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[Subtitle]More than a Game[/Subtitle]
[Author name]Nick Robinson[/Author name]

[abstract]

This article demonstrates the significance of military videogames, exploring the changes in
representations (how war is depicted) and production processes (the links between the military and
videogames industries) that have occurred fromthe 1990s to the present. It argues that representations
have moved from a focus on the 9/11 wars to one based on depicting conflicts set in the past and/or
future, so depoliticising popular culture. In terms of production, there have been corresponding changes,
with a loosening of the historic links between the military and videogames industry.

[/abstract]

At first glance, videogames may appear to be trivial playthings — just for teenagers or children.!
Yet as this article shows, they have significant— and increasing — political, cultural and military
implications. Their impact and importance operate at two key levels: first, in terms of direct use
for and by the military; and second, as part of a wider popular culture that shapes perceptions
of conflictand increases understanding of and support for military engagements.

Throughout the 20" and 21t centuries, the relationship between the between the
popular cultural industries and the military has been central, whether supporting military action
or strongly critiquing it as witnessed, perhaps most clearly, in the contrasting depictions in film
of the Second World War and the Vietnam War. Since the 9/11 attacks, military videogames
have become a dominant way in which the public ‘experiences’ warfare.

Crucially, however, this article identifies a key shiftin the focus of videogame
representations over that period from centring on the 9/11-infused wars to a focus on the
depiction of conflicts set in the past and/or future. The article argues that the rising perception
that the West has become embroiled in a number of intractable and unwinnable conflicts has
resulted in a growing sense that it is increasing difficult to produce entertainment centred on

contemporary war. Real-world events are therefore integral to these temporal shifts in military



videogame representations from contemporary 9/11-based scenarios to either a fantasy future
where victory is possible, or to the First and Second World Wars in which victory is assured.
This article offers a comprehensive discussion of the existing literature demonstrating its failure
to account for these shifts.In doing so, the article examines the wider significance of military
videogames in terms of production, the changing nature of the representations they offer, and
the consequences of those changing representations for both the military and public as
captured through the consumption of military videogames. They are much ‘more than a game,
as this article demonstrates.

The primary focus is on military shooter games such as the Cal/l of Duty (2003—present)
series and Battlefield (2002—present) series. These are the dominant genre in the war
videogame field, their releases frequently supported by significant marketing budgets and
crucial to their publishers’ commercial sustainability. The combined sales of such titles
approximate 40-50 million copies per annum. The games include first-person shooter games
which situate the player as a serving member of the US (or an allied) military (for example, the
Call of Duty series), and what Roger Stahl terms ‘insurgent hunting games’ which locate the
player as a member of a secret national security team charged with neutralising terrorist
threats and which tend to be played from a third-person perspective (for example, the

Rainbow Six series).?

[H1] A History of Military Videogames

Videogames have been directly used by the military for decades for simulation and training.?
Since the 1991 Gulf War, militaries worldwide have increasingly recognised the effectiveness of
game-based simulations to replicate the interfaces used in modern war systems, to offer

realistic approximations of conflict and to enhance combat readiness.* To this end, the global



market for military simulations and computer-based training was projected to reach $10.8
billion in 2018, totalling $128.5 billion in the period 2018-28.> While not on the same scale, all
modern militaries make extensive use of videogame-based simulations, with, for example, the
UK, Australian and US militaries among over 50 defence organisations using the game Virtua/
Battle Space as part of a portfolio of training tools.®

Videogames have also been used by the military for recruitment. Most famously, the US
Army developed the game America’s Army — first released in 2002 — which has since been
played by 15 million players.” The game has had a significantimpact: ‘According to military
research as of May 2003, the game ranked fourth among things creating “favorable awareness”
of the Army, behind the war in Irag, homeland security, and tensions with North Korea. Some
40 percent of enlistees in 2005 had previously played the game” and 30% of Americans aged
between 16 and 24 said 'some of what they know about the Army comes from the game'?

