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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the potential of video games as a medium for fostering critical 

thinking and discussion about social issues. The research starts with an overview of the 

game industry and its strategic role in the contemporary cultural industries. My critique 

of the mainstream industry is coupled with an analysis of the spaces of intervention for 

non-corporate producers such as artists, hackers, and activists. I propose the liaison 

between video games and the military-industrial-complex as a privileged point of view to 

understand the political implication of video games. Games and simulation are analyzed 

as representational forms, which unlike others such as narrative media as books or films, 

create models by means of a set of rules. I argue that these models and rules are not 

politically neutral as they reflect the creators' system of values, cultural contexts and 

ideologies. Every chapter revolves around a broad topic and is followed by a thematically 

related project that I developed in the past five years.  

 
 
 
Author Keywords: 
Video games, propaganda, ideology, politics, media-activism.
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1. Introduction 

 

I can picture the scene: it's a day in fifteenth century Florence, a peasant enters a 

recently renewed chapel. He's instantly overwhelmed; the new frescoes are like nothing 

he's seen before. The use of perspective, a cutting edge innovation of the time, was so 

powerful that its use quickly changed the rules of composition and the very idea of picto-

rial representation. If the flat and symbolic medieval figures were becoming pedantic in 

the eyes of the men of the Renaissance, the dizzily-deep scenes of Perugino and his pals 

updated the Christian propaganda to the emerging humanist sensibility. 

  

I had a similar experience around 1994. I was in my friend's hardware store of-

fice. The personal computer on the desk was meant to manage invoices and bills but a 

few magic commands at the DOS prompt could hide the boring data sheets and disclose 

an awesome and terrifying world. Doom defined the popular genre of first person 

shooter. The gameplay consisted in nothing more than exploring claustrophobic mazes 

and destroying an army of demonic cyber-aliens, but the fluid immersive environment 

represented a quantum leap in the universe of action games. Employing a rudimentary but 

effective three-dimensional engine, it showed the world from the hero’s point of view. 

Synthetic environments were often seen on TV and movie theaters but just a few privi-

leged humans were able to explore and manipulate those artificial paradises.  

The archetypal dungeons of Doom didn't just open a new visual horizon but set 

new parameters and expectations around the perceived quality of a video game. During 

the nineteen nineties, the stylized and symbolic iconography of the early video games 

was gradually replaced by carefully designed three-dimensional objects and environ-

ments. Game companies started to compete in providing the most immersive and verisi-

milar audiovisual experience. Realism was back in style and this time it was walkable 
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and shootable. 

It would be an error to read this general trend as a pure aesthetic evolution or as a 

sort of techno-deterministic drive toward more detail in synthetic representations. A 

whole industrial complex is humming beneath the playground of electronic entertain-

ment. With no more communists in space to chase, the post-cold war hi-tech sector had to 

redirect its investments to the war on boredom.  

Hi-tech manufacturers have their own ideology of growth called Moore's law. 

According to Gordon Moore (Moore 1965), co-founder of the semiconductor giant Intel, 

the computational power of semiconductors tends to grow at an exponential rate. The law 

describes with a fair accuracy the advancement of several aspects of computer hardware 

in the last thirty years and is often used by techno positivists to evoke the glorious 

achievement of the human race (Kurzweil 2001). Obviously Moore's law is not a natural 

law like Newton's law of gravity, but a self-imposed parameter for setting research and 

development goals of a quickly expanding industry. 

The problem of having all this overwhelming computational speed and memory is 

that it needs to be put to work to convince consumers to throw away their hardware every 

few years and enable another cycle of investment. Video games play a fundamental role 

in this regime of planned obsolescence. They are the only common-use applications that 

really require fast processors and loads of memory. Hardware and software development 

are interlocked in a race with no competitors or purposes other than capitalist growth. 

Powerful marketing apparatuses inoculate appetite for more polygons, more textures, 

more content that needs more powerful hardware. The interest for high production value 

games resonates with the end of the century techno-fetishism. This forced march doesn't 

just produce chronically dissatisfied consumers and tons of unrecyclable electronic waste, 

but also reshapes the software's modes of production. Content-intensive games require 

big, structured teams and conspicuous investments. During the late nineties, small soft-

ware houses and “bedroom programmers” became endangered species while the game 
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industry started to resemble the Hollywood studio system of the “golden age”. A handful 

of large companies, which the gaming community refers to as “majors” analogous to 

classification systems in the music community, dominated the market. 

The first victim of this process of corporate concentration is the medium's linguis-

tic innovation. Big investments operate as deterrents to experimentation: original and po-

tentially risky projects are rejected in favor of titles belonging to established genres or 

supported by cross-media licenses as popular movies, toy franchise or sports. Major 

companies’ business model becomes hit-based, needing only a few winning titles to make 

up for the many unsuccessful investments (Costikyan 2005). 

 

Toward the mid 2000s, a double front of resistance started to erode the hegemony 

of the majors. Players looking for new compelling experiences were increasingly dissatis-

fied by the offerings from these companies. At the same time, workers in the game indus-

try saw their creative potential thwarted by giant conservative structures.  

A new generation of independent game developers emerged from the Internet. 

The creators of independent games have something in common with their indie rocker 

and filmmaker “cousins”: the DIY-derived ethic, the drive toward experimentation and 

development of distinctive styles, and a different vision of career and success. The main-

stream aggressive narrative “get rich or die trying” is rejected in favor of a more low-key 

approach; do what you like now and with the available means, do it primarily for your-

self, make your work public, and you might get recognition and some money in the proc-

ess. 

The indie games scene is weaving alternative networks through festivals, exhibi-

tions and game jams (intensive programming sessions modeled after the musical im-

provisation events). A new game criticism rewarding creativity and content over produc-

tion values is making its way on the blogosphere, and it might soon challenge the glossy 
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magazines on the major's payrolls.  

The distribution is also being reconfigured. The limited “shelf space,” often used 

by conservative corporations like Wal-Mart to justify political censorship (Pedersen 

1995) (Kirkpatrick 2003) is being overcome by digital delivery. Gamers are not particu-

larly attached to boxes, DVDs and manuals and they are increasingly buying from Inter-

net portals or virtual shops set up by the producers themselves thus effectively cutting out 

the middlemen. Even the producers of game consoles, traditionally more inclined to exert 

control over content, are opening to small developers. Last generation machines such as 

Wii or Xbox 360 are integrating a secondary supply of downloadable software to the 

regular titles. 

On another front, the population of casual gamers is steadily growing (Gibson 

2006). Players with little time or money to invest in expensive devices are surfing the net 

looking for cheap (or free) bits of entertainment. Portals offering online games are seen 

as popular destinations among the thousands of kids disaffected by TV screens. Advertis-

ers looking for the missing “eyeballs” are making substantial investments that more than 

often dribble to the amateur game developers who provide the content (Gonzalez 2007). 

 

A look at the economic context in which video games are produced and consumed 

is a necessary step for anyone who wants to use this medium to achieve some kind of so-

cial impact. Often artists and activists are only concerned about the textuality of media 

objects ignoring the modes of production, the channels of distribution and the conflicts 

that inform these products. 

