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iv. Preface

I am not a trained historian and neither do | scour historical textbooks and sources in my spare time.
Yet despite an overall lack of insight and dedication to history, | am constantly exposed to it. | watch
films about historical events, | play games that are meant to take place in a historical period, and much
of the literature I read focuses on how past events influence the present. When | recall historical
events, | do not think of historical archives detailing them, but the entertainment purporting to cover or
relate to the historical period in question. When confronted with the topic of World War 11, the
Vietnam War, or the so-called Wild West, what springs to mind are mass entertainment films like
Saving Private Ryan (Spielberg 1998), Der Untergang (Hirschbiegel 2004), Full Metal Jacket
(Kubrick 1987), Platoon (Stone 1986), Dances with Wolves (Costner 1990) or Sergio Leone’s
spaghetti westerns (Leone 1964; 1965; 1966). In a Baudrillardian sense (1994), to me, the image
precedes history, or more simply put, popular culture appears to hold a significant position whenever |
recall certain parts of history.

In this sense, we remember through culture, and it seems that mass cultural media serve as a form of
popular history (De Groot 2016) that many use to recollect. As such, media function as reflections of
cultural discourses and potentially serve as influential texts when we remember the past (Rigney
2016), i.e. cultural memory. Likewise, digital games have recently cemented their position as
culturally significant, and many of those games that invoke history are highly popular and considered
seminal for the medium. The question then is why and how do these games function when we recall
the past? What do they do to our recollection of the past that perhaps other cultural forms do similarly,
less, or not at all? Among the pantheon of other mass cultural media, what position do games hold in
predisposing remembrances of the past?

History and how to commemorate it in the present also appear highly contested and controversial
(Hodgkin and Radstone 2003). Think of the many debates on who, what, how, and why societies
should (or should not) recall certain parts of their history. Should the U.S. Southern states
commemorate Confederate generals with public monuments? How should Chile remember the stolen
children during the Pinochet regime? What forms of reparations and commemoration of the
transatlantic slavetrade by the Dutch, Portuguese, Belgian, Danish, French, and British are sufficient
and respectful? To what extent should Poland recognize their own role in facilitating the Holocaust
during WWII? And so on. It simply appears that history and the past keeps asserting itself and
intruding in our everyday lives and societies. Indeed, as Marx writes, “the tradition of all dead
generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living” (1937, 5). We are practically thrown
into the world underneath the sequence of historical events that put us here and condition our lives* -
i.e. “history is what we receive upon arrival” (Ahmed 2007, 154). In these lives, we contest and argue
with each other over which past should be the dominant one — or to use the terminology of this
research — which memory should be the hegemonic one. This struggle over memory is important,
namely because how we remember the past also predisposes how we enact our future (Erll 2011a,
173).

! “Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected
circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.” (Marx 1937, 5)
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These questions motivate the sensitive and highly politicized nature of commemorative processes in
the present, something of which digital games are not exempt from. They also latch onto contested
debates over what history is and whose histories we should remember. For example, historical games
have garnered controversies over the depiction of the Soviet Union as barbaric mass-murderers of
their own people in WWII (Campbell 2013); the inclusion of women soldiers in WWII battlefields
(Farokhmanesh 2018); the exclusion of people of color in 15" century Bohemia (Plunkett 2014); or
when U.S. war crimes in the first Gulf War are attributed to Russia (Martin 2019), just to name a few.

Therefore, these struggles over remembering reveal the power dynamics over which pasts should be
commemorated or forgotten and how. In the same way, the above examples of contestations of
memory reveal the importance of games in commemorative processes and the context in which they
are played and received. It is for this reason that this dissertation locates historical digital games within
the social and economic hierarchies that privilege certain forms of remembering over others. Yet we
also need to acknowledge the multiple ways that audiences negotiate and position themselves towards
media that privileges certain understandings of the past. People watch films, read literature, or play
games in ways that alters the ‘movement of memory’ (Erll 2011b) in unforeseen ways against the
dominant understanding of the past. This latter point is evident in the case of games, where their
ability for players to manipulate the historical gameworld opens up for other forms of memory
movement. Therefore, this dissertation contributes to the scholarship and conversation concerning the
place of historical digital games in the formation of cultural memory. It does so by showing how
games are conditioned by global, historical forces, yet negotiated, and even contested, locally.
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Part | Introductory chapter to this dissertation

1 Overview of the introductory chapter

The introductory chapter is divided into five sections. The purpose of the introductory chapter is to
establish the surrounding theoretical framework and motivations for attached the four research articles.
It does so by outlining key concepts from the fields of memory studies, game studies, cultural studies,
and political economy of communication.

The current component of the chapter functions as this introduction to the research project.

The second component provides an overview of the research hypothesis, research questions, and the
associated research articles.

The third component presents the methods that | have employed throughout the project via formal
game analysis, qualitative interviews with game developers, quantitative content analysis, and
documentary research of secondary sources of player perspectives.

The fourth component comprises the major part of the introductory chapter, where | establish the
theoretical framework. This component outlines the theories of memory studies, media analysis via
Stuart Hall’s encoding and decoding model, hegemony and media, and finally the encoding, decoding,
and formal analysis of historical digital games.

The fifth part provides an empirical component by introducing a quantitative content analysis of 208
historical digital games. This analysis identifies their dominant trends in relation to identity, history,
and conflict?. These results motivate a subsequent overview of the games industry’s political economy
across production, distribution, and consumption. This overview then qualifies the reasons for the
project’s limitation to only analyzing two game titles, namely Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry and
Mafia Ill.

Finally, the sixth component connects the introductory chapter and the four research articles, and
reiterates the main results of the research project once more.

2 This fifth article introduce new empirical findings via the quantitative content analysis of historical digital
games. Due to the formal constraints of the dissertation, this has been included as part of the introductory
chapter. It will be transformed into an article at a later stage.
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2 Research hypothesis and questions

This dissertation is best approached by reading this introductory chapter first and then the articles
thereafter. These articles represent an essential line of inquiry for developing an understanding of the
relationship between games and cultural memory. Each article tests the central hypothesis of the
research project: Production, game form, and play practices through historical digital games have a
role in the formation of hegemonic cultural memory. This dense hypothesis is answered in four
articles, that contain the following underlying research questions:

1. What s the role of digital games in the negotiation and formation of cultural memory
and how do players negotiate games via practices of play?

2. How do historical digital games offer or limit the affective and political potentials of
cultural memory via mass culture? And how do player positionality influence these
potentials?

3. What role does the political economy of games have in the formation of cultural memory
and to what extent do individuals negotiate and reproduce hegemonic structures that
they operate within?

4. How do we analyze games and play as distinct experiential phenomena in the formation
of cultural memory?

The first article serves as the initial research into the intersections between cultural memory, historical
digital games, play, and hegemony. | focus on the game Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry (Ubisoft
Québec 2013) and unpack how its simulation of the 18" century transatlantic slave system in the
Caribbean offers players the possibility for what I call counter-hegemonic commemorative play. Via
formal game analysis, | demonstrate how the game’s mechanical and sign systems work in
conjunction to produce cultural memory about colonialism, liberation, the Haitian revolution, and
most importantly, the nature of contemporary racial and colonial struggles. To contextualize this
analysis, | introduce two perspectives from two black American critics who recount their thoughts and
actions during and after playing Freedom Cry. Here they reflect on their own memory of black and
Afro-Caribbean historical struggles in mass culture, as well as their own current-day situation in the
U.S., a society and mass culture structured along racial categories. The perspectives of these two
critics reveal the inflection point between cultural memory, identity, hegemony, and the cathartic
potential of play. Namely, that counter-hegemonic commemorative play refers to “instances where a
game’s design features allow players to playfully negotiate, and perform against, contemporary
hegemony, thereby influencing processes of cultural memory [...] and [...] to perform and actively
resist the depicted past hegemony in a potentially cathartic way. ”(Hammar 2017b, 387, my emphasis)
The first article then sets up the overall research project by using one particular game as a case study
to show how games can be formally analyzed as memory-making media that in turn are appropriated®
by marginalized players in order to generate meaning-potentials within a present-day hegemonic
context.

3 By appropriation, | refer to the ways that players take a game’s encoded meaning potentials and express
themselves based on their own personal values and norms. (Sicart 2011)
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The second article takes its point of departure in memory studies by critically interrogating Alison
Landsberg’s (2004; 2015) concept of ‘prosthetic memory’ via the analysis of Mafia 1l (Hangar 13 and
2K Czech 2016), a historical digital game that represents the 1960s freedom struggle for black
Americans within the narrative frame of an organized crime drama. Landsberg’s prosthetic memory
identifies the affective and political potential in mass culture, where mass cultural media form
mnemonic limbs in audiences that can then potentially shape political alliances via empathy for
particular subjects’ political struggles. | then adapt prosthetic memory to Mafia I11. Similar to the first
article, I conduct a game analysis and close reading of the game’s memory-making potentials, which |
then contrast with player perspectives to show how the game is appropriated within contemporary
contexts. | analyze Mafia 111 via Landsberg’s prosthetic memory potentials in order to show how the
game generates affect in players via its mechanical system, sign, and materiality. | also critically
investigate how the game, according to prosthetic memory, might potentially form political alliances
in support of black freedom struggles.

This analysis and investigation identify the limits of Mafia 111 and mass culture more broadly, since its
political economy often sets the boundaries of the discourse in which players form their memory of
the past and establish political alliances. For example, because Mafia Il is reliant on exploitative work
conditions in a capitalist economy reliant on 21 century imperialism of global commodity forms in
the games industry, | argue that its political economy necessarily restricts mass culture’s affective and
political potentials. To nuance the promise of empathy via mass culture, | also locate the identity
positions in broader societal power hierarchies, using critical race theory to ask the incisive question
of who is playing who? As the scholar Kishonna Grays (2017) points out in the article, a white
American playing Mafia Il can easily engage with its representation of 1960s white supremacy, while
still ignoring and benefitting from self-said system in today’s American society. | thereby conclude
that while mass culture’s inclusion of marginalized identities may invite empathy at the level of text, it
does not necessarily mean that their inclusion result in political conscience and a drive to coordinated
collective action. The second article thus stands in contrast to Landsberg’s political promises of
prosthetic memory by me identifying the limitations set by mass culture with reference to political
economy and critical race theory. Landsberg’s concept might therefore be re-evaluated in light of the
frames of production and consumption, particularly within the context of the games industry.

The third article is the primary empirical investigation into the production-side of cultural memory in
historical digital games. First, | provide a general overview of the political-economic aspects of the
games industry, where | outline its demographic composition, the global economic system through
which it operates, and its labor conditions. These aspects, | argue, reinforce and reproduce an
oppressive system that predisposes the articulation of hegemonic memory-making potentials of
historical digital games. | interrogate this argument by positing the divide between production and
reception, where especially players are able to negotiate and activate these memory-making potentials
differently, as my previous two articles also demonstrated. Subsequently, I introduce my empirical
data based on nine semi-structured qualitative interviews with game developers that | conducted
between 2015 and 2017. Here | inquired about their motivations for representing the past, what
creative choices they made, to what extent they relied on other media, how the economy affected these
choices, and how industry gatekeepers determined what is produced, among a range of other
questions. The informants ranged from student and indie developers to CEOs of mid-sized studios to
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one lead writer working in a so-called AAA* multinational game company. | segmented the collected
data into four different themes: self-reflections; mnemonic reinforcement and contestations;
technoludic constraints; and economic axiom. These themes reflect some of the general trends of
producing a historical digital game and each reveals the underlying structures that motivate developers
to produce certain types of memory-making potentials in their products. Overall, the findings illustrate
how individual workers do not necessarily intend to reproduce received systems of power and
hegemony. Instead, certain cultural and material relations tacitly motivate and/or marginalize
workers in the digital game industries and thus motivate the reproduction of hegemonic power
relations in cultural memory. Finally, the article argues that attention to cultural production networks
such as the games industry constitute important factors that need to be taken seriously in research on
cultural memory and game studies.

The fourth article introduces a theoretical framework for the analysis of memory-making potentials of
digital games. Not much explicit research within the field of memory studies has been conducted on
the relations between memory and play, whereby this article serves to fill this epistemological gap.
First, I qualify why play matters in the creation of culture by using the play theory of Johan Huizinga
and the hermeneutics of Hans Georg Gadamer. This qualification of play’s importance in the
formations of and struggles over culture helps establish the link between play and cultural memory. |
then introduce a practical component by including the game studies scholar Gordon Calleja’s ‘player
involvement model’, the purpose of which is to identify and map how players experience games and
thereby become experientially involved. The model serves as a heuristic to capture six different
dimensions through which players become experientially involved in the playing of games, namely the
1) kinesthetic, 2) spatial, 3) shared, 4) narrative, 5) affective, and 6) ludic modes. | then explore the
memory-making potentials in each of the six dimensions by relating each type of involvement with
examples of memory-making in historical digital games. As such, the article is both an illustration of
the importance of studying play in cultural memory, but also a methodological proposal on how to
study this phenomenon via established heuristics from the discipline of game studies.

4 AAA is the colloquial term for the large size of the budget of the game’s production. These budgets are
estimated to run up to hundreds of millions of dollars (Nieborg 2011), rivaling the level of large-scale and
financially risky Hollywood productions.
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3 Findings

Combined, these four articles investigate the phenomenon of historical digital games in relation to
cultural memory with particular attention to the political economy and practices of play of historical
digital games. | contend that games potentially contribute to cultural memory-making processes via
their game form. Firstly, my research demonstrates that digital games can be understood as
cybermedia objects that facilitate meanings about the past at the level of mechanical system, sign, and
materiality. Secondly, this triadic relationship is activated by players whose practices of play, to a
degree, alter the game object. My research thereby shows how players appropriate games locally in
ways that align with their own personal values and norms. At this level of play, | also show how to
analyze and map the experiences of involvement in historical digital games via Calleja’s experiential
six-dimensional model. In addition to this analysis of play, I make it clear that players’ own
backgrounds and social positions within power hierarchies also inform how they negotiate and
appropriate game objects when generating beliefs about the past. In my analysis of play, | deployed
notions of racialization and colonialism to illustrate how mnemonic practices of play are informed by
the present. Thirdly, I claim that the political economy of games production structure the discursive
boundaries of the appropriated game object, which are conditioned by the epistemic, economic, and
technical contexts of game development. | claim that game development structure most mainstream
historical digital games in such a way that they predispose the reproduction and reinforcement of
existing hegemonic perspectives on history, with western white men committing violence as the
central focus, while other identities, perspectives, action possibilities, and forms of memory-making
are marginalized, if not made entirely invisible. My argument for the importance of political economy
in analyzing mnemonic media, such as historical digital games, implies that memory-making through
mainstream historical digital games is structured according to contemporary mnemonic hegemony.
Yet | also argue that games themselves open up for unforeseen forms of negotiations and oppositions
due to their formal configurative qualities activated by players. The advancements made by this
research project provides a more comprehensive account of cultural memory in historical digital
games by not only analyzing the games themselves and how people in their own local context play
them, but also by analyzing their production and the hegemonic conditions that predispose the
memory-making processes of these games in the first place. This comprehensive account is what my
research project has attempted in this dissertation and its four included articles.
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4 Methods

This section of the dissertation accounts for the methods | used to generate data that | analyzed in my
four main lines of inquiry into cultural memory in games: Production, quantitative and qualitative
game analysis, and reception. The methods to investigate each of these inquiries were 1) formal
analysis and close readings of a limited set of historical digital games, 2) a quantitative content
analysis of the genre of historical digital games, 3) semi-structured qualitative interviews with game
developers, and 4) analyses of publicly available player testimonies. The following section provide
brief accounts on how | completed each of the four objectives.

4.1 Formal analysis
In line with Aarseth’s (2007, 3) argument that, as researchers, playing games ourselves is the best

method to analyze games, because by indirect access to the experience of games make us “liable to
commit severe misunderstandings.” Thus. | played the games. | played both Freedom Cry and Mafia
I11 on a PC with a game controller, the former in 2014 and the latter in 2016. At first, | simply played
their predesigned narrative plots to ‘completion” while casually observing some of their implicit
politics. After finishing this playthrough, | then consulted Anglophonic paratexts (Wright 2018)about
the games, such as what critics and players had to say about the games and their commentary on
history, racialization, power struggles, and colonialism. | then replayed each game once more with a
pen and a notebook in which | wrote down my observations with regard to the game’s approach to
history, race, colonization and white supremacy, masculinity, and the game’s mechanical system and
what it allowed me to do. After replaying the games, | subsequently read or listened to interviews with
the games’ developers and watched recordings of their industry presentations on how they approached
certain design aspects of their games. This approach of my own playing complemented by other player
perspectives and the reflections from the people involved in producing the games, informed my
subsequent scholarly analysis of Freedom Cry and Mafia Ill. Their close readings were conducted
with attention to the game form in how both games represented the past via their semiotic and
mechanical systems (cf. this chapter’s section on games analysis). The decision to focus on only two
games was largely motivated by the fact that relegating an analysis to only one particular game
provides more analytical depth with respect to the game itself as a game object, but also the multiple
ways that it is negotiated differently by players. Overall, my approach to the game analysis illustrate
my use of the production-reception approach, where | included: One, my own game analysis; two,
other player testimonies; and three, developer insights that inform my close readings of the memory-
making potentials of the chosen games for the project. | return to and elaborate on this approach later
in this introductory chapter.

4.2 Quantitative analysis
In this introductory chapter, I also present the results of a quantitative content analysis (Riffe et al.

2019) of historical digital games that employ a realist simulation style®. When first gathering data on

51 borrow this demarcation from Chapman (2016a) as a categorization of the different “ludic aesthetics of
historical description” (ibid. 59). He defines the category of realist simulation style in historical digital games to
encompass those games that have an audiovisual specificity to them, where they aim and/or claim to show the
past “as it appeared to agents” (ibid. 82), usually by relying on audiovisual aesthetics conventions established in
other media depicting the same past. The category also emphasizes the diegetic role of the player-controlled
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all historical digital games, I roughly included all historical games that I could find via Wikipedia’s
category page “Video games with historical settings” (Wikipedia 2017), then I used the search term
‘history” in the digital storefront Steam, and then I supplemented my gathered data with entries from
the database HistoriaGames (2019). After this data-collection, I excluded games that did not meet the
criterion of using the realist simulation style.

The sources that | used for data-collection were curated in a way that only includes Windows PC and
console games. This means that my dataset in the quantitative analysis does not include browser-
oriented and mobile games, because they were not part of the databases I used. Neither do I rule out
the possibility that some PC and console games were left out of the equation, especially those that
have not been inserted into the databases that I consulted. This means that certain ‘minoritized’
historical digital games have been overlooked in the data-collection, which is noticeable in how
relatively few low-budget entries are present in the dataset. Still, this potential oversight corresponds
with my project’s emphasis on mainstream titles — i.e. mass cultural, commodified historical digital
games.

After the data-collection, the games were inserted into a spreadsheet and categorized alphabetically. |
then removed the non-realist simulation style games from the sheet. | then inserted the categories of
the playable character’s race, gender and nationality, conflict resolution, morally (dis)engaging
opposition, region, historical war, conflict type, transgressivity, and budget scope into the sheet. These
categories were selected for analysis because most of them are central themes of contemporary
cultural memory and can be easily explained as such. | then analyzed each single game corresponding
to the category in question. Because | have not played or completed all of the 208 entries that | found,
I had to consult secondary sources on these games. These sources included media reviews, Wikipedia
summaries, fan-wikis, and Youtube playthroughs. These sources thereby informed the categorization
of the games | had not played. After categorizing each single entry, | calculated the divisions between
each entry in order to draw out the dominant trends in the dataset. These calculations highlighted the
‘mnemonic hegemony’ in the dataset, with most games depicting white American men who commit
one-dimensional violence. This result was then divided by the estimated category of budget scope in
order to reveal the correspondence between economy and memory-making potentials.

4.3 Reception analysis
In line with Stuart Hall’s encoding / decoding model, which | elaborate on later, | conceive of

reception as an active and situated process. This frame has consequences for my approach to game
play as a constitutive element of processes of cultural memory. With regard to my inclusion player
perspectives for the research project, I conceptualized them as “as a source to understand how game
features work with respect to the game as a whole.” (K. Jgrgensen 2012, 375). In addition to Aarseth’s
claim on the importance of playing games as researchers, Kristine Jgrgensen (2019, 103) states that
such a perspective will add a research-oriented reading of the game, while potentially overlooking
other perspectives and ways of playing that other players do. Consequently, I incorporated an analysis
on the reception of historical digital games in this research project.

agent who is generally at the center of the game’s depicted past setting. The realist simulation style is a category
at the end of a spectrum and thus many hybrid games mixing conceptual and realist styles exist.
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First, | formulated an interview guide early on in the project (cf. the appendices in this introductory
chapter). The planned interview format was anonymized semi-structured qualitative interviews
(Brinkmann 2014). The research questions focused on each informant’s background, their identity,
how they related to history in games, how much importance they ascribed to the type of history they
were playing, and then on their thoughts on the power over whose histories are told in games and their
opinion on marginalized histories usually not seen in games. | did not choose to focus on one single
game for the interview, as | wanted to capture as much player reflection on the topic of cultural
memory and games as possible. | also wrote a letter of consent that each informant had to sign if they
agreed that I could use the data for my research project. | would record each interview with Skype if
the interview was online, or via my phone when the interview was local. Only | would have access to
the recorded interview data, which | stored locally on my encrypted work computer. | then sought
approval from the NSD (Norwegian Centre for Data Research) and received an approval some weeks
later. Once everything was in place, | started sending out a total of 18 requests for interviews both
locally and online. These 18 people were selected via colleagues, local game groups, local games
industry cultural events, and then online via people on social media who responded to my notice.

| also conducted one pilot interview in order to test my interview guide and adjust it accordingly. This
pilot test indicated that my interview questions were too broad and as a result, the test informant did
not provide any real, specific insights beyond vague statements and misunderstandings between them
and 1. | rewrote parts of the guide and planned meetings with the confirmations of interviews that I had
received in the meantime. At first, three online and two local informants had given their consent to
interviews. | met either online or locally with each of these five informants and went through the
interview questions. After reviewing the gathered data, the results were unfortunately less useful than |
had hoped. Each informant had different notions of what history was, they never really revealed their
own personal preferences for playing historical games, and the conversations were mostly superficial
because of my imprecise interview structure. | again blamed this on the interview guide, where |
unfortunately still had too broad of a set of questions that never managed to get into the specifics of
the informants” memory-making when playing historical digital games. It became clear to me that |
would need much more time and experience with the topic of reception studies and interview
procedure in order for me to obtain quality research data that would benefit the research project’s
findings. As a result, and given the large amount of time | had already used on this method, I decided
to discard it and replace it with a different approach.

As a result of the problems described above, | chose to research player perspectives via publicly
available testimonies of people playing Mafia I11 or Freedom Cry. These were selected based on
search keywords across the Internet, on specific websites focused on digital games, and on social
media. Data sources emerged in several formats, most notably in written form in online articles, such
as reviews and specific critiques, but also Youtube videos where the host recounted their experiences
with either game, and so-called ‘Let’s Plays’. Specific podcast episodes in which players discussed
their experiences with playing the games were also included. In this way, | replaced my method of
gathering player perspectives via qualitative interviews by looking at secondary sources and
documents (May 2001, 175). The generated data from these sources were coded and analyzed with
attention to the central research questions of this research project. These were the relations between
the past and the present, how this relation was activated in the games themselves, thoughts on
hegemonic perspectives on history in and outside the game, and in general, any worthwhile
commentary that related to the games’ memory-making processes. The data were gathered into a
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specific document, which I then read through when writing the research articles. After writing the first
drafts of the two articles, I revisited my compiled notes once more to ensure that I included and
addressed these different ways of playing and thinking about the cultural memory found in Mafia 11
or Freedom Cry.

The method of using secondary sources has its limits, because the selected testimonies are often
produced after the fact and consciously curated to fit within a certain frame of delivery. For example, a
game review is written with intention to inform a potential consumer whether or not the game is
entertaining enough to purchase. A critiqgue might only focus on few aspects of the play experience,
and a podcast discussion is meant for public audiences, so certain viewpoints may be excluded,
because of privacy reasons or because they might be detrimental to economically driven attempts to
maximize an audience of followers. Nevertheless, just like qualitative interviews “say little about a
reality that is ‘external’ to the interview.” (May 2001, 143), but rather “the internal reality constructed
as both parties contrive to produce the appearances of a recognizable interview” (Silverman 1985,
165, his emphasis), using secondary sources is likewise not able to state anything comprehensive
about reality. Instead, the testimonies in each source and my observations on them did reveal parts of
the discursive intersection between cultural memory, hegemony, play and games. The compiled
insights from these sources are partial, but nonetheless useful to answer the research questions of the
project, as the research articles themselves and their use of these sources demonstrate.

4.4 Qualitative interviews
While conducting interviews with players, | also discovered the importance of media producers. | had

previously published research on moral responsibilities for game producers in terms of representation
of marginalized identities (Hammar 2015), so | thought it natural to proceed with consulting with
game developers about their own perspectives on cultural memory and questions of hegemonic
perspectives on history. Given the analytic emphasis on encoding in my application of Stuart Hall’s
model that | describe later, this move to include developer perspectives into the research project
appeared obvious. Similar to the procedure with interviewing players, | also wrote an interview guide
focusing on the reflections of game developers when they develop a game, regardless of their internal
position within a company. The questions focused on inspirations, attitudes to historical sources,
challenges, the rationale behind creative decisions, reasons for being interested in history and digital
games, and reflections on their own position in their society as cultural creators, among other
inquiries.

I submitted my guide and the guidelines for collecting data to NSD to obtain approval for conducting
the research with person-identifiable information in the audio recordings. Only | would have access to
the locally stored recordings of the interviews and | would anonymize them. Once the approval with
NSD was cleared, | then looked up various historical games online through categorization made by
game magazines and distribution platforms. I had no requirements for what type of developer or
historical game it should be, only that the informant in question had worked on game projects that “in
some way represent the past or relate to discourses about it” (Chapman 2016a, 16). Neither did |
constrain my interviews to certain productions budgets. After finding a game, | found the contact
information of their developer. | sent out thirty-five requests for interviews via e-mail, in which |
outlined my project, my interests, the anonymity of the interviews, and the expected duration of the
conversation. Out of these thirty-five requests, ten responded with their approval, with one of these
later retracting their interview because of a non-disclosure agreement. Eight of the thirty-five replied
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that they were under non-disclosure agreements, six said that they did not have the time, and the
remaining twelve did not reply to both my request and subsequent reminder. The nine interviews were
gathered, transcribed, and analyzed between May 2015 and June 2017. | also asked for other potential
contacts via the so-called snowball method, but this was either denied or never materialized. Via the
transcriptions, | divided the different statements in each interview into four different major themes that
identified the dominant trends in all interviews (May 2001, 150). As stated earlier, qualitative
interviews are limited in that they do not represent the complete picture of game development, because
the interviews rely on my informants’ own account of their actions (ibid., 142-3). Second, their
accounts may be inaccurate, there might be circumstances or events which my informants were not
aware of when recounting their experiences to me, and third, only by examining the day-to-day events
at a game company would make it possible for me to attain a better understanding of the production
processes of specific historical digital games (K. Jargensen 2019b). However, my qualitative
interviews did reveal pockets of situated knowledge that inspires further research into the directions
indicated by my informants’ testimonies. While the interviews are not generalizable, they still indicate
particular conditions that some developers of historical digital games operate under.

Qualitative methods perceive of the process of knowledge production as situated. This, of course, also
applies to my own position as researcher. My own identity, social position, and context have colored
the interview questions, my game analysis, and data gathering. In the interviews, my presentation and
appearance have affected the informants’ own attitudes towards the project. My language focus on
Danish, Norwegian, and English communication, excluded other major languages in document
research and interviews. My own positioning in society by virtue of my whiteness and masculine
performance also meant that | easily am able to overlook aspects of oppression and marginalization
painfully apparent to minority experiences. However, | have also deployed this position in an essay on
playing Freedom Cry as a white Danish man born in a former colonial nation (Hammar 2017a).
Moreover, this position has meant that much of my analysis with regard to questions of oppression is
second-hand, since | fall under the category of identities who can simply leisurely participate in
fighting white supremacy in either Freedom Cry or Mafia I11 without being marginalized when | turn
off the game (Gray 2018). In a sense, these games have potentially given me white catharsis for
historical injustices that my identity position most likely has, at least on a structural level, benefitted
from. This is also why | included other player perspectives beyond the all-encompassing default
Whiteness that affects much of the dominant knowledge production in my work. In the first and
second article’s cases, I asked for permission by the critics to include their testimonies in my research.
This request was granted each time. Overall, my position as a researcher embedded in global systems
of inequality along economic, racialized, gendered, and national strata, has meant a motivation to
uncover or speak of the often under-researched topics that are excluded from general academic
inquiries. In that way, despite my identity position, | found it mandatory to bring these conversations
into the foray of game studies and memory studies scholarship.

4.5 Summary of methods
In sum, I chose the methods in order to identify parts of the processes in the production, form, and

reception of historical digital games. While each of the deployed methods has its limits, the generated
data nevertheless revealed aspects of memory-making conducive for further research. This revealing
may point to future research directions that other methods are more apt for investigating. In this way,
the methods I have employed identify memory-making potentials, namely the possible meanings
inherent to the games themselves, which are selectively activated and negotiated by players in their

20



own situated contexts, while being conditioned by the imposing factors of the political-economy of the
games industry. The concept of memory-making potentials serves to bind together these the segments
of production, form, and reception through which a mnemonic hegemony is reproduced and
negotiated. I return to this concept of memory-making potentials later. Instead, | now proceed with the

second part of this introductory chapter, namely the overarching theoretical framework for the
research project.
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5 Theoretical framework

This section of the introductory chapter establishes the theoretical framework that underpins the
research project. | begin with defining memory studies and the associated concepts of collective
memory and cultural memory. The focus on culture makes the analysis of media relevant, whereby |
introduce Hall’s encoding / decoding communication model as the conceptual approach to analyzing
memory-making media. | then proceed to stress the importance of power hierarchies in culture by
view of the concept of hegemony. Here, I outline the project’s understanding of hegemony through the
work of Antonio Gramsci and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. These insights identify the
dynamics between reproduction and contestations via articulations over hegemony. Hegemony is then
transposed to cultural memory via Bertrand Molden’s concept of mnemonic hegemony. At this point, I
summarize this first part of the theoretical framework’s multi-varied inclusion of cultural memory,
media analysis via Hall’s model, and mnemonic hegemony.

The latter half of my theoretical framework focuses on the conceptual analysis of historical digital
games. I return to Hall’s distinction between encoding and decoding as applied to historical digital
games, whereby | relate the contexts of encoding to the political economy of communication. I then
connect contexts of decoding to the reception of digital games and player perspectives. Once this
distinction is established, | then proceed to define digital games and how to formally analyze them. |
conceptualize games as cybermedia through their triadic relationship between sign, mechanical
system, and materiality, which in turn are perceived and enacted differently by players. I then outline
how to analyze historical digital games with attention to their form in playing the past. This section
also includes established approaches in cultural memory studies, where I introduce Astrid Erll’s
conceptual framework for analyzing memory-making media at the intra-, inter- and pluri-medial level.
Finally, I summarize this latter half of the theoretical framework with attention to encoding, decoding,
and formal analysis of historical digital games. | now begin the description of this theoretical
framework.

5.1 Memory studies
In order to study the past, the discipline of history is usually the first to spring to mind. ‘We’ think of

the past as something that once happened and therefore our task is to ascertain ‘what actually
happened back then’. We do this, for example, by investigating the archives, historical sources, and
eyewitness accounts. In contrast to this, the academic field of memory studies is less concerned with
the question of ‘what actually happened’, but rather with what people in the present believe happened
and how they arrived at those beliefs. In a sense, an analysis anchored in the tradition of memory
studies shifts the focus to contemporary forms of remembering (or forgetting), independent of
concerning itself with ‘what actually happened’®. This scholarly shift is explained by Erll who asks the
pertinent question: “Why ‘memory’?”” (2011a, 1) She then lists all the ways that practices of memory-
making are central to our everyday lives — from commemorative calendar events, to musical
performances, to contemporary literature and art, to political contestations and struggles over memory,
to “a fledging heritage industry” (ibid., 5). It is clear that the past and the constructed memories
thereof matter to our present. The multiple cultural activities commemorating the past are emblematic
of this constant fascination with remembering (or forgetting (ibid. 8-9)). If we are to account for what

® That is not to say that memory studies do not engage with historiographic questions of ‘what actually
happened’. I return to this point below.
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the past is to individuals or collectives, then it is pertinent to analyze and understand the present-day
practices of memory-making.

This interest in contemporary memory-making is also motivated by an awareness of historical
contingency’. Hayden White (1973; 1984; 1990) and Alun Munslow (2007a; 2007b) are two of the
scholars who highlighted this contingency with their assertion that all history is narrativization. When
we recollect a past event and provide its historical account, we articulate an ultimately contingent past,
a process which Munslow refers to as “the authored model of what, how, when, why and to whom
things happened in the past.” (20073, 6). l.e. historians use the narrative form in order to structure the
chaos that is the past. As a result, White (1973, 29) argues that the narrative structures exert particular
pressures on the arranged historical information. Further, he claims that subjective perspectives and
the situatedness of the historian and archivist color this re-telling of the past, something Munslow
echoes when he writes that “all history is situated, positioned and for something or someone” (2007a,
41 his emphasis). Thus, the broader argument of both White and Munslow is that history can only be
experienced through the narrative form and therefore history is the articulation of contingent pasts that
are partly fictive®. In that sense, White, Munslow, and others similar to their epistemological position
to history, made what is commonly referred to as the linguistic turn (Paul 2011, 2), where narrative
and contingency unsettled the historical discipline’s epistemological foundation. Put formally,
contingency was highlighted as precondition for historical articulations. As Chapman (2013, 323 his
emphasis) writes,

history is always a reductive exercise of capturing the evidence of the past and
transcoding it into an assimilable narrative

If we follow these notions of historical contingency, it is possible to widen the scope of how cultural
phenomena contribute to what we think history is. It is perhaps less interesting to ask if historical
fictions of the past are correct or incorrect, but instead, if they are believed, and if they are believed,
why or why not? These questions motivate an attention to how fictions are produced, presented, and
ultimately received as far as history and beliefs about the past are concerned. Popular history, as
mentioned in the introduction, is one domain through which people form beliefs about the past,
regardless of what historians might think about the validity of such cultural representations.

Therefore, the aforementioned linguistic turn in history has a two-fold component: One, claims about
the past are less absolute and much more humble in their alleged truth-value; two, seemingly historical
fictions play a role in forming beliefs about the past. This view implies that scholars interested in
understanding the past and how contemporary beliefs about it are shaped also need to take seriously
fictions as part of broader, collective notions of what the past is. The linguistic turn is therefore an
emphasis on not only considering what we articulate about the past, but also focusing on how we
articulate it and what effect this turn has on what we articulate (Chapman 2016a, 8-9). Thus, we arrive
at the academic field of memory studies.