Beyond these formal military roles, videogames can be seen as part of the wider
popular culture (which also includes film and music) that has been used during times of
conflict to mobilise public support for the troops.!® Consider, for example, the role of popular
entertainers such as Dame Vera Lynn and Bob Hope during the Second World War, or the
importance of films such as 7he Green Berets (1968) which was co-produced with the US
military to promote the Vietnam War effort.!! In the contemporary period, the potential
contribution of popular culture to mobilise public support is ever greater, as fewer members of
the public have direct experience of war and/or soldiering. Media reports, popular culture and
social media thus become primary mechanisms through which the public ‘'understands’ and
‘'experiences’ military conflict.!2 And following the onset of the war on terror, military
videogames have replaced film as the primary means through which popular culture represents

war and conflict, marking a significant shift.* This follows from a series of previous transitions:



from the Second World War to the 9/11 attacks, film and music were key;** prior to this, for
example in relation to the First World War, poetry and novels were central.®

The shift is also one of huge commercial scale: the best-selling Cal/l of Duty series has
combined sales of 300 million copies with total revenues of over $17 billion as of May 2019.16
As Roger Stahl identifies, this is not an isolated case: ‘September 11, 2001 and the ensuing
wars in Afghanistanand Iraq ushered in a boom in sales of war-themed videogames for the

commercial market'l”

[H2] Production and the Military—Entertainment Complex

Historically the links between the videogames industry and the military have been extensive.
Indeed, the term the ‘military—entertainment complex’ is frequently used to describe the
symbiotic link between the military and entertainment industries in which war and popular
culture are fused to make entertainment media across a wide-spectrum including videogames,
Hollywood films, and rock and pop videos.!® Tanner Mirrlees, for example, explains how the
military were involved in the production of the Transformers film franchise (2007-) by allowing
access to military bases and installations, supplying military expertise, personnel and training,
and allowing use of military weaponry and equipment. He argues that the military’s motivation
for so doing centres on ensuring that it is shown with positive, heroic qualities, thus helping to
build public support for the military and boosting recruitment.?® Collaboration between the
military and videogames industry are similarly motivated, with this author, for example,
showing how the developers of the games Medal of Honor(2010) and Medal of Honor
Warfighter (2012) made extensive use of former and active US Special Forces and collaborated
with military weapons and equipment manufacturers in order to deliver a ‘positive’ and

‘authentic’ experience to the player.?



These ties are deep-rooted. In the videogame sector, the links with the military date
back to the 1980s. While military technology (for example in terms of computer hardware and
graphics chips) initially underpinned the development of the videogame industry,?! the military
had a negligible role in a title's concept and development. However, by the mid-1990s, the
situation had changed; the military was commissioning adaptations of commercial videogames
such as helicopter simulators (such as Apache) and military combat games (such as Doom) for
military use.??

The military has also explicitly produced military videogames for recruitment. Most
prominently, as highlighted above, the US Department of Defense developed and launched the
game America’s Army in 2002. Now in its fourth version, its first 10 years (2000-09) cost $32.8
million in nominal terms in development and running costs,?®* and as of July 2017 the game
has been played by 15 million people for over 278 million total hours.?* While other countries’
militaries, such as that of the UK, have not made similar investments, the use of ‘gamification’
in recruitment has also been used — as shown, for example, in the 2009 ‘Start Thinking Soldier’
campaign in which viewers were asked ‘what would you do?’ with links provided to an
associated website which contained interactive, decision-making based videogames.?

Videogame-based recruitment and branding are, however, not limited to state-based
militaries; they have also been used by violent non-state actors and terrorists. For example, the
private military and security company Blackwater (now Academi) acted as consultantin the
production of the commercial game Blackwaterin 2011, and Hizbullah’s media wing released
the games Special Force (2003) and Special Force 2 (2007) in order to aid recruitment and
convey Hizbullah's ‘'values, concepts and ideas’.?® These are not isolated cases, with Al-Qa’'ida
and Daesh (also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, ISIS), while not formally

developing videogames, also making extensive use of videogame-based imagery in their



appeals to would-be terrorist recruits, for example through development of social media

memes which reference the Call of Dutyand the Grand Theft Auto series.?’

[H1] Post 9/11 Representation

Following the 9/11 attacks, there was a growing desire from players in the West to play games
set in scenarios influenced by the War on Terror — research conducted by a leading
videogames developer in April 2003 (in the midst of the US-led invasion of Iraq) demonstrated
that a 9/11-based wargame would be ‘very popular.?® The booming sales of war-themed
videogames from this point on demonstrated that this was not an isolated or unjustified
finding.

