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Emil Lundedal Hammar and Jamie Woodcock  
 

On Armistice Day 2018 the social media account of the popular Halo series (Bungie 2001) tweeted 

out: ‘To those who have served or continue to serve in our armed forces – thank you. #VeteransDay’, 

with an image of the iconic Master Chief character saluting a military airplane fly-over.1 An otherwise 

uncontroversial social media account focused solely on advertising Halo products, it is curious that 

such brand management would apparently view support of the military as apolitical and 

uncontroversial. Meanwhile, the last 20 years of US sales data show that the blockbuster military 

franchise Call of Duty (Infinity Ward 2003, Treyarch 2005) has dominated the sales charts over the last 

decade.2 These two examples speak to the militaristic ideology that videogames are steeped in. Both 

as representations of war and as commemorative gestures, war games form part of how societies and 

collectives understand past conflicts – they are one of the ways that we formulate ideas and 

understandings about history and the past (Chapman 2016a).  

Commercially successful military videogames such as Call of Duty and the Battlefield series (EA DICE 

2002) allow consumers with access to digital technologies such as mobile phones, tablets, computers, 

and consoles to play within virtual historical scenarios of war and conflict, for instance the First World 

War (Chapman 2016b), the Second World War (Ramsay 2015), the Haitian Revolution (Hammar 

2017a), the Cold War (Pötzsch and Šisler 2016), or contemporary military occupations of the Middle 

East (Saber and Webber 2017). As Adam Chapman (2016b) has argued, ‘many historical video games 

are amongst the most successful contemporary popular historical products’. This is particularly 

important given ‘the unpopularity of school history’, and that ‘young people choose to use their free 

time playing video games set in the past’ (O’Neill and Feenstra 2016). 

Just as ‘Hollywood History’ (Loshitzky 1997) has been criticized for its construction of the past through 

the lens of imperialist and capitalist propaganda (Der Derian 2009, Stahl 2010), so war games 

propound similar ideologies, perspectives, and representations of conflict (Allen 2011, Huntemann 

and Payne 2010, Payne 2016, Schut 2007). Although no quantitative study has been published on the 

dominant forms of meaning-making in war games, much research has explored the ways that 

commercial titles unreflectively convey hegemonic views of war and memory. For example, Andrew 

Salvati and Jonathan Bullinger (2013) argue that war games emphasize the so-called authenticity of 

the material cultures of history, while the multiplicity of perspectives in the depicted conflict in 

question are usually superficial, one-dimensional, if not entirely removed (Pötzsch 2017). Most war 

games are generally played from the perspective of Western male soldiers with little to no inclusion 

of other perspectives, such as those of civilians.  



These disconcerting aspects of war games can, we argue, be traced back to the context in which they 

are produced. Structural factors, such as labour conditions, which shape the games industry find 

ultimate expression in what Berthold Molden terms a ‘mnemonic hegemony’, whereby dominant 

discursive framings privilege certain ways of remembering the past. As he writes, ‘Access to and 

control over the means of communication and diffusion of historical narratives are of utmost 

importance for the establishment and maintenance of mnemonic hegemony’ (Molden 2016: 134). 

When the material and social relations of production affect what is possible in media, this means that 

our understanding of war is constrained by these very same material and social relations, and thereby 

inadvertently reproduced by virtue of these relations. As Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (1932) argued, 

‘if you proceed from production, you necessarily concern yourself with the real conditions of 

production and with the productive activity of men’. When operating within a power structure, 

workers at videogame production companies are managed to produce particular outcomes 

(Woodcock 2016, 2019). While the individuals within a studio may hold different views on war, the 

collective project is often bound by structural requirements and is thus beyond the control of workers 

within the overall labour process, as we argue in this chapter.  

Rather than limiting our analysis to how war games privilege dominant ways of remembering conflict 

on the level of text, we instead turn towards a political-economy approach to account for their 

contribution to contemporary mnemonic hegemony. Investigating digital games production as a 

framing structure draws out the ideological and hegemonic ideas within the industry, which are then 

reinforced and reproduced in the games themselves, simultaneously closing down the transformative 

capacities they might hold.  

