theology and Pop-culturés.

77 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 0.

78 Nowdays, for example, vampires in fiction havepnablem visiting a church, and will laugh at amgss or holy
water thrown at them. Partridéke-enchantment vol. 127.
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occultural works, and see what narratives, syméitsmetaphors are provided. How is meaning
regarding, say, the cross or the pentagram conesttuwhere are gods found and what are their
attributes are all potential questions to be asWémay also, however, ask us why these occultural
themes have become so popular. Popular cultues fsdm a one-way form of communication, and
rather than being solely a producer of culture,dbcultural body is at the same time an expression
of the beliefs, desires and anxieties of a givdtucal milieu./® So aside from asking what themes
are reproduced through culture, we should alsajasktions regarding the identity of said beliefs,
desires and anxieties that resonate so well wétotcultural ideas. This essay tries to give answer

to both set of questions in relation to Final Fapntell.

Some final comments regarding occulture need tméae. First of all, although occulture might
be said to reproduce certain ideas and plausilsiityctures, this does not by necessity means that
every fan of occulture must adhere to these id€@asduction of meaning does not ensure
consumption.® The contents of any work of culture is always edland measured in relation to a
persons broader referential framework, and althqapular culture might be the dominant form of
culture for Westerners, and although occulture titghthe dominant form of popular cultural,
there are definitive other, sometimes opposingtexds through which to engage occulture.
Whether the ideas of a work of culture are fullyoeated, rejected or renegotiated largely depends
on the person encountering it, and his or hersi@lltonditioning.

Second, “occulture” is not synonymous with “religiol make no claim that the people that
enjoy for example fantasy novels or vampire mowaiesby default explicitly religious people, nor
that they hold certain beliefs or engage in centié@s. As religion is defined as “social and crddu
systems which are oriented towards sacred objemtsylture should rather be seen as means for
the orientation towards the sacred, not as thatiwisi oriented. Thus, occulture might inform
religious world views, and provide the basis fdigieus beliefs, but is in no way a religion in

itself.

4.3 Currents in Western Esotericism

As noted, occulture deals with themes such as hertft, nature worship, paganism, alchemy,
astrology, eastern spirituality and the occultygiplacing it firmly within the frames of Western
Esotericism. When setting out to study contempoeaitericism, Asprem & Granholm suggests

that there exists three main approaches one canttet of von Stuckard, that of Hanegraaff and

79 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 123.
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that of Partridgé' As the Partridge-approach has already been coabraek, this section will
consider the merits of the other two. First of ladiyever, | will briefly discuss the ideas of tham

often regarded as the founding father of the stfdifestern Esotericism; Antoine Faivre.

The by now classic, and often contested, definitibasotericism offered by Faivre Atcess to
Western Esotericismonsists of a typology of four fundamental, “ingic” components, as well as
two relative ones of secondary importaffCEhese components, being ideazofrespondences,
the concept oliving nature the importance afmagination and meditatigriheexperience of
transmutation, praxis of concordanaadtransmissiontogether amounts to what Faivre regards as
a “form of thought™? This form of thought underlies all the movemenmtd practices that are
regarded as the referential corpus that we as ach@fers to as “Western Esotericism”. Alchemy,
astrology, theosophiaturphilosophieand certain forms of freemasonry are all part o torpus
Since the many problems of Access to Western Hestier have by now been thoroughly
scrutinized, | do not intend to criticize Faivrd y@other time. Instead, | will mention just one of
these criticisms, since it highlights one of theuiss in conducting a study such as this. All other
criticisms aside, the perhaps most problematiccasgehe way Faivre conceptualises esotericism,
is his understanding of it as a “form of thougfthis implies that esotericism is ultimately a matte
of inner conviction, that it is a way of relatingd certain set of truth claims \balief While there
might be some merit to this view of esotericisnghsas when studying the doctrines and practices
of certain esoteric orders, it might not be agfiftwhen trying to grasp esoteric currents within
popular culture. If thinking and believing is witanstitutes ideas as esoteric, this would
presuppose that it is first and foremost the inténhe author, and secondly the reception of the
reader (or, in this particular case, player) tretides whether a work of fiction is of esotericunat
or not. The work can be deemed esoteric only ifldor has an explicit agenda of promoting
esoteric ideas, or if the reader interpret the nadte a distinctly esoteric way. This, howevey, i
not the way in which occulture works. As alreadyeal the actual beliefs of consumers of religious
popular culture are, maybe not irrelevant, bueast of secondary importance. What | am
concerned with is the broad cultural reservoirdaias that form the basis fr beliefs. Thus, sinte th
study treats religion as a “lived, everyday expareg, esotericism will be dealt with as something

which iscommunicatedhrough discourse, not necessarily intended oi¢ted in” &

von Stuckard's treatment of esotericism is entidedgursive. Actually, for him there exists no

81 Asprem & Granholm, "Introduction”, 23.
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object of study called “Western Esotericism”, batyothe “esoteric” as an “analytical framework
that helps to identify genealogies of identitiegipluralistic competition of knowledgé” The

esoteric is here understood as a product of thedemetween the truth claims made by on one
hand proponents of Christian orthodoxy legitimibgydunwavering faith, and on the other hand
proponents of rationalized, material science leg#ed by observational evidence. The esoteric
thus becomes the middle ground occupied betweee tine extremes, and legitimises knowledge
through referring t@nosis an inner experience of truth that is not striethgpirically verifiable, but
can still challenge doctrinal notions. As is theeavith Faivre, although the discursive approach of
von Stuckard holds some merit, it is not suiteddioalysing esotericism in popular culture. This is
because von Stuckard, quite naturally, presuppbseés direct knowledge of the nature of the
divine is not communicable. The experience of tied is always personal and non-empirical, and
can therefore not be directly transferred to offemrple by simply showing it to them, as would be
the case with any material phenomena. This iscatgvhen dealing with the world we all live our
lives in, but does not seamlessly transfer to itté¢ibus worlds of the fantasy-genre. This genre
usually present us with universes of quite difféi@mological conditions than our own. These are
stories where gods and demons are literally vealy eed takes on roles as active agents. There is
no need to legitimize knowledge gsosticby nature in fantasy fiction, since anyone intexésn

the motives of a divine being can just ask it fexéce, preferably in front of an audience in case
anyone would be in doubt. There is nothing hiddennspeakable about the sacred in these genres.
This does not mean that such stories can not coes@atgric ideas, in the sense of ideas and beliefs
regarding the nature of divinity and the world theg influenced by historical, esoteric movements.
The idea of alchemical transmutation, for exampiayld be just as esoteric when depicted as
literally real in a fantasy film, as it is whenstdescribed in a book concerning renaissance
philosophy. That transmutation in the former casead longer inaccessible and tentative does not
deprive it of its esoteric nature, but places thwm an ontological framework in which this nature
becomes a literal reality.

As for Hanegraaff, while his method of seeing escitan as part of a epistemological discourse
is fairly close to von Stuckard's, his basic untéerding of it is historiographic. Rather than mgrel
seeing discursive, epistemological struggles, baes that esotericism consists of a historical
current stemming from the exclusivistic tendenewhin monotheistic religious systems.

Monotheism, according to Hannegraaff, construesl@stity through the Othering of “the pagdh”.

85 Kocku von Stuckard,ocations of Knowlegdge in Early Modern Europe 6tésc Discourse and Western
Identities,(Brill, Leiden, Boston, 2010%4.

86 Wouter J. Hannegraaff, "Forbidden Knowledge: Afdbteric Polemics and Academic Researaes(5:2), 2005,
232.
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Since there is only one True God, every alternatigious world view must necessary be false.
While this might seem fairly uncontroversial to pose, what today is known as esotericism arose
when, in this process of Othering, protestant thgiahs homogenized all beliefs and traditions not
deemed to correspond with Christian orthodoxy, lungphem together under the category of
“paganism”. If there is only on Truth, there carydoe one False it was argued, and there was thus
no reason to differentiate between the worshipabfire, rituals of clairvoyance, or communicating
with spirits; all were deemed to be false, anddfae pagan. The coming of the Enlightenment and
the scientific revolution can be seen as simplgriouation of this process, which “defined its

own rational and scientific identity against thengaadversary, but no longer granted it the dignity
of an intellectual 'tradition™ In other words, while the polemical discourse shdt from one of
“heresy” to one of “irrationality”, the target remad the pagan Other. This process of Othering has
been fundamental for the construction of the Ciansas well as the European identities, and

Hanegraaff thus calls it the “Grand Polemical Ntiwed.%®

Next, | turn to what is perhaps the most crucigleas for my understanding of esotericism in
relation to Final Fantasy VII. This regards the Matiew that the monotheistic one has tried to
distance itself from through the Grand Polemicairitéave. One might intuitively suggest that what
opposes monotheism is polytheism. This is howeaaarding to Hanegraaff, not quite accurate.
Rather than polytheism, the opposite of monothesstesmotheisnithe religion of the immanent
God".# While the transcendent God is by definition afxamn the world, cosmotheistic deities are
found within it and are of it. As such, communiocatwith divine agents is done through nature;
praying to a lake, make on offering to a tree &tcsuch, cosmotheism represents an all throughout
enchanted view of the natural world. Monotheisntr@nother hand, holds that although the world
is a creation o6God, God is not of the creation, but separate.diViee is exclusively located in a
spiritual realm, and turning to the objects, crezdwor places of the material world in order to
communicate with God is utterly futile. Becauseto$, monotheism results in an altogether
disenchanted world view, bereft of all that is divior holy®® This implies that the rise of empirical
science during the Enlightenment was not so mugaetion against Christian religion, but rather
the next step in the processes of monotheiziny\ibgtern religious imagination. Rather than

actually questioning the existence of God and atspl reality, the Enlightenment simply resulted

87 Wouter J. Hanegraaffsotericism and the Academy: Rejected Knowledyéestern Culture(Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2012), 373.

88 Hanegraaff, "Forbidden Knowledge”, 230.

89 HanegraaffEsotericism and the Acaden®y 1

90 Monotheism taken to its logical extreme tha©Obviously, there has always been holy places dius ievested
with religious significance within all of the majoronotheistic religions. However, while generalbing accepted
as legitimate parts of doctrine, these practicesoacasionally being put into question precisetysfacralizing the
Creation, thus suspecting them of idolatry.
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in pushing God further and further away from thaured world which was increasingly conceived

of as mechanical and instrumental.

4.4 Eco-Enchantment and Sacred Science
After having accounted for how religious notionssartiety are reconfigured through popular
culture and oriented towards more esotericallyeficed understandings of the sacred, | will now
give two examples of how this reconfiguration takepression in contemporary culture. The first
is called “eco-enchantment”, and relates to thigicels world view in Final Fantasy VII. The

second | call “sacred science”, and relates tovibwdd view of the Superstory.

Closely related to the opposition between monotheiad cosmotheism are the tendencies to,
within certain forms of contemporary religious digcse, sacralize nature and the environment, so-
called “eco-enchantment”. While most Western peoplke®day probably would agree that concern
for environmental issues are important, it is netammon among the more spiritually inclined
environmentalists to place the responsibility ohkiad's exploitation of nature upon the
dominance of monotheism and Christianity in patécurhis is motivated with the privileged place
mankind is given in the judeo-christian myth ofatren as the pinnacle of creation, invested with
the right to rule the land and all the creaturethefworld. Historian and environmentalist Lynn
White puts monotheism in stark contrast to thematie, spiritual relation that “pagan” cultures is
supposed to have had with Mother Nature.

...Christianity, in absolute contrast to paganism Asia's religion... not only established a
dualism of man and nature, but also insisted thiatGod's will that man exploits nature for his
proper ends]...By destroying Pagan animism, Christianity madeoggble to exploit nature in a

mood of indifference of the feelings of naturaleahbs..? (original italics).

Within the discourse of eco-enchantment, transaagn@notheim is thus rejected in favour of a
sacralization of nature itself, which is seen asm@scious, spiritual entity that deserves to batée
with respect, love and care. Where monotheism vibe<reation as degenerate and qualitatively
separated from the divine, in which the only flickef spirituality are the souls of human beings,
eco-spirituality acknowledges that every livingraal and plant are spiritual beings originally
sprung from the Soul of the World. Reminiscent dlieast Asian concepts of the soul, the belief
state that we all ultimately strive to return te tWorld Soul and once again be part of the Solirce.

We can call this discourse “Gaiaism”. While the &hypothesis, stating that the entire earth might

91 Christopher Partridg@he Re-Enchantment of the West: Volume 2 Altem&piritualities, Sacralization, Popular
Culture, and Occulturg(T & T Clark International, London, 2004)juoting White 51.
92 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 20.
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be understood as one big superorganism, was dtigaacientific suggestion, it can likely be said
that it nowadays mostly is associated with neo-pasga and the New Age. To quote Partridge, “It
is now difficult to move in the world of alternaéspirituality without tripping over references to
Gaia.®® Gaia is usually depicted as the Earth Mother (@ug=zen contrasted with God the Father of
Christianity). Eco-feminist Carolyn Merchant debes the Earth Mother as “nurturing, sensitive,
alive and responsive to human actidhbut now being in peril of being slaughtered by tvan
children; humanity. If humans are not careful, Gailg, in order to save herself, need to dispose of
them, “cleansing herself of human poisoniftgNatural disasters, such as earth quakes, tsunamis
and pandemics are in this discourse interpretédbaisre’'s way of striking back at humanity for
exploiting it. In order to survive, mankind musetbfore mend its ways and “relearn what their
ancestors knew so long ago[...] to walk in balamté¢he Earth Mother, use the earth's natural
resources in a sensitive and sensible manner, wtitietding chemicals to everything, and
pesticides, and all other things which destroypla@et's delicate web of life.”, as argued by Nativ
American teacher Sun BeaMaking said change, however, is not merely a questf changing

our worldly behaviour. In order fully make the tsition that enables us to live in harmony with
nature, a deep, inner change must take place watherny person; a “transformation from the
egoistical self to the larger ecospherical Seléittis “nothing short of a 'mystical’ union with the

totality of the cosmos?

The other example of reconfigured spiritualitiethiat of “sacred science”. Sacred science arises
as a product of two separate discourses; the g@ation of religion, and the sacralization of
science”? The first relates to the scholarly influence ovesal new strands of religions. Theosophy,
as well as witchcraft, paganism, Western shamaaistnpart of the New Age movement are all
construing their identities on historical reseahywell as drawing heavily upon academic theories
of religion?® As for the second, in the recount of the Supeyst@ have already seen how esoteric
concepts are clad in a scientific language. Nowisetieis more apparent than in UFO-cults. In such
movements, obviously heavily influenced by scieficton literature, science and religion is fused

93 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 8]1.

