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Michat Mochocki

[University of Gdarisk, Poland]

Yaraslau I. Kot

[University of Warsaw, Poland; European Humanities University, Lithuania]

Editorial:
EHGS and Ukrainian Games of War

Welcome to the inaugural issue of European Historical Game Studies (EHGS),
an open-access, peer-reviewed journal published by the Faculty of Histo-
ry at the University of Gdansk. Our mission is to publish high-quality em-
pirical and theoretical research on games across all platforms, digital and
nondigital, insofar as they engage with European histories and heritages.
In particular, we aim to provide a scholarly platform for historical game re-
search emerging from regions and countries in Europe that remain under-
represented in international Game Studies discourse.

European Historical Game Studies is interested in research on games that
represent historical settings or processes, reflect their contemporary histor-
ical moment, explore alternate or counterfactual histories, or draw on Eu-
ropean cultural heritage, including legends and mythologies. The journal
is interdisciplinary by design and welcomes contributions from history, art
history, heritage studies, historical fiction studies, historical education, nar-
ratology, media studies, postcolonial and gender studies, ethnography, cul-
tural studies, political science, and related fields. At the same time, EHGS is
explicitly situated within Historical Game Studies, and we expect authors to
engage critically with state-of-the-art scholarship in both Historical Game
Studies and broader Game Studies.



The mission of European Historical Game Studies begins with a thematic
issue linked to the annual conference “Games of War,” held at the Faculty
of History of the University of Gdansk since 2024. Focused on a very recent
history that extends into the present and beyond, this publication appears
at a moment when the relationship between games, history, and lived ex-
perience can no longer be treated as an abstract scholarly problem. War has
returned to Europe not as a distant memory or a simulation, but as an on-
going reality. This special issue, devoted to Ukrainian games of war, emerg-
es directly from that context.

Historical Game Studies has long examined how games represent the
past, how they model conflict, and how players engage with historical sys-
tems of violence, power, and agency. Yet the Russian invasion of Ukraine
confronts scholars, designers, and players alike with a more urgent ques-
tion: what does it mean to design, play, analyse, or theorise games of war
while war is being fought in real time, by real people, on European soil? The
articles collected in this issue approach this question from complementary
but distinct perspectives. Together, they demonstrate that Ukrainian games
of war are not merely cultural reactions to violence, but complex historical
practices that register shifting beliefs, construct meanings, mobilise com-
munities, and preserve testimony.

Aliaksandr Razhkou’s analysis of religious symbols in Ukrainian war
games examines how representations of religious institutions and iconog-
raphy reflect broader changes in public sentiment, particularly in relation
to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate. By situat-
ing game content within wider patterns of trust and disillusionment, this
study shows how games can act as sensitive indicators of ideological and
institutional transformation during wartime.

Arelated but spatially grounded perspective is offered by Jagoda Kosciel-
niak’s semiotic analysis of wartime Kharkiv in Ukrainian video games. Draw-
ing on urban semiotics, her article explores how cities under attack are
reconstituted through signs, language, sound, and narrative fragments.
Kharkiv emerges as a layered system of meanings shaped by memory, de-
struction, endurance, and everyday survival. Here, games function as se-
miotic maps of lived urban experience under bombardment.



Emilia Mazur and Kacper Karwacki examine parody and absurdity in in-
dependent video games responding to the invasion, demonstrating how
humour, exaggeration, and satire operate across mechanics, aesthetics,
and narrative. Their analysis situates such games within a broader ecology
of transmedial activism, showing how play can transform anger, fear, and
outrage into participatory, globally legible forms of critique and solidarity.

The issue expands its analytical scope beyond Ukraine by examining how
these games are received and discussed internationally. Anna Sroka and
Igor Kwasigroch analyse Chinese-speaking Steam community responses to
Ukraine War Stories, focusing on language use, emotional expression, and
dominant narratives in player comments. Their study demonstrates how
Ukrainian games of war circulate within global platforms and encounter di-
verse interpretative frameworks.

While many of the games discussed in this issue are created under pre-
carious conditions and with limited resources, they nonetheless raise press-
ing questions about cultural heritage and historical responsibility. Michat
Palmaka’s contribution addresses these questions directly by proposing
a framework for preserving war-related video games as digital testimony.
Drawing on archival science and records management, his article shifts the
focus from interpretation to infrastructure, asking how such games can be
selected, described, stored, and made accessible for future research. In do-
ing so, it positions Ukrainian war games not only as objects of study, but as
fragile historical sources at risk of disappearance.

The scale and diversity of this emerging corpus are made visible in Yara-
slau I. Kot’s work: the first stage of a multi-year research initiative analys-
ing over two hundred games created in response to Russia’s full-scale in-
vasion. By mapping Ukrainian-developed games between 2022 and 2025
in a comprehensive open-access database, this contribution establishes an
empirical foundation for the field.

Taken together, these articles show that Ukrainian games of war cannot
be reduced to a single function or genre. They operate simultaneously as
historical arguments, cultural artefacts, political interventions, and forms
of testimony. They raise ethical questions about representation and play,
but also practical questions about preservation, accessibility, and scholarly



responsibility. Importantly, they remind us that games are not only about
history after the fact, but also about history in the making.

Publishing this thematic issue as the first volume of European Histori-
cal Game Studies is a deliberate editorial decision. It signals that the jour-
nal understands Historical Game Studies not as a purely retrospective dis-
cipline, but as one that must remain responsive to contemporary history
and to the conditions under which historical games are produced, circu-
lated, and interpreted.

We are acutely aware that no scholarly publication can do justice to the
human cost of war. This issue does not attempt to speak for those who fight,
suffer, or mourn. Instead, it offers carefully situated analyses of games as
one of many cultural forms through which war is experienced, contested,
and remembered. If this issue succeeds, it will do so not by providing de-
finitive answers, but by opening a space for responsible, critical, and his-
torically informed discussion.



Aliaksandr Razhkou

[University of Warsaw, Poland]

Features of the Use of Religious Symbols
in Ukrainian Games of War

[https://doi.org/10.26881/ehgs.2026.1.01]

[Abstract]: Major historical events, including wars, can influence people’s world-
views, including their religious ones. For example, in the context of the armed con-
frontation between Russia and Ukraine, the level of trust in the Ukraine Orthodox
Church of the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) among Ukrainians fell to 8%, which
cannot be attributed solely to the general trend of Ukrainians’ disappointment in
Christian institutions (since 2021, the level of trust in them has fallen from 63.5
to 60%). Cultural texts, including video games, can serve as markers of changes
in public sentiment toward certain institutions. Video games often use religious
symbols as a tool for meaning-making and self-promotion. This article, based on
an analysis of 187 Ukrainian war video games, attempts to identify how often and
in what way religious symbols are used in them, as well as whether the representa-
tions of religious institutions in these video games correlate with public sentiment
among Ukrainians.

[Keywords]: Ukrainian war games, religious symbols, Russian Orthodox Church,
public mood, representation of religion

1. Introduction

Wars, armed confrontations of relatively large human associations, quite
often influence the understanding of surrounding reality by these groups of
people. Thus, wars, being part of collective historical memory, become el-
ements of private mythologies, which include national myths and national
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theologies. For example, during the confrontation between Russia and
Ukraine, individual philosophers and theologians on the Russian side (for
example, the well-known philosopher Aleksandr Dugin, whose ideas began
to be officially broadcast by the Russian Orthodox Church [ROC] through the
World Russian People’s Council [WRPC] [PoxkoB, A.O. 2024]) are trying to
create theirowntheology of war, which would metaphysically justify Rus-
sia’s military actions in this war. In this context, the official structures of the

ROC begin to act as the main ideological mouthpieces of such a theology.

All this, in theory, should cause a reaction of rejection among Ukrainians
toward the structures of the Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine of the Mos-
cow Patriarchate (UOC-MP). Such rejection should be reflected in cultural
texts, which are both a form of reflection and a form of emotional release
in the conditions of war. Cultural texts can be seen as a catalyst for a rapid
process of self-awareness. One of such a type of text are video games, the
popularity of which in the modern world (including in Ukraine) is an indis-
putable fact. It can be assumed that within video games, which create an
escapist space as well as a space of psychological compensation, the mood
of Ukrainians finds materialization, on the basis of which it is possible to
draw a conclusion about any change in the understanding of the role of in-
dividual religious organizations and institutions in Ukraine during the war.

To test this hypothesis, | decided to analyze how religious elements are
used in Ukrainian games relating to war created between 2014 and 2024,
and to determine whether the representations of religious institutions in
these games correlate with Ukrainian public opinion. To achieve this goal,
it was necessary to:

1. conduct an analysis of current literature on religious studies of vid-
eo games to illustrate how religion can be present in the space of video
games;

2. use the method of participant observation to analyze Ukrainian games
of war (a list of which was compiled and provided by Yaraslau I. Kot
[2024]) in order to identify religious phenomena in them;

3. systematize and formalize the information obtained in order to con-
duct a hermeneutic content analysis of religious content in order to
determine both the features of the use of religious symbols in Ukrainian
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games of war and to identify ideological images in the construction of
which religious phenomena are used.

In conclusion, | note that within in this article, video games are consid-
ered to be a cultural phenomenon formed within a certain socio-cultural
and socio-historical context, which determines its content. This makes it
necessary to turn to the methods of various disciplines, such as, religious
studies and cultural studies, etc.

2. Peculiarities of the representation
of religion in video games

Before proceeding directly to a content analysis of Ukrainian games of war,
it is necessary to say a few words about the features of the representation
of religion in video games. Since the study of how religion functions in vid-
eo games began relatively recently, it is natural that not all the features of
this phenomenon of human social life have been studied. The same ap-
plies to the question of how a person interacts with religion in the space
of a video game.

First, it should be noted that religion itself in video games can be rep-
resented as a religious object, religious meaning, religious belief, and re-
ligious action.

Areligious object, which is represented in the game space at the levels of
narration, mechanics, and procedure, is a commodified definitive represen-
tation by the developer of some religious phenomenon, or a phenomenon
that is somehow connected with religion in the broad sense (Poxkos, O.0.
2024). | discuss five levels of narration: theological-metaphysical, ontolog-
ical, institutional-factional, practical, and personal. | present the level of
mechanics as: a means of changing the essential characteristics of charac-
ters and objects; a means of gaining access to special opportunities; and
a behavioral determinant of the acting forces. Procedure is understood as:
the immersiveness of religious plots (by which | mean the process of trans-
forming a religious narrative into an environment within which the player
non-trivially comprehends the religious plot from the inside); illustration of
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the religious experience of the authors; explanation of game conventions;
personification of the acting forces; and a significant historical variable.

Religious meaning is meaning that is formed around a religious object
during the player’s interaction with the religious object. Religious mean-
ings can be modified during player interactions both inside and outside the
game (within the game community), as well as during player communica-
tion with cultural actors not involved in game practices.

Religious belief is a set of attitudes formed in a person (during the play
process and during out-play activity), which can sometimes determine the
style of gaming practices, which can take the form of religious actions.

Religious action is an action of video game actors (players and non-player
characters [NPC]) that is filled with religious content. It can be determined
both by religious beliefs, thereby manifesting them, and by the logic of the
video game itself.

Based on the characteristics of the categories religious meaning and belief,
the context in which a video game was created and in which it is consumed
will be important for understanding religious aspects of a video game. This
forces one to take into account the complex frame structure of “life worlds”
(Schiitz and Luckmann 2003) both within the game itself and around the
game, since the boundaries of these worlds are porous and interpenetrating.

These factors complicate the process of analyzing video games as social
phenomena. For example, the following can be used to study them: critical
analysis of the discourse in which video games are formed and its reflection
in video game spaces; episodic interviews regarding individual episodes of
video game experience; video game and net ethnographies; in-depth auto-
ethnography; development of special video game software (for example,
special modifications for conducting in-depth observations and experi-
ments); the phenomenological hermeneutics of content; empirical trian-
gulation; visualization and formalization (including with the help of Petri
nets, that is, objects-circuits necessary for modeling discrete systems); in-
depth interviews; quantitative analysis of resources associated with game
activity; and deciphering and codifying content produced by players, etc.
(Sisler et al. 2018). At the same time, an analysis of the existing literature
on the topic of religion in video games, conducted by Gianmarco Gabriele
(2023), shows that taking into account the broader context of the formation
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of religious concepts in video games and their perception has become pos-
sible only since the early 2010s and is interdisciplinary in nature (although
the study of religion in video games itself obviously began earlier), which
is associated with the gradual development of other related disciplines (for
example, digital anthropology and digital sociology, etc.). To this day, the
division of methods into “actor-oriented” methods (focused on studying
the player and his/her perception of the game world, including religion in
it) and “immanent” methods (focused on understanding the context of the
game world and the phenomenaiin it, including religion) of understanding
video games remains relevant. However, overcoming this division has been
considered a promising task that will allow one to understand how spiritu-
ality develops in the space of video games (Gianmarco 2023).

Here, it is necessary to say a few words about the way in which religious
phenomena are represented in games and how these representations are
perceived by players. In general, during the development of both AAA and
indie video games, the original religious ideas of the scriptwriters (which
may be the result of a personal crisis of faith) are subject to commodifica-
tion, during which the ideas take the form of a religion for everyone (not
always, but in most cases) that is close to the beliefs of the mass consumer
of video games (representatives of the urban middle class). Such a presen-
tation of religion is marked by: playing on occult nostalgia; playing with fa-
miliar religious symbolism; non-institutionalization (institutional forms of
religion in video games most often have a negative connotation); bricolage
(a composition of random, unanalyzed elements of the religious environ-
ment of society); the idea of the perennialism (based on a single, unshak-
able foundation) and the holism (universality) of all religious traditions,
which is a distinctive feature of New Age religiosity (Aupers and Houtman
2010); demonstrativity; and folklore, i.e. which can be presented as a re-
sult of non-systemic folklorizing in an era of the dominance of deinstitu-
tionalized religiosity (de Wildt 2023). At the same time, commodification
can make the original idea lose the character of a social statement with the
aim of satisfying the spiritual and aesthetic needs of the majority audience
(Aupers and de Wildt 2021). Religious ideas begin to act as a simulacrum,
or, as Gianmarco (2023) puts it, a new form of religiosity that, according to



William Sims Bainbridge (2013), enters into active confrontation with tra-
ditional institutionalized forms of religion.

However, the process of consuming a video game and its religious con-
tent, being presented in the form of a “prosumption” (a consumption of con-
tent, during which the process of the non-authorial formation of secondary
social data takes place [Silk et al. 2016]), is characterized by the revival of
commodified ideas. Video games, having an influence on the gaming audi-
ence’s perception of the phenomenon of religion (the greatest influence is
exerted on young people of school or student age who have “de-enchanted”
and “flexible” models of religious identity [Paxxkoy 2024]), contribute to the
fact that this very audience enters into active communication, the subject
of which is the religious ideas embedded in the ludo-narration of the game.
For example, although players almost never take on faith inthese ideas
(if there is a conversion, it is most often indirect), they can, nevertheless,
actively argue with these ideas, rationalize them, try to justify and defend
them, and re-evaluate and rethink them (with the subsequent expression of
new ideas. Various types of players (skeptics, interpreters, and reflectors),
in one way or another, note that video games give them the opportunity to
feel the experience of another religious identity and, thus, to understand
religion as a category of personal gaming experience, in isolation from in-
stitutions and their strict prescriptions (de Wildt 2023). In the absence of
asinglesymbol of faith, the consolidating factor is the video game space
itself and the religious gaming experience it presents, which is character-
ized by a short-term acceptance of religious identity, with the possibility of
“playing with identities” (de Wildt and Aupers 2019).

Thus, video games become more of a tool for “experiencing spirituali-
ty” than for “religious education” (Raffety and Insa-Iglesias 2023). It is also
important that video games encourage people to philosophical reflection
and confirm their views in practice (Egerton 2023), which is an important
nuance when analyzing video games as means of forming religious identi-
ty, includingin the form of civil religion, by which | mean quasi-religious
concepts that endow the phenomena of social and public life, such as the
nation, the state, etc., with the quality of the numinous.

Thus, video games, being the most progressive form of art (which is
achieved through their ability not to represent information, but to create
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an environment for its perception), really re-enchant the world. How-
ever, they achieve this not by restoring religious feelings in their premod-
ern understanding, but by affirming them in a postmodern understand-
ing, where, due to “secularization as the liberation of imagination from
institutions,” religious feeling itself loses a number of characteristics, ac-
quiring new ones, turning faith from a constant into a variable, which con-
cerns both the object of faith and the “space of faith” (Bainbridge 2013).
The player, being an actor of the video game (but not a subject, since he/
she is a game character into which Dasein enters [Leibovitz 2013]), uses it
as an “instrument of game faith,” which “experimentally expands spiritual
experience as a remedy for boredom,” and, therefore, as a specific instru-
ment of knowledge of God (ritual-game process [Bosman 2019]) or the de-
velopment of “self-sanctity.”

In all this, it is important to note that representations and game “retex-
tualizations” of religion (Myers 2013) always depend on the social environ-
ment in which the games are produced and consumed. Therefore, in the
context of this study, the question arises: how are religious elements used
to rethink the military conflict in Ukraine? How often do game developers
turn to religious themes to illustrate the realities of the current war? With-
in the framework of my article, | conducted a qualitative content analysis
of 187 video games (Kot 2024) produced by Ukrainian developers in the pe-
riod from 2014 (the beginning of the hybrid war of the Russian Federation
against Ukraine) to 2024 (that is, two years of open confrontation between
the two states are covered). | attempt to answer the above questions.

3. Ukrainian games of war and religion

The games were selected, through inclusive content analysis, in which | at-
tempted to identify the presence of the entire possible set of religious el-
ements (or those related to religious discourse) in the video games, the
list of which was compiled by Kot (2024), based on two criteria: the ded-
ication of video games to the theme of the confrontation between Rus-
sia and Ukraine in modern history; the year of development within the



2014-2024 period, that is, the period during which the Russian Federation
carried out aggressive actions in one way or another toward the Ukrainian
state. It should be noted that | was interested in the entire possible set of
religious phenomena (or phenomena referring to religious discourse),
even if they did not function as religious phenomena and could not be iden-
tified by potential players asreligious. Based on this, there is a possibili-
ty that another researcher with broader knowledge in the field of religious
symbolism could select different data when studying the array of games
presented.

As regards religious elements in the space of Ukrainian war games, | note
that they are present in twenty-nine titles out of 187 (that is, in 15.5% of cas-
es). Most of these games are low-budget mobile games. Some include indie
projects implemented via Steam for PC. The projects are mainly aimed at
a Ukrainian audience, as they contain symbols, memes, etc., understand-
able to a Ukrainian or a person interested in the modern cultural space of
Eastern Europe (although these games also have an English localization,
which indicates the desire of the authors to demonstrate them to a wider
audience than the domestic Ukrainian market). However, in these video
games not all religious elements function with equal significance (for ex-
ample, not all phenomena play a significant function in the game’s narra-
tive). At a minimum, | can highlight the following series of functions that reli-
gious symbols and ideas play in the space of these games, while | emphasize
that the same game can use religious elements with different functionality:

> context reproduction tool - 13 games;

> personalization tool - 8 games;

> play with national/folk symbols - 5 games;

> dehumanization of opponents - 3 games;

> narrative storytelling tool - 4 games;

> ridicule of opponents - 1 game (1 game ridicules the Ukrainian side);

> pop-cultural commodifications, with the aim of increasing recogni-
tion - 8 games.

A few things need to be clarified here. First, the categories listed above
can overlap and be used in the same video game at the same time, as will
be seen from the data in the table below. For example, the functions of con-
textualization and personalization very often go hand in hand. It will also
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be obvious that the function of personification and dehumanization of the

opponent also quite often go together. But, at the same time, it is interest-

ing to observe that ridicule and dehumanization do not go together.
Second, there is a need to clarify what is meant by these categories:

>

context reproduction tool - religious phenomena are used to intro-
duce a person into the socio-historical context of the events in which
the video game takes place;

personalization tool - religious phenomena are used as a means of
representing characters, groups of characters, factions, in a word,
active forces, in the space of a video game;

play with national/folk symbols - the use of national or folk religious
phenomena within a video game in order to attract the audience’s
attention by arousing a sense of mythological belonging;
dehumanization of opponents - the use of religious phenomena as
a means of depriving an opponent of his/her human qualities and,
as a consequence, justifying violent means against that opponent;
narrative storytelling tool - religious phenomena and concepts are
used as major elements driving the plot, or are the essence of the
content of a video game;

ridicule of opponents - religious phenomena are used as humorous
attributes, showing the comic nature of the characters in the space
of a video game;

pop-cultural commodifications, with the aim of increasing recogni-
tion - religious phenomena are used as a tool to evoke a response
from a mass audience, thereby promoting the video game as a com-
modity within that audience.

Based on the preceding, it can be noted that religious elements in the
space of Ukrainian video games of war more often perform the function of
anintroduction to the reality of the represented conflict (by restoring
the context, as well as creating associations of two opposing sides through
their use of characteristic religious symbols), thereby contributing to the es-
tablishment of a stronger connection between the representation and the
image of this representation, which, as a result, enhances a person’s im-
mersion in the game itself. At the same time, it can also be shown that de-
velopers quite often play with Ukrainian folklore and universal religious



symbols, commodifying these symbols by using them as a tool that increas-
es the relevance of the game in the eyes of the video game audience, wheth-
er this is a matter of simply flirting with national re-enchantment or us-
ing religious symbols in meanings familiar to gamers. The use of religious
symbols as a tool for showing an ideological opponentin a bad light is also
encountered, but less often than they do for the purposes described ear-
lier. The use of religious ideas as a tool for narrating the authors’ ideas is
also uncommon.

In order to more clearly illustrate what kind of religious symbols are used,
for what purpose and in what context, | offer a short table that containing
information about religious symbols in each of the games under consider-
ation (see Table 1).

[Table1]: Religious symbols in Ukrainian games of war

Name of the video game | Religious phenomenon | Function
Grand Theft Tractor: Ukraine The Patriarch of Moscow, Kirill ridiculing
(PGM Studio 2022) (Gundyaev), is mentioned in Opponents,
o satirical context. The image of contextualization,
5t. Bosil's Cathedral in Moscow personification
sused. &
| Birds Attack 2022 | The image of 5t. Basil's Cathedral in | contextualization,
' (Novochvatsky ond Charchenko 2022)  Moscow i_s_ _u_s_.g.-_d. ' p_g[a_;p_qp_lqu_t_ig_q _______
| Javelin Paint - Bravery Game | Using o Muslim skin os o gome | commodificotion
{ (NovaApps Limited 2022) { choracter. | i
i Pixel World: Orcs Attack (Demon Dezard 2022) i Demonstration of Russian Army i dehumanization
: ! senvicemen o evil spirits. Optional of Oopponents,
skin of gu_rp_g_ghuructer 0s demon. p_g{gp_l}g_ljgl_]_t_il_]_q _______
¢ Cotch Crozy Dictator (Suspense Studio 2022) | 1dentification of the Russian i dehumanization
| { Federation with Hell. { of opponents
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Nome of the video game

Kremlin 30 (Kary 2022)

The image of 5t. Basil's Cathedral in
Moscow is used. Universal religious
symbols are used os o tool to
improve the choracteristics of the
character.

contextualizotion,
personification,
commodification

| Ukraine Defense Force Tactics
{ (Spacewalkers 2027)

| The image of St. Basil's Cathedral in
{ Moscow s used.

i contextualization,
! personification

| A Community Garden Dutside of Kyiv
{ (Moynihan 2022)

Zero Losses (Marevo Collective 2022)

Icons are used as on expression
of the protagonist's religiosity.
The expression used is: «/la

i 3axneBHETCA KPOBbHO TOT, KTO

YCOMHUTLCA B HaLLEM MUONIbuK,
6o Munocepame Hawe bynet

BecrnowagHsiM» [ “Let those who
doubt our peacefulness choke on

¢ their blood, for our mercy will be
merciless;"erroneously ottributed to

Jeon-Poul Sartre; olso found in the
book Mpoxnstoe Besenue. Taypu
by Elena Petrova.

narrative
storytelling

The Paint of No Return
(Treehouse Dreams 2020)

The use of religious attributes
(rosary beads, religious inscriptions
on the Ukrainian flog) to express
the religious feelings of Ukrainions.
Religious vision of the protogonist’s
fother in o dreom. Religious (Slovic-
pagan) call sign of the protagonist.

narrative

storytelling, ploy
with national and
folklore symbols

| Ukraing Defender (Devrifter 2022)

| The image of 5t. Basil's Cathedral in
{ Moscow s used.

i contextualization,
| personification




[Table 1]: con.

Name of the video game

| Protect Ukraine (Battle Sim 2022)

i Using Ukrainian church orchitecture
s symbols on the map of Ukraine.

i contextualization,
personification

| Hentai Mission Ukraine
! (Who We Are Games 2022)

i The use of Orthodox church
! architecture in Ukraine.

¢ Beautiful Ukroine (QubicGomes 2022)

i The use of Orthodox church
¢ grchitecture in Ukraine.