Yet to see these as consistent trends worldwide would be a mistake. The political
economy of production, distribution, circulation and consumption of military videogames
reveals that overwhelmingly these are Western-made games, distributed by Western
companies and played by Western players. While PC gaming is more ubiquitous (for example,
World of Tanks, made by the Belarusian developer Wargaming, has 140 million registered
accounts and was initially released in Russia and China), console military videogaming — for
example, on Xbox and PlayStation platforms — is heavily Western-centric. The Cal// of Duty
series, for example, has been developed primarily by three development studios (Treyarch,
Infinity Ward and Sledgehammer Games) and published by Activision, all of which are based in
the US. Nearly 97% of total sales of this series are on consoles with sales of 138.84 million
sales in North America, 90.92 million in Europe, 32.54 million in the rest of the world and 4.5
million in Japan.?® Thus more than 86% of total sales are in Europe and North America:

‘Western voices' are producing games about war which are overwhelmingly speaking to



Western players. Exposure to the representations outlined below is thus highly contingent,
given this uneven engagement with military videogames worldwide.

The proliferation of military videogames in the West has resulted in a corresponding
growth in scholarship, with much of the literature emphasising the ways in which these games
were profoundly shaped by 9/11.3° Initially this was indeed the case. However, as this article
shows below, more recent releases have increasingly vacated contemporary conflict, and
instead focused on past or future wars — this is a change which much of the recent literature
fails to account for or acknowledge.

Much of the literature argues that Western-made military videogames are seen as
providing players with a clear demarcation between the virtuous West and despotic irrational
enemies, who are generally drawn from either George W Bush's ‘axis of evil' — for example,
Homefront (North Korea) and Battlefield 3 (Iran and Iraq) — or from within the ongoing legacy
of Cold War imaginaries — for example, the Call of Duty Modern Warfare series (Russian
ultranationalists and unnamed Middle Eastern state)®, Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon. Future
Soldier (Russia) and Battlefield 4 (China). Conflict is repeatedly framed as taking place between
a virtuous West (portrayed as the victim of an unprovoked attack) and enemies who are
beyond the boundaries of reason or diplomacy, thus forcing the West to use overwhelming yet
always ‘legitimate’ military force — the message reflecting wider political discourses that war is
ever present and that the War on Terror can only be won militarily.3? Military videogames thus
offer what Vit Sislerterms an ‘orientalist’ framing in which the player is cast in the role of an
American or Western soldier.3? Invariably these soldiers are ‘'humanized and individualized by
their nicknames or specific visual characteristics’ - in contrast to an enemy who is ‘collectivized
and linguistically functionalized as “various terrorist groups”, “militants” and “insurgents™. This
demarcation is reinforced through the depiction of the West as moral, professional and

courageous, while the non-Western enemy is depicted as immoral, unprofessional, and



cowardly through its attacks on civilians, indiscriminate violence and failure to respect the rules
of engagement. The representations thus match the Manichean simplicity offered within Bush'’s
War on Terror, clearly distinguishing a virtuous West from the barbaric non-Western other.3*
Underpinning these clear distinctions, and integral to the development of many post-
9/11 games, is the developers’ aim of offering representations that look, sound and feel
authentic and that give players an experience of either 'real conflicts’ or plausible scenarios set
in the present day. * Reflective of the military—entertainment complex, collaboration with
military experts is extensive to render realistic-looking environments and weapons, with physics
systems that reflect real-world ballistics and environmental destruction, and sound that
authentically captures battlefield chatter and recreates real weapon systems. Furthermore,
military videogames lay claim to authenticity through links to serving military personnel and
advisers (such as members of special forces) who help frame their stories and narratives, as the

then executive producer of the game Medal of Honor Warfighter(2012) makes clear:

This story in this game is actually written by the Tier 1 operators while they were
deployed overseas. We had about a dozen on the last game [Medal of HononA helping
us craft that narrative, in this game we have got twice that many . . . everything from
the dialogue to the chatter to the environments to the character — the best traits of all

the guys are all infused into this product.®

There is, however, a striking difference between a military videogame'’s ‘ability to render
photorealistic graphics and surround sound with broader notions of experiential realism’3’
Scholars have strongly critiqued the failure of both commercial military videogames and
recruitment-based games such as America’s Army to accurately represent the demands of real

war-fighting alongside a failure to reflect the ‘unpleasant aspects of warfare such as the killing