94 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. Quoting Merchant, 63.

95 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 85.

96 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. Quoting Sun Bear, 65.

97 Joseph Christian Greer, "Deep Ecology and thdysof Western EsotericismGontemporary Esotericisned. Egil
Asprem & Kennet Granholm (Equinox Pub., Sheffi@@d13),303

98 Following Hanegraaff reasoninglsotericism and the Acadenmyie might object to this delineation of two
separate discourses of science and religion. Heearthat the distinction between the two is notlatiger than a
polemical concept invented during the enlightmant that in reality, scientific and religious idéws/e always fed
of each other.

99 Kocku von Stuckard, "Discoursive Transfers amgdéhfigurations: Tracing the Religious and the Esotin
Secular Culture"Contemporary esotericisned. Egil Asprem & Kennet Granholm (Equinox P@&heffield, 2013),
233.
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in the belief that science can be augmented bytsglity, that “science’s ability to explain reglit
has been surpassed in UFO encounté?éhd on the other way around, the proof that tsitmis
from outer space are spiritually superior to humarike fact that they have managed to develop
their advanced technology; “their superior 'sciércperceived as more advanced than ours,
because, unlike contemporary earthly science,diease of the extraterrestrials incorporates a
recognition of spiritual 'truth':®* In the ontology of the Aetherius Society, the devbetween

matter and spirit is further broken down. While soeiety do practice both meditation and prayer,
they are of the belief that they, through a procddslepathy, can transfer and store their psychic
energy to “prayer batteries”, which can then beaséd into the world in times of crisis and
unresti® It is the mytheme afadiation, put into actual practice.

| would argue that these two quite different remiations of sacred objects are due to the cultural
shift that has occurred as the Western world hagrpssed from a society of modernity to one of
late modernity. This cultural shift affects thewgepeople have of religion, and is mirrored in the
popular culture of its time.If we were to simplifysome, the formative period of superhero of the
comic books can be said to have been located rglgitlveen the end of the 1930's to the end of
the 1970's The science fiction genre might be argued to @te-this time line with some four
decades, two of its most defining moments beingetease of H.G Wells novelar of the Worlds
in 18981% and the advent of the modern flying saucer in 1A% hile these time lines may of
course be debated, the point is that they bothcaerwith the pinnacle of both the age of
modernity as well as the global dominance of thetéfe world. This implies that the thoughts,
dreams and desires of that era are present asrdnad narrative tropes in the genres, such as the
merits of freedom and individualism and, perhapstmotably, an almost unshakable belief in the
bettering of mankind through rationality and scerndhat is also present, however, are the
anxieties and fears of the modern era. These iadlel nagging bad consciousness of colonial
sovereignty, the fear induced by World War 2 andsinimportant of all, the mind numbing terror of
possible nuclear annihilation during the cold weside from working as a backdrop for mystical
experiences, the novels and comic books from i@ also provided means to cope with these
anxieties. Both Superman and Captain America wexated to provide the United States with

saviour figures during the second World Waand the greater part of the Marvel-cast, such as

100 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 268.
101 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 279.
102 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol..2185.
103 Kripal,Mutants and Mystic4.

104 Kripal,Mutants and MysticH6.

105 Kripal,Mutants and Mysticsl08.

106 Kripal,Mutants and Mystic[3.
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Spiderman, the X-Men and the Incredible Hulk, reeditheir superpowers from being exposed to
radioactivity, linking them to the technology ofatear power and the atom bomb.

While these concerns were indeed very real to gople of the mid-twentieth century, they
might seem somewhat less relevant for the peopiedafy. While the Western world does indeed
still retain some of its global dominance econonhycéhe former colonies have regained their
autonomy, and are in some cases even challengiy/éistern hegemony. The world is no longer
polarized between two competing military super-pyand the threat of nuclear winter seems far
off. And, less dramatically but perhaps of morengigance in the long run, people are losing the
unquestioned faith in the idea that scientific pesg and human progress necessarily go hand in
hand. The conditions of the late-modern societiaus fairly different from those of the high-
modern one. The role of science and technology mreasingly been put into question, partly
because of the destructive effect these have hddeoenvironment, and partly because the moral
aspects of for example genetic engineering arermgmiif as more and more dubious. Likewise, the
collapse of the Soviet Union did not bring an erdemocracy and global stability, but instead
resulted in the unchallenged hegemony of Westemem#can capitalism and consumerism. Not
only is the world moving in a direction many peogle anxious about, but also does the possible
alternatives to this development seem further awwvag ever before. This is the period in which
Final Fantasy VII was created, and thus it reftextcerns regarding environmental exploitation, the

hegemony of capitalism and a lose of faith in sogen

To summarize the research that has been accouwntédd far, we have established that
esotericism is constructed as the homogenizatideléfs and practices deemed not to fit in with
the orthodox doctrine of the Christian church. Tdosly of deviant practices has been portrayed
either as heretic or irrational, and generally staghby mainstream society. Curiously enough,
however, during the twentieth century we have vaseel a shift, or even an inversion, of how these
practices are valued. While their Otherness tattoahl Christianity remains, the tables have
turned, and it is now Christianity that is popwrnkld to be irrational, impotent and even faldee T
ideological body that scholars refers to as esoseni is being increasingly employed as symbols
for meaning making and truth within contemporargisty. When the ideas of esotericism are
expressed in fictional, pop-cultural works, we ratethem as “occulture”. Occulture is considered
the main way in which esoteric ideas are giverbiligy, credibility and acceptance. Through
occulture, esotericism is also contributing tofibrenation of the popular, cultural referential
framework, and by doing so it challenges, if n@aees, the hegemonies of traditional Christianity

as well as that of rationalized scientism. My ajggioto esotericism thus takes into account both
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the perspective of both Hanegraaff and Partridgext N will turn to look at the available research
regarding video games and Final Fantasy.

4.5 The Study of Religion in Video Games

Even though the presence of religious motifs iresigames are slowly gaining recognition
amongst scholars, it is a field of study that ufatitly recently has gone neglected. This neglest h
been committed by scholars of religion as welluaologists. For example, while a few of the
articles published iGGame Studieghe oldest scientific journal concerned with ddgmes, does
indeed contain the word “religion”, it does not ocas a key word in any of these articles, since
none of them deals explicitly with religious issuekewise, thelournal of Religion and Popular
Culture, though admittedly being of relatively recent arihas not published any single article on
video games. This comes out as all the more odz sileo games can arguably be said to be the
most dominant form of pop-cultural media of today.for the field of Western Esotericism, there
are several scholars that acknowledge the impatahthe study of video games. Hanegraaff
suggests that video games are a valid source fdengporary esotericism, along with comics, films
and the Internef’ Partridge notes that, “replete with occultural drege”, video games offers an
especially interesting case in that they “putsdhsive powers sought by occultisiterally in the
hands of the playef® However, none of these authors have actually acteduany game-related

research themselves, and the field is still largelgxplored.

Regarding the research that actually has been tlomideidelberg Journal of Religionsn the
Internet offers one of the more ambitious contidms to the field, devoting an entire issue
exclusively to video game studies. Apart from thetmodological outline provided by Heidbrink et
al, discussed in part 2 of this essay, two notewoatticles are those of Lorentz and Wiemker &

Wysocki.

Lorentz discusses the role of video games in thegss of re-enchantment. She assesses that
since video games acts as spaces wherein playedeeawith and process information, these
players will proceed tolfring the input and outcome of their gaming expexéeinto their out of the
game life.*® When engaging with games with religious and madiemes, this would lead to
finding a “way in which to believe again in the salled impossible and therefore re-enchant their

rationalized world."™ Lorentz thus adds support to Partridge's theaatgbpular culture plays a

107 Wouter J. Hanegraafifestern Esotericism — A Guide for the PerplexBthomsbury, London, 2013), 181.

108 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 183.

109 Pascaline Lorentz, "Socialisation of Teena@daying the Sims. The Paradoxical Use of Video Gatodre-
enchant Life”,Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Intermet. 5, 2014, 289.
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part in re-enchanting the Western imagination.

Wiemker & Wysocki have studied how gods are represkin video games. They notice that
gods are seldom portrayed in the traditional Clamnissense in that they, while being powerful,
usually are not omnipoteft. They conclude with posing the question whetheosype to these
images of deities are likely to cause a shift iciesty's general image of God. While Wiemker &
Wysocki does make an interesting case, | can'tinatiphink that they are missing an important
piece of the puzzle they are out to solve. Theidygwould, in my opinion, be greatly informed by
taking the perspective of esotericism into congitien. First of all, they hold that there are three
ways in which religion can be used in a game. iitloa used merely as ambience, such as including
a church in the scenery of the game, without medaitis religious function to the game narrative; it
can be used as relevant to the plot of the ganed, a&s1in God of War, when Kratos sets out to
battle the entire pantheon of Greek mythology ke t&venge on the gods; lastly, the games can be
used as platforms with the aim of teaching, edagatr convincing players about beliefs, doctrines
and practices of certain religious grodffsThe last type of representation is seen as a érm
propaganda, and the authors claim that such garesaally commissioned by religious factions.
What | believe that Wiemker & Wysocki misses isttimethe end, all games, as well as all other
forms of culture, are working to educate and cocwithe player of a certain world view, whether it
is the intent of the producers of the game or Tilwht some games, mostly produced by Christian or
Islamic developers, are seen as actively propag&iintheir world view, rather tells us that the
views of these groups have become marginal enaudhatv attention to them. Instead of being the
dominant cultural mode they are seen as anomatietark contrast to the occultural themes that
Wiemker & Wysocki investigate3his adds to the understanding of occulture aggilominant in
contemporary culture. Secondly, the authors mestibat gods can be depicted negatively as well
as positively in video games. In God of War, thdgare portrayed as a petty, scheming bunch that
use mortal human beings as pawns for their owishkdliesires. IOkami(2006), on the contrary,
celestial beings are instead portrayed as alteuigtalers of the land, upholding a close connection
with nature. Wiemker & Wysocki tentatively asks wher these different representations of the
nature of gods are due to the cultural differeriaeen the American and Japanese game
developers?Although | fully agree that there are differenbesween American and Japanese
cultures, let's not forget that both people shiie a significant body of cultural frames of

references; that of global popular culture. Thaergmand pagan ideas that are transmitted via

111 Wiemker & Wysocki, "When people pray”, 217.
112 Wiemker & Wysocki, "When people pray”, 206-207.
113 Wiemker & Wysocki, "When people pray”, 215.
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occulture is, | believe, a candidate just as virdexplaining said differences than nationallydzhs
cultural variations. As noted, at the heart of esotsm lies the opposition between transcendent
monotheism and immanent cosmotheism. The esotlrasithat occulture is made up of represents
“a shift of the locus of sacred authority towarde hatural world and, in some cases, nature
religion.”** Okami and God of War each represent the respeetigie of this spectra; the gods of
Okami that heals nature and fight of evil spirgsontrasted to the selfish gods of God of Wat, tha
are unconcerned with the well being of mortal areed, and quite literally lives are apart from the
world of men upon mount Olympus. Taking perspestiokesotericism into consideration when
analysing the cultural content of video games walilcg greatly deepen the understanding of some
of the themes commonly present in such games ##s avith religious issues.

4.6 Final Fantasy

Although the research of video games is a growielg,fthere has been few studies dedicated
specifically to the Final Fantasy-series. Of thelss that actually has been made, none deals

explicitly with the religious thematics presentliwe games.

Regarding Final Fantasy VII, Smith has analysed tiee storyline of the game progresses
through the individual bits of dialogue. Much irethkeness of films, the narrative of Final Fantasy
VIl is goal-oriented in that it “defines a centaddjective for the protagonist to achieve, and ikesa
the protagonist's progress difficult by settingaugeries of obstacles to overcomi@ However,
because of the somewhat different structures ofwbemedia, these plot-related obstacles are
considerably more sparsely dispersed in video gdhagsthey are in conventional films. To
progress a story, a sense of urgency needs teehtedr a way of instilling a forward motion to keep
the viewer or player interested. In film, this pregsion is achieved mainly through dialogue. A
fairly large amount of background story is givenreg beginning of the film, and as the plot
develops, the dialogue works to continuously rentiredaudience of the hero's objective in order to
keep them interested. In Final Fantasy VII howethex,forward motion is achieved by fighting
battles and gaining experience points, which aegel i make the characters stronger. Since fighting
battles is the main mechanism of motivating theeldo further interact with the game, the
dialogue can take on a pretty different role thmflm. At the beginning of the game, the player is
told virtually nothing about what is happeningwdro the presented characters are. The information

that is given is just enough to understand théainitission, and to give the player the impression

114 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 130.
115 Greg M. Smith, "Computer Games Have Words Tiatouge Conventions in Final Fantasy VIGame Studies
(2:2), 2002.
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that there is a lot going on that he or she isamaire of. Information about the plot and the game
world is then slowly unravelled through the dialegluring the course of the game, successively
increasing our understanding of what is actualipgon. The role of much of the dialogue is thus
to provide background story, not push the chaievaints forward. To provide for this backstory, the
game uses several narrative strategies, the fatdmeong what Smith calls the “outsider's
ignorance™!® When entering a new area, such as a town, thaeutsust be educated about the
town, of who's in charge, and whatever has recdrahpened there. The townspeople gladly
volunteer this information if the player chose peak to them. Other strategies to convey
background information include the charactersrtglkach other things they should already know
about, such as Cloud when asks to be briefed oculient mission in the middle of executing it.

Regarding research made on the relation betweedhniiaé Fantasy-series in general and its
sociocultural context, | turn to the works of Hagait'’ and Voorhee& Both of these scholars are
writing in an apologetic fashion, wanting to makease for video games in the light of debates
regarding their supposed negative impact on cmldr®urigan argues that Final Fantasy VI, VI
and VIII all deals with the estrangement, rootlessnand feelings of vulnerability that troubles
youth in the modern society. He notes that the afitte Final Fantasy games usually consists of
troubled outcasts, rejects and misfits who bangstteer in order to save the world. The main
characters are often confused, restless and wedkiergeto being severed from their original family
and betrayed by society. Typically, the “charactatst overcome their personal demons and
character flaws to achieve their goat§"and this rehabilitation is conducted through thyep®rtive
function of the group. The player's party thus fesents a social group based on horizontal ties of
common interest in resisting the status quo, thatiges a unique sense of socially provided well-
being.”® Hourigan also stresses that a game must be uaddnsithin its cultural context, and that
the previous research done on games have failackimowledge this, as well as the heterogeneous

conventions of different genres of gamés.