¢ Ukroinien Agent (UkrainianArmy 2022)

i The image of 5t. Bosil's Cothedral

i contextualization,

characters.

fin Mnscuy\{_i_s_y_sed. ' p_g[gp_l_lif_i_cutinn
| Army Clicker (Voxel Game 2022) | Presentation of gameplay in the | commodification
| ! form of religious events (Eoster ond |
Christmog). ¢+
| Bavovno Board Gome (Ushan 2023) | The cord “Konotop Witches” is | play on national
: : presented. ! and folklore
_______ symbals_
| Nenka Ukraine (3xOnGames 2024) i Satirical representation of self-ridicule
: : Volodymyr Zelensky in religious
Jewish ttire.
Deputinization (Myttsi Zabav 2023) Mention of the expression commodificotion
“Welcome to Hell" at the entrance to
the city of lzyum (this was disployed
during the First Chechen War ot the
entronce tuthe ctyofbrozny). 1§
| Hollow Home (Twigames Inc. 2023) { Use of halos on individual ability commodificotion
| oods. 4
: Brights [“Bpaitmu”] (Live Animations 2023)  : Active use of representatives of ¢ play on national
: { Ukrainion notional folklore os gume ! and folklore

symbols




Nome of the video game Religious phenomenon Function
| The City of Mary, Which Ooes Not Exist i An icon is used os an expression | narrative
: (Elfstann et al. 2022) ! ofthe gome character's religious : storytelling
feefngs.
Renlandia (Bychkovskyi 2022) The characters in the sketches commodification,
are depicted with halos stylizedto | playing with
reflect national character. national and

folklore symbols

| Defender of Ukraine (Plinio fontes 2022) | The use of o cross on a grave os commodification
| Losymbolofdeoth, &

| Welcome to Hell (2022) | The protagonist fights against | dehumanization
' ! “hellish forces.” ¢ of opponents

: Ukrainian Revenge (Futuma Games 2023)

| The use of Orthodox church
¢ grchitecture in Ukraine.

| The Most Russophobic Game Clicker Kill
{ Russions Orks (Neos Gaming 2023)

| The image of t. Bosil's Cathedral in
{ Moscow is used.

i contextualization,
personification

+ Threads of War (K0S 2025)

| The use of Orthodox church

i contextunlization,

Kharkiv(Brenntkopf Studio Kharkiv 2024)

folklore myths ore used.

! architecture in Ukrgine us o symbol : personification
of liberated territories.
Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground Images of Christian saints and narrative

storytelling, ploy
with notional ond

{ folklore symhaols

[Source]: own elaboration based on: (Kot 2024).

Several observations can be made based on the data provided in the table.
First, it can be noted that the topic of Russian Orthodoxy as such is not dis-
cussed in Ukrainian war games. Only once is the person of Patriarch Kirill
(Gundyaev) ridiculed (PGM Studio 2022), while otherwise the only symbol
of the ROC - St. Basil’s Cathedral - is more of a symbol of Moscow as the
opponent’s capital, thus representing rather an image that contextualizes

2



the gameplay and defines Moscow as an ideological rival (PGM Studio 2022;
Novochvatsky and Charchenko 2022; Kary 2022; Devrifter 2022; Spacewalk-
ers 2022; UkrainianArmy 2022; Neos Gaming 2023). Criticism of the ROC or
the UOC-MP as institutions is absent in the video games analyzed.

Second, the authors of the works under consideration most often turn
to Orthodox church architecture as a means of contextualization and per-
sonification. For example, in addition to the example of St. Basil’s Cathe-
dralin Moscow, Ukrainian Orthodox church architecture is quite often rep-
resented in the games under discussion. The contexts of its use show that
itis shown to be a value for which (or for the restoration of which) a strug-
gle is being waged, one in which the player takes an active part (Moynihan
2022; Battle Sim 2022; QubicGames 2022; Futuma Games 2023; KoS 2025).

Third, the use of other religious symbols that are somehow connected
with Orthodoxy (most often icons) is an indirect demonstration that the
protagonists (or subjects friendly to Ukraine) are Orthodox believers. In
this way, Ukrainians are shown as a nation that adheres to certain ethical
ideals, which they defend during armed conflict (Marevo Collective 2022;
Elfstann et al. 2022). Such a demonstration enhances the effect that is also
created by the use of Ukrainian Orthodox architecture. However, how suc-
cessful such a technique is in the context of the gradual decline of tradition-
al institutional religion is a debatable issue.

Given this observation, it is not surprising that in the video games ana-
lyzed there are appeals to folklore motifs and a play on national religious
feelings. Such use is in harmony with the ideology of nationalism, which, in
itself, is a form of desacralized mythology of the people, and, therefore, can
be partially re-enchanted using elements of religious folklore of the twenty-
first century. However, such appeals are not frequent, and in terms of con-
tent they do not have the necessary level of depth; so they are only signs
that can help strengthen the target audience (Treehouse Dreams 2020; Ushan
2023; Live Animations 2023; Bychkovskyi 2022). This equates their use with
other commaodifications of the religious that are more universal in nature.

Fourth, the dehumanization of the Russian Federation and its military
personnel in a game occurs not by presenting Russian religious institutions
in a bad light, but by demonstrating Russian opponents as demonic forces
(Demon Dezard 2022; Neos Gaming 2023). Russia itself is identified with hell
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as the place where evil forces originate. The peaceful narratives of Ukraine’s
opponents are inverted, revealing theirinhuman and anti-divine character.

Thus, the video games presented, if considered not separately but as
a whole, as part of a single discourse, present the following narrative.
Ukraine is a Christian state, but one marked by religious diversity, as is il-
lustrated by showing Jews and Muslims (NovaApps Limited 2022) and pa-
gans. Ukraine’s population shares Christian ethical ideals, although they
can profess elements of the folk religion, which illustrates that Christiani-
ty in this narrative is not an intellectual doctrine, but rather a civilization-
al marker. The war is shown as a defensive one, in which the opponent is
a demonic horde, whose center lies in Moscow, the religious architecture
of which is not positioned as religious.

This allows me to say that the religious factor in the video games under
consideration is used, above all, as a factor that strengthens national iden-
tity by supporting the national myth through the use of religious simulacra.
However, how these video game religious symbols are perceived by their
main audience remains a question, the resolution of which requires thor-
ough sociological study in the future.

Similar observations are observed in a number of third-party games that
were developed during the period under review, but were not included in
the list analyzed, since the games were not noted by Kot. For example, in the
game /lucuys, sika (He) xoqe 6ymu noouHoro [“The Fox Who (Doesn’t) Want
To Be Human”] (Dreamy Wings 2022), the main character, who is presented
as a fox-werewolf, illustrates in folklorized categories (that is, phenomena
of religious discourse that have lost their former meaning and have become
elements of the popular literary tradition) the moment of the beginning of
the war and its perception by the Ukrainian population. The project Watch
Out (It’s Ukraine - Not a Game 2023) gives 3D models of Ukrainian cities be-
fore and after the war, showing the destruction that the war has brought,
placing special emphasis on the destruction of religious buildings. The game
Chess for Ukraine (Camden.Cook65 2023) is a re-skin of regular chess, but it
is interesting that traditional Ukrainian Easter eggs with a Christian cross
are used to show the pawns. In these three examples there is a flirtation
with popular motifs, which Bainbridge (2023) characterizes as repoganiza-
tion as a metaphor for the disentangling of institutionalized religion into
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an individual myth (in this case, | believe, a multiple national myth), and,
thus, characterized as a return to freedom. There is also an identification
of Christianity with civilization.

4. Conclusions

Summarizing the results of this study, | argue that the set of video games
discussed does not reflect radical changes in the attitude of Ukrainians to-
ward individual religious institutions (whether the UOC-MP or the ROC). In
general, the topic of institutionalized religion is not touched upon in these
video games, which can be explained both by their technical simplicity of
execution in most cases, and by their main goal, which is to reflect the re-
alities of war in a recreational form. It can also be explained by their tar-
get audience, that is, the mass of the Ukrainian population, who, being still
mostly positively disposed towards Christianity, might perceive criticism of
institutions as criticism of religion in general.

However, video gamesillustrate the perception of religion and the religious
by Ukrainians. | have observed that in addition to the processes of actualiza-
tion of the folk religion and the gradual separation of religion from institu-
tions, religion in these games is positioned as part of a civilized and, in some
cases, European identity. Thus, there are no open attacks on religion as such
in these games. Nevertheless, it is not possible to say that these games al-
low a player to play a religious identity. It is true to say that they are trying to
represent the worldview of the average Ukrainian and to provide an oppor-
tunity to play Ukrainian identity in the context of war, thereby strengthening
Ukrainian national identity in the context of the current confrontation. This
also explains the fact that Ukrainian war games address religious themes in
a rather limited way.
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[Abstract]: After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Ukrainian developers made
many video games covering this topic, often as a method of telling their stories
and experiences. One of the elements shown in those games consists of Ukrainian
cities, such as Kyiv or Kharkiv. Images of them, consisting of signs, symbolism, and
meanings, can be discussed through semiotics. Semiotics is a common method of
studying different aspects of culture: literature, music, film, religion, etc. One type
of semiotics is semiotics of the city or urban semiotics, which explores the general
image of the city using different cultural elements that together create a system of
meanings. Recently, semiotics as a branch of scholarship has been applied to video
games. Using this method, this article discusses the image of wartime Kharkiv in
three selected Ukrainian video games, created by authors affected by the Russian
invasion: What’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter?, Kharkiv, 23 of August, and Twenty-
Second: Stories of Underground Kharkiv. In these games, Kharkiv is shown in differ-
ent ways and via different elements, like iconic signs, passages of dialog, language,
or sound. The ongoing war is a common element in all of them.

[Keywords]: Kharkiv, Ukraine, urban semiotics, video games, war

1. Introduction
On February 24,2022, Russia invaded Ukraine, starting a conflict which con-

tinues to this day. One of the Ukrainian cities that has suffered the most is
Kharkiv, located in the east of Ukraine, close to the Russian border. Since the
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invasion, Ukrainian games covering the topic of war have become widely pop-
ular (Zinovieva 2023, 214). In this article, | analyze such games, focusing on
the city of Kharkiv, specifically after the beginning of the Russian invasion in
2022. To do this | use a semiotic approach, specifically urban semiotics, which
provides a methodology that can outline the image of the city not only as an
architectural space, but which also analyses other elements such as citizens,
language, and culture and shows a picture that is more than sum of its parts.
During my research | found several games the action of which takes
place in Kharkiv, including the two titles of Vona/She (Gammera Nest 2023),
a game about the Kharkiv Museum of Women’s and Gender History, and Son
of Perun: Kharkiv (Brenntkopf Development 2023), which offers a dystopi-
an version of the future city. However, | excluded both from my research,
as neither discusses the war, even though they are connected to it in some
way. (Vona/She was made because of the closing of a museum due to the
invasion, and Son of Perun: Kharkiv takes place in the post-war future.) In-
stead, | chose three other games, created during the Russian invasion and
made by authors affected by the war. These are: Kharkiv, 23 of August made
by Petrov Valeriy in 2022; What’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter by Dahuanna
also made in 2022 (both games are available on itch.io and were made by
single authors); and Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground Kharkiv, made
by Brenntkopf Studio Kharkiv in 2024, available on the Steam platform. All
of these are partially biographical and tell stories by citizens of Kharkiv.

2. Urban semiotics

Semiotics is a methodology used to determine meanings carried by differ-
ent systems of signs, both intentional and unintentional. It is mainly used in
linguistics, but it is also successfully applied in other branches of academic
study. Roland Barthes states: “it [semiotics] aims to take in any system of
signs whatever their substances and limits like: images, gestures, musical
sounds, and objects” (Barthes 1968, 9).

Many studies point to the symbolic role of the city (Lynch 1960, 4) or
even compare it to a discourse containing language (Barthes 1986, 92). One
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scholar who stresses the importance of semiotics when studying a city (in
this case, a broad understanding of architecture) is Umberto Eco. He writes:

If semiotics, beyond being the science of recognized systems of signs, is really to
be a science studying all cultural phenomena as if they were systems of signs -
on the hypothesis that all cultural phenomena are, in reality, systems of signs,
or that culture can be understood as communication - then one of the fields in
which it will undoubtedly find itself most challenged is that of architecture (Eco
1986, 56-57).

In his studies of urban semiotics, Eco specifies two functions of an object.
The first is a primary function, that is architectural and “functional” (also
called utilitas); the other is a secondary function, that is a connotative one,
whereby the object becomes a vehicle of symbolic signs. It may seem that
the functional aspect is more important and “useful” than the symbolic one,
but this is not always the case. As an example, Eco gives a seat, the prima-
ry function of which is to be something a person can sit on. But a seat can
be many things, such as a throne, carrying many different meanings, such
as regalness, dignity, power, etc. In this case, its usefulness as a place to sit
is diminished by its secondary aspect (Eco 1986, 64-65).

Mark Gottdiener and Alexandros Lagopoulos point to two different ap-
proaches to the semiotics of the city: the first is purely semiotic and fo-
cuses “on spatial systems of signification proper which are considered in-
dependently from their social contexts;” the second “links such systems
with their social contexts through the study of the ideology incorporated
in them” (Gottdiener and Lagopoulos 1986, 5).

As the objects of interest to urban semiotics, Raymond Ledrut sug-
gests a broad concept of elements of the city, those which can be asso-
ciated with it by connotation, for example, elements like food, buildings,
or clothes, which all are a part of the “language” of the city (Ledrut 1986,
117-118). Similar views on the subject can be found in the writings of the
Tartu-Moscow School of Semiotics, which treats culture as a large system of
signs consisting of many dynamically related specialized cultural languages
(or semi-languages) modeled after natural language. The semiotics of the
Tartu-Moscow School analyzes the “languages” of literature, art, mytholo-
gy, folklore, religion, history, everyday life, etc. (Zytko 2011, 8-10). The city
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can be viewed as a semiotic subject, a form of text containing meanings
and a part of a specific communicational situation. Bogustaw Zytko sug-
gests that a semiotic object is a part of culture, which combines two func-
tions: the first involves utility, and is instrumental and material, while a sec-
ond function is as a sign, which is informative and semiotic (Zytko 2007, 67).

This combined framework is applicable to my research, as objects in
games also contain those two functions, especially as they involve a nar-
rative simulation of a real city. Elements of Kharkiv, often a copy of a real
thing, include both architectural structures and inhabitants, and they car-
ry symbolic meanings, like those of history and war, which are the focus of
this article.

3. Semiotics in video games

As semiotic studies clearly show, a city can be an object of this methodolog-
ical approach, a city both in its real form and as a creation, one often mod-
eled on an authentic place. Therefore, just as in literature or film, semiotics
and urban semiotics can be successfully applied in video games. This ap-
proach has been taken by several scholars. For example, Gabriele Aroni de-
scribes even the act of playing a game as interpreting and acting upon signs
displayed on a screen, and, is therefore, a semiotic action (Aroni 2022, 32).

Christophe Bruchansky in his presentation “The Semiotics of Video
Games” shows the basic framework of semiotic video game research, and
explains the broad possibilities of meanings in games as a multi-modal
medium.

Video games immerse the players into an environment that is spatial, al-
gorithmic, but also textual, acoustic and visual. All these dimensions par-
ticipate in the construction of a mental model that the player enacts by
his play. It is that mental model “located in the head of the player” that
gives meaning to the video game. The model is conveyed by rules, texts and
voices, visual, acoustic and spatial modalities. It needs to remain consis-
tent throughout the game to enable the immersion of the player, who can
then make sense of the game’s goal (Bruchansky 2011, 1).
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Spatial semiotics are also the focus of Michael Nitsche’s Video Game
Spaces: Image, Play and Structure in 3D Game Worlds (2008), which also
underlines the importance of meaning in video game spaces.

The argument here is that game spaces evoke narratives because the player is mak-
ing sense of them in order to engage with them. Through a comprehension of signs
and interaction with them, the player generates new meaning. The elements that
are implemented in the game world to assist in the comprehension will be called
“evocative narrative elements,” because they do not contain a story themselves
but trigger important parts of the narrative process in the player. These processes
can lead to the generation of a form of narrative (Nitsche 2008, 3).

The image of the city in video games is also discussed by Justyna Janik
(2015), Manuel Sanchez Garcia (2020), and Rafat Szrajber, Krzysztof Guzek,
and Sonia Jach (2016). The last discuss in broad terms the symbolic value
of digitally reinterpreted cities in the context of heritage.

Another approach to building a message based on an urban location involves the
creation of whole virtual worlds by interpreting real locations through the lens
of their cultural context. It makes use of implicit values, connotations and sym-
bolics associated with a given architectural form. Thus, the goal is not to mere-
ly reconstruct a particular location as such, but to create a new value based on
the existing elements (Szrajber et al. 2016, 235).

4. Kharkiv

Kharkiv was founded in the middle of seventeenth century on the steppe
of the Sloboda region of Ukraine. It was a strategically important Cossack
outpost, and from the beginning it was heavily contested by local powers.
Soon it was settled, under Russian control, by Ukrainian refugees. For the
first 150 years of its existence it was sparsely populated, but this changed
later when it became a significant and large-scale trade hub. In 1765, it was
turned into the administrative center of the Sloboda region of Ukraine, and
in 1805, Kharkiv University was established, which contributed to Kharkiv’s
being seen as a real city. At the beginning of twentieth century, its population
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reached 240,000 and the number of Ukrainian speakers was 26%, which was
more than in Kyiv, Lviv, and Odesa (Kravchenko 2020, 170-181).

The city gained the image of being a center of education and scholar-
ship/science, which made it more important to Russia than before. As it
mainly belonged to the Ukrainian ethno-cultural space, a policy of impe-
rial russification was implemented by its local government starting at the
end of nineteenth century. For example names of streets were changed to
the names of famous figures of Russian culture. (This was partially reversed
in the 1950s.) The Russian language and Russian influence in the city con-
trasted with the Ukrainian-speaking countryside and was perceived there
“as part of the alien, hostile modernity” (Kravchenko 2020, 183-184).

With the collapse of Imperial Russia, in 1917, the Bolsheviks decided that
Kharkiv would be established as the capital city of the Soviet Ukraine, main-
ly because of its proximity to Moscow and its location in the borderlands
between Russia and Ukraine. The sovietization of the city progressed, as
it became an experimental socialist city, although it lost the status of the
capital to Kyiv in 1934 and started to decline and become more provincial.
Later the collapse of Soviet Union again strengthened Kharkiv’s image as
a borderland city (Kravchenko 2020, 188, 190-192).

Under the regime of Viktor Yanukovich, Kharkiv came increasingly under
the influence of Russia and was proclaimed the “capital of Russian culture”
in Ukraine at a Russo-Ukrainian conference in 2010, with the support of lo-
cal elites. Many Russian or pro-Russian organizations started to function in
the city, including paramilitary ones that later supported the Donetsk sepa-
ratists (Kravchenko 2023, 256-257). In 2014, during the Euromaidan protests,
pro-Russian unrest began in Kharkiv. Protesters stormed government build-
ings and hung Russians flags from buildings, calling for independence for the
region (BBC 2014). The city continued to struggle and there was conflict be-
tween pro-Russian and Ukrainian forces up until 2015 (Kravchenko 2023, 269).

At the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022,
Kharkiv was attacked by Russian forces and was the object of some of the
heaviest fighting in Ukraine, as was claimed by a senior US defense official
(Kaufman and Lieberman 2022). On May 10, 2024, the Kharkiv region was at-
tacked again, and fighting continues there up to the present (Sabbagh and
Roth 2024).
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It is worth noting that Kharkiv is linguistically a very diverse city, mostly
because of its history of migration. Recently, it has seen migration from the
Donetsk and Luhansk regions. While most of the older generation in Kharkiv
speaks Russian, the younger generation has embraced Ukrainian, which is
taught in schools. With most of its population being bilingual, blending of
both languages occurs frequently, even in official place names (Malykhina
2020, 60, 99). Svitlana Malykhina also points that native Russian speakers
in Kharkiv include Ukrainian vocabulary. With regard to the Ukrainian Gov-
ernment’s approach to the Russian language before the 2022 invasion, she
writes: “after the outbreak of the 2014 conflict, the Ukrainian government
did not introduce policies specifically to discriminate against the Russian
language and Russian speakers in Ukrainian-controlled territories. Howev-
er, it did place a ban on Russian TV channels to counter pro-Russian televi-
sion programming” (Malykhina 2020, 60).

5. Kharkiv in Ukrainian video games

5.1. What's up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter?’

The game What’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter? (Dahuanna 2022) was made
by the itch.io user Dahuanna, mostly during her own stay in a Kharkiv bomb
shelter, when she wanted to include her experiences and her friends’ sto-
ries in a video game as an artist (Couture 2022).

The game is made in a heavily pixelated style, which can be difficult to
read and may evoke feelings of anxiety and confusion. In the first scene,
a player can see a housing block surrounded by trees; a fire rages at the
top and bottom of the screen. On the left-hand side, a person, the player’s
avatar, looks frantically to their left and right. The player can come to the
door of the block and is encouraged to enter.

1 All of the quotes are identical to the in-game text, with the exception of added punc-
tuation. (I have included periods between phrases originally separated by chang-
ing the screen.) Words that are colored or slightly animated in What’s up in a Kharkiv
Bomb Shelter? are marked through letter spacing.
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The next location is the titular bomb shelter, where several people can be
seen. The location is still surrounded by fire and is visually confusing. The
player may not be sure which places are accessible, how big the space is,
or even what the images represent. It seems a conscious design choice to
emulate feelings of uneasiness, anxiety, and being out of place. The player
can interact with characters they come across by talking with them, and the
characters share their views of the situation. There is no music, but there are
sounds of explosions and falling bombs. It is worth noting that these are ac-
tual sounds recorded by the author in Kharkiv during shelling. Inside the shel-
ter, the sounds of a guitar being played are added; these fit in with a character
holding a guitar.

In What'’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter?, there are two buildings: an apart-
ment block and a local store. The bomb shelter is located in the block, and
thisis where all the characters live. It can be seen at the start of the game sur-
rounded by trees and fire. If the player leaves the building, it can be seen on
fire and being hit by several shells; the trees from the beginning of the game
are gone. The bomb shelter is the only part of the building that the player
can explore. It consists of two rooms containing boxes, furniture, bottles of
water, and blankets. Flames are visible at the edges of the screen; thus, they
become part of the shelter although they are outside the shelter’s walls.

The store is shown as unaffected by the attack, but it lacks groceries, ex-
cept for one last loaf of bread. A Ukrainian word eda [“food”] is visible on
the shopfront.

The main source of signification in the game are passages of dialog with
the characters living in the shelter, whose stories are based on ones told
by real people, presenting many different points of view on the situation.

One of the recurring themes is a poor mental state, and a sense of unreal-
ity that is experienced and clearly expressed by the characters. For example:

> “When the war is too close, it’s hard to believe. It’s like everything is
a dream. The brain sees and analyzes everything that happens. But
it turns off the reaction. At least that’s how | explain my feelings to
myself.”?

2 Insubsections 5.1-5.3, the quotations come from the analyzed games unless other-
wise indicated.
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> “Without a guitar, | would go crazy here. And you have a hole instead
of a heart, did you know that?”

> “Dude, fetching water is hard core [sic] challenge now. Trying not to
cry is a challenge. Life has become like a quest with unrealistically
high stakes!”

> “We already are refugees. Eternal refugees from the [sic] reality.”

Part of the experience is also monotony; it is difficult to tell the precise

time.
> “Today is the 5th day of the war. What day of the week is today? | don’t
remember, do you?”
> “l woke up from explosions, thought it was morning but it was night.
Times of the day became indistinguishable.”

People also display other emotions, such as enormous anxiety (and read-
ing the news constantly as a coping mechanism), being afraid for missing
loved ones, or anger and hatred toward Russians.

In the game, there is also a mention of the previous, 2014 Russian ag-
gression against Ukraine, and places where it happened.

By the way, I’'m from Lugansk. Then, in 2014, it was too much for me. | was be-
ing scared by the “Grads” and writing poetry. Now the war has caught up with
me. Never mind. Will | leave? No. We already are refugees. Eternal refugees
from the [sic] reality. I'll wait till the end of the war and go to restore Kharkov.

In this case, it is interesting to note that Kharkiv is shown here not only as
a city under attack, but also as a safe city, where one can flee from danger,
here from events in Lugansk. Of course, it is ultimately proven wrong, but for
the person speaking it remains a place where one can stay, even during a war.

Some characters talk about act of kindness during the war, but it is worth
noting that not only Russians are portrayed negatively in the game. One of
the characters mentions being almost sexually assaulted by other person
hiding in the shelter: “| offended Dima last night. He wanted to take advan-
tage of me last night, and | flashed a flashlight into his eyes. Katya, it’s a [sic]
war time - we should unite, not quarrel - he said. Well, secondary sexual
characteristics is not = a wish to have sex.”
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Other characters also mention the very expensive price of gas (2,000 hryv-
nias), and one incident of domestic violence which one character suffers.
She explains this as similar to war.

To be honest, not much has changed in my life. | had nowhere to go from Roo
before too. He says he is tired of impotence. He says he wants to stay here, join
the militia. | wanted to say to him: “Honey! What do you know about impotence!
Try to live for a few years with the egoist that you can’t leave, be-
cause you have nowhere else to go!” But we can’t fight anymore. With-
out him, I'll definitely die. | used to at least have a bathroom to cry in. So many
people here, and you have to pretend all the time that everything is OK. In short,
everything is as it was before - only worse.

Animals also appear in the game. One is a dog named Jake, which is called
Bomb Runner Dog; it who can hear explosions before its owner. Also, there
is a cat, although its visual presentation barely resembles the animal, as it
only consists of scattered pixels. This is probably a deliberate choice made
by the author, as it shows the animal’s mind coming apart, as its behavior
changes drastically during the war.

The problem of languages is also mentioned in this game. One charac-
ter is presented with a Russian-Ukrainian dictionary and reveals that they
do not know Ukrainian, which they only learned in school.

Characters also mention raids. Russians throw grenades into shelters.
One Russian also appears as a main character’s friend whom the player can
call, but the friend denies the truth of the character’s situation. He says: “It’s
not true, no one is sitting in a bomb shelter, then everything is propagan-
da. Our military only bombs strategic targets, civilians have nothing to fear.
Ukraine will be demilitarized, and we will be friends again.”

The outside of the shelter is deadly. If the player leaves the building too
soon, their avatar is killed in an attack represented by big red spots on
a black background. Yet, going out at the right time is necessary in order
to complete the game by finishing the only quest: getting the last loaf of
bread from the local store and coming back to the shelter. If the player suc-
ceeds, the following message is displayed and the game ends: “It was the
last bread in the store, but you have enough for everyone. ‘Hooray!! Hero!
Now we have a [sic] bread!’”
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5.2. Kharkiv, 23 of August

Kharkiv, 23 of August is a game developed by Valeriy Petrov (2022). It is avail-
able on itch.io with the following description:

23 of August is the day when Kharkiv was liberated from the German-fascist in-
vaders. It is also the name of a street in this city, which | have many memories of.
After the invasion of Russian troops on February 24, 2022, this street, like many
others, was repeatedly bombed. This game is dedicated to all the defenders of
my hometown (Petrov 2022).