The game industry at the end of the first decade of the millennium is in rapid mu-

tation. The scenario is becoming more open and volatile and offers interesting opportuni-

ties for non-corporate cultural producers willing to venture into this largely unexplored 

terrain. The breach opened by independent games should not be considered as a simple 
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attempt to bring young blood into a decadent industry, but instead, as a new space for 

critical cultural intervention where the transformation of video game styles and languages 

can be coupled with the transformation of relations of production. 
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Figure 1 - Braid is an innovative platformer developed almost entirely by one person with no support from 
major companies. Braid's critical and commercial success opened new horizons to the independent game 
developers. (http://www.thegamereviews.com/article-993-Very-British-Gamer-We-Solved-Braid.html Date 
Last Accessed 12/07/09) 

 
Figure 2 – World of Goo is the most popular spin-off of the Experimental Gameplay Project (see next 
chapter). Its original prototype employing a distinctive jelly-like physics was developed in less than seven 
days. (http://dobragra.pl/world-of-goo-recenzja/?pid=574 Date Last Accessed 12/07/09) 
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2 Work: Kosmosis and Ergon/Logos 

 

2.1 The Experimental Gameplay Project 

At the forefront of the independent game scene there’s a loosely connected group 

of developers whose mission is to demonstrate that linguistic innovation - new types of 

gameplays beyond the established genres – is pursued more effectively outside the rigid 

schemes of industrial production. Started as a master thesis project by four Carnegie Mel-

lon University students, the Experimental Gameplay Project consisted of a series of con-

tests with different general themes and with the same time constraint: one week. During 

the course of a semester, dozens of quirky games were released: some were little more 

than half-baked ideas, others were ambitious experiments gone wrong, and some became 

very successful titles that developed into proper products for the market (Irwin 2008). 

Intrigued by the exuberance and attitude of the independent game community, I decided 

to contribute to the project. The first two experiments are short games developed in a few 

days in the fall of 2009. 

 

2.2 Kosmosis 

Kosmosis is an alternative take on the trite genre of space shooter (also known as 

shoot-em-ups) games. The assumption was that certain features of space shooters can be 

easily related to the militarist and capitalist environment in which these games are de-

signed. The following features illustrate my assumption: obsession with bullets, compul-

sive accumulation of power-ups, Manichean contraposition against de-humanized others, 

and individualism embodied by the figure of the one-against-all hero/player. Kosmosis 

tries to alter some of these traits by proposing a procedural interpretation of collectivist / 

revolutionary principles and challenging the player's agency. The game is presented as a 
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“communist space shooter from an alternate present where non-degenerated socialist val-

ues are hegemonic.” It is introduced by a series of statements loosely based on the Marx-

ist-Leninist doctrine such as: “The task of the vanguard is to instill the revolutionary class 

consciousness in the intergalactic proletariat.” Every principle is methodically imple-

mented into a gameplay that is still reminiscent of a classic shoot-em-up but with some 

meaningful variations. The player’s primary goal is to transform passive proletarians into 

revolutionaries. There’s a growing swarm of semi autonomous characters the same size 

as the player’s avatar. The revolutionaries confront the “reactionary forces” not by firing 

weapons but by gathering a critical mass and organizing a collective strike.  

Finally, and this is the most radical design choice, as the revolutionary masses 

grow, the importance of the player (“the political vanguard”) is reduced and the space 

proletariat will begin to gain more and more autonomy. Toward the end, the player real-

izes that she’s not able to control the swarm anymore as she’s just one subject among 

many. He might blend with the collective intelligence of the swarm or even die while the 

rest of the revolutionary forces continue on the path of revolution. 

 

2.3 Ergon / Logos 

Ergon / Logos was developed for a contest themed “bare minimum.” It’s pre-

sented as an “unidentified playing object” due to its overtly hybrid nature. The visuals are 

entirely composed by words arranged into a tree-like path with frequent typographical 

variations reminiscent of visual poetry or the futurist technique of words in liberty. The 

player has to navigate in this hypertextual fiction, reading the fast flow of words and oc-

casionally choosing the preferred path in the narrative forks. The well-known structure of 

choose-your-own-adventure books is blended with a fast-paced gameplay and abundant 

lyricism.  

The story is initially a meta-commentary on the platform genre presented as a 
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stream of consciousness coming from a typical video game hero. During the development 

of the short narrative, the hero can discover his xenophilic tendencies and fall in love 

with a monster; he can die, abandon the quest, or even jump to another dimension.  

The second part is completely abstract and without an identifiable narrator. Pow-

dered with references to French post-structuralist theory and with frequent reflexive 

statements, it can be read as a delirious collection of rants about the nature of text itself. 

While the first part (“ergon”) is about action and player’s agency, the second (“logos”) 

outlines a gameplay based on abstract concepts and thoughts. 
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Figure 3 – Kosmosis. A group of space proletarians controlled by the player form a critical mass while 
another faction is swarming independently. 

 

 
Figure 4 – Ergon / Logos. An example of narrative fork.
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2. War Games 

	  

The videogames origin myth takes place in an aseptic computer lab at the Massa-

chusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). It's 1962: the cold war is escalating, JFK prom-

ises to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade and MIT is almost completely 

funded by the Department of Defense (Halter 2006).  A bunch of researchers are toying 

with an expensive, wall-sized Programmed Data Processor (PDP-1). Computers are still 

numb data crunchers, no video peripherals, no input devices. The programmers have to 

hook up a World War II radar screen to produce any visuals. After 200 hours of coding, 

the first proper computer game was born. It is called Spacewar! 

Spacewar! is a bastard child of the military-industrial complex and the space race 

era. It features two human-controlled spaceships battling each other for outer space su-

premacy. Players have to deal with limited resources, a gravitation field and bullet trajec-

tories.  One can easily argue that all the elements of the following 30 years or more of 

action games are already there: shoot and dodge projectiles, keep an eye on the energy 

bars, destroy or be destroyed. 

 

The promiscuous relationship between the entertainment industry and the De-

partment of Defense can lead to the conclusion that there are intrinsic militaristic quali-

ties in computer games. The U.S. Army has looked at videogames with interest since 

1980 when Atari released the coin-operated arcade game Battlezone. The game employs 

a revolutionary first person view, the player operates a tank in an immersive virtual envi-

ronment. Although Battlezone used a primitive wireframe graphics, the simulation was 

good enough to convince the army to commission a modified version for training pur-

poses. Bradley Trainer, the result of the collaboration, is today a sort of Holy Grail for 
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arcade collectors (Halter 2006). 

The research in immersive environments and battlefield simulations becomes a 

serious concern for Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) during the 

1980s and culminates with the development of SIMNET, a distributed network of train-

ing simulation units. With SIMNET, soldiers from all over the United States can battle in 

the same virtual environment based on data from actual war scenarios (Lenoir and 

Lowood 2003).  

In the collective mind, the dirty images of the Vietnam war portrayed in movies 

like Platoon and Apocalypse Now have been carefully substituted with the sexy war ma-

chines in Top Gun (Robb 2004). At the end of the cold war, public opinion in the West-

ern world was ready to accept the idea of a hi-tech conflict without victims. The first Gulf 

War (1990-1991) appeared on CNN as a cold videogame featuring pixelated night-vision 

scenes and "surgical" attacks by smart bombs.  

Operation Desert Storm is fought in a perfect abstract space - the desert - almost 

exclusively with aircraft and battleships. The art of killing at a distance, perfected with 

simulation technologies in the previous decade, couldn't find a better reality check: Iraqi 

forces were annihilated in a few months with no losses, images of victims and ruined cit-

ies barely flashed on the television screens between segments of war-porn.  

 

In the 1990s, with U.S. military supremacy at its highest peak since the end of 

World War II, commercial game developers actively looked for collaborations with the 

military institutions. This, coupled with the post-Cold War budget cuts in defense spend-

ing that pushed military organizations toward more collaboration with private sectors of 

electronic entertainment gives birth to the military-entertainment complex (Herz 1997). 

Counter Strike is the paradigmatic example of the militarization of videogame 

culture. The science-fiction first person shooter, Half Life, widely acclaimed for its com-
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plex plot, is completely transformed into a contemporary warfare game by a couple of 

devoted players. Aliens and lasers are replaced by terrorists and AK47s, dystopic re-

search complexes by mosques and minarets.  

 

By 1999, the U.S. Army has already shifted the focus from videogames as train-

ing devices to videogames as public relations tools. The relatively peaceful decade char-

acterized by the fall of the Berlin wall and the utopian visions of economic globalization 

is coming to an end. The “New American Century” imagined by the neo-conservatives is 

inevitably going to be marked by conflicts for declining resources and the reassertion of 

U.S. dominance over emerging countries. These new challenges would require lots of 

cannon fodder and the best pool for recruiting new soldiers is obviously the gaming 

community. After all, these teenagers were already spending hours and hours aiming and 

shooting targets. The notion of games as eye-hand coordination training devices blends 

perfectly with the cyborg image of the 21st century soldier.  