Voorhees has analysed the way RPGs functions asgcopechanisms for dealing with the
ambiguities of the multi-cultural society. Since thattle-system of Final Fantasy makes the player

utilize characters with complementing strengthsaedknesses, he argues that the games can be
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understood as “toys that allow players to experimeth different responses to cultural
difference.®® He also maintains that the system of characteeldpment in the series over the
years has evolved from the utilization of characteith a set of predetermined abilities, towards
one that allows the player to customize and mavearthe development of the characters in any way

s/he wants, reflecting the ideals of a “liberal lamist ideology™?* something he is fairly critical of.

| have my reservations towards both of these stutieorhees, | believe, comes out as
somewhat overenthusiastic when he ascribes andgabbf relevance to an isolated area of
gameplay, without putting it in context with thenges he discusses in their entirety, or for that
matter providing any empirical evidence in supdrtis claims. The vague ground of his analysis
aside, | believe that he, to put it bluntly, is plgnwrong when he describes the evolution of the
character development system catering to a libenadanist ideology. In order to reach this
conclusion, he misinterpret elements of severalggamas well as deliberately ignore certain games
of the series that does not fit with his thesis.il#/bne might say that the characters of later game
are somewhat less specialised than those of edhigidevelopment has not occurred in a linear
fashion. Final Fantasy IX is for example far magedrin the way the characters of the game are
allowed to develop, and although Final Fantasyloi for the possibility to customize the
characters to ones own liking, this takes an inbtecamount of time, is extremely tedious and thus
something only the most hardcore gamers will atteifipe same can be said for Final Fantasy VI
and VII. The game that most easily lets the playstomize their characters is in fact Final Fantasy
VIII, something that is not at all acknowledged\toyhees. As for Hourigan, my main objection
regards his selection of games to analyse, orrr#teaeason for this selection. The reason for
looking specifically at Final Fantasy VI, VIl andlVis that they are set in worlds of so-called
“science fantasy”, i.e. worlds that mixes the mabetements of fantasy with the technological
elements of science fiction, as opposed to otheregeaof the series which are set in more traditional
“pure” Fantasy environments. As far is Hourigagasicerned, the fantasy-genre is meaningless if
not outright destructive due to its “non-cognitivedture (“cognitive” in this sense refers to
elements of a genre being perceived of as not isipleswithin the cosmological and
anthropological norms of the author's epdéhlReing non-cognitive, the fantasy-genre lacks the
necessary elements to allow its readers (or, sndase, players), to relate its contents to thdvese
and their lives in any way at all. In the end, gl@are is nothing but a “sub-literature of

mystification”. While science fantasy is viewedaadegraded form of proper science fiction, it still
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contains the “injection of cognition” which makegsible a “close and critical engagement with
social problems *# This line of reasoning is, in spite of employig term “cognitive”, based not
so much upon any empirical evidence from the fafldognitive psychology, but rather on a
normative positioning regarding the value of sup&rral myth and scientific progress respectively.
I, for one, can see rpriori reason for why tropes of the science fiction gesueh as travelling
past light speed in a space ship, meeting humali@ds or achieving super-human strength after
being exposed to radiation are more “cognitiveli@ysible than travelling through time by magic,
meeting humanoid elves and dwarves and achievipgrdwman strength through a magical
amulet, which are common tropes of the fantasy-@eanthy the engagement with social problems
is better explored through one particular formaoftastic fiction is never accounted for, other than
that the other form “descends into the bad&IThe error of Hourigan, | believe, lies not so mirch
devaluing one cultural genre over an other, bdtterain devaluing the mythic, the religious and the
occult, in favour of a romanticized rational sciemt. Elements of fantasy are just that, nothing but
a fantasy, irrational and thus meaningless fortauly modernized individual, whereas science
fiction, although practically impossible, are fagits fuelled by science and thus rational and
meaningful. It is, once again, the of the discowfsthe Grand Polemical Narrative, this time
applied to literary genres. This leads me to catelinis section with saying that in some ways |
actually agree with Hourigan, in that fantasy ib-iterature of mystification. There is, howeveo, n
“nothing but” about it; its role in mystificatioms occulture, is the whole of the thing, the tHimag
makes it so compelling. Final Fantasy VI, VII antli\are not cultural outlets that deals with social
problemsn spiteof containing mystifying elements. Rather, thesenants offer yet another
dimension through which to explore social and exisal anxieties. Disregarding the occultural
setting limits our understanding of the complexytaf Final Fantasy VII, as well as the way

people can relate to fictional works of popularterd.

4.7 Concluding Remarks
| wish to make some concluding remarks regardieg#search accounted for before going into
my analysis of Final Fantasy VII. Religion is urgteond as the way cultural orientation towards
sacred objects. In contemporary society, such dadygects are expressed in popular culture, as
well as being reinforced by these representatibhis. makes the study of such representations
relevant for the scholar of religion that studipsitiality in the contemporary society. A dominant

form of religious representations in the populdture of today is that of Western Esotericism.

125 Hourigan, "You need love!”, 71.
126 Hourigan, "You need love!”, 71.

45



When looking at the religious themes in Final Faptdll, | will into account two different
discourses of sacred orientation; that of eco-emohant, in which nature is sacralized, and that of

sacred science, in which science and technologgdsalized.

Regarding video games, as research have beenluatrtakes the perspective of Western
Esotericism into account, | intend to do just ti&te strong presence of esoteric themes in certain
video games makes Western Esotericism an impgoahbf understanding the way these themes
relate to ideas regarding religion in the conterapp¥Vestern society, and valuable insights might

be overlooked without this perspective.
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5 The Game

As the name implies, Final Fantasy VIl is the sé¢tveén a series of, at the time of writing,
fourteen main titles, in addition to various spifs@nd sequels. All the main titles are stand-@jon
in that they have nothing to do with each otherysteise, meaning that no knowledge of the
previous releases are necessary in order to enypyree of the games. The only way the different
games relate to each other are the various stytrsiilemarks of the series, such as the recurring
healing items Potion and Elixir, creatures sucthasChocobo and the Moggle, and the names of
weapons and magic spells such the Masamune andidgamespectively. The gameplay usually
revolves around exploring a world, visiting plad@sding items and talking to Non-Playable
Characters (NPCs) in order to figure out what tadxt. While the battle system tends to differ
from game to game, its emphasis is on strateggraiian intensively performative operation. In

describing the nature in the Final Fantasy gamesnlto Hourigan:

The general narrative formula in an RPG that dramthe representational genre of fantasy is
as follows: a group of PCs [Playable Characterb] aperate within a variably Manichean
opposition to a evil force or character that (usigdlans to destroy or enslave a world, must
undertake a journey and pass a series of trialsder to defeat that evil force or character. The
RPG novum is often politically and visually modeleaan idealized European medieval period
which is pre-industrial and feudal in its politicalations, in which magic is a powerful force, and
monsters roam the land]...] is typically opposeth®dehumanizing effects of technologized
capitalism, which explains Fantasy's preferencenéstalgically medieval settings|...] From their
beginnings, Japanese RPGs have also included imégest-feudal technologies, juxtaposing
them in their imaginary worlds in a way that bririgem into the hybrid sub-genre of science

fantasy**’

While being broadly representative of the seri@salF-antasy VIl differs from this description
in that it is not set in an “idealized European raedl period”. Admittedly some elements might
remind the player of typical, medieval-inspiredtésy stylistics, such as swords being the weapons

of choice, in general the game draws more conditiefeom the aesthetics of steam-pufk.

As already mentioned in section 4.5, the storyindAH-antasy VIl is exposed gradually during
the course of the game, and more often than nqil#yer will not be entirely informed of the
nature of several occurrences, places and chasaatét afterwards. In this summary presented

127 Hourigan, "You need love!”, 30.
128 A style characterized by a fusion between fsiurand 19th-century industrialism.
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below, | have tried to provide information regaglthe development of the actual story-line under
the headingsame Narrativel have intentionally tried to keep this sectiorfree of the

surrounding backstory as possible; this informatsoimstead accounted for undéame World.

Worth commenting on is the way certain names amdgere written all in capital letter, such as
AVALANCHE, or SOLDIER. This is likely due to theanslation of the game from Japanese to
English. Written Japanese utilizes at least thierdnt syllabaries interchangeably, namely
“hiragana”, “katakana” and “kanji”. While hiragamaused to form the indigenous Japanese words,
and kanji is an adaptation of Chinese symbols tseepresent whole words rather than sounds,
katakana is a separate set of characters thatlgioecresponds to the syllabary of hiragana, but i
used mainly for writing out loan words, transcrippiforeign words into Japanese, adding emphasis
to a word or for representing onomotapoeia (i.e.sbund that something makes). When translated
to the roman alphabet, katakana is usually tramsdrin capital letters. Thus, when a word is
written out in only capital letters, such as AVALAMIE, this would mean that the use of the word
is specific enough for the creators to use katakarthis case referring to a rebel group named
“AVALANCHE”", while the use of lower case lettersfees to the regular Japanese word for

“avalanche”.

Lastly, the story of Final Fantasy VIl is very ngad and complex. Due to the limited scope of
this essay, | cannot account for story-line ireiéirety, and must therefore leave out certain
sections, some of them being of utmost importaadally comprehend the story. The account
presented below will focus mainly on the esotedd pf the narrative of the game, and the way it

relates to contemporary notions of spirituality.

5.1 Game Narrative

The story of Final Fantasy VIl is centred aroungdang man named Cloud. At the beginning of
the game, Cloud is working as a mercenary for tdeeterrorist group AVALANCHE, hired to assist
in the bombing of a power plant in the city of MadgLittle is known about Cloud's background
besides the fact that he used to belong to SOLD#gaRelite military unit of the Shinra Corporation,
the very same company that runs the power plantABRCHE is about to bomb. While the first
mission is a success, the second goes wrong, andi ®ecomes separated from the group. Finding
himself lost in the slums of the city, he befrieddsis, a flower girl, who volunteers to help him
reunite with AVALANCHE. In passing, she tells Clotitht she is in possession of a piece of
materia that does absolutely nothing. The matenahite, and we are told little else about it for

now. Aeris is, however, no ordinary person; shi@eslast survivor of o people called “the Ancients”
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and soon gets kidnapped by the Shinra, who wighasé her in their evil schemes of finding and
exploiting “the Promised Land”. Together with Batr@nd Tifa, both members of AVALANCHE,
Cloud sets out to rescue Aeris. They succeed & Ithit in the midst of trying to escape, the Shinra
staff is attacked and killed by a mysterious mame@ Sephiroth, who states that he is not going to
let them get their hands on the Promised Land. &\thik leads Barrett to think that Sephiroth “is a
good guy, then”, Cloud assesses the situation tadre complex. “[Cloud]:A good guy? No way!!
It's not that simple!! | know him! Sephiroth's masis different!" The party then escapes Midgar,
and retreats to a nearby town, where the relatipristtween Cloud and Sephiroth is further

explained.

Cloud and Sephiroth were both enlisted in SOLDIBBing a military fighting unit during a
previous war, the main role of the organisationrpuClouds stay is said to mainly have been
putting down any resistance to the Shinra CorpamatiVhile Cloud was a rookie recruit, Sephiroth
was the experienced veteran, and conceived ofa@s hero. His strength is said to be “unreal. He
is far stronger in reality than any story you mighte heard about him.” One day, five years prior
to the beginning of the game, the two are sertieddwn of Nibelheim, the childhood home town
of Cloud, on a mission. When investigating a maidfioning reactor outside of town, they learn that
it is not simply for producing energy, but alsolage where Shinra is conducting secret, genetic
experiments on humans, turning them to monstemidCand Sephiroth retreats back to the town,
but Sephiroth begins to have a dawning realizatizat; he himself was created in the same way.
“[Sephiroth]: ...Was | created this way too? [.I'Je always felt since | was small... That | was
different from the others. Special, in some wayt.Buot like this...” After secluding himself ih¢
library of the town, Sephiroth finds evidence tthas is indeed the case. He is revealed to have bee
produced with cells from the dead body of the Anti#genova. “ The Jenova Project wanted to
produce people with the powers of the Ancients[.l.am the one that was produced”, he tells
Cloud. “ In my veins courses the blood of the Antse | am one of the rightful heirs to this plahet!
The realization that he is the result of a genstjgeriment to produce human weapons turns
Sephiroth mad, and he then goes on to torch Nibe|Hell the townspeople, and head for the
reactor where the body of Jenova is stored. Stoyajrief of the destruction of his his home town,
Cloud follows Sephiroth, and confronts him. Thea $lareen flashes white, and the recollection
ends. Apparently, Cloud has no memory of the outofrthe confrontation, or what happened

afterwards.

The objective of the heroes is thus set. Both tiiar& and Sephiroth must be stopped from
finding the Promised Land, and the party sets awt ohase to find Sephiroth. This chase takes
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them all across the world of Final Fantasy VII, amdthe way they are joined by the talking lion
Red XIllI, the ninja Yuffie, Caith Sith the talkirgat, Vincent, who is yet another example of the
genetic experiments of the Shinra Corporation, @iall the chain smoking pilot. Indeed, a set of

heroes as fine as any.

At first, we are given little reason of why Sephiranust be stopped, other than him being a bad
guy in general, and Cloud having a personal veadeith him. Several hours of game time passes
before we are given further insight into the evéster plan of Sephiroth. This is when, after having
followed him through three continents of the wotltg party finds themselves within the “Temple
of the Ancients”. The design of the temple dravesrfithe imagery of ancient Maya-aesthetics; both
in its pyramid form, and in the style of the munaighin it, depicting the end of the world. We see
pictures showing a civilisation cultivate the labdjld the temple and prosper, and then go under in
a sea of flames when hit by an object falling fribva sky, a meteor. With this as the background

Sephiroth reveals his intentions.
[Sephiroth]: I am becoming one with the Planet.
[Aeris]: How do you intend to become one with thariet?

[Sephiroth]: It's simple. Once the Planet is hiigathers Spirit Energy to heal the injury.The
amount of energy gathered depends on the sizeeahjiry. ...What would happen if there was an
injury that threatened the very life of the PlanBtithk how much energy would be gathered! Ha ha
ha. And at the center of that injury, will be mél.that boundless energy will be mine. By merging
with all the energy of the Planet, | will becomeeaw life forn, a new existence. Melding with the

Planet... | will cease to exist as | am now. Oolyeé reborn as a 'God' to rule over every soul.
[Aerith]: An injury powerful enough to destroy tianet? Injure... the Planet?

[Sephiroth]: Behold that mural. The Ultimate Destrve Magic... Meteor.