The Political Economy of the Games Industry  
 

We turn here to discuss the political economy that underpins the games that are produced. We start 

here because, as game designer and professor Paolo Pedercini states, the games industry serves as ‘a 

laboratory for crucial tendencies of capitalism’ (in Partin 2017). Similarly, Aphra Kerr writes:  

the commodification of games and play is an example of how capitalism expands into all areas of 

everyday life and changes things that we do and use into things which we exchange for money. Since 

the early 1970s the video games industry has explored ways to commodify children’s game and play 

time, and is increasingly a part of adult leisure too. (Kerr 2017: 29)  

Like many other media and cultural forms, videogames are produced within and are enabled by a 

historical and material global network dependent on the imperialist capitalist system across the world 

(Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter 2009, Kirkpatrick 2013: 108). It is through the neo-colonial access to 

slave labour extracting cobalt in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Sinclair 2015, 2016, 2017, 

Valentine 2018); the state- run capitalist super-exploitation in countries such as China (Fuchs 2018, 

Qiu 2017); the free-trade regulations of the centres of economic power; the precarious working 

conditions of software developers in North America (Consalvo 2008, O’Donnell 2014, Williams 2013) 

and in cheaply outsourced countries like Malaysia and Vietnam (Flecker 2016, Thomsen 2018); the 

exploitation of passion via ‘playbour’ by multibillion-dollar software companies (Bulut 2018, Dyer-

Witheford and de Peuter 2009); and the disposal of e-waste back into the exploited countries 

(Maxwell et al. 2015, Nguyen 2017), that digital games are able to flourish as a cultural and economic 

force for those consumers with access to them (Huntemann and Aslinger 2013).  



The consolidation of power by software and hardware platforms also indicates the ‘platformisation of 

culture’ (Nieborg and Poell 2018), whereby markets are structured in the interests of a single 

dominant platform holder, such as Apple, Amazon, Google, Sony, Microsoft or Valve. As both Daniel 

Joseph’s (2018) and Mark Graham and Jamie Woodcock’s (2018) research confirms, the consolidated 

power of ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek 2016) disassembles workers’ rights and their collective 

organizations, and commodifies their activities online through platformization. While the games 

industry has been at the forefront of many of these changes, its contemporary form is predicated on 

twenty-first century imperialism (Smith 2016) and its products are symptoms of the historical and 

materialist systems from which they derive. The games industry follows monopoly capitalist 

production networks that super-exploit (Smith 2018) workers and the environment in the imperial 

periphery, while circulating surplus profits towards the core (Cope 2015). From the centre of power 

located within this global network, ‘a one-way flow of culture and information from center to 

periphery’ (Mosco 2009: 73) is enacted. Hence, as Joseph (2017) argues: ‘if you look at video games, 

capitalism stares back at you. They idealise experiences of individual freedom (through code or play), 

while exploiting uneven global development’.  

In exercising power over the production of war games, most major companies operate from the US, 

Canada and Western European countries, with China also playing an increasingly important role (Kerr 

2017). In addition to operating in geographical centres of power, the individuals who are employed to 

code and produce war games are homogenous across race, gender, age, and sexuality (Edwards et al. 

2014, Mateos-Garcia et al. 2014, Ramanan 2017, Weststar et al. 2018, Weststar and Legault 2015). 

The demographics of the games industry in North America and Europe show that the prevailing 

identity of the game developer is largely that of a white, heterosexual man in his late twenties or early 

thirties.  

This homogenous composition of the workforce enforces a habitus that ignores or overlooks the 

experiences of others. Research on the misogyny and patriarchy in the games industry (Johnson 2013, 

2014) affirms this observation, as do numerous statements by women and feminist organizations 

(Ochsner 2017). In addition, racial hierarchies within game studios and their culture-industrial logic 

ensures the reproduction of white supremacy (Srauy 2017). This structuration of production then 

affects decisions on how wars should be represented, which usually results in mnemonic hegemony 

(Hammar 2017b).  