Although reading Petrov’s description a player may think that game is about
August 23,1943, as the date of a historical event, the gameplay happens on
the 23rd of August Lane in Kharkiv. The scene is centered on the Monument
to the Liberator Soldier and the buildings surrounding it, including an en-
trance to the metro, streets, cars, people (one of them is a child in a stroll-
er), and birds. The player controls a grey and white rectangle, and has no
avatar, which may cause a feeling of being outside the scene and making
the player only a powerless observer. The player can point the rectangle
at different places represented in the game to retrieve a text. This estab-
lishes a straightforward connection between an iconic sign, the textual in-
formation assigned to it, and the further meaning of both. After examining
enough objects, the screen flashes white and the scenery changes from
a peaceful one to a scene of destruction. People and birds are presumably
hurt or killed, cars flash their lights or burn, the tree loses most of its leaves,
and the metro building is damaged. Only the monument and the memo-
rial to Soviet liberation still stand unchanged. After pressing a key, the fol-
lowing message is displayed: “Glory to the defenders of Kharkov! Death to
fascist!” Then the game returns to its main screen. Kharkiv, 23 of August has
no soundtrack and no sound effects.

As the amount of text in game is limited to short descriptions of objects
on the screen, | will cite all of them and offer a brief analysis. (As noted
above, the game makes connections of iconic sign with text and meaning.)

Monument, memorial, and banners with the dates 1941 and 1943 (the-
matically these form one complex):

> “Once there were battles with the Nazi invaders here. Today there is
amonument in honor of the Soviet liberators of the city.”
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> “The project of the monument was created by sculptors Yastrebov
and Ryk. The monument was erected by a large team of architects in
1981. It is 20 meters high and consist of a concrete frame sheathed
with copper sheets.”

> “Words on the pedestal of the monument say: ‘TO THE SOLDIER-
LIBERATOR. Locals call the monument simply ‘Soldier.”

> “Amemorial was built around the monument to the Soldier-Liberator
in honor of the Soviet soldiers who liberated Kharkiv from the Nazi
invadersin 1943.”

> “Itincludes two steles, a monument with the names of military bri-
gades, and two howitzers used during the war.”

> “Kharkiv was captured by the Nazis on October 24, 1941. It [sic] hap-
pened four months after Nazi Germany and its allies has attacked
the USSR.”

> “Kharkiv was finally liberated on August 23, 1943. In December of the
same year, the city hosted the first-ever trial of fascist criminals. This
trial served as a precedent for the Nuremberg trials.”

Buildings:

> “The Russian authorities promised not to shell civilian objects [sic].
But from the very beginning of the war, Russian troops have been
deliberately destroying civilian infrastructure.”

> “More than 2 [sic] thousand houses, hospitals, and educational and
culturalinstitutions suffered from missile terror. The Northern Saltov-
ka mini-district, where almost 300,000 Kharkiv residents lived, was
subjected to the greatest destruction. More than 70% of the houses
there are no longer habitable.”

> “Despite the constant threat of rocket attacks, cafés, restaurants, and
shopping centers continue to operate in the city.”

Vehicles and public transport (bus stops, metro, cars):

> “The first bust stop, equipped to protect people waiting for transport
from shells, appeared only three months after the traffic had resumed
working.”

> “From the first days of the war, metro stations became a shelter for
thousands of Kharkiv residents. The subway reopened more than
three months ago, but many stations are still inhabited.”



> “Public transportation has resumed its work since May 16. Despite
the increased shelling since then, it is still functioning, free of charge.”
> “In the first days of the war, taxi prices increased tenfold. Taking ad-
vantage of the desperation of people trying to evacuate from the city,
some drivers could demand 500 hryvnias or more for a less than two
miles [sic] journey.”
> “Many people who evacuated after the start of the war left their cars
in the city. Some of these vehicles were subsequently given to volun-
teers who took people out of the city or delivered food to those who
could not get it themselves.”
Tree:
> “Ayear before the start of the war, there was a plan to build a ‘green
frame’ in the city. It would have connected all of its parks with pedes-
trian and bicycle roads.”
People:
> “Before the war, 1.4 million people lived in Kharkiv. Since the begin-
ning of the war, almost a third of them have left. Most of those who
stayed are older than 60.”
> “More than 50 people killed by Russian shells in Kharkiv are children.”
> “On May 26, one of the shells killed a five-month-old baby and his
father. The blast wave snatched the child from his father’s arm and
threw him onto the roof of a nearby building. Both died on the spot.”
> “For the last 6 months, more than a thousand civilians were killed by
artillery shells and airstrikes in the city and its region.”
> “On August 17 and 18, Russian missiles destroyed two dormitories.
19 civilians were killed, another 40 were wounded.”
Birds (probably pigeons):
> “The explosion of a shell that fell near the monument has crippled
and killed many pigeons. Volunteers managed to save 16 of them.”
> “Evacuating from the city, many residents left their animals in closed
apartments. Not having the right to break open the doors without the
permission of the owners, neighbors and volunteers drilled holes in
the doors. Through these holes they gave the animals food and water.
Despite these efforts, many animals remained locked inside and died
from starvation or stress.”
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> “Near the city, a private zoo, which contained many rare animals, was
completely destroyed. Many animals died, and the rest were evacu-
ated by zoo workers. Six of them also died under shelling.”

The elements of the memorial complex are described in a factual and
general matter, only giving basic historical and technical information about
it. However, mentions of Nazi invaders and Soviet liberators may be inter-
preted as making an analogy to current Russian invaders and to the iro-
ny of the stark reversal of their role. Similar numerical data is also used in
other categories of objects (numbers of buildings destroyed, people killed,
animals saved, functioning public transport, etc.) but it is focused almost
exclusively on Russian violence and the scale of destruction, with other
details frequently added to underline the horrible aspects of the war (such
as the death of a baby, the Russians deliberately destroying civilian build-
ings). Despite the straightforward approach to signifiers in the game, sig-
nified meanings are very broad and complex. Through the information, the
player can get a picture of war-torn Kharkiv: how big and lively it normal-
ly is and how much it was affected by the invasion because of the scale of
destruction wrought in a densely populated city. Data presented also de-
scribes other aspects of the reality of Kharkiv: people hiding in the metro
station, kindness (helping animals or others), and people’s evil (taking ad-
vantage of desperate victims), continuing life on (opened cafés or the met-
ro), and a lost future (previous plans for Kharkiv that now will not come to
fruition). As mentioned before, an interesting point is that player remains
mostly disengaged from the game as they have no avatar and cannot inter-
act with objects, except for retrieving information. They can only be a pas-
sive observer, witnessing the terrible things happening to the citizens of
the in-game Kharkiv.

5.3. Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground Kharkiv

Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground Kharkiv is a game available on
the Steam platform and made by Brenntkopf Studio Kharkiv (2024). Even
thoughiitis a 3D game, itis described by the developers as a first-person vi-
sual novel. The text in the game is in English and other languages, but spo-
ken dialog lacks subtitles and is only available in Ukrainian.
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The game takes place mainly in the 23 of August station of the Kharkiv
metro, where many citizens are hiding from Russian attacks. One of them is
the main character, Maksym lhorovych. He is a history teacher and he writes
adiary about his life in the Kharkiv subway, in what he describes as a branch
of history called a “history of everyday life.” The gameplay has a span of sev-
eral in-game days, during which Maksym just leads his everyday life, makes
food, talks with other people, teaches history, writes in his diary, and goes
to sleep in one of the subway cars. All the activities have the form of single
quests displayed on the screen as text.

Visually, only the 23 of August metro station and Maksym’s apartment
are the setting in the game. Visible in the apartment are: a Ukrainian flag,
a cup with the Zaporizhzhia Oblast coat of arms, a map of Ukraine, and
books about the history of Ukraine. A player can also look through the apart-
ment window: the view is apartment blocks and parked cars, and general-
ly, the scene outside is a peaceful one.

In the metro station, there are also displays with various items of infor-
mation about how to use the subway, written in Ukrainian. One of them is
a map of the metro system with the Kharkiv coat of arms.

The main space of the metro is in a state of disarray, much like the real-
life situation when citizens of Kharkiv have taken shelter there. There are
tents, carpets, blankets, chairs, books, and many other items necessary for
daily life. One of the books is a poetry collection entitled Kobzar written by
Taras Shevchenko, a famous Ukrainian poet, which “has acquired a mean-
ing symbolic of the Ukrainian literary and national rebirth” (Struk 2001). Un-
fortunately, it cannot be read in-game. The player can interact with some of
the objects during quests, mainly with food, books, and a bed.

The game has no soundtrack, only passages of spoken dialog and sound
effects. The most prominent sound effects are sounds of shelling at the be-
ginning of the game, as heard from the apartment of the main character.
Later, sounds of shelling are only mentioned by different characters, main-
ly as reasons for sleepless nights and how they are commonplace now and,
thus, people start to get used to them.

While passing other people hiding in the metro, close up one can hear
their passages of dialog and their monologs, although, as mentioned be-
fore, they are available only in Ukrainian.
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Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground Kharkiv presents a great deal of in-
formation about the history of the city in the form of text, mainly as notes and
pieces of dialog between Maksym and the other character. The main exam-
ples of historical information concern Constitution Square, the Kharkiv for-
tress, and Danylo Nechai. The Cossack Ivan Sirko, who “symbolizes a watch-
man defending the entrance to the fortress,” is often mentioned by the main
character, sometimes in terms of mythology: “Legends say that he, lvan, was
born with mouth [sic] full of teeth, like wolf [sic], and swam across the rapids
of the Dnipro, killed the Devil personally, and caught bullets!”

Some of the facts about situation in Ukraine in 2022 are also given: the
formation of the voluntary military unit “Kraken,” the role of the football
teams in the defense of Ukraine, and the Battle of Shevchenko. The 92nd
Assault Brigade, the “Ivan Sirko” brigade, is also referred to; analogies to
the historical Ivan Sirko are clear and Sirko is often mentioned in the game.

Maksym also talks about the mindset of the people in the subway: “Peo-
ple are used to the shelling, people don’t go for shelter anymore. Their
psychology now is ‘come what may.’ Because they are exhausted by this
war, they no longer care about their own safety. Their instinct for self-
preservation has become dull, which is inevitable during a war [...].”

Russia and Russians are often mentioned in the game, especially in the
context of the war. One of the most important aspects of the city men-
tioned is its closeness to the Russian border, the status of Kharkiv as a bor-
derland city, and Russia’s military might in comparison to that of Ukraine.
Also, two Russian characters appear in the game; they are in stark contrast
with each other. One is a Russian woman, fiercely defending Russia, and
despising Ukraine:

I’m a Kharkov resident, I've lived here for so many years that you’ve never even
existed! I'm Russian! From Kursk! And what your government has done to this
city is a nightmare! Why do | have to speak your fucking Ukrainian language?
I don’t! And | won’t! Kharkiv is a Russian city! Nothing, our guys will come soon,
and you Nazis will all become normal in no time!

The other is clearly ashamed of being Russian and swears to be loyal to
Ukraine (which is confirmed as an honest pledge at the end of the game).
He is described by Maksym in the following way: “He was born in Russia,
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but he is definitely not a Russian anymore, | think. He has lost contact with
the other side. This gives hope for the future [...].”

The male Russian character also describes his family, which broadens
the image of Russian people shown in the game:

They labeled me a Nazi and a Bandera, and now | have no relatives. And to hell
with them! I can’t believe how much they’ve been brainwashed by propagan-
da! Have they cut off the Internet? Have they cut off the world? | don’t under-
stand it, | don’t understand it at all! How is this possible? Why are they so melt-
ed down by the fact that | am a Kharkiv citizen? Damn that fucking Russia! |,
a Russian, am being bombed! By our own people! Only what kind of fucking
own! Bastards, that’s all!

The game shows many aspects of Kharkiv citizens’ experiences and atti-
tudes, and events that happened there at the beginning of Russian inva-
sion. Despite a very faithful depiction of the 23 of August metro station,
the game’s main focus is on elements of both Kharkiv’s and Ukraine’s his-
tory and on the feelings and experiences of its citizens. History is shown as
an important part of identity in confusing times, when some patterns and
parallels between past and present can help one to understand the current
situation and oneself.

The people of Kharkiv in the subway show different attitudes toward the
situation. Some are scared and remember the beginning of the war, often
mentioning being anxious about hearing shelling outside. However, most
of the time the most prominent aspect is the fact that being in the shelter
for months makes it a new type of ordinary life. It can be seen not only in
passages of dialog of the people or in animations of playing children, but
also in game mechanics: the player has to repeat the same actions every
day, such as talking with a friend, writing in the diary, and going to sleep.
Maksym also mentions that he is still working every day as an online his-
tory teacher.

Despite the circumstances, Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground
Kharkiv shows a lot of optimism and hope for the future. Characters men-
tion positive aspects of the tragic situation, such as a feeling of together-
ness while hiding in the shelter. Maksym describes people he met there as
his “family” and even shows some regret when the subway reopens and
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people have to leave it. Many characters display feelings of anxiety about
their future life, as not all of them have places where they can go, but at the
end of the game short stories of their further lives are shown; all of them
have very happy endings.

6. Conclusions

All three games analyzed present Kharkiv in a different way, with the on-
going war being a common denominator in all. Each of them uses visual
objects and, often connected to these objects, text as a vehicle of mean-
ing. Both What’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter? and Twenty-Second: Stories
of Underground Kharkiv use sound as a symbol of war, mainly the sound of
shelling (also mentioned in the text), but the third game lacks any kind
of sound. Language is an interesting vehicle and a part of urban semiot-
ics in the games under discussion. All the titles have Ukrainian and English
as available languages, but only Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground
Kharkiv has Ukrainian voice acting and text on posters, book covers, and in-
formation signs, showing Ukrainian as the main language of Kharkiv’s pub-
lic space. However, the main source of meaning in all the games discussed
here are people. In Kharkiv, 23 of August, they are the same category of in-
teractive objects that provide information as animals, cars, buildings, etc.,
but in the two other games characters provide dialog (or monologues), in
which they often talk about Kharkiv and war, mainly about how their lives
have been affected by it. In two of the games, the history of the city plays an
important role. Kharkiv, 23 of August uses historical events as analogies to
current Russian aggression, and in Twenty-Second: Stories of Underground
Kharkiv, history is a part of Ukrainian identity and becomes a way of educat-
ing the player’s country (the main character is, of course, a history teacher).
Itis interesting to note that the spatial element of the games is very limited
and carries less meaning than other aspects of those games.

The ongoing conflict and its aftermath remain the main theme of these
games and the most common semiotic value in them, with Kharkiv being
more of a place where one can die or be trapped for a longer period than an
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actual city; its culture is mainly connected to the past. Thus, even though all
the researched games focus on Kharkiv and even include its name in their
titles, in the system of meanings that they generate, the city takes second
place to its citizens and the stories that they tell.
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[Abstract]: This paper examines the role of independent video games as a medium
of partisan expression and alignment with Ukraine during the Russian invasion, with
a particular focus on the prevalence and function of parody. Drawing on a corpus
of video games (computer and mobile), this study explores how game creators
transmute the phenomena witnessed into a set of symbolic ludic objects, which
are subsequently employed to craft satirical parodies. These parodies serve to
engage with the realities of war, to criticise aggressors, and to construct identi-
ties on national and political levels. Our analysis highlights how parody operates
across multiple levels of these games, from titles and mechanics to graphics, music,
and narrative. By employing humour, exaggerated violence, and cultural symbol-
ism, these games reflect a wartime culture of resistance. They provide a unique
lens through which to study the interplay between digital media, identity, and
propaganda. This article situates these games within the broader framework of
transmedial activism, highlighting their role as new modes of political participa-
tion and as agents of globalisation fostering a sense of community and collective
agency. This phenomenon underscores how play and procedural interaction can
turn unimaginable and abhorrent realities into digestible, reflective experiences.
By blending entertainment with criticism, these games offer critical insights into
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the intersection of game studies and contemporary socio-political discourse; they
transform digital spaces into platforms for activism and resistance.

[Keywords]: parody, political criticism, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, satire, war
games

1. Introduction

While the Russian invasion of Ukraine began in 2014, it entered its most im-
portant stage in 2022, when the Russian Federation launched its so-called
“special military operation.” Alongside the evolution of conventional and un-
conventional warfare, the aspect with the most influence on the public out-
side the countries directly involved is the transformation of media and the
nature of the information received by observers. The role of established me-
diain narrating ongoing events was one of the main arguments in Jean Bau-
drillard’s The Gulf War Did Not Take Place (1995), in which the author discuss-
es fundamental changes in the broadcasting of information. The media of the
twentieth century, according to Baudrillard, became a narrative device which
created a version of events and reality, forgoing the initial intention of com-
munication: “we [the Western public] are all accomplices in these fantasma-
goria[...] as we are in any publicity campaign. [...] today, in our enslavement
to information, we constitute the reserve army of all planetary mystifications”
(1995, 64). We contend that Baudrillard’s position is not fully applicable to
contemporary conflicts, such as the Russo-Ukrainian War. Traditional media
have lost their monopoly over narrative construction, a role now distributed
among various actors, including independent journalists, social media broad-
casters, and individuals directly involved in unfolding events. This democra-
tization of war narratives stands in stark contrast to Baudrillard’s assertion
that the media form a singular, authoritarian force shaping perception. Fur-
thermore, the erosion of centralized control over war reporting has funda-
mentally altered the nature of its visual representation. The direct transmis-
sion of events through live streams and other unmediated formats offers an
almost unfiltered, often unsettlingly realistic depiction of war. This transfor-
mation and multiplication of sources shift the emphasis from providing an
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objective or coherent account of events to privileging the affective impact of
information, thereby reshaping public engagement with a conflict.

The age of post-truth (McIntyre 2018) is characterised by a focus on the
emotionalimpact of what is perceived instead of objective information. This,
combined with the absence of a reliable framework to distinguish truth from
falsehood, causes the two extremes of the dichotomy to merge into a sin-
gle entity. Contemporary audiences have access to an unfiltered broadcast
where tragedy and farce coexist. The modern public can witness the valiant
defence by Ukrainian soldiers on Snake Island (Williams and Kirby 2022), the
horrific nature of atrocities committed in Bucha (Browne et al. 2022), the ab-
duction of Russian tanks by tractor drivers (NDTV 2022), the struggle of a Rus-
sian soldier with a reinforced door in Kherson (WarLeaks 2022), and the loot-
ing of items such as toilets by the invaders (Kampmark 2022), merged into
a single online spectacle.

Such a contrast between the tragic and the comedic creates a sense
of absurdity. We argue that this perspective leads many modern artists
and designers to employ humour, particularly parody and satire. Fol-
lowing the 2022 invasion, hundreds of video games addressing the con-
flict have emerged, with many adopting a comedic tone that portrays the
Russo-Ukrainian war via the individual perspective of the developers.
We aim to examine the nature of parody within the satirical games cre-
ated after the invasion. Regardless of personal opinions, we focus on the
Ukrainian perspective on the conflict. The first reason for this choice is that
we do not have access to the narrative presented by the Russian Federa-
tion. Secondly, as individuals residing in Poland, we feel a connection to
the target audience of Ukrainian creators. We argue that these games can
be seen as a form of partisan political criticism, further undermining the
media’s control over the narrative of the war.

A parody is a type of expression that transforms elements of the subject
matter to evoke a comical and/or critical effect (King 2002, 114). According
to Linda Hutcheon, it is a “form of imitation [...] characterised by ironic in-
version” (2000, 6). In games, parody is expressed in a multimodal manner -
music, narrative, graphics, and even mechanics combine to create a layered
experience. Each element contributes to the parody, blending traditional
conventions with ironic twists that reinterpret or subvert familiar themes.
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There is a paradoxical ambivalence in parody’s criticality, as it simultane-
ously embraces and mocks traits of its subject (Hutcheon 2000).

In this study, we focus on parody employed for satirical purposes. Paro-
dy, as a mode of humour, draws on and underscores aesthetic conventions
(Krutnik and Neale 1990, 18-19). When used for satire, it becomes a creative
method of expression that intentionally imitates, exaggerates, or distorts
aspects of a specific subject to deliver critical social commentary (Krutnik
and Neale 1990, 18-19). Satirical parody (King 2002, 108) uses humour, iro-
ny, and exaggeration to expose contradictions, absurdities, or flaws in its
target, whether that be a public figure, institution, or cultural phenome-
non. Distinct from parody purely intended for entertainment, satirical par-
ody seeks to provoke critical thought, encouraging audiences to question
or reassess the norms, practices, or ideologies it critiques (Rose 1994, 86).
In other words, rather than merely imitating, satirical parody goes beyond
simple replication, engaging in a critical analysis and challenging the hidden
or unacknowledged assumptions associated with the subject. We acknowl-
edge the extensive discourse on this topic and the difficulty many theorists
face in distinguishing satire from parody. However, for the purposes of this
study, we adopt this distinction as a functional framework.

In video games, parody serves as a mechanism for engaging with cross-
media references and inspirations, wielding a transformative power that
enables profound social satire (Tosca 2009, 130). Furthermore, as suggest-
ed in the introduction to Video Games and Comedy, the production of par-
odies can be understood as a form of game in itself - a playful praxis - with
the potential to shape genres (Bonello Rutter Giappone et al. 2022, 9-23).
Through the process of repetition with variation, simplified and grotesque
versions of the original are created. What lies at the core of game creation
is a parodic gesture (Bonello Rutter Giappone et al. 2022, 13).

2. Method

Approximately 220 computer and mobile game titles intentionally refer-
encing the theme of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine were reviewed, based on
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both independent searches and a list presented by Yaraslau Kot in a pre-
sentation during the “Games of War” conference in 2024). From this initial
pool, around ninety games were identified as containing preliminary indi-
cations of parody used for satirical purposes.

Our corpus consists of computer and mobile games, with online games
dominating among the former. These smaller-scale projects - published on
platforms like Google Play, Steam, itch.io, and similar alternatives - repre-
sent a medium that operates with limited oversight, created by individuals
for the public. The vast majority of the titles were independent and made
by Ukrainian creators; however, in some cases, because of the anonymiza-
tion of internet spaces, these distinctions were difficult to make.

Overall, it can be observed that many games have low hardware require-
ments and an internet connection is usually the only necessity in order to
interact with them. A notable feature of these games is their ephemeral na-
ture: they often emerge rapidly in response to events but are just as quickly
discontinued, frequently because of resource constraints.

Moreover, our corpus was characterized by a high degree of diversity in
utilising humorous solutions. Elements of parody were observed at every
level and in every aspect of the games - titles, graphics, music, mechanics,
and narrative. We observed similarities between the functioning of these
games and internet memes,' another medium saturated with parody and
intertextual references (Shifman 2013). Indeed, the connections to inter-
net memes and their transformations and parodies, as well as the use of
their language, are so abundant in our research material that the kinship
of games and memes is unquestionable.?

! Internet meme s a popular name for an e-sign composed of a few semiotic elements
that draw upon popular and internet culture. These intertextual collages can mani-
fest themselves in diverse forms and degrees of complexity, utilising multimedia for-
mats. Typically, they are presented within humorous contexts.

2 Authors promote their games by proudly announcing the fact of utilising internet
memes. See, for example: Ukraine Memes Games Steam Bundle or Steam Descrip-
tions of Bavovna Included! (Ironbellys Crew 2023): “[....] a satirical, casual indie game-
manifesto [...]. Memes and Easter eggs are included in the price!,” and that of Putinist
Slayer (Bunker 22 2022): “[...] Kill hordes, dodge, upgrade, eliminate bosses and reach
new highest records! With memes from Ukraine.” The games mentioned here, like
memes, are both parodied and utilised for parodying.
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Another common feature of the preliminary corpus that can be distin-
guished is the approach to the theme of the conflict. The games described
here are largely directed clearly against the Russian side and are charac-
terised by a one-dimensional, non-nuanced stance, although we have also
identified a few titles that problematise the situation within Ukraine itself.
These were quite rare, as the only examples that appeared in our sample in-
clude itch.io titles No to War: The Game (notowar 2023) and Labor Rights Fu-
neral in Ukraine (Petrov 2022). The first is a retelling of Odessa’s controver-
sial practices related to conscription, where the player takes on the role of
a skating pacifist trying to avoid being drafted. The game is part of the educa-
tional work of the Ukrainian Pacifist Movement, which advocates for the hu-
man right to conscientious objection to military service. It also aims to raise
awareness about human rights violations and corruption related to conscrip-
tion in Ukraine. The second is a short essay adventure that highlights how
the government is using war as a pretext to erode workers’ rights in Ukraine.
In this segment, the player can explore an office and interact with various
coworkers, each sharing their negative experiences with the company. Both
titles employ humour and obvious parody? to criticise, respectively, the mil-
itary conscription system and the treatment of workers’ rights in Ukraine.

After a preliminary identification of ninety titles relevant to our study, we
decided to divide the discussion of them into two groups. The first includ-
ed instances in which games, understood as specific cultural artefacts, are
themselves subjected to parody. We consider it important to comment on
this phenomenon while conducting a study within the context of game stud-
ies, particularly given its notable prevalence in the material under examina-
tion. The second group comprises games that parody the observed reality of
the invasion. This “state of reality” is a broad framework, including events,
characters, objects, symbols, and other elements linked to the conflict. To
enhance clarity and focus, we further organised the second category based
on the primary target of the parody, enabling readers to navigate the cor-
pus of games more effectively while refining our analysis. Notably, these

3 Parody in these titles is mainly visible in their aesthetics, namely the schematization
of graphics and the use of visual metaphors, such as the cemetery in Labor Rights in-
tended to illustrate the situation faced by workers and their rights, and the carica-
tured depiction of military conscripts in No to War.
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thematic categories are not mutually exclusive; a single game may incorpo-
rate multiple references, often without clearly prioritising any one element.

