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INTRODUCTION

This study takes the alternative history video game 1988 as the locus, probes into how
video game works as an crucial yet overlooked agent in digital activism in the context of
post-Umbrella-Movement Hong Kong.

Once an international media spectacle, Hong Kong’s Umbrella Movement in late 2014 is
now crystalized as a crucial moment in the city’s turbulent pursuit to democracy and
political liberty. The movement, while witnessing a new generation of disobedient
citizens pouring to street occupation, also instilled an overwhelming sense of failure
among its participants without so much as an official statement from the

Chinese government. Worse yet, Hong Kong’s political situation keeps exacerbating in
multiple frontiers ever since, which contradicted the initial faith in the movement to bring
about tangible change.

Avid participants made efforts to learn from the failure and become able to project onto a
future where political actions could make (or preserve) a Hong Kong that they want.
Among them, Cheng Lap (¥f37), an independent game designer slash a vocal political
activist, developed a couple of “alternative history” games, and distributed them on
Internet as a political action. These games boldly envisage a Hong Kong independent
from China’s regime through overt struggle with hegemonic power. Considering the
current political climate in Hong Kong, where anything relevant to autonomy, liberty, and
independence would be interpreted as separatist violence, producing such a game is
inherently an dissident act.

This study selects his 2015 production 1988 (Jtf# & H) as the research subject.
Marketed as “the most local video game” and based on “our collective memory”, 1988
generated an alternative history starting from 10 years prior to Hong Kong’s handover to
China. With hindsight of current political dilemma, Cheng believes the cause of the
problem lies in Hong Kong’s golden age, and 1988 is the last opportunity to rewrite
history. In this mixture of AVG and visual novel, player assumes the role a female
teenage immigrant from Mainland China, who would meet various Hong Kong cultural,
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social and political figures (real and fictional) as her friends, teachers and enemies. All
together these characters could change Hong Kong’s future (present in reality) through
countless street fights and life choices, beating the hegemonic power that is the
collaboration of Chinese Communist Party and Hong Kong real estate tycoons.

Since its inception, 1988 was made to be “more than a game”, but also a constructive
cultural agent enabling players to understand the forgotten history of contemporary Hong
Kong and contemplate on how to change current situation. Not only the story, the
character and the promos in the game is infused with political symbols, the production
and reception of 1988 is also imbued with collective political rapport, which is most
apparent to see in the online interaction among the producers and players of 1988 on
social media.

Following game scholar DeKoven’s (1978) starting point, I regard 1988 as both an
cultural artifact and social community of engaged players. Therefore, this study explores
two layers of “Hong Kongness” brought by 1988. The first one is the good old yet
fictional Hong Kong constructed in the game with abundant visual and linguistic
elements; the second is the online community built around 1988, where players and
designers enthusiastically construct a should-be Hong Kong, and where playing 1988
itself is recognized as a progressive political act of being real Hong Kongers.

Methodologically, this study first takes a close reading of the game world in 1988,
including the textual and visual contents of the game and their references, the texture and
the style and the level design, etc. Then, I'd like to combine my own gameplay
experience as Hong Kong resident with a mainland China background together with
Hong Kong youtuber’s broadcasted gameplays, to explore the strategies, motives and
actions 1988 enables its players to take. And a discourse analysis of social discourses
generated around 1988, sources including 1988 Facebook page and the discussion session
of the official 1988 website, both are constantly updated by users with heated discussion
of political affairs. Last but not least, the linkage between the game world and the social
community is analyzed, for instance, I look into how the Cheng Lap and his team update
the game with suggestion and even resources contributed by players.

Through the above analysis the text and context in and beyond 1988, this study examines
how, by simulating and reconstructing history, 1988 actively builds and disseminates an
identity myth, Hong Kong local, as a emerging nationality in a highly politicized society.

In a young-generation-led social movement such as Umbrella and its successors, digital
activism becomes a common mean to beak into established discourse, generates
previously overlooked power. Playfulness, creativity and avid political action are brewed
together, hence competent to deliver the message in the private sphere. In the case of
1988, video game, and alternative history genre in particular, creatively captured a
complex emotion and anxiety of Hong Kongers’ projection onto the past, the present and
the future. The game both commentates on the social turbulence players experience in
everyday life and becomes a part of that turbulence.
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