While workers from the margins do exist within these companies, they are rarely in positions of power 

(Woodcock 2016, 2019). A structural and normative form of ‘gatekeeping’ ensures that only certain 

people, with certain hegemonic beliefs and conformities, are employed in the games industry and are 

likely to traverse the power hierarchies of games production. This disparity is seen in the gender salary 

gap in the branch: surveys have shown that on average women earn $0.86 for every $1 that men make 

(Miller 2013, Graft 2014). The exploitation of game developers also means that games development 

is a ‘young man’s game’ (Legault et al. 2017). Social life outside of work is demolished by long 

workhours, maternity and/or paternity leave is impossible (Consalvo 2008), and deteriorating health 

resulting from so-called ‘crunch periods’ is tolerable only for younger and more naïve workers 

(Campbell 2016). Over 75 per cent of respondents in an IGDA survey (Legault et al. 2017) stated that 

they suffer from these crunch periods, which are extended periods of time where worker rights or 

expectations are suspended in favour of finishing the product (Takashi 2017, Williams 2015). As Kerr 

writes, ‘there is a high turnover of staff, a high degree of burnout and many leave the industry in their 

mid- to late thirties’ (Kerr 2017: 16).  

The overall experience of the games industry is therefore one of poor working conditions, deep 

precarity, lack of diversity, and lack of accumulated experience due to a high burnout rate. While the 



labour involved is similar to that in other areas of software development and production (O’Donnell 

2009), the games industry explicitly markets the work as playful and ‘fun’ in order more easily to 

exploit workers (Dyer-Witheford 1999, Fizek 2016, Woodcock and Johnson 2018). The hiring practices 

of US tech companies have also been criticized for a structural unwillingness to hire recently graduated 

and qualified people of colour (Bui and Miller 2016, Vara 2016).3 Thus, as Janine Fron et al. argue, the 

power structures in the games industry and culture reproduce assumptions about audiences and 

creators that reinforce the hegemony:  

This hegemonic elite determines which technologies will be deployed, and which will not; which 

games will be made, and by which designers; which players are important to design for, and which 

play styles will be supported. The hegemony operates on both monetary and cultural levels. (Fron 

et al. 2007: 1)  

In maintaining this hegemony of play, capital works in tandem with white supremacy and patriarchy 

to ‘divide and conquer’, suppressing the wages of the digital labour aristocracy in the imperial core 

while relying on the social-chauvinistic structure between this labour aristocracy and the super- 

exploited in the periphery (Cope 2015: 151–2, Du Bois 1935).  

In sum, the picture of the global games industry shows an exploited labour aristocracy in the imperial 

core structured along white, masculine, heteronormative lines, while the super-exploited hardware 

assemblers and outsourced developers in the peripheries provide extra surplus value. However, this 

connection to imperialism not only flows along supply chains: it is also deeply connected to the 

military–industrial complex, which is the other side of twenty-first century imperialism. It is to this 

that we turn next.  

The Military–Industrial Complex and Games  
There is a long history of connections between the military–industrial complex and games 

(Huntemann and Payne 2010, Payne 2016). However, these connections are often only explored in 

terms of the explicit use of the military and armed conflict as the subject of games, rather than 

unpicking other relationships that bring the end product into being. This is particularly important, 

because, as we have argued above, the work that goes into making videogames provides an important 

avenue for understanding the meaning potentials of the final product (Woodcock 2016), and how 

people engaged in the work shape it in varying ways.  

The connection between the military and videogames was present at the birth of the medium. As Nick 

Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter (2009: 7) have explained, all of the ‘contenders for the title 

“inventor of the video game” ... were employees of the US military-industrial complex’. In part, this 

can be traced to the military being key to the development of the computer hardware on which games 

could be developed. For example, while programmers were employed by the military to devise 

computer simulations, such activities ‘could also be a diversion from working on mass death’, 

particularly work related to nuclear weapons, and ‘enjoyed for their technical “sweetness” and oddity 

without instrumental purpose, transformed into play’ (ibid.: 8). This is an example of ‘gamification-

from- below’ (Woodcock and Johnson 2018): finding a way to subvert technology at work for a 

different purpose.  