The final scope was determined based on creators’ declarations, the clear
enrichment of the game with signs related to the invasion, and clear indica-
tions of satirical parody as described in the previous section. After separat-
ing these two categories, we selected representative titles for a given cat-
egory to confirm the occurrence of parody used for satirical purposes (see
Tables 1-4). Next, we conducted an in-depth analysis using the framework
proposed by Dan Harries in Film Parody (2000), which identifies six primary
methods of combining similarity and difference between the parody and its
target. Reiteration provides an anchorage to the original, setting up nar-
rative expectations that other parodic techniques can then subvert. Inver-
sion creates a signifier which ironically suggests a meaning that is contrary
to that of the original. Misdirection utilises reiteration and transformation
and delivers an unexpected turn after initially mimicking the original. Lit-
eralisation transforms metaphors into literal interpretations or renders
non-diegetic elements as diegetic (Grénroos 2013, 29). Extraneous inclu-
sion introduces foreign elements to the targeted texts that fall outside its
conventions. Exaggeration operates by amplifying the lexical, syntactic,
and stylistic features of the original text beyond conventionally expected
limits. Harries’s framework helped us to identify and describe specific pa-
rodic transformations that occur in individual titles.

In the next section, we present our analysis divided into two parts corre-
sponding to the two types described above. The subsections consist of a gen-
eral description of each group and examples of titles effectively exemplifying
a broader phenomenon selected based on their representational nature for
the given category, ensuring that they offer the reader a diverse and engag-
ing insight into the subject under study. We emphasize that although a cre-
ative boom occurred in 2022, new games continue to emerge, disappear, and
evolve. Because of the size of the corpus and its (previously mentioned) con-
stantly changing composition, we have decided in this article to document
the individual phenomena we observed by providing a limited number of ex-
amples for which information was available as of fall 2024 (see Tables 1-4).
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3. Games subjected to parody

The first mode of parody we address is the parody of games themselves, in-
cluding references to well-known game titles, genres, and mechanics. Cre-
ators adapt themes related to current events into iconic gaming artefacts,
effectively transforming cultural references from gaming history into com-
mentaries on present realities. This dual-layered parody highlights how
games can serve as both medium and target for satirical reinterpretations.
Cultural phenomena and franchises outside of gaming - such as, for exam-
ple, rare references to the genre of hentai (pornographic anime)* - also ap-
pear in the corpus studied, albeit far less frequently. However, as game stud-
ies researchers, we centre our focus on the medium’s self-referential parody.

Notably, many of the original games chosen for parodic transformation
would now be considered “retro” emphasising how the technology required
to cite and propagate them demands only minimal resources. The accessi-
bility amplifies the cultural resonance of these parodic forms. Moreover, as
retrogaming “revives periods that are well within living memory” (Guffey
2006, 100) references to retro games are more readily perceived as paro-
dies because of their established place in cultural memory, making them
recognisable across generations. In contrast, parody of more recent titles
is harder to identify, as newer games have yet to achieve the same cultur-
al longevity and recognition.® We refrain from providing specific examples
here because, as the reader may notice, many of the titles discussed below
belong to this category (see e.g., Figures 1a-b and 2a-c).

Among the games studied, we identified parodies of specific titles and
established franchises within the medium, including most notably Space
Invaders (Nishikado 1978), Wolfenstein 3D (id Software 1992), Grand Theft
Auto (DMA Design 1997), Whack-a-Mole (TOGO 1975), Snake (Armanto 1998),
Tetris (Pajitnov 1984), Minecraft (Persson 2009), Counter-Strike (Valve 1999),
Hong Kong 97 (Kurosawa 1995), and Hy, nozodu! / Nu, Pogodi! (Elektronika
1984). In this category, the role of original game elements as a source of re-
iteration (Harries 2000, chap. 4) becomes particularly prominent. Parodies

4 A notable example is Hentai Mission Ukraine by Who We Are Games (2022).
> To further understand retro games and their significance, see, for example (Garda
2013).
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are expressed through the use of distinctive mechanics, graphics, anima-
tions, and allusions within their titles. Furthermore, allusions to particular
game genres - such as fighters, clickers, and platformers - were identified,
alongside broader evocations of entire decades of game design, especial-
ly retro pixel art styles that evoke nostalgia without explicitly referencing
individual titles. An examination of the abovementioned set of titles and
their historical development reveals a clear manifestation of the medium’s
tendency towards self-referentiality. This tendency is illustrated by stories
such as those of both Tetris and Snake. Those highly recognisable examples
have undergone an almost endless number of iterations and adaptations
rising well above those of the ordinary video game model. Another example
of this phenomenon is the existence of titles, such as Hong Kong 97, which
was intentionally created as a parody of the medium itself (Shamdasani
2018). The above information is presented in a clearer manner in the Table 1.

[Table 1]: A selection of games from our final corpus, organised according to the
original titles they refer to - games as subjected to parody category

Original gomes Parody gomes

Counter-Strike (Valve 1999) Call 0f Ukraine - Multiplayer (SnZGomes 2023), Prigozhin Counter
| | Croft 30 (AMCi 2023)

{ Grond Theft Auto (OMA Design1987) | Grand Theft Tractor: Ukraine (Pol Groslond-Mongrain 2022)
| Hong Kong 97 (Kurosawa 1935) | UKRAINE 2022 (VKPAMHAZ202) (Hang Kang 97 parody)

| | (Dongossoft2022) )

Minecraft (Persson 2008) Prigozhin Counter Craft 30 (AMCi 2023)

Hy, norogw! / Nu, Pogodi! Mans nosu Banio (Vlolentyn 2022)

{ (Elektronika 1984) | ) ) ) ) )
| Snake (Armanto 1998) | Ukraine. Farm. Godot. Farmers. Farmy. 300. Godot Engine Gome
| | (Lunoriusis 2027)

| Space Invaders (Nishikado 1978), | Russian Invaders (domandl; 202), U 2022 (Giorgos Xeristanidis 2022), 5
{ Stop the Z Putin Virus (Virioto07 2022) | Ukraine vs Putin Shootemup (innovB 2023), The Ghast of Kyi
(Ivan-Helsing 2022)

a8



Original games Parody gomes

| Tetris (Pujitnov 1984) { Kyiv Defence (Cherednichenka and 16 ROMCOM 2023)

| Whack-o-Mole (T060 1975) | Cotch Crazy Dictator (Suspense Studio 2022) )
Wolfenstein 30 (id Software 1992) Escape from Putin’s Poloce (Vlod Dracul 2023), Kremlin 30 (mod)
| { (Kary 2022)

[Source]: own elaboration based on: (Kot 2024) and own query.

Below we provide the analysis of two titles that are representative of the
category discussed here. The examples selected illustrate the phenome-
non of referencing specific titles, mechanics, and retro gaming in the pro-
duction of parodies.

Ukraine. Farm. Godot. Farmers. Farmy. 300. Godot Engine Game is a game
developed by Lunariusis, available on the itch.io platform. Released around
2022, the game is built using the Godot Engine and features gameplay me-
chanics reminiscent of the classic Snake (Armanto 1998). The player con-
trols a tractor topped with a Ukrainian flag, tasked with, according to the
game’s description, collecting enemy tanks while avoiding their attacks.
These tanks are then “delivered for scrap” by directing them to a designat-
ed point on the map. Points are awarded for each successful delivery and
are displayed at the top of the screen (see Figures 1a-b).

The gameplay is accompanied by epic music, adding to the intensity and
thematic engagement of the experience. It is worth noting that the game
was created using publicly available assets and free sample music. Such
sharing of ideas, themes, and material is characteristic of the game-making
surge described in this work. There seems to be a general consensus among
creators engaged in the movement to adopt similar solutions, emphasising
their sense of community and solidarity.

In Ukraine. Farm, the well-known mechanics serve as anchorage for the
original Snake to be further parodically transformed by including graphical
and thematic references to events from the time of the invasion of Ukraine.
Thus, the game pays homage to the previously mentioned abduction of Rus-
sian tanks by tractor drivers (NDTV 2022) - an event circulating widely as
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[Figures 1a-b]: Screenshots from Ukraine. Farm. Godot. Farmers. Farmy. 300. Godot
Engine Game. Upon launching the game, the player is greeted by a panel (Figure 1b)
displaying the message: “Don’t forget to donate to the Armed Forces of Ukraine;
they are protecting our peace. - - - Glory to Ukraine!”

[Source]: (Lunariusis 2022).

a meme in internet spaces.® While the reiteration and extraneous inclu-
sion are what constitutes the parodic nature of the title, its satirical nature
stems from the game’s explicit engagement in the discourse on the Russo-
Ukrainian war. This is evident, for example, in the opening game panel (see
Figures 1a-b), which clearly expresses the creator’s alignment with one side
in the conflict. The use of a mechanical reference to the popular Snake game
gamifies this alignment and conveys a narrative of resistance and mockery
of the Russian military.

¢ Fora collection of memes referencing the invasion, see, for example, the project War
Memes Museum developed by Media Center Ukraine (2023).
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[Figures 2a-c]: Screenshots from Kyiv Defence (2023)

[Source]: (Cherednichenko and 16 ROMCOM 2023).

Kyiv Defence (Cherednichenko and 16 ROMCOM 2023) is a mobile game
developed by Andri Cherednichenko, in which the player defends an 8-bit
rendition of Kyiv. The identity of the city is conveyed through the inclusion
of iconic buildings and landmarks on each map. Falling blocks, styled graph-
ically after Tetris (Pajitnov 1984), intentionally misdirect the player (Harries
2000, chap. 6). This time the game is not about efficiently arranging the
blocks but rather removing them by tapping before they hit the bottom of
the map. Any blocks that are not skilfully intercepted collide with the pix-
elated Kyiv, causing an explosion that scatters the pixels into ruins. A points
counter is displayed in the upper-left corner of the screen (see Figures 2a-c).
The gameplay is accompanied by 8-bit upbeat versions of Ukrainian songs
(by@nestir_) thematically associated with the invasion.

What is particularly interesting in the case of using Tetris to narrate
the Ukrainian-Russian conflict is the strong Russian context of the orig-
inal title. In the original Western release by Spectrum Holobyte (Guerra
1988), emphasis was placed on graphical references to Soviet imperialism,
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including the use of Cyrillic script, the hammer and sickle, St. Basil’s Cathe-
dral, the Kremlin, Soviet sports teams, and military imagery. That context
may explain why the falling blocks, so characteristic of this Russian-origin
game, are used as obstacles to be avoided in its satirical anti-Russian
iteration.

This subsection explores how creators parody well-known game titles
to construct satire addressing Ukraine’s current situation, tackling themes
such as air raids and the militarization of daily life. By invoking iconic games’
elements - such as the mechanics of Snake or the graphics and gameplay of
Tetris - they engender audience nostalgia, making these new titles more ac-
cessible and impactful (Wulf et al. 2018). Both Snake and Tetris undergo pa-
rodic reinterpretation, simultaneously reaffirming and subverting their orig-
inal meanings through the inherent ambiguity of parody (King 2002, 114).

We highlight this phenomenon to underscore the unique self-referential
capacity of games (Bonello Rutter Giappone 2015). By choosing games as
their medium of expression, creators gain a distinct opportunity to engage
with the history and structure of the gaming medium using its own lan-
guage. This results in intriguing techniques, in which parodying the medi-
um becomes a means of political and cultural commentary.

4. Elements of invasion-related reality subjected to parody

One of the criteria for determining whether a game falls within the scope of
our discussion was, alongside creators’ declarations, the clear enrichment
of the game with signs related to the invasion. These signs serve as sym-
bols and elements of a transmedia narrative about the conflict. Below, we
offer descriptions of sets of the most commonly encountered signs - ob-
jects that are parodied. These are: events (see Table 2), national symbols,
weaponry (see Table 3), soldiers, and public and symbolic figures (see Ta-
ble 4). Despite the ontological differences between these elements, they are
all transformed into ludic objects via the medium of video games.
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[Table 2]: A selections of games from our final corpus, organised according to the
parodied elements of reality - events (elements of invasion-related reality as sub-
jected to parody category)

Events Games
Yopobaika [ “Chornohaivka” ] Yoprobaiska Yipaina (keect) (Prozhar 2022), YOPHOBAIBKA:
| ! Jlens 6abaxa (Jovchuk 2022), Cveprs Boporam (MoonClock |
) ) i Stdin2022)

| "pycckwit kopabnb, uau Ha xyit" | Russian Warship Go F*ck Vourself (Martion Teapots 2022), Putin |
[“Russion warship, go f*** yourself'] { (HTML) Message (Virinto07 20220) '
i bombing of kyiv ) i Kyiv Defence (Cherednichenko and 16 ROMCOM 2023)

Ukrainian former towing Ukraine. Farm. Godot, Farmers. Farmy. 300, Godot Engine Game

0 Russian tank with o tractor (Lunariusis 2022), Farmers Stealing Tanks (PixelForest 2022),

Ukrainion Farmy (ukrainion 2022), Grand Theft Tractor: Ukraing
(Pol Grosland-Mongrain 2022), Roce to Kyiv (Drogowit Pomorski
2022)

| [ooting toilets by Russian soldiers | Pixel World: Orcs Attack (Demon Dezard 2022), RUSLICSTAN
| | INVADES (SLAM AWAY GAMES 2023)

[Source]: own elaboration based on: (Kot 2024) and own query.

Kyiv Defence and Ukraine. Farm. Godot. Farmers... both offer retellings of
events that occurred during the invasion, namely the bombing of Kyiv and
the viral video documenting a Ukrainian farmer towing a Russian tank with
a tractor. Other references to events that frequently appear in the corpus
analysed include the following.

YopHobaiBka [“Chornobaivka”] - this term references the battles that
took place between February and April 2022, linked to the failed attempts
of Russian forces to solidify their position at a local military airfield, which
were sabotaged by Ukrainian artillery at least seventeen times.

Games refer to that event by specifically utilising the village’s name most
notably in the very titles. An example is YopHobaigka YkpaiHa (keecm) [“Chor-
nobaivka Ukraine (quest)”] (ProZhar 2022) a game in which the player par-
ticipates in a text chat between countries discussing the emerging conflict.

63



“Pycckuin kopabnb, ugn Ha xyin” [“Russian warship, go f*** yourself”] -
is the well-known response from Ukrainian defenders of Snake Island to
the Russian demand that they surrender, which was broadcast on 24 Feb-
ruary 2022. For example, this event manifests itself in the form of the ti-
tle and as an inspiration for the setting in a mini-game Russian Warship Go
F*ck Yourself (Martian Teapots 2022) created as part of the game jam Stand
With Ukraine Jam that was held on itchi.io from March to May 2022. Simi-
larly, it appears in a transformed version in the game Putin (HTML) Message
(Viriato07 2022a), where the player can click on flags of various countries
to generate an analogous message expressed in five languages and direct-
ed at Putin instead of the warship.

The name of the town, the broadcast excerpt, and the agricultural ma-
chine have become symbols of specific events and are widely recognized
as emblems of defiance and resistance against the Russian invasion. They
have spread through new media, including video games, and are the cen-
tral theme of many of them. Referencing these events through game titles,
mechanics, and graphics represents another form of “soft propaganda”
with a humorous undertone, criticising the aggressor in an accessible and
emotionally resonant way.’

The process of the creation of new, easily communicable symbols that
can be further circulated occurs simultaneously with the reinterpretation
and universalization of those already existing through reprocessing. In ad-
dition to allusions to events, references to weapons used by the Ukrainian
military, such as Gatipakmap [“Bayraktar”], Axasenin [“Javelin”], and air-
force, undergo those types of processes. They appear in games in titles, as
available weapons to be used by the player or even playable sprites as in
the Bayrakadakka (JyveAFK 2022), a game described as a Bayraktar drone
simulator.

These weapons have become new symbols of the Ukrainian military
or even of national identity, especially as Ukrainian identity in European
discourse is increasingly framed within the context of conflict. Alongside
these emerging symbols, established cultural and historical ones such
as coHswHuku [“sunflowers”], eycu [“geese”], ko3ak [“Cossack”], and the

" For a broader analysis of the propaganda functions of wargaming, see (Harrigan and
Kirschenbaum 2016).
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national colours - yellow and blue - are also employed (see Table 3). Na-
tional music, or even parodic songs8 are present as well.

[Table 3]: A selections of games from our final corpus, organised according to the
parodied elements of reality - weapons and established national symbols

Symbols

Games

baiiparrap [ “Buyraktar"]

Bayraktar (wiedzmiz 2027), Bayrakodakko (JyveAFK 2022), Ukrainian |
{ Bayraktar vs Orcs (ondijm 2022), Bovovna Included! (Ironbellys Crew 2023), |

.....

Deputinization (Myttsi Zabav 2022)

+ wasenin [ “Jovelin”]

| Jovelin Paint - Bravery Game (NovaApps Limited 2022), Saint Jovelin
{ (anomalousFrog 2022), Zelenskyy's Wrath (Helssen 2022), Bavovna

Included! (ironbellys Crew 2023), Deputinization (Myttsi Zabav 2022)

¢ conawnmn | "sunflowers”]

| Sunflower Simulator (Null Activity 2022), Sunfiower Slop (Native Games
! Studio 2022), Friedens Panzer (Hexenwerk 2022)

+ ryou|“geese"]

| Birds Attock 2022 (Novokhatskyi and Khorchenko 20220), Nenka Ukraine |
{ (3x0nGames 2024), The Goose of Kyiv (salopusher 2022) '

| kosax [ “Cossack”]

| Cossack Drive (elD1abl0 2023), Jovelin Paint - Bravery Game (NovaApps :
! Limited 2027), Nenka Ukraine (3xOnGames 2024), Cassack Freedom Fighter |

(Liza ond Lemon 2023)

i national colours

¢ Deal with Putin (Little-Rena and DVa-Clock 2022), Ukraine vs. OrcZ
{ (Maric von Teplitz 2022)

[Source]: own elaboration based on: (Kot 2024) and own query.

Representations of the characters of soldiers also deserve a comment. Both
Russians and Ukrainians, they often retain a humanoid form but undergo
humorous graphic transformations. Russian soldiers are frequently depict-
ed as opku [“orcs”], zombies, or various animals, while Ukrainian soldiers
are portrayed as kowerama [“kittens”] and aycu [“geese”]. In both cases,

8 Such as, for example, the popular patriotic propaganda song “Bayraktar”

(Kronika24.pl 2022).
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these representations draw on widely recognized cultural references,® of-
ten humorous in nature, which in games take the form of virtual creations
that have both a graphic, animated, and diegetic dimension (see Table 4).

[Table 4]: A selections of games from our final corpus, organised according to the
parodied elements of reality - soldiers and specific characters

Group
: of characters

Characters Gomes

The Mast Russophobic Gome Clicker Kill Russians Orks
(Neos Goming 2022), Birds Attack 2022 (Novokhatskyi
and Khorchenko 2022a), Nenka Ukraine (3xOnGomes
2024), Cats at Arms (Holubovskyi 2022), Ukraine vs. OrcZ
(loric von Teplitz 2027), Bunnies vs. Bunnies: Ukraine
Edition (Jordan Magnuson 2022), Putin Orcs Defender
(pacifism 2022), Pixel World: Orcs Attack (Demon
Dezard ZI]ZZ), RUSLICSTAN INVADES (SI.AM AWAY GAMES
2023), UFU Ukrainion Forces Unlimited (RuslanHoru
2027), Bavona Included! (Ironbellys Crew 2023)

i { Ghost of Ukroine (Staryshko 2022), Ghost of Kyiv - Fly |
: Mpueup Kunesa : . ) 5
——— Shooter (UIBjor 2022), The Goose of Kyiv (salopusher

symbolic figures / 2027), The Ghost of Kyiv (lvan-Helsing 2022)

soldiers soldiers (of both sides)

¢ Sniffer Dog Gome (Novokhatskyi and Kharchenko

{ Narpow [ “Patron” :
| pos| ] i 2022h), Nenka Ukraine (3x0nGomes 2024)

® Among such linguistic jokes, the term 6agosHa [“cotton”] is notable when used to re-
fer to explosions. It is present in, for example, game titles; see, for example, Bavov-
na included! (Ironbellys Crew 2023) on Steam.
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Group
i of charocters

Characters Games

Putinist Slayer (Bunker 22 2022), Putin (HTML)
Message (ViriatoD7 20220), Stop the Z Putin Virus
(ViriatoD7 2022b), Deal with Putin (Little-Rena and
DVa-Clock 2022), Granny Putler (SnZ6ames 2022),
Muslk vs. Putin (Palionytsia Charity Inititive 2022),
Bavovna Included! (Ironbellys Crew 2023), Russian
Invaders (domandlj 2022), FUCK PUTIN (Sunday's
Games 2022), Kick the Pu: Beat Dictator (PRICERA 2022) |

Wlodimir Putin,
Yevgeny Prigozhin,
Alexander Lukashenko, etc.

public figures

Musk vs. Putin (Palianytsia Charity Initiative 2022),

Waolodymyr Zelensky, Zelenskyy's Wrath (Helssen 2022), Revenge of
Elon Musk, Joe Biden Zelenskyy (cjovad 2023), Ukrainion Revenge
: { (FutumoGames 2023)

[Source]: own elaboration based on: (Kot 2024) and own query.

These whimsical (Nenkov and Scott 2014) depictions often balance on the
border of the “cute-grotesque” as framed by Daniel Harris: “cuteness [...]
must by no means be mistaken for the physically appealing, the attractive.
In fact, itis closely linked to the grotesque, the malformed” and “[...] cute-
ness is ultimately dehumanising, paralysing its victims into comatose or
semi-conscious things” (2001, 3, 7). The troubling nature of such aesthetic
choices further illustrates the paradoxical nature of using an entertainment
medium to create humorous depictions of war.%°

While orcs are intended to symbolise the brute force and uncivilised na-
ture of Russian soldiers, zombies serve a particularly intriguing function:
they depict soldiers as the living dead, emphasising their inevitable down-
fall and rendering them “ungrievable” (Butler 2009). Such biopolitically trou-
bling representations become tolerable in public reception when directed
at the advancing aggressor forces (Train and Ruhnke 2016, 515). In a similar

10 For example, consider the mobile game Cats at Arms by Oleh Holubovskyi (2022) in
which players control a Ukrainian cat-soldier who shoots Russian orc-soldiers. The
graphic design of both armies can be described as “cute” (see Figure 3a).
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[Figures 3a-c]: Screenshots from Cats at Arms (Figure 3a), Stop the Z Putin Virus
(Figure 3b), and Sunflower Simulator (Figure 3c)

[Source]: (Holubovskyi 2022), (Viriato07 2022b), (Null Activity 2022).



vein, Stop the Z Putin Virus (Viriato07 2022b) is a game in which Putin him-
self changes into a zombie, infected by the “Z virus” (see Figure 3b). The
association with the letter “Z,” an identification symbol commonly linked
to the Russian military, reinforces this imagery.

These representations express a collective affect, channelling wide-
spread frustration, anger, and resistance, and further popularising it. De-
humanisation is accompanied by exaggerated gore aesthetics, which func-
tion in a comparable way: they intensify the violence and brutality of the
game, making the stakes feel more immediate and visceral, while simulta-
neously reflecting and reinforcing the shared emotional response of the
public towards the aggressor. This highlights the inherent paradox of play
and gaming transgression (Mortensen and Jargensen 2020; Jergensen and
Karlsen 2018). In the cases discussed here, the paradoxical nature is very
evident and easy to notice, particularly in the aesthetic dimension. Creators
and players seek to engage in transgression through the act of creation and
playing, by tormenting their opponents, using moral bracketing that caus-
es the moral norms “outside the game” to be suspended and replaced by
the “in-game” norms (Mortensen and Navarro-Remesal 2018, 30). Howev-
er, a truly profound transgression (Mortensen and Jergensen 2020, 194) im-
plies the impossibility of participating in such an experience.

An interesting aesthetic deviation from ubiquitous gore can be found
in Sunflower Simulator (Null Activity 2022), in which Russian tanks are
transformed into sunflowers (see Figure 3a). The player aims at them with
a crosshair, suggesting that their operators are killed, and upon their bod-
ies, sunflowers - a national symbol of Ukraine - grow. Here the transfor-
mation of the non-visible soldiers is significantly subtler and as such less
disturbing to the recipients. It is worth noting, however, that this remains
an exception - most of the titles discussed here compete in sadistic depic-
tions. To give the reader a more tangible understanding of the phenome-
non described here, we provide a specific example below.

Mans nosum BaHio [“Manya Catches Vanya”] (Valentyn 2022) - direct-
ly references Hy, nozodu! [“Nu, Pogodi!”], the 1984 Russian game featuring
characters from a popular animated series. In this version, instead of the
wolf character, a female figure dressed in traditional Russian attire catches
dismembered body parts of Russian soldiers rolling down four birch wood
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[Figure 4]: Screenshots from Mars n06um Banro [“Manya Catches Vanya”] (2022)

[Source]: (Valentyn 2022).

slopes, much like the original game’s eggs (see Figure 4). The Hy, nozodu!
itself was a copy of the 1981 Egg from Nintendo Game & Watch. Here, the
subverted and mocked characteristics of one of the best-known early Rus-
sian titles becomes a tool of Ukrainian anti-imperialism.

Although parodying the specific video game title is crucial to the satiri-
cal tone of the game, we decided to include it in this part of our discussion
because one of its most shocking elements and one charged with meaning
is the grotesque depiction of dismembered Russian soldiers. It isimportant
to note that such exaggerated gore representations can transgress limits for
some viewers. Based on comments on its itch.io page, criticising the dehu-
manising nature of depictions, MaHs 1osum Banto can be categorised as an
extreme example of the mechanisms we have discussed in this section be-
coming for some players a space of profound transgression - one that is un-
acceptable and as such unplayable (Mortensen and Jargensen 2020, 194).

Alongside faceless, anonymous soldiers, another important element of
invasion-related reality introduced into games are specific, identifiable char-
acters. These include, first, symbolic figures representing Ukraine’s liberation
efforts, such as Mpusud Kuesa [“Ghost of Kyiv”] and lTampoH [“Patron”] the
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dog. Second, there are caricatures of Russian leaders and public figures, such
as Vladimir Putin, Yevgeny Prigozhin, and Belarusian president Alexander
Lukashenko, as well as figures from the international stage, including Volo-
dymyr Zelensky, Elon Musk, and Joe Biden. The latter characters, although
graphically depicted in a parodic manner, are positioned within the narra-
tive and mechanics as protagonists or at least as active agents in the con-
flict. While the visual representation may be exaggerated or humorous, their
roles in the games reflect their symbolic significance within the larger con-
text of the war, often emphasising theirimportance in the resistance struggle.