America's Army (AA), the first game entirely developed by the United States 

Army was released in July 2002, just in time for the military adventures of the two Bush 

administrations. Free for download and deadly “serious” and “realistic,” AA is meant to 

provide the public an engaging and informative insight into the life of a soldier. And, in 

the process, collect information about potential recruits (Webb 2004). In addition to the 

free download and on-line information gathering, the Army began connecting with young 

people in person through demonstrations in game shows and public events. At the demos, 

young people readily exchange their personal information for a chance to try out immer-

sive game environments located inside flashy vehicles. Then recruiters aggressively con-

tact these people in order to sign them up for the Army. The success of AA encouraged 

the Army to produce sequels and spin-offs including action figures based on existing sol-

diers. The Army even opened a futuristic recruiting center in Pennsylvania with actual 

training simulators and videogame tournaments (McLeroy 2008). 
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Predictably, the sanitized representation of war provided by America's Army did 

not match the actual war scenario. In a land invasion, without the support of the local 

population, the ability to aim and shoot plays a minor role. The festival of computed bal-

listics of the first Gulf War is a memory of the past. Young soldiers are deployed in the 

midst of hostile cities, confronted with a highly fragmented social fabric where the dis-

tinction between friends and enemies, oppressors and liberators is blurred. For kids who 

grew up with fast action shooters that systematically removed civilians and all the non-

war related information from the landscape of the game, the experience must be shock-

ing. The training technologies and the war propaganda 'a la America's Army, failed to 

prepare troops for a purely asymmetrical war.  

By the end of the second G.W. Bush administration is was clear that the U.S. 

military intervention failed to win the heart and minds of the Iraqi and Afghan peoples. 

Moreover, it is the invaders' hearts and minds that are shattered: a 2008 study found that 

nearly twenty percent of returning war veterans from Iraq or Afghanistan reported symp-

toms of post-traumatic stress disorder or major depression (RAND 2008). The military 

fantasy of a cold-blooded killing machine ends in desperation and alcoholism. 



 15 

 
 
 

 
Figure 5 – Spacewar! running on a PDP-1. 
(http://www.computerhistory.org/collections/accession/102618914 Date Last Accessed 12/07/09) 

 
Figure 6 – America's Army screenshot of the video game. 
(http://www.americasarmy.com/aa/media/index.php?id=36&type=mission Date Last Accessed 12/07/09) 
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4. Work: Welcome to the Desert of The Real 

 

Welcome to the desert of the real is a six minutes and thirty seven second video 

that uses footage captured from America's Army to highlight symptions of post-traumatic 

stress disorder, an increasingly prevalent condition among U.S. service personnel 

returning from combat zones in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The practice of using in-game footage to produce digital videos has been adopted 

by artists in the last decade (Wallin 1997) (Stern, Sheik Attack 1999/2000) (Manetas 

1997) and more recently it became popular among video game enthusiasts. Most of 

vernacular machinima (a contraction of machine and cinema) can be classified as fan-

fiction: amateur products that expand the narrative of the original product; some 

machinima authors take advantage of the accessibility of videogames' engines to tell 

stories that have nothing to do with the original work. With Welcome to the desert of the 

real I appropriated a game produced by the Army, and I put the images in relation with 

textual excerpts from the Post-traumatic stress disorder checklist, a self diagnosis tool 

also published by the U.S. government. This juxtaposition of (almost) ready-made 

elements is meant to reverse the fascination mechanism of America's Army: the intense, 

fast paced action of the original game is substituted by a slow, low-key almost hypnotic 

narrative. The long sequences, reminiscent of Gus Van Sant's Gerry (Van Sant 2002), 

show a marine wandering in the desert, possibly after killing an enemy from a distance. 

The interplay between the items on the checklist (questions like: "Feeling emotionally 

numb and incapable of loving feelings?") and the metaphysical space of the desert, create 
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a short circuit between the reality of war and the simulated battlefield; a battlefield that, 

without gunshots and explosions, appears in all its low-resolution misery.  
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Figure 7 – Welcome to the desert of the real. 

 
 

 
Figure 8 – Welcome to the desert of the real. 
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5. Playable Art 

 

Here’s a joke with no punch line: there are three artists and a computer in a room. 

The first approaches the machine with a bit of skepticism. He opens some common appli-

cations; he recognizes familiar objects: desktops, folders, paint brushes, typing and edit-

ing tools. He connects to the Internet, makes some social network friends and starts to 

spam everyone about his forthcoming gallery opening. He leaves the room satisfied. 

The second artist spends a little more time with the computer. He looks into code 

he’s supposed to ignore; he writes some of his own devise. He is amazed by the unex-

plored potentials of this machine; a tool conceived by square-headed engineers can be 

bent and transformed to produce art! For him, digital technology is something that hap-

pens to be available and oddly suitable for fulfilling his indomitable need for self-

expression. He makes beautiful, enigmatic, fascinating works that don’t look like any-

thing made before. The artist is immediately hired by a company in the Silicon Valley 

and now works with the same square-headed engineers who designed the tools. Or maybe 

his ideas are stolen by a marketing firm and used to sell stuff… I don’t quite remember 

this part. 

The third artist is as skeptical as the first but he decides to explore the guts of the 

machine as the second artist did. What he sees is both intriguing and scary. The minute 

texture of integrated circuits seems to mirror bigger systems: the structures and the ide-

ologies of human institutions. He realizes that power is a fractal inscribed in every arti-

fact, on every scale. He starts to look for glitches and bugs to exploit. He frantically un-

plugs and plugs connectors and boards. He produces dysfunctional monsters, unusable 

interfaces, and deceptive artifacts that mock the shiny machines built for war or con-

sumption. At the end the computer gasps and blows a puff of smoke; its belly open like a 

slain pig; its monitor flickering binary code. This technological crime scene is the art-
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work. You can look carefully into these leftovers and see the patterns that unsettled the 

artist in the first place. 

 

This third approach informed the early artistic explorations of videogames. Spin-

ning off from the obscure software/net.art community, artists like Jodi (Jodi, SOD - 

Castle Wolfenstein Mod 1999) (Jodi, Untitled Game - Quake Mod 1996 - 2001) and Joan 

Leandre (Leandre, nostalG 1999) (Leandre, retroYou R/C 2000) tackled the medium with 

luddite fervor. Hacking the source code of commercial games, they tore apart the pol-

ished surfaces of 3D engines to reveal their true digital flesh. Their radical game modifi-

cations are the computational equivalent of informal art. Their main concern is the visual 

quality of the digital matter: the algorithms at work, the hidden bounding boxes, the clip-

ping glitch behind every texture. The artists’ concerns with making visible the more ab-

stracted visual qualities of games offered an antidote to the game worlds’ representational 

obsession. 

In the mid-nineties some game companies adopted the practice of releasing the 

source code of old games in order to give the users the possibility to enhance and extend 

(in jargon “to mod”) their titles autonomously. Modding communities effectively extend 

the life cycles of certain games and function as a diffused, crowdsourced research and 

development department (Howe 2008). Artists’ mods are unexpected consequences of 

these policies, parasitical interventions (A. M. Schleiner 1998) that criticize the very 

same products they are built upon. 

Artists’ oppositional attitudes toward games are not limited to the code. The mili-

tarization of game worlds, especially in the context of the post-9-11 authoritarian trend, is 

a central concern for socially and politically engaged artists. The crowded online fighting 

arenas of Counterstrike and America’s Army can be used as public spaces for disruptive 

performances (A.-M. Schleiner 2002) (Delappe 2006). Instead of breaking the produc-
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tion-consumption routine of grey urban spaces with active desire and playfulness as pre-

scribed by the Situationists (Situationist International 1958), virtual performers open a 

window of “reality” in the colorful, alienating, playable online worlds. 