Games did not remain a subversive pursuit of programmers within the military, however. Once these 

early games had been developed, the non- programmers in the military were quick to see the potential 

for videogames to train soldiers for actual combat. From the 1980s onwards, various games were used 

for wargaming. This ranged from a reskinned version of Doom II (id Software 1994) to specially 



designed games like Virtual Battlespace 2 (Bohemia Interactive Simulations 2007) (Dobson 2007). In 

the process, a connection was formed between ‘game developers and war planners’ who had 

‘overlapping interests in multimedia simulation and virtual experience’, which resulted in formalized 

links, collaborations, and even subsidies for the production of new games (Kline et al. 2003: 99). So, 

while videogames were born accidentally within the military–industrial complex, they have been 

subjected to attempts to capture and subsume them into the organization of war. The tensions 

present now were also present at the start: while ‘games tend to a reactionary imperial content, as 

militarized, marketized, entertainment commodities, they also tend to a radical, multitudinous form, 

as collaborative, constructive, experimental digital productions’ (Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter 2009: 

228).  

The most militarized forms have been the games published by the US Army, including the America’s 

Army (US Army 2002) series and Full Spectrum Warrior (Pandemic Studios 2004). The former was 

developed specifically as a recruitment tool that could be targeted at the next generation of potential 

soldiers, while the latter was used for training (Payne 2016: 6). These are different from the forms of 

‘militainment’ that Roger Stahl (2010: 6) describes, which involve ‘state violence’ being ‘translated 

into an object of pleasurable consumption’. Such forms are also found in film and other media, with 

much longer histories. While the military benefits from this indirect normalization, there are also 

relationships at play that go further than just the US Army publishing its own games. This is the most 

overt example, but many others rely on military consultants, drawing elements of the military into 

their workforce for the game, while also not having ‘to submit their design choices to the scrutiny of 

the government’s exacting review processes’ (Payne 2016: 6).  

The employment of military consultants represents an important development in the relationship 

between the military–industrial complex and videogames. The success of games has made many 

members of the military keen to participate, as Sledgehammer Games, the development studio of Call 

of Duty: Advanced Warfare (2014), found: ‘we’ve been fortunate that the series has a lot of fans across 

military organisations, and within the entertainment industry’, meaning that, ‘this draws a lot of 

interest, and a great deal of desire to help Call of Duty’ (quoted in Stuart 2014). Much like the Western 

film industry, the drive – and competition – for surface realism (Pötzsch 2017) has meant that many 

developers engage with consultants as part of the development process. Thus, rather than engaging 

directly with the military, developers are able to form connections with companies like Strike Fighter 

Consulting Inc., which purports to offer expertise ranging ‘from fighter pilots, bomber pilots, and test 

pilots to mission commanders, intelligence specialists and special operation forces’. In its publicity, 

the company explains that ‘military consultants’ can help developers ‘create lifelike combat scenarios 

that’ – they claim – ‘will ultimately lead to more immersive gameplay and higher sales’.4  

Beyond consultancy, there is also the existence of specific kinds of product placement within 

videogames.5 Although most consumers are probably unaware of this, many developers pay gun 

manufacturers to include their products in games. Simon Parkin (2013) notes the long history of 

companies marketing ‘imitation adult products to children’, for example with candy cigarettes. Now, 

‘licensed weapons are commonplace in video games, but the deals between game makers and gun-

manufacturer are shrouded’, he observes, making it difficult to uncover exactly what is taking place. 

However, Parkin was able to discuss the details with Barrett, the company that manufactures the M82 

sniper rifle that features in many games. The company explained that ‘video games expose our brand 

to a young audience who are considered possible future owners’. This is slightly odd, given the product 

is a.50 calibre rifle rather than a more generic commodity that might be advertised in film or television. 