Similar to the case with soldiers, in the aesthetic transformations of both
hero and enemy characters, the creators’ sadism comes to the forefront,
not always consciously, in their attempt to “maim, hobble, and embarrass”
(Harris 2001, 5). It is further reinforced in narration and mechanics turned
“against” Russia’s allies. This reflects a deliberate exaggeration of negative
traits and vulnerabilities, adding a layer of dark humour and criticism. The
use of such depictions may also be a way to explore the grotesque nature
of the conflict, as these characters are dehumanised and subjected to vi-
sual ridicule, highlighting the brutality of war through satirical aesthetics.

The majority of the titles that can be mentioned in this category focus on
Putin. In these many games, the Russian leader is often compared to Hitler,
with linguistic play - such as using the term “Putler” (for example, Granny
Putler [SnZGames 2022]) - and the use of the Hitler graphic motif signalling
fascist ideologies. These games are designed as ways to kill, torture, and rid
the world of Putin, essentially using him as a target for violent retribution.

One of them is Deal with Putin a straightforward online game developed
by Little-Rena and DVa-Clock (2022) on newgrounds.com. Players select
from a range of tools to trigger animations depicting direct harm inflicted
upon Putin (see Figure 5). He can be shot, obliterated by a nuclear bomb,
stabbed with a pen, crushed under a map of Ukraine, or drowned in urine.
The game’s visual style draws heavily from popular satirical online games
and aligns itself with the broader trend of caricaturing and tormenting polit-
ical figures (Phillips 2018),* here with a pronounced focus on the Ukrainian

11 For example, in ragdoll games like Interactive Buddy (Shock-value 2005), in which
the player tortures a doll that can be equipped with the skins of George W. Bush or
John Kerry, among others.
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Deal with Putin

[Figure 5]: Screenshots from Deal with Putin (2022)

[Source]: (Little-Rena and DVa-Clock 2022).

cause. The game includes seven unlockable achievements, encouraging
repeated engagement. Accompanying the gameplay is a background track
titled “The Dictator” (jasont01 2007), which features a digital sample of
a quote from George W. Bush regarding dictatorship.

This form of representation featured in Deal with Putin and many other
titles not only reflects an intense animosity towards the Russian leader but
also serves to channel the frustration and anger stemming from the ongo-
ing conflict into virtual acts of vengeance (Murray 2016, 320).

To summarise this category, we note that the diegetic incorporation of
the above-mentioned elements further highlights the use of mechanisms
of parody (Harries 2000). Their oversaturation in subsequent titles estab-
lishes a clear satirical stance towards the ongoing conflict, with sharp criti-
cism aimed at mocking the Russian armed forces. Ludic objects - phenom-
ena distilled into reusable and reinterpretable symbols - serve as tools for
structuring experience, extending memory, and shaping associated emo-
tional responses. A game centred on a specific object or event commemo-
rates the existence of that object or event, allowing the myth it generates
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to persist beyond the immediate moment. The affective responses elicit-
ed by these phenomena are embedded within the game’s structure, pro-
viding both creators and players with a means to process and navigate the
emotions they evoke. While undergoing parodic transformations, these lu-
dic objects are simultaneously simplified and enriched with new critical di-
mensions. Through their games, creators offer a hyperreal simulacrum of
theirindividual and national experiences, engaging with the paradox of hu-
mour by transforming cherished symbols - such as national icons and war-
time suffering - into elements that are more easily disseminated through
the popular language of parody.

5. Discussion

The people of Ukraine and their allies manifest their agency not only on
the battle and political fields but also through transmedial spaces. Games
provide a novel framework for situating experiences within a temporal and
relational context. Through games, creators capture the attention of play-
ers from around the world, sharing their perspectives and propagating
Ukrainian culture, albeit in a simplified or trivialised form. By contributing
to the trend of creating the games discussed here, the creators are active-
ly participating in negotiating norms of discourse regarding the invasion.
Their annihilating laughter at the triumph of the absurd is their moment of
freedom (Hariman 2008, 261).

Games related to contemporary armed conflict function as networks of
references. They transform sets of signs into ludic objects, which serve as
the foundational elements for satirical actions. Above, we have outlined
examples of how parodying other games as well as elements directly relat-
ed to the invasion are featured in the creation of satirical games. With the
help of these mechanisms the reality of war itself is transformed into hyper-
realistic, mocking representations, in a way that makes possible a process-
ing of what is unimaginable, repulsive, and abhorrent.

A key aspect of this analysis concerns the most prevalent thematic and
aesthetic trends that emerge within these games. After reviewing the scope
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of our discussion, we observe that the most popular titles tend to be those
targeting Putin or featuring orcs or zombies. We speculate that these meta-
phors are among the most symbolically potent and relevant throughout the
invasion. In contrast, games based on individual memes - such as the trac-
tor memes - emerged in large quantities and were produced rather crude-
ly during the height of their circulation, eventually fading away or becom-
ing less prominent. Later titles have shifted their focus from being solely
centred on one event, incorporating a broader array of elements, with the
tractor serving as just one among many motifs.

As noted above, forms of negotiating the boundaries of discourse through
video games often rely on various modes of violence, not only within narra-
tion and mechanics, but also through aesthetics. It is not only the game it-
self but also its chosen parodic convention that facilitates these transgres-
sions (see “ludo-comedic consonance” in Bonello Rutter Giappone et al.
2022). When humour is employed and directed at the oppressor, even de-
humanisation may appear harmless (Carter and Allison 2018, 133-52). What
is more, the previously mentioned paradox of cuteness (Harris 2001) high-
lights that aesthetic transformations - commonly understood as expressing
positive affect toward an object - can also carry a problematic, violence-
laden connotation. It follows that despite the creators’ evident bias, the por-
trayals of characters from both sides in their cutified, cartoonish form are
similarly imbued with the violence of war. Gore and a distinctly pronounced
grotesque aesthetic, alongside purely mechanical techniques, are what set
the opponents apart from allies. Thus, the selection of monstrous catego-
ries (e.g., zombies and orcs) to depict Russian soldiers, contrasted with an-
imalistic ones (e.g., geese and cats) for Ukrainian soldiers, is noteworthy.

The paradox of transgressive actions in video games, which pertains to
most of the games discussed here, presents a compelling dilemma. On one
hand, player actions within a game can be deeply unsettling when evaluat-
ed through the lens of contemporary human rights standards: for instance,
in games about torturing Putin, where the player engages in acts that would
be considered morally reprehensible in any real-world context. However,
the magic circle of the gaming experience provides a form of absolution,
framing these actions as acceptable within the boundaries of play. The veil
of parody further legitimizes this engagement, allowing players to channel
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their emotions in a manner that remains normatively acceptable within the
cultural framework of satirical gaming.

Cruel carnival laughter encompasses all - enemies, comrades, players,
and creators alike (Bonello Rutter Giappone et al. 2022, 9-11; Bakhtin 1984).
These forms of expression - aesthetic and mechanical - do expose and
mock the absurd, yet they remain its “accomplices” as well (Baudrillard
1995, 64).

Although there are exceptions, such as the previously mentioned Labor
Rights and the conscription game, the majority of the games analyzed in this
study do not endeavour to provide nuanced critical commentary. They are
politically engaged but not necessarily serious (Flanagan 2009). As Hye-Won
Han and Su-jin Kim note (2016, 97), in the case of parody games, develop-
ers perceive real-world social and cultural problems tragically, yet convey
satire and irony through comedic parody. This juxtaposition of the gravity
of events with a medium intended for entertainment creates a paradoxical
effect. However this paradox serves a clear purpose. A certain lighthearted-
ness (as discussed in parody studies) permits a freer engagement with both
information and affect. To quote Robert Hariman, parody cuts its subject to
“human scale” (2008, 251). Game scholars examining parody games empha-
sise that parodic elements and paracausal (Gurney and Payne 2016) qual-
ities enhance the entertainment value of these games, creating accessible
and alluring spaces that capture players’ attention. Moreover, the satirical
approach, embedded within a parodic aesthetic, functions at the margins
of conventional discourse, circumventing established norms of acceptable
expression. The perceived “non-seriousness” of these works grants their
creators the latitude to depict images and facilitate interactions that would
otherwise be deemed unacceptable within mainstream channels of com-
munication. These features invite players to engage in critical reflection on
serious themes, thereby facilitating the critical processes mentioned above
(Gurney and Payne 2016; Han and Kim 2016).

By using distribution platforms such as Newgrounds, itch.io, and Goo-
gle Play, these games position themselves as non-threatening artefacts, de-
spite serving as conduits for powerful affective expressions and creative in-
terventions (Flanagan 2009). An illusion of casuality is dispelled, at least in
some titles, by information surrounding them such as fundraising efforts
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for the front, along with descriptions and comments from creators sharing
insights into the situation in Ukraine revealing the games’ educational and
informational values.

The language of satirical parody becomes legitimised within the realms
of independent public actions, coexisting with or even replacing direct dis-
course. The satirical effectiveness of parody stems from its “irreverent de-
mocratisation of the conventions of public discourse” which situates dis-
course closer to the audience itself (Hariman 2008, 258). It exposes the
limitations of dominant narratives that Baudrillard warns of, even if by its
own totalising tendencies (Hariman 2008, 254).

Games’ procedural and interactive properties propose an alternative to
traditional linear media. They are a form of partisan political criticism cap-
italising on the media literacy of their audience. Interaction with humour
directed against political opponents enhances a sense of political effica-
cy, particularly in situations of heightened anxiety (Becker 2014, 440). Not
only do these interactions have this effect, but actively creating such hu-
mour likely produces a similar outcome, thus fostering a sense of agency.
Parodic deconstructions in the form of games become an affinity space (Gee
2005; Gurney and Payne 2016) promoting not only passive learning but ac-
tive discussion and a sense of community. It can be noted that while online
platforms are often used for spreading propaganda and for surveillance,
the space of independent games remains relatively pure of institutional
influences. The production of satirical games exemplifies a form of parti-
san agency that operates beyond conventional frameworks of discourse.
Despite often maintaining anonymity, developers and artists demonstrate
a clear intent to resist in a manner that fits in with their expertise and cre-
ative capacities. These games serve as non-militant instruments of oppo-
sition, offering an alternative mode of engagement in the struggle against
invasion. The accumulation of affective responses fosters a sense of shared
understanding, further solidifying the formation of new communities bound
by these collective experiences.

However as the editors of Video Games and Comedy note, the “democ-
ratising power of laughter” should not be overestimated (Bonello Rutter
Giappone et al. 2022, 11-12). Although it provides an opportunity to rein-
force communal bonds, it often comes at the expense of cruelty towards the
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Other. In the games we examined, it is evident that while the roles of victim
and aggressor may shift, the underlying mechanisms of violence and the per-
petuation of nationalistic ideologies remain unchanged. As Bonello Rutter
Giappone et al. note, “There is a fine line between carnivalesque ridiculing
of shared values, brave satire against the tyrants, and cruel mockery of oth-
ers from the platform of smug conviction in one’s superiority [...]” (2022, 12).

In a situation of heightened risk and during a war that is becoming more
intense and violent, it is not surprising that representations of war domi-
nate in the titles we analysed. These are not distant or fictional events but
rather transformations of current realities, which both diminishes and am-
plifies their frivolity. The immediacy of the conflict intensifies representa-
tion’s impact, blurring the lines between representation and reality. The
violence and ideologies depicted in these games, then, are not merely his-
torical echoes or abstract constructs, but are deeply rooted in ongoing glob-
al tensions. This temporal proximity adds a layer of urgency and compli-
cates our understanding of the narratives being portrayed, making them
not only more relevant but also more unsettling. The shifting dynamics be-
tween victim and aggressor in this context are not just theoretical exercis-
es, but part of a living, evolving crisis, one that challenges the very nature
of how we engage with and interpret these representations.

6. Final remarks

Game design functions as a powerful tool for both personal expression and
broader cultural communication within a wartime context. Our article pro-
vides a limited overview of the phenomenon of parody games related to the
Russo-Ukrainian War, highlighting their role in shaping affective respons-
es and political narratives. However, further research is needed to explore
their long-term impact on collective memory, their reception across differ-
ent cultural contexts, and their influence on the broader discourse of war
representation in digital media. The games discussed here align themselves
with a tradition of political satire, one that has found its place in every me-
dium - from drawings and songs to magazines and monologue (Bonello



Rutter Giappone et al. 2022, 1-24). In this context, the aesthetics and me-
chanics of parody function as instruments of satire, ultimately serving the
purpose of critiquing reality. This criticism is not merely intellectual but af-
fective, aiming to elicit an emotional response. The accumulation of shared
emotions fosters the formation of communities, united by a collective sense
of agency. Satirical games actively contribute to the construction of nation-
aland political identity, with their heightened militarization reflecting and
reinforcing facets of contemporary Ukrainian self-perception. This study is,
thus, part of a longstanding inquiry into the foundational constructs of na-
tional identities. Within the epistemic landscape of the post-truth era, the
significance of emotions and affect in the formation of collective identity
becomes increasingly pronounced, as they function as cohesive forces that
unify communities. In this context, the predominant unifying affect is one
of resistance and indignation - an emotive response to the surreal and in-
comprehensible spectacle of war. The fact that many of these games served
as a means of fundraising to support Ukrainian troops at the front further
highlights the dedication and commitment of their creators. By directing
proceeds towards defence efforts, developers not only show their support
for Ukraine but also engage players worldwide in this cause, transforming
gaming into a platform for activism. This blending of play and purpose un-
derscores a unique aspect of modern game design, where entertainment
intersects with real-world impact, rallying digital communities towards
shared goals, and expressing and stabilising personal and political affect.
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[Abstract]: On February 24, 2022, Russia initiated a full-scale, massive military at-
tack on Ukraine, resulting in an enduring war that persists to the present. The attack
drew enormous attention from the global community, which provoked a feeling
that the invasion threatened the entire world’s stability and should be condemned.
The ongoing war has encouraged the creation of numerous thematic games, many
accessible through the Steam platform. Players often express their reflections on
both the game itself and the topic it addresses in the comments section, which is
available to all platform users. This paper presents conclusions derived from the
qualitative analysis of approximately 250 comments made by Chinese language
speakers on the game Ukraine War Stories in terms of language, content, and nar-
rative. We indicate the dominant discourse within the gaming community, taking
into account Chinese-language comments concerning their use of traditional or
simplified characters, and discuss the emotions conveyed by players’ feedback. We
believe that understanding these aspects contributes to a more comprehensive view
of how the community of gamers engages and interacts with complex global issues.

[Keywords]: Chinese language, discourse analysis, Russia-Ukraine war, Steam gam-
ing community, video games
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1. Serious games and political discourse

Games, whose main purpose is not entertainment (so-called serious games),
have emerged as a medium to raise awareness about social, ethical, and
cultural issues (Pereira et al. 2012, 53). Additionally, they provide specific
information about various phenomena and events occurring worldwide.
Thus, they can serve as an information tool, drawing attention to issues that
should be disseminated to a broad audience (Khoury et al. 2018, 1885), as
well as developing beliefs related to specific topics through experimenta-
tion, thereby eliminating the need for experience in reality (Mota et al. 2016,
2398; Raessens 2015, 246). Serious games have the potential to foster the
development of empathy among players because of their immersive na-
ture, which makes them a tool that is well-suited in this educational context
(Belman and Flanagan 2009, 5) helping individuals to grasp the humanim-
pact of real-world issues like war and holding “the vast potential [...] for the
work of peace education and conflict resolution” (Darvasi 2016, 19). Howev-
er, it is essential to consider whether players’ pre-existing biases and deeply
ingrained beliefs can be effectively altered by a game or whether these en-
trenched perspectives will ultimately prevail. It could be argued that a suc-
cessful serious game should have the ability to alter a player’s worldview
or, at the very least, compel players to engage in critical thinking.
Successful serious games should also meet the criterion of enabling
the collection of data on player behavior (Samcovi¢ 2018, 598), as they as-
sist,among other things, in changing attitudes (Mota et al. 2016, 2398; Gee
2003, 44). This capability can give insight into the effectiveness of the game,
facilitate its development, and contribute to academic research through
the analysis of data acquired during gameplay or data in the form of feed-
back. This data can be extracted from game reviews on popular digital dis-
tribution platforms, which make possible the collection of a wide range of
gamers’ perspectives (Lin et al. 2019, 1), diverse backgrounds, cultures, and
regions where media transmission follows a specific path. This diversity of
user backgrounds and experiences helps to understand how perceptions
of gaming can vary, influenced by local narratives that may be more or less
objective, often filtered through various cultural, political, or ideological
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lenses. However, games exist in a virtual dimension, a transnational envi-
ronment, and they cross national borders, with platforms such as Steam
being used by players located all over the world. Hence, comments can ex-
press opinions about the game and its content, but they also play arole in
shaping other players’ knowledge, much like the game itself (Jung 2020, 3).

In the context of Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine, launched
on a nationwide scale in 2022, this issue is particularly significant from the
perspective of global stability and security; it also fosters a broad dialog
among gamers about the war. Games such as Ukraine War Stories, host-
ed on Steam, have become forums where the gaming community can en-
gage in discussions about the conflict, express views, and share reflections.

Viewed through the lens of the Chinese language and the Chinese-
speaking community on the Steam platform, this matter takes on unique
significance and interest, as Chinese can be written in two distinct writing
systems: traditional and simplified. The latter is primarily used by citizens
of the People’s Republic of China, as well as in Malaysia® and Singapore,?
whereas the traditional script is utilized by Taiwanese and Hong Kongers
(Liu and Hsiao 2012, 689). This is of great importance given the political nar-
rative of the war adopted by the media in these territories. According to the
Chinese official position, China maintains a neutral stance (Song 2023, 21).
However, this neutrality can be viewed as a strategic calculation to protect
Chinese economic and political interests. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the People’s Republic of China has published a twelve-point statement out-
lining its approach to the Russian-Ukrainian situation (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs [China] 2023). Among other issues, the statement addresses the sov-
ereignty of all countries, the abandonment of a Cold War mentality, the re-
sumption of peace talks, and the cessation of hostilities, as well as the ces-
sation of unilateral sanctions. Notably, the first two issues can be taken as
directed toward the US and NATO, suggesting that they should not interfere
in the politics of other countries. This may be particularly relevant in the

! Itis worth noting that in Malaysia, the Chinese language is not recognized as an offi-
cial native language; however, the “Chinese language education system is relative-
ly superior” (Yan 2022, 134).

2 One of Singapore’s official languages is Singapore Mandarin Chinese, which differs
from Standard Mandarin Chinese.
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context of support for Taiwan. Mainland China views Taiwan as a rebellious
province that should reunite with the People’s Republic of China (Tworkow-
ski 2023, 37). In the context of the Russian-Ukrainian war, Ukraine’s situa-
tion is sometimes compared to the Taiwan issue, which, however, differs in
geopolitical and legal contexts (Zreik 2023, 13). Nonetheless, China’s stance
on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict may have far-reaching consequences
for future international relations, especially concerning the tensions sur-
rounding Taiwan.

By contrast, the official position of the Government of the Republic of
China (Taiwan) toward Russia’s decision to attack Ukraine is one of firm con-
demnation. According to a statement by the Taiwanese Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Russian invasion is a threat to regional and global peace and sta-
bility. Taiwan has pledged to continue cooperating with the United States
and other countries to help end the war in Ukraine, including by joining in-
ternational sanctions (Ministry of Foreign Affairs [Taiwan] 2022). The war
in Ukraine has significantly affected Taiwanese perceptions of defense is-
sues, highlighting an increased need to prepare for national defense (Hsiao
2022, 4).

Yichi Chen’s (2024) research found that Chinese and Taiwanese media,
despite similarities in agenda-setting, reflect different political goals. In the
Chinese media, the war is described as a result of US actions (as opposed to
China’s promotion of peace and cooperation), with key terms such as “he-
gemony” and “cold war” frequently appearing in reports. Additionally, the
media prominently feature the official statement’s emphasis on peaceful
solutions (Chen 2024, 3-4). In contrast, the prevailing narrative in Taiwan-
ese media portrays Russia as a dictatorial and brutal state that has attacked
Ukraine and violated human rights and describes Ukrainians as heroes fight-
ing for freedom and democracy (Chen 2024, 3-4). The Taiwanese narrative
also emphasizes globalization, diplomacy, and cooperation with the US, in-
cluding criticism of the Chinese Communist Party (Chen 2024, 6).

Remarkably, a study by Deniz Aksoy et al. (2024) suggests that media re-
ports regarding Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have increased Chinese sup-
port for the use of military force, with many expressing pessimism regard-
ing peaceful solutions. This implies that the public is not convinced of the
effectiveness of the Chinese government’s official stance of neutral peace.

g/



Consequently, it can be deduced that, following the outbreak of war, the is-
sue of defense has become more significant for both Taiwanese and Chinese
communities, indicating a heightened sense of insecurity. This development,
in turn, shapes and fuels social debates on both security and sovereignty.

2. About the game

As stated by Tetiana Zinovieva, “video games serve as a powerful deep me-
dia tool of Ukrainian society to resist Russian aggression” (Zinovieva 2023,
226). Ukraine War Stories is one such game. It is a documentary, paragraph-
based visual novel released for Windows computers and available for free
on Steam. The game was published on October 18, 2022, by Starni Games,
a Ukrainian studio founded in 2013 (Starni Games 2022), whose games are
thematically centered on the issue of armed conflicts. Ukraine War Stories
meets the assumptions of the genre: the gameplay is designed for a single
player, there is a progression through decisions made, and the entire nar-
rative experienced by the player is conveyed through descriptions, passag-
es of dialog, overview graphics, and music. The game also features a system
of consequences for the player’s choices, showing how the morale and re-
sources of the group change after a particular option is chosen. It includes
three scenarios based on true stories from the first months of the war in
2022, depicting events in the Russian-occupied territories of Gostomel, Bu-
cha, and Mariupol (Kovpak and Lebid 2022, 107).

As regards the graphic development of the game, authentic war photo-
graphs are used in the background (Zinovieva 2023, 220), which have been
digitally processed by applying a drawing-style filter. The interface con-
sists of a panel displaying a portrait of the interlocutor, text provided by
the game, a preview of statistics and resources, and a board with various
options. The game’s music can be described as relatively dark, industrial,
and tension-building, resembling film scores used in dramas or thrillers. It
is not mechanically correlated with the gameplay.

The creators declare that they do not and will not profit from the game;
their goal is to share the experiences of people suffering from the war in
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Ukraine with the largest possible audience (Steam 2024; StarniGames 2022).
Additionally, it is worth noting that the project was created by a small team
from Kyiv, working during the war from their office in Ukraine. One of the
creators survived the tragedy in Bucha: “[one of the guys from our team]
had to hide with his family in the basement of the garage for a week until
they were able to evacuate. His house was ransacked by the Russians along
with many other houses in the village” (Steam 2024; my translation). This
indicates the developers’ strong commitment to authentically portraying
the war experience in a game meant to move players on an emotional lev-
el. The game’s content, based on a true and dramatic story, may signifi-
cantly influence the nature of players’ comments, who may focus more on
the message, themes, political background, and references to reality, and
less on the gameplay and technical aspects of Ukraine War Stories as an in-
teractive medium.

According to data recovered from Gamalytic, the game recorded approx-
imately 37,700 downloads (Gamalytic 2024), while VG Insights reports a to-
tal of 30,870 downloads (Video Game Insights 2024b). This can be consid-
ered a significant success, given that it is an indie game and that these
numbers were achieved through organic reach, as the game did not have
any marketing investment. For comparison, the commercial game “Death
from Above” (developed by Rockodile and published by Lesser Evil on Feb-
ruary 22,2024), an action-oriented drone simulator, set during the Russian
invasion of Ukraine and priced at $9.99, has sold approximately 9,200 cop-
ies on Steam (Video Game Insights 2024a).

In the context of our article, it is also worth mentioning that the game
is available in eleven languages, including Chinese (in both traditional and
simplified writing systems), significantly increasing its accessibility to a wide
audience. However, the game does not have a Spanish version, despite
Spanish being one of the most widely spoken languages in the world. This
may be due to localization priorities, as well as limited resources and bud-
get. It is important to bear in mind that the game is a pro-bono project.

We chose to discuss Ukraine War Stories for several reasons:

> game genre - it focuses on narrative, making it a representative me-
dium for studying players’ reactions to the depiction of real-world
events in games;
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> availability - it is available for free;

> education and emotions - it has an educational value and emotional
aspect;

> contextual relevance - because of its political and social implications,
the game can generate comments that reflect broader political and
social narratives concerning the Russian-Ukrainian war.

3. Methodology

In this article, we assume that language is fundamental in the construction
of social reality and identity (Gee 2014); thus, we employed a methodolo-
gy of digital discourse analysis, focusing on the content of players’ com-
ments posted on the Ukraine War Stories game page on the Steam platform.
As noted by James Paul Gee (2014, 61), all meaning is local. This approach
allows us to understand how localized utterances and their meanings in-
fluence society, shape perceptions of reality, and affect further commu-
nication and discourse. The main point of discourse analysis is to discern
“how individuals use language in specific social contexts” (Dick 2004, 201).
In this understanding of critical discourse analysis, language is viewed as
a tool that actively shapes reality, with the manner of expression reflecting
the speakers, their relationships with others, and their perception of real-
ity. This, in turn, influences social behaviors and reinforces certain ideolo-
gies. Discourse analysis further examines the intricate relationship between
language and identity, particularly how language is employed to construct
both individual and collective identities (Gee 2014, 28). In this article, we
focus on Chinese-speaking gamers.

This research was conducted to understand the dominant discourse
within the Chinese language communities of gamers on the game and its
context and to discover how individuals use the Chinese language in their
reviews to construct and communicate their beliefs, emotions, and evalu-
ations, as well as why they use it in these specific ways. Here we adopt the
perspective of José P. Zagal et al. that “game reviews are one of the prima-
ry forms of video game journalism and are also one of the prevalent forms
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of discourse about games” (Zagal et al. 2009, 215), but at the same time,
we acknowledge that these reviews can also reflect broader player opin-
ions on various issues associated with the game, with the game itself cata-
lyzing the expression of such views.