of civilians and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), while celebrating more palatable
elements like spectacular explosions, battlefield tactics, and recreations of historical firefights'.3®
For critics, therefore, there is a stark difference between making a game appear realisticin
terms of visual fidelity, and offering a realistic representation of war given the inevitable

horrors of the battlefield.?®

[H2]Consequences of Representations

Following the 1991 Gulf War, conflict has been increasingly presented to the public in highly
visual terms as a form of spectacle through rolling 24-hour news coverage and war-related
popular culture, contributing to what Stahl terms the growth of Militainment that is, the
increasing framing of the military and war as entertainment.*® He argues that war reporting
increasingly began to resemble sports coverage, alternating between news anchorand
highlights, using specific scenes for ‘'slow motion instant replay’, while ‘military experts
provided color commentary'#

The consequences of this increasing portrayal of war as entertainment — a shift to which
rising sales of military videogames contribute — may suggest a move towards an increasingly
soporific citizenry which becomes progressively disengaged, no longer questioning ‘why we
fight and instead losing ‘itself in the fact that we fight ** Reflecting this view, there remains an
overwhelming assumption within the literature of an acquiescent citizenry, with the playing of
military games seen as implicitly demonstrating support for war and the messages within
military videogames engendering support for the military and military action more generally.
Yet citizens are in fact seen to demonstrate a variety of responses — from the 'distraction,

bedazzlement and voyeurism’ of the soporific ‘citizen spectator’ in Stahl's terms to being



positively mobilised to actively support military action (a 'virtual citizen soldier’ engaging in
‘interactive war’ as Stahl puts it).*3

Indeed, it is important to remember that the publicis not necessarily passively receiving
media imagery — it is not ‘absorbent sponges’, according to Colin McInnes — but remains
capable of independent thought and judgement.** While there is currently a lack of research
exploring the links between public attitudes and the consumption of military games, a study in
2013 by Ruth Festl, Michael Scharkow and Thorsten Quandt that explored the relationship
between support for the military among both gamers and non-gamers reaffirms Mclnnes's
views, finding no positive correlation between gaming and support for the military, even
among those who were heavy players of military videogames.*> A more recent study by Toby
Hopp, Scott Parrott and Yuan Wang published in 2018 broadly supports this earlier work, albeit
with some findings which suggest that players of military videogames were more likely to
support violent acts against others and see them as ‘worthy, just, necessary, or inconsequential’
(what they term ‘'moral disengagement’).%

Furthermore, the desire to make ‘authentic’ games has resulted in some controversy
and critical reaction, from gamers and non-gamers alike.*” Perhaps most infamously, the
release of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (2009) with its ‘airport massacre’ sequence resulted
in debate in the UK House of Commons in relation to videogame related violence;*® while cuts
were made in Russian to the content of the game* Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Wildlands
(released in 2017) was also involved in controversy; the Bolivian government filed a formal
complaint to the French embassy in relation to the depiction of Bolivia as being over-run by
narco-terrorists.>® Medal of Honor(2010), set in the contemporary War in Afghanistan, also
provoked considerable oppositionin the UK and the US. Objections centred on the multiplayer
mode in which it was originally envisaged that players would be able to play as either

American forces or the Taliban.In particular, the then UK Defence Secretary Liam Fox called for



the game to be banned, stating that he was ‘disgusted’ by it — his intervention being framed in
terms of players being able to kill British soldiers, even though they were not represented in
the game.>t In the US, some retailers proposed banning the game>? and there was extensive
criticism from the families of US military personnel, with the developers ultimately backing
down and renaming the Taliban as Opposing Force (Op-For).>

In terms of players, there have also been important examples of opposition and
resistance targeted at military videogames: whether through protests within military game
spaces (for example, Joseph Delappe’s activities in America’s Army under the moniker
‘DeadInlraqg’ in which he logged onto the servers of the game once a day and typed in the
names of American service personnel killed in action);>* modifications to existing games to
protest against war (such as the modification ‘Velvet Strike’ which alters the online shooter
Counter Strike allowing players to spray peace symbols within the game); or through the
development of videogames — both commercial and activist made games — which explicitly set
out to critique war.> In part, these actions reflect ethical questions about the depiction of war
within military videogames, with, for example, the Red Cross criticising the portrayal of war in
military games for failing to reflect the rules of military engagement and failing to portray
civilian casualties, so presenting war as ‘clean’ and without collateral damage.*®