In short, Sephiroth's plan is to use magic to sumfieris]: The Ultimate Destructive Magic,
Meteor. It finds small drifting planets with its gia. And then collides with them.” By threatening
the life of the Planet, he will steal the Spiritégy of the earth in order to transform himselbiat

new God. An evil villain indeed.

Upon leaving the temple, Cloud suddenly has alol@an, loses control of himself and attacks
Aeris. The other party members stops him by knagkim unconscious. While unconscious, he
dreams of speaking to Aeris in a forest. She keftsnot to worry about what happened, and that
she from now on must go on alone. “[Aeris:] Thisefst leads to the City of the Ancients... and is

called the Sleeping Forest. [...]I'm going to pobie Only a survivor of the Cetra, like me, cam d
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it[...] It feels like I'm being led by somethingh@&n, I'll be going now. I'll come back when it's al
over.” When Cloud wakes up, he is told that Aeas disappeared. The party sets off after her, after
all, Sephiroth is still on the lose, and begingdeiag for the City of the Ancients, located on the
northernmost continent of the game world, covenegerpetual snow. When they arrive, they find
the ruins of a city. The style of the city is agoathe houses are made of giant sea shells, &d th
furniture and tools lying spread about looks toehbeen crafted from various fish bones. Cloud has
a feeling that everything is not right. “[Cloud:EAs is here. ...and so is Sephiroth.” They make
their way down to the sub-level of the city. Thérey find Aeris, kneeling in front of an altar,
surrounded by an underground lake. She seemsitodrayer, but when she notice Cloud's
approach, she looks up at him, and smiles. Atrttosent, Sephiroth drops down from the ceiling,
and in one of the most dramatic and unexpecteduynios in video game history, he drives his
sword through the back of Aeris, killing her on gpot. She slumps forward, and as she hits the
ground, her special piece of materia, the whiteemeathat does nothing, falls off her person,
bounces down the altar, and drops into the watehi$ moment of triumph, Sephiroth proclaims
“Do not worry. Soon the girl will become part oktPlanet's energy. All that is left is to go North.
The 'Promised Land' waits for me over the snowgéieThere, | will become a new being by
uniting with the planet. As will this girl.” Cloudn the other hand, is devastated. "...Shut up. The
cycle of nature and your stupid plan don't medmragt Aeris is gone. Aeris will no longer talk, no
longer laugh, cry......or get angry.... What aboytpain? My fingers are tingling. My mouth is dry.
My eyes are burning!” But Sephiroth is impervioaloud's sorrow. In fact, he won't even
acknowledge it. "Ha, ha, ha...... Stop acting a®if were sad. There's no need to act as though
you're angry either. Because Cloud, you are.pupget.” Sehiroth then leaves without us getting
told what is meant by this. The remaining partyceexs by carrying Aeris's lifeless body out in the
middle of the lake, which is to be her burial plaks the water envelops her, a faint gloria oftigh

surrounds her as she sinks to her final rest.

After all this has transpired, the heroes are @mere convinced that Sephiroth needs to be
stopped. They press on, journeying through snoalgdi over a vast glacier, and up a chilly, steep
mountain, finally arriving at the Northen Crategigantic crater formed when something “[Cloud]:
fell out of the sky and crashed down here..... i@ scar on the Planet.” At about the same time
as the heroes, the Shinra also arrive at the ciidtey have followed Sephiroth by airship, hoping
he would lead them to the Promised Land. When Céndlthe rest nears the centre of the Northen
Crater, they suddenly stumble into what looks kst Nibelheim, Cloud's home town that was

burnt down by Sephiroth. Everybody is confused pk€toud, who calmly says “This is an
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illusion Sephiroth made up. He's trying to confuselt'll be all right. As long as we know it's an
illusion, there's nothing to be afraid of.” Hereg are once again shown scenes from the Nibelheim-
flashback, with one big difference. Cloud are mothem, but has been replaced by another person.
When once again standing amidst the flames of tineithg town, Cloud call out to Sephiroth.
“[Cloud]: Sephiroth! | know you're listening! | kmowhat you want to say! That | wasn't in
Nibelheim five years ago. That's it, isn't it?"drflash of light, Sephiroth instantly appears.

[Sephiroth]: | see you finally understand.

[Cloud]: What you are trying to say is that you wanconfuse me, right? But...even making me
see those things won't affect me. | remember.ifTélé heat of the fire...the pain in my body... and

in my heart!

[Sephiroth]: Oh, is that so? You are just a pupp¥ébu have no heart...and cannot feel any
pain... How can there be any meaning in the membsych a being? What | have shown you is

reality. What you remember, that is the illusion.

Now, the true nature of Cloud is revealed. He wasenreally in Nibelheim, never really
anywhere before the events of five years ago, vitleewas "[Sephiroth]: ...constructed by Hojo,
piece by piece, right after Nibelheim was burnpupopet made up of vibrant Jenova cells, her
knowledge, and the power of the Mako.” All his meras are fake, constructed by the Jenova cells
within him merging with Tifa's memories of a chitid friend named Cloud. In the end, he turns
out to be nothing but a failed clone of Sephira#ated by Hojo. After this, chaos breaks lose, and
the heroes are forced to escape as the Lifestresines in and floods the place. The devastated
Cloud is left behind.

A few weeks later, the world is a different plaBephiroth has summoned Meteor, which hangs
in the sky as an ominous, ever growing red dotpkeare in a state of resigned terror. Cloud has
disappeared, and the party sets out to searchrnfordnowing he was swallowed by the Lifestream,
they search the places where the Lifestream is krtovgush out through cracks in the ocean floor.
When they finally find him, he is in a deliriousytsstic state unable to communicate. Tifa now
decides to stay as his nurse until he gets béttéirst, Cloud shows no signs of regaining sanity,
but it is not long until the Lifestream once aggushes up, creating an earthquake that swallows
the village they are staying in, and Cloud and Withn it. The Lifestream, being no ordinary river
but a materialization of consciousness and thessafuithe departed, apparently has some special
properties. After waking up, Tifa finds herself it the subconsciousness of Cloud. She meets
several different aspects of him, and together geethrough the suppressed memories of his

childhood. In the end, he is able to regain his wmnthat he was in fact never a member of
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SOLDIER but constructed that memory, but also ligatvas not created by Hojo, but a real person
that was experimented on. En the end, this allawdiffused personality to be reintegrated. Cloud
and Tifa then reunites with the party, and Clouaisinis story up with “ I'm...... Cloud. ...... the

master of my own illusionary world. But | can't raim trapped in an illusion any more...... I'm

going to live my life without pretending.”

Now, when all the friends are together again arau@has finally come to terms with himself,
there still remains some vital things to. Sephirethktill out there, holed up in the Northen Cave,
and Meteor is on its course of collision with eaftlot really knowing what to do from here, Cloud
turns to the old and wise Elder Bugenhagen forad\Bugenhagen instructs him to look into his
own heart for guidance. “There's always somethinipé deepest reaches of our hearts. Something
buried, or something forgotten. Remember it... Whet that is, must certainly be what you are all
looking for..” What Cloud finds when searching mger feelings, are thoughts of Aeris. Being the
last of the Cetra, she was the only one that cstad Sephiroth, and whatever she was trying to
achieve before dying must be the key to victoryfifid out what this was, they bring Bugenhagen
with them, and return to the City of the AncieM#hen they arrive, Bugenhagen speaks. Being
more spiritually attuned than the rest, he is gleieeive the knowledge of the Ancients that floats

around the place.

[Bugenhagen]: The planet's in a crisis... A cimyond human power or endless time. It says, wien t
time comes, we must search for 'Holy'. Holy... alianate White Magic. Magic that might stand agains

Meteor. Perhaps our last hope to save the Plaomt fteteor. If a soul seeking Holy reaches the glane

will appear. [..]Meteor, Weapon, everything will disappear. Perhagen ourselves. It is up to the planet to
decide. [...]What is best for the planet. Whatad ffor the planet. All that is bad will disapp€Hnat is all.

Ho Ho Hooo. | wonder which we humans are?

Holy is summoned with the white materia that Aeasried, and as the party watches the lake in
which it fell, they see that it emits a pale grgéow, indicating that Aeris has already prayed for
Holy, and that her wish has reached the PlanethBwtcome Holy isn't moving? Why hasn't it
already risen and erased all that is evil and deswe? The only explanation is that somethng, or
someone, is getting in its way. “[Cloud].......Him. He's the only one that could do it.
...Sephiroth.” And so, all that is left is to oregain face Sephiroth in the depths of the Northen
Crater, and this time defeat him. Although theeearthis point several hours of game time left,
there is not much more to say about the followingngs other than that this is exactly what occurs.
When the heroes encounter Sephiroth, he descetlals farm of a one-winged angel, but is

defeated in the end. After this, when the partytrflas the crater as it collapses in on them, Cloud
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slips into unconsciousness. We are once againgakside his mind, where Sephiroth appears for
the last time in the game. Cloud faces him alone,fmal time, and in defeating him frees himself
from Sephiroth's influence once and for all. Henthakes up, and together they all escape

unscathed. Now, Cloud says, “isn't the rest up¢oRlanet?”

The next scene is played out over Midgar. Mets@tiout to fall right on top of the city, and is
so close that its heat have begun to scourge tige Jaist before impact, however, Holy rushes in as
a great flood, a wall of protective, bright lightengulfs Midgar, shielding the city and triespiosh
Meteor away. Meteor is too strong though, and alewly starts to break through, Holy's glow
turns to a crimson red. When all seems lost, tpgcks of green, shining light is seen in the
horizon. The specks soon appears to be coming érary direction, and one after on converge to
larger, thicker lines of light. It is the Lifestmaahat pours out of the earth, filling the view hwit
green light. It pours over Midgar, fed from stramasanating from all over the Planet, covering it in
a brilliant, green light, and keeps Meteor at bayt & being dissolved. The Lifestream shines so
bright that the heroes who are watching are seshua away, covering their eyes. Then, the screen
goes black. The End.

Almost the end, that is. After the credit reel,@opanied by one of the classic Final Fantasy
theme songs, has faded, we are treated with ohsdase. The text “500 years later” appear on
screen. We see a valley. No humans are in sighiRedtXlIll (who is said to be of a species of
extreme longevity) is running across the valleilpfeed by two cubs. The trio jumps up a series of
stone platforms, and stops at the edge of clifiyddel the cliff, lies the remains of Midgar. It is
overgrown with lush green grass and trees, andeabans a flock of geese. All is still and peaceful
as the city has finally been retaken by nature.

5.2 Game World

The second part of this chapter will cover the gavodd of Final Fantasy VII. The game world
is the back drop on which the story unfolds, araljoles the basis for the player's immersion into
the game. Of the various contents that this warlthade up of, | will focus upd@ame Lorgsuch
as the nature of magidgroups & Actordmeaning characters, monsters and deities praséme i
game world) andlocations(such as towns, caves and mountains central testhteric narrative of

the game).
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52.1 Game Lore

Magic, Materia and Mako

Crucial to the understanding of the game worldhésthree concepts afagic, materia and
maka As in most works of the fantasy genre, magimisndéegrated element in the world of Final
Fantasy VII. The most obvious function of magislie its role in the battle system of the game.
During the course of the game, the player getssaciea wide array of spells that can either be
used offensively to damage enemies, supportivelydeease certain attributes such as the speed or
the defence of the game characters, or for healimgoses. What sets the magic of Final Fantasy
VIl apart from other fantasy games, however, isgpecific ontological ground that is given to
explain its presence. This way of integrating taeng mechanics with the story-line helps the

player's immersion into the game world, thus addinthe depth of the experience of the game.

The concept oMakois introduced in the very beginning of the gamieud is working as a
hired mercenary for the environmental terrorisiaoigation AVALANCHE. Their mission is to
bomb a “Mako reactor”. AVALANCHE's leader, Barrptpvides some background information.
“[Barret]: The planet's full of Mako energy. Peoplere use it every day. It's the life blood of the
planet. But Shinra keeps suckin' the blood out wdse machines." We are given to understand
that the reactors produce electricity, and is th&dfor the energy consumption of the society.
Further into the game, residents of the small t&aim tells us ““Thanks to Mako energy, life's
pretty darn convenient. Thanks to Shinra. Don't yonk?” If the player chose to not agree with
this, the person answers “Hmmn. But | hate to tlmhwhat life'd be like without Mako energy.”
Although Mako seems to be important to the peoplemal Fantasy VI, there appear to be some
problems connected to it. Another person in theestown voices the following concerns: “Mako
energy's made things a lot more convenient....sBams like a lot of plants and animals have been
disappearing at a rapid pace. | think the oldwtes better. Don't you think so?” The environmental
consequences of Mako energy such as this is exqategveral times in the game. When visiting

Nibelheim, the inn keeper tells Cloud:

A lot of monsters have been appearing in the |2shanths]...] It was all right when they were
building the reactor.... while they were still lalifig it. But once it was completed, it's been Wddhin a
few years, all the trees on the mountain withergdyal don't know if the reactor was good or bad...

mean it's easy to say that it was a bad idea natn@&w, what can you do about it...?

When entering the village of Gongaga, the plagenét by a town in shambles, accompanied by
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a sombre musical theme. Overlooking the view igtires of an ruined Mako reactor. The villagers
tell the story of the tragedy of an reactor exmosi'This is Gongaga Village. Many people died
here in a Mako reactor explosion. The Shinra petghteus that everyone would be happy once the

reactor was built. But, all it brought us was sadne’ Apparently, all is not well with Mako energy

Magic spells are accessed through the useatérig shiny, colourful orbs which are either
bought in stores, found in various locations, ajuaed as reward from completing certain quests.
While an explanation diowto use materia is given fairly early in the gant& connection with
magic and Mako is revealed somewhat later, whepldnger has already become quite accustomed
to its use. This occur when Cloud and Sephirothinduhe mission in the mountains of Nibelheim,

stumbles upon a Makiountain inside a cave.
[Cloud]: ...And what's this?

[Sephiroth]: A Mako fountain. It's a miracle of ned[...] Materia. When you condense Mako energy,

materia is produced. It's very rare to be ableetoraateria in its natural state.
[Cloud]: By the way... Why is it that when you usateria you can also use magic too?

[Sephiroth]: You were in SOLDIER and didn't everownthat? ...the knowledge and wisdom of the
Ancients is held in the materia. Anyone with thimtwledge can freely use the powers of the Land and

the Planet. That knowledge interacts between oweselnd the planet calling up magic..... or so #asy
[Cloud]: Magic...... a mysterious power.