"1 employ the notion of contingency as related to the inherent subjectivity in historical writing per White’s
argument. This notion of contingency is later brought up in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory on hegemony, but in a
much wider sense that encompasses all forms of meaning systems as being contingent.

8 Fictive constructions of history means “neither entirely factual nor [...] entirely fictional” (Chapman 20164, 8)
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Whereas history and historiography are concerned with investigating sources, archives, and ‘what
actually happened’ in the past, memory studies focuses on what people presently think about the past,
regardless whether or not their memory is ‘factually correct’. As Erll writes, memory is not in
opposition to history, but rather “it is the totality of the context within such varied cultural phenomena
originate” (2011a, 8). This means that history is one mode of remembering within the broader
framework of memory studies. Erll (ibid., her emphasis) clarifies,

Historical memory takes place within comprehensive memory cultures, which usually
also feature many other ways of remembering. 'History" is thus one symbolic form of
reference to the past. In addition to history, other symbolic forms, such as religion, myth,
and literature, contribute to the production of cultural memory. Likewise, historiography
is one medium of cultural memory alongside other media, such as novels, architecture or
rituals.

The question for memory studies is therefore not about historical sources that verify a singular truth
about history, but rather an inquiry into the modes of remembering that occur between individuals and
groups in sociocultural contexts. In the view of memory cultures as an approach to analyze the past,
historiography is subsumed under the larger umbrella of memory. Thus, memory serves as such a wide
category that encompasses multiple sociocultural phenomena, which can be studied across several
scholarly disciplines. For example, Erll notes that memory can be approached from such varied
perspectives as art history, neurosciences, psychology, sociology, cultural and media studies, and
history, to name but a few (ibid., 38).

As memory appears to be a wide phenomenon that can be analyzed in a myriad of ways, the concept
itself warrants further precision. What is of interest to the present investigation is two popular
conceptualizations of memory — namely collective memory and cultural memory. First, | briefly
explain what is meant by collective memory, before moving on to defining cultural memory and its
relation to media.

5.1.1 Collective memory
Collective memory refers to the social dimension of memory. While it is perfectly possible for

individuals to have memories of an event or experience, it is in the interplay between individuals and
groups that memory attains life and ‘movement’®. Maurice Halbwachs (1992) is credited with being
the first scholar to address collective memory with the term ‘les cadres sociaux de la mémoire’ (ibid.
43), roughly translated to ‘the social frames of memory’. Halbwachs focuses on memory as a social
relation and establishes a collective framework between individuals and groups (ibid. 38). He
emphasizes how people apply cognitive schemata when remembering the past and share such
remembering with one another. This is how collective memory serves as “the creation of shared
versions of the past, which results through interaction, communication, media, and institutions within
small groups as well as large cultural communities” (as summarized in Erll 2011a, 14). Halbwachs’

® Ann Rigney (2016) points out that collective memory has to constantly be reiterated and, like a swimmer, keep
moving, even just to stay afloat and be remembered. This movement happens through mediation, circulation,
and remediation.
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importance for memory studies cannot be understated due to his emphasis on the social aspects of how
we form beliefs about the past. He writes:

A remembrance is in very last measure a reconstruction of the past achieved with data
borrowed from the present, a reconstruction prepared, furthermore, by reconstructions of
earlier periods where past images had been altered (Halbwachs 1980, 68)

This quote underscores a central aspect of memory studies, namely the focus on the present when
remembering, where contemporary memories are also created via previously generated memories.
Halbwachs made both the social and the present central to early memory studies as captured in the
general concept of collective memory. As such, his scholarship established the significance of the
social frameworks we engage in when remembering the past and how such remembering relies on
present-day practices. This emphasis on the present is the motivation for my research in the sense that
I am less concerned with the past, but rather on how individuals and groups in the present use the past
through producing or playing historical digital games.

Collective memory can be further dissected into subcategories. Here, Jan Assmann (2011) provides a
clarifying distinction between what he calls cultural and communicative memory. Both concepts
denote the movement of memory through either interpersonal communication (communicative
memory) or through culture, such as institutions, traditions, and media (cultural memory). According
to J. Assmann, the communicative memory used to be the primary mode of remembering the past,
where family members would recount historical events to the next generation. With the advent of
modernity and the establishment of national institutions, memory became more of a ritualized and
institutionalized process seen in monuments, museums, literature, and later mass culture. J. Assmann
(ibid., 109) therefore argues that cultural memory is the prominent form of remembering today. As
such, his distinction is useful to highlight the fact that our understanding of history and the past is
today highly dependent on culture, which then encourages scholarly attention and analysis.

Pierre Nora is another scholar in memory studies who introduces a similar distinction. He
differentiates between what he calls ‘milieux de mémoire’ and ‘lieux de mémoire” (Nora 1989, 7).
Milieux refers to forms of commemoration that take place in direct interaction with eyewitnesses, such
as in small-scale village societies, while lieux refers to large-scale sites of remembering with relevance
to contemporary mass culture. In contemporary modern societies, spaces of memory have become “a
symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any community” (Nora 1996, xvii). They are landmarks,
museums, national flags, and even practices and expressions that refer to a communal past.

Nora’s distinction between milieux and lieux de memoire runs parallel to J. Assman’s separation
between communicative and cultural memory in the sense that both scholars link memory’s transition
to modernity to an increasing importance of mass culture for collective memory. The decreasing
importance of the nation state in formulating memories and inversely, modernity have paved way for a
globalized media culture that Chiara De Cesary, Ann Rigney, and Erll call the transnational movement
of memory (De Cesari and Rigney 2014; Erll 2011b). In transnational memory studies, memory
travels across multiple contexts and is reconfigured and appropriated locally. This formulation draws
attention to the interrelations and flows of memory between people through the connectivity of digital
media technologies (A. Assmann 2014, 547; Reading 2016) orchestrated by global actors and
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networks'®. This historical development from communicative memory to institutionalized memory to
transnational, global memory highlight the changes in cultural sanctioning of certain memory forms.
As Robert Rosenstone remarks in his argument for the importance of the present for remembering the
past, we “want our deep interest in and caring for the past to be expressed in forms congenial to both a
contemporary sensibility and to intellectual systems consonant with our own era.” (Rosenstone 2006,
3). It is for this reason that | now turn to cultural memory studies.

5.1.2 Cultural memory
As a result of the social, collective nature of memory, | now proceed to specify how to analyze

collective memory when located in the domain of culture —i.e. ‘cultural memory’. Here, I adopt Erll’s
definition (which is different from J. Assmann’s use of the same term above). She (2011a, 101) writes
that

Cultural memory can thus broadly be defined as the sum total of all the processes
(biological, medial, social) which are involved in the interplay of past and present within
sociocultural contexts. It finds its specific manifestation in memory culture.

Cultural memory refers to a mode of collective remembering that emphasizes “the cultural dimensions
and symbolic forms of memory” (ibid. 8). Remembering and forgetting materialize in form of cultural
expressions, which we use to form beliefs about and commemorate certain aspects of the past. By
studying these phenomena, it is possible to ascertain how people form certain beliefs about the past
and how they use cultural forms such as literature, film, monuments, etc. to highlight some aspects of
the past and de-emphasize others.

Because of the usage of these cultural forms, we speak of an “inherent mediality of memory” (Erll
2011a, 114) that are dependent on technologies of memory (Sturken 2008, 75). This is because, as
Rigney argues (2016), memory only comes alive through mediation, circulation, and remediation.
Further, Erll states that non-genetic/-hereditary “memory on the collective level [...] is only possible
with the aid of media” (2011a, 113), and both Erll and Rigney goes as far as to say that memory is
dead if it is not remediated (Erll and Rigney 2009). Our relation to the past must therefore be
“considered in terms of its mediation and remediation in the global present.” (Hoskins 2001, 334). For
example, in his study on the Russian remembering of the Soviet Union’s efforts in defeating the

10 Already here we sense the impact of modernity on the movement of cultural memory. Future research could
investigate how transnational movement of memory is conditioned by global power relationships, such as
cultural imperialism (Boyd-Barrett 2015; Boyd-Barrett and Mirrlees 2020). The dissemination of cultural
memory is conditioned by actors and networks run by multinational companies mostly located in the U.S.,
whose actions and technologies frame much of the distribution of these transnational cultural memories. As
such, it is important to be critical of the ‘globalization’ of transnational cultural memory, since it very much
involves neoliberalization and free market ideology controlled by private actors that commodify cultural
memory (Timcke 2017). For example, Garde-hansen writes that “the controlling power of large media
conglomerates that produce a great deal of the digital media we consume everyday, and provide and manage
many of the very same digital production tools and networks that are seen by some as heralding a loosening of
their grip. [...] Digital memories [...] involve a range of vertically and horizontally integrated media
corporations” (Garde-Hansen 2009, 10) One attempt at accounting for the globalization and power over memory
is Anna Reading's (2016) concept of the *globital’.
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German army in WWII, James Wertsch argues that we should “focus on the semiotic mediation of
memory” (2002, 26) in order to pinpoint how we arrive at certain beliefs about the past.

Erll (2011a, 113) summarizes such a position when she states that “we must understand media and
mediation as a kind of switchboard at work between the individual and the collective dimension of
remembering” and that, readjusting Hallbwach’s tenet on social frames, “what we are increasingly
dealing with is, in fact, cadres médiaux de la mémoire/medial frameworks of memory.” (ibid. my
emphasis).

As the many references above already affirm, media is important for cultural memory. This also
explains why visual media have received much attention in memory studies (Erll 2011a, 134). The
importance of film and photography in cultural memory studies is underscored by Walter Benjamin
when he claims that "history decays into images, not stories” (Ross 2014, 127). Studies of graphic
novels, visuals arts, television, video installations, film, museum artefacts, photographs, “all the way
to tattooed bodies and the Web” (Erll 2011a, 134) have therefore proliferated in the field of cultural
memory studies. Reiterating the earlier discussion on the narrativization of history a la White, the
analysis of media as part of cultural memory also implies viewing historical fictional visual media as
legitimate sources for memory-making.

For this, Rosenstone (2006) argues that historical films, such as popular dramas, can leave a residue of
knowledge that impacts historical and political discourse. Therefore, Rosenstone argues, we need to
take fictional media into account because they are “seriously attempting to make meaning of the past”
(ibid. 37). He argues further that the emotional impact of drama films through their dramatization and
personalization of characters are potentially more memorable and impressionable in contrast to
“slavish imitation of historical facts” (ibid. 54). As Rosenstone states, these historical facts are
necessary, but not sufficient, for our understanding of the past. (ibid. 35). As such, their significance
of non-factual sources for cultural memory should not be understated relative to ‘factual’
representations of the past and how these fictive representations are consumed (De Groot 2006). This
is in line with Tobias Winnerling’s (2014) argument that entertainment transposes factual history into
an ‘affective historicity’, where its emotional engagement informs people’s understanding of the past.
This affective experience of history is echoed by Alison Landsberg (2004; 2015), who claims that
mass-cultural historical cinema affect their audiences to such an extent that they form mnemonic limbs
as a connection to the film’s depicted past. Landsberg call this ‘prosthetic memory’ and it is a term
that I critically interrogate in my second article by applying it to the digital game Mafia Ill. Therefore,
an analysis of how mass entertainment such as film or games cultivate certain affective relationships
in audiences is important in order to capture the dynamics of cultural memory through film.

Erll likewise states that most contributions to the field of cultural memory studies “seem to agree that
indeed we cannot overemphasize the power of mass culture and its mass media to mould our images
of the past” (2011a, 137). It is clear that, for instance, Hollywood as a mass cultural industry
disseminates their products across the globe, which “has functioned strategically in the articulation
and codification of the cultural past” (Grainge 2003, 4). Therefore, scholars need to acknowledge the
position of popular culture as an “authentic memory text” (ibid). This connects well with how Erll sees
media’s relation to epistemology.

media do not simply reflect reality, but instead offer constructions of the past. Media are
not simply neutral carriers of information about the past. What they appear to encode -
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versions of past events and persons, cultural values and norms, concepts of collective
identity - they are in fact first creating (Erll 2011a, 114)

Here Erll follows the observations made by White and Munslow that | covered earlier. Despite its
fictive nature, popular culture, including historical digital games, is important for processes of
memory-making. This is because popular culture construct understandings of the past that audiences
themselves negotiate and potentially adopt as beliefs about the past. As such, media, even in their
fictional and mass cultural forms, appear to play a significant part in cultural memory-making
processes. It is therefore necessary to analyze these media and their usages in order to understand their
potential impacts on processes of collective memory. Indeed, ignoring popular culture in the study of
history and memory, “is to condemn ourselves to ignore the way a huge segment of the population has
come to understand the events and people that comprise history” (Rosenstone 2006, 4). Joanne Garde-
Hansen (2011, 2-41) summarizes the claims covered in this section:

it seems we are at a stage where popular culture has such a firm grip on the past that we
need to turn our attention to big issues such as authenticity, reality, evidence, ethics,
propaganda, and the commercialisation of the past [...] The position of media as
simultaneous producer and saboteur of power is important here because it is impossible
to think about memory and media without connecting it to popular culture and
interpersonal communications.

With media being such a significant switchboard between individual and collective memory, it is
perhaps surprising that little scholarship within memory studies has paid attention to the phenomenon
of historical digital games (de Smale 2019b, 20). Within recent years, an increasing amount of
scholars researching historical digital games have applied knowledge from memory studies to
highlight processes of memory-making through playing historical digital games (Hubbell 2015; Begy
2015; Potzsch and Sisler 2019; Sterczewski 2016; de Smale 2019a; 2019b; 2019c¢; Kingsepp 2007;
Sisler 2016; Chapman 2016b; 2019; Hammar 2017¢; 2017b; Hammar and Woodcock 2019;
Sterczewski 2019; Kempshall 2015). However, relatively few scholars within memory studies have
dealt with digital games as having a role in the formation of cultural memory (Kansteiner 2017). At
best, digital games appear peripheral to established memory studies scholarship, even being entirely
excluded in anthologies on so-called ‘digital memory studies’ (Garde-Hansen, Hoskins, and Reading
2009; Hoskins 2017). This omission is especially surprising given the notion that "the memory of a
society depends on the available technologies of communication [...] of the individual society: these
influence its forms, range, and interpretation." (Erll 2011a, 61). Since digital games are a relatively
new technology that has been widely adopted and propagated across the world (Huntemann and
Aslinger 2012), then scholarly attention to its role would seem essential. Indeed, Erll states that
“changes in media technologies [...] play a decisive role in the transitions from one form of social
memory to another.” (2011a, 119). Therefore, it seems appropriate to take digital games seriously in
understanding their potential impacts on memory-making and their role in broader mediated
discourses on the past.

This lack of scholarly attention to digital games is the central motivation for this research project, as |
place them as the central object of study as media of cultural memory. For example, in his seminal
study on historical digital games, Chapman (20163, 12) proposes the thought experiment of recalling
the D-Day landings in Normandy during WWII. In such a recollection, it is less likely that the general
reader would recall facts, maps, primary sources, and historical textbooks about the landing. Instead,
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Chapman says, the general reader likely recalls images from popular media such as the film Saving
Private Ryan or the game Medal of Honor: Frontline (EA Los Angeles 2002). This means that if we
are to understand cultural memory in its multiple forms, academic analysis has to be brought to bear
on historical digital games as well. Akin to the position of other cultural forms in remembering the
past, games are potentially significant in contemporary popular culture!!, where millions of people
regularly consume them (Newzoo 2019a; 2019b). In line with the aforementioned importance of
popular culture for understandings of the past, then digital games are also considered potentially
significant for how people arrive at certain beliefs about the past. Consequently, in order to capture the
communication processes undergirding cultural memory, it is necessary to establish a conceptual
approach to media analysis. I do this in the proceeding section on Hall’s encoding / decoding model.

5.2 Encoding / decoding media

In order to conceptualize the communication process of media, and of digital games in particular, for
cultural memory, I employ Hall’s encoding / decoding model (1973) as an overall framework. While
this model was originally referring to television, it speaks to other media communication processes as
well. This enables me to structure my analysis of how historical digital games impact on cultural
memory and historical discourse between three segments: production, game, and reception.

Hall’s model is instructive for conceptualizing processes of communication via media, because he
departs from a linear understanding between producer and receiver of a text (Hall 1973, 128). Instead,
he establishes the process as a discursive relation in which both producer and receiver are embedded
in specific contexts that predispose the so-called encoding and decoding of particular meanings in
textual structures.

11 Note that I do not argue that games are definitely significant for remembering. Rather the overall research
inquiry should focus on which parts of culture convince us of the past, how they do so and how effective are they.
The research done by Sian Beavers and Sylvia Warnecke (2020) on reception of memory-making media is one
example of answering some of these questions.
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Figure 1 The encoding / decoding model (Hall 1973, 130)

Hall distinguishes between three moments in communication processes; encoding, text'?, and
decoding. Both encoding and decoding are communication events that each rest on their own
frameworks of knowledge, i.e. the discourses that inform the production or reception of the text. The
technical infrastructure, meaning the available technologies that allow for the production,
dissemination, and reception of the text. Finally, the relations of production (and consumption), which
refers to the economic relations between producer and receiver and how they inform encoding and
decoding practices. | now detail encoding and decoding, respectively.

Encoding refers to the context of production where producers of media encode a meaning structure
that ends up as a text, in Hall’s words ‘as meaningful discourse’*® (ibid.). Studying the moment of
encoding in communication processes is important, because it reveals the way that meaning is
reflected in media due to the creative decisions, norms, technology, and social relations of the agents
producing media. The study of encoding is thereby helpful in order to understand cultural memory,
because it identifies the reasons for why a media text represents the depicted past in the manner it
does. For example, it motivates questions on which historical period to depict, whose perspectives to
include, how the media technology constrains the meaning structure, and often how many will be
interested and consume the media text in question — all according to the frameworks of knowledge,
technical infrastructure, and relations of production and consumption.

The decoding moment in the communication process media identifies how audiences, users, and
players of media interpret, negotiate, and even oppose the received text. Hall makes it clear that

12 Text is referred to as programme above, but | instead refer to it as text in order to encompass my very wide
definition of ‘text” as any mediating meaning-bearing structure

13 Hall’s use of discourse is meant to be understood in a narrow sense, only referring to the communication
process between encoding and decoding. This narrow sense stands in contrast to this chapter’s later introduction
of Laclau and Mouffe who understand discourse in a wide sense. | elaborate on this in the section on hegemony.
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reception is a moment where the original meaning-bearing structure as envisioned in the moment of
encoding is not necessarily symmetrical. Different interpretative positions are enacted, namely the
dominant, negotiated and oppositional strategy (ibid. 136-137). According to Hall, the dominant
interpretation means that audiences decode the received text the way it was meant to be interpreted as
envisioned by its producers. The negotiated interpretation refers to cases where audiences interpret
and use the media text in ways that the text allows for, but not as the producers originally envisioned.
Then, Hall sees the oppositional positon as unexpected interpretations or uses that subvert, contradict,
or go beyond the originally intended meaning by producers. These three interpretative positions are
advantageous if we are to account for the asymmetrical dynamics between producers and audiences,
where the latter does not conform to the expected meaning-bearing structure.

In this manner, Hall’s model acknowledges the indeterminacy of meaning in the relationship between
media producer and audience. It is not a given that what producers encode into their texts is the same
as what gets decoded by audiences. The model highlights the dynamics through which people use
media in widely different ways to generate different meanings. The reason why Hall’s model is
specifically useful for my inquiry is that it “offers a fuller picture of what forms of power and
resistance exist in users’ relationships to [...] technologies.” (A. Shaw 2017, 596, her emphasis). It
allows for a separate categorization of the moments of communication between production, text, and
reception, where each can be individually analyzed with attention to their respective contexts, while
avoiding technological determinism (Dafoe 2015). Therefore, Hall’s model provides a useful starting
point for the research project by taking the discursive relationships into account across the divide
between production and reception, while still acknowledging the influence of a text’s meaning
structure that users interpret and negotiate differently.

Before showing how encoding and decoding are manifested in the communication process of digital
games, I now move to outline Hall’s attention to power hierarchies. Central to Hall’s scholarship and
the communication model was the wish to understand the struggle over meaning between encoding
and decoding (Hall 1997; 1999). For this, Hall employed the concept of hegemony as advanced by
Gramsci and Laclua and Mouffe, among others (Hall 1985). To understand the relation between power
and media’s communication processes, it is therefore necessary for me to define hegemony, the
purpose of which has also been central to my analysis of historical digital games and cultural memory.
This is because an understanding of hegemony gives a context to the specific inquiries related to
power struggles that occurs in and around cultural memory and historical digital games.

5.3 Hegemony

Rather than understanding the domination of subordinate groups through direct coercion by the ruling
groups in society, hegemony refers to the social and cultural means through which those in power
maintain their dominant position (Hartley 1994, 99). Therefore, with the analytical considerations of
hegemony by view of Gramsci (1971), it is possible to refer to power through consent rather than
through coercion. Gramsci understands this hegemony as a dominant constellation of certain
worldviews, values, and perspectives that are “taken for granted, common-sense, naturalized ways of
thinking about the world”, as summarized by Vincent Mosco (2009, 188). This system can be referred
to as a possible meaning system that structures an implicit consensus on how to explain the world. In
more explicit political terms, the struggles between different hegemonies illustrate the struggle for
explaining the world and for what is considered to be prima facie consensus. In such non-coercive
instances, different groups and coalitions struggle over which meaning system is the hegemonic one.
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This does not mean that the current hegemonic perspectives are a conspiracy established in
backrooms, but rather the fundamental explanatory system that colors, coordinates, and categorizes the
phenomena we experience. As such, the concept of hegemony explicates relations through which
subjects are ideologically positioned within discursive frameworks. Through this explication, Gramsci
showed that struggle over ideas as not reducible to class actors, but rather the subjectivity of historical
actors (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, xii). As Hall also notes, Gramsci “is one of the first modern Marxists
to recognise that interests are not given but have to be politically and ideologically constructed.” (Hall
1988, 233). In this sense, Gramsci helped widen “the conception of revolutionary politics to
encompass the social struggle over cultural and linguistic space.” (Mosco 2009, 207) beyond the
traditional Marxist view of class identity essentialism®4,

Adopting Gramsci’s development of hegemony as an analytical tool, Laclau and Mouffe (2001) would
later develop a notion of discursive frameworks to what they called discourse theory*® based on
semiotics and post-structuralism (M. W. Jargensen and Phillips 2002, 24). They considered discourse
(in a broad sense) as a dialectic relation between multiple actors struggling to stabilize their meaning
systems as the hegemonic one. As John Hartley (1994, 135) notes, the struggles between different
hegemonies means that they

[...] can never be total. There are always emergent forms of consciousness and
representation which may be mobilized in opposition to the hegemonic order. This means
that a lot of work, called ideological labour, goes into the struggle between hegemonic
and counter-hegemonic forms.

Therefore, Laclau and Mouffe do not talk about one single hegemony, but several, competing meaning
systems that struggle with each other over becoming the dominant way of explaining the world. They
do not become dominant simply because they provide the superior discursive frameworks, but rather
because the most powerful group put it there (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, xii). In their view, hegemony
is considered a set of articulation practices that construct meaning, which attempt to fixate an
explanation of the world in a particular configuration. Yet this fixation is always in flux and ultimately
impossible, because “every concrete fixation of the signs’ meaning is contingent.” (M. W. Jgrgensen
and Phillips 2002, 25, their emphasis). These articulations show that meaning is never given, but a
product of social struggles through which different political positions clash and compete with each
other over which will be the dominant worldview. In this sense, Laclau and Mouffe speak to the
means of stabilizing temporary discursive orders and to the contingencies of what is considered to be
common sense or truthful at a given time and place.

14 This expands on Marx and Engels who state that “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling
ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force.
The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the same time over the means
of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental
production are subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material
relationships.” (Marx and Engels 1968, 6)

15 Here it is important to note that this is not a semiotic system as some may understand discourse theory to
mean. Rather, their discourse theory refers to a post-Marxist formulation of the struggles over dominant meaning
systems.

32



The state of society and explaining the world are temporary, constructed, and most important of all,
not necessary. Laclau and Mouffe conclude thereby that articulations of political objectives and
imaginaries are crucial to form political movements that unite different fragments of society into a
mobilized coherent whole. Populist articulations are able to form chains of equivalence across
apparent divisions to facilitate radical politics. Such formations are according to Laclau and Mouffe
always contingent relations, because such alliances are temporary and contested. Despite this
contingency, the formation produces a hegemony that is “a moral, cultural, and symbolic order”
(Petitjean 2014, para. 7). Thus, we arrive at multiple, competing meaning systems that are constituted
by contingent articulations of a given material reality, whose purpose is to offer and provide stability
to a dominant meaning of the world and its politics.

As such, the theoretical contributions by Gramsci, Laclau, and Mouffe allow us to identify the forces
that establish what is commonly established as ‘common-sense’; how this consensus is temporary and
contingent; and how this establishment of dominant systems of meanings produce subjects within
discursive frameworks. Hegemony enables an account for the complexities through which ideas, value
systems, and intellectual hierarchies are established as a dominant map through which we make sense
of the world. As such, Gramsci’s concept of hegemony addresses consent as a tool of domination
rather than coercion, while Laclau and Mouffe pinpoint contingency of hegemony. In short, hegemony
refers to

the ongoing formation of both image and information to produce a map of common sense
which is sufficiently persuasive to most people that it provides the social and cultural
coordinates to define the "natural™ attitude of social life. (Mosco 2009, 206)

With this understanding of hegemony in mind, | now proceed to situate it within the field of memory
studies by view of Bertrand Molden’s concept of mnemonic hegemony. This is done to illustrate how
hegemony informs our remembering or forgetting of the past, and in turn, how this relates to cultural
memory and media.

5.3.1 Mnemonic hegemony
Given Munslow’s and White’s perspectives on the instability of memory and the narrated nature of

history, hegemony also helps identify why some pasts and the perspectives on them are dominant,
while others are marginalized or entirely forgotten (Radstone 2008). Molden’s (2016) mnemonic
hegemony helps answer this, because it explicates the structures and processes that create consensus
around the past. According to him, mnemonic hegemony is “built by prioritizing some memories over
others according to the specific power constellations of a given society.” (ibid. 126)%6.

Mnemonic hegemony refers to the dominant discursive forces that privilege certain ways of
remembering the past, where “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.” (ibid. 134). This is in line with Erll’s observation on media, which “tends to solidify
cultural memory, creating and stabilizing certain narratives and icons of the past.” (2011a, 141). Even
the technologies we employ to investigate and mediate the past “embody relations of power arising

16 This is for example seen in the imperial amnesia (Gopal 2016) or the silencing of the past (Trouillot 1995) that
nation states engage in in order to exclude, marginalize and forget their uncomfortable pasts.
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from particular historical, political and economic circumstances” (Reading 2016, 22). Therefore,
mnemonic hegemony puts questions of power over the past to the forefront of analysis. For example,
Joanne Garde-Hansen (2011, 50) states that:

powerful media and cultural institutions whose business it is to record, archive and make
accessible the everyday life, major events and social and cultural heritage of nations and
communities, invariably write those narratives in ways that glorify not only themselves
but the cultural hegemony of the societies they serve.

It is for this reason that White’s and Munslow’s insights are important for how to approach history.
Their arguments destabilized master narratives sanctioned by state or other institutions by alerting us
to the inherent contingency and artificiality of all articulations about history. As such, Molden’s
application of hegemony to memory-making processes allows us to more easily pay attention to the
power hierarchies that predispose the creation of certain memaories over others. This is especially apt
for the analysis of cultural memory and the media, which I now turn to juxtapose with each another.

5.3.2 Mnemonic hegemony, culture, and media
Given that media occupy a central role in the movement of cultural memory, it is important to

question the relation between media and mnemonic hegemony. As illustrated in numerous scholarship,
media is a key part in establishing and reinforcing the hegemony in the societies where they proliferate
(Molina-Guzman 2016; Artz 2015; Dyer 2002; D’ Acci 2004; Herman and Chomsky 2002; Alford
2015; Omi 1989; Omi and Winant 1994; Hall 1999). The reinforcement of hegemony through media
does not mean there is a direct correlation between media and power, but rather that they shore up and
institute hierarchies. Media ‘effects’ is a highly contested topic and beyond the scope of this
dissertation, but we can at least acknowledge media’s significance in reinforcing or even destabilizing
already existing dominant ways of seeing the world (Dyer 2002). Therefore, the role of media in
shoring up the existing hegemonic perspectives applies to cultural memory as well. This has for
instance also showed to be true in the case digital games (Cassar 2013). Below, | show how hegemony
in media can be made evident through an analytical emphasis via intersectional theory.

Struggles over hegemony in media are made evident, among other things, along axes of identity
markers, such as gender, race, sexuality, age, class, ethnicity, language and bodily ability. Kimberly
Crenshaw (1989; 1990) is credited with coining the term intersectionality in terms of combining these
traits as interlocking systems of oppression in society’’. Such intersectional lenses on oppression have
been widely used in the analysis of media to ascertain the interlocking layers of mediated oppression
(Lykke 2010). Therefore, intersectional analysis of media is also able to pinpoint the contestations
over the politics of representations and identity. For mass media, especially, this is an important
approach. As Patricia Hill Collins points out, “as mass media grows in importance, it creates,
circulates, and reflects ideologies of gender, sexuality, and race that mask contemporary forms of race
and class segregation.” (2000, 35). To conceptualize an intersectional analysis, Collins suggests the
matrix of domination to “describe social structures of domination” (ibid.), which places power at the

17 Similar work in a US-American context have previously been done with examples such as Sojourner Truth
(Brah and Phoenix 2013), Angela Davis (1983), the Combahee River Collective (K.-Y. Taylor 2017), and Audre
Lorde (2007), where multidimensional analysis reveal their interdependent features of signifiers such as class,
race, gender, and sexuality.
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center of a circle, while those while those in the periphery of the circle hold relatively less power. The
dimensions in this matrix are race, age, class, sexuality, language, ability, and gender. In a typical
Western society, the matrix of domination would emphasize whiteness, masculinity, heterosexuality,
upper-class, English-speaking, adulthood as being the traits closest to power and less prone to
discrimination (ibid). These observations on identity is similarly located in discussions over cultural
memory and media, because cultural memories “have important implications in terms of identity and
belonging, as well as for justice, conflict and social change.” (Reading 2011, 382).

As | also show in my quantitative content analysis, this matrix of domination in relation to memory is
relevant for locating mnemonic hegemony in historical digital games. It reveals the interlocking
regimes of representation in the dataset that | collected. Moreover, the intersectional approach is
important with reference to my close readings of Freedom Cry and Mafia Ill. | analyze mnemonic
hegemony at the level of text by, for instance, focusing on the games’ formal devices. This is because
“textual structures that systematically cue particular forms of engagement in that they establish
diegetic subject-positions the viewer is invited to identify with” (P6tzsch 2013, 128). Pétzsch is here
referring to formal devices such as character engagement that positions audiences to identify with
certain characters. Camera framing and narrative focalization will usually emphasize the protagonist
more so than other characters and thereby invite a dominant reading of the media that makes
audiences empathize with the protagonist more than others. In this vein, by emphasizing intersecting
categories of race, gender, and nationality in my analysis of Freedom Cry and Mafia Ill, | show that
by placing players into a marginalized subject using any means to fight oppressive power structures,
these games intervene in mnemonic hegemony. Therefore, qualitative and quantitative analysis of
media with respect to intersecting levels of oppression help uncover the dynamics of mnemonic
hegemony in media.

5.4 Summary of history, cultural memory, media, and
hegemony
To sum up the above section, | have established the role of memory studies, cultural memory and their
attention to how understandings of the past are constructed through media. | then provided an
overview on how to analyze media via Hall’s encoding and decoding model. Via the concept of
hegemony, I highlighted the power struggles and contestations framing media communication
processes and therefore cultural memory. This hegemonic struggle can be identified in media, among
other things, via black feminist theory on intersectionality that explicates the politics of identity and
representation through Collins” matrix of domination. The three objectives for this multilayered
theoretical overview is to: One, show how memory-making are dependent for media; two, that media
communication processes involve producers who encode meaning into a text, which audiences then
activate, negotiate, or oppose, i.e. decoding; three, these media processes are structured by prevailing
power hierarchies in the form of hegemony that can be analyzed, among other things, via
intersectionality. This makes evident how politics of identity manifest in media. As such, the
preceding sections have illustrated how hegemony, media, and cultural memory are highly interrelated
and inform one another.

I now narrow my focus to historical digital games. | proceed so by categorizing my analysis of them
via encoding, decoding, and their in-between tensions, respectively. These approaches guided my
analysis to locate the discursive effects and hegemonic relationship in historical digital games between
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the divide of encoding and decoding. Overall, these moments structure my research project’s approach
to the analysis of cultural memory and digital games.

5.5 The encoding and decoding of digital games

As mentioned, Stuart Hall’s model enables a categorized overview of the communication process,
while also acknowledging the discursive dynamics of hegemony. The encoding and decoding
distinction structures my analysis of historical digital games. When analyzing their encoding, | took
advantage from the insights found in the political economy of communication. To analyze their
decoding, | relied on game studies research on players. Finally, | explore the tensions in between
encoding and decoding.

5.5.1 Encoding and political economy
With attention to how digital games are encoded, Shaw (2015, 6-7) states in her critical analysis of

Assassin’s Creed 3 (Ubisoft 2012) that

[...] we can look at texts, like historical games, as products of cultural industries whose
products are shaped to appeal to an imagined primary audience. [...] only by piecing
together several studies can we begin to the see the entire assemblage that informs how
history is constructed in these games.

By investigating how historical digital games are developed with an emphasis on the discourses of
knowledge, technologies available, and the relations between production and consumption, we gain a
fuller understanding of how games come about and end up articulating the past in the ways they do.
To analyze these moments of encoding historical digital games with attention to hegemony, my
research project has employed the political economy of communication as conceptual lens.

Mosco defines the political economy of communication as “the study of the social relations,
particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and consumption
of resources, including communication resources.” (2009, 2) Including such an approach to the
encoding of games helps to identify the power hierarchies, tacit pressures, and material structures in
their production, which in part predispose the meaning structure of the game as media text. As
mentioned, producers of media decide on what features of the past they want their text to represent —
which historical period, what characters, whose perspectives, what ideologies, which visual art
direction, sound motifs, affordances, and so on. This is what Chapman refers to as the developer-
historians who “make meaning about the past through the form of digital games” (2016a, 15). This
means that in order to ascertain the encoding of a given historical medium, investigating developer-
historians, economy, norms, available technologies, and so forth helps understand the why and the how
of a game’s encoded meaning structure. This is especially important if we are to answer Hall’s
contention that “the problem about the mass media is that old movies keep being made” (1992, 10),
insofar as our analysis of media seeks to explain the reproduction of the same old types of media. This
is precisely the point that Shaw makes when she wants to move beyond the limiting frames of market-
logics and media effects in the conversation on media representation:

The total replication of the same ideas over and over and over again—that’s where
representation matters. (Aronczyk 2016)
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Political economy of communication also helps to identify how consolidation of power over
communication functions as a resource that “rewards market position with privileged status within
social hierarchies.” (Mosco 2009, 220). This market position is maintained through the consolidation
of communication resources, which in turn can be used against any potential challengers. This is for
example seen in the digital games industry, where most of the same major companies have dominated
the top ten positions in the market (Kerr 2017). Moreover, as EEDAR’s research revealed, these
market positions allows their holders to gobble up the majority of the revenue, where 12 percent of the
game released in between 2012 and 2017 accounted for 75 percent of total revenue in the games
industry (Zatkin 2017, 38:50). In that sense, political economy of communication draws attention to
the discrepancies between different actors and the horizontal and vertical integration of companies that
maintain their dominant market position. As Mosco (2009, 224) summarizes,

Media power, which gives those with control over markets the ability to fill screens with
material embodying their interests, tends to structure the substance and form of
polysemy, thereby limiting the diversity of interpretations to certain repeated central
tendencies that stand out among the range of possibilities, including those marginalized
few that diverge substantially from the norm.