  

In certain cases, it is the nature of play that is under investigation in artist inter-

ventions. Videogames are not just code; they become what they are only when their text 

is activated. The interface is what enables this human-computer dialog (or computer me-

diated dialog between humans), and it deserves as much attention as the software. The 

most notable experiments in artistic game interfaces seem to push the typical videogame 

machismo to the limit. By implementing a system of punishment that affects the player 

on a physical level (//////////fur//// 2001) (Stern, Tekken torture tournament 2001) 

(InterpretiveArson 2005) artists blur the physical-virtual divide and grant the machine a 

problematic power. The safety of the “magic circle” (Huizinga 1955), one of the basic 

principles of games (especially the electronic ones), is undermined. Unmarketable but 

still playable and compelling, these experiments outline the sado-masochist component of 

play and inject a dose of seriousness in the supposed triviality of games. 

On a different front, artistic interfaces made by women try to subvert the testos-

teronic features of a male dominated medium. Examples include joysticks designed for 

multiplayer collaboration (Flanagan 2006), controllers that need to be caressed (Cadet 

2004), wearable joypads that turn a lethal “combo” into a massage (Satomi and Perner-

Wilson 2007), or arcade games into foreplay (Chowdhury 2007). 

 

Artists working on experimental interfaces and mods share a common critical atti-

tude toward mass culture. Their role is not to “elevate” a medium generally perceived as 

shallow and childish to the status of high culture, but, instead, to create works that can 

respond to mainstream production. The marginal role of the art system, compared to the 
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overwhelming power of the cultural industries, is an undeniable fact. Because of this, art-

ists must then choose simple but conceptually powerful gestures to attack the dominant 

discourses that resonate in commercial games. 

 

Another aspect of game design susceptible to guerrilla ambushes is language. In 

over forty years of history, videogames developed their specific grammar; they clustered 

into defined genres; they established tropes and clichés. Sometimes, in order to develop 

new forms, it is necessary to challenge the old ones. As the Surrealists attacked the 

emerging continuity system adopted by classical Hollywood cinema with plot inconsis-

tencies and experimental techniques, some contemporary game designers are turning up-

side-down the well-established formulas of classic videogames. Psychosomnium by the 

Swedish game designer Cactus looks at first sight like a standard platform game but its 

dreamy world follows a completely different logic. Bricks, spikes and traps reminiscent 

of Super Mario Bros can trigger unexpected results. The main character dies after a few 

seconds and is promptly replaced by a different character. The Graveyard by the Belgian 

studio Tales of Tales, clearly references the classic third person view popularized by ac-

tion games like Tomb Rider but it features an old lady visiting a cemetery. The peaceful 

environment, the black and white tones, the lack of interaction and freedom of movement 

moved some and outraged others in the community of “hardcore” gamers. It’s not the 

“sophisticated” theme of death-and-memory that makes the Graveyard an outstanding 

artwork, but the idea of presenting it in a game form. Creating expectations and then re-

fusing to fulfill them is a way to reveal the standardization of entertainment and allude to 

the untapped expressive potential of the medium. 



 23 

 

 
Figure 9– NostalG, a deconstruction of a flight simulator. 
(https://wiki.brown.edu/confluence/display/mcm1700n/Game+Mods+-+A+Different+Sort+of+Play Date 
Last Accessed 12/07/09) 

 
Figure 10 – Dead in Iraq, intervention in America’s Army online arenas. 
(http://www.unr.edu/art/DELAPPE/Gaming/Dead_In_Iraq/dead_in_iraq%20JPEGS.html Date Last 
Accessed 12/07/09) 
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6. Work: Tuboflex and Orgasm Simulator 

 

6.1 Molleindustria 

Molleindustria (Italian for soft industry or software factory) is a project of reap-

propriation of videogames I launched at the end of the year 2003. My goal was to blend 

the media activist tradition with the emerging field of games studies to articulate a cri-

tique of mainstream games while at the same time, producing entertaining products tack-

ling various social issues. It was clear to me since the inception of the project that alterna-

tive messages would require alternative forms of gameplay. My early games were de-

signed to target certain features and clichés often considered a “natural” part of the gam-

ing medium such as the win/lose dichotomy, the level linearity and the escapist function 

of entertainment. 

 

6.2 Tuboflex 

Here’s a question worth asking: why is Super Mario a plumber? Has anybody 

ever seen him fixing a pipe? He would probably fit better into the shoes of a rampant 

Wall Street broker, a social climber attacking every being that comes across his path. His 

eternal dissatisfaction, his continuous run, his orderliness in killing enemies looks suspi-

cious.  

In the typical level-based structure of arcade games we can recognize some quali-

ties of the yuppie ideology: success is like a ladder that gets harder and harder to climb. 

There are many partial achievements, but the whole plan is often difficult to understand. 

Individualism, competition and accumulation of useless points are constant features. It’s 

the neoliberal shortsightedness, the means that becomes the end, the obsession with ca-

reer, the 80’s dream that is embodied in this and other mainstream games. 
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Tuboflex is a sabotage of the meritocratic structure of arcade games. The set is a 

dystopian future where labor flexibility has reached a paradoxical point. Tuboflex inc., 

the world's leading Human Resources Services organization, created a complex tube sys-

tem that makes it possible to dislocate workers in real time, according to market demand. 

The player is a Tuboflex employee trying to survive this Darwinian labor market. He 

might be working at a call-center, handling an influx of calls from angry customers and 

suddenly be sucked into a giant pipe to be relocated into a fast-food job. The pace of the 

game gets more and more frenetic and the player’s performance declines until he gets ex-

pelled from the labor market, ending up begging on the sidewalk.  

The temporary worker - or precarious worker, as we say in Europe - seems to be 

condemned to an eternal reincarnation cycle, with no career perspectives or social climb-

ing opportunity. I thought I could describe the cruelty of such conditions (that I was expe-

riencing in real life at the time) using a frustrating random level structure. To univocally 

condemn neoliberal labor policies, I decided there wouldn’t be any happy ending. In 

Tuboflex the failure is inescapable and irreversible as is in real life for most people. 

 

6.3 Orgasm Simulator 

“Dear girls, simulating orgasms is a useful practice to maintain a good 

sentimental relation with our partners. Every man dreams of a woman who yells 

and gets crazy during sexual intercourse, but unfortunately most women are un-

easy about these naughty performances. The Orgasm Simulator is a simple game 

that will help you feel confident with the mistreated art of faking orgasms.” 

 

This tongue-in-cheek text mocking the teenybopper magazines sex tips introduces 

the player to the game. The Orgasm Simulator (in Italian the verb “simulare” is used in 

the expression “to fake an orgasm”) employs a first person view. The player takes the 
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part of a woman having intercourse with a macho male partner. The man’s movements 

are mechanic; his moans get more and more intense. The player pushes and releases the 

only button in the interface to control the intensity of her screams. If she is too fast or too 

loud the partner will realize the faking. If she is too mellow, he will be hurt and a game 

over message will end the game: “Now he thinks you’re frigid.” 

 

Game designers are usually too accommodating. They give people the possibility 

to play the part of valiant heroes, powerful generals or frightful criminals to fulfill a 

common desire to escape from a boring and frustrating life. Providing disempowered 

people an illusory agency to release the tension accumulated during the productive time 

is not just a lucrative business but also fundamental part of social control. Electronic en-

tertainment is the most recent and sophisticated instantiation of the “bread and circuses” 

construction of consent. Be a virtual hero at night so you can be a humble and alienated 

production unit during the day.  