In addition to the exposure, the gun company would also expect a royalty fee for its product featuring 

in a game – this could be either a single payment or sales percentage, perhaps as high as 5–10 per 



cent of the retail price. The negotiation with developers also extends to how it is used in a game. For 

example, with Barrett, this means knowing ‘explicitly how the rifle is to be used, ensuring that we are 

shown in a positive light ... such as the “good guys” using the rifle’ (Parkin 2013). By purchasing 

videogames, ‘consumers have, for the past few years, unwittingly funded arms companies that often 

have their own military agendas’ (ibid.). This blurs the distinction between the game and reality, as 

money changes hands with a company that creates guns that actually kill people.  

These connections between the military–industrial complex and the videogames industry go back to 

the formation of the industry. In some instances, this involves the direct involvement of the military 

in the production of games. In other cases, this is a more subtle indirect engagement, which may 

nevertheless involve payment between the military–industrial complex and the games industry. The 

relationships between the two shape the way the work of videogames is carried out. For example, 

designing models of guns can involve developers spending time with the actual guns and military 

consultants. While this has the potential to increase the ‘realism’ of the game, it also involves a 

collaboration between two very different kinds of workers. This process of interaction has the 

potential to inscribe the game with the processes, motivations, and beliefs of those employed in the 

military– industrial complex. As a recent example has shown, the US Army has also seen the potential 

of esports in games such as Fortnite (Epic Games 2017), FIFA (Extended Play Productions 1994), 

Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment 2016), and League of Legends (Riot Games 2009), by launching its 

own team ‘to help young people see soldiers in a different light’ and ‘help the Army address the 

growing disconnect with society’ (Sinclair 2018). Across these examples, the influence may happen in 

obvious and direct ways or in a more subtle manner by shutting down alternative potentialities of 

games by advising that they are ‘unrealistic’.  

The Games Industry as Culture Industry  
Being embedded in capitalism means that commercial games companies have to earn a profit from 

the investment put into the production of digital games. This fundamental condition activates 

assumptions about market preferences, potential buyers, and what experiences and feelings the 

product should foster. In order to make a convincing pitch to potential investors, for example, a 

financial case for expected profits has to be established. This means that investors in, and publishers 

of war games rely on data and assumptions about what their target consumers would be interested 

in paying for. These assumptions about audiences are usually in support of the status quo, where the 

games industry’s mental construction of a ‘gamer’ entails assuming certain hegemonic preferences 

and dislikes (Shaw 2012). Any deviation from norms or expectations in terms of genre, mechanics, 

characters, or themes only introduces more uncertainty and therefore more financial risk. Capital to 

fund the production is the essential and primary concern. In one of the authors’ interviews with the 

directors and executives of smaller game companies, a recurring claim was that the finances need to 

be in order before anything else can be attempted (Hammar forthcoming) – an illustration of what 

Stephanie de Smale et al. (2017: 6) refer to as the ‘tension between creativity and sustainability’. The 

logic of capitalism in the games industry means that what is produced has to have been confirmed as 

having been financially successful in the past. This latter point holds true for so-called market research, 

where focus-group testing, consumer behaviour data, and playtests attempt to pinpoint and predict 

the profitability and expected amount of sales based on what type of game this is. Such market 

research by the industry makes various assumptions about the preferences of players, such as what 

type of identity they would want to experience (Yee 2017b), what genre they are interested in 

(Nofziger 2014, Yee 2017a), and presumably the viewpoint from which they would like to experience 



politics. Simply put, video games rise out of the capitalist mode of production and this mode influences 

their form and content.  

The Politics of Tools and Education  
Not only do capitalism and professional relations to the military predispose what gets produced in the 

games industry, but also the ideology and history of the industry are baked into the actual toolsets 

that developers use to produce games. Similar to Matthew Fuller’s (2003: 25) concept of ‘social 

software’ – that programming is ‘determined by a submissive relation to the standards set by 

Microsoft’ – the engines, graphics toolsets, tactile interfaces, and algorithmic conditions are inscribed 

with ideological traces. For instance, game developer and academic Robert Yang tweeted that 

physical-based-rendering ‘exists mostly to make gunmetal look cooler’.6 A similar point could be made 

about the variety and complexity of gunmetal textures in graphics software toolsets, such as 3DS 

Studio Max and its asset stores. Here, the industry’s need for state-of-the-art graphical representation 

of guns to entice consumers demands that the software tools prioritize the visual representation of 

guns in the most advanced form possible.  