In the analysis, we considered 262 reviews written in Standard Mandarin
Chinese, the official language of both the People’s Republic of China and the
Republic of China. Based on the assumptions made earlier (geographical
distribution, cultural and political context), it can be concluded that most
comments written in simplified Chinese characters are likely to come from
Chinese citizens, while comments in the traditional Chinese script are like-
ly to come from Taiwanese citizens.?

All comments analyzed below have been extracted from the “reviews”
section of the Steam platform. In the initial stage of the research, we extract-
ed the data using a screen-based approach (Androutsopoulos 2013, quot-
ed in Kreis 2022, 78), followed by a close reading of the comments to iden-
tify patterns and categorize our observations (as in Tovares 2022, 28). The
comments were analyzed for convergence in Chinese and Taiwanese nar-
rative, cognitive statements, content (including semantics and keywords),
valuation and tone (positive, neutral, negative), and the affective state-
ments involved in their content (including emotional reactions expressed
through language), based on the assumptions of a three-dimensional an-
alytic framework that includes text, discursive practice, and social practice
(Fairclough 1992, quoted in Dick 2004, 205). The discourse identified in the
comments is specific to the context of the game, the cultural background
of the players, and the global issue under discussion. By analyzing reviews
it can be demonstrated how certain linguistic choices are tied to specific
identities and viewpoints.

3 However, it is important to note that this information is not confirmed and cannot
be directly obtained from the platform.
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4. Quantitative data

At the outset, it should be noted that, according to the statistics of the Steam
platform, the overwhelming majority of comments made in various lan-
guages are positive (874 out of 998). This trend may reflect the general re-
ception of the game as a piece of art, but it may also indicate an anti-Russian
perspective regarding the conflict. Consequently, the comments may reveal
users’ attitudes toward the war more than they reflect an objective assess-
ment of the game’s quality by Steam users. The majority of comments was
posted during the initial post-release period, with the largest number ap-
pearing on the release day, October 18, 2022 (239 positive comments and
35 negative comments).

A total of 261 comments were posted in Chinese, accounting for over
26% of all reviews, which is an interesting result. However, the quantita-
tive distribution of reviews seems to be logical, as the Chinese communi-
ty accounts for as much as 12.3% of Steam users (Carless 2023), placing it
second in the platform’s overall community.

In simplified writing, 208 comments were posted, of which 34 (16%) were
marked as negative. In traditional writing, 53 comments were posted, none
of which was negative. This data provides preliminary insight into the dif-
ferences in the Chinese-speaking community’s attitude toward the game
and/or the armed conflict.

5. Qualitative analysis

5.1. Convergences in content, narratives,
and emotions within the Chinese language

Regardless of the writing system in which the comments are constructed,
the Chinese-speaking community predominantly comments on the real con-
flict rather than on the game itself. They exhibit a unified sentiment of sym-
pathy toward ordinary people, whom they consider the real victims of this
war. The players are particularly moved by the fate of civilians, expressing
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sadness and incomprehension as regards armed conflict, while simulta-
neously showing pessimism, noting the repetitiveness of history and the
fact that people fail to learn from past mistakes. The community condemns
war in general, wishes for its end, and frequently expresses a desire for
world peace in its comments.

A common keyword for the Chinese-speaking community can be identi-
fied as *FEE pingmin “civilian, ordinary person” and its synonyms, including
AR rénmin “people, nation, citizens” and R (EESR) minzhong “mass-
es, population, general public.” These terms are consistently used in com-
ments to describe the main victims of the conflict: individuals who are not
involved in warfare yet suffer as a result. These expressions, therefore, ap-
pear in contexts of compassion, concern, and solidarity, as well as the de-
sire for others to live without fear and violence. An example of such a com-
ment is as follows:

FEBTANT  IENXKTHZAR -
Bugudn shi shénme zhanzhéng, shoukt de ydngyudn déu shi rénmin.
No matter what kind of war it is, ordinary people always suffer.

In contrast, comments openly supporting Ukraine* (comprising 13% of those
in simplified characters and 34% of those in the traditional writing system)
are dominated by the slogan FRIZE T 3% = (RIBBNR K= HE) réngydo
gui yu Wakéelan. This phrase is a direct translation of the Ukrainian nation-
al greeting CnaBa YkpaiHi (Slava Ukraini) “Glory to Ukraine,” which is used
globally to protest against Russia’s aggression and to express support for
Ukraine.

In both the comments written in simplified and traditional Chinese
scripts, Ukraine War Stories is frequently compared to the title This War of
Mine (released in 2014 by 11 bit studios, a Polish developer). These games
are regarded as mediums that effectively describe the impact of war on or-
dinary individuals.

4 We considered comments openly supportive of Ukraine if they contained explicit ex-
pressions of support, characterized by emotional and encouraging slogans express-
ing solidarity with the Ukrainian people in the face of the conflict.
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5.2. Divergences in narrative - comments
in simplified Chinese characters

The comments written in simplified Chinese characters are generally cau-
tious and subdued, with relatively fewer emotional overtones, reflecting
a sense of calmness and a striving for balance. Most users maintain a neu-
tral tone, which aligns with the official approach of the People’s Republic of
China to the conflict. In their comments, they express the view that it is im-
possible to verify the truth and authenticity of the events presented, despite
a great desire to do so. For these users, the reality of the Russian-Ukrainian
war is not straightforward. To express this balanced approach they often
use the reference to the colors 72 3 héibdi “black and white,” stressing the
difficulty in making clear assessments and drawing simple conclusions that
distinguish between good and evil.

While maintaining neutrality, the players refer to the shared heritage and
roots of Russians and Ukrainians, urging others to avoid unilateral perspec-
tives and to promote the values of peace and love. Thus, they lament that
despite advances in technology and humanity, the world remains governed
by the law of the jungle, through which patterns of violence (such as rape,
as referred to in the game’s plot) are reproduced. In this aspect, it is empha-
sized that smart people should not ingratiate themselves with and support
either side of the conflict, especially considering that China is not a direct
party to it. Thus, they aim to protect China’s overall interests:

HERNPEAN - FREXDHP PIEARE—T5 - RUNAAREZDRS
SE—"FANTPENES -

WG shénwéi Zhdnggudrén, bu xidng zai zhé chdng zhanzhéng zhong zhandui nd yt
fang, wa jinjin bing bu xiwang zheé chdng zhanzhéng ddoxiang yige bu liyi Zhong-
gud de jiéju.

As Chinese person, | don’t want to take sides in this war, | just want this war not
to lead to an outcome unfavorable to China.

Bt BEEREN—&D - HR - WHREHFNFE -

Shéuxian, Taiwan shi wé gué de yibufen, qici, wo xiwang shijié héping.

34



First of all, Taiwan is part of my country, and secondly, | hope there will be peace
in the world.

This desire for world peace frequently appears in comments, particularly
through expressions such as B RN yuan shijié héping “may there be
peace in the world” or 'R %5 B H4E5R yudn zhanzhéng zdorl jiéshd “may
the war end quickly.” These phrases can be seen as key expressions with-
in the Chinese narrative.

Some comments criticize both parties, indicating that each has ulteri-
or motives and inflames emotions, leading to feelings of contempt toward
both nations. This contempt is expressed through the use of pejorative and
insulting terms for Russia and Ukraine, such as #5053 W ég6u wizéi “Rus-
sian dog, Ukrainian squid.” The comments highlight the ineptitude of the
Ukrainian government and President Zelensky, often referred to as a provo-
cateur, with the remark that despite these issues, “sinister” Russia should
not interfere. Steam users also describe the Russian-Ukrainian war as a pro-
paganda war or a conflict between “white thugs.”

Itis worth noting again that comments openly supporting Ukraine consti-
tute only 13%, while those openly supporting Putin’s actions are even few-
er, at 2.9%. Additionally, there are comments expressing anger at Russian
actions, but these too are in the minority (only 4.8%, with the comparison
of Putin to Hitler occurring only once). All of these comments, however, are
decidedly more emotionally charged, featuring expressions of rage or a de-
sire for death. These emotions are underscored, among others, by the use
of acronyms such as TMD (51 tama de “fucked”), other curse words in
Chinese slang, and pejorative euphemistic terms based on homophony.
These are directed at both Russians (¥§EE éf¢é literally “goose thug” refer-
ring to ‘Russian thug’; B ézi literally “moth” referring negatively to the
term “Russian;” and 1 2 8T & A28 Eludsi shirén jigi “Russian man-eating
machines”) and Ukrainians, as well as Chinese who mindlessly support
one-side (EHARZ hudng’é glinxido “yellow Russian fanatic,” #8%& éydu
literally “friend of the goose” referring to “friend of Russia,” 158 jing’é
“pro-Russian,” and #§5 jingwi “pro-Ukrainian”). Chinese individuals are
particularly criticized by the players for their support of Russia, with ironic
comments suggesting they change their citizenship to Russian and pointing
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out their failure to remember Russian crimes against the Chinese people.
Examples are:

REWEZEF DR TR -

Zhong hudng é xiaozi bi jiang xia diyu.

All blindly devoted Chinese supporters of Russia will go to hell.

ETMRVER S - ETMBIPIEEN - KTMIYBE S HTECHD -

QU tama de zhdnzhéng, qu tama de ndcul zhiiyl, qu tama de Eluési liGnbang.
Down with the fucking war, down with the fucking Nazism, down with the fuck-
ing Russian Federation.

Players criticize not only the unreflective adoption of propaganda but also
the moralizing tone of the game’s developers. This is particularly evident
in comments emphasizing that the game is biased, propagandistic, and
brainwashing, with a narrative that whitewashes Ukraine and demonizes
Russians. Therefore, players advise caution against potential manipulation.
Some accuse the developers of attempting to manipulate players’ think-
ing and believe that games should not serve as political tools, suggesting
that Ukraine War Stories was created to solicit donations for Ukraine. Some
players argue that the political manifesto embedded in the game is overly
strong and cannot be regarded as a source of reliable information. Thus, as
a result of frustration, some comments exhibit a stronger tone (for example,
“game for idiots,” “game for clowns,” and “junk game”), also employing vul-
gar language (for example, 183838t shdbi youxi literally “fucked up game”).

BERENR Y It 7 MR M ERBE KRR FIE -

kdn pingliin wé zhén de fi le wén le gé xindo yéuxi jit qui fin E zhding didn ndozi ba
Reading the comments, | really can’t believe it. They played a brainwashing game
and now they are against Russia. Use some brains.

ol fgsteam2 BPEIETN - (FA—REBRNEET T/ NERHTLF LD
M BREGABEATEY - EERRIAMHNSBELEARETEW [..]
TERFT KB/ NEXRTILL - ARWKRBURIREEFXNEXN (FH—FF
ERERI2MMESEARAP XN SBEEBRS ) -
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Kéxi Steam méiyou zhdngjian zhi pingjia, zuowéi yi kudn midnféi de xuanchudn
héping xido youxi wé juéde hdi kéyi, danshi zhéngzhi secdi tai ydnzhong le, shén-
zhi hui tiddo E zud de shiging bi Na*cdi géng ydnzhong a [...] Zudwéi ddfa shijian
de xido youxi kéyi, bu jianyi tai yong zhéngzhi ydngudng qu kan zhége youxi (wd yi
kaishijiushi béi 12 zhdng ylydn jingrdn you Zhéngwén hé huihua chahua xiyin le).
It’s a shame that it doesn’t have a neutral rating on Steam, as a free game to
promote world peace it’s fine, but it has too clear a political tone, and it’s even
mentioned that what Russia did is worse than Nazism. [...] As a game to kill
time, it’s fine, but | wouldn’t recommend looking at it too politically (I was ini-
tially attracted by the choice of up to twelve languages, including Chinese, and
the illustrations).

Interestingly, some comments appear to indicate subtle support for Ukraine,
hidden between the lines. This may suggest a fear of contradicting China’s
official stance, but also a clear desire to break away from its narrative. In
this context, there are comments expressing opposition to all forms of ag-
gression and criticizing the tacit acceptance of inhumane actions, cruelty,
and impunity for the perpetrators, referred to as fascists (without explicit-
ly naming the aggressor).

HAMEBEM—HZEXN - HRIMEBREREENT -
W3 bu zhidao nd yi fang shi dui de, wé zhi zhidao qginliié zhé bi wang.
I don’t know which side is right, | only know that the aggressors must fall.

Comments directly labeling Russia as the aggressor are present, but they
are in the minority. More frequently, Chinese commenters view the West,
NATO, and the United States as the true enemy, blaming them for the out-
break of war and positioning them as opponents in the conflict with Rus-
sia. These comments exhibit cynicism and criticism toward U.S. war policy,
often referring to the United States as “Western war merchants.” Zelensky
is accused of provoking the Russians with his efforts to join NATO. This is
perceived by users as a threat to Russia’s security. Commenters mention
the “fascist U.S. regime,” U.S. “genocide” against its own citizens, and the
West’s double standards regarding wars. The game’s narrative is sometimes
described as Western capitalist propaganda that demonizes the Russian
military, and there is criticism of the extreme nationalism depicted in the
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game. These comments are interspersed with communist propaganda slo-
gans and support for the Chinese government.

EHRUTLFENZKSER - MARLBHRAEAR
JIREVEK BRI -

Qudn shijié de wiichdnzhé yinggai lianhé qildi, ér bushi géi zibénjia maiming,
chéngdang tongzhi jigji de tidao kdn xiang zhuiqid jiéfang de minzhong.

- THELUAMRNE

)1'-ﬂ+

The proletarians of the whole world should unite, not serve the capitalists by be-
coming a tool of the ruling class to suppress people who want liberation.

REEEERNESR=H%? 2ty  AEBRPAR - BEE | ZEETZ
FHAFARRONEERT |

Jidjing shi shui zaochéng de Wikélan zhanzhéng? Shi Béiyué, huozhé zai shud
mingbdi didn, shi Méigud! Méigud cdi shi qudn shijié zui da zui éxin de zhanzhéng
fanzi!

Who really caused the war in Ukraine? It's NATO, or to be more precise, it’s the

United States! The United States is the largest and most repugnant/warmon-
ger in the world!

BEm= ARNGHTEE XREE - bXER - X+-BLHAFNESEMR -
Yudn Wakéldn rénmin kangji E digud zhiyi qinliié, B8iyué jitudn, bénti gudtéu
zhéngfii de zhanzhéng shéngli.

May the Ukrainian people prevail against the imperialist aggression of Russia,
the NATO group, and the local government of oligarchs.

Numerous reviews mention a variety of political situations and refer to
world history, including events such as the aggression of the USSR and Nazi
Germany during World War Il, Stalin’s crimes, the Sino-Japanese War, the
coup in Guatemala, the American mission in Afghanistan, the Iraq War, Rus-
sia’s annexation of Crimea, and the history of Sino-Russian relations. These
events are also often linked to criticism of the United States. One of the most
intriguing commentaries includes a poem titled “Report from the Besieged
City” (in Polish, “Raport z oblezonego miasta”) by Polish poet Zbigniew Her-
bert, written in 1982 and translated into Chinese. This poem is used by the
review’s author to criticize China’s official position, arguing that oppos-
ing the United States does not necessitate supporting another oppressive
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aggressor attacking a sovereign state, and vice versa: opposing a Russian at-
tack does not equate with supporting the United States. This critical stance
is also reflected in another user’s comment, who claims to have experienced
harassment from Chinese state institutions and fellow citizens for public-
ly supporting Ukraine.

An interesting phenomenon is the masked self-irony of the Chinese peo-
ple in some of the comments. Below is an example of one such review,
which has been marked as “useful” by 333 users and “funny” by 181 us-
ers, indicating that it resonated with a significant number of the audience:

BEEHFPEENE—1NER=AZAL/6H LRI P E, AR B
LIEAREE T -

Yi xidingddo zai zhanzhéng zhéng siqu de méi yigé Wakéldn rén dou ySu 1/6 de jilii
téutai Zhonggud, wé de ydnléi jit zhi bu zha de wdng xia diao.

Tears come to my eyes at the thought that every Ukrainian who died in the war
has % of a chance of being reincarnated in China.

On the one hand, this may appear to be an attitude of criticism and dislike
toward Ukrainians. However, after careful analysis and consultation with
a native speaker, it becomes clear that it reflects compassion and concern
for the future of Ukrainians. The comment suggests that Ukrainians, in their
next phase of life, may have to face life in China, which is expected to mean
bringing further difficulties and challenges for them.

There is little apparent commentary on the game design itself in the re-
views. Some isolated comments point to a well-constructed plot, which is
mostly considered an asset. However, there are also criticisms regarding
poor playability, inadequate mechanics of choices, and dialog inappropri-
ate for characters’ ages, rendering them stereotypical and one-dimensional.
Despite its classification as an eroge (adult visual novel), players indicate
that, in this category, the game can be considered a failure.

In the comments written in the simplified system, there are no hashtags
or emoji’s. Instead, users who explicitly oppose one side use internation-
al slogans emphasizing solidarity with Ukraine (for example, Slava Ukraini,
“I stand with Ukraine,” and “The victory belongs to Ukraine”), opposition
to armed conflict and dictatorship (for example, “fuck all wars & dictator-
ships,” “fuck war,” and “PEACE AND LOVE”), and their political views (“fuck
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putin,” “down with XJP,” “Stand with Russia,” and “destroy the nazi”).® These
additions and slogans in English are meant to draw the attention of a wid-
er, non-Chinese-speaking audience to the views of the comment authors.

5.3. Divergences in narrative - comments
in traditional Chinese characters

Comments written in the traditional Chinese character system are notably
more emotionally charged in terms of reactions experienced to the atroc-
ities depicted in Ukraine War Stories. The game’s narratives are regarded
as depressing and disturbing, but they also shift players’ perspectives on
war, encouraging a more nuanced understanding that considers the deeper
problems of armed conflict, particularly the suffering of civilians and help-
lessness experienced in the face of losing loved ones. The game is recog-
nized by the community as immersive and captures the atmosphere of war,
inducing strong emotions, including sadness, pain, powerlessness, or dread.

EEE R L EARRIARRBER - MR - ALE M — Bk D& EAE
R HEEE _NEBNSZ  BAERBRZAEHFEEREE
REBRFLEBRERANRES - RSB ARHMANAR - HzB
ZEE - BEEBERD RALLB BN ABENEBEERE 7 EELIEN
A SBZAEEHMOUFERBREEE - FRHNES tH5ZEHRBUSHE
F UHREZSEIDUNF  AZBEHF -

Zhé shi gé yéu hdo ji gé béiju ziichéng de yduxi, rigud yao wdn, na ging zuo hdo yi
gé wdnshang déu shui bt zhdo de zhtinbéi. W6 shi gé gudé ér de pliténg de nénhdi,
wo bu fourén wo zhigidn bd zhanzhéng xidng de hén jidndan, yinweéi wé yageén jit
méi xidngguo shiqu qginrén de tongkd, wo yé méi xidngguo mian dui dirén de rugin,
w6 gai you dud wiizhu, dan zai zhé yéuxi zhong wé naxié méi xidngguo yé bu xidng
xidng de shiging déu fashéng le. Lidn ji fénzhéng de rénwu gushi kéhua déu kéyi
rang wa shénli gijing, féichdng hdo de youxi. Yé xiwang shijié zai yé méiyou zhan-
zhéng, yé xiwang Taiwan kéyi héping, blyao fashéng zhanzhéng.

® When transcribing the slogans written by users in English, | retained the original no-
tation as written on the site.
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This is a game built on many tragedies. If you are going to play it, be prepared
for a sleepless night. I'm an ordinary middle school sophomore, | won’t deny
it - before that | thought about war in a very simple way, | never thought about
the pain of losing loved ones, and | never imagined how helpless | would feel
in the face of an enemy invasion. However, in this game, all those unimaginable
and unwanted thoughts came to fruition. Even a few minutes of reading the de-
scription of the characters allowed me to empathize with their situation. A very
good game. | hope there will be no more wars in the world, and that Taiwan can
live in peace, without war.

As illustrated by the commentary above, the issue of Taiwan’s security
and the tensions caused by its situation with China are being raised along-
side the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Players are critical of the government
of the People’s Republic of China and the Chinese regime. Figures of Marx
and Lenin are commented on ironically as the “ancestors” of the Chinese.
Additionally, the term /Nfp &L xido fénhdng (literally “little pink” or “little
red fan”), which Taiwanese use to describe young cyber-nationalists, is in-
voked in the context of criticism of the Chinese. Users reproach them for
their lack of access to free media and suggest that they should return to
watching propaganda content on Chinese state television, rather than en-
gaging in meaningful discourse. These strong negative emotions toward the
Chinese are expressed through sarcasm directed at Chinese nationalists,
as well as through insensitive and direct comments; some users even wish
death upon the chairman and the Chinese Communist Party. This condem-
nation is evident in reviews opposing both China and Russia.

BT 2% chinazitl &% - T RELSORERRKNIZZNHEF -

Plding hui si, chinazi yé hui si, shijié zuizhong hui huidao tG bénldi yinggai shi de
yangzi.

Putin will die, the Chinazis [a pejorative term combining the words “China” and

“Nazi”] will also die, and the world will eventually return to the way it should
have been from the beginning.

The content of the comments often pays tribute to Ukrainian soldiers, in-
cluding those defending the Hostomel Airport and encircled Kyiv, the 93rd
Brigade, and the AZOV fighters on the frontline in Bakhmut, as well as the
victims of the Bucha massacre. The comments include slogans such as “free
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Ukraine,” “long live Zelensky,” and “glory to Ukraine,” as well as more un-
censored slogans such as “fuck Russia” and Z1& hudng’é shd, literally

“yellow Russian fucker,” a vulgar term for a Chinese citizen supporting Rus-
sia. Additionally, some comments describe the situation with statements
like “Russia is murdering Ukrainian civilians.”

One commentary recalls the figure of Ceng Sheng-Guang, the first Tai-
wanese volunteer to join the International Legion of Territorial Defense of
Ukraine and die in combat against Russia, thus becoming the first East Asian
soldier killed in that war. Another review mentions the Taiwanese govern-
ment’s assistance in the context of the Russian-Ukrainian war. Similar to
the comments written in simplified characters, users cite quotes from writ-
ers, both Chinese and foreign, including George Orwell and Guo Lanying,
regarding the betrayals or atrocities of armed conflict. They also make ref-
erences to world history and the current geopolitical situation, mention-
ing the USSR’s help in repelling the Japanese invasion while stressing that
present-day support should be directed toward Ukraine, the victim of a fas-
cist attack.

Users praise the developers for basing the story on true events, consid-
ering it the most important aspect from a game design perspective. How-
ever, on technical issues, criticism is directed at the low playability, mo-
notonous music, and underdeveloped sound design. Players confess that
because of the limitations in playability, Ukraine War Stories can hardly be
classified as a game.

AALZER - FABRAITERE  FRRSEMRZIIETEBABF
ERETH - BRI SR EE AN Ol a

Shué bu shang shi yéuxi, biguo hén yu nage fénwéi, rang ni' shéshén chidi gdn-
shou dao na zhdng pingmin xianra zhanzhéng de winai yi kélian, yé rang ni gdn-
shou dao zhanzhéng de cdnku hé képa.

You can’t call it a game, but it has the right atmosphere and lets you feel the

helplessness and misery of civilians caught up in the war, as well as the brutal-
ity and fear that come with it.

Users making comments using traditional writing often include the
Ukrainian slogan CnaBa YkpaiHi Slava Ukraini! “Glory to Ukraine” in their
reviews. Another recurring slogan is XG5S 7@ tian you Wakéldn “may
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God protect Ukraine,” while a common hashtag is #RussialsATerroristState,
frequently used globally in the context of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict.

6. Discussion

Serious games based on true war stories enable the gaming community to
better understand the course and consequences of war. They provoke re-
flection on complex social, political, and moral issues, which are subjected
to extreme tests under conditions of war. The ability to comment on such
games on publicly accessible platforms like Steam allows gamers from di-
verse backgrounds to engage in discussions, share perspectives, and de-
bate complex issues, thereby providing developers with valuable feedback
on their projects. Additionally, these platforms amplify voices marginalized
in traditional media and include the perspectives of those directly or indi-
rectly affected by the war, facilitating a multidimensional analysis of the
geopolitical and social discourse among gamers.

The analysis of Chinese-language comments on the game Ukraine War
Stories on the Steam platform leads to the conclusion that the game itself
is of secondary concern. Users primarily focus on the political context of
the real conflict, as the review section becomes a platform for expressing
personal attitudes toward the involved parties, as well as a broader discus-
sion on wars and their consequences. The platform allows comments to be
made anonymously, which enables users to express their beliefs relatively
freely, even those that diverge from government policies. In authoritarian
states, such expressions, if made openly, could be subject to punishment.
Unfortunately, this is also a breeding ground for increasing conflicts and
divisions among players from different backgrounds.

Chinese-speaking users of Steam predominantly show empathy and
compassion for innocent victims of war. Their deep understanding of the
realities of war enables them to perceive the perspective of civilians and
identify with them. This empathy can lead to a greater commitment to hu-
manitarian and peace-related issues.
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The lexeme £ pingmin can be seen as a symbol of the shared gaming
experience within the Chinese-speaking community, which, regardless of
individuals’ country of origin, is united in compassion for the innocent vic-
tims of the conflict. These comments indicate the importance of consider-
ing the real consequences of war for ordinary people. They testify to the
significant impact of the game in evoking emotions among players.

However, because of the geopolitical diversity of Chinese-speaking play-
ers, particularly between those from China and Taiwan, the analysis re-
vealed two distinct attitudes, both probably guided by the same goal of
defending respective national interests. The first is the quasi-neutral and
balanced attitude of the Chinese, which aligns with the official stance of
the People’s Republic of China. Chinese players often refrain from taking
sides directly (or criticize both of them) and express skepticism regarding
the veracity of events as presented by non-Chinese media. The skepticism
may stem from censorship and a tradition of restricting access to alterna-
tive sources of information by strong Chinese propaganda and a state nar-
rative that often undermines the credibility of foreign media. In contrast,
the second attitude is an emotional one from Taiwanese players, who un-
equivocally oppose the invasion of Ukraine and the use of weapons. Taiwan-
ese players view the Ukrainian resistance as a reflection of their struggle for
independence in the face of potential aggression by the People’s Republic
of China. The data provide evidence of differences in the interpretation of
historical narratives and their impact on contemporary attitudes, as well as
differences in the policies promoted in China and Taiwan. This offers insight
into the dynamics of conflict and differing attitudes toward war.