But game designers can refuse this role, and instead establish a healthier sado-

masochistic relationship with the users. The awkward performance required by the Or-

gasm Simulator is an attempt to counter the typical game machismo with irony. I tried to 

create an uncommon reverse shot to enlighten one of the many subtle forms of gender 

oppression. And we can force players into many challenging, maybe unpleasant roles to 

make them see the world from different points of view. What is it like to live as an old 

lady, a kid from a 3rd world country, a refugee or a drug addict? The trappings of design-

ing experiences from the eyes of the Other are many; the risk of trivialization can under-

mine the empathic identification, “exotic” cultural elements can be distorted when forced 

into a medium that is still primarily defined by North American and Japanese producers. 

But the direct involvement of under-represented subjects in game development can po-

tentially transform the medium more deeply than any technological advancement. A fam-

ily simulator ‘a la the Sims but not centered on the Western middle-class suburban family 
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has been envisioned before (Frasca 2002) but never realized. The process of media liter-

acy and democratization of the means of production and distribution that is reshaping the 

world of video right now might occur for all electronic entertainment. Obviously, this is 

not a matter of technology but of political will.  
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Figure 11 – Tuboflex, working in a fast food drive through.  
 

 
Figure 12 – Orgasm Simulator, faking an orgasm in first person. 
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7. Modeling Reality 

 

Everything started because of an error. It’s the year 1961 and the mathematician 

and meteorologist Edward Norton Lorenz is playing around with one of the first climate 

simulations. It’s a numerical computer model designed for weather forecasts; the user 

feeds it with numbers and it produces even more numbers. Lorenz is rerunning a known 

forecast scenario, but as a shortcut he enters the number 0.506 instead of 0.506127, the 

full decimal the computer can hold. The result is an enlightening surprise: that minimal 

approximation of the input variable, processed by a hundred vacuum tubes, produces a 

completely different forecast scenario. 

The accidental discovery was formalized in the notion of sensitive dependence on 

initial condition but became popular as the “butterfly effect” (Mathis 2007). The concept 

was groundbreaking: we live in a crazy world where the flap of a butterfly’s wings in 

Brazil can hypothetically set off a tornado in Texas. This craziness is what scientists try 

to grasp with chaos theory and Lorenz’s findings were one of its most important mile-

stones.  

 

Lorenz wasn’t the only genius struck by a piece of software. Computers’ ability to 

interrelate a multitude of variables in a compressed time is playing a fundamental role in 

understanding complex systems. This development is bridging the field of cybernetics 

with the fields of biology, meteorology and social sciences (Kelly 1994). Flock simula-

tions are very helpful, not only to explain the dynamics of actual bird flocks, but also to 

describe many phenomena of the interconnected world such as consumer behavior or fi-

nancial markets (Macal and North 2005). Computational systems as cellular automata are 

the basis for the conceptualization of emergence, the idea that complexity in the world 
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arises from the interaction of numerous agents governed by deterministic rules (Wolfram 

1996). In brief, dynamic models can push us to approach real life systems in new ways. 

They can effectively describe behaviors that might at first sight appear random or sys-

tems that might look too vast to be approached as a whole. There is the same underlying 

potential in video game simulations since they share many characteristics with the afore-

mentioned scientific applications.  

 SimCity is the first episode of a successful series of urban planning games. It is 

based on simplified scientific models and cellular automata and it is open-ended by de-

sign; a virtual sandbox in which the player sets her own goals. To play SimCity is basi-

cally to understand the behavior of a complex emergent system. The user, in the shoes of 

a mayor / urban planner, has limited power over the city. She can develop infrastructures, 

set policies and zone areas to residential, commercial and industrial use, but ultimately 

the result will be a combination of her active efforts and the internal dynamics of the sys-

tem; its inertia and its implicit and explicit rules. Virtual cities respond as organisms 

making the experience of playing close to gardening: the player intervenes then tries to 

understand how the intervention affected the whole city. She has to negotiate her desires 

and visions with the inner relations that emerge from the city (Friedman 1995). 

 There is something intrinsically progressive in SimCity. It promotes a systemic 

approach to problem solving by forcing the player to consider every element as a part of 

the whole. This kind of approach is typical of a holistic, ecological way of thinking that 

can be set against the mechanistic and reductionist paradigm of thought that dominated 

the Western thought since the enlightenment (Capra 1996). Zooming out, thinking glob-

ally, imagining the world as an organism that can be gradually transformed but not com-

pletely dominated is not a vague new age resolution but a skill that future generations 

will be required to have in order to solve the incumbent global crisis. 

 It has been argued that simulation games can describe dynamic interrelations and 
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processes better that any other media because they are procedural and dynamic in their 

very nature (Bogost 2007). But there’s a risk related to the apparent openness of simula-

tion games: giving the player a certain degree of agency doesn’t mean opening the “text” 

of the game to any interpretations and uses. When I play SimCity, I can’t experiment with 

every possible instance of urban settlement. Its openness is limited to a specific model of 

a North American big city. Its implicit rules are informed by the capitalist paradigm’s 

growth imperative (Collins 2006). Its racial neutrality can be criticized as an active re-

moval of the issues of segregation and migration as if they weren’t fundamental urban 

dynamics (Bleeker 1994-95). Moreover, its general ecological approach mentioned above 

is undermined by its ubiquitous commoditization of nature and glorification of car culture 

(Hamming 2004). 

These problematic features are not surprising. Simulation games are after all man-

made representations. Game designers create subjective models of certain real-world sys-

tems, and models are necessarily simplifications. They have to choose what to include 

and what to exclude from the system. They have to institute internal economies and 

cause-and-effect relations. They have to create systems of reward and punishment. All 

these choices, even when they are bundled with scientific knowledge, are informed by the 

creators’ culture and system of beliefs. Thus, more often than not, mainstream games re-

flect the dominant ideologies since normalized, reassuring worldviews are commercially 

more viable. 
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Figure 13 – Simple Cellular automaton scheme, rules and first generations. 

 
Figure 14 – SimCity 4. The series is arguably the most popular implementation of cellular automata algo-
rithms. 
(http://forum.skyscraperpage.com/showthread.php?t=146290 Date Last Accessed 12/07/09)
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8. Work: Oiligarchy 

 

8.1 The Game 

Oiligarchy is a playable commentary on the oil industry. The player takes the role 

of an "oiligarch" managing the extraction business in the homeland and overseas and 

lobbies the government to keep the carbon-fossil based economy as profitable as possi-

ble.  Oiligarchy can be considered an extended business sim/tycoon game since the 

player makes decisions and performs actions that are not always in the domain of busi-

ness. This mixed gameplay is meant to highlight the intricate relations between war, poli-

tics, and energy corporations. The purely economical activities range from finding new 

oil fields to building extraction plants and managing resources. As domestic resources 

decline, the player is forced to expand their business in foreign countries to meet the de-

mands of the market. The overseas operations could require the political or military sup-

port from the government and various crisis management actions. 

8.2 Peak Oil 

Oiligarchy’s main mechanic is loosely based on the Hubbert peak theory 

(Hubbert 1956). The theory can be summarized as follows. For any given geographical 

area, the rate of petroleum production tends to follow a bell-shaped curve. Early in the 

curve the production rate increases due to the discovery rate and the addition of infra-

structure. Late in the curve the production declines due to resource depletion. Peak oil 

activists (Heinberg 2005) argue that if global oil consumption is not mitigated before the 

peak, the availability of conventional oil will drop and prices will rise causing cata-

strophic chain reactions in the whole economy. 
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Oiligarchy is meant to popularize peak oil as a key issue to understand the present 

and future crisis and to contribute to the re-framing of the vague and deceptive argument 

of "dependency on foreign oil" that is dominating the current political discourse in the 

U.S. 

I chose to focus on the United States because it is the most oil dependent country 

in the world. In the U.S., there is strong relationship between the oil industry and gov-

ernment politics. Despite the relative decline of American global influence, U.S. policies 

are going to affect the rest of the world for many years to come. 