Meanwhile, the often-utilized Unreal Engine has a built-in development framework to easily produce 

first-person perspectives and so-called shooter mechanics. The lighting technology employed in state-

of-the-art game engines where certain skin tones are less developed under different lighting 

conditions is a similar example of an ideological imposition by the technology used in the production 

of games. As David D’Angelo writes, ‘the darker spectrum of color is very underrepresented [in the 

Nintendo Entertainment System], and there aren’t many shades that work for displaying a character 

with a darker skin tone’ (cited in Cole and DePass 2017). Already baked into the technological tools 

themselves, if not the algorithmic condition of the computer (Galloway 2006), the ‘software as culture’ 

(Fuller 2003) imposes itself on the workers who produce war games.  

Beyond the baked-in ideological assumptions of videogames technologies, the universities and other 

institutions that educate those who produce and analyze games also maintain a hegemony in line with 

the imperialist, capitalist status quo. While this may not primarily be the fault of individual educators 

and researchers, institutional priorities largely focus on skills directly related to toolsets and 

craftsmanship. Instead of educating future workers in broader societal considerations, the emphasis 

is on the acquisition of practical skills for developing videogames. This is due to the industry’s demand 

for premium skillsets in order for students to gain wage-labour in the industry. Consequently, games 

education providers are required to address this need, as demanded by either the neoliberal state or 

privately- funded students, if they want to remain functional institutions. Kerr writes:  

Now people with degrees have to take unpaid internships to demonstrate their suitability to 

work in the industry, or set up their own company upon graduation. ... Yet there are many 

more people studying games than will be able to obtain jobs in the games industry and there 

is a premium set on experience. This mixture of oversupply of young educated workers, a 

drain from the industry of experienced workers and unstable working conditions is affecting 

the demographic profile of those who work in the industry. (Kerr 2017: 17)  

The end-result of what scholars term the neoliberalisation of universities and educational institutions 

is that they remove any irrelevant topics that are not profitable for the industry and thereby capital 

(Ergül and Coşar 2017). Games courses in universities become factories to provide exploitable labour 

for the games industry – and education serves the interest of capital. This means that subjects which 

are difficult to reduce to economic utility under neoliberal ideology, such as cultural studies, sociology, 



feminism, or critical theory, have to be de-prioritized, if not removed altogether, while practical 

courses on how to quickly produce 3D models or to work collaboratively on a team project are crucial 

for the curriculum. Thus, the various institutions that provide education in game studies 

reproduce workers who are concerned with how quickly they can use their skillsets to produce 

content for their employers.  

When working with war games, their own precarious position and lack of awareness of the overall 

project can motivate such employees to reproduce hegemonic mnemonic war games. Bourgeois 

academia thus exists in the service of capitalism and all educational ideals are measured against its 

demands, thereby reproducing a complacent workforce that is ripe for exploitation and open to the 

cultural reproduction of imperialist, militarist goals. As many have argued before (Consalvo 2012, 

Leonard 2006, Shaw 2018, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009, Russworm 2018, among others), there 

is a responsibility for scholars to engage with and dismantle hierarchies of race, gender, and class via 

their own scholarship and in the institutions in which they are embedded. The question for scholars 

and educators within game studies, therefore, is to ask themselves what they hope to achieve with 

the praxis they do every day. Confronted with repeated crises of capitalism, persistent imperialism 

and other global disasters, scholars within game studies should reflect on their own political potential 

and their complicity with present structures of oppression and an increasingly apocalyptic future.  