Perhaps most significantly, in terms of demonstrating the critical faculties and agency of
gamers, there was widespread opposition to what was deemed to be ‘excessive militarism’
within the promotional campaign for the game Medal of Honor Warfighter(2012). The
developer produced a series of advertisements which announced official partnerships with
weapons and military equipment companies, with the developer's website containing click-
through links in the US to partner websites so enabling the purchase of semi-automatic
weapons and sniper rifles alongside a licensed tomahawk axe.>” The response of the

videogaming community was extremely hostile, emphasising the inappropriateness of such



formal links between the games industry and weapons manufacturers.>® This controversy had
an important legacy: since then, there has been far less emphasis on the explicit celebration of

formal links between military videogames and weapons companies.

[H1] Contemporary Representations: Vacating the Post-9/11 Imaginary
Following these controversies, sparked by engagement with contemporary conflicts and
battlefields, there have been significant shiftsin recent years away from making games which
are influenced by the War on Terror. These shifts — which the existing literature fails to
acknowledge, analyse or account for — serve to close off spaces for popular culture to explicitly
engage with contemporary war — with important implications, as this article shows below in the
discussion of why this has happened, and why it matters.>

First, the two key military shooter franchises (Battlefield and Call of Duty) have both
turned to the past with recent releases that have focused on the First and Second World Wars.
Battlefield 1 (2016; total sales: 12.39 million) is set in the First World War; and Cal/ of Duty:
WW2 (2017, total sales: 19.72 million) and Battlefield 5 (2018; total sales: 7.3 million) are set in
the Second World War.®

Second, a number of games have been released that are set in the future and/or near
future with quite different enemies to those games set in the present or past. For example, Ca//
of Duty: Black Ops Ill (set in the period 2065-70; total sales: 26.69 million) offers enemies
which are a combination of a terrorist faction from Singapore alongside a state-based
supranational military entity (the Nile River Faction) which combines forces from Ethiopia,
Sudan, South Sudan, Kenya and Uganda. Similarly, Ca/l of Duty Ghosts (setin 2027; total sales:

28.8 million) pits the player against a collaboration of South American countries (the



Federation), albeit under the leadership of a former senior US Special Forces operative who
was captured and brainwashed by the Federation in 2015.

Third, there has been the growth of videogames based in contemporary settings but
sitting outside the frame of the War on Terror. These ‘domestic insurgency games’ usually cast
the player in the role of either a secret national security team neutralising domestic terrorist
threats or as a highly militarised police officer involved in a ‘war' against drugs cartels or
organised gangs. These games thus reduce complex social problems such as the ‘war on drugs’
to conflict with finite networks of actors who can be successfully eliminated by the player. 7Tom
Clancy’s Ghost Recon Wildlands (total sales: 4.77 million),®* for example, plays out in a setting
in which a Mexican drugs cartel has invaded neighbouring Bolivia and destabilised the region
due to the presence of its criminal activity and drug dealing. The game places the player in the
role of a member of US Special Forces (Ghosts) charged with destroying the cartel and
providing military assistance to local rebel groups who are fighting the same organisation.In
such games, while nominally bound by the rule of law, the player — as in military combat
games — relies on a shoot-and-destroy mechanic for success. The games thus promote a highly
problematic assumption that complex social and political problems such as the war on drugs
or domestic insecurity can be solved militarily.

Cumulatively, these moves have served to change the nature of the enemies depicted in
many contemporary videogames, moving beyond the axis of evil and Cold War enemies. They
change the setting from conventional wars between states to wars against non-state actors
such as terrorists and drug cartels, and promote the view that war is ubiquitous and
everywhere. The key shift, however, enabled by the change in temporal frames, is one from the
War on Terror — which cannot be won — either to a fantasy future where victory is possible, or

to past wars - First and Second World Wars - which have always and already been won.



These changes in representational focus have important implications for production and
have been reflected in changes to key aspects of the military—entertainment complex set out
above. While, post-9/11 military videogames, such as Medal of Honor (discussed above), made
extensive use of military consultants and actively emphasised the central role that the links to
the military had in the game developer's ability to deliver an authentic experience to the
gamer, in contrast, the development of historically focused games such as Battlefield I (set in
the First World War) or Call of Duty WWIT have relied instead on active collaboration with
military historians. Ca/l of Duty WWII, for example, was developed with the involvement of
historian Martin K A Morgan who accompanied the developers on field trips to battlefield sites
in Europe as senior members of the development team sought to develop an affective
experience of the battlefield.®? This change is important as it suggests a weakening of the
central role of the military—entertainment complex to the production of military videogames.