8.3 Being the Bad Guys 

As in my previous economical simulation, the McDonalds' Video Game, Oiligar-

chy places the player in the shoes of the "bad guys" in order to articulate the critique. My 

belief is that power structures can be understood more clearly if represented from a privi-

leged position. The player tends to perform actions with both positive outcomes (profits, 

advancement in the game) and social or environmental costs (negative externalities) forc-

ing the player to deal with responsibilities in a system that does not really punish unethi-

cal choices. The unethical gameplay is designed to reflect the free market system, which 

is ultimately, the object of the critique. 

8.4 Management 

Although the player believes that their role is to lead a big vertically integrated oil 

company, the game only shows the beginning of the production chain, as well as explora-

tion and extraction, which is the relevant part for addressing the issue of peak oil. The 

visual representation of drilling and extraction is grossly simplified, but an important and 

not broadly known technical detail is taken into account: the extraction rate of every sin-

gle oilfield tends to gradually decline when the reservoir is half depleted. This is one of 
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the factors that determine the typical bell shaped curve of oil production. The player will 

probably tend to exploit resources that are easier to reach and gradually move to more 

expensive techniques like offshore drilling as well as investment in politically unstable 

countries. 

The bell shaped curve of production is the most counter-intuitive part of the peak 

oil theory: unlike a car that suddenly stops working when the tank is empty, the global 

crude extraction (in a business as usual scenario) reaches the peak when half of the oil 

underground remains. Then it declines gradually, but at progressively increasing speed 

like a roller coaster slope. This factor deeply affects a typical game session that will have 

an expanding phase (as in all the mainstream strategy and business simulation games) 

followed by a contracting phase marked by the struggle to keep up with the demand and 

the convulsions of the economic system. The player's primary objective is to match the 

market demand for crude oil. The demand is a function of two variables: the Gross Do-

mestic Product (representing the size of the economy) and an umbrella value called “oil 

addiction.” The “Oil addiction” variable is an homage to George W. Bush’s ghost-

writers, who popularized the expression in a rare moment of honesty (Office of the Press 

Secretary 2006), and represents the dependency of the entire economy on fossil fuels. 

This takes into account a wide range of factors such as agriculture, public transportation, 

car-centered urban planning and so on. At the beginning of the player’s turn which is rep-

resented by a year, the oil production is lower than the demand thus triggering a supply 

crisis algorithm. This algorithm is probably the most critical part of the game as it em-

bodies various statements in a procedural form and it’s therefore worth explaining in de-

tail. 

 

A supply crisis in Oiligarchy can occur as a result of resource depletion, bad man-

agement or political reasons and the systems can react in three different ways: 
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1. Somebody in the government proposes a bill that tackles the issue. Oil-unfriendly 

Acts can introduce taxes on gasoline, energy efficiency measures, subsidies to public 

transportation and so on. Oil-unfriendly Acts generally tend to moderate the demand 

by reducing the oil addiction. The probability for these types of acts to be approved 

depends on the government “oiliness.” With a fully “oiled” government all the 

“good” acts are basically blocked; with a fully green government, every year of crisis, 

a new act should be approved. Every act has a degree of “boldness” that also plays a 

part in the approval. For instance, an act that promotes electric cars is bolder and less 

likely to be approved by an ideologically mixed administration than an act which 

simply reduces speed limits to save gas. 

 

2. If the bill is not approved or the act is not sufficient to solve the oil deficit, the gov-

ernment popularity decreases. The social body tries to react with grassroots initiatives 

and lifestyle choices such as encouraging biking, carpooling or reducing consump-

tion. These initiatives are more likely to happen if the society has a high level of envi-

ronmental awareness (“greenness”). 

 

3. If, at this point, the demand still exceeds the offer, oil prices and “greenness” rise as 

the environmentalists have more arguments on their side. When the prices become 

dramatically high, they may trigger catastrophic events, which generally reduce the 

GDP. Even in the absence of catastrophes, high oil prices tend to reduce the growth 

of the economy. After a crisis, oil prices will gradually recover to the previous stable 

value. 

 

8.5 Politics 

Affecting politics is the key to being a successful manager in Oiligarchy. The 
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player is encouraged to keep the government “oiled” by playing the “democracy” mini-

game that occurs every 10 years (a 4 year term would have been too disruptive to the 

main game flow). The democracy mini-game refers to a type of election race, but it does 

not try to simulate the complexities of the electoral process. The donations during the 

race are meant to be seen as a representation of the corporate influence on politics in a 

broader sense, including lobbying, revolving doors and so on. The depiction of the two 

parties as interchangeable, bulimic, money-burning machines is both a satire of the over-

stated spectacle of the U.S. presidential campaign and an ironic response to the so-called 

“political games” simulations of the presidential campaigns that reinforce the widespread 

deceptive equation: politics=elections. The ability of the player to affect the election out-

come is very limited, but his donations have a fundamental influence on the policies of 

the future administration. 

As a part of the satire, the two parties have no ideological features, in other words 

the Republican Party is not intrinsically more inclined to help the oil industry than the 

Democratic Party, since by looking at electoral funding by industry you can notice a gen-

eral preference for the Republican Party but oil and gas industries are not amongst the 

most partisan industries (Center for responsive politics 2009). Therefore, the experienced 

player would simply choose to “bet” on the winning party to obtain the most influence 

according to the model proposed by the economist Steven Levitt (Levitt 1994).  

As a function of the result of the elections and the donations to the two parties, the 

government (a stylized rendition that summarizes the many institutions in a 10 people 

congress) will be composed by three categories of representatives: 

 

• Oiled: representatives that will vote for oil-friendly bills (see oil-friendly acts) 

every year and oppose the oil-unfriendly bills. 

• Green: representatives that will vote for oil-unfriendly acts in case of supply cri-

sis. 
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• Gray: representatives that will vote for both kinds of bills with a probability of 

50%. 

 

The number of green representatives is directly related to greenness.  As environ-

mental awareness emerges (due to global warming or oil crisis), the green representatives 

will substitute the gray ones. 

Big and “wise” donations can affect politics to elect an oil-friendly president. This 

will grant the player the possibility to access the secret underground room (a reference to 

the presidential cabinet and the Pentagon) and trigger “Special Operations.” Special op-

erations are fundamental to promote “national interests” abroad. For instance, they will 

allow the player to invade Iraq and unblock its resources or to prevent or counter a poten-

tial nationalization of the industry in Venezuela.  

8.6 Pseudo History and Futurology 

Oiligarchy is an ambitious game: it tries to describe how the U.S.A. became ad-

dicted to oil; how it could have been different; and how a successful or a failed transition 

to a post-carbon society would look. I chose to start from the aftermath of WWII; this 

period is arguably the beginning of the golden age of oil from the combined effect of the 

green revolution (Spitz 1987), the rise in car culture and suburbanization (Kay 1998). 

Since the game’s statement revolves around the major role of the oil industry in shaping 

the world we live in, I had to give the player the possibility to affect history. At the same 

time, I wanted to provide some incentives to retrace the events as they actually happened 

to stimulate a critical reading of history. I tried to resolve the conflict between the game 

as a device for describing “what if” scenarios and the game as informative media, 

through design choices I could define as pseudo-historical.  

Oiligarchy pseudo-history is based on a procedural interpretation of the past. In-

game events do not occur on a certain year because that is what happened in reality, but 
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they are entangled in a web of cause and effect relations. Every event is enabled by cer-

tain conditions (game variables, players’ actions or other events) and produces certain 

effects. Additionally, there is a slight randomness that makes game sessions less predict-

able. Some events that are likely to happen in the post-peak oil phase are based on predic-

tions formulated in recent years by depletionists and climate change activists. I included 

some heavy handed satirical additions, such as the invention of human burning plants for 

energy production.  

 

8.7 Challenging Meaningful Play 

The contemporary science of game design revolves around the idea of meaningful 

play. According to Salen and Zimmerman (Salen and Zimmerman 2003), players should 

be given opportunities to take non-random actions and make decisions that have an im-

mediately clear and integrated (makes "big-picture" sense) effect on the game.  