Magic is thus an “interaction between ourself drelplanet”, made possible through the access
to “the knowledge and wisdom of the Ancients”. Tki®wledge is inherent within the materia, a
condensed form of the same energy that is userbtiupe electricity. Final Fantasy VII utilizes two
separate discourses to refer to this energy, onermlistic and one spiritualized. Throughout the
game, the term “Mako” generally refers to the matistic discourse. This usage of the term is
mainly connected to representatives of the Shiarparation, the producers of mako energy. Mako
is something to be exploited for material gain amdldly power. When revealing his master plan,

president Shinra explains his reasons for seardbiniipe Promised Land.

[President Shinra]: It's been said the Promisediliswvery fertile. ...If the land is fertile...

[Barret]: Then there's gotta be Mako!

[President Shinra]: Exactly. That is why our mosseigking Mako Reactor is a necessity. The
abundant Mako will just come out on its own. Thsawvhere Neo-Midgar will be built. Shinra's new
glory...

[Barret]: @$#"%! Quit dreamin'!

[President Shinra]: Oh really, don't you know? TEhdays all it takes for your dreams to come
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true is money and power.

Further, “Mako” is utilized when speaking of thesegy for military means, such as in the
“Mako cannon” Sister Ray, a gigantic canon located military base that is powered through a
reactor, or that members of the military unit SOEBIare “showered with Mako” to enhance their
combat abilities. Lastly, “Mako” is used in junatiovith technology and science. When Cloud calls

magic a “mysterious power”, Sephiroth laughs.

[Sephiroth]: Ha, ha, ha!

[Cloud]: Did | say somethin' funny?

[Sephiroth]: A man once told me never to use armciensific term such as mysterious power! It
shouldn't even be called magic! I still remembewlamgry he was.

[Cloud]: Who was that?

[Sephiroth]: Hojo of Shinra, Inc. ... An inexpereat man assigned to take

over the work of a great scientist. He was a walkirass of complexes.

The scientist Hojo, in a similar fashion, refersktako” when discussing his genetic
experiments. “[Hojo]: He's a Sephiroth-clone | ¢egbafter the real Sephiroth died five years ago.
Jenova cells amd Mako, with my knowledge and skilés/e been combined with science and
nature to bring him to life." On another note, aftaving been submerged in the Lifestream, a
medical doctor diagnoses Cloud with Mako poisontfiitj.say it again, he's got Mako poisoning.
I've never seen a case this bad... An immense anbivako-drenched knowledge was put into

his brain all at once...... No normal human cowdéhsurvived it...... It's a miracle he did!"

The spiritualized discourse has already been somighwhted at, in Mako being explained to be
“the life blood of the planet”, and that “the kn@alge and wisdom of the Ancients” is accessed
through Mako's condensed form of materia. Duriregdhrly stages of the game, this aspect of the
energy is merely hinted at, and the term “Makoassistently used. However, at a specific point
in the game, when the player's party visit Cosmoy0a, a place where "people from all over the

world gather]...] to seek the Study of Planet Lifiésie true, spiritual nature of Mako is revealed.

[Bugenhagen]: Eventually... all humans die. Whatd®s to them after they die? The body
decomposes, and returns to the Planet. That mwerigane knows. What about their consciousness,
their hearts and their souls? The soul too rettanise Planet. And not only those of humans, but
everything on this Planet. In fact, all living tgmin the universe, are the same. The spirits that
return to the Planet, merge with one another aathrihe Planet. They roam, converge, and divide,
becoming a swell, called the 'Lifestream’. Lifeatre... In other words, a path of energy of thesoul
roaming the Planet. 'Spirit Energy’ is a word gf@i should never forget. A new life... children are

blessed with Spirit energy and are brought intovtbdd. Then, the time comes with they die and
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once again return to the Planet. Of course therexeeptions, but this is the way of the worlde I'v

digressed, but you'll understand better if you akgs.

[FMV sequence: The camera zooms in on model Edfthsee trees and humans being born,
then die. Their bodies becomes masses of swiiljig, lthen streak across the surface of the Earth,
merging. On the other side of the planet, the gnfmgns into a new being. Streaks of energy cover
the planet, glowing many colors. Bugenhagen floats to the planet.]

[Bugenhagen]: Spirit energy makes all things pdesibees, birds, and humans. Not just living
things. But Spirit energy makes it possible fomels to be Planets.

[FMV sequence: The energy begins to converge aird pear Bugenhagen's hand.]

[Bugenhagen]: What happens if that Spirit energyevie disappear?

[FMV sequence: The energy is all drawn into Buggeimiés sleeve. When it is all gone, the
planet turns jet-black, and crumbles, huge chuldetihg off into space. The camera returns to the
party.]

[Bugenhageny: ...... These are the basics of théySitiPlanet Life.

[Cloud]: If the Spirit energy is lost, our Planstdestroyed...

[Bugenhagen]: Ho Ho Hoooo. Spirit energy is effitiBECAUSE it exists within

nature. When Spirit energy is forcefully extractadd manufactured, it

can't accomplish its true purpose.

[Cloud]: You're talking about Mako energy, right?

[Bugenhagen]: Everyday Mako reactors suck up Spnérgy, diminishing it. Spirit energy gets
compressed in the reactors and processed into kraday. All living things are being used up and
thrown away. In other words, Mako energy will odlgstroy the Planet...

From this point on the heroes will speak exclugivelterms of “Spirit energy” rather than
“Mako”. Note that while the discourse here hastslifrom materialistic to spiritualized, Spirit
energy does in every way have a material existexgide from being processed into Mako energy,
we are told that Spirit energy can have direct ichpa the world in the form of the Lifestream.
While it usually is located deep within the eaf@ed XIlII tells us "The Lifestream sometimes
gushes out to the surface from cracks in the oftean | heard that such a place exists."” This is

apparently the cause of earthquakes in Final FanHs
The Promised Land

Both the Shinra and Sephiroth are in pursuit o ‘Bromised Land”. The Shinra seeks it in
order to exploit its abundant reserve of make gné&gphiroth aims to use this same energy to
summon Meteor. For both of these parties, the FsedniLand is a literal, geographical place, that

can be accessed and used for their respective gagpo

For the protagonists, however, the Promised Lasdnsewhat more complex. When discussing
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it, Aeris seems to be unsure of what is really rheath it.

[Tifa]: Does the Promised Land really exist?

[Aeris]: ...I don't know. "All | know is... The Cet were born from the Planet, speak with the
Planet, and unlock the Planet. And....... thenThe Cetra will return to the Promised Land. Adan
that promises supreme happiness. Someday I'llgetfdidgar... Speak with the Planet and find
my Promised Land. ...That's what mom said
To find the Promised Land, one must be able tolspath the Planet, but Aeris is also hinting

that it might be something of a more individualgaain saying that she will findrty Promised
Land”. When speaking to the Elder Hargo, whose fgoto gather all the legends and the
knowledge of the planet”, he tells us that he dugdelieve there to be such a place at all. Isdoe
exist, but not as a place.

[Elder Hargo]: The Promised Land is the restingelaf the Ancients. The life of the Ancients
IS one continuous journey. A journey to grow treed plants, produce animals, and to raise Mako
energy. Their harsh journeys continued througheit fives... The place they returned to after
their long journey... Their burial land is the Pised Land. Huh? Supreme Happiness? | believe
that, for the Ancients, it was the moment that thveye able to return to their Planet. At that
moment they were released from their fate, andeghiheir supreme happiness... At least that's

what | believe.

Here, rather than an actual place, the Promised lsaseen as more of a state of being, when
the moment of death diffuses the boundaries betweegelf and the Planet, when separation is

ended and a state of Oneness with nature is achieve

5.2.2 Groups and Actors
The Ancients

“The Ancients” was a race of highly spiritual huredahat went extinct several thousand years
before the events of Final Fantasy VIl takes platdirst, we are given little else than vague
references to their special powers. “[Tseng]:..'igoa very special child. You are of special blood.
Your real mother was an 'Ancient’. The Ancientd {géd us to a land of supreme happiness. Aeris
will be able to bring happiness to all those inshens.” Aeris, being the only survivor of the race
is a part of the Shinra Corporation's dubious s&tnfind the Promised Land and exploit it for
their own benefits. “[President Shinra]: She'slést surviving Ancient... Don't you know? They
called themselves the Cetra, and lived thousangleart ago. Now they are just a forgotten page in
history. Cetra, or the Ancients will show us thep@the 'Promised Land.' I'm expecting a lot out

of her.” While little else is revealed at first,ca@ssively a story is told about a people with an
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intimate, spiritual relationship with nature ane fPlanet. “[Sephiroth]: This Planet originally
belonged to the Cetra. Cetra was a itinerant fEleey would migrate in, settle the Planet, then
move on... At the end of their harsh, hard joustiegy would find the Promised Land and supreme
happiness.” The mission of the Cetra was to cukiviae land, tending to the land, and by doing
that raising Spirit Energy. “[Elder Hargo]: Thedibf the Ancients is one continuous journey. A
journey to grow trees and plants, produce aninaaid,to raise Mako energy.” Their close relation
with the Planet would allow them to harness theiSgnergy in order to heal and protect. Their
journey, however, would come to an abrupt end wheg encountered the creature known as

Jenova.

Jenova and the crisis from the sky

"[Sephiroth].....an organism that was apparendgd] was found in a 2000 year old geological
stratum. Professor Gast named that organism, Jen&véear, X Month, X Day. Jenova confirmed
to be an Ancient..." After finding what seems tathe preserved body of a dead Ancient, the Shinra
launched to Jenova-project; its purpose was todipce people with the powers of the Ancients.”
Of course, being a sinister corporation, this less ko do with creating a new race of spiritually,
ecologically aware humans, but was instead aimedoalcing a new breed of powerful soldiers to
be used for military purposes. After injecting arbarn foetus with cells from Jenova, the project is
realized in the birth of Sephiroth. Although at gument referred to as “he”, Jenova is mostly
depicted as female. Not only in being called thehmoSephiroth, her appearance is that of a
smooth and slender, but at the same time eeréy alloman.

At the mid-point of the game, however, it is reeebihat the Shinra was mistaken, and Jenova is
in fact not a Cetra; quite the contrary. We ard tbht, thousands of years ago disaster struck the
Planet when “something fell from the sky makingagé wound.” When the Cetra gathered to heal
this wound, the “crisis from the sky” appeared.

[Infalna]: That's when the one who injured the Btanor the ‘crisis from the sky’, as we call him
came. He first approached as a friend, deceived,thad finally...... gave them the virus. The Ceteae
attacked by the virus and went mad... transforrmt@monsters. Then, just as he had at the
Knowlespole... He approached other Cetra clan#fecting them with... the virus... The one the
Professor mistook for a Cetra... was named Jerithat.is the ‘crisis from the sky'. The Planet kiew
had to destroy the 'crisis from the sky'..."You, selong as Jenova exists, the Planet will negealdbe to
fully heal itself.

Here we get to learn of the true nature of JenSta.is a creature from the sky, crashing down

on the planet, injuring it, and finally wiping otlite people trying to heal it.
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The Shinra

The Shinra is something as unusual as an elecmpany bent on world domination. Being the
only supplier of Mako energy, they have in Finahteay VII established a world wide monopoly.
Therefore, people everywhere are dependant on fibvetineir need of electricity. At the beginning
of the game, Shinra is run by a person known simaplf?resident Shinra. He is the archetypal
corporate cat that spots a blonde moustache anklesneggars, and while he has no qualms in
destroying an entire town together with the peapiéif he believes it will get rid of some anti-
Shinra faction, he is classy enough to enjoy oparaic when watching the destruction. Although
President Shinra believes that “these days ak#s$ for your dreams to come true is money and
power”, his wealth is not enough to save him frogpl8roth, by whom he is killed early on in the
game. From that point on, Shinra is run by theigesg's son, Rufus. According to Rufus himself,
he has a somewhat different strategy of runningutedd than his father, who “tried to control the
world with money”. “[Rufus]: Work at Shinra, getyopay. If a terrorist attacks, the Shinra army
will help you. It looks perfect on the outside. Butlo things differently. I'll control the worlditi
fear. It takes too much to do it like my old maHg is cold towards his employees, and when
Meteor has been summoned, he decides that Tif8ardt are to be publicly executed for it,
simply because "[Rufus]: people are ignorant. Thésel better as long as someone is punished.”

Before the events of the game however, the Shinrais occupation was as a weapon
manufacturer. During this time, they developeddtaof technological gadgets”, including a space
rocket. They also conducted secret, genetic exgertisnin order to produce the perfect, human
weapon. These experiments first resulted in Segihiemd after he was thought to have died, a
series of Sephiroth clones, of which Cloud wasragaTheir ability to enhance the fighting
abilities of humans were also used on the membde8©0DIER, an elite military band employed
by the company. During the war, SOLDIER was usecbmbat, but after the war ended and Shinra
switched to being a Mako producer, SOLDIER's choé# became to “[Cloud]: put down any
resistance against the Shinra.” As such, the \@lia@f Nibelheim are worried that Cloud and
Sephiroth has not come just to investigate a matfoning reactor, but that “[Zangan]: The Shinra
showed up to eliminate any information that cowddaln embarrassment to the company...” We also
get to know that when an explosion occur at the daactor at Corel, the Shinra torches the town.
“[Barret]: Shinra blamed the accident on the peogkad it was done by a rebel faction.” All in all,

the company does not shun away from anything tcenmaéney and build their power.
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5.2.3 Locations
Midgar

Midgar is the biggest city in the world of Finalrftasy VII, and the starting point of the game.
Being the power base of the Shinra Corp., it itbamgy place of grey machinery and metal,
shrouded in perpetual night. Employing as manyigis &lako reactors, the terrain surrounding the
city is barren, rocky and bereft of anything grogviithe city of Midgar is built upon a plate,
elevated high above the ground. This is explairsty én the game when, on the way home after
completing the first mission, Cloud gets to loolaahap of the city. "This is a complete model of
the city of Midgar. It's about a 1/10000 scale. Toplate is about 50 meters above ground. A
main support structure holds the plate up in thdreeand there are other support structures iouilt
each section..." Thus, not only is Midgar depletimg land of life force; its citizens are literabiyt
of contact with the planet and nature, in a powatéimonstration of the subjugation of nature by
technology. Further, the city is divided in eight®rs. "[Jessie]: Each town used to have a name,
but no one in Midgar remembers them. Instead ofezanve refer to them by numbered sectors.
That's the kind of place this is."” While life upthre plate is reserved for the middle class, the poo
lives a life in the slums down on the ground, betbes actual plate.

[Cloud ]: A floating city... Pretty unsettling soeny.

[...]

[Barret]: The upper world... a city on a platet's lcuz of that & \#$# 'pizza’, that people undathe
are sufferin! And the city below is full of polled air. On topa that, the Reactor keeps drainiliujpe
energy.