In the case of future-focused games there have also been important, albeit less
pronounced, changes to the nature of the military-entertainment complex. Given the future
setting and hence speculative nature of games such as Cal/l of Duty Black Ops I (which is set in
two time periods — 1987-89 and 2025) and Ca/l of Duty Black Ops Il (set in 2065), they involve
the player using military technologies and weapons systems which have not yet been
developed and are based on conflict settings which are more fantastical in nature. The
developers of such games have thus turned to work with military futurists and academic
experts on future war, marking an important shiftin the nature of their links with the military.**
The military—entertainment complex has been further solidified as some videogame developers
have become active as consultants to policymakers and think tanks on the basis of their
capacity to imagine plausible future war scenarios. For example, Dave Anthony (writer and
producer on Call of Duty Black Ops, Call of Duty Black Ops I and Call of Duty Black Ops IJ)

has worked as a fellow of the Atlantic Council and as an adviser to US military strategists.®*In



the case of future-centred wargames, therefore, what has increasingly emerged is a pattern
which began to develop in the aftermath of 9/11 with the military and entertainment sectors
collaborating to prepare for future war based on the creative impetus of the filmand
videogames industry. For example, research on the Institute for Creative Technologies
(established in 1999) has emphasised the way in which US universities, the military and
entertainment sectors formally work together in what Michael J Shapiro has termed ‘the
tertiary spatialization of terrorism’> Overall, therefore, the changes in representations identified
here have been matched by important changes to the nature of the links between the military
and videogames developers which are integral to the history of the medium, with the existing

literature failing to adequately account for either.

[H2] Beyond 9/11: Why has this happened?
There are three important and inter-related explanations as to why such changes in
representation have occurred.

The shift could simply reflect cyclical and commercially driven shifts in the industry
based around ‘fatigue’, namely the perception that players have reached saturation with 9/11-
based games and so seek new experiences, either set in the past or future. Such an
explanation links to marketing considerations and would emphasise falling sales of
contemporary 9/11 wargames.®® The proliferation of Second World War-themed games would
thus reflect a cyclical return to earlier periods of military game development — the period
between the late 1990s and early 2000s when Second World War-themed games were
particularly commercially successful. Similarly, the growth of future war settings can be seen as
offering endless possible scenarios which are engaging to players. Yet this article argues that

an emphasis on exc/usivelycommercial considerations fails to link these shifts to their



geopolitical parallels. The shifts within the industry instead reflect a wider sense of war fatigue,
a search for nostalgia and the problems with making videogame representations of intractable
conflicts.®’

The development of military games set in the past can thus instead be linked to the
growth of nostalgia for past glories and certainties.®® Unlike the War on Terror, which has
uncertain outcomes, both the First World War and the Second World War offer scenarios that
Western audiences know they can win, and know that they did win: there is thus a certain
outcome. Military videogames present both the First and Second World Wars similarly, with no
account taken of the work of military historians who present the First World War as less ‘clear
cut’, for example, in terms of military casualties from trench warfare and the relatively limited
effectiveness of military leadership compared with the Second World War.®® Furthermore, such
historical games offer settings in which there is a clear demarcation between allies (friends) and
enemies with little contestation about right and wrong. The past offers up playable scenarios
with clear enemies and clear ends.

These games therefore illustrate a sharp contrast with military videogames set in the
9/11-infused present, which must confront the political reality that contemporary conflicts are
increasingly seen as intractable. The West is not winning the contemporary War on Terror —
indeed this war has been increasingly and painfully acknowledged to be unwinnable, certainly
when compared with the First and Second World Wars.”® In terms of the broader public
understanding and political framing of present war, therefore, its framing in Manichean terms
as a heroic struggle between good and evil is increasingly difficult, and the optimism of
winning the war has dissipated. At the same time, a focus on military strategy is no longer
seen as the solution to ‘winning’ the War on Terror, with policymakers, the media and public
increasingly acknowledging that networked terror, for example, cannot be eliminated militarily.

The implications for the players and producers of military videogames alike are profound,



posing the question: how do you provide entertainment about an intractable unwinnable

conflict? The answer appears to be that you cannot, and do not.