Here Mosco’s main claim is that the power over media productions structures the multiplicity of
meanings attached to media texts and their meaning potentials. This point is especially evident in the
guantitative analysis that | introduce later in this chapter. While some might argue that the mechanics
of the market would cater to multiple unique offerings based on a diverse set of consumer-demands,
Mosco and also Lee Artz (2015, 167) argue that the power of media production entails an overall
homogeneous picture. I.e. the consolidated power of media companies means that their centralized,
corporate structure results in a limitation of possible meaning-bearing structures that align with
hegemonic frameworks of knowledge, technical infrastructure, and relations of production and
consumption. Mosco’s argument, therefore, is an attempt to bridge the divide between encoding and
decoding, where the former limits the latter along dominant, central tendencies. | return to this line of
argumentation following my present outline on decoding in digital games below.

5.5.2 Decoding and reception
By placing the analytic emphasis on player perspectives, performances, negotiations, and oppositions

to games, it is possible to ascertain the decoding in digital games. Such research can reveal the
tensions between production and reception in digital games and play (A. Cote and Raz 2015), as well
as how they are adopted, appropriated, and reconfigured in local cultures (Shaw 2010). As Penix
Tadsen argues, much knowledge can be gained

[...] by understanding games as complex technological and cultural products whose
creation, circulation, consumption and meaning are shaped by concerns and practices
that are fundamentally local and situated in nature. (Penix-Tadsen 2019, 6)

For example, the anthology Gaming in the Global South (Penix-Tadsen and Frasca 2019) collects
articles that provides “a glimpse of video games and game cultures in the Caribbean, Indian
subcontinent, Middle East, Asia-Pacific region and Africa” (Penix-Tadsen 2019, 6) on the often-
overlooked player cultures that negotiate and appropriate games differently in areas usually considered

peripheral” to the global centers of technological production and consumption.” (ibid.) These
articles gives insight into how globally produced games are adopted and reconfigured in the local by
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players who re-interpret, negotiate, or oppose the meaning potentials in an otherwise hegemonic game.
This decoding is also seen when players take on ‘external sources’ such as games and transform them
into something subjective and meaningful for themselves. The appropriation of remembering the past
through digital games is also evidenced in my research on Freedom Cry and Mafia 111, where players
activated and adopted the games’ memory-making potentials to their own context. With regard to
historical digital games, Souvik Mukherjee has also highlighted how the decoding position interprets
and understands these games differently. For example, players originating from the erstwhile colonies
are aware of the hegemonic portrayal of their countries, languages, and cultures. As he (2018, 508)
writes,

These games’ portrayal of the colonies is often simplistic and contains inaccuracies that
are immediately obvious to players from these regions.

As such, the position of the player may provide a different perspective on the same game. The
practices and multiplicity of player positions thereby reveal the dominant, negotiated, or oppositional
strategies of playing historical digital games.

The discursive relationship between the encoded game and its decoding is also explored via Tom
Apperley’s research with what he calls ‘counterplay’ (2010). Counterplay accounts for the resonance
of the “digital game ecology’ (Chapman 2013), where resonance refers to the rhythmic tension
between the globally produced game and the local negotiation and appropriation of it. Via this local
context, counterplay is made possible and “offers, and affords, players the opportunity to: deliberately
‘resist’ or ignore coded messages, create aberrant outcomes, and even to change the message.”
(Apperley 2010, 107). As such, Apperley captures some of the complexities in which situated play
arises in the encounter between the globally produced digital game, and the local, everyday social and
material practices that inform the multiplicity of player negotiations of the global game. Again, this
dynamic is what Apperley classifies as the ‘resonance’.

Chapman adapts this understanding of resonance to the playing of historical digital games with his
term ‘historical resonance’. This can be understood as “the establishment of a link between a game’s
historical representation and the larger historical discourse, as the player understands it” (2016a, 36).
This enactment of historical resonance can be activated via what Chapman calls configurative
resonance or dissonance. Configurative resonance refers to player performances that align with
broader historical discourses in the ‘global’. Meanwhile, historical configurative dissonance refers to
instances where players disrupt a game’s attempt at establishing resonance by playing against the
grain or performing counter-factual play that contradicts or subverts the game’s tacit depiction of the
past (Peterson, Miller, and Fedorko 2013; Andersen 2015; Chapman 2016a, chap. 2).

An example of this dissonance is Mukherjee’s (2015) demonstration of how some Indian players of
Empire: Total War (Creative Assembly 2009) played the game counterfactually. The game purports to
simulate the colonization of the world in the 18™ century, where players can take on the role of the
various empires at the time. Here, Mukherjee showed how Indian players took on the role of the
Indian empire and used their forces to colonize the United Kingdom, thereby creating historical
dissonance. This example affirms how both historical resonance and dissonance are contingent on the
local context in which players position themselves toward the global. As such, historical resonance or
dissonance are activated in the relation between the game and players’ own understandings of history.
Other examples of how players appropriate historical digital games demonstrate how players generate
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historical dissonance (Apperley 2018; Fisher 2011), while others reveal their use in creating historical
knowledge (O’Neill and Feenstra 2016) and masculine identities (Healey 2016; N. Taylor and
Voorhees 2018a). Stephanie de Smale (2019a, 143) analyzed young Bosnian players’ negotiation and
circulation of the Yugoslav War through This War of Mine (11bit Studios 2014), as well as the
circulation and translation of memory through online platforms like Youtube that discussed and
recontextualized the game’s memory politics (de Smale 2019c).

As such, in the decoding in historical digital games, we find multiple approaches and findings on how
players play them. What is important is the fact that their practices of play reveal the dynamics of
games as complex systems. Researchers can also prudentially employ players as co-researchers to give
better insight into how games function as negotiated media objects (K. Jargensen 2012; 2019a) as |
explained in the section on the methods of this research project.

If players therefore are able to appropriate games and even play counterfactually, the question is to
what extent are they able to change the meaning-bearing structure of the game? Do the ‘global’ game
really matter if all players are able to activate counterplay? This would stand in opposition to Mosco’s
earlier claim that the diversity of possible interpretations follow “certain repeated central tendencies
that stand out among the range of possibilities” (2009, 224). Therefore, it is beneficial to resolve the
tension between encoding and decoding. This question is what motivates the subsequent section.

5.5.3 Tensions between encoding and decoding
While player perspectives are crucial to understanding the function of historical digital games, the

question still remains on how often players actually can subvert or change the game’s meaning
structure in the moment of decoding. While it is possible for players to counterplay the global game or
play oppositionally, I argue that this does not negate the importance of the meaning-bearing text in the
first place. Shaw states to this predicament that

Designs and environments like media representations do not tell us what to think or do,
but they do shape what we think with. (2017, 595)

This point fits nicely with the way that digital games structure or shape the ways that players play.
Players are still able to use the game differently, but the game still structure their practices of play. As
Shaw writes, media “exist within systems of meaning that guide, yet still do not determine, how they
are interpreted.” (ibid.) Given this observation, and Mosco’s argument on the diversity of
interpretation following central, repeated tendencies, it is therefore still possible to stress the
importance of encoding and the game itself. For example, Soraya Murray states that even though
players actively filter the meaning from the games they play, it does not mean we should “downplay
games’ persuasiveness and profound rootedness in the project of imperialist expansion, and reification
of patriarchal values.” (S. Murray 2017a, 86). Chapman (2016a, 37-38) reiterates this limitation in
relation to how historical digital games:

[...] have limits and thus representation always emerges from the tension between what

the player is allowed to do and what they choose to do (or at least attempt)” (Chapman

Therefore, in this section, I claim that the interpretative capacity of players does not diminish the
hierarchical status of the meaning potentials inscribed by game developers and publishers at the level
of encoding. While Graham Murdock and Peter Golding did not refer to digital games in the following
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quote, their argument on the relationship between media producers and audiences is valuable for this
discussion:

To describe and explicate these interests is not to suggest a deterministic relationship,
but to map the limits within which the production of mediated culture can operate. (1979,
226-27)

In this sense, games as meaning-bearing structures can be regarded as spaces that limit how locally
enacted interpretations via practices of play can operate. The affordances encoded into historical
digital games predispose the possible ways players can play, while the discourse itself is structured by
hegemony. In this sense, Murdock and Golding’s argument on mass media also applies to my
discussion on cultural memory and historical digital games.

| propose that attention to the encoding and decoding provide a more holistic analysis of the dynamics
of cultural memory, especially with regards to mapping the limits within which cultural memory can
operate and how and why these limits are imposed. The goal of a comprehensive account of the
significance of historical digital games for how people remember the past is, on the one hand, to
analyze the structure of the moment of encoding as the reason for the ways historical digital games
appear to players as meaningful discourse. On the other, to account for the ways that players activate,
negotiate, and even oppose the meaning potentials of the hegemonic game. As Artz (2015, 12)
summarizes,

[...] the cultural meaning and consequence of any text have as much to do with the social
and political context of reception as they do with the sender-receiver dynamic

To address this sender-receiver dynamic and the social and political contexts, | have employed the
concept of memory-making potentials. | elaborate on this concept within cultural memory studies via
Erll later in the subsequent section, but it nevertheless necessitates a brief explanation here. Memory-
making potentials refers to certain meaning potentials of a given text without claiming that these
meaning potentials are activated in all possible cases of play. The memory-making potentials can then
be activated differently along dominant, negotiated, or oppositional paths, while still acknowledging
the merits of a formal game analysis. Thereby, memory-making potentials bridges the tensions
between encoding, text, and decoding, where first, game developers endow the meaning structure of
the game with meaning, which, secondly, game analysis then identifies, that then thirdly are activated,
negotiated, or contested in potentially different ways by players. Given this concept and ways to
identify these potentials, | now move away from decoding and proceed to establish the analysis of
digital games, and more specifically, historical digital games and their memory-making potentials.

5.6 Game analysis

Before outlining ways to conceptualize the analysis of games, I first need to adapt Hall’s model to
digital games. This is because Hall primarily talks about television in his article. Shaw suggests that
‘new media’, i.e. digital technologies such as the Internet and digital games, require both interpretative
and configurable forms of decoding (Shaw 2017). Decoding historical digital games is both an activity
of interpretation, but also of use, because they require input by their users to change their state.

In adapting Hall’s model, Shaw uses the concept of affordances (Gibson 1977; 2015) to state that new
media have certain inherent possibilities that users then negotiate and configure themselves to produce
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specific outcomes. Affordances can thereby be understood as the action possibilities that environments
offer agents to act with or within. Designed machines, objects, and therefore games, constrain and
afford certain actions for players (Norman 1988). The term has then been adapted to media studies in
order to bridge the gap between the designed action possibilities of a specific medium and how its
users can configure these (Nagy and Neff 2015). Affordance theory is useful when analyzing media
because it identifies how certain uses and behaviors corresponded with the way new media are
designed, while still acknowledging that users negotiate and activate these affordances differently.
This rings especially true in the case of digital games, due to the fact that they are designed objects
that constrain or enable certain uses that players activate and configure differently (Flanagan 2009;
Sicart 2008). | expand upon this configuration of games by defining them as ‘cybermedia’ in the
subsequent section.

5.6.1 Games as cybermedia
Digital games appear as a composite form of multiple media (Jayemanne 2017, 5). They can represent

text-based narratives, film sequences in the form of so-called ‘cutscenes’ and intro films, graphic
novels, online chat rooms, management sheets, and as rule-based systems that players interpret and
configure, among many other media forms (Linderoth 2015; Calleja 2010). In order to analyze such a
complex object that is able to take multiple forms, scholars have suggested different conceptual
models in order to provide an approximation to their ontology (Ferndndez-Vara 2014; Aarseth 2003;
Consalvo and Dutton 2006; Apperley 2006; Patri Lankoski and Bjork 2015; Carr 2017). | will not
dedicate too much time on these different models, but instead offer one general approach on how to
account for their distinct game form that is vital for the overall argument forwarded in this dissertation.
For this, the cybermedia model developed by Espen Aarseth and Gordon Calleja (2015) suggests a
viable framework.

Aarseth and Calleja (ibid. 6) classify their game ontology as a triadic relationship forming the game
object — the sign, the mechanical system, and the materiality — that is then experienced by players as a
perspective on this game object. Its triadic approach is therefore instructive if we are to capture the
distinct nature of games as not just a semiotic form, but also as mechanical and material properties,
wich are perceived by players. | now go through each of these aspects in the cybermedia model.
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Figure 2 cybermedia model (Aarseth and Calleja 2015, 6)

Broadly speaking, digital games are characterized by a visible ‘surface layer’ that players interpret and
experience the game through — think of the screen and speakers conveying audio, text, and imagery to
players. This is what Aarseth and Calleja call the sign. It is through this aspect that the audiovisuals of
the ‘gameworld’ are visible to players and through this that they perceive the game. Thus, the level of
sign of a digital game “refers to the interpretable, “surface” representational elements that players
read/observe in order to be able to use/play the game.” (ibid. 7)

‘Underneath’ this surface layer, games also have a mechanical or rule-based layer that change the state
of what is being displayed on the screen and what is heard through the speakers in line with the input
by players. Aarseth and Calleja write that the mechanical system refers to “the machinic operations
which structure the process, e.g., to switch from one state to another, or simply to change some
informational condition, great or small.” (ibid.) Digital games are procedural due to the computer’s
“defining ability to execute a series of rules” (J. Murray 1997, 71) that partly structure and predispose
player actions. Game states change according to players’ configuration of them, but these states
remain bound by the rules through the algorithmic nature of the software. At the most basic level,
players interpret and configure games via the interplay between the sign and mechanical system. This
means that games are, at the very least, dual in how they present meaning for players to engage with
the signifier that can be changed at the behest of player action (i.e. configuration and manipulation). In
this sense, games are defined by the tensions between control and agency (Sicart 2009, 118). This
means that in order to analyze games, and especially digital games, it is not sufficient to only focus on
the sign at the level of representation — we must also look into the mechanical system and how it
structures the representation and its possible states.
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The third part on how to analyze digital games is by focusing on their material properties. On a
concrete level*®, the materiality of the game object refers to the physical, material instantiation of the
game in question, such as the hardware that powers the software, the tactile interface between player
and game like the touchscreen, controller, or a mouse and keyboard. A game’s material property will,
according to Aarseth and Calleja, “influence its form and experience to varying degrees.” (Aarseth and
Calleja 2015, 7), as for example with the material difference between the boardgame Catan (Teuber
1995) versus its digital conversion (Castle Hill Studios 2004). Thus, the cybermedia model’s attention
to the materialities of games provide an ‘adequate analytical tool’ that helps account for the
differences between different physical versions of a given game object.

Finally, in analyzing games and looking at the triadic model of a game as sign, mechanical system,
and materiality, it is also crucial we take into account the agents (human or non-human) configuring
and interpreting games, or even just spectating them. Indeed, Aarseth and Calleja state that, ultimately,
“games are thus an individual or a group’s perspective on the perception of a cybermedia object.”
(2015, 7). Including perspectives on the game object via player performances allows formal analysis
to be flexible and richer in capturing the complexities through which people play games, as | also
showed in the section on decoding of digital games and the first and second research article.

Shortly stated, Aarseth and Calleja’s cybermedia model manages to capture the game object as
material, semiotic, and mechanical that in turn is interpreted and configured by players. | now move
from the cybermedia model to the specific genre of historical digital games.

5.6.2 The analysis of historical digital games as cultural memory
Following Chapman, I define historical digital games as “those games that in some way represent the

past or relate to discourses about it” (2016a, 16). This genre has also lead to the establishment of the
multidisciplinary field of ‘historical game studies’ (Chapman, Foka, and Westin 2017)*°,

In adapting the cybermedia model to historical digital games, the triadic relationship between semiotic
layer, mechanical system, and materiality comprise the game object that “produce meaning and allow
the player to playfully explore/configure discourses about the past” (Chapman 2012, 42). Moreover, if
we are to determine how digital games represent history for players to play with, “the game theorist
must talk about actions” (Galloway 2004), which the mechanical system allows players to enact and
perform through. l.e. historical games give players the opportunity to perform and enact their agency
within ‘historical problem spaces’ (McCall 2012). It is thereby fruitful to investigate what type of
affordances are given to these players, and which ones are the dominant ones. | followed this

18 While Aarseth and Calleja do not mention this, material aspects of games can also be analyzed on a broader
level. This can be through the conceptual frames of embodiment of players, the design of the technologies, the
ecological impact of gaming hardware, and finally the overall political economy that frames the production of
hardware and software (Packer and Wiley 2012; Pétzsch 2017a). This is qualified by the observation that “all
signification has an immediate material dimension” (Packer and Wiley 2012) and the playing of digital games
always are “within a set of materialist frames” (Jayemanne & Apperley, 15), and therefore it is necessary to
account for the “machine, body, and social situations of play.” (ibid., 7).

19 The broad definition of the field is “the study of games that in some way represent the past or relate to
discourses about it, the potential applications of such games to different domains of activity and knowledge, and
the practices, motivations and interpretations of players of these games and other stakeholders involved in their
production or consumption.” (Chapman, Foka, and Westin 2017, 362)
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observation in my analysis of both Freedom Cry and Mafia 11, as well as my quantitative content
analysis. In each study, | analyzed how the selected games allow players to resolve conflict, usually
through violence, which comprises the majority of the time playing these games.

Therefore, to adequately capture how digital games convey the past, Chapman (2012) suggests that
analyzing the ‘form’ of historical digital games, and not just their ‘content’, underscores the specific
ways that they as games generate beliefs about history?°. A consideration to form is important because
such an approach tells us not just what is articulated by specific historical digital games, but also how
it is articulated (Chapman 2016a, 18), where the latter influences the former?®.

This formal analysis is for example also evidenced in my article on Freedom Cry, where | demonstrate
how the game endlessly reproduces slave ships to frame “the historical event through a procedural
rhetoric that demonstrates how unassailable the structural and systemic nature of the slave trade was if
one chose to resist as an individual.” (Hammar 2017c, 380). Thereby, a formal analysis of historical
digital games addresses the procedural ways through which games generate meaning about the past.
This is where the triadic approach of the cybermedia model helps navigate my formal game analysis in
the first and second article, where signs, mechanical system, and materiality structure the argument,
with players as perspectives on the game object.

With regard to cultural memory and digital games, Holger Potzsch and Vit Sisler (2019) propose to
view games as a ‘history as simulation’??. This approach emphasizes the selection processes behind
the creation of historical representations and highligts the performative and configurative aspects of
games’ relations to the past. Games as virtual spaces, they write, “enable more or less significant
choices in the context of (necessarily simplified) past settings” (Ibid. 6). These choices in historical
games enable players to “bring forth series of conditioned representations that are then read and
negotiated by audiences.” (ibid.). Pétzsch and Sisler’s analysis is particularly useful for this project,
because they employ methods established in cultural memory studies via Erll, which “directs attention
to the intertextual connections between a given historical representation, available documents, and a
wider historical discourse.” (ibid. 10).

Based on the above section, | have established how to understand digital games as cybermedia, where
it is possible to analyze their game form at the level of sign, mechanical system, and materiality, that is
enacted and perceived differently by players. In order to properly ascertain the meaning-making of
historical digital games, a proper analysis pays attention to this game form and how it particularly

20 Chapman suggests a comprehensive analytical metalanguage that attempts to capture “the core structures and
properties of historical games, their language of representation, their ludic aesthetics of historical description,
their implications for history and the opportunities that these create” (2016, 18), where the categories are
simulation style and epistemology, time, space, narrative, affordances. However, going into the detail with this
model is beyond the scope of this introductory chapter.

2L For instance, Uricchio (2005, 333) states that an analysis of historical digital games could pay attention to their
formal relationship to history, where a game’s mechanical system and its affordances relate to historiography. In
other cases, Kapell and Elliott (2013, 14) point out that digital games have become “the ideal medium for
teaching the lesson of [historical] contingency”, due to the mechanical system enabling players to create
multiple “historical representations emerging through practices of play” (Pétzsch and Sisler 2019, 7)

22 Their concept is inspired by Rosenstone’s (2006, 134) view of the drama film as ‘history as drama’
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generate meaning about the past. Here I showed how, among others, Chapman’s approach to the form,
and Potzsch and Sisler’s attention to cultural memory-making are conducive for analyzing and
understanding historical digital games. With this in mind, I now proceed to outline Erll’s multi-level
analysis of media’s role in cultural memory while illustrating its usefulness when applied to historical
digital games.

5.6.3 Erll’s intra-, inter-, and —pluri-medial analysis of games
Erll (2008, 390) proposes a conceptual approach that draws attention to the intramedial, intermedial,

and pluri-medial levels of a media text. The intramedial level focuses on the rhetorical strategies and
formal devices that media use to establish historical fictional universes and motivate certain types of
memory-making®3. By analyzing a media text at this level, special attention is paid to the form through
which the past is presented. In the case of digital games, such an analysis could potentially emphasize
the procedural rhetoric that a historical digital game facilitate.

The intermedial level similarly looks at these formal properties of a media text, but relates and
contextualizes them to previous representations depicting the same historical period or event. This is
particularly useful in mass cultural historical digital games, because they rely on the intermedial
relations to other established media. Because games have to appear ‘historically authentic’ to players,
the aforementioned historical resonance relies on already established understandings of history in the
local contexts of targeted players. This means that at the intermedial level, mainstream productions
use highly circulated, hegemonic historical understandings and imageries (Gish 2010), in order to
attempt to activate historical resonance for imagined consumers. This is seen when games mimic
Hollywood aesthetic conventions, for example with the prominence of WWII games in the late 90’s
and early 2000’s following the popularity of Saving Private Ryan and Band of Brothers (Frankel et al.
2001). These intermedial relations establish what Andrew Salvati and Jonathan Bullinger (2013) call
‘BrandWIII’. They argue that historical games employ ‘selective authenticity’ that “blends historical
representation with generic conventions and audience expectations” (ibid., 154). This selective
strategy in WWII games establishes intermedial relations to BrandWW1I by the selective deployment
of cinematic conventions, technology fetishism, and documentary authority, thereby appearing as
‘authentic’ to players. Thus, the intermedial level is particularly noticeable in mass cultural historical
digital games, because they often have to rely on established understandings in between media to
appear historically authentic and recognizable to potential consumers. This point also came up in my
interviews with game developers in my third research article, where several informants stated that they
needed to rely on already established imagery from especially Hollywood films in order to entice
customers with their game.

These two levels of intra- and intermedial analysis facilitate a formal reading of the media text and its
memory-making potentials. According to Erll, there are certain “formal and aesthetic strategies which
contribute to memory-effects” (2011a, 137), but these strategies only endow media with “a potential
for mnemonic effects. The potential has to be realized within situative, social and institutional
frameworks” (ibid. 137-138 her emphasis.). A formal analysis of a given media text at the intra- and
intermedial levels identifies certain meaning potentials of said text without claiming that these

23 Erll lists some of these rhetorical strategies that applies to novels on the First World War. These are the
experiential, reflexive, antagonistic, mythical rhetorical strategies (Erll 2008, 390). However, these may not
apply to other media, so I chose not to include them in my theoretical framework.
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meaning potentials are activated in all possible cases of reception. Moreover, this advantageous term
allows us to account for the multiple forms of interpretation of a given media text while still retaining
the validity of the formal analysis of the text itself as identifying certain intended hegemonic meaning
potentials (P6tzsch 2012). To reiterate my earlier formulation of memory-making potentials, | employ
this concept throughout my research project, as it binds the tensions between encoding, text, and
decoding, where on one hand, game developers endow the meaning structure of the game with
meaning, which are then activated, negotiated, or contested in potentially different ways by players.

This latter part of how memory-making potentials are received is addressed by Erll’s pluri-medial
level of analysis. This accounts for the reception and circulation of the text in question. As she (2011a,
138) writes,

A tight network of different media representations prepares the ground for memory films,
leads reception along certain paths, opens up and channels public discussion, and thus
endows movies with their mnemonic meaning [ ...] all of these advertisements, comments,
discussions, and controversies constitute the ‘pluri-medial networks’, or constellations,
of memory

The level of pluri-medial analysis acknowledges the importance of the social contexts in which
memory-relevant media are received and adopted. It is not necessarily the media themselves that make
them historically relevant, but rather “what has been established around them.” (ibid. 138). The pluri-
medial analysis therefore looks at the social practices of media reception that gives life to the
circulation and remediation of cultural memory, whether it is reviews in news magazines, television
coverage, marketing material, merchandise, awards and accolades, educational packages, academic
analysis, and so on. This also means that different contexts of reception potentially reconfigure the
same memory-relevant media differently. For example, a Somali audience cheered when US
helicopters were shot down in the film Black Hawk Down (Scott 2001) despite the film’s formal
devices motivating a different reading of the scenes in question (P6tzsch 2013, 134). l.e. the film
might intra- and intermedially frame these scenes as tragic events, yet they are reconfigured in
different received contexts. This speaks to the different forms of decoding that Hall refers to, namely
the dominant, negotiated, and oppositional. However, this flexibility of interpretation does not entail
that active, oppositional reception is true for all cases. Rather, a passive audience would likely adopt
“a proposed hegemonic discursive frame and reproduce the dominant tendency of meaning vested in
the formal properties of the audio-visual text” (ibid.)

The intra-, inter-, and pluri-medial levels of analysis help categorize the reading of historical games
along a variety of textual and contextual categories. One aspect that Erll’s model fails to include,
however, is the discourses, pressures, and practices that tacitly guide and frame processes of
production and reception. While enabling attention to circulation and reception, Erll’s pluri-medial
level does not consider the role of hegemony and, more broadly, the power hierarchies that predispose
practices of encoding and decoding the meaning and memory-making potentials in media.

In that sense, Erll’s model assumes pluri-medial constellations are ‘a level playing field” without
attention to hegemony and political economy. The model appears to misbalance the ascribed
importance in encoding and decoding, where power hierarchies are downplayed. Therefore, because
Erll’s conceptual approach assumes that pluri-medial networks are neutral, its function as an analytical
tool can be politically debilitating. As I also show in section on the political economy of historical
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digital games, the pluri-medial constellations of digital games are always invested in power
hierarchies and the reproduction of hegemonic perspectives, something which Erll does not mention.
Adding Hall’s communication model to the approach to cultural memory helps to avert this oversight.
In this sense, my research project accounts for ways to improve already existing and popular
conceptual approaches to the analysis of cultural memory and its movement through various media,
such as historical digital games.

5.7 Summary of encoding, decoding, and game analysis
The above sections have applied encoding and decoding to the case of historical digital games via

political economy and reception studies. Moreover, an analysis of digital games benefits from paying
attention to their affordances that players activate and use in their configuration of the game.
Historical digital games can be understood as a composite cybermedia object that, via its material,
semiotic, and mechanical aspects, generate memory-making potentials that players activate, negotiate,
or contest within discourses about the past. Within these discourses, the game form generates
memory-making potentials via the mechanical system in tandem with sign and materiality. Further,
Erll’s model allows us to locate a game’s intra- and intermedial formal devices and their relations to
other media, while a pluri-medial analysis directs attention to how historical digital games circulate
and are appropriated in social contexts. However, the pluri-medial level does not account for power
discrepancies in the contexts of reception and production. It is for this reason that | returned to Hall’s
concept of encoding/decoding, because it helps explain the hegemonic dynamics surrounding the
cultural memory of, in this research project’s case, historical digital games. | now proceed to the
subsequent part of the introductory chapter to introduce and outline the empirical overview of
historical digital games and mnemonic hegemony.
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6 A guantitative content analysis of mnemonic
hegemony in realist historical digital games

With the theoretical framework in place, | now provide an overview of historical digital games within
the category of realist simulation style. This overview is produced via the methods | applied for the
data collection and analysis as detailed in the section on methods. As | show below, the table reveals a
noticeable correlation between the size of a game’s budget and its tendency to reinforce mnemonic
hegemony. Overall, this quantitative content analysis of realist simulation styled games is conducted
with the intention to provide a map of dominant mnemonic trends that manifest across categories
related to identity, conflict affordances, history, and economic considerations.

6.1 Research background
Historical game studies has only recently started to look into the broader macro-trends in the relatively

nascent history of historical digital games. Yannick Rochat (2019) conducted a quantitative analysis
consisting of 1452 games and 238 game ‘extensions’*. He analyzes his dataset across historical
periods, genres, and platforms. Relevant for my research project, Rochat observes that almost thirty
percent of his dataset were set in WWII with the ‘action’ genre being most representative in this
particular period. This echoes the findings by Johannes Breuer, Ruth Festl, and Thorsten Quandt
(2012), whose dataset of 189 historical digital games showed that 64 percent featured a WWIl
scenario. Elsewhere, Pieter Van den Heede, Kees Ribbens, and Jeroen Jansz (2017) conducted an
analysis of fifteen popular war-themed games in post-1989 settings. Their results illustrated, among
other observations, that conflict areas “[...] only vaguely correspond to contemporary geopolitics,
primarily in order to play into a sense of recognition among American/European gamers” (ibid. 249).

Combined, these three surveys indicate that it is possible to identify dominant trends in a larger dataset
of historical digital games. In this tradition, | adopt a similar approach to provide an overview of
historical digital games using the realist simulation style that | defined earlier. The analysis helps get a
sense of the mnemonic hegemony in the dataset of 208 entries. For example, the analysis helps to
answer the questions such as: Which racialized and gendered identities are most often represented in
these historical digital games? Which historical periods and their perspectives are most commonly
depicted? What type of actions are players able to activate within these historical playgrounds? How
do games depict antagonists in conflict scenarios in order to motive ethical reflection on player
actions? These inquiries are important to investigate, because historical digital games take up a
cultural position in which players engage the past and potentially form beliefs about how to remember
it via the semiotic, mechanical, and material aspect of the game object. This means that a holistic
approach that accounts for dominant trends is necessary to pinpoint how historical digital games
contribute to already existing mnemonic hegemony.

6.2 Selection criteria
My decision to only focus on this style was due to the notion that such games offer a more immediate,

qualitative engagement with the depicted past. Here, players experience the past through the focalized
viewpoint of one historical agent often in a relatively high fidelity of audiovisual presentation. As
Chapman notes, this style draws “from a long cultural history of representation” (2016a, 68), so that

24 Extensions refer to products that add content to the existing main game (Rochat 2019, 32)
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such games more easily latch onto broader collective memory discourses. This also means that these
games more readily follow intermedial relations, especially with a persistent reliance on already
established Hollywood conventions. Therefore, this style motivates an immediate emphasis on
historical events through specific agents in historical periods. Critical observations on race and gender
are also more evident in this style, due to its visual specificity, and their focalization on single
historical agents as the player-character (Black 2017). Some scholars have argued that having single
historical agents entails a “superior comprehension of history” (Matei 2015), due to sympathetic
identification with the player-character (Rejack 2007; K. Jgrgensen 2010; Petri Lankoski 2011). This
assumption is echoed by Emily Roxworthy’s experiences with her students playing a game set in
Japanese-American internment camps, where they felt more empathy by viewing the player-character
in third-person mode, because, according to Roxworthy, they “could read a lot more emotion from
constantly being aware of Jane [the player-character] in the frame.” (Wieder 2011). These claims
inform the decision to focus on realist simulation style games in my quantitative analysis.

Therefore, the decision to limit the research project to only the historical digital games using the realist
simulation style is motivated not only by practical reasons in terms of scope, but also the applied
concepts emphasize engagement with characters and plots that highlight the politics of cultural
memory. That is not to say that games outside the category of realist simulation style historical digital
games do not invoke similar forms of character engagement and visual fidelity, but, as a general
tendency, such styles are more system-oriented and abstract (Chapman 2016a, 82).

6.3 Analytical categories
The analytic categories that | applied to the data collection were centered on the player-character’s

nationality, race and gender, conflict resolution mechanic, moral (dis)engagement factors of enemy
opposition, region, historical war (if applicable), conflict type, transgressivity, and budget scope. |
now detail each category below.

6.3.1 Conflict resolution mechanic
In the category ‘conflict resolution mechanic’, I observe how the selected sample of games constrains

and enables players to resolve the posited conflicts within a represented historical context. |
particularly wanted to identify any dominant tendencies in the ways that historical digital games allow
players to perform in their problem spaces. For example, in the highly popular Call of Duty series
(Infinity Ward 2004) and many other first-person shooters within that genre, players are tasked with
progressing a linear space. Through this linear space, players are most often tasked with resolving
violent conflict by pointing and clicking on a mouse/press a controller button to shoot nearby enemies
akin to a virtual shooting gallery. A contrasting example would be Attentat 1942 (Charles Games
2017) that allows players to resolve conflicts with other characters via multiple dialogue options. As
such, the category of conflict resolution mechanic draws attention to the affordances of historical
digital games with broad descriptors such as violence, stealth, dialogue, or puzzle-solving.

6.3.2 Moral (dis)engagement factors
With regards to the category of moral (dis)engagement factors, many games ask players to enact, often

extreme, violence upon enemy non-playable characters. Therefore, these games employ a series of
what Tilo Hartmann and Peter VVorderer (2010) call ‘moral disengagement factors’. These factors
function to justify the violence that players indulge in. Potential negative emotions associated with the
enactment of such simulated violence are negated or softened by, for example, highlighting the enemy
as irrational, inherently evil, fanatical or monstrous, and thus beyond effective strategies of opposition
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other than violence. This is also in contrast to which protagonist players are offered to play from, and
thereby asked to identify with morally and personally. Usually in these games, players play from the
side of a benevolent force. Ptzsch (2017b) defines this particular form of alignment as a ‘character
filter’ in action digital games, where oppositional “characters are made to appear caricatured and their
evil plans and actions (including torture of player characters or allies) [...] serve as the implicit
legitmatory [sic] frame for the in-game violence committed by players” (2017b, 5). The result of this
filter, Pétzsch argues, motivates a sense of moral disengagement in players, who do not reflect morally
on the virtual actions they are committing. Hartmann et al.’s (2014) study of first-person shooter
games suggests that distortion of consequences, dehumanization, and moral justification are some of
the most widely used moral disengagement factors in the narratives and gameplay of the analyzed
games. Later, he (2017) argues that

these factors characterize how violent videogames typically communicate (or display)
violence: namely, as a justified and clean action with negligible consequences against a
largely anonymous enemy (whose atrocities seem ill-motivated).

The concept of moral engagement versus disengagement factors has been applied to the selected
dataset in my overview in order to illustrate dominant trends that may or may not reinforce mnemonic
hegemony.