[Cloud ]: Then why doesn't everyone move onto tlagef

[Barret]: Dunno. Probably 'cuz they ain't got nonmagp Or, maybe... 'Cuz they love their land, no
matter how polluted it gets.

[Cloud]: I know... no one lives in the slums beaatlsey want to. It's like this train. It can't run
anywhere except where its rails take it.

It is in the misery and poverty of the slums, hoerethat we find the first of two churches in the
game. This church is also where the player firg¢tnAeris. While it is run down and in need of
restoration, the church offer the first link betwespirituality and nature, as is demonstrated in
being the place where Aeris cultivates flowers.ef&]: The flowers here are quite resilient
because this is a sacred place. They say yougramwtgrass and flowers in Midgar. But for some
reason, the flowers have no trouble blooming hHdme it here." The church is also stated to be

the only location where Aeris is able to hear thiee of the planet.
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Wutai

The town of Wutai is located at the westernmoshipof the map of Final Fantasy VII.
Borrowing its name from the Chinese sacred mouniiis a place clearly modelled after an East
Asian fashion. More importantly, it bears seveedkrences to East Asian religiosity, as well as to
the polemical discourse of materialism as opposexpirituality. The town is overlooked by a
pagoda on one side, and a mountain with gigardived out statues, called Da-Chao on the other.
Wautai is portrayed as being considered poor ancesdrat unimportant. This is attributed to a lack
of materia. “[...]Jthere's almost no materia lefy\ahere in Wutai.Listen, this is just a backwoods
town. We don't have much to do with Shinra, anddess.. If we had a lot of materia, Wutai would
be a much more exciting town, but we don't...” Stmmg it does have, though, is belief. A man

tells us:

Hey. Did you hear? There used to be a Water GaeliheVutai. They say the Water God was a huge
snhake! Now we live in a world filled with Mako. Notany people would believe in something like that
now. But some in the world, and here in Wutai| blieve. Believe in the scales of the Water God ia

materia that has its power in it.

This Water God, together with the pagoda and thentain, are considered patron deities of
Wutai. In the words of another citizen: “That figeeried pagoda over there is called the Pagoda of
the Five Mighty Gods... The Five Gods are PoweegslpMagic, War and Omni, who has the best
characteristics of everything. Since ancient timesjn Wutai, have worshipped Da-chao and the
Water God.” Religion is in Wutai thus depicted asiant and traditional. However, concerns about
its current role is expressed. “Legend has itthatvillage has been protected by Da-chao, the
Water God, and the Five Mighty Gods. But in the ksdtle, we didn't fare so well... | guess our
beliefs were based on nothing more than legendasriesvhat later, Yuffie reflects further upon the
tension between the backwardness of Wutai anddtsdf materia and worldly power. “Before |
was born, Wutai was a lot more crowded and morertapt... You saw what it looks like now,
right? ...JUST a resort town... After we lost tharywe got peace, but with that, we lost something

else. Now look at Wutai... That's why... if | hads of materia | could...”

The visit to Wutai is optional; it is by no mearecassary to conduct in order to finish the game,
and is therefore not crucial to the overall namatHowever, it offers a noteworthy case, since the
anxieties of the modern world, connected to theatets for modernisation on at the expense of

traditional values, are explored and expressehisgiacation.
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The Northen Crater

The Northen Crater is the northernmost point orWoeld Map in the game. It is, in fact, the
point where Jenova fell when she struck the plaG60 years prior to the events of the game,
wounding it. A crater of humongous proportionssisurrounded by steep cliffs created by the
collision, and so deep that it reaches down ta#mgre of the Planet. It is a place where Spiritual
energy is constantly leaking from the ground, #sult of the Planet trying to heal itself. The erat
is surrounded by a land covered in perpetual sihaivrtever melts. This is due to the Spiritual
Energy consumed in the healing process. “[Infalnahe energy that was needed to heal the Planet

withered away the land...then the Planet...”

The Northen Crater is the place where both Sepghant the Shinra believes the Promised Land
to be located, due to the high levels of mako enéithen exploring it, Rufus is in awe. “The
outside is rich with Mako energy. The inside isemsure trove of Materia. This truly is the
Promised Land.” Sephiroth, on the other hand, id@use the vast amounts of energy in order to
summon Meteor. This is because in order to summeteM “[Aeris]: You need great spiritual
power to use it[...] One person's power alone wamit. Somewhere special. Where there's plenty

of the Planet's energy...” In other words, the Makandant Northen Crater.

5.3 Summary

To sum up, the religious world view presented imaFFantasy VIl is one where nature is
sacralized in the form of the living Planet and ltifestream. These are the objects for meaning and
truth in that they represent the good and benevébeces of the universe, as well as that which the
heroes fight for. They also represent power, i ti@y have the ability to nurture and heal, ad wel
as n the end save mankind from the destructioneiebt. The antagonists of the game are all in
one one or another out to hurt the Planet, eitiiexploiting it for profit as the Shinra does, or b
trying to steal the Spirit energy in order to astemgodhood as Sephiroth does. Present in the
game is also an obvious duality between spirityalitd the exploitation of nature. Midgar is a
bleak place where nothing can grow, except foisfigtual haven of the church in sector 5. In
Wutai on the other hand, there is no Mako enenglypkople still keep their faith in the old gods.
The duality is also seen in the two separate disesureferring to the energy of the Lifestream;
either the sacralized discourse of Spirit energyhe materialistic discourse of exploited Make
energy. In the next part of the thesis, | will cargthe orientation of sacred objects in Final

Fantasy VII with those of the Superstory.
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6 Analysis

Final Fantasy VII, as every other Final Fantasy gasnlittered with religious and esoteric
references, tropes and objects. While this infiteght at first sight make an analysis of the game
alluring to scholars with an interest of religiamdgpopular culture, | do propose that such an
analysis should be conducted with some caution.hieause there are elements from traditional
religions present, i.e. a god, does not mean timptresence in itself tells of a religious worldw
being mediated through the game. As an exampkxwaning character in the Final Fantasy-series
is a being called Shiva. This does not mean, howyévat the series is making references to
Hinduism, or Hindu culture. The Shiva of Final Fasyt actually has very little to with her Hindu
namesake; apart from being female, she is notyraaibd at all but an ice elemental. In fact, besid
the name, her only likeness to the Hindu god cdittmae and destruction is the chilly, blue hue of
her skin. Further, although having a role in alme&ry game, Shiva is usually given little or no
back story, and plays an insignificant role in sk@ry-lines of the series, if any at all. Her fuont
is solely an ornamental one; she is one of theetreedtks of the series, and she does indeed
contribute to the mystical, fantastical atmosplwérine game world, but does not add anything to
the esoteric narrative of the game. Thus, only glements that relates to and reinforce this
narrative will be dealt with in this analysis.

6.1 The Superstory in Final Fantasy VII

Below follows an account of how the five mytheméshe Superstory are expressed within

Final Fantasy VII, in what way they resemble eattien and in what way they differ.
Divinization/demonization.

The objects for divinization and demonization in&iFantasu VIl are the Cetra and the Planet,
and Sephiroth and Jenova respectively. The Platvedys written with a capital P, is continuously
referred to as a sentient being, as well as theesaf the fantastic powers of magic. The Cetra
lived their lives to cultivate the land and by dpihat raising Spirit energy. This energy let the
Cetra use the power of the Planet through magiarder to further nourish it, as well as for their
own benefit. The connection between spiritualitg aature is subtly hinted at through the church
of Midgar's Sector 5. Although Midgar is the pladeere the most intense exploitation of Mako

energy takes place, draining the land around tiyeo€ilife, Aeris remarks that she can grow
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flowers in the church that are “quite resilient &ese this is a sacred place.” It is the one pocket
within in a barren, industrialized waste land whigr@ spiritualized nature is allowed to flourish.

Jenova is instead the demonic, malevolent entitg.iS the one that tries to harm the Planet,
exterminates the Cetra, and whose cells Shinratagg®duce monsters and human weapons. She

is also the being that deceives Cloud, and cortstiadalse memories for him.
Orientation

The source of spiritual power is oriented withie flanet, quite literally. In the deep recesses of
the earth flows the Lifestream, the “path of thergy of souls”. This stream of Spirit energy is the
source that all life of the Planet originates fr@ang the source to which everything living will enc
again return. The Spirit energy of the Lifestreanwhat nurtures and heals the Planet when it is
wounded, and even what “makes it possible for R&toebe Planets.” When the energy is taken
away, a Planet will not only become barren andd#g, but actually crumble to pieces. The
grounding of spirituality in the earth is reinfodcehen Aeris's mother, Elmyra, recounts how Aeris
once told her that a loved one had died, and retuta the Planet. “[Elmyra]: | didn't know what
she meant. | asked if she meant a star in theBakyshe said it was this planet...” All in all, tha
which is good and true for the living beings ofteasriginates from the Planet. Regarding that

which originates from outer space, it is a wholeeotstory.
Alienation

The mytheme of alienation is most literally emlsatlin Jenova and Meteor. Jenova is said to
have fell from the sky in the distant pass, anndliie form that travelled the vast darkness ofcgpa
before crashing down on earth, wounding the Plemnite process. Her head and torso is that of a
beautiful woman, but lacks any defining, persoealdires. Her lower body is all the more alien, a
fleshy mass that, if anything, reminds one of aivz evening gown. Add to that her cold, eerily
smile, the total impression is that of somethirgf thas tried to come across as human, without
actually being it. Considering that Sephiroth exahat “ability to change one's looks, voice, and
words, is the power of Jenova”, this just mighténédeen Jenova's intention. When she fell from the
sky, the planet was wounded; the purpose of sunmgadviieteor is to finish off what Jenova started.
When Aeris speaks of Meteor, she speaks as thougyinisome way conscious when saying that it
"finds small drifting planets”. Whether this is thase or not, the alien entities in Final Fantaly V
are both threatening the life of the Planet, ahthaigs living on it.

The alien quality of Jenova is further reinforcechow she and Sephiroth can never return to the

Lifestream. When the living organisms of the Platies, their Spirit energy is said to return to the
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Planet. Jenova, however, is not part of this cg€leature. Instead, we are told, if her body isreve
dismembered, “it will eventually become one agakil' the cells of Jenova will, if separated, strive
to reassemble. When the heroes first arrives tdltréhen Crater, they encounter countless
numbers of Sephiroth clones, people injected watioya's cells, that mindlessly journey towards
the centre of the crater. There, the “Jenova Reximill take place. Their sole purpose are as
vessels for the cells of Jenova to reach theinrigsin, the place where they will be part of the
body of Jenova once again. Being separate frorRldneet goes for Sephiroth as well, who is said
to actually have died at one point. However, thdisrebt made him return to the Planet. Instead, he
became a “traveller of the Lifestream”, taking pefrits knowledge, and journeyed to the Northen
Crater, where he waited for the Reunion to hapBerause of his strong will, he could never return
to the Planet. As such, Jenova is separated frerRldmet and the source of all souls, and she also
hinders those that are injected with Jenova celisturn to this source. Lucrecia, another onéef t
humans that were experimented on, explains thatnsimy times wished she had die, "but the

Jenova inside me wouldn't let me die.”

Once again returning fdutants and Mysticd,will point to the parallels between the story of
Jenova, Sephiroth and Meteor, and the story ofdBadaand the Silver Surfer from the Fantastic
Four comic books. Kripal presents this pair as @inmany examples of alienation, that is the god
that comes from outer space. Galactus is a gigaguit-like being that sustains himself by feeding
on the life force of life bearing planets. His hezljis the Silver Surfer, who travels through the
universe looking for suitable planets for his magtedevour. Comic book author Jack Kirby
allegedly created the duo with inspiration from Bikle, wanting to tell the old gnostic tale of
fighting God*® | have no idea whether the creators of Final Fantdl were Fantastic Four-fans,
but the similarities are striking. In the game, se@ how Meteor travels through space, looking for
“small drifting planets” to smash. Jenova has tiladethrough space as well, and found earth,
whereas Sephiroth is the one that through the surmg@f Meteor is planing to transform himself
into a new god by feeding on the Planet's life doithe big difference between the Marvel-comic
and the Square-video game is that in Final Fantéisyhere is a benevolent counterpart to the
sinister threat from outer space; the enchantedeRlin the comic book, Galactus stands as the
only representation of the divine, and it is uphe superheroes of the Fantastic Four to save
mankind from destruction. In Final Fantasy VII, dea and Sephiroth are never truly divine, but
simply tries to steal the spiritual power of tharmdt. Also, although Cloud and his friends plays a
key part in defeating Jenova and Sephiroth, theyat doing this just because humanity needs a

place to live, but because the Planet needs todteqgbed for its own sake, regardless of the fate o
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mankind. And in the end, their efforts are not egioan their own, but it is the Planet in
conjunction with Holy that actually stops meteod &aves the day.

Radiation

The force that can “serve us, transform us, mayeea save us. ...[and] also utterly destroy us” is
the one that has been referred to as “magic, mastoreateria”. This is the ultimate source for
power in the world of Final Fantasy VI, as wellthe ultimate truth of reality. Whether this force
turns out to be destructive or benevolent is, h@meied to how it is contextualized as either

“Mako” or “Spirit energy”.

“Mako” represents the destructive use of the enaigyen employed to serve humanity, it does
so by draining the land of its life force, makingms and animals alike to die out. When used as a
weapon, it lays waste to anything that comes ipath. The most sinister aspect of it, however, is
likely to be how it is used in genetic experimetotproduce monsters. Normal members of
SOLDIER gets their physical abilities enhanced biyng exposed to Mako radiation. When the
dose of radiation is increased, the person mutates monster.

The positive use of the energy is represented éyehm “Spirit energy”. While “Mako energy”
is always employed as means to achieve an endt &pargy exists for itself, and is a product of
the Planet's well being. The most dramatic aspielcbw Spirit energy is a saving force, is in the
ending sequence, when Meteor is about to crash d@ovthe Planet. When the force of Holy is not
enough to stop it on its own, the Life Stream rgsioeward from the depths of the earth,
converging at the point of impact, and pushes Mdback, saving the Planet from destruction.
Even though Spirit energy is a healing force, attiime it does have the power to utterly destroy
mankind. If Holy is summoned, it will erase evergtpthat is bad for the Planet; "[Bugenhagen]:
Meteor, Weapon, everything will disappear. Perhapen ourselves. It is up to the planet to decide.
[...]What is best for the planet. What is bad foe planet. All that is bad will disappear. Thaalis
Ho Ho Hooo. | wonder which we humans are?” In the,eéhe Planet is not something which is to
be used for human ends. In order to live on iti@eeive its protection, humanity must be deemed

good for it, else they will perish.