Meaningful game systems are elegant, appealing, easy to understand and inter-

nally consistent. Unfortunately, such kinds of games may be inappropriate to describe 

systems that are inelegant, unappealing, obscure and contradictory like the free market 

capitalism that is destroying the world.  

Oiligarchy is full of broken connections, meaningless interaction, inverted re-

wards and randomness. The money factor is central at the very beginning, but quickly 

becomes totally ignorable as the player’s profit skyrockets. The administration’s popular-

ity represented by the demonstrators in Washington is presented as a sort of punishment 

or a bad performance warning, but it does not meaningfully affect the player’s routines 

since, in the eyes of the oiligarch, the parties are interchangeable. In the late stages of the 

game, donating money to the parties may be a counter-productive habit because there are 

no more oil-friendly acts left and the prices are rising anyway. Hanging Nigerian activists 

actually radicalizes the tension, but it is an implicit rule that most of the players may 
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never get. And, above all, the very same goal of the game becomes quite blurred after the 

peak. 

8.8 Game Over? 

Oiligarchy has four possible endings. In the pre-peak phase the player can be fired 

for bad management if the demands exceed the offer for too many years. That is an im-

plementation of the free competition mode of production. Competition is not directly 

simulated for the simple reason that it never played a major role in the history of oil in-

dustry, nevertheless, if the player tries to create too much artificial scarcity or refuses the 

expansion imperative he/she will be kicked out of the market. 

 

The hardcore gamer will probably see the Mutually Assured Destruction ending 

that represents the failed transition to a post-carbon society. This global nuclear war sce-

nario happens when the oil prices reach the ceiling of $300 per barrel and it is usually the 

result of aggressive and persistent efforts to control the government. By buying off the 

politicians, the player essentially introduces rigidity in the system and prevents a har-

monic rearrangement of the society. 

 

The “retirement” ending stands for a successful transition to a post carbon society 

(for calibration reasons it happens when the oil addiction is less than 25% basically 

meaning that the economy is on the right track even if it is not totally oil-free). Retire-

ment usually happens when the player loosens the grip on politics around, or after the 

peak oil. It is basically the happy ending, though it can only be reached after some major 

catastrophes. 

 

This is basically an implementation of my conclusions and hopes. In brief, I believe 

that the dependency on oil can be solved by a combination of different approaches:  
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• A series of top-down, government-lead structural policies ranging from support-

ing renewable energies to nation-wide infrastructural rearrangement. 

• A proliferation of bottom-top, more or less organized initiatives promoting alter-

native lifestyles such as the rejection of consumerism, promotion of bike transpor-

tation and organic, locally grown farming. 

• A substantial downsizing of the economy on the whole and the overcoming of the 

GDP growth imperative. 

 

The fourth possible ending is titled “Farewell West" and represents a mildly dysto-

pian collapse of western civilization as we know it. It occurs when the GDP goes below a 

certain level, three times the initial value. Apparently the fourth ending never occurred to 

anyone and may be actually impossible to reach. 

 

At the end of the day, good gamers tend to get rich and blow up the world while the 

bad, lazy or non-competitive gamers may reach a less tragic end. The debasement and 

relativization of the binary win/lose formula seems to be the most shocking part for the 

habitual gamers who have played Oiligarchy. The users’ feedback shows how the players 

are struggling to negotiate between the ambiguous reward and punishment system and the 

conventions they learned from traditional strategy/business games. Many players posted 

successful tips for reaching the dystopian scenario with the most money, others proposed 

counter-strategies about how to get to the happy ending. Some people argued that the best 

way to “beat” the game is to avoid any imperialist activities, while others suggested 

building as many human burning plants as possible. In conclusion, the kind of disorienta-

tion created in Oiligarchy leads players to ask many open, moral questions; this outcome 

is the biggest accomplishment of the game. 
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Figure 15 – Oiligarchy. Alaska scenario: oil platform and seismic exploration. 

 
 

Figure 16 – Oiligarchy. Democracy minigame: the player feed the racing robots with money. 

 

Figure 17 – Oiligarchy. Washington: demonstration in front of the congress and secret operation bunker. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

In this paper I tried to define modes of intervention that artists or activists can use 

to confront the video game universe. In my view, the role of the “critical game designer” 

is to juxtapose alternative views and alternative models to mainstream products in order 

to highlight their biases. Proposing overtly politicized games is not just an attempt to pur-

sue a specific communication agenda, but also, and more importantly, a proactive form of 

new media literacy. Demystifying the supposed political neutrality of off-the-shelves 

games is as important as spreading alternative messages. Games can be powerful repre-

sentational media as they can visualize forces in action and complex webs of interdepen-

dency, but we need a multiplication of models - 10, 100, 1000 different kinds of SimCity 

- to describe what is removed in the everyday monologue of capital. We need broken sys-

tems and unplayable games to describe our dysfunctional institutions. And, above all, we 

need games that can work as imaginative devices: maps for territories that don’t exist yet, 

dynamic visions of future, playable utopias. 
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APPENDIX A: License 

 

This work is released under a Creative Commons License Attribution 

Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 United States. 

 

License 

THE WORK (AS DEFINED BELOW) IS PROVIDED UNDER THE TERMS 

OF THIS CREATIVE COMMONS PUBLIC LICENSE ("CCPL" OR "LICENSE"). 

THE WORK IS PROTECTED BY COPYRIGHT AND/OR OTHER APPLICABLE 

LAW. ANY USE OF THE WORK OTHER THAN AS AUTHORIZED UNDER THIS 

LICENSE OR COPYRIGHT LAW IS PROHIBITED. 

BY EXERCISING ANY RIGHTS TO THE WORK PROVIDED HERE, YOU ACCEPT 

AND AGREE TO BE BOUND BY THE TERMS OF THIS LICENSE. TO THE EX-

TENT THIS LICENSE MAY BE CONSIDERED TO BE A CONTRACT, THE LICEN-

SOR GRANTS YOU THE RIGHTS CONTAINED HERE IN CONSIDERATION OF 

YOUR ACCEPTANCE OF SUCH TERMS AND CONDITIONS. 

1. Definitions 

a. "Collective Work" means a work, such as a periodical issue, anthology or ency-

clopedia, in which the Work in its entirety in unmodified form, along with one or 

more other contributions, constituting separate and independent works in them-

selves, are assembled into a collective whole. A work that constitutes a Collective 

Work will not be considered a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the pur-

poses of this License. 

b. "Derivative Work" means a work based upon the Work or upon the Work and 

other pre-existing works, such as a translation, musical arrangement, dramatiza-
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tion, fictionalization, motion picture version, sound recording, art reproduction, 

abridgment, condensation, or any other form in which the Work may be recast, 

transformed, or adapted, except that a work that constitutes a Collective Work 

will not be considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License. For the 

avoidance of doubt, where the Work is a musical composition or sound recording, 

the synchronization of the Work in timed-relation with a moving image ("synch-

ing") will be considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License. 

c. "Licensor" means the individual, individuals, entity or entities that offers the 

Work under the terms of this License. 

d. "Original Author" means the individual, individuals, entity or entities who cre-

ated the Work. 

e. "Work" means the copyrightable work of authorship offered under the terms of 

this License. 

f. "You" means an individual or entity exercising rights under this License who has 

not previously violated the terms of this License with respect to the Work, or who 

has received express permission from the Licensor to exercise rights under this 

License despite a previous violation. 

2. Fair Use Rights. Nothing in this license is intended to reduce, limit, or restrict any 

rights arising from fair use, first sale or other limitations on the exclusive rights of the 

copyright owner under copyright law or other applicable laws. 

3. License Grant. Subject to the terms and conditions of this License, Licensor hereby 

grants You a worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive, perpetual (for the duration of the 

applicable copyright) license to exercise the rights in the Work as stated below: 

a. to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more Collective 

Works, and to reproduce the Work as incorporated in the Collective Works; and, 
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b. to distribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform publicly, and 

perform publicly by means of a digital audio transmission the Work including as 

incorporated in Collective Works. 