6.3.3 Geographical region and historical period
The categories of region and historical war refer to what geographical region the game is set in and

what historical war, if applicable, the game refers to. These two categories also help reveal which
geopolitical and historical settings are the dominant trends in realist historical digital games, similar to
what Breuer, Festl, and Quandt's (2012) study?®. Sometimes game developers decide to use non-
specific settings or historical periods that echo intermediality, such as a fictional country set in the
Middle East, but still using and relying on the audiovisual stereotype of Middle Eastern countries
(Hoglund 2008). There is a similar rhetorical strategy with historical periods, where for instance,
WWI1 is transposed to a different, fictional and fantastical setting (Koski 2017) or using zombies and
robots (Chapman 2019). This rhetorical strategy helps game producers avoid sensitive political topics
(the Irag war) or historical trauma (the Holocaust) that games otherwise are perceived to be unfit for
(Chapman and Linderoth 2015).

6.3.4 Conflict type
With regards to the category of conflict type, I adopt Smith’s (1995, 197) distinction between

graduated and Manichean types of conflict, which he states are two moral structures in war films. The
Manichean “refers to a relation of mutual exclusivity where the success or survival of one group
normally necessitates the failure or death of the other.” (P6tzsch 2013, 131). The Manichean is seen in
examples of digital games, where the only way to progress through the game is by defeating and

%5 Their findings show the dominance of American perspectives on wars and conflict, and the regions in which
they take place. These findings also echo what the game developer Radwan Kasmiya stated about games
generally reducing Middle Eastern countries to “the Crusades, oil and terrorism.” (Halter 2006). Mukherjee
(2018, 515) explains why this is the case: “The images of the orient are always being manufactured and only
represent things that colonial imperialism wishes to show and see. This is what influences how maps are charted
and identities fixed.”
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ultimately eliminating an unambiguously evil and dangerous opposition, usually through sheer
violence. The graduated “indicates a multidimensional approach that opens for mutual dependencies
among the opponents and takes heed of the complex grievances underlying the behaviour,
conceptualizations, and the attitudes of the opposing parties” (ibid.). This conflict type opens up for a
commentary on the committed violence or via multiple ways to engage the opposition by not
necessarily defeating them, or depicting antagonists in a more ambivalent and/or nuanced manner.

6.3.5 Transgressivity
On this category, I adopt one of Potzsch’s (2019) analytical categories, “critical and hegemonic

transgressivity’. Critical transgressivity refers to instances where a game questions or subverts
dominant norms and conventions, such as the war game Spec Ops the Line (Yager Development 2012)
that “highlights the unintended consequences of violent player performances during the course of the
game.” (POtzsch 2019, 54), such as showing players the consequences of their action of bombarding
civilians with white phosphorous. In contrast, hegemonic transgressivity “employs transgressions in a
speculative or cushioned manner with the objective to, often implicitly, stabilize, reinforce, or
capitalize upon dominant arrangements and structures.” (ibid. 54). This refers to cases were a
historical digital game conform to already dominant understandings of history and memory via
particular forms of transgression — such as the case of Playing History 2: Slave Trade (Serious Game
Interactive 2013) that involved a segment later termed ‘Slave Tetris’ following a public controversy
(Thomas 2015). This particular game’s presentation failed to convince players of the brutality of the
transatlantic slave trade, and instead conformed to dominant understandings of reifying Africans as
commodities that need to be piled together as efficiently as possible to maximize the slave
transportation across the Atlantic. In this sense, critical or hegemonic transgressivity refer to
articulations in historical digital games that either destabilize or reinforce hegemonic conventions.

6.3.6 Budget
Finally, the category of budget refers to the estimated project costs of the game in question. It is

important to stress that this is not an empirically precise category, as it is highly difficult to get access
to information on the precise costs of a game production. Often game companies do not reveal the cost
estimates for their projects and instead keep them secret. As such, | instead triangulated the estimated
costs by the number of employees involved in the game’s production via the database Mobygames. |
complemented these findings with the complexity of the game’s audiovisual fidelity, and the level of
widespread marketing that the game received upon release. For example, the game Thralled (Oliveira
2014) is developed by nine people, it has relatively simplistic audiovisual design, and it has little to no
marketing. This would classify Thralled as a low-budget entry in the analysis. A medium-budget entry
would be Red Orchestra 2: Heroes of Stalingrad (Tripwire Interactive 2011), because its production
involved 102 people excluding outsourcing studios, it featured a less intensive marketing campaign at
its release, and the game was not as graphically complex in comparison to higher-budget competitors
in the same genre, such as Call of Duty: Black Ops (Treyarch 2010) released around the same time. In
contrast, a game like Assassin’s Creed IV: Black Flag (Ubisoft Montréal 2013) has reportedly up to a
thousand workers on it, features relatively complex audiovisual fidelity, and enjoyed a widespread
marketing in most major markets when it released. Therefore, Thralled is classified as low-budget,
Red Orchestra 2 as medium-budget, and Assassin’s Creed IV: Black Flag as a high-budget title. This
triangulation allowed me to distinguish between three broad categories applied to the dataset — high
(N=117), medium (N=65), low (N=25).
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I now proceed to list the table with the collected data and categorization.

6.4 Table

Table 1 Overview of the quantitative content analysis

Conflict Playable

resolution | Playable character Moral

mechanic characte Race & disengagem Historical Conflict Transgressi
Game title Nationality | Gender ent factors  Region war type on

Internation
80 Days Dialogue British White man Engaged al N/A Graduated | Critical Low
A Plague
Tale: Violence Hundred
Innocence and stealth | French White woman | Disengaged | France Years' War | Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Amnesia:
The Dark
Descent Stealth British White man Disengaged | Britain N/A Graduated | Critical Low
Army of War on
Two Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Army of
Two: The War on
40th Day Violence American | White man Disengaged | Shanghai | terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Assassin’s | Violence Middle
Creed and stealth | Arab Brown man Disengaged | East Crusades Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Assassin’s | Violence
Creed 2 and stealth | Italian White man Disengaged | Italy Renaissance | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Assassin’s
Creed 2: Violence
Brotherhood | and stealth | Italian White man Disengaged | Italy Renaissance | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Native us

Assassin’s | Violence Indigenuo | American North Independen
Creed 3 and stealth | us Man Disengaged | America ce War Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Assassin’s War of the
Creed 4: Violence Spanish
Black Flag | and stealth | British White man Disengaged | Caribbean | Succession | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Assassin’s
Creed:
Freedom Violence Haitian
Cry and stealth | Caribbean | Black man Disengaged | Caribbean | Revolution | Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Assassin’s us
Creed: Violence North Independen
Liberation and stealth | American | Black woman | Disengaged | America ce War Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Assassin’s
Creed: Violence white man &
Odyssey and stealth | Greek white woman | Disengaged | Greece Greek war | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
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Assassin’s

Creed: Violence Egyptian

Origins and stealth | Egyptian | Brown man Disengaged | Egypt war Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Assassin’s

Creed: Violence Ottoman

Revelations | and stealth | Italian White man Disengaged | Empire Renaissance | Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Assassin’s

Creed: Violence North Seven Year

Rogue and stealth | American | White man Disengaged | America War Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Assassin’s

Creed: Violence white man & Victorian

Syndicate and stealth | British white woman | Disengaged | Britain Empire Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Assassin’s Violence French

Creed: Unity | and stealth | French White man Disengaged | France Revolution | Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Attentat white man & Czech

1942. Dialogue Czech white woman | Engaged Republic | WWII Graduated | Critical Low

Violence & white man & Scandinavi

Banner Saga | Dialogue Nordic white woman | Disengaged | a N/A Graduated | Critical Low

Banner Saga | Violence & white man & Scandinavi

2 Dialogue Nordic white woman | Disengaged | a N/A Graduated | Critical Low

Banner Saga | Violence & white man & Scandinavi

3 Dialogue Nordic white woman | Disengaged | a N/A Graduated | Critical Low
Multinatio

Battlefield 1 | Violence nal Multiple Disengaged | Multiple WWwI Manichean | Critical High

Battlefield Western

1942 Violence European | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
American /
Middle White man & Middle War on

Battlefield 2 | Violence Eastern brown man Disengaged | East terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
American / Middle War on

Battlefield 3 | Violence Russian White man Disengaged | East terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Middle

American / East & War on

Battlefield 4 | Violence Chinese White man Disengaged | Asia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Battlefield North War on

Hardline Violence American | Latino man Disengaged | America drugs Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Multinatio Western

Battlefield V | Violence nal Multiple Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Battlefield:

Bad War on

Company Violence American | White man Disengaged | Russiastan | terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Battlefield:

Bad War on

Company 2 | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Russiastan | terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
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American /
Battlefield: Vietnames | White man & Vietnam
Vietnam Violence e Asian man Disengaged | Vietnam war Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Brothers in
Arms:
Earned in Western
Blood Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Brothers in
Arms: Hell's Western
Highway Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Brothers in
Arms: Road Western
to Hill 30 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Western
Europe &
Eastern
Europe &
American / Soviet
Call of Duty | Violence Soviet White man Disengaged | Union WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Western
Europe &
Soviet
Union &
Call of Duty Multinatio North
2 Violence nal White man Disengaged | Africa WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Western
Europe &
Call of Duty Multinatio Eastern
3 Violence nal White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Call of Duty
4: Modern American / Arabistan | War on
Warfare Violence British White man Disengaged | & Russia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Call of Duty Western
WWII Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Cuba &
Call of East Asia
Duty: Black & Soviet
Ops Violence American | White man Disengaged | Union Cold War Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Call of Cold War &
Duty: Black Cuba & war on
Ops Il Violence American | White man Disengaged | China terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Middle
Call of East &
Duty: Russia &
Modern North War on
Warfare 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Call of
Duty: South Asia
Modern Multinatio & Europe | War on
Warfare 3 Violence nal White man Disengaged | & Russia | terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

54




Pacific
Call of islands &
Duty: World American / Soviet
at War Violence Soviet White man Disengaged | Union WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
American /
Call of Native North
Juarez Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Call of
Juarez:
Bound in North
Blood Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Call of
Juarez: North
Gunslinger | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Critical High
Chivalry:
Medieval
Warfare Violence European | White man Disengaged | Europe Medieval Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Violence Multinatio
Commandos | and stealth | nal Multiple Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Commandos | Violence Multinatio
2 and stealth | nal Multiple Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Conflict
Desert British / Middle
Storm Violence American | White man Disengaged | East Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Conflict: Vietnam
Vietnam Violence American | White man Disengaged | East Asia | war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Contrast N/A French White woman | N/A France N/A N/A N/A Medium
Cryostasis:
Sleep of
Reason Violence Russian White man Disengaged | Antarctica | N/A Graduated | Critical Medium
Curse of the
Monkey
Island Dialogue British White man N/A Caribbean | N/A N/A Critical High
Custer's North
Revenge American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
War on
Delta Force | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Delta Force War on
2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Delta Force South War on
Angel Falls | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Delta Force
Land War on
Warrior Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
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Delta Force War on
Xtreme 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Delta Force:
Black Hawk Battle of
Down Violence American | White man Disengaged | Somalia Mogadishu | Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
South
Delta Force: America & | War on
Task Dagger | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Russia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Delta Force:
Urban War on
Warfarce Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
North
Desperados | Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Desperados
2: Cooper's North
Revenge Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Draugen Dialogue Nordic White man N/A Norway N/A N/A Hegemonic | Medium
Europe &
Russia &
North
EndWar Violence American | N/A Disengaged | America Future war | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Escape from
Monkey
Island Dialogue British White man N/A Caribbean | N/A N/A N/A Medium
South
Far Cry Violence American | White man Disengaged | Pacific N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Multinatio Central
Far Cry 2 Violence nal Multiple Disengaged | Africa N/A Graduated | Critical High
South
Far Cry 3 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Pacific N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Far Cry 4 Violence Asian Asian man Disengaged | South Asia | N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
North
Far Cry 5 Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Far Cry Indigenuo
Primal Violence us Brown man Disengaged | N/A N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Nordic /
Asian /
For Honor | Violence European | Multiple Disengaged | N/A N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Freedom! Puzzle African Black man N/A Matinique | N/A Graduated | Critical Low
Ghost Recon North War on
2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Korea terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Ghost Recon War on
2001 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Eurasia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
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Ghost Recon

Advanced Central

Warfighter | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Advanced Central

Warfighter 2 | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Desert Siege | Violence American | White man Disengaged | East Africa | AFRICOM | Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Future South

Soldier Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Island

Thunder Violence American | White man Disengaged | Cuba Bay of Pigs | Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Jungle South

Storm Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Predator Violence American | White man Disengaged | East Africa | AFRICOM | Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Ghost Recon

Wildlands Violence American | White man Disengaged | South Asia | Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High
North

Gun Violence American | Mixed race Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High
North

Hard West | Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
South

HAWX Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High

War on

HAWX 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Eurasia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Herald Dialogue Indian Brown man N/A India N/A Graduated | Critical Low

Hidden &

Dangerous | Violence British White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Hidden &

Dangerous 2 | Violence British White man Disengaged | Multiple WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

JFK North

Reloaded Violence American | White man Disengaged | America N/A Graduated | Critical Low

Ken Follett's

The Pillars

of the Earth | Dialogue French Multiple N/A European | N/A Graduated | Hegemonic | Medium

Kingdom

Come

Deliverance | Violence Czech White man Disengaged | Bohemia N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Ottoman First World

Last Express | Dialogue French White man N/A Empire War Graduated | Hegemonic | High
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North

Mafia Violence American | White man Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
North

Mafia 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
North

Mafia 3 Violence American | Black man Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of Afghanista | War on

Honor 2010 | Violence American | White man Disengaged | n terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Airborne Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Allied

Assault Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

European

Assault Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Frontline Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Heroes Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Heroes 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Infilitrator Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Pacific Pacific

Assault Violence American | White man Disengaged | islands WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor: Pacific

Rising Sun | Violence American | White man Disengaged | islands WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Medal of

Honor:

Undergroun

d Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Metal Gear

Solid 3: Violence

Snake Eater |and stealth | American | White man Engaged Eurasia Cold War Graduated | Critical High
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Metal Gear Afghanista

Solid V: n&

Phantom Central

Pain Violence American | White man Engaged Africa Cold War Graduated | Critical High

Monkey

Island 1 Dialogue British White man N/A Caribbean | N/A N/A N/A Medium

Monkey

Island 2 Dialogue British White man N/A Caribbean | N/A N/A N/A Medium

Holy

Mordhau Violence European | White man Disengaged | Europe Crusades Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Omerta -

City of North

Gangsters Violence American | White man Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Operation

Flashpoint:

Cold War

Crisis Violence American | White man Disengaged | Russiastan | Cold war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Operation

Flashpoint:

Red

Hammer Violence Russian White man Disengaged | Russiastan | Cold war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Operation

Flashpoint: Eastern

Resistance | Violence European | White man Disengaged | Russiastan | Cold war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
North

Outlaws Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Playing

History - Dialogue &

The Plague | puzzle European | White man N/A Europe Medieval N/A Hegemonic | Low
West
Africa &

Playing Atlantic

History 2 - | Dialogue & Ocean & | Transatlanti

Slave Trade |puzzle African Black man N/A Caribbean | c slave trade | N/A Critical Low

Playing

History 3 - | Dialogue & Scandinavi

Vikings puzzle European | White man N/A a Viking N/A Hegemonic | Low

War on

Rainbow Six | Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Rainbow Six

Raven War on

Shield Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Rainbow Six War on

Rogue Spear | Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | Eurasia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Rainbow Six War on

Siege Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High
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Rainbow Six North War on

Vegas Violence American | White man Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Rainbow Six North War on

Vegas 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Red Dead North

Redemption | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Red Dead

Redemption North

2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Red Dead North

Revolver Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Red

Orchestra 2:

Heroes of Soviet

Stalingrad | Violence Russian White man Disengaged | Union WWII Manichean | Critical Medium

Red

Orchestra:

Ostfront 41- Soviet

45 Violence Russian White man Disengaged | Union WWII Manichean | Critical Medium

Return of

the Obra Atlantic

Dinn Puzzle British N/A N/A Ocean N/A Graduated | Hegemonic | Low

Return to

Castle

Wolfenstein | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Rise of the

Argonauts | Violence Greek White man Disengaged | Europe Antique Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Ryse: Son of

Rome Violence Roman White man Disengaged | Europe Roman Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Shellshock: Vietnam

Vietnam Violence American | White man Disengaged | Vietnam war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Dialogue &

Sid Meier's | puzzle &

Pirates violence British White man N/A Caribbean | N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Sniper Elite | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Sniper Elite North

3 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Africa WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Sniper Elite

4 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Sniper Elite

V2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Sniper

Ghost South

Warrior Violence American | White man Disengaged | America Condor Manichean | Hegemonic | High
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Sniper

Ghost War on

Warrior 2 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Sniper

Ghost War on

Warrior 3 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Eurasia terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Spartan:

Total

Warrior Violence Greek White man Disengaged | Europe Antique Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
War on

Splinter Cell | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Splinter Cell War on

Blacklist Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Splinter Cell

Chaos War on

Theory Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Splinter Cell War on

Conviction | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Splinter Cell

Double War on

Agent Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Splinter Cell

Pandora War on

Tomorrow | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Multiple terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

The North War on

Division Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

The North War on

Division 2 | Violence American | Multiple Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | High

The Order Victorian

1886 Violence British White man Disengaged | England Empire Manichean | Hegemonic | High

The Oregon North

Trail Dialogue American | Multiple Disengaged | America Western Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

The

Saboteur Violence French White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

The Sum of North War on

All Fears Violence American | White man Disengaged | America terror Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

This War of | Violence Multinatio Bosnian

Mine and stealth | nal Multiple Engaged Europe Civil War | Graduated | Critical Medium
Spanish

Thralled Puzzle African Black woman | Engaged Brazil conquest Manichean | Critical Low

Violence Victorian

Vampyr and stealth | British White man Disengaged | England Empire Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Velvet Violence

Assassin and stealth | British White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
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Vietnam

Vietcong Violence American | White man Disengaged | Vietnam war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Vietnam

Vietcong 2 | Violence American | White man Disengaged | Vietham war Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Viking:

Battle for Scandinavi

Asgard Violence Nordic White man Disengaged | a Viking Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Volgarr the Scandinavi

Viking Violence Nordic White man Disengaged | a Viking Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Wolfenstein

2: The New North

Colossus Violence American | White man Disengaged | America WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Wolfenstein

2009 Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Wolfenstein

3D Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

Wolfenstein:

The New

Order Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Wolfenstein:

The Old

Blood Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

Wolfenstein:

Youngblood | Violence American | white woman | Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High

1979 Dialogue & Iranian

Revolution | puzzle Persian Brown man Engaged Iran Revolution | Graduated | Critical Low

11-11

Memories Multinatio

Retold Puzzle nal White man N/A Europe WWwI N/A N/A Medium

Ankh Puzzle Egyptian Brown man N/A Egypt BC N/A N/A Low

Ankh 2 Puzzle Egyptian | Brown man N/A Egypt BC N/A N/A Low

Ankh 3 Puzzle Egyptian Brown man N/A Egypt BC N/A N/A Low

Crimes and

Punishment:

Sherlock United Victorian

Holmes Puzzle British White man N/A Kingdom | Empire N/A N/A Medium

Call of

Cthulu: The

Official United Victorian

Videogame | Puzzle British White man N/A Kingdom Empire N/A N/A Medium

Death to Violence

Spies and stealth | Russian White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Low

Enemy

Front Violence American | White man Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Low
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Expeditions
Conquistado South Spanish
r Violence Spanish Multiple Disengaged | America conquest Manichean | Hegemonic | Low
Expeditions Scandinavi
Vikings Violence Nordic Multiple Disengaged | a Viking Manichean | Hegemonic | Low
Violence &
Jade Empire | Dialogue Chinese Multiple Disengaged | East Asia | N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Kim Violence Indian Brown man Disengaged | South Asia | 1880s Manichean | Critical Low
Violence & North
LA Noire Dialogue American | White man Disengaged | America WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | High
The
Godfather: North
The Game | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
The
Godfather 2: North
The Game | Violence American | White man Disengaged | America N/A Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Men of Vietnam
Valor Violence American | Black man Disengaged | Vietnam war Manichean | Hegemonic | Low
Sengoku
Nioh Violence British White man Disengaged | East Asia | period Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Prince of Violence & Middle
Persia puzzle Persian Brown man Disengaged | East 1001 Nights | Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Prince of
Persia:
Sands of Violence & Middle
Time puzzle Persian Brown man Disengaged | East 1001 Nights | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Prince of
Persia:
Warrior Violence & Middle
Within puzzle Persian Brown man Disengaged | East 1001 Nights | Manichean | Hegemonic | Hlgh
Prince of
Persia: The
Two Violence & Middle
Thrones puzzle Persian Brown man Disengaged | East 1001 Nights | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Prince of Violence & Middle
Persia 2008 | puzzle Persian Brown man Disengaged | East 1001 Nights | Manichean | Hegemonic | Hlgh
Prince of
Persia:
Forgotten Violence & Middle
Sands puzzle Persian Brown man Disengaged | East 1001 Nights | Manichean | Hegemonic | High
Scandinavi
Rune Violence Nordic White man Disengaged | a Viking Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
Scandinavi
Rune 2018 | Violence Nordic White man Disengaged | a Viking Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
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Dialogue & United Victorian
The Council | puzzle British White man Disengaged | Kingdom | Empire Graduated | N/A Medium
War of North us Civil
Rights Violence American | White man Disengaged | America War Manichean | Hegemonic | Low
Warsaw Violence Polish Multiple Disengaged | Europe WWII Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium
We The Dialogue & French
Revolution | Puzzle French White man Disengaged | Europe Revolution | Manichean | Hegemonic | Medium

6.5 Data analysis
I now summarize the data analysis and complement the findings with a visual diagram categorized by

budget. In each figure, the left circle represents the low-budget dataset, the middle circle represents the
medium-budget dataset, and finally the right circle represents the high-budget dataset.

The dominant trends highlight that the majority of the dataset features Manichean forms of conflict
(84 percent, N=174), violence as predominant conflict resolution mechanism (70 percent, N=146), and
hegemonic transgressivity (84 percent, N=174). Splitting the results across low, medium, and high
budget framing, a noticeable picture emerges in the following diagrams. In figure 3, we notice that the
low budget diagram of conflict resolution mechanics is more diverse, while the medium and high
budget diagrams both predominantly feature violence as the conflict resolution mechanic. This trend is
repeated on the categories of conflict type (figure 4) and transgressivity (figure 5), as seen below.
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Figure 5 Transgressivity: low — medium — high budget

Across the dataset, moral disengagement factors were present (87 percent, N=180) in their depiction
of antagonists. If we again divide this across budget, we see in figure 6 that medium and high budget
titles are more likely to employ moral disengagement factors.
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Figure 6 Moral (dis)engagement factors — low — medium — high budget

With regard to historical period in figure 8, the most often presented historical war is WWII (22
percent, N=45) and the so-called War on Terror (18 percent, N=38). In figure 7, the difference in
regions seems a bit more varied, although North America (16 percent, N=33) and Europe (17 percent,
N=35) once again feature more prominently, while continents such as Africa and South Asia are
almost entirely absent. In contrast to the previous diagrams, the budget-framing across low, medium
and high in figure 7 and 8 does not appear to be particularly determinate of the composition.
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Figure 7 Region — low — medium — high budget
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Figure 8 Historical war — low — medium — high budget

Identity representations of the player-character along the categories of nationality, race, and gender
exhibit a dominance of white American men (43 percent (N=90)) across the entire dataset. These
numbers exclude games where Americans play alongside other nationalities as seen below. Framing
nationality across the budget frame in figure 9, low budget game titles appear much more varied in
comparison to medium and high budget titles. In those two categories, as seen below, British and
especially American nationalities of the player-character.
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Figure 9 Nationality — low — medium — high budget

Removing the American nationality descriptor increases the White Man dominance to 145 out of 208
(70 percent). If we divide the entries by the budget as seen in figure 10, we again notice that white
men comprise 73 percent (N=85) in high-budget games and 77 percent (N=51) medium-budget games.
In contrast, the low-budget sample ‘only’ has 32 percent (N=9) white men.
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Figure 10 Race and gender: low — medium — high budget

If we combine the large concentration of white men with the violence as the conflict resolution
mechanic means that 57 percent (N=118) centers white men whose way of resolving conflict is
primarily through violence.
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It should be noted that there is also a presence of ‘Multiple player-character representations of race,
gender, and nationality’ in high and medium budget category with approximately 11 (N=13) and 14
percent (N=9), respectively. There were only 2 instances (8%) of multiple protagonists in the low
budget category, presumably because the budget does not allow for the labor required to animate,
sculpt, voice, etc. multiple protagonists in the realist simulation style genre.

Of particular interest with regard to gender division in the dataset, in figure 11 below we see that
exclusively women-player characters amount to 5 entries (2 percent) in the dataset in the left-most
circle in contrast to exclusively men-player characters at 167 entries. There were only 2 instances of
exclusively black women being represented in the dataset, all the while zero brown women were
present. This also means that the exclusive female player-character is more marginalized than when
the player-character is exclusively a man of color (10,5 percent, N=22), as seen in the middle circle.
This means that even white women (1,5 percent, N=3), but especially women of color, are severely
underrepresented in comparison to their racialized male counterparts. Of course, with the total game
titles with set gender player-character among exclusively men of color and women overall (14 percent,
N=29), we are still talking about representational scraps in comparison to the dominance of
exclusively white men in this category (70 percent, N=145), demonstrated in the right-most circle.

!/

Figure 11 Division of gender-exclusive representation

6.6 Discussion
Based on the above application of the low-medium-high budget framing we notice the increasing

amount of homogeneity the higher the budget is. In almost all of the above visualizations, one or two
tendencies turn increasingly dominant. These tendencies are white men, American, violence, morally
disengaging oppositions, Manichean conflict types, and hegemonic transgressivity. As such, there
appears to be at least a correspondence between the size of a game production’s budget and the
encoded memory-making potentials.

Therefore, applying these categories to the collected dataset helped parse out the dominant trends in
historical digital games that primarily employ the realist simulation style. We notice that the
mnemonic hegemony articulates violence as predominant conflict resolution mechanic, Manichean
type of conflict, and moral disengaging oppositions. White men dominate across the board with North
America and Europe being the main geographical regions the games take place in. Only few men of
color are present in the dataset. White women and especially women of color are marginalized, if not
entirely absent from the dataset. Thus, the financial costs of a project seem at least to correlate with
the extent to which mnemonic hegemony is reinforced through a particular historical digital game.
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I return to the reasons for these dominant trends in the subsequent section. The resulting consequence
from this analysis reveals the neglected representations of history that the sampled historical digital
games exclude. Digital games are in principle, only impeded by developer's imagination and the
technical and realist conditions they derive from (computational processes). Yet in these virtual
worlds, the primary and most prominent creative landscape revolves around US-American white men
going around the world killing others without moral reflection. How can the counter-hegemonic
articulations and strategies in and around historical digital games ever be reconciled with a global
mass culture that produces and reinforces hegemonic notions of history? | now turn to an overview of
the political economy of the games industry because it provides a possible explanation for the
mnemonic hegemony that quantitative content analysis highlights.

6.7 The political economy of the digital games industry
As | showed in the section on encoding, a political-economical approach to the games industry reveals

its power hierarchies and economic structure (Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter 2009). The games
industry is structured by major multinational companies predominantly located in North America,
Japan, and Europe (Consalvo 2006), where the top companies have consolidated their position in
terms of capturing large swaths of the market (Kerr 2017; Zatkin 2017, 38:50). Embedded into the
global economic system of capitalism, the hardware companies exploit workers in the Global South to
produce the hardware technology (mobile, PC, or console components) required to execute digital
games. The minerals required for the hardware is mined in countries such as the Democratic Republic
of Congo (Sinclair 2015; 2016; 2017; Valentine 2018), while the manufacturing and assembly of them
take place in China, Vietnam, India, or Mexico (Lugo, Sampson, and Lossada 2002; Fuchs and Qiu
2018; Kerr 2017). Both the miners and the assembly-workers work under avert conditions (Qiu 2017).
From here, the games hardware is shipped to consumers where the largest markets are North America,
Europe, Japan, and most recently, China. When these hardware products are rendered ‘obsolete’ via
the marketing of ‘new’ products, the ‘old” hardware turns to so-called e-waste that is often dumped in
poorer countries willing to take it (Nguyen 2017; Maxwell, Raundalen, and Vestberg 2014). The
distribution of games sold to consumers increasingly follow the trend of a platformization of culture
(Nieborg and Poell 2018; Joseph 2017) that aligns with the domination of platform capitalism (Srnicek
2016) and imperialism (Jin 2015). Other markets such as regions in the Middle East and Africa are
seen as less profitable, due to less consumerism, relatively high piracy-rates of games, and no laws or
treaties to protect intellectual property in these markets according to Clement®® (2019).

The software development of the digital games is primarily located within the countries in the Global
North, such as the US, Canada, Western Europe, and Japan. However, the games industry also take
major advantage of outsourcing to countries in Eastern Europe (Ozimek 2019), China (Thomsen
2018), Malaysia (Low 2017), Vietnam (Gallaugher and Stoller 2004), and India (Shafeeq and Sharma
2016), among other countries with relatively low wages. Inversely, this also means that the decision-
making of commercial products is located in the center of the Global North, while those working in
the peripheries lack autonomy and simply produce the outsourced requests according to the
specification set by game companies in the North. Since the focus in this research project is primarily
on the software side of the games industry, the workers involved in software development are also the

% Africa and the Middle East are seen as “the second-to-last out of six regions in terms of commercial value lost
to piracy, at approximately US$3.7 billion in 2015 (Clement 2019)
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ones important for the analysis of encoding practices. Here, the labor conditions are characterized by
low wages, difficult workhours with uncompensated overtime, precarity across the board, and
discriminatory work environments (Woodcock 2016; Bulut 2015; O’Donnell 2014; Kerr 2017). In
general, the social structuration of the industry is highly homogenous in North America and Western
Europe (Edwards et al. 2014; Weststar and Legault 2015; Weststar, O’Meara, and Legault 2018). For
example, industry surveys on demographic composition show that the majority of game developers are
white North American heterosexual men between 25 to 34 years of age (ibid.), while for example
women are underpaid in comparison to men (H. Taylor 2018; Baribeau 2014; Game Developer
Magazine 2013; Shirinian 2012). As such, there is a clear gender hierarchy in game companies
(Johnson 2013; 2014; Harvey and Fisher 2015; Prescott 2014; Prescott and Bogg 2011; Johnson 2018)
that structurally marginalizes women (Consalvo 2008) and non-binary workers, while also conferring
immaterial labor via diversity initiatives on those already marginalized (Harvey and Fisher 2013;
Ruberg 2019).

The vast majority of workers in the games industry are exploited by the multinational companies who
enjoy tax reliefs for digital game production by governments interested in cultivating industry and
‘creating jobs’ (H. Taylor 2019b). As Nieborg, Young & Joseph (2019) demonstrate, Canadian tax
reliefs often end up circulating to US companies who stow away the untaxed profits in tax havens. As
such, the political economy in the games industry follows 215 century imperialism (J. Smith 2016;
Cope 2015), where companies in the imperial core super-exploits workers in the imperial periphery,
while also exploiting workers in the imperial core. These super-profits are then circulated outside of
governmental oversight and recirculated into financial investments.

Therefore, | posit that this global economic exploitation works in tandem with the homogeneity of
software developers to predispose the encoding practices at game companies and thereby the memory-
making potentials. This relationship between 21 century imperialism and game production result in
digital games that reflect similar experiences as the decoding contexts’ homogeneous frameworks of
knowledge (Hammar 2017b; Hammar and Woodcock 2019), as my quantitative content analysis
indicate, and as | now proceed to argue.

Echoing Mosco’s observation that political economy structures the polysemy of media, games
likewise reflect the conditions outlined above. As Tanner Higgins states, “representations must be
analyzed in regards to how they are constructed as well as the structural and political circumstances
that generate and support them. Only when these regimes and practices are exposed can they be
systematically demolished.” (Higgin 2009, 20). Therefore, by moving beyond an analysis and also
focus on the production of the text, we better address the entangled web that reproduces the same type
of mass cultural pasts again and again (thereby answering Hall’s problem with old films keep getting
made). This is why political economy of communication is useful in exposing the ‘regimes and
practices’ that reproduce mnemonic hegemony. For example, Sam Srauy’s (2019a, 480) research on
game developers shows that racism exists in digital games narratives because

[...] developers’ profession constitutes a normative space where market uncertainty and
historical practices/beliefs create an internal pressure to adopt game narratives that are
problematic. Adopting racially problematic narratives [...] is a rational response to
economic uncertainty in the contemporary North American video game landscape.
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This pressure is evident in the games themselves. On a macro-level?’, many studies confirm that when
it comes to race and gender, the representational regime favors white men (Dill et al. 2005; Dietrich
2013; Everett and Watkins 2008; Mou and Peng 2008; Malkowski and Russworm 2017; Williams et
al. 2009; Downs and Smith 2010). The racialized representation of Arabs (Sisler 2008; Hoglund 2008;
Sisler 2009; Reichmuth and Werning 2006), Africans (Bayeck, Asino, and Young 2018), Indians
(Chakraborti 2015; Mukherjee 2018), and blackness (Gray 2014; Brock 2011; Leonard 2006; 2004;
2016; Russworm 2017; 2019; Higgin 2009) are either marginalized, othered (Young 2016), or made
invisible. Most recently with regard to the dominance of men, Bailey et al. (2019) showed that
between 2001 and 2017, all the top-selling games in each year never featured a woman as the central
player-character. Instead, 69 percent of their data set were games with exclusively male protagonists,
while the remaining 31 percent were optional or non-specific genders. This means that out of 180
most-selling games across 18 years, none had an exclusive woman protagonist as the focalized
viewpoint in the game?,

Historical digital games likewise reinforce hegemonic perspectives?®. As Mukherjee and | state, many
historical games are “marked by a Western and, specifically, late 19th-century imperialist bias.”
(Mukherjee and Hammar 2018). Some of them conform to hegemonic imaginations of the past (Shaw
2015) or relying on conservative historical research methods (Schut 2007). Some restrict the way of
engaging with the past through the logics of colonialism (Mukherjee 2015; 2017; 2018; Lammes
2010; Magnet 2006; Ford 2016; Pobtocki 2002), “domination and mass killing” (Greenfield 2004),
settler colonialism (Mir and Owens 2013; Euteneuer 2018), and imperialist narratives (Patel 2016; S.
Murray 2017b; Hammar 2019a). In relation to the popular depiction of the past, Adam Chapman,
Anna Foka and Jonathan Westin (2018, 283) state that:

As have been shown on numerous occasions [ ...], the representations we are creating of
the past often follows [sic] well established conventions that are outdated, homogenous,
and highly problematic, and may feed into contemporary political conflict.