In many ways, Mako and Spirit energy resembled”\he electromagnetic-spiritual energy of
the Vril-ya inThe Coming Racé/ril is said to be used for both mystical and heatcal purposes;
“[...Jto cut out rock and build cities, power velas, control '‘automaton figures', power mechanical
wings, light lamps” and even end all wars duegdetrifying destructive potentialities. It it also

used to induce trances, mystical states and t@aehelepathy, as well as to “zap the body and
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render it superconductive to its own natural heptinergies ™ Just as in Final Fantasy VII, the
orientation of vril lies in the depths of the eaulbeit not as something resembling the Lifestream
but as a power used by the Vril-ya. Both forcesehamaterial as well as spiritual uses, but in the
case of vril, however, it is no where hinted tlnas power can be misused and exploited, whereas in
Final Fantasy VII, Spirit energy is construed asitsial and benevolent and Mako as exploitative
and destructive. The usage of vril, at least inabeunt given by Kripal, is neutral. As a finateo
while vril has ended all wars due to its destruefower has rendered warfare “absurd and
suicidal”, the Shinra doesn't hesitate to use Makergy for military purposes. The destructive
potentialities of Mako are definitely not makingeth think twice of using it in war; rather, it isags

in such waybecausef its immensely destructive powers.
Mutation

Mutation in Final Fantasy VIl is enacted through Shinra's genetic experiments through Mako
energy and Jenova's cells. The hideous monstéhng iNibelheim reactor are explained to be
ordinary human beings exposed to a high degreeadolresulting in “[Sephiroth]: mutated living
organisms produced by Mako energy. That's whaethemster's really are.” However, it is the
injection of Jenova's cell into the mix, as is tlage of both Sephiroth and Cloud, that provides the
most important piece to this puzzle. Creating husnaith the power of the Ancients through the
cells of Jenova in Sephiroth, and later clonesegtoth in Cloud, is the peak of the human
experimentation of the Shinra. They are so to splealkcombination of nature and the divine, Mako
and Jenova cells, that through the powers of seieesults in humans with god-like abilities.
“[Hojo]: Jenova cells and Mako, with my knowledgedaskills, have been combined with science
and nature to bring him to life.”

This is far from the way the mutation-mytheme resented itMutants and MysticAs
pointed out, the mutants of the X-Men are consui¢ine next step in human evolution. The
adolescents in Xavier's School for Gifted Youngstee gathered because theyndowished to be
seen as monsters, but as ordinary people that happéave extraordinary powers. They are also
educated and sophisticated. When the characterislahout to move away from the school and
attend a more conventional college, one of heofelhutant friends reflects on this by quoting
Shakespear; “Shakespear expostulated that pastswgaet sorrow... | wonder if the bard might
have been a mutant™ Likewise, not only the X-Men, but Spiderman ane Bantastic Four are all

using their powers for the good of humanity, notdestructive purposes. There are of course
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131 Kripal,Mutants and Mystics]91.

69



mutant characters with more evil intent. Most mutarperheroes also have a mutant super villain
arch nemesis bent on destruction or world dominats the already mentioned Magneto.
However, their villainous are never tied to theutation, but other circumstances. Magneto hasn't
turned evil because of him being a mutant, but ieede was harassed for his special powers, and
now seeks vengeance on normal people. As suchtioruta superhero- and science fiction

literature is if not inherently good, then at lessmething neutral.

In contrast to Mako mutation, Spirit energy is ba bther hand never discussed as something
that “serves” or “transforms”. Rather, it is thealieg and saving aspects of the radiation-mytheme
that is emphasized in regard to this discourseit§piergy is what the Ancients would try to raise
when the Planet was wounded. It is by falling ithte Life Stream, the underground river that is
made up of Spirit energy, that Cloud is able tacdad into his subconsciousness and regain his
repressed memories. This makes him stronger, mgetativided and confused, but he is not
fundamentally changed. When he proclaims that filta@main trapped in an illusion any more......
I'm going to live my life without pretending”, Batrresponds "That means there ain't no difference

from before!” Cloud has been healed, but not tramséd.

6.2 Discussion

In this last part of the analysis, | will discubg treligious themes of Final Fantasy VII and the

Superstory in relation tmonotheismscience, eco-echantment, esotericesmdlate modernity.

As shown, the mythemes of the Superstory are efigut in Final Fantasy VII. They are,
however, presented quite differently than theyiat@e science fiction literature that is the bake
Kripal's analysis. In fact, they mainly exists mngunction with the antagonists of the game. Final
Fantasy VII contain two sets of antagonists thatagposed both to each other, and to the heroes;

Jenova and Sephiroth on the one hand, and theaStrinthe other.
Final Fantasy VII and Monotheism

The duo of Jenova and Sephiroth provides us wétptbbably most apparent symbol of the
process of divinization as well as that of transiegt monotheism present in the game. By now, any
reader with a general knowledge of esotericism lshioave reacted to the name of Sephiroth.
Indeed, this character is named after the ten nobide Tree of Life in Kabbalah, that forms the

path to knowledge of the divirt&. Likewise, less conspicuous but still fairly easyspot, is the

132 In jewish Kabbalah, the ten sephiroths eactesgmts an expression of God, through which theeuse exists as a
manifestation of. The sephiroths are structureal @@smological system called the Tree of Life, gmdugh a
system of correspondances the Tree of Life linksl¢tters of the Hebrew alphabet with angelic beiigy
communicating with these beings, the Kabbalistgain mystical insights regarding the nature ofdbemos and
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close resemblance of the name “Jenova” with therosdranslation of the name of the Lord of the
Old Testament, “Jehovah”. Although having cautioagdinst reading in too much into mere
names, | would say that the function of Jenova%@phiroth in the plot of the game suggests that
these names does indeed carry a whole lot of sysmbollenova, being not of this world but
descended from above to hurt and exploit it, reprssthe monotheistic transcendent God.
Sephiroth, on his hand, is the physical embodiménmankind's endeavours to reach this
transcendent deity. In that he is not only the &denova, but has actually died and risen again
through her powers, he does in many ways take®nolle of a dark Jesus. This is underlined even
more in that he several times during the courde@fjame is seen standing with his arms held out
to his sides, a pose that resembles the crucibelg bf Christ. It is clear that as a divine being,
Jenova is an imposter. As such, she has been tieaole of the gnostidemiurge She deceives

the Cetra, posing as a friend, in order to inti@m with a virus. 2000 years later, she is mistake
for a Cetra by the Shinra. The goal of the Jenowgept was to create people with the inherent,
spiritual abilities of the Cetra, and as a restithes project, Sephiroth is born. As a person, he
symbolizes a spiritual journey, literally being tgempt of humanity to gain godly powers through
science. This attempt is fundamentally misguidedéwer, as Jenova is not truly of the natural,
spiritual world, and the purpose of the divinizatis to produce weapons, not nurturing, healing
forces. The result is one of destruction and afatibn. The story of the imposter-alien is found
within the Superstory as well as within UFO-culde of the most famous theories of UFO-
religionists is that of the “Ancient Astronaut”. isloriginates from the bodkhariot of the Gods,

and states that God and the angels of the Oldmesiiawere actually space travellers visiting earth
whom the primitive, unscientific people that enciemad them mistook for divine being These
aliens are now long gone, but still lives on in owths and legends. The difference between this
story and that of Final Fantasy VIl is that whitebioth instances an alien is mistaken for a spikritu
being, the Ancient Astronaut-story places the blam&ely at humans that cannot understand that
they are simply encountering a creature with acteesgtremely advanced technology. Jenova on
the other side actively deceives and betrays tbplpeshe come across, showing only a sinister
intent. In fact, many times, the aliens of the UrDgiosity are benevolent and well meaning. A
record of a contactee's meeting with a “Venusiasteratells that not only are “the ones you call
Jesus Christ, Buddha and Muhammed are all Venugiboss/olunteered to come to Earth to help

you in a time of need”, but the reason for theamecent visits from UFOs on earth are to warn

the Divine. During the renaissance, this systemauaipted by Christian esotericists. Goodrick-ClaHsoteric
Traditions,43.
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mankind not to experiment further with nuclear waag**The main difference between the aliens
of Final Fantasy VII and the Superstory is howeteat regardless of being good or evil, real or
fake, the visitors in the latter are the only reergations of divinity. Either they are good anokf

and mankind should rely upon them, or they areawil false, and humanity is on its own. In game,
when Jenova is found out to not be the good-natuligthe figure, this is because sacrality has
been allocated to nature and the Planet instead.

Final Fantasy VII and Science

While Jenova and Sephiroth gets to represent teaasnt monotheism, the Shinra represents
rationalized scientism fuelled by capitalism. Then®a seeks control over the world through
technology and money, quite literally, as presidgmnra says “These days all it takes for your
dreams to come true is money and power.” Likewllse townspeople of Kalm stays obedient due
to their dependence on the company's servicesh’¥eall either way, as long as we're using the
reactor, we can't stand up to Shinra.” The Shihtamsaway from nothing, including ruthless
exploitation of nature and even murder, as lonthag can, as Barret puts it "line their own damn
pockets with gold.” The villainous nature of their8h in itself could be read as a critique of
modern capitalism. Regarding rationalized scientim critique towards it is voice by the Shinra-
personnel themselves. This is done mainly throidjbule of Shinra's head scientist Hojo, the
director of the inhuman genetic experiments. WHibgo himself rather smugly speaks of his own
scientific genius, Sephiroth calls him “an inexpaged man” that was “a walking mass of
complexes” in relation to Hojo angrily claiming thene should not use unscientific terms as
“magic”. When Hojo dryly remarks that “There is siach thing as the Promised Land. It's a
legend...an old wives tale ...it's utterly ridicusd, Rufus rebukes him with saying "It is that kiafl
dullness that makes you a second-rate scientibe"tivo scientists in the game that are portrayed in
more sympathetic ways, Bugenhagen and Professady lza® both parted ways with the Shinra. Of
Bugenhagen is revealed little else than that he aras a “pretty handy Shinra worker”. Why he
left the Shinra is never elaborated on, and atlithtold is that he now lives in an observatory
where he studies the life of the Planet. Bugenhagewrery much the opposite of the dry, positivist
attitude towards science that Hojo boasts. In ggllican feel the workings of the Planet in the
smell of the wind. | also feel the greatness of siansdom and the knowledge in the smell of
machinery...”, he is the one character that himas maturism and science can coexist. He is akso th
one that teaches Cloud about the true nature ot 8pergy, and who first hear the cries of the

Planet. Professor Gast is the man that discovammold, and identified her as an Ancient. While he
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initially was the leader of the Jenva Project,dter realizes that he has made a “terrible mistake”
and defects when he learns of the error of his w@ys of the heroes, only Cid, also he a former
Shinra-employee, expresses positive notions almenae. This occur when the party is about to be

launched into outer space in a rocket.

[Cid]: 1 don't give a rat's ass whether it's sceenc magical power. No. | guess if | had to

choose, I'd rather put my money on the power ars®. Humans who used to only roam around

on the ground are able to fly now! And finally, veeabout to go into outer space. Science is a

"Power" created and developed by humans. And seigrst might be what saves this planet. | was

able to earn my living thanks to science. So totimere's nothing greater!

However, just moments later, when the rocket hksnt@ff, he changes his mind. “[Cid]: | know
what | said a minute ago. But maybe all that llyeabnted was just to go into outer space.” In the
end, all that science meant for him was a way hieae his dreams and desires. As such, science is
portrayed as corruptive and destructive in the chslee mutation-mytheme, as intellectually
inhibiting in the case of Hojo, and as somethingigtical in the case of Cid. In order to become in
touch with ones spirituality, one must reject tieedchanted world view, as is the case of
Bugenhagen and Professor Gast. This is of couespdlar opposite of the discourse of sacred
science inherent to the Superstory, and discusssektion 4.4. In this discourse, sciencéhewvay
to spiritual enlightenment. The proof of alien gpal superiority is their advanced technology,
because such technology could not be developedutitireat spiritual insights® In X-Men,
professor Xavier has constructed a machine namegb@ethat augments his psychic powers.
Through it, he “follows, guides and instructs hidwen telepathically, and much of his work
involves finding and tracking new mutants arourel globe with the help of Cerebr&®In other
words, not only is his sacralized mutant power eckd through this technological gadget, it also
helps Xavier to work for good. Aside from this, gal also mentions the pop-scientific bodkee
Tao of PhysicandThe Dancing Wu-li Masteris which parallels are drawn between quantum
physics and East Asian mysticism, both claiming tha two have pointed towards the same
direction all alond? | believe that the reason for Final Fantasy Viéxalaim such a different view
of science from that of the Superstory is becabsgame constructs science as being in opposition
with nature. Science is that which seeks to contnalnipulate and exploit nature. It is what
separates human beings from their relationship thighPlanet, quite literary represented by the
grey and black Midgar not only draining the landSpirit energy, but actually being located on top
of a plate, elevated of the ground. As nature ¢sadzed, science becomes one half of a demonic
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duo together with transcendent monotheism, repteddsy Jenova and Sephiroth.
Final Fantasy VII and Eco-enchantment

As such, there are parallels between the narrafinal Fantay VIl and the narrative of eco-
enchantment. The Planet is perceived of as a lidagscious entity, with whom those that are
attuned to can communicate. Bugenhagen lets tloefidiear the cries of the Planet, and when
Jenova struck the Knowlespole, the Planet trieda&e the Cetra leave the area before they would
encounter her. Also, when Holy is summoned, evargtthat the Planet decides is bad for it will be
made to disappear. This resembles the rhetoriocra¥ample the Earth Communications Office.
“She is the Earth, and there is a reason we ealhfother.' But because of us, she is suffering; sh
is being raped; she is crying out for helff. This, it is reasoned, must come to a stop, iflEngt
because the earth will eventually retaliate agdinstans if we do not learn to live in harmony with
it. This retaliation will, however, will be of a b more violent kind than it is in Final Fantasy;VI
instead of a magic spell, it will come in terms @dirthquakes, floods and pandemics. The most
striking similarity is however between the Lifestm and gaiaism. As explained in section 4.4,
gaiaism holds that the earth constitutes one lpgrsarganism, imbued with a soul. This soul is the
source of all life, and the place to where it sdek®turn. In Final Fantasy VI, this World Soul
exists as a material phenomena as the Lifestrdanipath of energy of the souls roaming the
Planet”. This path of energy of the souls is theidaf all life, and in the end the basis for thaniet
to exist. As such, it corresponds to gaiaism alrntmghe word. The Lifestream is also a place of
knowledge. It is the place where all the wisdonthef Ancients exists. In fact, the knowledge is of
such enormous quantity that whoever is exposevidl ibe rendered beyond his or her senses.
This resembles the awestruck state of mysticalrunith the divine.

