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INTRODUCTION

Although it may be claimed that games always have been political, recent years have
seen a tendency in which videogames and game culture have become an arena for
political topics in new and more pervasive ways. Today we see that games are
increasingly involving topics that reflect or comment on the political social reality
(Mortensen & Jorgensen 2020); there is a rising awareness among game enthusiasts
and professionals that game culture is an environment contested by different ideologies
and values (Maloney et al 2019); and there is also the tendency among players and
streamers to use rhetorics that integrate the playful and political (Hokka 2021). While
the political orientation of games has led many players to argue against the presence of
politics in games (Pfister 2018) based in the idea that games should only serve to
entertain and not attempt to provoke reflection or to communicate an opinion, game
developers have often responded to this in a defensive way by insisting that their games
are not to be considered as political as long as they do not deal with the realities of
contemporary political situations (Ruch 2021).

AIM AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Based in the observation above, this paper investigates ludo-political mergers in game
culture: areas in which the playful and ludic aspects of games and game culture interact
with political ideologies, values, attitudes, and topics. The idea of Iudo-political
mergers rests on the following understandings of ludic and political: While the ludic
often refers to that which concerns games, in this paper we are more broadly referring
also to play and the playful. Based on the knowledge that play is ambiguous and
dependent on situation (Schechner 2013), the understanding of play in the paper is
founded in the idea that it involves a form of meta-communication (Bateson 1972) that
may frame an expression and thus alter its original and literal meaning (Goffman 1974).
Further, the concept of politics used in this paper is based on a broad understanding
from political philosophy. Rather than understanding politics as limited to issues
concerning political processes or relating to that which concerns the state, this paper
includes as political issues that concern a contest or a conflict relating to the distribution
of values, resources, and power (Laswell 1936; Mitchell 1985). Thus, in this paper, the
political concerns how political tendencies in society find their way into games and
game culture, and the potential impact that this has on the way players negotiate the
values and ideologies of game culture.
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The paper will discuss two main forms of ludo-political mergers, which can be
understood in terms of tendencies or social processes in which play and politics merge
in game culture. Following game studies research games designed to provoke
reflection, such as persuasive games (Bogost 2007), ethical games (Sicart 2013), and
transgressive games (Mortensen & Jergensen 2020), the first tendency identified is
what I call political play, which is the situation that ideology and politics has become
subject to play, games, and playfulness. Political play thus concerns the insertion of
political issues into games and playful settings, and we see political play not only in
games that are designed to present political issues, but also in critical readings and
political interpretations of certain games. Political play is often contested by those
arguing that games should be apolitical, but appreciated by those who find the
integration between politics and gameplay meaningful (Mortensen & Jorgensen 2020).

Reflecting research on how the playful context of games can cushion potentially
offensive or politically loaded messages (Mortensen & Jorgensen 2020; Schulzke
2020) and research on how politically oriented groups use game culture as a recruitment
arena (Condis 2019), the second tendency to be discussed is the emergence of what I
call playful politics, which is the merger between playful and political rhetorics. Playful
politics is typically performed in order to frame or mask political opinions as play. This
is the tactics performed by the alt-right and right-wing groups when they mask their
intentions to gain a foothold in game culture and other parts of online culture (Bjerkelo
2020; Condis 2019). Playfulness is here utilized as a rhetoric for political persuasion
and is contingent upon the existence of people or groups who view game culture as a
potential audience for their message. This tactic may also be used as for masking
harassment and toxicity.

METHODS

While we must expect both tendencies to thrive not only in game culture but in internet
culture more broadly, I postulate that the implications of the two ludo-politic tendencies
are radically distinct. While political play is embedded in games and game discourses,
playful politics is a subversive strategy that indicates that the ludic is exploited for a
purpose other than play, even though it can well be used by insiders of game culture.
To investigate the dynamics of ludo-political mergers, it is essential that we understand
how players themselves experience this. Thus, I will adopt a phenomenological
perspective as adopted from ethnography, focusing on player emotion and
interpretations (Ram & Houston 2015; Smith et al 2009). The existing research
referenced above will for this reason be further contextualized through analyses of
qualitative data from forum studies and research interviews with players. The focus of
the qualitative studies is to gain insight into player experiences with games as a
potentially political medium; how they respond to political content in games, and the
degree to which they find that videogames as a playful medium can take the edge out
of otherwise political contentious topics.
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