Based on the above and my own quantitative content analysis, historical digital games also rearticulate
mnemonic hegemony. The hegemonic memory-making potentials in historical games is likewise
reflected by the game industry’s political economy (Hammar 2019a; 2019b). For instance, Tara
Copplestone’s interviews with game developers revealed that their “games were produced with the
intent of being commercially viable entertainment goods — and that as such the key responsibility was
to create entertainment in a way which would sell.” (2017, 432), meaning that so-called historical
accuracy was a secondary concern to this prime directive of “profit-maximization” (Bulut 2018). The

27 And on a micro-level. For example, recent comments about the Gears of War (Epic Games 2006) series put
this pressure out in the open. The series’ producer Rod Fergusson stated in an interview that the creative decision
about the gender and race of the game project’s player-character was driven by marketers, who would “have
some sort of master spreadsheet where they could type in a bunch of parameters and forecast what they’d think
your game would do” (Judge 2019)

28 Their results were contrasted with the gender composition of the game companies producing these high-selling
games, which showed the disparity. As such, Bailey et al.’s (2019) study affirms the noticeable reflection of
encoding in the games.

29 Research on the non-digital, i.e. conventional analogue games have also been conducted (Robinson 2014;
Trammell 2016; Qureshi 2018; Sterczewski 2016; 2019).
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duality between facts and profitable entertainment was echoed by the developers of This War of Mine
who saw their game as an art form telling a message against war, that also had to reflect “the demands
of the market” and “ultimately generate a profit.” (de Smale, Kors, and Sandovar 2019, 404). As such,
the developer-historian’s creative decisions are often structured by the surrounding economy,
technologies, and frameworks of knowledge, which predispose the decision-making and agency of the
people working within these productions (Tschang 2007; O’Donnell 2014; Bulut 2018). My third
article of this research project echoes these dominant tendencies of mainstream historical digital
games are motivated by several pressures — economic, formal, and technical. This echoes Artz’s claim
that

any music, movie, art, political discourse, or social commentary that passes through
corporate media filters must meet the prerequisites of mass entertainment and profit,
thereby weakening and undermining any political edge, class independence, or
democratic potential (2015, 13).

These notions forwarded by the political economy of historical digital games and interviews with
game developers partially explain why white men committing simplified violence according to
US/Eurocentric, imperialist logics dominate the general picture. As such, it should be evident that
there appears to be a correlation between relations of production and the form and content of the
games produced, as | have now demonstrated in my quantitative content analysis and critical overview
of historical digital games’ memory-making potentials.

In the above, | went through the production and distribution of both digital games in general and
historical digital games. | now briefly touch on their consumption. Here, it is clear that players of
digital games are varied and diverse with many different identity groups across the world partaking in
the consumption of digital games (Huntemann and Aslinger 2012; Kafai, Tynes, and Richard 2016).
Although there is a stereotype of digital games being a male-only activity (Shaw 2010), it is evident
that multiple genders and races enjoy digital games across multiple genres and multiple platforms
(Yee 2017a; 2018; Conditt 2014; Llamas 2016; H. Taylor 2019a; Chess 2017). However, there is a
dominant structuration of game consumption that cultivates the ideal ‘gamer’ subjectivity (Shaw
2012). Through marketing efforts and the products themselves, the games industry constructs a
consumer subjectivity that favors the Anglophonic, white, heterosexual 16 to 35 years of age man with
disposable income (Kocurek 2015; Condis 2018; Kirkpatrick 2017; N. Taylor 2006). This constructed
subjectivity is predicated on consumption of the ‘latest and greatest’ products, while forming an
identification with multibillion companies as their friends (Fron et al. 2007; Md&ring and Leino 2016).
Meanwhile, a sizeable contingent of surveyed male players did not find it important at all to play a
digital game as a female player-character (Code 2017, 176; Yee 2017Db), thereby illustrating, at least,
the indifference towards the current hegemonic regime of representation.

Given the hegemonic regimes of representations of certain groups outlined previously, one
consequence of the repetition and reproduction of the same meanings and perspectives, this can result
in already existing audiences emotionally attaching themselves “to the way things are.” (Schiller 1976,
30). Herbert Schillert was here referring to the relation between mass media and cultivated audiences,
and | argue that this is the case with mnemonic hegemony and certain consumers of games as well.
With games predominantly featuring white men performing simplified violence, while other groups
are relegated to the background or existing to serve the imagined player audience, the constructed
gamer subjectivity forms an emotional attachment to this prevailing hegemony. As a result, this
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subjectivity will sometimes oppose and neutralize any advancements to change or destabilize it. This
has often resulted in so-called toxic elements in gaming culture (Consalvo 2012) that harass and
terrorize (A. Salter and Blodgett 2012; M. Salter 2017; Mortensen 2018) those who do not conform to
the ideal gamer subject (Shaw 2013). Given the racialized, sexual, and gendered structuration of this
subjectivity and the hegemonic regimes of representation, those who are opposed and excluded are
often people of color (Gray 2012; 2016; 2013), LGBTQ+, religious minorities, and women (A. C.
Cote 2015; Jesse Fox 2016; Nieborg and Foxman 2018). In a sense, these reactionary ‘gamer subjects’
feel that the peace in their ‘garden of the bourgeoisie’ are disturbed by outside forces (Joseph 2013).
Much scholarship has especially been dedicated to the issue of masculinity (N. Taylor and VVoorhees
2018b) that characterizes their reactionary and hostile dynamics against perceived outsiders (A. Salter
and Blodgett 2017; Massanari 2017; Shaw and Chess 2015).

This constructed gamer subjectivity is also activated in struggles over cultural memory in historical
digital games. As already mentioned in the preface of this dissertation, gamer subjectivity lashes out
when women are present in the WWII setting (Farokhmanesh 2018), or people of color are excluded
in a medieval setting (Plunkett 2014; Moosa 2015). Another example is when some consumers took
offense to the Wolfenstein I1: The New Colossus’ (MachineGames 2017) anti-Nazi marketing (Moosa
2017). As such, the actions from this subjectivity strive to maintain the mnemonic hegemony in
historical digital games, usually seen as reactions to attempts to destabilize the status quo. However, it
should be noted that these particular reactionary contestations of cultural memory are not exclusive to
digital games culture. As we have seen across the world, these trends largely reflect broader
tendencies in the world with the rise of fascism (Traverso 2019; Rasmussen 2018).

Game companies also take advantage of this contingent of gamer subjects by using them as tools for
maintaining the status quo that these major game companies enjoy profits within. Lana Polansky
(2018), for instance, identifies how reactionary gamer subjects are used to oppress and terrorize game
developers who fight for better pay, improved work conditions, more equality in the workplaces, and
in general more autonomy. In that sense, there is a cooperating tandem between the game companies
above, who exploit the workers for capital accumulation, and the invested consumers, who ‘violently’
maintain the status quo by keeping workers in line (Keogh 2018).

Given the industry’s political economy, the representation of racialized and gendered identities in
digital games, and the structuration of their consumption, Fron et al. (2007, 1) summarizes the
landscape best when they state that the power center of the games industry is predominately white,
male-dominated corporate and creative elite “that represents a select group of large, global publishing
companies in conjunction with a handful of massive chain retail distributors.”. This elite has strong
influence on which software and hardware technologies will be produced and distributed, “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.” (ibid.) Its
consolidated power is further compounded by a publication and advertising infrastructure that
reproduces the norms and expectations surrounding digital games. Alison Harvey (2019) has also later
demonstrated that this hegemony of play is reproduced through institutionalized higher education of
game development professionals. In sum, Fron et al. calls this structure the ‘hegemony of play’.

| see this dissertation as expansion on hegemony of play as applied to historical digital games. Overall,
this section in the introductory chapter demonstrated how insights on the political economy of the
games industry across production, distribution, and consumption account for historical digital games
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as they appear in my qualitative content analysis. These insights motivates the reasons for choosing to
focus on Freedom Cry and Mafia Il in two of the four research articles, which I account for in the
following section.
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7 Selecting games for analysis

Given the above literature review on the political economy of the games industry and the quantitative
overview of historical digital games, | now qualify the research project’s focus on the two titles,
Freedom Cry and Mafia I1l. These were selected because they, paraphrasing Keeling’s (2007) research
on the black butch femme characters in 20" century US cinema, can subvert the hegemonic structures
of historical digital games, by making the player visibly aware of the possibility of alternative
mnemonic configurations. In contrast to most of the games listed in the quantitative content analysis
above, both Mafia Il and Freedom Cry feature non-hegemonic player characters (black male
characters), are situated in unconventional historical settings (18" century Caribbean and 1960s New
Orleans), and finally exhibit financially risky and politically sensitive themes (transatlantic slavery and
struggle for Black Freedom in the US).

The entries of both games into the quantitative analysis also highlight how both games still follow
conventions with regard to male player-characters, morally disengaging opposition, a Manichean
conflict type, and violence as main conflict resolution mechanism. In this sense, both titles increase
their range of address, but attempting to both have and eat their cake too. However, they nevertheless
facilitate a subversion of the dynamics of mnemonic hegemony by virtue of their uncharacteristic
player-characters, historical setting, and themes in contrast to the sea of American white men in either
WWII or the modern ‘“War on Terror’ as my quantitative analysis attests to. Moreover, both games are
critically transgressive with regard to the use of violence by a racialized minority against the dominant
majority group, such as French white slavers or American white police officers®’. As | conclude in my
first and second research articles, the games reconfigure the hegemonic conventions of violence in
digital games into the possibility for counter-hegemonic commemorative play. This reconfiguration
has been also used in the marketing of Mafia Ill, where a snapshot of the player-character shoots into a
crowd of Ku Klux Klan members (P6tzsch and Hammar 2019).

Their explicit forms of unconventional memory-making merit closer scrutiny. They openly depict that
which is normally hidden or unsaid, and therefore deviate from the dominant forms of memory-
making in the games industry. In turn, it would still have been fruitful to analyze games with more
implicit politics, where their ideologies are more or less hidden or implied within the game’s sign and
mechanical systems. Such games often reveal the hegemonic notions of what is to be taken as normal
and commonsensical, thereby indicating that future analyses of such games could prove important for
determining the mnemonic landscape of historical digital games. As | demonstrated in my section on
mnemonic hegemony in games, this work has already been done, and therefore my dissertation serves

30 However, some might object that their depiction of slavery and racism as negative and harmful are in line with
dominant hegemonic conventions. While such an observation rings true, the fact that they even approach such
sensitive topics still illustrate a counter-hegemonic move at the level of encoding. Moreover, their other
counterhegemonic ‘radical’ move is in their suggestion that violent resistance by black men against white
supremacy is justified in these contexts. Such armed opposition unsettles contemporary cultural hegemony,
where violent struggle for freedom is demonized. This cultural hegemony is best exemplified in the
demonization of Malcolm X and the Black Panthers in contrast to the white-washed memory of Martin Luther
King Jr. as non-violent protest. (Russworm 2016) In that sense, both Freedom Cry and Mafia 1l articulate an
intervention into this hegemony.
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as a contribution to existing scholarship on counter-hegemonic examples, thereby uncovering the
dynamics of cultural memory in historical digital games.

For example, my analysis of how Freedom Cry combines an anti-colonialist theme within a power
fantasy shows that the game challenges “a master narrative with a defiant version of the past.”
(Molden, 2016, 139). As my overview of mnemonic hegemony in historical digital games highlights,
they also reveal how mnemonic hegemony works through digital games, especially with what is
usually taken for granted and as representing established conventions. Indeed, as Molden (ibid. 137)
writes:

The central means of destabilization is the return to the origin, that is changing the
discursive practice (the power of hegemonic historical narratives) by critically studying
its foundational texts and its omissions, silences, and constructions of socio-political
unity by means of subjugation of some.

It is here that Freedom Cry and Mafia Il serve as destabilizing examples of mnemonic hegemony,
because they partly highlight these ‘omissions, silences, and constructions’ and they articulate a
position of counter-hegemony through which hegemony can be comprehended. Both games treat
politically sensitive and financially risky themes of race, slavery, and white supremacy through a
mass-cultural entertainment form. At the same time, however, they also reveal how hegemonic
conventions are still transposed and reinforced even with what seems to be counter-hegemonic
entertainment products. | chose Freedom Cry and Mafia 111 for closer analysis because they reveal the
intrinsic dynamics of hegemony in digital games and the potentials and limits of any form of
mainstream counter-hegemony. As | have argued in both articles, the games enable players to
critically perform within their virtual spaces and use the games’ affordance for counter-hegemonic
commemorative play — at the same time they have limitations and residues of the mnemonic
hegemony seen in other mainstream titles.

One particular omission in my collected articles has been Assasssin’s Creed: Liberation (Ubisoft Sofia
2014), a game that centers on Aveline de Grandpré, a racialized black woman as the player-character
in 18" century New Orleans. Here Aveline is able to navigate different social strata by adorning
different costumes as either a slave, an aristocrat, or an assassin via the game’s Persona system (S.
Murray 2017a). This particular game complements Freedom Cry well, since it involves similar themes
on racialization and slavery, but it also lifts the mnemonic simulation of the past by addressing the
intersections of class, race, and gender as an aristocratic black woman liberating slaves and fighting
slave owners and traders, not only through physical violence, but also through economic rivalry and
competition against European colonial traders. This particular game was initially planned as being part
of the first article on Freedom Cry, but it was cut due to scope and size of the article. Fortunately, S.
Murray’s research has generated fruitful insight into the game’s politics of representation and
mechanics (2017b; 2017a).

Liberation and Freedom Cry are illustrative of my assertion that the political economy affect memory-
making that aligns with mnemonic hegemony. For one, Freedom Cry is a minor expansion or so-
called downloadable content (DLC) that utilizes the already created assets from the ‘big (white)
brother’ main product of Assassin’s Creed 1V: Black Flag (which features a British white man as the
protagonist). This means that Ubisoft as a publisher incurs smaller financial risks when greenlighting
Freedom Cry, since it has cost-reductions via asset re-use and project scope. Similarly, Liberation was
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developed by a smaller low-cost studio in Sofia aimed for a smaller platform (Playstation Vita). It is
therefore noticeable that Freedom Cry and Liberation both feature black player-characters and address
sensitive historical themes such as slavery and racialization, but both games are smaller in production
scope and therefore lower costs. As Shaw (2015, 11) also argues,

The shunting of Aveline and Adéwalé to DLC suggests that these characters are meant
for people who are willing to pay for extra content and unlike the main audience for the
AC [Assassin’s Creed] series are perfectly happy to play history as Aveline and Adéwalé.

This also echoes other non-historical game productions that similarly are frequently hegemonic in
their main, big-budget flagship titles, while less hegemonic in their identity representation in DLC
content. While the following are not necessarily historical games, consider The Last of Us (Naughty
Dog 2013) and its DLC expansion product Left Behind (Naughty Dog 2014). Whilst the main game
primarily features a white man as the player-character, the DLC features a queer white teenage girl
and her black teenage girlfriend. Other examples of this dynamic include: Infamous: The Second Son
(Sucker Punch Productions 2014b) with a Native American man and its expansion First Light (Sucker
Punch Productions 2014a) with a white woman; Assassin’s Creed: Syndicate (Ubisoft Québec 2015)
with a white man and woman and its expansion Jack the Ripper (Ubisoft Montpellier 2015) with a
white woman; Middle Earth: Shadow of War (Monolith Productions 2017) with a white man and its
expansions The Blade of Galadriel (Monolith Productions 2018b) featuring a white woman and
Desolation of Mordor (Monolith Productions 2018a) featuring a black man; Uncharted 4
(Naughty Dog 2016a) featuring a white man and its larger expansion Lost Legacy (Naughty Dog
2016b) featuring a brown woman; Kingdom Come: Deliverance (Warhorse Studios 2018) featuring a
white man and its expansion A Woman's Lot (Warhorse Studios 2019) featuring a white woman;
Dishonored 2 (Arkane Studios 2016) featuring a white man or woman and Dishonored 2: Death of the
Outsider (Arkane Studios 2017) featuring a black woman; and Wolfenstein 2: The New Colossus
featuring a white man and its expansion The Freedom Chronicles (MachineGames 2018) featuring a
black man and white woman. Here we see a clear trend of main flagship titles using hegemonic
identities, while the less costly, and therefore less risky, optional DLC and/or expansions, are more
likely to include non-dominant identity representations.

Mafia Il is one exception to this trend, since the game is high budget and actively centers
racialization, Blackness and Whiteness, and historical trauma, such as the struggle for Freedom in
1960s Southern USA, in its marketing, narrative and mechanical system. However, as | also address in
my third article, Mafia Il still allows certain players to avoid the emancipatory narrative of fighting
1960s white supremacy by insisting on the organized crime section of the game, which some of the
developers also tried to emphasize in the run-up to its release in order to not cause controversy or push
potential customers away.

Therefore, both Freedom Cry and Mafia I11 were selected on the grounds of subverting common
trends in hegemonic historical games, but also at the same time illustrating how game companies
attempt to circumvent the realities of the political economy they find themselves embedded in by e.g.
lowering costs through asset re-use in Freedom Cry or trying to make counter-hegemonic commentary
an optional experience, as seen in Mafia I11’s reliance on organized crime fiction and the developers’
marketing spiel that the game was not about racism. As a result, these games were ripe for analysis
because they attempt to subvert or stray away from the dominant hegemonic perspectives on the past
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by problematizing norms and conventions in digital games, while also revealing the constraining
dynamics of their political economy and mnemonic hegemony. In some fashion, the games destabilize
the generic conventions of mainstream historical digital games, and at the same time, they reveal
plenty of the inner workings of digital game production and the imagined cultures in which they are
received (Srauy 2019b, 807). As Keeling’s aforementioned work on the black butch femme in 20™
century US cinema shows, non-hegemonic identities serve as an incision to the established consensus,
especially for those unaware players, critics, and scholars (like myself) who are dyed-in-the-wool,
unfamiliar with the lives of those in the margins of contemporary hegemony. Mafia I1l and Freedom
Cry therefore help illustrate this in the research project’s analysis of contemporary mnemonic
hegemony in historical digital games.
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8 Project findings - the intersection of games, play,

memory, hegemony

As demonstrated, the research project adopted a multi-varied analytic approach to historical digital
games by focusing on their encoding, game form, and decoding practices in the dynamics of cultural
memory. It has advanced understandings of cultural memory with relation to practices of play (article
1), prosthetic memory (article 2), political economy (article 3), and finally, the experiential
involvement through historical digital games (article 4). More critically, the dissertation demonstrates
how networks of production and power hierarchies largely predispose practices to reproduce
mnemonic hegemony that in turn are negotiated and sometimes contested by the players themselves.
These negotiations and contestations are enabled by the very nature of the game form as a
configurable and interpretable object, thereby highlighting my research project’s distinct advantages in
studying the under-researched topic of digital games in memory studies. As my research on players
reveal, the contestations and appropriations are significant for understanding the movement of cultural
memory on a pluri-medial level. At the same time, my research on the political economy of cultural
memory and quantitative content analysis are likewise significant for understanding the limits of this
pluri-medial level, where the discourse is structured by the politico-economic conditions of memory-
making media.

Because of these observations on production and reception, this dissertation produces new knowledge
on the relations between play, memory, and hegemony as applied to the game industry and the people
who play these games. By looking into how memory-making processes take place in between play and
game, | establish the concept of counter-hegemonic commemorative play that identifies specific
contestations of memory in contemporary memory culture. | then critically interrogated the concept of
prosthetic memory to show the limits set by mass culture and the surrounding network of mnemonic
hegemony in which memory-making takes place. This led me to analyze the political economy of the
games industry that reproduces and reinforces contemporary mnemonic hegemony. Then, | offered
one way of studying the experiential involvement of historical digital games via established theory
from game studies. Finally, | conducted a quantitative content analysis of 208 historical digital games
that revealed the dominant trends of those that employ the realist-simulation style. Overall, this leads
to identifying the relation between encoding of historical digital games and the economically-driven
tendencies to reinforce mnemonic hegemony.

Methodologically, | have examined cultural memory of historical digital games from various
approaches by bringing memory studies into dialogue with game studies, enhanced further by
approaches from cultural studies and political economy of communication, thereby looking into the
production, game, and reception at multiple levels. These results could only have been achieved
through a methodological flexibility and variability, thereby serving as a purposeful mix of
ethnographic interview studies, discourse analysis, game analysis, and quantitative analysis.

Combining game analysis, player perspectives, and political-economic analysis, the project accounts
for the complexities in the production of historical digital games as memory-making artefacts and how
players themselves appropriate and negotiate them in accordance with or as a resistance to the
mnemonic hegemony. In sum, the findings of this dissertation identify the tensions between play,
memory, and power on the consumption-side of historical digital games that is then framed by the
context of production that largely predisposes the limits of the structure in which practices of play and
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their memory-making operate on, which is then contested and appropriated by the players themselves.
Finally, I then also propose a framework on how to analyze involvement via play and memory-making
through historical digital games.
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9 Conclusion

As argued throughout this research project, historical digital games are potentially significant for
memory-making discourses. Their popularity and their form as configurable and interpretable media
are ripe for analyzing the movement of cultural memory. As such, despite the relatively low attention
paid to digital games, memory studies would benefit from paying attention to them and their position
in cultural memory. As | have shown, players appropriate, negotiate, or contest the memory-making
potentials of historical digital games through their practices of play. Meanwhile, games’ status as mass
cultural entertainment also makes them victims to the encoding structures’ reinforcement of
mnemonic hegemony, where especially white supremacy, patriarchy, and capitalism predispose the
type of memories being mediated and circulated. As my empirical work demonstrates, there appears to
be a correspondence between the level of budget and the reinforcement of mnemonic hegemony.

The main take-away from this dissertation should not be to ask oneself what is hegemonic and what is
counter-hegemonic, but instead: Under what conditions is something hegemonic or counter-
hegemonic? When and how are hegemonic or counterhegemonic potentials of a given cultural
expression shaped, activated, and realized? Questions of when and how and by whom are important
factors to consider in ascertaining the role of historical digital games in struggles over cultural
memory. | hope that the dissertation facilitates and potentially answers some of these questions with
regard to the intersection between cultural memory, hegemony, games, and play.

Whether or not budgets are the actual cause of mnemonic hegemony, however, is a different question
and something of which requires more research. For example, the question is to what extent marketing
departments of the games industry have power over the creative decisions in game companies.
Another possible research direction is towards analyzing the epistemology of the marketing
departments, the developers themselves, and the publishers when they purport to understand the
(constructed) desires of their target demographics in order to maximize sales. This is unfortunately a
difficult research problem, because these tools and knowledges emanating from this epistemology are
often business secrets and/or rely on personal biases that developers and publishers are less likely to
be aware of, or even share or admit. However, if we are to understand the reproduction of mnemonic
hegemony, we nonetheless need to investigate and identify the underlying structure that motivates
people, groups, and institutions to encode dominant ways of understanding history.

Overall, the project brought into dialogue multiple disciplines in order to establish knowledge on the
relation between play, cultural memory, hegemony, and games. The findings of the project show that
historical digital games contribute to the formation of cultural memory via the ontological properties
of digital games as cybermedia objects (mechanical system, sign, and materiality). At the level of text,
historical digital games convey what | call memory-making potentials. These memory-making
potentials refer to the possible meanings that are activated and negotiated by players in their own
situated context. Via game analysis, it is possible to identify these memory-making potentials with
specific attention to games as cybermedia. My project then advances the understanding of games as
cultural memory by showing that memory-making potentials are conditioned by political economy of
the games industry that design and disseminate media of remembering. Here, 21% century imperialism,
white supremacy, and patriarchy, among other power hierarchies, structure the encoding of memory-
making potentials, so that the latter reflects the former. Generally, historical digital games reproduce
and reflect oppression and marginalization of racialized, gendered groups at the margins. This insight
entails that reception is not a level playing field, because the encoded hegemonic tendencies are made
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dominant for the majority of players. As such, my findings advance the established tenets of cultural
memory studies, notably Landsberg’s prosthetic memory and Erll’s concept of pluri-medial network,
by my argument that political economy and power relationships as illustrated by e.g. critical race
theory, feminism, postcolonialism, political economy and cultural studies, are significant for an
understanding of the hegemonic reproduction of cultural memory.

Historical digital games articulate contemporary hegemonic perspectives on history by virtue of the
political-economic conditions in which they are produced. Yet the research project also finds that
contexts of reception open up for interpretative practices of players who are able to negotiate, contest,
and sometimes even oppose the hegemonic memory-making potentials embedded into the game.
Finally, the research project identified the mnemonic hegemony in a set of historical digital games
through a quantitative analysis, which prompted an analysis of the political economy of digital games
as a possible explanation for this mnemonic hegemony. To reiterate, the findings of this dissertation
identify the tensions between play, memory, and hegemony on the consumption-side of historical
digital games. At the same time, | analyze the contexts of production which predisposes dominant
textual meaning-potentials, which are then contested and appropriated by players in situated contexts
of reception.
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Article 1: Counter-Hegemonic Commemorative Play:
Marginalized Pasts and the Politics of Memory in the Digital
Game Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry

Hammar, Emil Lundedal. 2017. “Counter-Hegemonic Commemorative Play: Marginalized Pasts and
the Politics of Memory in the Digital Game Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry.” Rethinking History 21
(3): 372-95. https://doi.org/10.1080/13642529.2016.1256622.

Abstract
In this article, | argue that digital games hold the potential to influence processes of cultural memory

related to past and contemporary forms of marginalization. By bringing cultural memory studies into
dialogue with game studies, | account for the ways through which digital games and practices of play
might influence historical discourses and memory politics pertaining to marginalized identities. In
order to demonstrate this, | conduct an analysis of Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry (Ubisoft Québec
2013), a digital game which includes representation of the eighteenth-century transatlantic slave trade
and its racist systems. This analysis is then contrasted with statements by two critics, Evan Narcisse
and Justin Clark, about how Freedom Cry highlights specific marginalized identities and represents
the past through the game form. These statements, coupled with my game analysis, make the case for
a concept that [ term ‘counter-hegemonic commemorative play’. This makes visible a form of
potentially cathartic power fantasy within a historical struggle, alongside emphasizing a form of
designed recognition of marginalized identities within contemporary historical discourses and memory
politics.

Producing the Past in the Present - Cultural Memory, Hegemony, &

Digital Games
As Erll (2011, 9) asserts, collective and individual pasts are re-enacted and reconstructed across

cultures and societies through commemorative dates in the calendar, discussions on reconciliation and
historical trauma, public memorial spaces, museum exhibitions and through media like film and
literature that depict historical events as entertainment or documentary. These ways of remembering
point toward “the interplay of present and past in socio-cultural contexts” (Erll, Niinning, and Young
2010, 4) that takes place through engagements with various discourses and artefacts. The purpose of
this argument is not to dismiss historiography or to claim that cultural memory studies is oppositional
to history (Erll 2011, 44) but rather to widen the possibilities for thinking about how the past is
constructed in different cultural contexts, such as through historical films, literature, and games.®!
Likewise, it is important to note that neither fictional cultural expressions, such as entertainment
media, nor allegedly factual ones, such as historiographic documentaries, reflect historical realities as
such. Instead both offer representations of the past — “the events, persons, languages, values, etc. they
are in fact first creating” (Erll 2011, 114). This does not mean that historical media constructs are
necessarily unreal or fabricated, but rather that they represent the conditions for how cultural memory

31 “Memory studies is therefore not an exercise in nostalgia, but can be a method to discover and reflect the
mechanisms and potentialities of cultural change and renewal. Most importantly, it helps us to realize

when and how the present and future are shaped by memory” (Erll, 2011, 173).
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emerges (Reading 2011, 115). An image of the past is therefore dependent on the articulation of
certain selected variables and the exclusion of possible alternatives. This is exemplified in the case of
historical game development, where multiple pressures and aims decide what does and does not go
into a game, which in turn determine the opportunities for meaning-making and discovery offered to
players (Chapman 2013, 62).

Working from this broader position as to how the past is represented in light of the present, narratives
become a significant element of historical discourse. In line with White’s arguments (1984, 11),
narrative and discourse serve as constitutive elements of history and it is through these that individuals
and collectives form their understanding of the past. For example, Sturken (2008, 73) posits that films
and literature frame how audiences recall and/or form understandings of the two World Wars, the
sinking of Titanic, or the Vietnam War. Rosenstone (1995) similarly argues that media representations
of the past, films in particular, give rise to a residue of knowledge within contemporary historical and
political discourse. Likewise, amongst popular digital games are certain genres that use historical
settings and references to allow users to simulate or perform within what is marketed as a “playground
for the past” (Kapell and Elliott 2013, 13).3> Media representations of the past, whether through
fictional or non-fictional narratives, articulate certain understandings of the past, which in turn hold
meaning potentials that are activated and negotiated by their users.

Because these cultural constructions of the past are produced and disseminated in the present, existing
power relationships in the form of hegemony also affect who gets represented and recognised in the
construction of the past (Reading 2011, 383). Originally introduced by Gramsci (Femia 1987),
hegemony refers to the “production of meaning as a key instrument for the stabilization of power
relations” (Jergensen and Phillips 2002, 32). How social groups are positioned in these power
hierarchies can become naturalised to the extent that questioning their positioning becomes incredibly
difficult. For example, through a hegemonic process of constructing a national history, people in a
specific geographical area might develop a sense of sharing similarities with past groups of people in
the same area, irrespective of actual cultural and material differences (ibid. 32). Thus, hegemony as
used here refers to the process through which the dominant ideology is reproduced in political and
discursive processes, subordinating others and granting consent to the dominant ideology. (Laclau and
Mouffe 2001, 105). Hegemony does not appear as an opinion imposed by ruling producers of culture
upon the subordinated but as a process that is unknowingly inscribed to temporarily stabilize order. It
is through hegemony that marginalized groups are typically either left out of mass-cultural depictions
of the past or are at best relegated to banal representations of their culture and identity (Hall 1999, 20),
thereby precluding the marginalized from being recognized in processes of cultural memory.

Given the relatively homogenous demographics of the dominant digital game industries in Europe and
North America (Edwards et al. 2014, 7-15; Weststar and Legault 2016, 8-12), where the intersecting
identities of young adult White heterosexual men are in a clear majority and the representational
hegemony related to race, age, ethnicity, class, sexuality, nationality, and gender (Gray 2014; Shaw
2015b; Fron et al. 2007), it is perhaps not surprising that meaning potentials of digital games offer
hegemonic articulations of history. As Chapman (2013, 62-63) emphasizes, game developers make

32 Note that this genre of games engages history in many different ways, but | restrict my focus to those

“wherein a player is in direct control of a historically situated agent” (Kapell and Elliott 2013, 10).
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decisions in relation to technological possibilities, what perspective of history is being applied,
economic interests, and genre conventions. If this decision-making process is predisposed by the
hegemonic structures in digital game industries, I argue that it is useful to acknowledge what is
excluded or left out in the attempt to create historical believability in games, which in turn determines
a game’s opportunities for historical meaning-making offered to players. This is further qualified by
the fact that contemporary digital games hold significant social, cultural, and economic currency in the
societies in which they proliferate (Sinclair 2015; Brightman 2016). Considering both their
prominence as mass entertainment and their hegemonic articulations, it is therefore important to
investigate how digital games construct, disseminate, and reinforce processes of cultural memory
through their own medium-specific features. It is for this reason that Freedom Cry serves as a rich
example for analysis of how historical games offer representations of the past for players to activate,
negotiate, and perform. This is particularly the case because, as | will argue, the game allows for
counter-hegemonic commemorative play.*

Accordingly, the three aspects outlined above motivate the focus for my article; the nature and
function of cultural memory; the importance of digital games as mass cultural entertainment devices
offering certain understandings of the past; and the existence of hegemonic power relationships
affecting the recognition, or lack thereof, of marginalized intersecting identities in processes of
cultural memory. The upshot of these three positions is that digital games have the potential to
reinforce or subvert cultural power hierarchies related to identities and processes of cultural memory.
It is therefore pertinent to understand what hegemonic and counter-hegemonic mechanisms are
articulated through digital games provide meaning potentials that subordinate and/or recognize
marginalized groups in the construction of cultural memory.

History as Entertainment Commodity - Freedom Cry & the Assassin’s

Creed Series
Freedom Cry is a digital game released in 2013 on five different computer platforms, Windows PC,

Sony PlayStation 3, PlayStation 4, Microsoft Xbox 360 and Xbox One, both as a standalone product
and as a supplement to the associated main entry in the Assassin’s Creed series, Assassin’s Creed IV:
Black Flag (Ubisoft Montréal 2013). Freedom Cry uses the eighteenth century Caribbean and West
Indies Sea as its historical setting and it situates players in the role of Adéwalé — the player character
of specific interest to this article.

Freedom Cry is an entry in the Assassin’s Creed series (2007-), which is published and developed by
the multinational game company Ubisoft. Like many other historical cultural expressions, the series
uses allegedly historical settings as a convenient background for a commercial entertainment product
that lets players take the role of a character within the time-period in question. For example, the first

33 It should be noted that | am analysing matters of white hegemony, colonialism, and transatlantic chattel
slavery, aspects of which | benefit from as a person belonging to dominant identity categories (as a white,
male author with Danish colonial heritage). This might blind me to some matters of race, gender and class
oppression. It needs to be made clear that in addressing issues of oppression, my own lived experiences
and access to material and symbolic wealth affect my capacity to fully analyse oppression. The purpose of
my article is not to speak on behalf of marginalized groups, but to analyse and uncover racial and gendered

hegemonic aspects of cultural memory as symptomized in historical digital games.

104



entry to the series used the Holy Land during the twelfth century Third Crusade as a setting, the
following sequel trilogy of games used Renaissance Italy and sixteenth century Constantinople, the
third entry used the American War of Independence, while the fourth used the eighteenth century
Caribbean. The ‘time-traveling’ aspect of Assassin’s Creed is justified in the overarching narrative of
the series as a sort of virtual simulation enabled by the information stored in ancestral DNA
sequences. This means that the narrative focuses on the reliving of ancestral memories, which in turn
rests on the assumption that history has already taken place. Thus, players are only able to execute
certain actions and witness certain events in correspondence with purportedly established historical
facts.

What makes Freedom Cry stand out from a memory-political perspective is the fact that it centres on
the historical trauma of the transatlantic slave trade and the Caribbean slave system. This setting and
the game’s narrative employ the same basic genre conventions of the series, in terms of controlling a
historical agent with the general actions of traversing the environment, killing characters, and sailing.
Yet Freedom Cry is also a noteworthy intervention into the White male hegemony of mainstream
games (Leonard 2003; Williams et al. 2009; Brock 2011; Shaw 2015b; S. Murray 2015; Nakamura
2012) by featuring a Black male protagonist as the core of its narrative.

Ubisoft, a multinational company, prides itself on its use of historical settings to the extent that
employees and marketing materials often emphasize that the company consults various historians or
relies on historical sources to ensure the authenticity and believability of each game (Kamen 2014;
Chapman and Linderoth 2015). The games also endeavour to highlight their adherence to historical
knowledge through the inclusion of in-game textual encyclopedias written by Ubisoft’s own employed
historians (Kamen 2014; Plante 2012; Kotzer 2014; Saphieha 2015). Seemingly, these encyclopedias,
alongside the detailed representation of tangible material architecture, fashion, technology, landscape,
flora, and fauna, seek to constitute what Kostlbauer refers to as a “claim of historical realism and
authenticity” (2013, 170). This invites players to accept the authenticity of the games’ simulations of
historical, events, cultures, and geography. This allows Ubisoft as the curator of the Assassin’s Creed
brand to utilise a double-binding mechanism - a reliance on correspondence to established historical
fact, while being concurrently able to claim that the narrative is purely fictional with made-up
characters and events. This leaves the game to conveniently both be marketed as alluring for its so-
called historical authenticity and simultaneously not bound to criticisms of its depictions. Similar to
other historical settings appropriated for entertainment purposes under the guise of creative license,
the Assassin’s Creed series uses history and the notion of historical believability, and yet, through its
diegetic justification of ‘reliving ancestral memories’, the series provides creative license to construct
a sort of speculative fiction and include various historical locations, architecture, persons, and events
for the player to play with or consume.