Final Fantasy VII and Esotericism

The relationship between on the one the Planebarttie other hand the two sets of antagonists
likewise corresponds to the Grand Polemical Nareaith how the cosmotheistic word view has
been considered opposed to the monotheistic orst.d¥iall, Jenova comes as an outsider to the
Planet, injures it and proceeds to deceive andhelinature worshipping Cetra. 2000 years later, he
human incarnation Sephiroth once again seeks to ttee Planet and tries to wrest its Spiritual
energy in order to transcend into godhood. Thiscttirally resembles how Christianity is portrayed
within eco-enchantment as an institution that heenlforced upon pagan animists all over the
world, has labelled the worship of nature as heitd punishable by death, and transferred the

source of the divine to beyond this world. Secohdllp although being rivals, Jenova and
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Sephiroth are intimately linked to the Shinra. Woly are they both out to exploit the Spirit energy
of the Planet for their own, selfish needs, buyttenforce each other throughout the game. It is
the Shinra that excavates the apparently dead dlodisnova from her place of confinement. It is
the Shinra that instigates the Jenova-project afhvBephiroth is ultimately the result. A bit more
cryptically, the bond between the two sets of amiégls are hinted at when it is mentioned that the
Jenova-project is approved the same date as #tdffako-reactor is put to use. This is underlined
at the end of the game, when it is revealed thatShinra head scientist Hojo that is the biolagic
father Sephiroth. The main antagonist that burretdndthe heroes home town, that threatens the
earth, that has summoned Meteor to rain down detgiruon everything living on the Planet, is the
physical embodiment of the union of alien monotime#d science. Turning back to eco-
enchantment, we find the similar notion that Claisty and science works in liaison to destroy the
earth, due to natural science being viewed asotliedl consequence of monotheism. The scientific
revolution is seen as having been theologicallyadriby Christians that wanted to understand and
master the increasingly disenchanted creatiormegoint where, as sociologist Bronislaw
Szerszynski puts it, technology in itself tie desacralization of naturé*® As mentioned above, in
the Superstory extraterrestrials are the only ssgr@tion of the divine, regardless of them being
benevolent or malevolent. There exists no alteveaibjects for the grounding of sacrality. This is
because the narrative of the Superstory is ul@iyatf monotheistic nature. Although it is a story
that re-imagines divinity through the objects ofdam science, its structure is still that of
monotheistic conceptions of God; she divine isafdhe earthly world, but separate from it as well

as separate from humanity.
Final Fantasy VII and Late Modernity

To summarize the analysis this far, | have showeatFinal Fantasy VIl contain a “dark version”
of the Superstory. The mythemesatienation, radiationrandmutationare all portrayed as
destructive, and is mainly used in conjunction wiitl antagonists of the game. The two sets of
antagonists are each tied to either transcendenottieism or modern scientism, and in the end,
this is what the Superstory is really about; therdation of structurally monotheistic notions bét
sacred towards science. The objects that are saatah Final Fantasy VIl are instead those of
nature and the Planet, resulting in what is stmaticosmotheistic notions of the sacred. The
opposition between these two contending world viears be understood through the Grand

Polemical Narrative.

| would argue that the reason for the different svine mythemes of the Superstory are
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portrayed in the literature that is the base fapé#lfs typology and Final Fantasy VII, is because
they represent the ideas of religion and spirityat the respective cultural periods of their
creation; the modern and the late-modern cultiesgactively. As pointed out in section 4.4, the
Superhero- and science fiction genres arose dthimgeak of modernity. This was a time of
optimism and belief in rationality and scientifimgress. It was the time when the foundations of
the welfare states were laid down as societiescbageationalistic planning. It was a time where
technological innovations and industrial expansezhto drastic economical development and
improvement of the standards of living for the deagf the Western world. And it was a time when
the huge leaps in scientific discoveries led petpleelieve that soon, really soon, anything would
be possible to achieve. As reason, technology eed& were held in such high esteem, the
religious notions of the time, the ideas that wegarded as the source of “power, identity, meaning
and truth”, became oriented towards science arthtdogy, thus sacralizing them. However,
although being reconfigured, these still retairtegrtbasic structure, namely that of monotheism.
These religious ideas were expressed by creatgl@ef the time in the genres of Superhero

comic books and science fiction novels.

Final Fantasy VIl was created in a somewhat diffecailtural context, that of late modernity.
This is a time where science has, at least p&w8y,ts previously unchallenged interpretative
prerogative, partly due to post-modern critiquagarding the prerequisites for knowledge, but also
because of the destruction technology has wrougbr the environment; rational science was, it
turns out, not that rational. Through this thesis,can see how Final Fantasy VII mirrors the
concerns of late modernity, in how the sacralizZe@as are shifted from sacred science to eco-
enchantment. We also see how the structures gfoe notions are shifting from monotheistic to
cosmotheistic ones. This can be understood as@ession of the so called “subjective turn”
contemporary spirituality has tak&AiWith this is meant the subjectivization of religgauthority,
that spirituality is something that is found witldneself, and not from outer sources. This entails
that people in the contemporary West become ledsess inclined to subject to the relatively
hierarchical structures of the monotheistic religipand rather chose more loosely composed
movements with flatter hierarchical structureshsas the New Age. This is reflected in Final
Fantasy VII, where the representations of monotheise portrayed as inherently evil and

destructive.
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7 Conclusion

The purpose of this essay was to study the wayetfateric, occultural ideas are represented and
reproduced in video games, and by doing so additiget understanding how popular culture
influences the way religious conceptions are changi contemporary society. The video game
that was subject to my analysis, Final Fantasy WHs chosen not only for its success and ability to
remain relevant among gamers even today almostywesrs after its initial release, but also
because its complex and intricate story relies ihyeapon religious and esoteric motifs and ideas.
The question asked was “How does the mythemesedSilperstory' correspond to the occultural,
narrative content of Final Fantasy VII, in relatimnthe late-modern society?” The Superstory is
modelled after a literary corpus that was creatadhty from the early to mid-twentieth century, i.e.
during the peak of modernity. Because of thisguad that if popular culture does indeed reflect
the religious ideas that permeateszbgeistof its creation, the ideological structure of Fina
Fantasy VII would be bound to differ some from tbathe Superstory in that the spirituality of the
late-modern society is different than it was in tihgh-modern one. This was found to be the case,
although there were of course similarities as Wigle Superstory revolves around the re-imagining
of divine entities and the source of spiritual poag beings from outer space and atomic power
respectively. This, in turn, results in a discowstsacralization of science and technology, which
referred to as “sacred science”, reflecting thenoigtic belief in science that was generally held
during the modern era. Whereas the Superstoryesept in Final Fantasy VII, it is in no way
optimistic. It is framed in the light of destruatiocorruption and exploitation when regarding both
the divine visitors from space and techno-scietiues leading to a much darker, more sinister
version of this narrative. However, there is a pesialternative to the dark Superstory, namely the
sacralized, living nature. In the game, the Plameis out to be a sentient being whom all other
forms of life on earth are part of. This being oues, protects and in the end save mankind from the
destructive power of science and the visitor frdrove. The sacralization of nature in Final Fantasy
VII closely corresponds, sometimes to the lettethe discourse of eco-enchantment that is
prominent within contemporary notions of spiritéglinot least in Paganism and the New Age.
Likewise, the opposition between the on the onalltmsmothestic world view of the sacred, living
nature, and on the other hand transcendent divemayb that are not of this world as well as
disenchanting science, is one of the aspects ofthewopic of esotericism is constructed. Although

several leading names in the fields of Westerndtsxgm and popular culture has pointed out the
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potential of studying video games, no such studyldeen conducted up until now. As such, this
thesis demonstrates not only that esoteric themescleed play a central role in the narratives of
video games, but also that the perspective of Wesgisotericism is crucial when setting out to
understand representations of contemporary relgideas in video games, as well, | believe, when
dealing with other works of pop-culture on the topf the tension between modernity, traditional

religions and nature spirituality.

Eco-enchantment is, as has already been mentiargadie dominant topic in contemporary
spiritual discourse. Regarding video games thaisdeizh this theme, Okami has already been
mentioned. Another exampleBseath of Fire 1\(2000), in which there are seven elemental
dragons, representing nature as wind, grass, nand, sree, sea and rock, that acts as protectors of
the world. As for films on this theme, one of thamg works that can be mentionedisncess
Mononokg1997), which tells the story of the guardian $pidf a forest that rises up against an
exploitative mining company that tries to cut tbeest down. The list can certainly be made longer,
but the point to be made is that a seemingly gredton of the works that depicts this spiritually
infused environmentalism originates from Japarhdudigh there are of course Western creations on
the same theme, the 2009 blockbusietar being the most obvious, they are hardly as nunserou
or have achieved the same general cultural imatttear Japanese counterparts. As mentioned in
section 4.4, Wiemker & Wysocki poses the questitetiver the nature oriented god-images of
Okami was due to certain values inherent in Jagaogiure. | stand by my objection that it might
not be as clear cut as that the culture of thenkggagame developers by default is more inclined
towards the worship of nature than that of the Aoaer ones, and that there is indeed an
(oc)cultural overlap because of global pop-cultditeere can be no denying, however, that Japan
seems to provide an excellent soil for these kinepresentations of eco-enchantment. However,
what might be a more interesting question to pss®t of the difference between Japanese and
American cultures, but rather what makes the Jagaaethors emphasize certain aspects of this
global culture. And perhaps even yet more intemgssince Japanese authors are major contributors
to this global culture, how is the Western worléhigenfluenced by these ideas? Is there any merit
to speak of popular culture and occulture as a tévas phenomena at all, or are the lines that

separates the “West from the rest” being blurredentivzan ever before?

Of course, one might ask whether it is anythingtemporary with this spiritualized discourse
regarding nature at all? Already in the poEhe Rime of the Ancient Marin&ritten by Samuel
Tayor Coleridge in 1798, the moral is that “he gthybest who loveth best, all things both great
and small”, and that we must abstain from killimgnaals since they are all part of God's creation.
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Also, thedefining work of the fantasy-genre, J.R.R Tolkidrosd of the Ringsarguably presents

the forest dwelling elves as semi-divine beingsl @nds in what has often been interpreted as an
explicit critique of industrialism. Since this bowlas published already in 1954, can we really
claim that eco-enchantment deals with the conaefrtete-modernity? Admittedly, the spiritual
reverence of nature has its roots in nineteenttucgiRomanticism, and has been a part of Western
thought ever sinc! Although this might be true, | do hold that thers@iness of nature in Final
Fantasy VIl is constructed somewhat different tisamsually the case in classic romantic thought.
Colridge's poem is, for example in making the dhsg since God loves all beings of his creation so
must mankind, ultimately Christian in essence at tAod remains separate from this creation.
Likewise, although the natural world of Tolkieneischanted as in sentient, the divine beings that
populate it are not of Middle Earth, and the stemgs with all of them sailing off over the sea. yrhe
are just as separate from the world as the tradecerod of Christianity, although not in the same
way. On the contrary, in Final Fantasy VII, the meuof spirituality, consciousness and life itsglf
located within the Planet. The living beings on [l@net are merely extensions of the Spirit energy,
not separated from it, and all in all the Planetden as an autonomous, divine being. All attempts
to separate this spiritual force from the Planelsen corruption and destruction, and the moral of
the story is that human kind must learn to liveagmrt of nature, not apart. This is a thoroughly
cosmotheistic world view. The narrative of Finahiesy VIl is thus structurally different from

those of Colridge and Tolkien, and bears much clessemblance to the more recent current of
thought that was discussed as Gaiaism. The gaoreisf the many indicators of how the religious
interpretative framework of the West has begurhtti #om traditional Christianity towards

esotericism.

One of the interesting aspects of Final Fantasythdt might not relate so much to religion, but
well to the late-modern society, is its take onémgalism. Imperialism is a trope that is so common
in the fantasy-genre that it seems almost manddtomost of these stories, there is usually ah evi
kingdom, empire or other sort of state that istowgxpand its territories on the expense of itsdgoo
natured, freedom loving neighbours, and the sre@klrfaction of the hero is the only thing that
stands between freedom and tyranny. The Final Bgstries is definitely full of such imperialist
themes; irFinal Fantasy V] the enemy is named simply “the Empire”Himal Fantasy Vit is
the dictatorial republic of Galbadikinal Fantasy IX(2000) displays the power hungry kingdom of
Alexandria, and irFinal Fantasy X(2001) we have the theocratic supreme state abrvew Final
Fantasy VII, this theme is enacted by a global aafion. There are no kings or presidents that

strives to further their power, but instead a CE@roelectric company. In fact, the political astor

141 PartridgeRe-enchantment vol. 28.
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of Final Fantasy VII are all subject to Shinra; @pthe leader of Wutai, admits that he hides his
power in order to not provoke the Shinra, and tlagon of Midgar not only has his office in the
company's headquarters, but is listed as a “Levahployee”. This certainly relates to modern
concerns with late-capitalism and the rise of camstism, where power is increasingly allocated to
transnational corporations. Indeed, Rufus sayshisdiather “tried to control the world with money.
It seems to have been working.”

Lastly, | would like to conclude with saying thdtheugh it might be tempting to read Final
Fantasy VII as an outright critique of institutidisad religion, of the hegemony of global
capitalism and of how the disenchanting tenderaliestural science has legitimized
environmental exploitation, some caution shouldaken before doing this. This is because such
interpretations too readily assumes that the creaticthe game have had an agenda besides just
wanting to make a really enjoyable game. Withotériviews quoting the authors clearly affirming
any underlying message (and such interviews aithazome by, partly because not everybody is
fluent in Japanese, partly because game journadistty are interested in asking such questions),
there is really no way of verifying any such agemlao, as pointed out by Tuckett & Robertson,
can we really call a video game a critique of sdmimef if the people that play the game are not
aware of this??As already mentioned in section 4.3, this essaynioa set out to deal with neither
the intention of the authors, nor the receptiothefaudience. While both of these makes up
interesting and valuable topics worthy of attenfiotheir own right, my aim was to study that
which is communicated through the game, undersitmoelation to occulture. The task of
demonstrating how games with occultural contertigrfces the actual religious beliefs and
practices of players still lies ahead of us. Téyfuhderstand this influence, however, we must

continue to map the spiritual terrain these plageesnavigating through; the occultural landscape.

142 Jonathan D. F. Tuckett & David G. Robertsorgcéting the Locus of Study on 'Religion’ in Videar@es”,
Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Intermet. 5, 2014, 99.
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