[H2] Why Does it Matter?
So why does this matter? And how do these changes in focus serve to simultaneously
depoliticise and re-politicise popular culture?

If military games have a role — as with all other elements of popular culture —in
shaping public attitudes, the absence of videogames and popular culture (more generally)
which explicitly engage with scenarios from the 9/11 present may lessen support for the
military and/or conflict. If popular culture is seen as integral to building support for war among
the public— as was seen during the Second World War, for example — then its absence may
have important implications.

In addition, the shifting focus of military games away from the 9/11-infused present to
a focus on the past and future offers up important insights into shifting public values, away
from the overwhelming support for military action which immediately followed 9/11. The West
now finds itself in a period in which politicians and the public alike increasingly acknowledge
that the War on Terror cannot be ‘won’ militarily; indeed, it is increasingly impossible to know
what ‘winning” would look like. This has given rise to a growth of popular culture which vacates
the challenging present to deliver experiences which can be won: a proliferation of science
fiction, superhero films, and nostalgic films and videogames centred on the past, that in
different contexts present a variety of scenarios in which war is both virtuous and winnable.

Such nostalgia for past (or future events) — Tracy C Davis refers to the latter as ‘future
nostalgia’, in which fears of the future find solace in the certainties of the past, so contributing

to the making of shared understandings — creates powerful reference points, which also



suggests that society is not yet ready to critique and/or learn from present military problems.”
The pattern in the present is brought into striking focus when compared with the role of
popular culture in the Vietnam War. The moral certainties of US military action were ruptured
by the Vietnam War, and the US film industry moved from producing films in the early years of
the war that were centred on an optimistic narrative about winning to a much darker
perspective. As the US began to acknowledge the intractability and failure of the conflict, the
soldier was increasingly portrayed as psychologically and physically destroyed: a proxy for the
tattered social and political fabric of the US following that failure which was represented, for
example, in films such as The Deer Hunter (1978), Apocalypse Now (1979) and 7axi Driver
(1976).

To return to the present, the framing certainties of the War on Terror have long
dissipated, and Western societies are tired of their governments’ involvement in intractable and
unwinnable wars. But where the failure of the Vietham War gave rise to critique, today’s film
makers, and game developers and publishers have abandoned the popular cultural
representation of conflict set in the present and instead retreated to a nostalgic past. Films
such as Fury (2014), Darkest Hour (2017) and Dunkirk (2017) and games such as Call of Duty
WWII (2017) and Battlefield 1 (2016) reveal a hunger to return once more to the World Wars
which the West has already won and in which its position as virtuous was assured.”? This
suggests that — unlike the responses of popular culture to the final traumas of Vietnam —
neither the UK or the US have yet fully faced up to, or recognised, the scarring effects of the
present conflicts on their own polity and society. The implications are felt most acutely in the
UK and North America as they have been the principal consumers of military videogames
throughout the post 9/11 period, with most of these games made in North America. And given
that the UK and the US were the primary contributors of troops to the conflicts inIraq and

Afghanistan (prior to the shifts in relative troop balance in the recent deployments in



Afghanistan), the implications for them in terms of war fatigue are greater, not least given that
they invested more ethical and moral capital on a military solution in the aftermath of 9/11,
and have suffered greater numbers of military casualties.

So why does this matter? It is only a game after all. In answering this question, there
are four inter-related implications worthy of consideration. First, the shiftin focus retains the
commercial and cultural viability of military videogaming, keeping players engaged in virtual
war and, through that, retaining an interest and engagement in conflict. Second, it closes off
spaces for popular culture to explicitly engage with contemporary war. In so doing, this trend
towards nostalgia in military videogames simultaneously depoliticises and'repoliticises popular
culture, as contemporary war is normalised and decontextualised through a shift to
representations setin the past and future. Third, the production of both future and historic
wargames powerfully suggests that war is ever present, with the West permanently engaged in
war with fluid enemies. Finally, in shifting beyond the War on Terror towards non-military
frames, these recent representations serve to underpin arguments that non-military problems
such as the war on drugs should be resolved militarily. Overall, as Steven Poole argues, ‘the
more naturalistic videogames become in their modes of representation and modelling of real-
life phenomena, the more they will find themselves implicated in political questions, and will

need to have their ideology interrogated’.”® This article goes some way to doing precisely that.
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