Playing the Past through Representation & Procedures
The Assassin’s Creed series not only represents the past via audio-visual means, but also by allowing

players to perform within the constraints of the game. In addition to conventional representational
means of memory-making, digital games also offer procedural and performative ones (Galloway 2006;
Chapman 2012; Pétzsch and Sisler 2016; Uricchio 2005). Players configure a procedural system that
reacts and responds to the input of players. Chapman (2012) argues that focusing only on the historical
content of a digital game is therefore insufficient to capture the meanings produced by playing a
digital game. As digital games are experienced through both audio-visual and procedural means, it is
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imperative to look at how “the particular audio-visual-ludic structures of the game operate to produce
meaning and allow the player to playfully explore/configure discourses about the past” (ibid. para 4).
Concurrently, this produced meaning is only potential and can be actualised or subverted differently in
different contexts of play. (Sicart 2014, 7)

To conceptually encapsulate both these aspects of games, | examine what | refer to as the layer of
representation and the layer of mechanical system. These layers are derived from the cybermedia
matrix, as suggested by Aarseth and Calleja (2009), between mechanical system, representational
layer, and finally the decoding role of players as interpretative subjects bringing their own contexts
and backgrounds into play. The representational layer in digital games refers to the ‘interpretable’
representational elements that “players read or observe in order to be able to use and play the game”
(ibid. para 6.1). Colloquially, it could be termed as the ‘surface’ or ‘skin’ of the game or as the layer
that constitutes the audio-visual content through representational means in a spatially simulated world
that players interpret. The mechanical system is understood as the machinic operations that predispose
the possible frames of play. These possible frames of play can be divided into what is referred to as
the rules (Juul 2005, 5) and the mechanics (Sicart 2008). Rules are the formal qualities that
structurally contextualize player action insofar as they frame player behaviour, while mechanics are
the “methods invoked by agents, designed for interaction with the game state” (Sicart 2008, para 1),
colloquially called the ‘verbs’ of the game. These layers are not exhaustive of what constitutes a
digital game, but they are sufficient to explore the formal aspects of how Freedom Cry, as a digital
game, contributes to processes of cultural memory and offers instances of counter-hegemonic
commemorative play.

Rising up against Slavery in a Virtual Caribbean
Freedom Cry’s narrative of rising up against slavery finds its point of departure in the player-

character, Adéwalé. He is an adult black man from Trinidad who in his childhood escaped slavery to
join forces with seafaring pirates in the Caribbean. With not much mention of his social class except
as being an ex-slave, the game depicts him as muscular and physically strong and his expositional
dialogue signifies intellect, cunning, and ambition. The game‘s narrative begins with Adéwalé’s ship
sinking during a storm, and he is washed ashore on Saint-Domingue (today known as Haiti) near the
town of Port-au-Prince. In the course of the subsequent narrative events, Adéwalé encounters the
oppression of Black characters under French colonial rule. This motivates him to join forces with the
local resistance in order to fight back against the slave system. Through his quest to dismantle the
slave system, Adéwalé realizes the futility of acting against a colonial power. The more he fights, the
more French colonial power increases its violence towards the enslaved population. Some non-
playable characters, such as the Maroons and a local businesswoman by the name of Bastienne
Joséphe, are prominently positioned in the narrative with relatively high levels of expositional
dialogue and agency, which fosters character dynamics between them and Adéwalé. This allows
Adéwalé’s fight against the slave system to be challenged and complicated by these characters. For
example, Bastienne points out the futility of fighting against the French colonial power as a single
individual. As such, the narrative of Freedom Cry offers players a fictional representation of
eighteenth century Haitian characters who grapple with an oppressive slave system that in the end
proves impossible to dismantle through sheer individual strength. This theme is also in accordance
with the series’ premise of history having already taken place and therefore unable to be altered by the
actions of player-characters. The transatlantic slave trade and Caribbean slave system continue
regardless of the player’s actions in Freedom Cry.
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Through the narrative contextualization of rising up against slavery, the game’s mechanical system
allows players to free slaves, intervene in the punishment of slaves, capturing slave ships, kill slavers
and guards, liberate large slave plantations, rescue imprisoned slaves or buy slaves at slave auctions.
The game can largely be divided into two different mechanical systems — one in which the player
controls the body of Adéwalé, which affords the methods invoked by players to kill, climb, jump, and
walk, or run, and the other in which the player controls Adéwalé’s ship, its direction, sailing speed,
cannons, mortars, and boarding capabilities. In this way, Freedom Cry adheres to the usual basic
conventions of the Assassin’s Creed series — the playable character is able to traverse the landscape
and buildings within the confined virtual environment, and hide away from or kill other hostile
characters while fulfilling the goals posited by the game. By offering players these methods through
its rules and mechanics, Freedom Cry grants players considerable power and allows them to overcome
the hostile opposition reproduced by the mechanical system and thereby progress through the structure
of the game and towards the conclusion of its narrative.

A Holistic Understanding of Representation & Mechanical System
In Freedom Cry, the representational layer and the mechanical system work in conjunction to frame

the meaning potentials that structure how players might understand the past. When traversing the
virtual environment, the playable character of Adéwalé is exposed by virtue of his racialized body in
the context of eighteenth century racial and gendered hierarchies. The game’s mechanical system
includes both the ambient presence of non-violent characters that audibly comment on his appearance
as a Black body and explicitly hostile characters that will actively search for and attack Adéwalé on
sight. In this way, the relationship between the virtual spaces of Freedom Cry and the depicted player-
character simulate an oppressive system and its responses to hon-hegemonic identities. Danger,
vulnerability, and fear of being attacked are explicated in playing Adéwalé within this hegemonic
virtual space.®* Although the mechanical system affords players opportunities to overcome these
hostile challenges with violent ease, the opposition is still endlessly reproduced. Thus, the game not
only represents the player-character as a non-hegemonic identity through its audiovisual layer, but also
through the simulation of a marginalized power position found in its mechanical system.

In return, the narrative also contextualizes the mechanical system and appeals to the player to engage
morally with the rules of the game. Whilst previous entries in the Assassin’s Creed series required
players to collect arbitrary items or help characters with trivial tasks, such as collecting feathers,
fetching and delivering items or safely escorting other characters, Freedom Cry asks players to free
slaves from brutal plantations or slave ships. If slave overseers detect the player or if the player
directly attacks the slave ships, the amount of slaves freed is lessened because overseers start
murdering the helpless slaves in the plantation or in the case of the ships the slaves are inadvertently
killed by players. This contextualisation seems to attempt to appeal to the player’s morality. For
example, the developers state that “players responded to this in a very visceral way [...] the next time
that players approached a plantation they tended to choose to do [sic] a stealth approach” (Murray and
Giard 2014, 09:51-10:10). Although there are many different modes of involvement in gameplay, as
seen in Calleja’s (2011, 181) player involvement model, Freedom Cry motivates moral engagement by

34 It should be noted that an earlier entry called Assassin’s Creed: Liberation (Ubisoft Sofia 2014) offer up
similar procedural simulations of oppressive historical spaces in the intersection of class, gender, and race.

For a discussion on this game and its identity politics, cf. (S. Murray 2015)
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making players accountable for the loss of enslaved virtual characters. As such, this sort of narrative
contextualization of the mechanical system invites the moral engagement of the player while
concurrently conveying the brutality of an oppressive slave system.

It is also significant to note that the game never characterises enemy opposition beyond being one-
dimensionally evil perpetrators of an abhorrent system. Adéwalé, understandably so, never engages in
respectful dialogue with slavers, so the narrative never allows for a characterisation of the individuals
reproducing the slave system. This lack of characterization is in line with Hartmann & Vorderer’s
concept (2010, 94) of moral disengagement factors, where a digital game’s portrayal of hostile
opposition can engage or disengage moral reflection upon players’ own actions in the game world and
the characters they respond to. In this sense, Freedom Cry does not humanise the perpetrators of the
slave trade beyond their deplorable actions against enslaved Black characters. As such, whilst
Freedom Cry seeks to engage the moral reflection of players in attempting to free slaves, it
simultaneously fails to explore the background of the transatlantic slave trade and how individuals
might commit immoral actions by virtue of the structures they are acting within. A selective conflict
filter that seeks to make the game’s central conflict uncomplicated to players (P6tzsch 2015, 5-6) is
apparent here. As such, it would appear that Ubisoft Québec does not necessarily prioritize
multiplicity and complexity in characterising the slave system, instead favouring a simplistic morality
that subsumes the wider historical social, cultural and economic context of such systems.

This said, it is perhaps also important to note that whilst the mechanics grant the player many abilities
in overcoming the hostile characters and ships, the mechanical system reproduces these challenges ad
infinitum. No matter how many slave ships players board, no matter how many plantations they
liberate, no matter how many slaves they free, the game system will constantly renew and reproduce
this opposition to the assigned goal of ‘rising up against slavery’. This means that the game refuses to
offer a counterfactual narrative of the transatlantic slave trade, as players are not able to rewrite history
and dismantle the slave system in the Caribbean.®® By doing so, the mechanical system in Freedom
Cry frames the historical event through a procedural rhetoric that demonstrates how unassailable the
structural and systemic nature of the slave trade was if one chose to resist as an individual. The game’s
larger narrative also reinforces this point, as Adéwalé learns at the end of the plot that his ambition to
dismantle the atrocious slave system will never be enough and his violent means only serve to escalate
French atrocities against the oppressed and enslaved Black bodies in the game. This is epitomised in a
scenario in which French escort ships sink their own slave ship due to Adéwalé’s resistance. While the
slave ship is sinking with its entrapped slaves on board, the player is forced by the mechanical system
to board it and attempt to free up to fifteen entrapped slaves before the ship is completely sunk. This
tragic experience results in Adéwalé laying down his arms at the request of his allies, due to revenge
measures by French colonial powers, thus concluding the narrative. As such, the slave system is both
mechanically and representationally confined to being indomitable and players are not allowed to
rectify the historical trauma of the Caribbean slave trade.

35 One might counter that this is merely a method for the developers to fill the game with opposition that never
runs out, thereby always engaging the player with an experience. However, previous entries normally have
the same amount of content that is not constantly reproduced, has end-states and is therefore possible to

finish.
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In the game’s refusal to provide a catharsis to players, it avoids falling into the trap of complacency by
returning to the past only to assuage White guilt in the present. The game sets in stone the actual
historical events that still to this day affect nations and their citizens for good and bad, so that players
who want to escape the historical injustices of the transatlantic slave trade are denied achieving this
catharsis through the game. At the same time, Freedom Cry offers an empowerment of a marginalized
identity without falling into the trap of giving the impression that the transatlantic slave system could
only continue because of the lack of resistance by these identities in the past. Instead, the game’s
procedural message and narrative theme remain concentrated on the fact that the change had to be
systemic.

Alternatively, this return to history could also be argued to invoke a ‘tyranny of realism’ (Shaw 2015c,
21). This particular criticism is levelled at historical games, like the Assassin’s Creed series, that
remain complacently within the grand hegemonic narratives of history. Shaw argues that such designs
“close down emancipatory possibilities by refusing to imagine history otherwise” (ibid.). In Freedom
Cry, neither the player nor the player-character possess narrative agency in the grand scheme of
history and the game thus perpetuates the same hegemonic history. Shaw maintains that counter-
historical experiences “can be much more powerful and critical when they allow players to imagine
“what i (ibid. 20). This emancipatory imagination is restricted in Freedom Cry’s broader narrative,
as its ending returns historical events to the status quo and history remains the same.

Simulating Race & Historical Trauma within Hegemony
As | have shown above, the mechanical system of Freedom Cry, in relation to its representational

layer, makes a meaningful argument about the socio-structural nature of slavery and White hegemony
in the eighteenth century in relation to the possible frames of play. These design features go hand in
hand to frame scenarios that convey meaning to players that might help to explore or understand
discourses about the past in their present. However, it is also important to consider the critical aspects
of how the game reproduces problematic meaning potentials in relation to its protagonist’s racialised
identity due to contexts of contemporary oppression in entertainment media. Amongst other things, the
game has been criticized for how it instrumentalises and quantifies the liberation of slaves as a
resource to upgrade Adéwalé’s mechanical abilities: The more slaves that players liberate, the more
abilities and power Adéwalé is granted. Writing on the games criticism website The Ontological
Geek, Dawson argues that

“to then turn Adéwalé’s personal relationship to the institution of slavery and his fight against
it into essentially a resource collection minigame feels hypocritical at best; at worst, it
undermines the game’s message that slaves are not just a resource, but thinking, feeling
human beings.” (Dawson 2015, para 6).

This criticism fits within Chapman & Linderoth’s (2015) analysis of the ‘limits of play', which
examines games’ potential for generating controversy due to fear of representational and ludic
characteristics clashing with one another. Controversial, sensitive, and politically charged topics in
games risk the possibility of being perceived as trivialised by the ludic nature of play due to the
potential for them to become treated as only game objects by the player and thus less respectfully than
the theme of their representational aspect is perceived to demand (ibid.,149). This fear seems to be at
the root of Dawson’s criticism of slaves as a resource. By ascribing the representation of slaves a
functional gameplay characteristic, the design of Freedom Cry runs the risk of being perceived to
contradict itself by trivialising slavery.
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In addition to this risk of trivialisation by utilising slaves as a resource, Freedom Cry also depicts the
brutality of the slave system in a highly sanitized manner. The pain and the hardships of the slave
system are barely identifiable in the expressions of the enslaved characters. Racist language is also
removed from the game, perhaps to maintain “its modern, polite sensibilities” (Narcisse 2014a, para
13). Ubisoft Québec’s choice to selectively filter out uncomfortable history is in line with other
popular entertainment media that include certain aspects, yet exclude others. For example, Kdstlbauer
(2013, 169) criticises certain historical war games for using the design of landscapes, machinery,
architecture, weaponry, documents, and enemy designs to fulfill claims of realism and authenticity,
while at the same time excluding other aspects of war, such as civilians, the trauma of warfare, the
social and economic consequences of warfare, and so forth. The subject of transatlantic slavery and
how oppression is depicted in Freedom Cry is uncomfortable, but it is never too uncomfortable. Its
mechanical system and representational layer motivate an emotionally charged experience, but it is
nevertheless still encoded for pleasurable mass consumption. As Mukherjee notes on games depicting
non-hegemonic identities, amongst them Freedom Cry, “The images [...] are always being
manufactured and only represent things that colonial imperialism wishes to show and see. This is what
influences how maps are charted and identities fixed” (2016, 12). As some players may wish to play a
game for its ludic properties and as easy-to-consume entertainment, the events in Freedom Cry are
perhaps to an extent only included when they do not risk making the experience too uncomfortable. In
writing on his blog about Assassin’s Creed IIT (Ubisoft Montréal 2012), Patton criticizes such fictional
depictions of historical trauma because they are merely “a ploy to sell more units, or just a kneejerk
emotional response” (Patton 2014, para 51). He adds, “It’s not that they’re wrong, it’s that they don’t
go far enough.” (ibid, para. 52).

The character of Adéwalé in Freedom Cry can also be interpreted as invoking the problematic
stereotype of the ‘angry violent Black man’ often found in hegemonic White media. This has been
argued to negatively contribute to the collective image of Black masculinity (Hall 1997, 262; Winant
and Omi 1994, 56). Even in Ubisoft’s marketing, Adéwalé is referred to as of “imposing stature”
(Ubisoft 2015), thereby unintentionally echoing the many instances of U.S. police justifications for
why police officers were ‘forced’ to shoot and kill Black American men (Garfield 2016, para 2).
While strength and agility would obviously be preferable in fighting against a brutal slave system,
representation of black masculinity “has been forged in and through the histories of slavery,
colonialism and imperialism” and “through such collective, historical experiences black men have
adopted certain patriarchal values” (Mercer and Julien, 1994, 136). As such, Adéwalé, as a Black male
character, runs into the paradoxical double logic of what Hall calls the “binary structure of the
stereotype” (Hall 1997, 263). Like contemporary Black masculinity, Adéwalé has to resort to a sort of
‘toughness’ against the oppression and violence of White supremacy, while concurrently this
‘toughness’ is encoded as lethal and menacing in hegemonic media narratives. However, to the credit
of Freedom Cry’s writers, the game’s narrative allows for a deeper and more nuanced characterization
of Adéwalé in his interaction with the non-player character Bastienne Josephine. Here his character is
able to show compassion, humor, and kindness, which further the depth of his character beyond one-
dimensional hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, 854). Unfortunately, this is
only in expository non-playable narrative sequences, while the mechanical system still prioritises
violence and domination over others.

The weapons at Adéwalé’s disposal also have different connotations when compared to those
available to the previous player-characters in the Assassin’s Creed series. This weaponry casts
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Adéwalé as the exotic ‘Other’ (Said 1978) - while the White male player-character in Black Flag uses
neatly decorated European swords and flintlock pistols reminiscent of European technological
progress, Adéwalé is granted the exoticised machete and the roaring, unsophisticated ‘blunderbuss’.
The weaponry thereby echoes the more brutal and less refined stereotype of oriental identities, in
which the sophistication of European, industrial high culture and technology cannot be obtained or
possessed by the marginalized, the implication being that they are not as ‘civilized’ as European
societies, thus echoing Giroux’s (1994) description of Whiteness as “[...] a universal marker for being
civilized and in doing so posits the Other within the language of pathology, fear, madness, and
degeneration.” (ibid. 75)

These issues are also exacerbated by the fact that violence is the only means through which players
can fight the slave system in Freedom Cry. It is not mechanically possible to appeal to empathy, use
diplomatic communication, or other non-violent means that would allow Adéwalé to display less
physically intimidating behaviour towards the characters taking part in the slavery. There are instances
in which the narrative depicts Adéwalé as intelligent and cunning in the ways in which he seeks to
dismantle the slave system, yet mechanically this is not seen beyond certain stealth scenarios in which
players should avoid being seen by slavers and eavesdrop on conversations to find out important
information. Again, this unfortunate reliance on violence as conflict resolution also ties into the
stereotype of Black masculinity as physically fearsome but intellectually weak (Hall 1999, 21). This
mechanical limitation is perhaps not surprising given the 4ssassin’s Creed series’ genre conventions
and the mainstream games industry’s predictable reliance on selectively filtering violence as one-
dimensional (P6tzsch 2015, 3). Freedom Cry has to meet consumer expectations of the established
brand as an entertainment product, while also relying on asset reuse from previous entries to save
production costs. Yet the re-contextualization of the same mechanics seen in the previous entries alters
the reading of them.3® While there is now a non-hegemonic player-character, the abilities are still in
line with hegemonic masculinity, in terms of how this character dominates others through pure
strength. The stereotype of Black masculinity therefore hangs over this potential interpretation and the
intersecting characteristics of gender and race seem to inevitably inform this decoding. Of course, one
might counter this criticism by arguing that violence is the only appropriate short-term solution to
abolishing a racist slave system aimed at oppressing and eradicating Black bodies. Regardless, it is
important to consider how conflict is resolved in Freedom Cry, since such a constraint affects not only
how players decode the chosen characters and theme, but also how players express themselves through
their situated practices of play within the possibilities enabled by the mechanical system.

The game could also arguably be seen to suffer from failing to explicitly relate the past to the present.
It is generally held as important to understand how the past and its representations causally affect or
relate to us in the present. In some cases, media fail to provide a historical perspective on how the
structures of oppression and past atrocities depicted still affect contemporary societies and
postcolonial hierarchies, contributing to the problematic and complacent notion that former colonial

36 ”By changing the perspective from Edward to Adéwalé the mechanics seemed to be taking on a new meaning
and we found that by tweaking them just a little bit, we would be able to craft a new story and raise some
very different stakes.” (J. Murray and Giard 2014, 8:30-8:55). Here the level designer at Ubisoft Québec
touches on the altered player experience entailed by employing the same mechanical system from the

previous entries in the series to a different representational layer in Freedom Cry.
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societies now live in post-racial societies. Given that many social groups and countries have benefitted
from the historical conditions of the slave trade, there does seem to be a missed opportunity for
Freedom Cry’s narrative to comment on how the events of the transatlantic slave trade depicted in the
game affect nations to this day, particularly given the opportunities opened up by the games
simultaneous usage of a present-day narrative by way of the ancestral DNA science-fiction premise.
The game does hint at the Maroon resistance and the later Haitian revolution that gave the country its
independence from French oppression, but it filters out how France boycotted and blackmailed the
independent Haiti to force it to re-pay potential lost profits from the lack of a Haitian slave industry
(Phillips 2008. 4-8). Nor does Freedom Cry remark on how France has still not repaid Haiti’s
historical debt, despite calls for debt cancellation in the wake of the Haitian earthquake catastrophe in
2010 (Hay 2015). There seems to be missed opportunities in relation to framing both how individuals
and collectives understand the past through the present and how the past affects the present. Freedom
Cry lets players take on the mantle of fighting against a historical slave system, but it fails to address
how this has factored into the state of societies beyond the game itself.

Decoding & Situated Play
The above analysis of Freedom Cry’s design features only identifies the dominant frames that could

potentially guide player interpretation and activity, but these are only potentials. How players actually
decode and actualize these representational and mechanical elements can also provide beneficial
insights. In playing digital games, and thereby configuring and interpreting both the representations
and the mechanical system, players bring their values, dispositions, experiences, etc. to the game
through the framed activity of play (Sicart 2014, 62).

As such, the performances afforded by the game are influenced by the preferences and intentions of
the players. This is highly relevant to potential engagements with processes of cultural memory, as
players work in dialogue with the game not only to understand the past as it is presented in the game
but also to bring their own understandings and predispositions to bear. That is to say players decode
through differing discourses the meaning potentials encoded in the game in question (Shaw 2015a,
109). As the accounts by Evan Narcisse and Justin Clark will demonstrate below, player perspectives
are significant in understanding the meaning potentials produced by Freedom Cry.

The following accounts are from critics Evan Narcisse (who used to write for the online pop-cultural
publication Kotaku and now writes for i09) and Justin Clark (who publishes articles in similar
publications, such as Slate, Gamespot, and Paste Magazine). | perceive these accounts to be
significant in the sense that they highlight how playing historical games can influence processes of
cultural memory related to one’s identity. Both Narcisse and Clark give their perspectives on how
their own racialised identity as Black men participating in US pop culture factors into the playing of
Freedom Cry. Their situated play experiences are particularly valuable in this regard since their
accounts are not only personal, but also highlight past and contemporary forms of oppression
perpetuated through mass-cultural entertainment. It should be noted that | do not claim that their
statements in anyway represent what it means to be marginalised in mass-cultural entertainment in
total. Instead, their accounts of playing Freedom Cry illuminate areas related to race, marginalisation,
mass entertainment, and processes of commemoration in their own specific ways.

In one instance, Narcisse writes about how the setting of Freedom Cry reminds him of his relation to
his own family and culture:
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Part of it happens in Haiti, where my parents were born. Characters talk in Antillean
Kreyol, the mosaic tongue made of French and West African words that | heard while
growing up. But, mostly, it reminds me of going to church with my mother. It makes me
happy and sad at the same time. [...] It hits on some real feelings that swirl around in the
Haitian diasporan soul. [ ...] Never in a million years did | ever think I'd hear Haitian
Kreyol in a video game. And yet, there it was in Freedom Cry, as lilting and percussive
as when my mom spoke it. For the few hours I steered Adéwalé though his saga, I didn’t
feel horribly under-represented or taken for granted in the medium I write about. It’s a
feeling I could use more of. (Narcisse 2014a, para 1)

The game’s lead writer, Jill Murray, echoes this sentiment during a conference presentation dealing
with the production of Freedom Cry:

It's heartbreaking to hear that expectation that people don't expect to see themselves, so
what we really did was set out to try to make a game that would make people feel they are
seen. [...] we are really going to focus on what do these people who want to be seen

[sic], what do they see in themselves and what would they like us to communicate of their
spirit, of their community, of their history. | think that's important, it's a natural human
instinct to want to see yourself and your history in stories. (Murray and Giard 2014,
17:10-17:59)

The attempt by Ubisoft Québec to make the virtual setting believable and feature a conscious
acknowledgement of non-hegemonic identities ensured that the game ascribes cultural status to the
Kreyol language by including it for implied players such as Narcisse who can activate this encoded
meaning potential. Similarly, in an interview with the online publication Giant Bomb, Narcisse
addresses a particular instance in Freedom Cry where it is possible to free slaves off an auction block
by simply purchasing them from slave traders. However, it is also possible to Kill the slave
auctioneers. Narcisse states in the interview;

Narcisse: “Right, right, so, you know, it’s funny, you mentioned, like buying the slaves off
the auction block...uhm...I never did that. I always killed the guys who were selling
them...”

Klepek: “Wow, really?”

Narcisse: “Yeah, I never once, like, bought them their freedom, it was always bloody for
me, and again, you know that’s probably my own personal background dropping into that
[...]” (Narcisse 2014b, 00:01-00:28)

Narcisse’s statement demonstrates how players bring their own background and moral values into
play, especially when confronted with personal involvements like this instance. It shows a form of
resistance against the virtual characters who are enacting the slave trade and being actively complicit
in the diaspora and genocide of Black virtual bodies. Whilst the game’s representation does respond to
the player’s decided action, the game does not react dynamically to the player’s decision, in the sense
that these actions do not explicitly matter in the broader context and progress of the game. However,
these decisions clearly still have the potential to be meaningful and one might, for example, argue that
by paying the slave traders, the player becomes complicit in the slave trade and enables the slave
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system. By refusing to do so on principle, Narcisse actively negates the reproduction of a racist
capitalist system in the game. This shows how it is possible for players to appropriate agency within
the game by refusing to enact one set of potential actions on the basis of one’s own moral convictions
(Sicart 2008). This experience points to the inherent difference of historical games compared to other
forms of historical media in that players are required to activate and configure meaning potentials,
often by inserting their own values and perspectives. Clark also highlights this quality of games:

This is not an experience that can be had anywhere else on the planet. This is more than
power, this is more than the elucidation of pain. This is catharsis. It’s catharsis beyond
the one gamers usually think of, of having a shitty day, taking it out on virtual puppets
with extreme prejudice. It is having your racial identity, the large scale identity as a
minority validated, and given the freedom no slave ever did. It is the ability to exert
power over a cultural past that has and continues to affect us to this day. It is not begging
for someone to give us, us free [sic]. It is taking it by right and force. (Clark 2014, para
11, my emphasis)

This is exemplary of how games hold potential to influence and engage processes of cultural memory,
particularly in relation to marginalised groups. In recounting his feelings about and experience of
playing the strong and capable Adéwalé in a power fantasy against virtual White supremacy, Clark
pinpoints how digital games can allow for a certain type of ludic performance that not only
commemorates the oppression tied to marginalized identities and groups but also allows the active
reworking and negotiation of this memory in potentially progressive ways. Clark continues,

It’s a power fantasy with a purpose. It serves the same purpose that [Quentin Tarantino’s
film] Inglorious Basterds serves for Jewish people, and that white people get to find in
hundreds of other pieces of media every year. But most importantly, it’s validation. It
means that black people, their experiences, their ancestry exist outside of the
encyclopedia. (ibid. para 16, my emphasis).

Once again, Clark invokes processes of cultural memory related to how marginalised racialised groups
are obscured and relegated through a form of historical amnesia. As a mass-cultural digital game,
Freedom Cry allows for a specific form of negotiation and performance that validates the existence of
a marginalised identity beyond esoteric historiographical encyclopaedia in the processes of
remembering the past. By having a game with a representational layer and a mechanical system that
simulates the historical trauma of the transatlantic slave trade, whilst representing and allowing
players to act as a Black protagonist and engage in a historical struggle, the game enables a particular
form of awareness and produces a symbolic significance in relation to the collective cultural memory
in the player’s present. Freedom Cry therefore stands as an example of how the representational layer
and mechanics can work together to form an experience that commemorates the oppressive systems of
the past, whilst providing opportunities to resist this memory in the face of being an exposed identity
in hostile spaces. Both of Narcisse’s and Clark’s statements highlight what the game meant for them in
their situated play experiences. Despite its flaws detailed earlier, Freedom Cry accentuates a mass-
cultural way of simulating marginalised existences in both the past and present, giving inclusive
acknowledgement to underrepresented cultures and identities. Freedom Cry is not without its
problems in its racial dynamics in the context of contemporary White hegemony, but it also points
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towards the ways in which digital games can open up for a recognition of marginalized past and
present experiences.®’

As such, Freedom Cry has the potential to influence processes of cultural memory related to
marginalized identities and contemporary and past forms of oppression through practices of play. |
term such activation of critical meaning potentials ‘counter-hegemonic commemorative play’. By this,
I mean instances where a game’s design features allow players to playfully negotiate, and perform
against, contemporary hegemony thereby influencing processes of cultural memory. As such, counter-
hegemonic commemorative play does not only recognize the past in a symbolic manner through
representational means, but also allows players to perform and actively resist the depicted past
hegemony in a potentially cathartic way. While Clark’s mention of the catharsis of Inglorious
Basterds is comparable, it is not equivalent — the film does not allow individuals to perform and
actively resist the historical trauma of Nazi oppression, whereas Freedom Cry offers performative
counter-hegemonic experiences through its mechanical system. This is one of the essential aspects of
counter-hegemonic commemorative play, where players are able to virtually act out struggles against
past and contemporary oppression. Freedom Cry strikes a rather clever balance between allowing
cathartic moments of counter-hegemonic play by providing opportunity for individual resistances and
yet still emphasising the structural nature of oppression and the difficulty of individual resistance
against such hegemonic structures. Despite potentially problematic aspects, arguably in large part due
to the capitalist and White hegemonic contexts in which they are created, my analysis, coupled with
the statements by Narcisse and Clark, demonstrates how digital games are potentially able to
progressively contribute to processes of cultural memory associated with oppression and
marginalisation. Narcisse summarizes both the success and failure of Freedom Cry as popular cultural
product thusly:

What Adéwalé [...] can represent is a placebo for those historical voids. It's a placebo
made out of popcorn, sure. But these [...] characters' collective existence manages to
soothe nonetheless because it's evidence that creative people see value in an ancestral
line like mine. (Narcisse 2013, para 12)

Counter-hegemonic commemorative play - Recognition of identity &

memory
In total, counter-hegemonic commemorative play is a playfully enacted, mediated form of

commemoration that emphasizes the memory politics of marginalised identities and groups. It follows
the politics of recognition (Taylor 1994; Galeotti 2002) in affirming and acknowledging other ways of
life by highlighting non-hegemonic differences and identities.

As illustrated in the statements by Narcisse and Clark, digital games hold the capacity for this sort of
recognition, particularly in regards to how media are able to reinforce or question symbolic power

37 This echoes Browne (2014) analysis of the Assassin’s Creed series as “both a ‘Game of Empire’ that deploys
the strategies of the colonizer, while simultaneously being a ‘Game of Multitude’ that valorizes the deeds,

agency, and cultural richness of an often-subjugated group.” (ibid.)
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hierarchies related to identities. | maintain that historical games possess the capability to enable the
legitimacy and acceptability of marginalised identities in the same manner as hegemonic identities
(Galeotti 2002, 100-1) by offering counter-hegemonic commemorative play. Given that narratives
influence processes of cultural memory through various cultural artefacts, such as monuments,
museums, calendar dates, documentaries, films, literature, and games (Erll 2011; Assmann and
Czaplicka 1995; Sturken 2008; Landsberg 2015; Reading 2011), it is important to analyse them in
order to draw out the ways in which their meaning potentials motivate specific understandings of the
past in the light of the present. It seems clear that digital games are able to meaningfully engage, or
even challenge, understandings of the past. Engaging a digital game can potentially hold deep
mnemonic significance to some players, as demonstrated by Narcisse and Clark. There are certain
encoded elements in digital games, such as virtual spaces, character representation, mechanical
systems enabled by the software code, and a broader narrative, which all go together to simulate a
historical experience that potentially informs and relates to processes of cultural memory, and,
importantly, lets players playfully activate, negotiate and perform these processes. Additionally, it is
significant to understand how marginalised identities are encoded in these artefacts, if at all. As Young
(1990, 59) states, asymmetrical power relationships and oppressive structures between different social
groups and certain identities are reproduced and reflected in media. This makes it imperative to
understand how games, as a wide-reaching entertainment medium, reinforce or subvert these
ideologies, especially with regard to how the past is remembered or forgotten in the present.

It is equally central, however, to note that this symbolic recognition of identities in processes of
cultural memory does not necessarily lead to material benefits, as argued by Fraser (1987, 131), i.e.
being represented and recognized in an entertainment product like Freedom Cry does not make up for
postcolonial effects on Haitian society and culture, or the African diaspora caused by the slave trade,
or racially and gendered oppression writ large. This does not mean that aspects of recognition should
be discounted, but rather that discussions on hegemony and inequality should keep both material and
symbolic wealth in mind. As Butler (1997, 33) has argued in relation to symbolic wealth, recognition
and acknowledgement of non-hegemonic identities do matter in addition to material considerations.
Thus, since games allow for playful performances through their design features, it is fruitful to
understand how they can serve as inclusive, empowering and cathartic playful objects for
marginalising conditions, both within and outside of media representation. My analysis of Freedom
Cry and the personal accounts by Narcisse and Clark highlight the mnemonic potentials for such
performances related to marginalisation in the present through the form of digital games.

Conclusion
By enabling a form of potentially cathartic power fantasy within a historical struggle, along with the

symbolic representation of non-hegemonic identities, the developers of Freedom Cry open up for
players to activate counter-hegemonic commemorative play. The game therefore enables the
recognition of marginalised identities and histories within larger frameworks of cultural memory. The
decision to contextualise its genre conventions within a historical trauma as a non-hegemonic identity
allows the reconfiguration of how players can relate to and play with specific processes of cultural
memory. As such, by providing frames in which players are able to potentially negotiate and
appropriate their understanding of the past through practices of play, game developers can design for
counter-hegemonic commemorative play. Given the historical and contemporary oppression of the
groups and identities in question, | have argued here that digital games have the ability to contribute to
processes of understanding the past in the present in their own media-specific way as simulations. My
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conclusions also imply that game developers are not only able to utilize this aspect to their creative
advantage, but they also possess the ability and power to rectify or nuance the reproduced memories of
historical oppression and marginalization through counter-hegemonic commemorative play, i.e. they
are able to provide structures that allow players to activate, perform and recognise marginalised
identities in the present. As Sicart states,

Creators who are invested in the aesthetic and ethical possibilities of games should care
about the design of the spaces of play where appropriation happens. (Sicart 2013, 66)

These conclusions also have implications for historiography, as they demonstrate how digital games
allow for media-specific configurations of historical discourses, in which players can actively bring
their own values and experiences to bear. Digital games allow performances within the constraints of
both the representational layer and mechanical system and this can feed into processes of cultural
memory and thus how players actively remember the past. Given these conclusions and the fact that
contemporary hegemonic power hierarchies, processes of cultural memory and mediated cultural
expressions intertwine in how collectives and individuals remember the past, it therefore seems that
the media-specific affordances of digital games have the potential to play a significant part in these
processes.
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Article 2: Playing Virtual Jim Crow in Mafia lll - Prosthetic
Memory via Historical Digital Games and the Limits of Mass
Culture

Hammar, Emil Lundedal. 2020. “Playing Virtual Jim Crow in Mafia III - Prosthetic Memory via
Historical Digital Games and the Limits of Mass Culture.” Game Studies 20 (1).
http://gamestudies.org/2001/articles/hammar.