The game generates significant controversy, especially in the context of
the perception of games as a medium used to spread propaganda and the
subjectivity of its narrative. The perception of the game and its content is
certainly influenced by local discourse, which shapes the content of reviews
even before players engage with the game. Each player approaches Ukraine
War Stories with a specific cultural background and his/her own beliefs,
which heavily influence their interpretation of the content presented in the
game. Comments from the Chinese-speaking community, however, not only
reflect personal beliefs but also broader social narratives. For instance, an
anti-Western narrative is evident in comments written in simplified Chinese,
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while a discourse centered on the struggle for sovereignty is prominent in
comments written in traditional Chinese.

The findings demonstrate the potential of using the Steam platform and
gamer comments as a tool for collecting data on attitudes, behavior, emo-
tions, and language, which can serve as a valuable resource for analyzing
the social and psychological aspects of armed conflict. The content of the
comments reveals the controversial nature of the topic and the complexity
of social divisions related to political issues. In sensitive topics such as war,
the gaming community and Internet users, in general, seem to be the most
outspoken and candid, partly because of the relative anonymity afforded
by digital interactions and the use of avatars. Evidence of this fact can be
observed in some of the more bold comments from Chinese users, whose
non-mainstream voice is often silenced on a daily basis. Consequently, one
can conclude that the comments are genuine and the analyzed data reflects
authentic emotions and opinions, allowing one to gain insight into the true
sentiments of language users. This also confirms that qualitative digital dis-
course analysis in the context of comments on game distribution and sales
platforms can be a meaningful approach, providing valuable insights into
the attitudes and dynamics of a specific social group.

The research presented here holds value not only in a historical or
psycho-social context but also from the perspective of linguistic studies.
Narrative is constructed through language, and the values and attitudes
toward war are encoded in the words used by players. Semantic analysis
thus becomes a valuable source of information about players’ reactions and
emotions, as well as the intensity and diversity of those reactions and emo-
tions. Identifying keywords and repetitive phrases, decoding slang and vul-
garities, and recognizing irony and sarcasm, among other forms of expres-
sions, help understand how individuals cope with difficult topics. Pragmatic
differences within the same language reveal how local contexts influence
narratives, particularly evident in the study of Chinese, the official language
in two geopolitically and socially divergent countries.

There may be possible limitations in this study. The author of this study
is the sole interpreter of the data, and as such, the interpretation may be
influenced by personal biases, cultural understanding, and subjective per-
spectives. Despite rigorous efforts and consultations with native Chinese
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speakers, there may have been selective attention to certain themes and
lexemes, potentially shaped by the author’s linguistic and cultural back-
ground. This highlights the possible need for triangulation, in which mul-
tiple researchers could independently analyze the same dataset and com-
pare their perspectives. Additionally, the reliance on the Steam platform as
the primary source of data represents another limitation. The platform ca-
ters to a specific gamer culture that may not be representative of broader
national populations. Thus, it should be considered that the conclusions
drawn pertain only to the community gathered around the platform. Fur-
thermore, because of the anonymity of the comments, there is a lack of de-
tailed information regarding the demographic profile of the participants,
such as their age, personal background, and education levels. The nation-
ality of the commenters can only be inferred based on the writing system
used in their comments.

References

Aksoy, Deniz, Ted Enamorado, and Tony Z. Yang. 2024. “Russian Invasion of Ukraine
and Chinese Public Support for War.” International Organization, vol. 78, no. 2:
1-2. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000043.

Belman, Jonathan, and Mary Flanagan. 2009. “Designing Games to Foster Empathy.”
Cognitive Technology, vol. 14, no. 2: 5-15. Accessed August 27, 2024. https://tilt-
factor.org/wp-content/uploads2/cog-tech-si-g4g-article-1-belman-and-flanagan-
designing-games-to-foster-empathy.pdf.

Carless, Simon. 2023. “Where Are Steam, Xbox, and PlayStation Players Located?”
The GameDiscoverCo Newsletter, April 24,2023. Accessed August 27, 2024. https://
newsletter.gamediscover.co/p/where-are-steam-xbox-and-playstations.

Chen, Yichi 2024. “Media Agenda-Setting Between Mainland China and Taiwan Prov-
ince: A Case Study of the Russo-Ukrainian War.” SHS Web of Conferences, vol. 181,
no. 03018: 6. https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202418103018.

Darvasi, Paul. 2016. Empathy, Perspective and Complicity: How Digital Games Can
Support Peace Education and Conflict Resolution. New Delhi: Mahatma Gand-
hi Institute of Education for Peace and Sustainable Development, UNESCO. Ac-
cessed August 27, 2024. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259928.

Dick, Paul. 2004. “Discourse Analysis.” In Essential Guide to Qualitative Methods in
Organizational Research, edited by Catherine Cassell and Gillian Symon, 203-
213. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

106


file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000043
https://tiltfactor.org/wp-content/uploads2/cog-tech-si-g4g-article-1-belman-and-flanagan-designing-games-to-foster-empathy.pdf
https://tiltfactor.org/wp-content/uploads2/cog-tech-si-g4g-article-1-belman-and-flanagan-designing-games-to-foster-empathy.pdf
https://tiltfactor.org/wp-content/uploads2/cog-tech-si-g4g-article-1-belman-and-flanagan-designing-games-to-foster-empathy.pdf
https://newsletter.gamediscover.co/p/where-are-steam-xbox-and-playstations
https://newsletter.gamediscover.co/p/where-are-steam-xbox-and-playstations
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202418103018
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259928
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446280119

Gee, James Paul. 2003. What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Lit-
eracy. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Gee, James Paul. 2014. An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method.
4th ed. London - New York: Routledge.

Hsiao, Russell. 2022. “The Ukraine War and Its Impact on Taiwanese Perceptions on
Defense Issues.” Global Taiwan Brief, vol. 7, no. 9: 1-5. Accessed August 27, 2024.
https://globaltaiwan.org/2022/05/vol-7-issue-9.

Jung, Chang W. 2020. “The Role of Game Genres and Gamers’ Communication
Networks in Perceived Learning.” Palgrave Communications, vol. 6, no. 69: 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-0439-y.

Khoury, Mehdi, Michael J. Gibson, Dragan Savic, Albert S. Chen, Lydia Vamvaker-
idou-Lyroudia, Harry Langford, and Sarah Wigley. 2018. “A Serious Game De-
signed to Explore and Understand the Complexities of Flood Mitigation Optionsin
Urban-Rural Catchments.” Water, vol. 10, no. 1885: 1-26. https://doi.org/10.3390/
w10121885.

Kovpak, Viktoriia, and Nataliia Lebid. 2022. “Creative Industries as a Mechanism of
Creative Economy and Strategic Communications.” Baltic Journal of Econom-
ic Studies, vol. 8, no. 4: 102-109. https://doi.org/10.30525/2256-0742/2022-8-
4-102-1009.

Kreis, Ramona. 2022. “Data Collection, Preparation, and Management.” In Research
Methods for Digital Discourse Analysis, edited by Carmen Vasquez, 73-90. Lon-
don: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Lin, Dayi, Cor-Paul Bezemer, Ying Zou, and Ahmed E. Hassan 2019. “An Empirical
Study of Game Reviews on the Steam Platform.” Empirical Software Engineering,
vol. 24: 170-207. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10664-018-9627-4.

Liu, Tianyin, and Janet Hui-wen Hsiao. 2012. “The Perception of Simplified and Tra-
ditional Chinese Characters in the Eye of Simplified and Traditional Chinese Read-
ers.” Journal of Vision, vol. 12, no. 9: 689-694. https://doi.org/10.1167/12.9.533.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. 2023. “China’s Position
on the Political Settlement of the Ukraine Crisis.” Accessed February 24, 2023.
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/zy/gb/202405/t20240531_11367485.html.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China (Taiwan). 2022. “The Republic
of China (Taiwan) Government Strongly Condemns Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine
in Violation of the UN Charter, Joins International Economic Sanctions Against
Russia.” Accessed February 25, 2022. https://en.mofa.gov.tw/News_Content.
aspx?n=1328&s=97420.

107


https://globaltaiwan.org/2022/05/vol-7-issue-9
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-0439-y
https://doi.org/10.3390/w10121885
https://doi.org/10.3390/w10121885
https://doi.org/10.30525/2256-0742/2022-8-4-102-109
https://doi.org/10.30525/2256-0742/2022-8-4-102-109
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10664-018-9627-4
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.1167/12.9.533
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/eng/zy/gb/202405/t20240531_11367485.html
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://en.mofa.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=1328&s=97420
https://en.mofa.gov.tw/News_Content.aspx?n=1328&s=97420

Mota, Fernanda P,, Silvia S.C. Botelho, and Diana Adamatti. 2016. “Serious Games
as a Tool to Change People’s Attitudes: Analysis Based on the Discourse of Col-
lective Subject.” Literacy Information and Computer Education Journal (LICEJ),
vol. 7, no. 4: 2284-2289. https://doi.org/10.20533/lice].2040.2589.2016.0318.

Pereira, Gongalo, Antdnio Brisson, Rui Prada, Ana Paiva, Francesco Bellotti, Milos
Kravcik, and Ralf Klamma. 2012. “Serious Games for Personal and Social Learning
& Ethics: Status and Trends.” Procedia Computer Science, vol. 15: 53-65. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2012.10.058.

Raessens, Joost. 2015. “Playful Identity Politics: How Refugee Games Affect the
Player’s Identity.” In Playful Identities: The Ludification of Digital Media Cultures,
edited by Vera Frissen, 245-260. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

Samcovic, Andreja B. 2018. “Serious Games in Military Applications.” Vojnotehnicki
Glasnik / Military Technical Courier, vol. 66, br. 3: 597-613. https://doi.org/10.5937/
vojtehg66-16367.

Song, Jiabin. 2023. “Why China’s Foreign Policy Remains Neutral (?) in Regard to
the Russian Invasion of Ukraine? A Grand Strategy Analysis through an Offensive
Realist Prism.” Lithuanian Annual Strategic Review, vol. 20, no. 1: 21-52. https://
doi.org/10.47459/lasr.2023.20.2.

StarniGames. 2022. “Ukraine War Stories Dev Q&A 1.” YouTube, September 19,
2022. Accessed July 9, 2024. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eCZMaJzlgQ-
M&t=1379s.

Tovares, Alla V. 2022. “The Role of Theory in Digital Discourse Analysis.” In Research
Methods for Digital Discourse Analysis, edited by Carmen Vasquez, 19-36. Lon-
don: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Tworkowski, Bogdan. 2023. “China-Taiwan Relations and Their Implications for In-
ternational Security.” Bezpieczeristwo Narodowe i Wewnetrzne, no. 2 (51): 21-52.
https://doi.org/10.48269/2451-0718-btip-2023-2-002.

Video Game Insights. 2024a. Death from Above - Steam Stats. Accessed July 27,2024.
https://vginsights.com/game/2300160.

Video Game Insights. 2024b. Ukraine War Stories - Steam Stats. Accessed August 27,
2024. https://vginsights.com/game/1985510?utm_source=SteamDB.

Yan, Sijia. 2022. “Chinese Language Education in Malaysia and Singapore.” Jour-
nal of Educational Research and Policies, vol. 4, no. 10: 132-138. https://doi.
org/10.53469/jerp.2022.04(10).26.

Zagal, José P., Amanda Ladd, and Terris Johnson. 2009. “Characterizing and Un-
derstanding Game Reviews.” In Proceedings of the 4th International Conference
on the Foundations of Digital Games (FDG ‘09), edited by R. Michael Young, 215-
222. New York: Association for Computing Machinery.

108


file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.20533/licej.2040.2589.2016.0318
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2012.10.058
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2012.10.058
https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048523030-015
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.5937/vojtehg66-16367
https://doi.org/10.5937/vojtehg66-16367
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.47459/lasr.2023.20.2
https://doi.org/10.47459/lasr.2023.20.2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eCZMaJzIgQM&t=1379s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eCZMaJzIgQM&t=1379s
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.48269/2451-0718-btip-2023-2-002
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://vginsights.com/game/2300160
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://vginsights.com/game/1985510?utm_source=SteamDB
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.53469/jerp.2022.04(10).26
https://doi.org/10.53469/jerp.2022.04(10).26

Zinovieva, Tetiana. 2023. “War in Ukraine through the Lens of Interactive Media:
ATypological Study of Video Games.” Rocznik Instytutu Europy Srodkowo-Wschod-
niej, vol. 21, no. 2: 213-229. https://doi.org/10.36874/RIESW.2023.2.11.

Zreik, Mohamad. 2023. “Post-Russo-Ukrainian War: Taiwan More Cautious and Pre-
pared for Future Conflicts.” Istanbul Policy Review, vol. 1, no. 1: 13-27. https://
doi.org/10.33182/ipr.v1i1.2726.

Ludography

Gamalytic. 2024. Ukraine War Stories. Gamalytic - Steam Analytics. Accessed Au-
gust 27, 2024. https://gamalytic.com/game/1985510?utm_source=SteamDB.
Starni Games. 2022. Ukraine War Stories. Starni Games. PC. Accessed July 9, 2024.

https://store.steampowered.com/app/1985510/Ukraine_War_Stories/.
Steam. 2024. “Starni Games.” Accessed February 16, 2024. https://store.steampow-
ered.com/publisher/StarniGames?l=polish.


file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.36874/RIESW.2023.2.11
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://doi.org/10.33182/ipr.v1i1.2726
https://doi.org/10.33182/ipr.v1i1.2726
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://gamalytic.com/game/1985510?utm_source=SteamDB
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://store.steampowered.com/app/1985510/Ukraine_War_Stories/
file:///C:/Users/DELL/Documents/Sk%c5%82ady/EHGS_skl/EHGS_skl/%20
https://store.steampowered.com/publisher/StarniGames?l=polish
https://store.steampowered.com/publisher/StarniGames?l=polish

Michat Palmaka

[National Archive in Gdarisk, Poland]

Preserving Wartime Video Games:
Criteria and Methods in the Context

of the War in Ukraine'
[https://doi.org/10.26881/ehgs.2026.1.05]

[Abstract]: The ongoing war in Ukraine has influenced various aspects of cultural
production, including video games. Unlike traditional forms of historical docu-
mentation, video games provide interactive experiences that capture emotions,
testimonies, and unique perspectives on war. This paper explores the significance of
preserving video games developed during the war in Ukraine and proposes a meth-
odology for their preservation processes. It outlines criteria for selection, methods
of digital storage, and potential institutions responsible for their preservation, such
as archives, libraries, and museums. The study also discusses technical and legal
challenges, including issues related to DRM (Digital Rights Management), digital
decay, and copyright laws. In addition, it examines the public reception of these
games, highlighting both positive feedback and controversies surrounding their
ethical matter. By treating war-related video games as valuable historical testimon-
ies, this research argues for their systematic preservation to ensure accessibility for
future research and the public. The findings emphasize the role of video games as
a contemporary form of war documentation and the necessity of dedicated insti-
tutional efforts to secure them.

[Keywords]: cultural heritage, digital archiving, video game preservation, Russia-
Ukraine war, war testimonies
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1. Introduction

The ongoing war in Ukraine has profoundly affected both soldiers and ci-
vilians. For many, direct participation in or witnessing the consequences of
the conflict has been a traumatic experience. In response, numerous indi-
viduals - both amateurs and professionals - have begun creating various
forms of cultural expression, including not only board and table-top games
but also video games. These games, often produced under unstable and
dangerous conditions, represent an emerging form of digital testimony.

Preserving such materials poses significant challenges. Recent studies
have shown that a vast majority of video games - especially those distrib-
uted digitally - are at risk of disappearing over time (Winslow 2023). Given
the unique circumstances of their creation, war-related video games devel-
oped during the Russian invasion of Ukraine require special attention, in-
cluding tailored selection criteria and archival methods.

This article proposes a structured approach to preserving these digital
testimonies. Its aim is not to theorize about war-related games as a gener-
al cultural phenomenon, but to present a practical framework for their se-
lection, classification, storage, description, and accessibility (Palmaka and
Pitat 2023, 74-85). The following research questions underlie my analysis:

> What criteria should be applied for the preservation of the games
created during the conflict in Ukraine?
> Which institutions are best suited to store such testimonies?
> What are the key technical and legal challenges in preserving war-
related games?
> What method of description should be used for these testimonies?
> How can these games be more accessible to potential future research-
ers and users?
The proposed methodology draws primarily from Polish archival and re-
cords management science. Although originally designed for the Polish
State Archives, this approach can be adapted to other institutions dealing
with digital heritage. The analysis is supported by case studies of selected
games and examples of current preservation practices, legal contexts, and
institutional frameworks.
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2. Literature review

The question of how to preserve video games emerged in the late 1990s
and early 2000s. This discussion was primarily driven by the fragility and
instability of existing data carriers, the disappearance of older games from
public access, and the growing recognition of video games as both a pub-
lic good and a form of cultural heritage. Institutions such as the Library of
Congress in the United States began efforts to collect, catalog, preserve,
and study commercially released games. These initiatives laid the founda-
tion for the first theoretical frameworks and practical approaches to video
game preservation, which later developed into an academic field of study
(Waters and Garrett 1996; Winget and Murray 2008, 1).

Currently, there are two dominant approaches to video game preser-
vation in the literature. The first focuses on institutional frameworks, aim-
ing to theorize or describe institutions dedicated to the archiving of video
games. These studies primarily address the preservation of commercial-
ly released games (Winget and Murray 2008; Wood and Carter 2018), often
overlooking independent developers who create games under extraordi-
nary circumstances, such as armed conflict. A second group of publications
takes a more technical and legal perspective, examining barriers to preserv-
ing not only the games themselves but also related materials (Harkai 2022),
as well as the communities involved in game archiving (Dym et al. 2023).
While these studies make important contributions to the field, they do not
offer a methodological framework specifically for war-related video games
or address their role as digital testimonies.

3. Characteristics of war-related games

During the ongoing war in Ukraine, several noteworthy video games have
been released. One example of a war-related game connected to the con-
flict is Putinist Slayer (Bunker 22 2022). In this game, the player shoots at
aliens whose faces are replaced with those of Russian politicians. It can be
described as a meme-like expression or an emotional reaction of its creator
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(Zinovieva 2023, 216-217). Another title is What’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shel-
ter? (Dahuanna 2022), which was developed as a distraction from the hor-
ror of the bombardment of Kharkiv in 2022 by one of the survivors and lat-
er released in Lviv. This game serves as a valuable source for studying the
experiences of civilians during the bombing of the city.

A third example is the well-known collection of visual novels titled
Ukraine War Stories, which presents testimonies of civilians from Gostomel,
Bucha, and Mariupol. The gameplay primarily involves selecting dialogue
options to advance the narrative (Starni Games 2022). Another title is Death
from Above, a drone simulator in which the player operates a drone to de-
stroy enemy vehicles, clear mines, and carry out tactical missions. An inter-
esting feature is the ability to explore a wide area, classifying the game as
a sandbox (Rockodile 2024). Additionally, there is a multiplayer first-person
shooter (FPS) titled Glory to the Heroes, which is expected to be released in
Early Access in 2025 on Steam. The game emphasizes tactical combat and
allows players to choose from a variety of roles (Deaf Tone Games 2025).
These examples represent a new form of documenting wartime memories
and emotions through interactive media.

Most of the games mentioned above have been recognized by the gam-
ing community and press for their unique narratives and perspectives on
the war. For instance, the website for What’s up in a Kharkiv Bomb Shelter?
features numerous comments from players, including messages encour-
aging Ukrainians to resist Russian aggression and thanking the developer
for sharing their personal experience (Dahuanna 2022). The Guardian also
published an article highlighting games that share perspectives on the war
in Ukraine. The author briefly describes several titles and emphasizes their
testimonial value (Evans-Thirlwell 2022).

In contrast, some titles have sparked public debate. An article discussing
Death from Above raises ethical concerns about profiting from warrelated
content (Goncharenko 2023). Opinions on the game have been divided.
While some players criticize it as propaganda, others appreciate its game-
play and argue that it was unfairly targeted by Russian review bombing
(GOG.com 2025b). On Steam, Death from Above holds a “Very Positive” rat-
ing (91%) (Rockodile 2024), whereas its Metacritic user score, based on five
reviews, is notably lower at 6.8/10, reflecting its controversial reception
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(Metacritic.com 2025). Another game, Ukraine War Stories, has a “Very Pos-
itive” rating (87%) on Steam, with over one thousand player reviews. Some
users accuse the developers of spreading Ukrainian propaganda, but the
majority praise the game for its emotional storytelling and its encourage-
ment of resistance to Russian aggression (Starni Games 2022). These ex-
amples demonstrate that games related to the war in Ukraine are part of
a broader public discourse. They serve not only as entertainment but also
as testimonies of the conflict.

4. Criteria for preservation of the games

Video games constitute a vital part of our contemporary cultural heritage.
Unlike traditional media such as books or films, video games are inherent-
ly interactive, enabling users to actively engage with the presented narra-
tive. This interactivity is particularly significant in the context of war-related
games, as it allows players to simulate, witness, or emotionally process the
everyday experiences of civilians and soldiers during conflict.

As Espen Aarseth (1997) argues, video games are ergodic texts, that is,
narratives that require nontrivial effort from the player to progress. This
distinguishes them fundamentally from passive media, where reception is
largely linear and observational. In the context of war-related games, inter-
activity translates into a simulated experience of agency, choice, and conse-
quence, which is particularly relevant when portraying trauma and survival.

For archivists and other professionals interested in preserving war-related
video games, the preservation process cannot be limited to the software or
source code alone. The entire experience consists of narrative content, user
interface, decision-making structures, platform limitations, and emotional
design. These elements, taken together, contribute to the full testimonial
value of a game and require a specialized archival approach.

One of the most widely discussed examples of a game addressing civil-
ian experiences in wartime is This War of Mine (Zielinski 2014). Although the
game provides a strong emotional narrative, it was developed in a peaceful
and stable environment. In contrast, the situation is very different for games
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created under direct war conditions, such as during active bombardment
or displacement. Another issue is the difficulty of discovering and docu-
menting such titles, especially because of the sheer volume of new releas-
es. In 2024 alone, over 15,000 games were published on the Steam platform,
a significant increase compared to previous years (Statista 2026). Statisti-
cally, only a small fraction of these games address the war in Ukraine, un-
derscoring the need to preserve them systematically.

In order to identify which games should be preserved, it is necessary
to define clear criteria for their selection. The following section proposes
a classification system based on narrative content, authorship, and pro-
duction context.

[Table 1]: General criteria for the archival selection and specific criteria for the se-
lection of the video games discussed

General criterion Specific criterion
importance of the creator creation of the gome during the invasion
historical significance of the creator the impact of the narrative presented
information value narrative of personal experiences during the invosion
uniqueness of information non-use
uniqueness of the texts non-use
typicality popularity of the game genre

) innovation in mechanics and presentation
unigueness

of war experience
age preservation of all gomes creoted before 2025
degree of preservation number and quality of surviving copies, rarity

[Source]: own elaboration based on: (Robdtka et al. 1989, 39-42), (Palmaka and Pitat
2023, 76).

The first general criterion focuses on the conditions under which a specific

video game was created. Priority should be given to preserving games de-
veloped during the invasion itself. These titles are important because they
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serve as immediate emotional records created by direct witnesses to the
war. Games developed outside Ukraine can be preserved later.

The second general criterion concerns the narrative dimension of the
testimony. Some war narratives are more historically significant than oth-
ers and are likely to become primary sources for future scholarly research.

The third criterion relates to individual emotional experiences. Different
people perceive and remember events in different ways; thus, each person-
al experience carries unique informational value.

The typicality criterion highlights the need to preserve representative
examples of common game genres. These can serve as references for re-
search and study.

The uniqueness criterion emphasizes the importance of preserving
games that are innovative in their mechanics or in how they present war
experiences. These titles may serve as case studies for future research.

The age criterion addresses the practical need to limit the scope of pres-
ervation. It is not feasible to preserve every game released. For the purpos-
es of this project, the cut-off point is set at the end of 2025. This decision
is justified by two factors: first, three years will have passed since the full-
scale invasion began, and eleven years since the start of the recent Russian-
Ukrainian conflict. Studies indicate that ten years is often enough for vid-
eo games to become effectively lost (Winget and Murray 2008, 1). Second,
a potential ceasefire or resolution to the conflict may shift the production
context, which means that future games will likely be developed under less
extreme conditions.

The final criterion suggests prioritizing rare games and securing the best-
quality copies of each preserved title and related materials.

It should be acknowledged that a similar methodological approach was
employed by Yaraslau Kot in the Ukrainian Games of War database (Kot
2026). The author classifies entries not only according to the technical form
of the ludic work (game, DLC, mod), but also according to narrative catego-
ries, such as Games of Support, Ukrainian Cultural Renaissance Games, and
Patriotic Literacy and Educational Games. Furthermore, the database in-
cludes additional metadata, such as information on availability and game
genre. The overall structure and level of detail demonstrate a high degree of
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methodological rigor, indicating that the database was developed in a high-
ly professional manner and merits scholarly recognition.

5. Potential institutions and practices

Once the selection criteria have been established, it is equally important
to consider the types of institutions capable of preserving these materials.
When organizing such content, it must be acknowledged that many games
may become unplayable over time because of software and hardware ob-
solescence. Therefore, the institutions responsible for preservation must
be able to provide appropriate long-term storage conditions.