The above rights may be exercised in all media and formats whether now known or here-

after devised. The above rights include the right to make such modifications as are tech-

nically necessary to exercise the rights in other media and formats, but otherwise you 

have no rights to make Derivative Works. All rights not expressly granted by Licensor 

are hereby reserved, including but not limited to the rights set forth in Sections 4(d) and 

4(e). 

4. Restrictions.The license granted in Section 3 above is expressly made subject to and 

limited by the following restrictions: 

a. You may distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally per-

form the Work only under the terms of this License, and You must include a copy 

of, or the Uniform Resource Identifier for, this License with every copy or phon-

orecord of the Work You distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or pub-

licly digitally perform. You may not offer or impose any terms on the Work that 

restrict the terms of this License or the ability of a recipient of the Work to exer-

cise the rights granted to that recipient under the terms of the License. You may 

not sublicense the Work. You must keep intact all notices that refer to this Li-

cense and to the disclaimer of warranties. When You distribute, publicly display, 

publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform the Work, You may not impose 

any technological measures on the Work that restrict the ability of a recipient of 

the Work from You to exercise the rights granted to that recipient under the terms 

of the License. This Section 4(a) applies to the Work as incorporated in a Collec-

tive Work, but this does not require the Collective Work apart from the Work it-

self to be made subject to the terms of this License. If You create a Collective 
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Work, upon notice from any Licensor You must, to the extent practicable, remove 

from the Collective Work any credit as required by Section 4(c), as requested. 

b. You may not exercise any of the rights granted to You in Section 3 above in any 

manner that is primarily intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or 

private monetary compensation. The exchange of the Work for other copyrighted 

works by means of digital file-sharing or otherwise shall not be considered to be 

intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary com-

pensation, provided there is no payment of any monetary compensation in con-

nection with the exchange of copyrighted works. 

c. If You distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform 

the Work (as defined in Section 1 above) or Collective Works (as defined in Sec-

tion 1 above), You must, unless a request has been made pursuant to Section 4(a), 

keep intact all copyright notices for the Work and provide, reasonable to the me-

dium or means You are utilizing: (i) the name of the Original Author (or pseudo-

nym, if applicable) if supplied, and/or (ii) if the Original Author and/or Licensor 

designate another party or parties (e.g. a sponsor institute, publishing entity, jour-

nal) for attribution ("Attribution Parties") in Licensor's copyright notice, terms of 

service or by other reasonable means, the name of such party or parties; the title 

of the Work if supplied; to the extent reasonably practicable, the Uniform Re-

source Identifier, if any, that Licensor specifies to be associated with the Work, 

unless such URI does not refer to the copyright notice or licensing information for 

the Work. The credit required by this Section 4(c) may be implemented in any 

reasonable manner; provided, however, that in the case of a Collective Work, at a 

minimum such credit will appear, if a credit for all contributing authors of the 

Collective Work appears, then as part of these credits and in a manner at least as 

prominent as the credits for the other contributing authors. For the avoidance of 

doubt, You may only use the credit required by this clause for the purpose of at-
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tribution in the manner set out above and, by exercising Your rights under this Li-

cense, You may not implicitly or explicitly assert or imply any connection with, 

sponsorship or endorsement by the Original Author, Licensor and/or Attribution 

Parties, as appropriate, of You or Your use of the Work, without the separate, ex-

press prior written permission of the Original Author, Licensor and/or Attribution 

Parties. 

d. For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work is a musical composition: 

i. Performance Royalties Under Blanket Licenses. Licensor reserves the 

exclusive right to collect whether individually or, in the event that Licen-

sor is a member of a performance rights society (e.g. ASCAP, BMI, 

SESAC), via that society, royalties for the public performance or public 

digital performance (e.g. webcast) of the Work if that performance is pri-

marily intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private 

monetary compensation. 

ii. Mechanical Rights and Statutory Royalties. Licensor reserves the ex-

clusive right to collect, whether individually or via a music rights agency 

or designated agent (e.g. Harry Fox Agency), royalties for any phonore-

cord You create from the Work ("cover version") and distribute, subject to 

the compulsory license created by 17 USC Section 115 of the US Copy-

right Act (or the equivalent in other jurisdictions), if Your distribution of 

such cover version is primarily intended for or directed toward commer-

cial advantage or private monetary compensation. 

e. Webcasting Rights and Statutory Royalties. For the avoidance of doubt, where 

the Work is a sound recording, Licensor reserves the exclusive right to collect, 

whether individually or via a performance-rights society (e.g. SoundExchange), 

royalties for the public digital performance (e.g. webcast) of the Work, subject to 

the compulsory license created by 17 USC Section 114 of the US Copyright Act 



 49 

(or the equivalent in other jurisdictions), if Your public digital performance is 

primarily intended for or directed toward commercial advantage or private mone-

tary compensation. 

5. Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer 

UNLESS OTHERWISE MUTUALLY AGREED TO BY THE PARTIES IN WRITING, 

LICENSOR OFFERS THE WORK AS-IS AND ONLY TO THE EXTENT OF ANY 

RIGHTS HELD IN THE LICENSED WORK BY THE LICENSOR. THE LICENSOR 

MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND CONCERN-

ING THE WORK, EXPRESS, IMPLIED, STATUTORY OR OTHERWISE, INCLUD-

ING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, WARRANTIES OF TITLE, MARKETABILITY, 

MERCHANTIBILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE, NONIN-

FRINGEMENT, OR THE ABSENCE OF LATENT OR OTHER DEFECTS, ACCU-

RACY, OR THE PRESENCE OF ABSENCE OF ERRORS, WHETHER OR NOT DIS-

COVERABLE. SOME JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW THE EXCLUSION OF 

IMPLIED WARRANTIES, SO SUCH EXCLUSION MAY NOT APPLY TO YOU. 

6. Limitation on Liability. EXCEPT TO THE EXTENT REQUIRED BY APPLICA-

BLE LAW, IN NO EVENT WILL LICENSOR BE LIABLE TO YOU ON ANY LE-

GAL THEORY FOR ANY SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE 

OR EXEMPLARY DAMAGES ARISING OUT OF THIS LICENSE OR THE USE OF 

THE WORK, EVEN IF LICENSOR HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF 

SUCH DAMAGES. 

7. Termination 

a. This License and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automatically upon 

any breach by You of the terms of this License. Individuals or entities who have 

received Collective Works (as defined in Section 1 above) from You under this 

License, however, will not have their licenses terminated provided such individu-
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als or entities remain in full compliance with those licenses. Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 

and 8 will survive any termination of this License. 

b. Subject to the above terms and conditions, the license granted here is perpetual 

(for the duration of the applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the 

above, Licensor reserves the right to release the Work under different license 

terms or to stop distributing the Work at any time; provided, however that any 

such election will not serve to withdraw this License (or any other license that has 

been, or is required to be, granted under the terms of this License), and this Li-

cense will continue in full force and effect unless terminated as stated above. 

8. Miscellaneous 

a. Each time You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work (as defined in 

Section 1 above) or a Collective Work (as defined in Section 1 above), the Licen-

sor offers to the recipient a license to the Work on the same terms and conditions 

as the license granted to You under this License. 

b. If any provision of this License is invalid or unenforceable under applicable law, 

it shall not affect the validity or enforceability of the remainder of the terms of 

this License, and without further action by the parties to this agreement, such pro-

vision shall be reformed to the minimum extent necessary to make such provision 

valid and enforceable. 

c. No term or provision of this License shall be deemed waived and no breach con-

sented to unless such waiver or consent shall be in writing and signed by the party 

to be charged with such waiver or consent. 

d. This License constitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to 

the Work licensed here. There are no understandings, agreements or representa-

tions with respect to the Work not specified here. Licensor shall not be bound by 

any additional provisions that may appear in any communication from You. This 
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License may not be modified without the mutual written agreement of the Licen-

sor and You. 
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