Short description
This article applies the concept of prosthetic memory to Mafia 111 in order to discuss the significance

of both contexts of production and reception in determining memory-making potentials of historical
digital games with attention to racialized oppression in and beyond games.

Abstract
This article critically evaluates Alison Landsberg’s concept of prosthetic memory by applying it to the

historical digital game Mafia I1l. Via an array of player perspectives, | emphasize how players activate
the game’s prosthetic memory-making potentials of 1960s Southern US in relation to white
supremacy, masculinity, and counter-hegemony. Yet despite its explicit politics, | argue that Mafia
I11’s context of production limits critical practices of play. Likewise, I consider instances of non-black
players who recreationally consume Mafia 111’s politics. | thereby show the significance of racial and
materialist approaches to memory-making in games when considering the exploitative relations across
the contexts of both production and consumption of digital games. As such, I argue that promises of
empathy and alliances via mass media, as prosthetic memory holds, are inadequate in contemporary
white supremacist, patriarchal capitalism, and accordingly, materialist and power-hierarchical
approaches to games enable deeper understandings of their negotiated meaning-potentials.

Introduction
Relatively little attention in both game and memory studies has been paid to Alison Landsberg’s

concept of ‘prosthetic memory’ and its role in analyzing historical digital games, especially with
regards to its political promises. As a mass cultural medium, historical digital games are ripe for
analyzing how understandings of the past are formed in the present and their political ramifications.
This article contributes to this dialogue by bringing prosthetic memory to bear on Mafia 1l (Hangar
13 & 2K Czech, 2016) with special attention to its contexts of production and reception, and racialized
oppression in and beyond the game itself. As | argue, consideration to these contexts is significant for
the analysis of cultural memory in games, as it exposes the tensions derived from contemporary power
hierarchies, such as race, in how the political economy of a game tends to structure its form, which in
turn is received and negotiated by players in their own contexts.

First, I define the affective potentials of prosthetic memory shaped by mass cultural media, and their
empathetic potential to foster political alliances across differences of identity. Then I critically apply
prosthetic memory to an analysis of Mafia Il1, a game that situates players in 1960s US white
supremacy in New Orleans during the Civil Rights era. In applying the concept, | use my own and
publicly available player testimonies by Anglophone scholars, writers, and critics to draw out Mafia
I1I’s memory-making potentials, which in turn highlights how its form predisposes practices of play.
Through these perspectives, | investigate how the game invites prosthetic relations to a past and an
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identity which some players have not lived, with an attention to the game’s use of racial violence and
Jim Crow laws. In line with Landsberg’s claim that mass-disseminated memories elicit affective
responses to motivate political alliances across differences, Mafia 111 might similarly be seen to invite
empathetic relations to black political struggles for players unfamiliar with racialized oppression.
However, similar to TreaAndrea Russworm’s (2017) and David Leonard’s (2016) arguments on the
promise and limits of ‘racial empathy’ through digital games, I criticize the empathetic potential of
prosthetic memory by introducing critical race-theoretical and materialist perspectives, which suggest
that mass culture and its political-economic conditions churn out products for pleasurable
consumption by dominant audiences divorced from political action and genuine empathy. In turn,
these criticisms problematize the viability and promise of prosthetic memory and point to the
complexity and ambivalences of the cultural memory found in mass cultural products such as Mafia
I11 and the global power hierarchies that produce them. Finally, I argue that such promises of memory-
making need to be re-evaluated and instead must consider relations of power and political economy of
mass culture to better encapsulate the implications of memory-making.

Cultural & Prosthetic Memory
Cultural memory studies focuses on how culture mediates the past in the present via artifacts “from

hand-crafted manuscripts to the printing of books, from the crafted singular image to the mass
production of photography and films.” (Reading, 2016, p. 1). On the basis of these cultural
expressions, individuals and collectives interpret and negotiate the past in sociocultural contexts (Erll,
2011, p. 101). By analyzing these objects and considering the differing affordances of their various
forms (Rigney, 2016, p. 67), it is possible to identify certain memory-making potentials that audiences
might, or might not, activate. Here, Landsberg (2004, 2015) proposes the concept of prosthetic
memory [1] to account for how mass cultural media can create an artificial ‘mnemonic limb’ for their
audiences. For instance, she argues that the audiovisual nature of film has altered people’s bodily
relation to the past to the extent that audiences of mass culture are now vicariously relating to a
historical event “as an experience that they have actually lived through.” (2004, p. 180). Referencing
phenomenological approaches to film spectatorship as embodied experience (Sobchack, 1992),
Landsberg is interested in how mass media, such as film, “[...] engages us in a bodily way: haptically,
aurally, visually.” (2015, p. 30). Thus, when watching a historical film about the Holocaust, for
instance, audiences are physically affected by and emotionally identifying with what happens on
screen. This bodily, affective engagement enables audiences to form what Landsberg calls ‘a
mnemonic limb’, meaning a sensuous prosthesis formed from the affective engagement with historical
mass media, i.e. cultural constructions. As such, prosthetic memory refers to how contemporary mass
media enables the formation of sensuous mnemonic limbs in audiences. Since its introduction,
prosthetic memory has been applied across studies of cultural memory and media (e.g. Arnold-de
Simine, 2013; Hirsch, 2012; Koss, 2006; Tybjerg, 2016), yet only two articles explicitly apply
prosthetic memory to documentary games (Andersen, 2015) and military shooters (Cooke & Hubbell,
2015), respectively, but without much consideration to its political-economic implications. This
consideration serves as the motivation for this article.

Opposing “those critics who see the commodification of mass culture in purely negative terms” (2004,
p. 20), Landsberg optimistically claims that this affect via mass media enables the formations of
political alliances between social groups (2015, p. 3), where audiences establish empathetic relations
to the other groups (ibid, pp. 32-33). Landsberg uses Deborah Gould’s (2010) research on how affect
motivates politics to state that prosthetic memory’s affect drives audiences to empathy and political
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action. She exemplifies this with the depiction of black US diaspora in the film Rosewood (Singleton,
1997) and the TV-series Roots (1977) from which, according to her, non-Black US people can learn
“to see the world through black eyes”, which “[...] might have a radical effect on both their worldview
and their politics.” (Landsberg 2004, p. 83). By forming an affective relation to the Black US
diasporic past via the audiovisual medium of television and film, prosthetic memory “might be
instrumental in generating empathy and [...] an ethical relation to the other” (ibid., p. 149). This
empathy is enhanced further by the mass production of culture in contemporary global capitalism, in
which “commodification [...] makes images and narratives widely available to people who live in
different places and come from different backgrounds, races, and classes. [...] (2004, p. 21). From this
perspective, the extensive reach enabled by mass cultural media allows for a widely disseminated
politics of recognition and empathy between disparate groups in the formation of prosthetic memory.
Similar research on empathy in games have found place in game studies (de Wildt, Apperley,
Clemens, Fordyce, & Mukherjee, 2019; de Wildt & Aupers, 2019; Fordyce, Neale, & Apperley, 2018;
Leonard, 2020; Russworm, 2017; Smethurst & Craps, 2014; Wilde & Evans, 2019), a discussion |
critically return to later in this article.

Chief among the critics of prosthetic memory, Berger (2007) wonders if we have not always used
prosthetics to learn what others feel and think and that text likewise produce sensuous memories for
their readers. Berger also contends that Landsberg builds “on a now longstanding scholarly literature
that finds subversive, counter-hegemonic, liberatory potentials in popular and mass culture.” (ibid. p.
601). Thus, he argues, prosthetic memory is not novel or different from previous insights into how
people communicate through media and form understandings of the past and each other. In her
response, Landsberg states that it is the mass commodification that sets prosthetic memory apart from
previous technologies of memories, “all for the price of a ticket” (Landsberg 2007, p. 628). Her goal,
she argues, is “not to be a defender of the global economy” (ibid.), but rather find the radical potential
in mass culture. Yet as | will show later, the concept of prosthetic memory overlooks the material
conditions of mass culture, its political economy, and its hegemonically structured consumption that
disarm the political potentials of prosthetic memory. As research into the global production networks
of contemporary digital mass media shows, the inherent environmentally degrading (Maxwell,
Raundalen, & Vestberg, 2014), inhumane and exploitative conditions (Fuchs, 2017; Qiu, 2017) that
enable mass media may exclude whatever empathetic potential for inclusion and understanding such
media might enable on the level of reception. This is especially evident with contemporary digital
games, which rely on these global production networks (Kerr, 2017) that in turn, | argue, predispose
form to reiterate a hegemonic status quo, thereby challenging Landsberg’s view on the radical
potential of mass media.

Digital games and memory
While Landsberg focuses on historical films and museums, my contribution moves the analysis to

historical digital games. Here, games operate at two levels of meaning-making -- the sign level of
audiovisual representation and the system level of mechanics and rules executed by the procedural
nature of digital games as software (Aarseth & Calleja, 2015). It is through this mechanical system
that games structure player behavior and, along with the signifying level, that enable players to
activate their agency in the context of past settings (Potzsch & Sisler, 2019; Uricchio, 2005). This
process is what Chapman refers to as “the particular audio-visual-ludic structures of the game” that
“produce meaning and allow the player to playfully explore/configure discourses about the past”
(Chapman 2012, p. 42). For example, as | have argued, the historical game Assassin’s Creed Freedom
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Cry (Ubisoft Québec, 2013) uses the endless mechanical reproduction of slave ships to frame “the
historical event through a procedural rhetoric that demonstrates how unassailable the structural and
systemic nature of the slave trade was if one chose to resist as an individual” (Hammar, 2017, p. 380).
In this example and others (Chapman, 2016; de Smale, 2019; Ford, 2016; Mir & Owens, 2013;
Mukherjee, 2017; Murray, 2017; Pétzsch & Hammond, 2019; Shaw, 2015b; Sterczewski, 2016),
historical digital games invite players to activate memory-making potentials on the level of both sign
and mechanical system. Mafia Il similarly uses the interplay of these two levels to form a mnemonic
limb and thus serves as a potentially rich example of how digital games invite understandings of the
past and how these are formed differently depending on players’ activation of their memory-making
potentials®®.

Mafia lII's blend of organized crime fiction and 1960’s racial memory
politics

As the third game in the Mafia series, Mafia Il follows the same open-world action template that the
Grand Theft Auto series (Rockstar North, 1997) made popular -- moving, driving, and limited social
interaction with non-playable characters in US urban cities interceded by action-filled combat against
virtual antagonists. The first two Mafia games drew on the popular genre conventions of Italian
organized crime of New York in the 20" century, thus echoing the popular organized crime genre in
film & la Coppola and Scorsese. In Mafia Il1, the central theme is still US organized crime, but
contextualized by 1960s US white supremacy in a fictional rendition of New Orleans, called New
Bordeaux. Here, players follow the 23-year old black Vietnam-veteran Lincoln Clay and his vengeful
rise through Louisianan organized crime. The plot begins with Clay returning from the Vietham War
and becoming involved in local organized crime via his surrogate family. After helping the Italian
Mafia out, they murder Clay and his family. Clay survives and sets out to enact his revenge by
conquering the businesses and assassinating leaders of the Italian mafia. With the help of Cassandra (a
Haitian crime lord), Vito (an Italian Mafioso), Burke (an Irish mob leader), and Donovan (an ex-CIA
agent), Clay ascends the crime hierarchy via brute force and violence while enveloped in the setting of
1960s Southern US white supremacy. Thus, the narrative, the action-filled combat, and the relatively
more tranquil moments of inhabiting and navigating a virtual representation of 1960s New Orleans
and its racialized stratification, comprise the game’s affective formation of prosthetic memory.

The mnemonic hegemony of violence
In Mafia Ill, players control Clay via a controller or keyboard & mouse interface from a third-person

visual perspective. In activating the game’s mechanical system, players’ primary interactions with the
gameworld is violence towards non-playable characters. This is seen where there is a plethora of ways
to kill other characters -- beating them, shooting them with a wide array of firearms, driving over
them, stabbing them, choking them, and so forth. In addition, the reactions by enemies are animated
and presented in high detail with multiple hours of labor spent on depicting the brutality enacted upon
these virtual bodies. For example, when players choose to engage a non-playable character via the
game’s ‘Brutal Takedowns’, the external camera changes into a fixed camera position with a low field
of vision that focuses on the melee execution. If they press the contextual action button on their

% Methodologically, an assessment of the memory-making of games either “focuses on actual practices of play
or that analyzes the formal properties through which such practices are limited and predisposed” (P&tzsch and
Sisler 2016, p. 6) | employ both approaches in my analysis of Mafia IlI.
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controller or keyboard, a complex set of motion-captured animations are triggered, where Clay, for
instance, punches the enemy character in the stomach so that he bends over, swiftly followed by Clay
slamming his military knife through the back of the skull of the enemy character. Along with this
brutal set of animations, the audio of the game plays out a relatively loud and deep sound to signal that
something noteworthy is taking place, along with the screams of the enemy character and the sounds
of punching and knifing through flesh. In addition to both the visuals and the audio depicting the
brutality and signifying the audiovisual prominence of this melee kill, the game also sends haptic
signals by triggering the two vibration motors of the game controller.

This example, and many similar violent interactions with non-playable characters in Mafia Il1’s
gameworld, highlights how the game’s memory-making emphasizes violence, where camera
positioning, complex motion-captured animations, and audio and tactile feedback to players help
fetishize it. This priority by the developers arguably means that players form sensuous memories
around domination and violence towards others.

For a prosthetic relation to occur, Landsberg (2015, p. 30) writes, audiences have to empathize with
the depicted characters and their past. In order to retain player-empathy for a character engaging in
mass slaughter, Mafia 111 game justifies it in two ways; on one hand, Clay is avenging his family
(Blackmon 2017, p. 100), thereby following the received trope of the ‘evil deed’ (P6tzsch 2013, p.
130) that implicitly justifies the violence conducted by players in the game. Second, this simulated
violence is further justified with the use of selective conflict filters (Pétzsch 2017), wherein enemies
show little humanity and agency. Likewise, by locating it within 1960°s US white supremacy, racist
white characters serve as prime cannon fodder, while concurrently never surrendering or showing
helplessness - i.e. the game’s depictions of violence “morally disengage users by framing violence
against seemingly alive characters as an "okay action."” (Hartmann 2017).

This priority is not necessarily the will of the workers at Hangar 13 and 2K Czech, but due to the
political economy of the games industry (author removed). The publisher 2K Games, like many other
investors, sought to reduce financial risks by replicating tried-and-true formula - utilizing genre
conventions, meeting predictable consumer expectations, and targeting imagined demographics (Srauy
2017). This speaks to an implicit convention within game production and publishing, where higher
costs necessitate conservative design that has been honed and evolved over decades (Nieborg 2011,
Dyer-Witheford and Sharman 2005). As some game writers have professed (Bustillos 2013; Parkin
2015; Hamilton 2013; Robertson 2013), their purpose is to somehow write violent, but relatable
characters. Moreover, already when the concept was being developed, 2K Games questioned the size
of the potential market due to the game’s racial politics®®. Again, the design ideal to meet assumed
expectations of investors and imagined consumers requires that Mafia Il frames possible memory-
making potentials to revolve around violence, thereby influencing players’ prosthetic relation to the
game’s historical setting and political topics.

39 «There were some early discussions about whether this choice would narrow the game's audience, said Strauss
Zelnick, chief executive at Take-Two Interactive. But that quickly turned into a discussion of how to
authentically depict the time period without being exploitative or preachy, he said.» (Tsukayama 2016)
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The mnemonic hegemony of masculinity
In addition to this justification of violence, Clay’s character lines up with hegemonic masculinity

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), via prioritizing the traits of domination, invulnerability, and
toughness at the expense of traits like compassion, fragility, and weakness. The scholar Samantha
Blackmon observes that Clay is driven “by ambition. He wants to take control of the

criminal enterprises within all of New Bordeaux” (2017, p. 100), a claim which is nuanced by the
fact that Lincoln implicitly liberates the communities by potentially giving control of rackets to others
if players choose one of the three endings to the game’s narrative. The scholar TreaAndrea Russworm
remarks in an interview that Clay is not given the opportunity to develop a social relationship that
would allow him to display warmth, empathy, and vulnerability beyond his surrogate relationship with
Father James (SpawnOnMe, 2016). Moreover, the game’s side-activities similarly follow a certain
vision of masculinity: Collecting car magazines, Playboy magazines, 1960s music album covers, and
taking down communist propaganda posters. Ergo, what gets included and prioritized in the prosthetic
memory-making potentials of Mafia Il is a certain type of capitalist hegemonic masculinity that
emphasize violence, car fetishism, heterosexual titillation, and anti-communism. This hegemonic
masculinity also comes at the expense of women in the narrative, where for instance Blackmon
identifies how the game reduces the depicted sex workers of New Bordeaux to commodities where
Clay is engaging them “not for the sake of freeing the women, but rather because breaking up the
prostitution ring will ruin the business of the Sal Marcano [...] who has murdered his family.”
(Blackmon 2017, p. 104). Given the Mafia series and the genre that Mafia Il follows, this hegemonic
masculinity seems mandatory and consequently also affects the type of affective relation to the past
that prosthetic memory draws attention to.

Counterhegemonic commemorative play
In spite of this focus on both violence and masculinity, Mafia 1l manages to differ because it is

“obsessed not just with violence but the context that this violence happens in.”, as the game critic Javy
Gwaltney (2016) writes. l.e. the game centers a black male character navigating 1960s US white
supremacy, where its setting, plot, and characters explicitly invoke the racial politics of 1960s U.S.
Given Clay’s identity as a biracial*® main protagonist, he is an atypical character in the landscape of
mainstream digital games, where typically white, heterosexual, US men in their twenties to thirties
dominate (Fron, Fullerton, Morie, & Pearce, 2007; Gray, 2014; Shaw, 2015a; Williams, Martins,
Consalvo, & Ivory, 2009). Likewise, where other high-budget game productions would usually
conceal their implicit politics to appease their imagined audiences and avoid financial risk, Mafia I1l
explicitly embraces its racial memory politics of the 1960s Southern US. It is through both Clay as the
player-character and the game’s racial politics that the game allows for certain cathartic practices of
play. As | have argued (Hammar, 2017), some historical digital games allow for counter-hegemonic
play where players activate and play against contemporary hegemony. For example, after playing
Mafia Ill, the critic Tanya DePass (2016) writes that “[T]here is cathartic glee of slamming a racist in
the chest as he called me ‘boy’ for merely walking by.” Similar testaments have been professed by the
critic Tarig Moosa (2016), who found it “cathartic to play a video game that acknowledges the reality

40 Hangar 13 went for a mixed-race protagonist to emphasize the so-called one-drop rule: Regardless of the
degree of black skin tone, Lincoln Clay is still targeted by US white supremacy. As the character Father James
points out in a cutscene in the game: "Not that it mattered — back then if you look black, you black. Same as
today, | suppose.” Yet this decision might also be read as a form of colorism that only allows lighter-skinned
representation rather than dark-skinned ones. (Hunter 2007)
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of racism and says: things don’t have to be this way”, while the critic Terrence Wiggins (2016)
professes that “it’s all cathartic because we live in a time where a powerful man is allowed to run for
the highest public office [Donald Trump] on the ideals of the enemies you face in this game, ideals
that should be forgotten detritus from our shameful past.”. Yussef Cole underscores this pleasurable
catharsis:

After all, is there anything more satisfying than being able to punch the lights out of a
store clerk who says your kind doesn’t belong here, who is threatening to bring the police
down on your head? (Cole 2018)

The game’s marketing also embraced this cathartic play, where a two-second clip of Clay mowing
down Ku Klux Klan members with an automatic rifle was turned into a looping animated image by
people looking forward to playing the game (Salazar-Moreno, 2016). This promotional strategy
(Wright, 2018) also further complicates prosthetic memory in the sense that although Mafia 111 depicts
a past that these players supposedly have not lived; their activation of the game’s memory-making
potentials relates to their own present-day marginalization and oppression.

Foreclosed avenues of counter-hegemony
Yet a critical reader might reasonably ask to what degree is Mafia I11 counter-hegemonic? Given the

game’s emphasis on violence and US masculinity, the game only allows for contexts of counter-
hegemonic play when the theme of revenge suits it. For instance, while the game allows players to kill
a variety of white supremacists, it implicitly condones capitalism, domination, and US culture in such
ways that these other political topics are taken for granted. The critic Miguel Penabella deftly
juxtaposes the limits of counter-hegemony Mafia Il in:

The unimpeded triumph of black subjectivity amidst racialized violence proves to be a
power fantasy, and all the game can do is simply relegate Lincoln within the same
capitalist system of institutionalized oppression. He earns money and topples the mafia
but remains separated from political engagement. [...] Lincoln is rewarded for being part
of the same power structure of [sic] his oppressors, reducing success to one’s ability to
simply make money. Rather than a fundamental destabilization of power, the same
structures are maintained under the guise of completing the overall campaign.
(Penabella 2016)

In the game, Clay seems to solely focus on his revenge, while killing racists is merely a bonus — i.e. he
is only coincidentally concerned with Black justice. Thus, the game enables, but does not enforce
counter-hegemonic play, thereby appealing to a wider audience who otherwise would be averse to
fighting white supremacy. The lead writer William Harms corroborates this in an interview: “Mafia Il1
is not a game about racism. There’s racism in the game, but our intent was never to make a game
about that. It’s what we call a pulpy revenge tale [...]» (Martin 2016)** This schism between
organized crime fiction and a counter-hegemonic pro-black vision of the past emerges in a scene

41 The PR strategy of limiting the perception of Mafia 11 as an anti-racist and explicitly political game is
indicated in various interviews up to the game’s release, where multiple employees of Hangar 13 repeat the

refrain that ‘the game is not about racism’ and that they do not want to be ‘preachy’ or ‘stand on a soapbox’.
This is presumably repeated to avoid public controversy that would limit potential sales
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where captain Cassandra tells Clay that “the only way black folk stand a chance in this city is if we
commit to each other”, in opposition to Clay’s obsession with revenge. Here the writers, via
Cassandra, comment on Clay’s personal ambition versus the more emancipatory potentials of
dismantling white supremacy. The game’s reliance on Clay’s revenge against the Italian mafia as the
core part of his motivation obscures the radical potential in centering US black emancipation.
Russworm rightly argues that she would have preferred for the developers to go all the way by
allowing players to ultimately turn Mafia I11’s designed power-fantasy “[...] on the state once and for
all, because that’s the fantasy, that’s the ultimate realization of this fantasy -- can revolution be fully
realized? [...] personal revenge is not the fantasy, it’s not enough. [...] it’s revolution that we want”
(SpawnOnMe, 2016, sec. 01:37:21). The game already offers up radical commentary and some
instances of counterhegemonic commemorative play, yet the main thematic plot of Clay is once and
for all confined within the genre of organized crime and revenge fantasy. Mafia 111 thus excludes
emancipatory memory-making potentials by relying on genre and the assumed tastes of hegemonic
audiences (cf. Shaw, 2015b), something that Russworm (2016) also identifies as the problem of
recognition in pop-cultural renditions of the era.

Past and contemporary memory politics
Still, when compared to other high-budget mainstream digital games that usually shy away from overt

political commentary, Mafia Il stands out with its prominent depiction of race relations in the 1960’s
US. Already in the first moments of the game, Clay is called a racial slur by a white character; while
his white partner in crime is empty-handed, he must carry big, heavy money bags like a mule; and his
presence in white spaces is dismissed by a white security guard as the problems of “Affirmative action
[...] The whole country’s spinning around the goddamn toilet. [...] Sad day when a God-fearing white
man can’t get a job, but any old n— who staggers in is hired on the spot.” Already here, the game
aggressively signals to players the racial memory politics that await them.

Additionally, while driving around New Bordeaux, players can cycle through different radio stations
where for example one white radio host professes white supremacist rhetoric across the airwaves,
while on another station called ‘The Hollow Speaks’, a black radio host proclaims dreams of
revolution, black power, anti-imperialism, and emancipation from centuries-long oppression. These
commentaries are not confined to the game’s fictional world, as the game coincidentally parallels
contemporary black US struggles. For instance, one news story revolves around two black men who
are shot by Hollis Dupree, a white war veteran, when they asked him for help after their car broke
down. As cultural commentators have pointed out (SpawnOnMe, 2016), this story is strikingly like the
case of Renisha McBride who was killed under similar circumstances in 2013. Yet Haden Blackman,
the director of the game, claims that they did not anticipate these similarities to contemporary
struggles against white supremacy, so the motivation for the game’s tie-in with political movements
and events were supposedly accidental (Brightman, 2016). Despite this claim, Mafia 111 still manages
to touch on these different stories with commentary apt for the cyclical process of racist violence,
injustice in the US legal system, and police authorities that further white supremacy in the US,
something of which applies well to how cultural memory always is created in the present. As
Blackman went on to say

Ultimately... if the game can make people think a little bit about race and remind them
that Lincoln's experience in 1968 is very different than the experience most of us would
have had, and it's similar maybe to some of the experiences some people of color have
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today, then we've done our job because we've made people think about something that
they're not used to thinking about certainly while playing a video game.» (Brightman
2016)

This relating the past to the present is echoed in the game’s opening text, which states that the
developers “felt that to not include this very real and shameful part of our past would have been
offensive to the millions who faced -- and still face -- bigotry, discrimination, prejudice, and racism in
all its forms” (my emphasis). The hosts Cicero Holmes and Kahlief Adams remark on this
commemoration that it was a “powerful statement”, but also “a preface for white people”
(SpawnOnMe, 2016, sec. 01:03:35), as it is meant to highlight the game’s similarities to current US
white supremacy, something that might be obvious to US players of color, but perhaps not to those
unaffected. These observations arguably indicate this opening text was intended for, i.e. those groups
who are not exposed to contemporary forms of racist discrimination and for whom the developers felt
it necessary to emphasize that racism still exists today. As such, these instances of relating the past to
present injustices affirm the affective formation of prosthetic memory in Mafia Il as not just a
commentary about past injustices, but also contemporary ones.

Virtual Jim Crow
Moving from its memory politics, | now investigate how Mafia I11’s racialized spaces invite prosthetic

memory-making potentials in relation to power hierarchies. E.g. Clay’s presence as a black man is
highlighted throughout the game’s virtual spaces. In a cutscene where Clay is introduced to the white
Italian mafia at the crime boss Marcano’s mansion, a white upper-class woman openly stares at him as
he walks through the mansion. Later, another white woman clutches her purse while Clay walks past
her. As the critic Shareef Jackson testifies in his analysis of the game: “I've been in those situations
now, where if | go in certain offices or to a certain client, and I'm one of the few black people there,
and | see this and I notice this and I have other people comment on it, so this is real, real stuff.”
(Shareef Jackson, 2016, sec. 16:10). Wiggins similarly tells that that “much like Lincoln Clay in New
Bordeaux, I didn’t feel uncomfortable in rich white areas because I didn’t feel like I belonged or was
wanted.” (2016). As such, Mafia I1I’s narrative explicitly treats these racialized spatial dynamics
between individual and white supremacy that in turn impact the affective formation of players’
prosthetic memory.

In addition to this narrative representation, the game’s mechanical system also simulates race relations
via spatial and timed triggers. Depending on the racial make-up of the neighborhood players are in,
pedestrians will yell racial slurs at Clay when players are near them (Wawro 2017). Similarly, each
neighborhood’s racial and class structure also determines how fast police authorities respond to a
reported crime; in white affluent neighborhoods, police arrive much faster after characters witness
Clay committing a crime than in poorer, black neighborhoods. Likewise, white characters are more
likely to call the police if they notice Clay walking around in their vicinity. Here, racial power
dynamics are coded into the game that changes states based on the relation between agent and
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structure (Harrell 2013, p. 62). This narrative and mechanical representation of racialized spaces of
Mafia 111 could aptly be called “a virtual Jim Crow’*?.

This simulation also proves to be a refreshing subversion of other mainstream open-world action
games, such as the Grand Theft Auto series. For instance, it is common in the genre to offer different
shop-locations that sell commodities for the player to acquire, such as weapons, items, cars and food
that replenishes the health of player-characters. Mafia I11 mimics this aspect similarly with markers on
the 2D map showing shops the player can enter, but it subverts this convention via its virtual Jim
Crow. Here, the shops in Mafia 11 with white owners follow the racial segregation laws and therefore
exclude players from entering and procuring items. For instance, bars and restaurants will have a ‘No
Coloreds Allowed’ sign in the storefront, and if players enter, the owners and patrons will verbally
abuse Clay and call the police on him. Thus, if players expect a game that functions similarly to the
conventional open-world action game, Mafia I11’s subversion might elicit reflection on spatial access
and genre conventions. In this way, the game disrupts the mainstream games industry’s design
reliance on a just and fair meritocracy (Nakamura 2017, pp. 247-8), where publishers otherwise
usually let players believe in a fair and just system that awards players.

Through the lens of the prosthetic memory concept, it could therefore be argued that Mafia I11’s
simulation of white supremacy invites non-black players to form a mnemonic limb of an experience
they have not lived. Mafia I11 exposes players to the audiovisual and virtual texture of everyday racism
and more importantly, the institutional and structural forms of oppression based on one’s identity
(Murray 2017). Landsberg’s concept might therefore leads us to the claim that the game as a mass-
product could help foster empathy in non-black players, since such groups are taking part in events
from the point of view of a marginalized group. Thus, the game’s prosthetic memory as a mass
medium might help such players understand the lethality of being a racialized minority and thereby
foster an allegiance with the politics that strive to dismantle white supremacy.

The limits of empathy via mass media
Yet if a historical mass cultural medium merely offers an Aristotelian catharsis (Dickey 2015, p. 50)

or a pleasure in the pain of others (Sontag, 2004), it is difficult to see political action and allegiance
external to Mafia Ill. For instance, just because a white adult man like myself plays the game does not
mean | commit to the political actions needed to rectify past and contemporary injustices towards
black US citizens (Russworm 2017, p. 120). Thus, empathy via prosthetic memory needs to be
properly considered and evaluated for its optimistic promises of recognition®.

42 Similar dynamics can be seen in Assassin’s Creed: Liberation (Ubisoft Sofia 2014) that stars a black female
player-character in 18" century New Orleans. Cf. Murray (2017) for a thorough analysis of this game’s identity-
specific spaces across class, race, and gender.

43 For example, based on her game Dys4ia (anthropy, 2012), a game dealing with gender transition, anna
anthrophy argues that when a heteronormative cis-identity plays Dys4ia, it does not necessarily follow that the
player knows what it means to transition from one gender to another. In response, anthropy created the Road to
Empathy (2015) to criticize the illusion that when playing “a 10-minute game about being a transwoman, don't
pat yourself on the back for feeling like you understand a marginalized experience." (D’ Anastasio, 2015). In
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It is here that bell hooks’ concept of ‘eating the Other’ (1992, p. 21) sheds light on the power position
of who is positioned towards who. She argues that oppressed groups are sometimes used in media for
consumption by those with spending power. In such cases, marginalized identities are made exotic for
dominant identities where the latter fetishizes and consumes the former without a worry or care for the
implications of living like this, something that might well apply to Mafia 111 and unaffected audiences.
The commodification of race allows certain groups to become an alternative playground and the
tension is located between enabling empathy versus commodifying it. For example, Lisa Nakamura
(1995) has analyzed the implications of identity tourism in online virtual worlds, where players of a
dominant group adopt marginalized identities in various ways without any personal consequences,
while more recently, Souvik Mukherjee (2017, 2018) analyzed the formation of colonizing and
colonized players through a postcolonial lens. More broadly considered, within game studies, David
Leonard (2004, p. 7) has classified what he terms as ‘high-tech black-face’ in games where upper-
class white Americans adopt virtual lower-class Black bodies without worrying about the implications
of what such a lived experience actually entails beyond the game itself, as Leonard (2016) later would
go on to argue when he contrasts the recreational playing of Grand Theft Auto V (Rockstar North,
2013) to the Movement for Black Lives in Ferguson in 2013. Robbie Fordyce, Timothy Neale, and
Tom Apperley (2016) further this topic in their analysis of Everyday Racism (All Together Now,
2015), a mobile game that simulates what it means to experience racism daily. Here, “avatars of colour
enable socially progressive acts of empathy”, but also as “available, fluid, and disposable” (Fordyce,
Neale, & Apperley, 2016) for white players. | posit that such dynamics are relevant for understanding
Mafia Il where non-Black players might leisurely engage with it as merely an entertainment product
divorced from the racialized experiences and history of U.S. racism. For example, in a guest lecture,
Kishonna Gray argues that Mafia Il allows for racial tourism in the sense that non-black players get to
play as a black man in the 60s, but they “can leave [and are] just there recreationally” (2017, sec.
01:04:50). DePass reverses this observation when she writes that “we don’t get to conveniently turn
off our blackness as we try to go out and survive another day." (2016). At the same time, however,
recall that critics such as Jackson, Moosa, Russworm, DePass, Wiggins and Cole explicitly professed
their appreciation of the game’s power fantasy against white supremacy. For the analysis of games,
both the critical analysis of dominant audiences ‘playing the Other’ as well as marginalized players
appropriating a game’s meaning potentials to their own ends help highlight the tensions of who is
playing, but also to who the game is designed for. Therefore, critical perspectives on both majority and
minority players as the ones that | have included throughout help detangle the intricacies of who is
consuming who or what with regards to the formation of a prosthetic memory through Mafia I11.