In Poland, several organizations meet these requirements. One of the
most prominent is the National Digital Archive in Warsaw, which primarily
preserves photographic and audiovisual documentation. However, its char-
ter explicitly states that it may also store digital materials with an “estab-
lished and defined structure” (BIP 2022, par. 6, sec. 2). Other state archives
may also preserve video games through donation agreements signed be-
tween the archive and the creator or owner of the game (art. 15, sec. 4, Act
of 14 July 1983, on National Archival Resources and Archives, Journal of
Law No. 38, item 173). Although the act does not explicitly mention video
games, it refers more broadly to materials related to science and technol-
ogy as well as culture and art, which allows video games to be interpreted
as falling within this scope.

Support for this approach also comes from examples outside Poland. One
of the leading institutions in this field is the Computer and Video Game Ar-
chive at the University of Michigan, established in 2008. According to a 2018
study, the archive holds over 8,000 games for various platforms. Users can
browse the catalog and play selected titles on-site, with access typically
granted for one hour per session, extendable depending on demand (Wood
and Carter 2018, 188-193; University of Michigan Library 2025).

Libraries are another type of institution well-suited to preserving this kind
of testimony. University libraries, in particular, are designed to support aca-
demic research. For instance, the University of Gdansk Library Regulations
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state: “The library’s tasks include preserving cultural heritage, conserva-
tion, study, and storage” (BIP 2024, par. 3, sec. 3; my translation). A specif-
ic subcategory of such institutions, known as media libraries, specializes in
the preservation of music, film, and video games. In my opinion, this cate-
gory is particularly appropriate for storing materials related to warrelated
games (Skoczynski and Grysa 1997, 59-60).

One prominent example of this type is the Library of Congress in the Unit-
ed States. As of 2019, it held nearly 5,000 video games, along with game
guides, gameplay footage, advertising materials, industry periodicals, and
some source code collections (Library of Congress 2019). Other libraries,
including municipal and private institutions, may also serve this function
if they have sufficient funding and qualified staff.

Museums represent another institutional model. Games can be treated
as cultural artefacts worthy of preservation. Unfortunately, no public mu-
seum in Poland has yet expressed interest in preserving war-related vid-
eo games. Private museums of computing and gaming in Poland tend to
focus on commercial releases and retro hardware rather than on contem-
porary testimonies of conflict (Krakdw Arcade Museum 2025; Wroctawskie
Muzeum Gry i Komputery Minionej Ery 2025; Warszawskie Muzeum Kom-
puteréw i Gier 2025). Preserving such documentation is often not financial-
ly possible for them.

However, several international museums are actively engaged in video
game preservation. The National Videogame Museum in Sheffield, Unit-
ed Kingdom, founded in 2008 and operated by the British Games Institute,
preserves not only games but also gaming platforms, documentation, ad-
vertisements, and interviews with developers (National Videogame Muse-
um 2025). Another example is The Strong National Museum of Play in Roch-
ester, New York, founded in 1969. Its collection includes over 40,000 video
game-related items such as consoles and manuals. The museum ensures
long-term preservation through dedicated storage facilities and also op-
erates the World Video Game Hall of Fame which has inducted 45 games
since 2014 (The Strong National Museum of Play 2025a, 2025b, 2025c¢). While
these institutions primarily preserve commercial products, they offer valu-
able models of good preservation practices.
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Additionally, the Luxembourg Centre for Contemporary and Digital His-
tory has launched an initiative focused on collecting, preserving, and ana-
lyzing testimonies related to the war in Ukraine. It is conceivable that vid-
eo games could also be incorporated into this preservation effort (Venken
2025).

There are also non-profit private initiatives devoted to video game pres-
ervation. One of the most notable is the Video Game History Foundation,
founded by Frank Cifaldi. This organization works to preserve all forms of
video game history, including magazines, art books, history publications,
source codes, and development documentation. It also conducts educa-
tional activities such as blogs, podcasts, and museum exhibitions (Video
Games History Foundation 2025).

Another non-profit effort is the Software Preservation Society, which fo-
cuses on games released for the Commodore 64, Atari ST, and Apple Il. The
organization maintains a list of archived games and those that are sought;
however, no formal reports have been published since May 2010 (Software
Preservation Society 2010).

These examples provide potential models and inspiration for organizing
repositories for games related to the war in Ukraine.

6. Technical and legal challenges

All of these institutions and initiatives face significant legal and technical
challenges, most notably related to copyright. The majority of games are
protected under copyright law, which prohibits copying and storing them
without the explicit permission of the creator. As a result, games cannot be
preserved by public institutions unless appropriate legal conditions are es-
tablished. Since many creators do not make their games available free of
charge, dedicated legislation may be required to enable their preservation
(Harkai 2022; Dym et al. 2023). To avoid legal conflicts, institutions should
establish formal agreements with the creators or rights holders.

Another common issue involves Digital Rights Management (DRM), a form
of software protection that prevents unauthorized copying. DRM systems
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often require a constant internet connection, which complicates the preser-
vation process (Karthik et al. 2020, 1-2). Some preservation initiatives have
addressed this issue by bypassing or removing DRM. For example, the GOG?
digital distribution platform offers games without DRM (GOG.com 2022). In
2024, GOG also launched the “GOG Preservation Program,” which ensures
that selected games are regularly updated and patched to remain compat-
ible with new operating systems (GOG.com 2025a).

Most of the war-related games discussed in this article were released via
digital distribution platforms such as Steam or itch.io. This means that they
lack physical copies, which simplifies storage and access but creates oth-
er vulnerabilities. To access these games, users typically require a PC with
an internet connection and access to the relevant distribution platform. In-
stitutions may consider maintaining their own servers to store purchased
or donated games. This approach offers protection against removal from
commercial platforms, which can occur for reasons such as licence expi-
ration, lack of updates, or censorship. Furthermore, developers may alter
game content post-release, highlighting the risk of relying solely on digital
distribution (Svelch 2019, 5-13).

One important issue is digital decay, the process by which digital con-
tent becomes inaccessible or unrecoverable over time. Storing games on
institutional servers or media library systems can help mitigate this risk. For
titles released on physical media, proper environmental storage is essen-
tial. This includes secure storage spaces, acid-free boxes and sleeves, and
climate control (15-24°C and 20-50% humidity) (NeoOnline Store 2026).
Data from physical carriers can later be transferred to institutional servers
for long-term access.

Preserving mobile games presents additional challenges. Accessing and
studying these titles requires compatible mobile devices or emulators. For
Android games, the emulator BlueStacks is recommended (Now.gg 2025),
while iOS games can be emulated using the Remoted iOS Simulator in Mi-
crosoft Visual Studio (Microsoft Corporation 2024). Installing mobile games

2 Good Old Games (GOG) is a digital distribution platform founded in 2009 by the Pol-
ish video game company CD Projekt SA. It focuses primarily on selling and preserv-
ing classic and obsolete video games, although it also offers contemporary titles (No-
clip 2018).
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requires software package files: “.apk” (Android Package Kit) for Android
and “ipa” (i0S App Store Package) for iOS (Android Developers 2019; Raz
2017). Games may be removed from platforms like Google Play or the App
Store, necessitating extraction from existing devices where the games reside
as executable files or packages. One of the most effective ways to ensure
access to these titles is by uploading them to the Internet Archive, making
them publicly available from anywhere in the world (Internet Archive 2004).

1. Archival description and standard

Studying video games as testimonies of the war in Ukraine should be con-
ducted through a structured process. The first stage involves preliminary
research, which includes identifying the conditions under which a specif-
ic game was created. This may involve collecting supporting documenta-
tion and conducting interviews to determine the game’s origin and, if un-
known, to identify the creator.

Once the origin is established, the next step is selecting an appropriate
storage institution. The archival arrangement of the materials must then be
determined. Games may be ordered alphabetically by the creator’s name
or grouped by genre. After organizing the materials, each game should be
assigned a unique identification number using a numerus currens system.
The final step is the creation of detailed metadata and a full description in
digital form (Palmaka and Pitat 2023, 79-84).

The metadata structure can be based on the international standard
ISAD(G), which defines several descriptive areas:

> identity statement area;

> context area;

> content and structure area;

> formal and technical description area;
> conditions of access and use area;

> allied materials area;

> notes area;

> description control area.
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Each area contains specific elements. For example, the identity state-
ment area includes:
> name of the institution;
> institution reference code;
> file reference number;
> title;
> date(s);
> extent and medium of the unit of description (quantity, bulk, or size).
The context area should contain:
> name of the creator(s);
> biographical history;
> game genre;
> date of release;
> name of the developer and the publisher;
> immediate source of acquisition or transfer.
The formal and technical description area includes:
> type of data carrier;
> save format - file compression type;
> data carrier capacity;
> name of the game engine;
> minimal system requirements;
> recommended system requirements;
> language(s) of the game;
> has the game been moved to another carrier? (all information about
the transfer should be given, original and secondary carriers);
> technical condition.
The conditions of access and use area consist of:
> conditions governing access;
> conditions governing reproduction;
> copyright information;
> information about age rating and content rating (e.g., PEGI).
The allied materials area should list the name of the person preparing the
record, the date of the record’s creation, and details about related materials.
The notes and description control areas may include additional contextual
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notes and references to auxiliary bibliographies (Palmaka and Pitat 2023,
82-84; International Council on Archives 2000, 13-35).

8. Conclusions

Video games are not only a significant part of our cultural heritage because
of their interactive nature, they also serve as valuable testimonies of con-
temporary armed conflicts. The proposed criteria and adapted archival
methods, including the use of ISAD(G), offer a practical framework for pre-
serving games related to the war in Ukraine. To ensure their long-term sur-
vival, suitable institutions such as archives, libraries, or museums must in-
vest in necessary infrastructure: servers for storing digital files, computers
for playback, and physical space for storing traditional data carriers. Inter-
net access is also recommended to enable comparison with other digital
resources related to the war.

Treating these games with scholarly attention and respect and ensur-
ing their future accessibility are essential not only for researchers but also
for preserving the memory of individuals who lived through the conflict.
Their digital testimonies deserve a place in the collective historical record.
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[Abstract]: While the geopolitical and human consequences of the war dominate
international discourse, a less-examined but arguably equally significant cultural
phenomenon has emerged as never before: the development of video games as
a reaction to and means of war. As the war in Ukraine has unfolded, Ukrainian game
developers, along with international studios, have been creating video games that
reflect, respond to, and preserve the history of the invasion. This article, which
focuses on Ukrainian-developed games from 2022 to 2025 that address the ongo-
ing war in Ukraine, represents the first published output of a multi-year research
initiative involving the analysis of over two hundred titles. It presents preliminary
insights, outlines future research directions, and includes a catalogue of 200+ video
games created in response to Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022.

[Keywords]: games of war, game studies, Ukrainian games, Ukrainian war, war in
Ukraine, historical games

1. Introduction

The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has transformed
not only geopolitical realities but also the cultural and creative landscape of
Eastern Europe. While the war’s political, military, and humanitarian dimen-
sions have dominated global attention, a parallel process of cultural resis-
tance has been unfolding within the digital sphere (see e.g., Pamment et al.
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2023). Among its most dynamic and revealing manifestations is the rapid
emergence of video games created in direct response to Russian aggression.
These games, developed by Ukrainian creators both within the country and
across the diaspora, represent an unprecedented convergence of art, activ-
ism, heritage preservation, and digital resilience (Games Gathering 2025).

Historically, video games have served as tools for both entertainment
and profit, as part of the global industry. Yet the Ukrainian case presents
a unique chapter in the history of interactive media: games are being devel-
oped during an ongoing war, amid displacement, destruction, and existen-
tial uncertainty. These works not only document and interpret real events
but also contribute to the broader struggle for cultural survival and interna-
tional awareness. They provide players with emotionally charged, interac-
tive representations of conflict, functioning as digital archives of national
experience, trauma, and endurance.

This article presents findings from the first stage of the Games of War
project, an ongoing research initiative and dataset that catalogues and ana-
lyses more than 200 games developed by Ukrainians since 2022 in response
to Russia’s invasion. The project’s central aims are (1) to create a compre-
hensive catalogue of Ukrainian-developed games addressing the Russian
invasion; (2) to map diverse functions these games perform during crisis,
ranging from therapeutic and psychological support to political resistance
and cultural advocacy. By examining these games as cultural artefacts and
instruments of resilience, the project seeks to expand scholarly understand-
ing of how video games as interactive media operate under extreme histor-
ical circumstances.

Preliminary findings suggest that these “Games of War” constitute a dis-
tinctive subgenre within global war-provoked game production. Unlike con-
ventional war games, which often strive for ambiguous moral symmetry or
detached realism, Ukrainian wartime games tend to present a clear ethical
stance: the defense of homeland and humanity against aggression and op-
pression. Their narratives foreground civilian suffering, solidarity, and hero-
ism, while their mechanics invite players to participate in acts of care, surviv-
al, rebuilding, or symbolic resistance and justice. In doing so, they challenge
dominant paradigms of war representation in digital culture, which tend to
frame conflicts as morally ambiguous “gray” zones with all sides equally
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right/wrong (McKee and Porter 2009) and open new spaces for collective
memory-making (Funkenstein 1989; Klein 2000).

The article situates the Games of War project within broader interdisci-
plinary debates, introduces the methodology of data collection, categori-
sation, and outlines key trends within the dataset.

2. Research background and rationale

Video games have long been recognized as a medium capable of engaging
with complex historical, social, and ethical issues. Titles such as This War of
Mine (11 bit studios 2014) and Valiant Hearts: The Great War (Ubisoft Mont-
pellier 2014) have explored the human cost of conflict, often placing play-
ers as witnesses or participants in morally ambiguous wartime roles Hell
Let Loose (Creative Assembly / Team17.2019) and Hearts of Iron IV (Paradox
Interactive 2016). However, the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine has gen-
erated a distinctly new wave of game production, one rooted in immediate
historical experience, collective trauma, and urgent resistance. Unlike ear-
lier war-themed titles that typically drew upon distant, often fictionalized
conflicts, Ukrainian wartime games are being created under conditions of
ongoing violence, displacement, and national struggle with distinct ethical
polarization. This makes them both primary sources and cultural respons-
es - artifacts of lived history.

The relationship between war, media, and memory has been widely dis-
cussed in the humanities (Erll 2017), yet video games have only recently en-
tered this conversation as instruments of cultural documentation (Bontchev
2015). Scholars such as Aarseth (2019), Bogost (2007), and Chapman (2016)
have emphasized the potential of games to shape historical consciousness
through procedural and interactive representation. Building upon these
theoretical insights, this research extends the discussion into the context
of real-time war, examining how Ukrainian developers mobilize game de-
sign as a vehicle for testimony and emotional resilience. The immediacy of
their production blurs the lines between creation, survival, and activism.
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Prior to 2022, the Ukrainian gaming scene was already vibrant, though
largely integrated into global entertainment markets (EGDF 2023). Russia’s
invasion radically transformed its functions and motivations. Many devel-
opers transitioned from commercial production to creating games with
explicitly civic, psychological, or patriotic objectives (Twigames Inc. 2026;
Marevo Collective 2025). These games often prioritize impact over profit,
becoming tools of communication and resistance: raising funds for the war
effort, spreading awareness, or countering propaganda through storytell-
ing and satire.

3. Project “Games of War"'s objectives

The primary aim of this research is to examine how video games creat-
ed during Russia’s ongoing invasion of Ukraine (2022-present) function
as tools of cultural expression, memory-making, and political resistance.
Previous publications have only referenced several such games, overlook-
ing the broader scope of production and missing the opportunity to draw
meaningful conclusions (Zinovieva 2023; Korshunov 2022; Evans-Thirlwell
2022). By systematically researching and cataloguing Ukrainian-developed
games and related community projects, this study seeks to build a reliable,
comprehensive, and current resource that supports interdisciplinary inquiry
across game studies, cultural memory, digital heritage, and media studies.

The rationale for this research is threefold. First, there is an urgent need
to document and preserve these games before they disappear - many of
them are small-scale, browser-based, or created under precarious con-
ditions, making their survival uncertain (for example, For the Victory of
Ukraine! War [Dream Team UA 2022]). Second, a systematic analysis of their
themes, aesthetics, and functions will provide new insights into how so-
cieties use interactive media and games during wartime, their functions
magnified by conditions of ongoing crisis. Finally, it aims to investigate the
political and communicative dimensions of wartime game development,
including its role in propaganda and countering propaganda, the promotion
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of Ukrainian language and culture, and global engagement through inter-
active storytelling.

In addition to its core goals, the Games of War project pursues sever-
al auxiliary objectives. These include: (1) classifying war-related games by
purpose, genre, and social function (for example, differentiating between
Games of War UA, Games of Support, Cultural Renaissance Games, and Pa-
triotic Literacy Games, etc.); (2) establishing a typology of wartime game
production; to provide an open-access dataset of the catalogued games;
and (3) providing an open-access dataset that enables international re-
searchers to conduct comparative, longitudinal, and cross-cultural research
on digital media, war, and cultural resilience.

Ultimately, this study aims to contribute to a broader understanding of
culturalresilience in the face of war, positioning Ukraine’s digital creativity
as a vital component of global cultural heritage. Through these objectives,
the project seeks not only to advance scholarly insight into wartime inter-
active media but also to preserve a vital corpus of digital heritage created
under conditions of existential threat.

4. Methodology of cataloguing and dataset description

This project employs both qualitative and quantitative methods to sys-
tematically document, analyze, and interpret video games developed by
Ukrainian creators during the ongoing Russian invasion. The methodolo-
gy integrates digital ethnography, content analysis, and data cataloguing
to capture both the breadth and depth of wartime game production. The
research follows the principles of transparency, reproducibility, and ethi-
cal sensitivity, particularly when handling culturally and politically signif-
icant materials.

4.1. Exclusion and inclusion criteria

Data collection is continuous, allowing for updates as new games emerge.
The core dataset includes Ukrainian-developed video games created or
released after 24 February 2022 that directly or symbolically address the
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Russian invasion and/or its consequences. Game sources are diverse and de-
centralized. They include: major digital distribution platforms such as Steam
(creat. 2003; Valve Corporation 2026), itch.io (creat. 2013; Leaf Corcoran
2026) the App Store (creat. 2008; Apple Inc. 2026), Google Play (creat. 2008;
Google LLC 2026), and Game Jolt (creat. 2003; Game Jolt Inc. 2026); official
developer websites and social media accounts; Ukrainian media outlets,
technology and gaming portals, Ukrainian YouTube game bloggers and in-
fluencers; industry events with Ukrainian game showcases such as Games
Gathering and GameOn; individual interviews and direct inquiries within
game development communities.

To ensure the coherence and relevance of the dataset, the following in-
clusion and exclusion criteria were applied:

> only fully autonomous game projects were considered - titles requir-
ing another game as a foundational platform (such as mods, DLCs or
expansions) were excluded;

> games must have been developed or co-developed by Ukrainian in-
dividuals, studios, or collectives, with authorship demonstrably tied
to the Ukrainian creative community;

> the catalogue includes only games developed and/or released after
24 February 2022, marking the onset of the full-scale Russian inva-
sion;

> included titles must be thematically, visually, or symbolically con-
nected to the invasion, whether by representing specific events, de-
picting wartime experiences, or engaging with symbolic or allegorical
forms of wartime expression;

> only publicly accessible works were included - either completed
games or playable prototypes made available via digital distribution
platforms or developer websites;

> non-interactive works - such as visualizations, simulations, or artistic
pieces lacking ludic or narrative structure - were excluded, as they
fall outside the definitional scope of games for this study.

Collected games are undergoing a manual coding and thematic tagging
process, in which each title is classified according to its primary purpose,
genre, social function, and developer. This classification contributes to
a broader typology established in earlier stages of the research.
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4.2. Other categories of games

Although the dataset released with this article includes only the “Games of
War UA” category, the full typology encompasses other groups: Mods and
DLCs; Games of Support; Ukrainian Cultural Renaissance Games; and Pa-
triotic Literacy and Educational Games.

The category of Mods and DLCs comprises community-created modi-
fications and downloadable content for pre-existing commercial games
that incorporate Ukrainian symbols, narratives, or missions related to the
invasion. Functioning as rapid-response tools of political and cultural en-
gagement, these works - such as the Arma 3 - Ukrainian Armed Forces Mod
(Svardg 2022), Workers & Resources: Help for Ukraine Pack (3Division 2024),
or Ukraine-themed content in Minecraft (PippenFTS 2024), Roblox (Lukas
2022) and Squad (Squad 2025) - require distinct methodological strategies
due to their derivative nature.

The analysis also identified the category of Games of Support. These ti-
tles are created by foreign developers to promote humanitarian aid, interna-
tional solidarity, and fundraising for Ukraine’s defense and recovery. While
modest in production scale, they often make significant emotional and so-
cial contributions through symbolic storytelling and integrated donation
mechanisms. Examples include Ukraine vs. OrcZ (Alaric von Teplitz 2022),
Grand Theft Tractor: Ukraine (PGM Studio 2022), and Defiance: 2nd Russo-
Ukrainian War (Dockter and Herman 2024).

Another category, Ukrainian Cultural Renaissance Games, consists of ti-
tles designed to preserve, reinterpret, or revitalize Ukrainian cultural her-
itage, folklore, and language as acts of cultural resistance. These games
highlight national mythology, traditional crafts, and historically suppressed
cultural narratives. Examples include De Libertate: Ukraine 1917-22 (Kio-
viaGame 2023), Rukavychka (Holy Pangolin 2022), Sich Tactics (Gard Inter-
active n.d.), and Famine Way (STELLARIUM.gaming n.d.).

Patriotic Literacy and Educational Games merge entertainment with civ-
ic education. Teaching Ukrainian history, geography, culture, and national
symbols through quizzes, decision-making scenarios, or gamified lessons,
such games are often produced by schools, NGOs, or grassroots initiatives.
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Representative titles include History of Ukraine (MindSprintGames 2023),
BikmopuHa: pal YkpaiHcekoro [“Quiz: Play in Ukrainian”] (Anemos llc. 2023).

Together, these categories illustrate the breadth of wartime game pro-
duction and the diverse functions interactive media serve during ongoing
conflict. They offer rich material for future research.

4.3. Ethical considerations

Given the sensitivity of the topic and the conditions under which many of
these games were created, this research adheres to strict ethical standards.
All materials are cited with full attribution and drawn exclusively from pub-
licly available information, ensuring respect for creators’ intellectual prop-
erty. Politically sensitive content is treated with caution: descriptions are
factual and non-judgmental, and the reproduction of harmful imagery or
narratives is avoided.

The study also protects the privacy of vulnerable individuals and com-
munities by refraining from disclosing any non-public personal data about
developers or players without their explicit consent. The analysis remains
attentive to the broader context of war, displacement, and trauma in which
these games emerged, emphasizing respectful and empathetic represen-
tation throughout.

All data handling and dissemination practices conform to the European
Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA 2023) and the General Data
Protection Regulation (European Union 2016).

4.4. Data description

The Games of War UA Dataset currently documents over 210 titles (Kot 2025),
encompassing standalone games, browser-based projects, and community-
driven independent works. It serves as a structured foundation for inves-
tigating the social, cultural, and psychological functions of wartime inter-
active media. Each entry in the dataset includes metadata that enables
multidimensional analysis of games production, design, and purpose. Core
metadata fields include:

135



>

English title - the title of the game in English; please note that not
for all games it is the main title, some projects could be found only
in Ukrainian language;

alternate title - the title of the game in Ukrainian or alternate English
title;

developer - individual or collective authorship;

availability - availability status: “available” - accessible for players;
“unavailable” - not accessible on platform it was published; in de-
velopment; “withdrawn [date]” - if we know when exactly the game
was withdrawn by the creator; “in redevelopment” - game was pub-
lished and available, then creator withdrew it and changed status to
“in development;” “early access” - incomplete version of the game
available for players for feedback, but the project is still in develop-
ment and final release yet to be announced; “available (edited)” - the
game had changes to gameplay, narrative and/or title;

platform - release platform: PC, mobile, browser, or other;

release date - the year (and month, if available) of public release;
genre - genre of the game, as defined by its developers or distribution
platform;

source - link to the website or store where the game is/was available.

The dataset is openly accessible as an Excel file, published alongside
the online version of this article in the first issue of the European Historical
Game Studies journal. It is available through the academic journal platform
of the University of Gdansk (UCN 2026) and permits reuse and redistribu-
tion with proper attribution. The Games of War UA Dataset is conceived as
a living archive, to be continuously updated to reflect the evolving land-
scape of Ukrainian wartime game production. Version control will be en-
sured through systematic timestamping, with changelogs recording all ad-
ditions, modifications, and corrections.
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5. Limitations

While this article presents a comprehensive dataset of Ukrainian wartime
games, several limitations must be acknowledged.

First, the rapidly evolving nature of wartime game production makes it
difficult to capture every title released since 24 February 2022. Some proj-
ects are shared on obscure platforms, circulate privately, or remain unre-
leased, thus eluding systematic documentation.

Second, archiving and digital preservation pose significant challenges.
Many of these games are ephemeral, disappearing due to political, logisti-
cal, or technical factors. Browser-based and community-created works are
particularly vulnerable to such loss (Palmaka 2026).

Third, despite efforts at careful verification, limited transparency within
some online communities and collaborative development environments
can obscure the provenance of certain titles - especially on platforms such
asitch.io (Leaf Corcoran 2026).

Fourth, the ongoing conflict continually reshapes the production, con-
tent, and accessibility of games. Consequently, interpretations of their nar-
ratives, functions, and social roles remain fluid, shifting in response to mil-
itary and political developments.

Finally, analysing games created under conditions of war and displace-
ment requires a heightened degree of ethical sensitivity. Accurately contex-
tualizing these works - while avoiding the imposition of external bias - re-
mains an ongoing methodological challenge.

6. Future development

Planned expansions for 2025-2027 include the addition of several new cat-
alogue fields: mechanics, visual style, narrative or thematic focus, and the
declared or inferred purpose of each title (e.g., education, resistance, ther-
apy, fundraising). The dataset will also be updated to incorporate newly
released Ukrainian games and relevant mods addressing the continuing
conflict. Enhanced thematic coding will be applied to account for emerging
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subgenres and evolving social functions. Further developments may in-
clude cross-referencing the dataset with related digital heritage initiatives
in Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, and other countries. Where ethically and le-
gally permissible, the dataset will also integrate player engagement indi-
cators and reception metrics to deepen the understanding of audience in-
teraction and cultural impact.
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