Conclusion: Hegemonic Articulations of Mnemonic–

Hegemonic War Games  
Overall, the political economy of war games is characterized by three key aspects: first, its imbrication 

in the systems of twenty-first century imperialist capitalism; second, its symbiotic relationship with 

the military– industrial complex; and third, the ideologies embedded in software tools and educational 

programmes that constrain and inoculate software workers with hegemonic ideas related to 

militarism and ‘capitalist realism’ (Fisher 2009). These contexts of production and their material 

conditions mean that as long as society is structured along contemporary capitalist lines, so too will 

the majority of war games conform to hegemonic values pertaining to conflict resolution, memory 

politics, how we see ourselves and others, and so forth. Yet, just as with other forms of media such as 

the novel, film, and more, there is a potential to tell other stories or subvert the dominant ideologies 

of society.  

Given these perhaps apparent oppressive structures in which workers in the ‘war game industry’ 

navigate their daily lives, the questions readers of this anthology should ask themselves are: What can 

be done to oppose and dismantle the militaristic and capitalist structures in which we all live? How 

does our everyday practice address these fundamental conditions of the domain in which we work?  

Throughout the chapter, we have discussed the influence of different games, ways of making games 

and the relationships involved in producing wargames. While we have focused on how games are 

made, it is fitting to reflect on their play to conclude. As Marcus Schulzke writes in his nuancing of 

critical analysis:  

‘military video games are complex texts that are best analyzed with attention to the diverse 

understandings of war they reveal, especially the insight they offer into violent organizations’ 

values and media strategies’ (Schulzke 2017: 610).  

In the majority of wargames, the subject matter is historical, representing a war that has already taken 

place; building a representation of an historical event that happened before a player’s birth. The 

importance of this kind of memory is indicated by Matthew Thomas Payne (2016: 7), drawing on 



Benedict Anderson’s work on nationalism and ‘imagined communities’. The way we make, tell, and 

experience these events shapes the project of nationalism. Games are clearly a key part of this process 

(Sterczewski 2016).  

So where does that leave critical accounts of videogames? The first step is to make visible the 

relationships of production that are hidden from the consumer’s point of view – tracing the overt and 

obscured connections between the military and the industry, drawing attention to the licensing of 

guns in videogames, highlighting the role of games in recruiting and training armies, or exploring the 

roles of education and tools in shaping the final product. All of these are important, but so too is 

remembering the point made by Stuart Hall (1981: 239): ‘popular culture is one of the sites where this 

struggle for and against a culture of the powerful is engaged: it is also the stake to be won or lost in 

that struggle’. Games, due to the peculiarities of their form, are a powerful ‘arena of consent and 

resistance’ (ibid.) and this needs to be celebrated and highlighted in opposition to the dominance of 

militarism. The emerging wave of unionisation in the games industry could also reshape this in novel 

ways, and is an important avenue for future research.  

Notes  
1 Halo Twitter Account, 11 November 2018, available at: 

https://twitter.com/Halo/status/1061637421995937793 (accessed 12 November 2018).  

2 See the data tweeted by industry analyst Mat Piscatella at https://twitter.com/ 

MatPiscatella/status/1060212182607118336, 7 November 2018 (accessed 13 November 2018).  

3 Yet the solution is not simply to ‘Add Minorities and Stir’ (Shaw 2015, 2017) – i.e. to add more 

excluded groups to the exploited workforce – because such solutions move the responsibility away 

from current power-holders. Simply hiring more marginalized workers puts the tasks of 

representation on their shoulders; and they, in turn, do not all hold the same beliefs and might even 

reproduce the dominant hegemony themselves.  

4 See: How Military Consulting Leads to the Video Game of the Year, Strike Fighter Consulting, 26 

October, http://strikefighterconsultinginc.com/blog/how-military- consulting-leads-to-the-video-

game-of-the-year/(accessed 15 November 2018).  

5 For example, following the increased militarization of US society after 9/11, the US Army brought 

two armoured vehicles and a helicopter to a games industry trade show in 2003 as part of its 

promotional strategy. See: E3 2003 - SwankWorld Takes a Look Back, 
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