Conclusions and future directions
Broadly considered, this article has affirmed the significance of analysis at both the level of

production and reception, where the former tends to structure the substance and form of the latter
(Mosco, 2009, p. 224). The inclusion of a variety of critical perspectives in the analysis of games can

fact, empathy via media has been and still appears to be a marketing point to advertise the next, new media
product that technology industries try to sell, as seen with the contemporary virtual reality headsets and their
creators’ insistence on these machines’ capability to create even more empathy (Kastrenakes, 2017). As Wendy
HK Chun (2016) observes, every day the news displays images of societal injustices, refugees, and war, yet
people are not driven to action. The point being that mass media does not necessarily lead to actual political
action. Instead, as Robert Yang notes on his blog on empathy via virtual reality, “I don't want your empathy, |
want justice!” (Yang, 2017)
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aid as everyday research instruments to account for the multiplicity of meaning potentials that players
activate and negotiate, while still paying attention to the broader political-economic background of the
contemporary digital games industry that determine the type of hegemonic or counter-hegemonic
experiences available to players. My analysis has shown that the concept of prosthetic memory can be
used to highlight the memory-making potentials of historical digital games, but with reservations.
Additionally, I have shown that digital games convey affective memory-making potentials that players
appropriate for themselves as exemplified with Mafia I11, where player contexts and contemporary
power relations predispose what type of mnemonic limb is created. Here, the games industry’s
hegemony of violence and masculinity at the level of production tends to predispose the ways that
players play with the past, yet this also offers instances of counterhegemonic commemorative play.
Furthermore, the game’s virtual Jim Crow simulates experiences that might be unfamiliar to those
unaccustomed to structural and spatial oppression. In contrast, my analysis also complicated this
relationship by highlighting who is forming this prosthetic memory and under which circumstances.
Via critical-race and materialist approaches, | argued that mass culture can serve as pleasurable
entertainment for hegemonic audiences via global production networks. With Mafia Ill, non-black
players can dabble with simulated white supremacy in the game, yet still turn off the computer without
those same worries and potentially without any immediate urge to act on behalf of others. Beyond the
game itself, Reading’s (2014) materialist approach to cultural memory shows that memory-making via
contemporary digital technology relies on the exploitation of workers and the devastation of nature
that in turn predispose the memory-making potentials within the medium in question. From the slave
labor mining minerals in the Democratic Republic of Congo, to the exploited wage slaves in Chinese
tech-factories assembling the media devices to consumers, to the precarious working conditions of
software developers in North America and in cheaply outsourced countries like Malaysia and
Vietnam, to the e-waste dumps in Nigeria and China, perhaps the question of empathy and political
alliances via mass media come at a cost that many, including presumably Landsberg, probably would
not be willing to pay. Digital games like Mafia 111 depend on these unequal global production
networks between the exploited and the exploiter, and so too are they affected by their context of
production. Thus, the question is if radicalism at the level of meaning in Mafia Il ever can resist the
exploitative and destructive effects of the imperialist capitalism producing the form. l.e. text (in all its
forms) constrains audiences and is itself constrained by relations of production and cultural hegemony.
These textual frames invite meaning potentials that are then actively negotiated by situated audiences.

Thus, both contexts of production and consumption should limit the radical potential mass media
might hold for political alliances via prosthetic memory. In turn, it is crucial that we consider the
power hierarchies of the social contexts in which memory-relevant media are produced, received and
adopted. While we should not neglect the significance of counter-hegemonic media that are valuable
in themselves (Shaw 2015a, p. 217), neither should we close our eyes to the exploitative system they
derive from. Therefore, despite Landsberg’s optimism towards mass cultural media and political
alliances, it is not a given that mass cultural media fosters empathy in audiences. Yet it is also evident
in the playful negotiations by players like DePass, Wiggins, Russworm, Cole, and many others, that
historical games like Mafia I11 and their memory-making potentials highlight an important conduit and
reflection for the systematic struggles that they inhabit, and others perpetuate. This is the tension that
optimists and pessimists of mass culture need to be aware of, and in turn, consider materialist and
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power-hierarchical approaches to their analysis of media in order to enable deeper understandings of
their negotiated meaning-potentials.
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Abstract
Following the materialist approaches to contemporary digital memory-making, this article explores

how unequal access to memory production in digital games is determined along economic and cultural
lines. Based on semi-structured qualitative interviews with different European, Asian and North
American historical game developers, | make the case for how materialist and cultural aspects of
digital game development reinforce existing mnemonic hegemony and in turn how this mnemonic
hegemony determines access to the production of memory-making potentials that players of digital
games activate and negotiate. My interview findings illustrate how individual workers do not
necessarily intend to reproduce received systems of power and hegemony, and instead how certain
cultural and material relations tacitly motivate and/or marginalise workers in the digital game
industries to reproduce hegemonic power relations in cultural memory across race, class and gender.
Finally, I develop the argument that access to cultural production networks such as the games industry
constitutes important factors that need to be taken seriously in research on cultural memory and game
studies. Thus, my article investigates global power relationships, political economy, colonial legacies
and cultural hegemony within the digital game industry, and how these are instantiated in individual
instances of game developers.

Introduction
The production of modern historical digital games requires tens if not hundreds millions of dollars in

investment that in turn motivate digital game producers to resort to dominant visions of the past
(Hammar 2017b). With the more unique example of Battlefield V (DICE 2018), a historical digital
game set during World War 11, the Swedish developer DICE and their multinational publisher EA
chose to feature what they marketed as “The Untold Tales of WWIL” where players fight, for
example, as a North-Norwegian resistance female soldier and the French-colonised Senegalese
Tirailleur. Somehow, these “untold tales” prompted a sizeable contingent of digital game consumers to
react with disdain and venom (Farokhmanesh 2018), in this case towards the audiovisual presence of a
female soldier that the collective remembering of WWII does not usually feature. In return, the
developers of Battlefield V had to publically address this organised opposition in order to quell this
conflict over cultural memory. This example and comparable cases* indicate how different
stakeholders produce and contest the remembrance of the past in popular culture across the divide
between production, distribution and consumption. In turn, the producers of culture, such as digital

4 We find similar controversies surrounding remembrances of the past in popular culture such as film — from the
commodification of the Holocaust in Schindler’s List to the glorification of the US army in Saving Private Ryan
to the white-saviour-complex in the Danish colonial film Guldkysten to the Norwegian trauma in the film
adaptation of July 22. The contestations over what appears to be naturalised mythologies of collective memory
are clearly important and evident.
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game developers, partly decide how the past should be represented in their cultural product depending
on a number of structural factors, such as working conditions, financial risk, player feedback and
internal power hierarchies. As such, I very much follow Anna Reading’s observation that “a political
economy of memory and digital memory” (2014: 750) is needed. Here, the field of cultural memory
studies has considered how media as texts carry certain memory-making potentials that individuals
and collectives activate and negotiate (Erll 2011: 9; Rigney 2016: 69). Among these artefacts of
remembering, historical digital games have gained cultural and commercial prominence, enabling
consumers of differing ages to play with the past (Kapell & Elliott 2013; Chapman 2016: 49). These
games allow those consumers who have access to digital technologies such as mobile phones, personal
computers or dedicated game consoles to execute software that enables them to play with audiovisual
representations of the past, which are structured by the game’s mechanical system on the level of code
(Bogost 2007; Aarseth & Calleja 2015)*. This process of playing with the past is therefore possible
due to what Chapman (2012) refers to as “the particular audio-visual-ludic structures of the game” that
“produce meaning and allow the player to playfully explore/configure discourses about the past” (42).
These historical games are naturally wedded to the activity of play, which allows people to participate
in and create culture (Henricks 2006), and thereby enable a negotiation and contestation in collective
memory discourses as the example of Battlefield V above highlights. In that sense, historical games
not only allow people to play with the past, but also inform broader collective memory discourses in
which players affirm or contest the ways they remember the past. It is thus of crucial importance to
understand how these games come about and are circulated in a global consumer industry, since, as
Aphra Kerr (2017) 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 digital games industry has explored ways
to commodify children’s game and play time, and is increasingly a part of adult leisure
too. It has developed links with existing cultural industries and practices as well as
developing new ones. (29)

Digital games are designed objects that encourage play (Sicart 2014), and they are by and large
commodified and encoded by the cultural producers in the games industry, where large networks of
production with different actors situated in their own material and ideological context determine how
sign and system are meant to be played with. Inspired by Stuart Hall’s Encoding/Decoding (1973)
model, | conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews with historical digital game in order to
ascertain how these cultural mnemonic objects are encoded with meaning potentials, i.e. created using
the technology available, the discourses that inform the game and the relations of production and
consumption. In turn, players decode, i.e. interpret, within the context of discourses, technologies and

45 On a semiotic level, meaning-making potentials via games thereby operate on two levels — the signifying level
of audiovisual representation and the system level of mechanics and rules executed by the procedural nature of
digital games as software (Shaw, 2017). By combining audiovisual representation with ludic elements, they
enable players to activate their agency in the context of past settings (Uricchio, 2005; Potzsch and Sisler, 2016).
For example, the digital game Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry (Ubisoft Québec 2013) situates players in
eighteenth-century Caribbean to fight French colonial power as the black ex-slave Adewalé (Hammar 2017a);
and the famous Civilization (MPS Labs, 1991- ) series (Uricchio 2005: 328; Galloway 2006; Carr 2007; Ford
2016) enables players to play with a “conceptual simulation” of history (Chapman 2016: 69f).
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relations of production and consumption. As such, this article focuses on the hegemonic memory-
making in historical digital games by investigating multiple levels in the form of production,
distribution and consumption. | pay special attention to digital game-related problems of memory-
making against these levels in relation to the divide between production and reception. | then provide
interview data as additional supporting material in the discussion and an indication for further
interview-based work. First, I first look to the knowledge established in the political economy of
communication to qualify the approach of my qualitative study of historical game developers.

The Political Economy of Digital games
Vincent Mosco (2009) defines the political economy of communication as “the study of the social

relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and
consumption of resources, including communication resources” (2). Such an approach helps uncover
the power hierarchies in the production of media, including digital games, which in turn partly
determine the meaning potentials that audiences or players activate and negotiate. This focus on power
hierarches of media was addressed by Horkheimer and Adorno (2002: 94f) as the so-called “culture
industry,” where mass culture’s domination and “sameness” derives from its economic production
logic — i.e. that mass culture is homogenised by factory-like commodification and its purpose of
generating profits. Hall (1986) similarly wrote that ownership and control of media is sufficiently
important that it “gives the whole machinery of representation its fundamental orientation in the value-
system of property and profit” (11). As such, if games and play are subservient to contemporary power
hierarchies as indicated in Kerr’s quote above, it is pertinent to pinpoint how they motivate producers
towards the encoding of particular meaning potentials. This serves as my primary motivation for
conducting interviews with producers of historical games as to how they navigate and reflect on their
encoding of cultural memory within said games. The upshot of these observations is in my view not to
posit an entirely deterministic relationship between production and meaning, but “to map the limits
within which the production of mediated culture can operate” (Golding & Murdock 1979: 226-227). It
is for these reasons that | find it important to explore the explicit and implicit reasons for why
historical game development “factories” (as one informant put it) end up reproducing the ongoing
rearticulation of hegemonic visions of the past. Questions such as why does the historical setting have
to be in Europe or the United States? Why does the protagonist have to be white, male and
Anglophone? Why is the primary engagement with the gameworld through violence and domination
of others? And why does such a hegemony of perspectives manifest itself repeatedly? Or in the words
of Hall (1992): “the problem about the mass media is that old movies keep being made” (10).

These initial questions underscore the importance of exploring digital game production and its
resulting reproduction of mnemonic hegemony. Molden defines this as “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” (2016: 134). I argue that the political
economy of digital games potentially leads to unequal forms of memory-making that, in this case,
players negotiate and activate differently (Apperley 2010). Joanne Garde-Hansen (2011) states that:

powerful media and cultural institutions whose business it is to record, archive and make
accessible the everyday life, major events and social and cultural heritage of nations and
communities, invariably write those narratives in ways that glorify not only themselves
but the cultural hegemony of the societies they serve. (50)
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As such, I mainly stress the importance of a political economy of historical digital game production,
and, in turn, I highlight a potential research area of interest to media scholars alike to “situate these
readings within the specific power geometry or map of power identified by the coordinates of
commodification, spatialization, and structuration” (Mosco 2009: 225).

Player Negotiations
However, | do feel the need to address the often-mentioned objection against the top-down approach

of political economy also seen in my choice to only interview digital game producers. This relates to
player negotiations, “consumption” or the aforementioned “decoding” (Hall 1973). Chapman writes
that “the player is both narrator and audience. In historical games, doing also means writing. [...]
Players [...] configure the story space and produce particular narratives” (2016: 34, his emphasis).
Mukherjee (2017) takes this point of player negotiations further by arguing that previous research on
historical digital games fail

[...] to consider the millions of players from the Indian subcontinent, Africa, and the
Middle East for whom these empire-building games actually provide a more direct
experience of engaging with their colonial history. These games’ portrayal of the
colonies is often simplistic and contains inaccuracies that are immediately obvious to
players from these regions. (5)

As such, the point of who is activating and negotiating the encoded memory-making potentials of
historical digital games is a crucial one if we are to identify the limits of production on the level of
meaning. Mukherjee’s point serves well to illustrate how meaning depends on the positionality of
audiences. Stephanie Boluk’s and Patrick LeMieux’s work on “Metagaming” (2017) provides insight
into the many ways that “diverse practices and material discontinuities that emerge between the
human experience of playing digital games and their nonhuman operations” (4) independent from the
game developer’s intention. Kristine Jorgensen (2012) has similarly proposed the importance of player
studies that help capture the full range of meaning potentials of games that other previous approaches
(Aarseth 2014) arguably fall short of. These questions are not necessarily new, where for example
literary studies have extensively debated and covered the question of author intentionality contrasted
with reader responses (cf. Mitchell 2008).

In turn, this emphasis on reception does not mean an infinite multiplicity of interpretations exist,
which would negate the limited meaning potentials of historical digital games. As Mosco argues, a
political economy of communication on one hand does concern itself or at the very least acknowledge
the multiplicity of interpretations by audiences. He writes, “As Murray (2004) has demonstrated in her
research on fan cultures, audience resistance is inscribed within limits established by the media
industries” (2009: 224). Elsewhere, Kevin Schut (2007) uses the metaphor of a steep slope to illustrate
how players often follow the bias in media: “many, if not most, will take the path of least resistance
and go with the slope—and even if they do not, it will take extra effort to climb. [...] Media [...] have
biases that encourage certain kinds of uses or certain kinds of interpretations” (218). It is thus wise to
consider to what extent players of historical games regardless of their positionality are similarly
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confined within the encoded frames (Shaw 2017)%. It is precisely also through the nature of digital
games as software code that questions of algorithms, structure and platforms intrude themselves on
matters of agency and active users (Nieborg & Poell 2018) — and vice versa (cf. Apperley 2010: 132).
As Mosco (2009) goes on to state regarding the relation between production and form in the political
economy of communication:

Media power, which gives those with control over markets the ability to fill screens with
material embodying their interests, tends to structure the substance and form of
polysemy, thereby limiting the diversity of interpretations to certain repeated central
tendencies that stand out among the range of possibilities, including those marginalized
few that diverge substantially from the norm. (224)

Bridging Production and Reception as “Memory-Making Potentials”
In order to bridge the questions posed by both political economy and reception studies and thereby

qualify the importance of my interviews, | propose the following: text (in all its forms) constrains
audiences and is itself constrained by relations of production and cultural hegemony. These textual
frames invite meaning potentials that are then actively negotiated — if not subverted*’ — by situated
audiences. These meaning potentials in digital games can, | argue, to many extents be traced back to
the context in which they are produced. Thus, my primary motivation in this article revolves around
the significance of these contexts of memory production and their materialist underpinnings in order to
predispose what memory-making potentials are offered to players to activate and negotiate. Below, |
briefly review the political-economic conditions that structure contemporary digital game production
as a backdrop to my interview findings.

How Political Economy Predispose Games’ Memory-Making Potentials
Digital games as a mass cultural form are structured by the unequal power hierarchies of the societies

they are produced in. From the slave labour of mining minerals in the Democratic Republic of Congo
(Sinclair 2015, 2016, 2017; Valentine 2018), to the exploited wage slaves in Chinese tech-factories
assembling the media devices (Fuchs 2017; Qiu 2017), to the precarious working conditions of
software developers in North America and Europe (Consalvo 2008; Williams 2013; O’Donnell 2014;
Woodcock 2016) and cheaply outsourced countries like Malaysia and Vietnam (Thomsen 2018), to
the e-waste dumps in Nigeria and China (Maxwell, Raundalen, & Vestberg 2014; Nguyen 2017), the
materialist aspects of game production follows contemporary global capitalist production networks
that exploit the environments and workers in the periphery, while circulating capital toward the
economic centre. It is from here, the centre of power located within this global network, that “a one-
way flow of culture and information from centre to periphery” (Mosco 2009: 73) is enacted. Thus, in
exercising power over cultural memory, the decision-makers are primarily white, male, heterosexual
in their 20s to 30s (Edwards, Weststar, & Meloni 2014; Weststar & Legault 2015), with most major
companies operating from United States, Canada and Western Europe (Kerr 2017). Across a general
overview of the game industry, developer statements indicate that they rely on hegemonic articulations

46 Chapman offers the term “(hi)story-play-spaces” to account for this tension between both the producer and the
player in the formulation of historical narratives via digital games (2016: 34).

4"Tom Apperley defines this relation between production and play as resonance (Apperley 2010: 134) where the
global game with its mass-produced meaning potentials is adopted in the local, i.e. the cultural, social and
geographical context in which players play.
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of race (Young 2016; Srauy 2017), gender (Johnson 2013) and a “one-dimensionality of creativity”
due to profit maximisation (Bulut 2018). Not only does the game industry cultivate a mutually
beneficial relationship to the US military industrial complex (Dyer-Witheford & De Peuter 20009;
Allen 2017) and gun manufacturers (Parkin 2013), but it also has adopted the “platformisation of
culture” (Nieborg & Poell 2018) to capture and increase power over the cultural landscape that players
as consumers operate in (Joseph 2017, 2018).

When access to game development largely follows what Patricia Hill Collins terms as the matrix of
domination (2002: 221-238), and if the economic structures of game development cultivate certain
playful visions of the past, then it is pertinent to ask what possible mnemonic objects of play are made
available to those who appropriate them. I claim that this context of production surfaces in the
meaning potentials of historical games as well as evidenced in my interviews. Although no
guantitative study has to my knowledge been published on the dominant forms of memory-making in
games, this genre of digital games relies on colonial logics with Eurocentric visions in both their
narratives, gameworlds and mechanical systems (Mukherjee & Hammar 2018). Historical digital
games, according to Sybille Lammes, “all share a strong fascination with colonial history, including its
militaristic, economic and technoscientific dimensions. Through employing colonial techniques of
domination like exploring, trading, map-making and military manoeuvring, players create their
personal colonial pasts and futures” (2010: 2). For example, in reiterating Michel Foucault’s power
analysis of the archive, Adrienne Shaw (2015) argues that historical games similarly rely on
conventional understandings of history, especially with an emphasis on the so-called authenticity of
the material cultures of history (Kostlbauer 2013; Salvati & Bullinger 2013), which in turn is mostly
predicated on what sells (Copplestone 2017). Indeed, Adam Chapman, Foka, & Westin (2018) write
that:

As have been shown on numerous occasions [ ...], the representations we are creating of
the past often follows [sic] well established conventions that are outdated, homogenous,
and highly problematic, and may feed into contemporary political conflict. (283)

Previous contestations over hegemony in game culture bring to the surface the overriding logic that
predisposes the meaning potentials of a game and its surrounding discourse. The representation of
women in games is perhaps the most common phenomenon, where player-grassroots and feminist
organisations push for more and better representation of women, yet are met with dismissals by the
industry and harassment by reactionary male consumers. Whether it is the exploitative or erasing
marketing of marginalised groups in games (Smith et al. 2005; Dietrich 2013; Kirkpatrick 2017), or
the unwillingness to fund projects featuring these groups as protagonists (Kuchera 2012), or the
industry’s silence and implicit support of reactionary hate movements (Massanari 2017; Salter 2017;
Keogh 2018), most rationalisations in the industry seem to derive from heteropatriarchal, white
supremacist, colonialist and capitalist logics. As a consequence, on the level of text, female characters
are erased from the marketing; protagonists of colour will not get funding by game publishers; women
protagonists are changed into male protagonists at the request of game publishers; historical narratives
featuring under-represented groups are met with organised consumer backlash as being “historically
inaccurate” (Farokhmanesh 2018) and studies show that male-identifying players do not care about
women protagonists in games (Yee 2017). In sum, there are plenty of examples of cultural struggles
and contestations within current hegemony, which provide insight into an otherwise hermetically
sealed industry. Here, matters of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, language and class intersect in the
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maintenance and reproduction of a cultural and economic domination by those in power positions of
the game industry (Fron, Fullerton, Morie & Pearce, 2007). Given this political economy of digital
games and the qualified relation between production and form, | now move to outlining my interviews
and the data gathered from them.

Methodology
In the period between May 2015 and June 2017, | conducted a series of semi-structured qualitative

interviews (May 2011: 123; Brinkmann 2014) with nine game industry professionals out of 35
requests for interviews. The two women and seven men hailed from Norway, Denmark, Portugal,
Scotland, Canada, USA and Taiwan and were between 21 and 48 years of age. The selection process
was incredibly broad where anyone affiliated with the development of a historical digital game was
considered acceptable for interview. The majority of my informants worked in mid-sized companies
and ranged from student to lead game designer, to lead writer, to project lead, to CEO of the entire
company in question. Interviews were conducted and recorded via Microsoft’s Skype with the consent
of the informants. The data were stored locally, with only myself treating and analyzing the data in
compliance with the Norwegian Center for Data Research’s (NSD) formal approval. After data
collection, | transcribed and anonymized the interviews and coded the data into key statements. This
relatively low number of informants, coupled with the broad range of age, job position, gender
distribution and geographical bias, make the dataset less reliable and generalizable. Instead, the dataset
allows for a preliminary direction of analysis, which is reflected through what | map out as four
identified “themes.” (May 2011: 150). These themes are self-reflections that motivated my
respondents to reflect on their own position in society and history when producing cultural memory
via digital games; mnemonic reinforcements and contestations, a theme that draw out the ways that
my respondents engaged with the memory politics of their cultural expressions; techno-ludic
constraints, which shows the material and cultural perception of digital games and how this limits
cultural memory and finally economic axioms, which highlights the materialist conditions of game
production. These themes help structure my data analysis to draw out overarching tendencies in the
responses and how they relate to the memory-making potentials that my respondents encode into their
products.

My data gathering has a series of weaknesses: low response rates, an emphasis on European and North
American respondents and most of all the non-disclosure agreements that encouraged potential
informants to decline being interviewed. The latter refers to the contracts that workers in the game
industry often sign when hired, which serve as a legal gag-mouth to prevent internal knowledge,
capital and controversy to leak out to the public. This results in an opaque, impenetrable wall of
higher-budget studios, which is an often encountered and researched phenomenon for previous
researchers (O’Donnell 2014; Woodcock 2016; Srauy 2017). For the consented informants, I also
inquired about other people who might be relevant for my research, but most people did not send me
further connections, possibly due to fear of getting identified or simply because time is precious for
those precariously developing commercial games.

My own position as both a critical enthusiast of digital games and as a white, male academic meant
that the white male informants I met possibly felt more comfortable with me by virtue of my identity,
thereby revealing more uncomfortable statements to me. However, my previous critical work on the
production of racial, gendered and economic power in digital games did not prove to be a hindrance,
as far as | have gathered, since all of them were self-admittedly unfamiliar with my research project
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and my background before the interviews. | now proceed to outline the findings according to each
theme.

Findings

Theme 1 — Self-Reflections
At the end of each interview, I explicitly asked the informants to reflect on their own position in

society as cultural producers. | wanted them to tease out their thoughts on the status of their own
games on memory and society, with an emphasis on the political and ethical nature of memory, games
and play. Only Tumelo gave the motivation reason for making their particular game set in Taiwan:
“Why can’t I find any game out there that could represent our culture and share with the world the
place I grow up in?” Moreover, for their non-English game, Tumelo stressed that “localization is
essential.”, because they did not just want to make a game for themselves and the people in their
country, but “in order to let the world know about our culture, we have to publish our game
worldwide. [...] To break the barrier, we tried to seek for a message that’s universal for everyone.”

Most other informants unfortunately had not given much thought to it. Farai simply stated that “it’s
really rewarding to be able to develop something and then see others have fun playing it.” Keaton
found that “political correctness” and “self-censorship” had run amok when political topics are treated
in games, so they found it difficult to include sensitive historical traumas in their productions.
Alternatively, Doron happily welcomed whatever controversy if it would lead to more sales of their
historical game. In that sense, they did not appear to be actively conscious about their situatedness
within the already hegemonic mass culture. If they received criticisms stemming from how their
games were distributed and consumed in society, they mostly were hesitant or nervous. However, this
lack of awareness was nuanced by their statements on how they viewed history and memory as seen in
the subsequent theme.

Theme 2 — Mnemonic Reinforcements and Contestations
The theme of reinforcement and contestations over memory illustrate on one hand the sources the

informants relied on and how they encoded their understandings of history to a digital game, while on
the other, it also shows how each informant positioned themselves in relation to contemporary
mnemonic hegemony. Most sources did not approach sources in a critical way; they simply consulted
online articles on Wikipedia or at their local libraries, save for those few who were critical of typical
historical sources. Informant Doron revealed that they used the Hollywood film Apocalypto as a “good
source of inspiration for that period and that setting, in order to get the South American culture right.”
Gili stated that their experience working in big-budget productions meant that people “will have seen a
lot of science fiction and action movies, so [their] references [...]are very pertinent and always on the
forefront, [...] anything you want to do has to be able to work with those people who only have those
references to make them see beyond [...]Jan action movie..” This reliance on broader cultural
memories within game production teams indicates the influence of even fictional historical narratives.
Taking a different stance to historical sources, Tumelo stated that since they “are not scholars nor
historians, we simply felt that it wouldn't be right to discuss the history and facts from our own narrow
perspective.” In their specific production, Tumelo said that the team members had “many personal
stories about [the historical trauma] from our grandparents. We knew that the trauma was real,”
thereby echoing the mnemonic trauma between generations according to Marianne Hirsch’s concept
of postmemory (2012), but they still relied on “old footage, newspaper, articles” as well as folklore,
fiction literature and film as inspiration for the historical setting.
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Here, Gili also took an active stand about listening to those in the margins rather than “stuffy historical
sources” as they put it. They saw their “role within the team to find what’s uncomfortable in history
and raise the question and push for its representation [...] and decolonization.” Keaton revealed that
the often-mentioned refrain of using “historians” for a game project was mostly about consultancy in
reference to dates, while Gili claimed that historians were mostly used as a point to market their
multimillion product. Just as well, creative licenses seemed to be the modus operandi when it came to
depicting history — each informant revealed that the importance was engagement and creativity to
entice players rather than so-called “historical authenticity” — in the end, as Keaton put it, ““it is us who
decide [on what is important to depict], but not usually the historians.”. This is in line with
Copplestone’s (2017: 430) research that corroborates developer’s prioritisation of “fun” and “sales”
over cultural heritage.

Two of the student informants stated that they approached history as a means to counter mnemonic
hegemony — i.e. going against a dominant historical narrative of a former slave nation where the
informants revealed that they never learned about colonial history in school so their games were
challenges to such collective memory writing. Two of the small-scale informants stated that they also
saw their memory products as a way for people to reflect on their own position today via a historical
narrative. As Farai said, “So I really wanted to kind of get onto the project more and more about it and
hopefully deliver something that would educate other people about the sugar trade in Scotland,” a
history that they did not recall being taught about in school or via popular culture. Chi made similar
remarks about their upbringing, where “I was not told that Portugal was the country that pioneered the
transatlantic slave trade [...] We do not talk about the crimes in our collective past; what is taught is
how Portugal was great, a glorious country, because it ‘found’ this or that country before all other
Europeans, and because it held the first overseas empire in history.” In contrast to Farai’s and Chi’s
active stance towards collective memory discourses, Merrik revealed that their team remained
“relatively as neutral as possible regarding the reason for [the U.S. civil war]. Our goal is to depict
how it is to be a soldier in the 1860s and not politics.”

Meanwhile, the rest of the informants simply used history as a way to stand out in the marketplace or
where dominant tales of colonialism is seen as “the potential for exploration and discovery.” as Doron
put it. They further stated that “the whole European discovery of America is one of the most central
journeys of discovery ever [...]. Those are some of the first things you think about when you’re talking
about history and tales of exploration.” Doron saw this rarely seen historical setting as “something that
stood out in the market/industry, something that could have an identity that clearly separated itself
from other games.” Here, Doron views colonial history both as a white-washed tale of exploration and
discovery and as a way to stand out in the marketplace. Conversely, Chi stated that “[...] part of the
reason was I just wanted to make something different.[...] I mean digital game landscape in terms of
representation is very uniform. It’s always about like an angry Anglo-Saxon dudes.” As such, there
appears to be differing motivations for producing counter-hegemonic memory.

Theme 3 — Technoludic Constraints
The respondents also revealed some of the particularities with developing games. For instance, Farah

stated that the development method of white-boxing meant that signifying elements such as narrative,
characters, objects, etc. were secondary to the actual playtesting of the game design that they had in
mind for their historical game project.
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This crude way of testing out game design also speaks to the incredibly complicated nature of game
development that require lots of highly skilled labour in order to produce polished play experiences.
Chi stated that “the very nature of the kind makes it difficult to do something highly polished and
commercially viable.” Developing digital games is an incredibly complex process with multiple
pressures on what priorities to make, that most of the informants found it very difficult to make
something up to expected standards — as Keaton put it, “it is highly limited what historical points we
want to convey” given “the bandwidth and complexity” at their studio. From animating objects and
characters, to creating art assets, to establishing the game design, to programming, to placing sound
triggers in the environment, to creating the actual sounds, and to make it all come together for players
to find it an engaging experience that they want to play with. As such, the amount of work required to
make games and the required economics speak to how the informants found making games
challenging, complex and costly. To make their historical games believable for their audiences,
Merrick stated that it “requires many, many resources and time in order to get right.” Doron added that
access to hardware and software makes the work they have put into the game difficult or inaccessible
to be widely played among consumers. Thus, there is a double bind of having complex software being
constructed via highly skilled labor contrasted with the relative privilege or inaccessibility of this
software via the hardware platforms that only a select few have access to.

In the same sense regarding the nature of game development, many informants revealed their own
inclinations to why they thought games were important for history and memory. Several of the
informants reiterated the notion that “games are unique” and their “interactivity” allows players to
experience history differently and “better” with “reactive stories.” Just as well, the common refrain of
historical games as gateways for an interest into learning more about “history” (“if you wanted to you
could really go and learn a lot more about the subject” as Farai stated). Tumelo mentioned that

since [historical period] is seldom mentioned in the history textbook nor emphasized in
the educational system, young generation nowadays isn’t quite familiar with this part of
history. After the game came out, [it] somehow provided them a channel to learn more
about the past incident they were unaware of before. Some players even became intrigued
and did their own research about [it]

While the uniqueness of digital games has been criticised by several scholars, the informants’
perspectives nevertheless reveal their own justifications and value-systems of making games and what
their products are able to do for the people who play them. This echoes Ian Bogost’s (2007) concept of
procedural rhetoric, where digital games form certain messages on the level of mechanical system and
sign to e.g. produce “serious games.” The mechanical nature of games was also highlighted in the way
that one of the developers emphasised that visual marketing had to signify what players are able to do
in the game — so that for example Doron wanted tools and weapons to be prominent in the marketing
of their game about construction and combat. In this sense, it appears significant that paratextual
elements also have to clarify or denote not only what the game is about, but also what players are able
to do in the game.

Finally, the cultural perception of “games being unique” also had drawbacks for whenever some of my
informants engaged with people who considered games to be frivolous and incapable of tackling
“serious” topics. For instance, Chi was met with dismissals when they pitched their game idea about
slavery, because “due to the stigma attached to the interactive medium, and a lingering notion that
digital games cannot discuss serious subject matter.” . They were “often immediately asked why | am
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telling this story, and approaching this topic, through a digital game, instead of using literature or
film.” This speaks to what Chapman & Linderoth (2015: 137) argues with the “limits of play” where
the perception of ludic aspects clash with more serious historical topics. As such, the informants also
faced challenges by the so-called “uniqueness of games.”

Theme 4 — Economic Axiom
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the informants were all very much occupied with the question

of economic and funding — i.e. almost everyone stated that they need to earn money to keep the lights
on in their offices and put food on the table. For example, Tumelo stated that in order for their smaller
company to survive, “there were times we had to take outsourcing cases to keep the studio running”
and towards the end “we encountered financial difficulty” that only was overcome, thanks to a public
funding pool. As a consequence, this concern continuously impacted their creative decisions on what
type of game to produce. This was a recurring phenomenon across the different scales of productions,
where small-scale developers to those working within multimillion projects were first and foremost
concerned with how much their product would sell. As Doron put it, “[our creative planning] would
exclusively be about what can we get funding for. [...] the only thing that matters is if you can prove
there’s a market for it,” while Erin felt that game developers “should be a lot more cynical [...] and
think about how can I make the most profit of the games that we’re making.” Thus, when asked about
their creative choices for which pasts to include, the overriding concern was always that it had to earn
money. Chi revealed that any funding from publishers require evidence of a secure return of
investment, and therefore Chi had to prove what had sold before, thus ensuring that only sequels of
what had already proved profitable is produced — i.e. the production of cultural memory is backwards
looking and self-referential. What was successful before will be successful again seems to be the
operating principle. This meant that hegemonic narratives of history were easier to get funding for, so
already well-known historical periods and perspectives were more likely to sell — e.g. one informant
stated that they chose to depict the Viking era instead of a Chinese explorer in the 11th century simply
due to using “safer historical settings until we have established a customerbase.” Informant Chi
revealed that sensitive or seemingly controversial topics such as slavery are denied funding by those in
power, while the same informant revealed that people in economic power positions and funding were
“Anglo-Saxon Nordic [...] So like what you see outputted to the big markets are things that are
products that reflect that culture.” Here, Chi is pinpointing who is giving money to these games, who
is making them and how this influences the production of memory in digital games. The economic
precarity caused by including sensitive or controversial historical topics also made it difficult to
balance pragmatism versus idealism — in Tumelo’s case, their team ended up siding with the latter:

Since our game dealt with a serious topic, we were once afraid of the players’ reception.
Yet on a second thought, even if the sales didn’t turn out to be good, we would still be
content, for at least we were able to share our perspectives to the world in the form of
game.

Informant Gili revealed that working on larger big-budget projects also meant that it was harder to
push back against preconceived hegemonic notions of history and representation, simply because the
amount was that much bigger. As they put it,

[the larger the team,] the more likely you are to find people who just not have pre-
existing ideas about how things, its about a nest of pre-existing ideas, how things are in
history, how things have to be in games, what is going to sell, and there's a cautiousness
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with having to protect a large budget that makes it harder for people to embrace larger
ideas

This meant that not only does return of investment impact the production of cultural memory in
historical games, but the scale of production and the amount of workers also increases the likelihood
of mnemonic hegemony.

Several informants revealed that they knew what audiences to target and their preferences, and
therefore they were motivated or forced to produce what such audiences found appealing. As Chi put
it “They are more likely to give money to something that they know will work or that they can
estimate better that it will work to something that they’ve never seen before.” Doron revealed that they
wanted to target 20- to 35-year American men if they wanted to sell, since “I want to live or survive
making games that I’'m talking about the market,” as they argued.

The informants who revealed their audience conceptualisations did not provide evidence or
explanation of where or how they constructed them. The informant Gili said that they were not privy
to how the multibillion publisher gathered data about audience preferences. Gaining insight into the
epistemology of such capitalist logics would otherwise prove useful in understanding the continuous
reproduction of 