
 4   Documentary 

 Peering through the scope of a rifl e, you focus on a turn in the road. You 
look up from the scope and out the window to the street six fl oors below. 
A vehicle turns the corner, moving toward you. The window of opportu-
nity is small, so you must act more quickly than in most videogames. Police 
motorcycles pass by, followed by a few cars, and then you see your target: 
John Fitzgerald Kennedy. After you ’ ve squeezed the trigger a few times, the 
heart-thumping authenticity of the situation turns to cold statistics: a 
breakdown of the projectile ballistics of your shots, where each bullet 
struck, and what damage it caused (fi gure 4.1). You ’ ve just attempted to 
recreate Lee Harvey Oswald ’ s assassination of the president on November 
22, 1963. The game is called  JFK Reloaded , and its creators offered a reward 
of up to $100,000 to the player who most closely matched the ballistic 
data in the Warren Commission reports.  1   Traffi c Games hoped to put to 
rest the many conspiracy theories about JFK ’ s murder by inviting thou-
sands of players to accurately re-create the single gunman account of the 
assassination.   

 Five years later, at the 2009 Games for Change Festival in New York 
City, University of Southern California professor Tracy Fullerton announced 
her plans to re-create Thoreau ’ s  Walden  as a game. A year into the design 
process, Fullerton described her intention to translate events from Thoreau ’ s 
story into plot points within the game, while crafting game mechanics that 
would force players to live by the rules of his personal experiment. She 
hopes to avoid reward-based gameplay or  “ simulated material gain, ”  which 
would be antithetical to Thoreau ’ s goals when he went to live away from 
society.  2   The structure provided by the historical events and mechanics 
might re-create and interrogate Thoreau ’ s philosophy of simple living. 

 On the surface,  Walden  and  JFK Reloaded  might seem to have little in 
common. But the games share similar goals: they seek to record an event, 
its space, and its stakeholders for posterity. Following their cinematic 
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62 Chapter 4

counterparts, we might call them  documentary games . In an early article on 
the form, Fullerton uses the genre as an umbrella term for commercial war 
games that feature fi ctional recreations of World War II battles, like  Medal 
of Honor , as well as with shorter, independent games that stage historical 
events, like  JFK Reloaded .  3   The notion suggests a question: can videogames 
represent actuality in the way that cinema, photography, and nonfi ction 
writing have done? 

 In videogames,  “ realism ”  has typically referred to the way something 
looks. Continuous advances in real-time 3D graphics since the mid-1980s 
have made it possible to create immense, verisimilitudinous environments. 
Such capabilities are impressive, but documentary does not necessarily rely 
on visual fi delity to capture the truth of a situation or event. Alexander 
Galloway has suggested that videogames are also capable of  social realism , 
a kind of realism orthogonal to visual realisticness.  4   Social realism fi nds its 
roots in photography and fi lm, where it refers to artistic attempts to render 
the gritty reality of lived experience — not just the gloss of perfection found 

 Figure 4.1 
 The scoring screen of  JFK Reloaded  is used to compare ballistics data in an investiga-
tive simulation of the event. Controversially, the game re-creates the assassination 
of John F. Kennedy from the perspective of the gunman. 
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Documentary 63

in Hollywood blockbusters or lifestyle magazine spreads, but also the trials 
and failures of hardship. 

 Social realism has often entailed social critique, a feature documentary 
photographers and photojournalists have long embraced.  5   Consider, for 
example, Dorothea Lange ’ s famous images of the Depression, or any of the 
many journalistic photographs awarded the Pulitzer Prize since the incep-
tion of a photography category in 1942. Though it is still uncommon, 
Galloway suggests a few examples of social realism in games, including the 
rioting game  State of Emergency . He insists that this form of realism in 
games comes not from presenting realistic environments or stories, but 
from affording realistic player action.  6   

 Along with theater, documentary is one of the two origins of cinema. 
Edison ’ s fi rst Kinetoscope fi lms, relegated to peeping booths in the turn-
of-the-century version of the arcade, were little more than recordings of 
staged dancing and pantomime. Because Edison ’ s camera was hefty, it was 
confi ned to his New Jersey studio. When the father of Auguste and Louis 
Lumi è re fi rst viewed an Edison fi lm, he returned to his factory in Lyon, 
France, and demanded that his sons conceive of some way to  “ get the 
image out of the box. ”   7   The result was the Cin é matographe, a combination 
camera, projector, and printer that could be picked up and carried by a 
single operator. The Lumi è re brothers recorded snippets of French daily 
life; fi lms of farmers, dockhands, soldiers, and factory workers recorded the 
mundane lived realities of the working class. Eventually the brothers hired 
operators to take the camera abroad, allowing international audiences to 
enjoy moving images of faraway lands such as Egypt and Vietnam.  

 Unlike cinema, videogames arose from the histories of recreational play 
and computing. Perhaps these different media genealogies explain why 
social realism has taken so long to gain a foothold in games. As media 
coexist more closely, they bleed into one another. Joost Raessens suggests 
that the early development of documentary games has relied partly on 
na ï ve popular conceptions of documentary fi lm as an  “ objective ”  depiction 
of reality.  8   And scholars at the University of Abertay Dundee argue that 
the form has emerged from a larger media environment of interactive 
television documentaries and  “ quick-time event ”  games such as the laser-
disc coin-op  Dragon ’ s Lair .  9   

 Playable Realities 

 Games enjoy good company among media that discovered social realism 
when they were already mature, among them literature and journalism. 
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64 Chapter 4

The muckraking of the Gilded Age is perhaps best exemplifi ed by author/
journalist Upton Sinclair ’ s 1906 novel  The Jungle , which offers an extended, 
fi ctionalized editorial on labor conditions among the immigrant working 
class.  10   Muckraking of this kind developed into journalistic watchdogging, 
a practice best known by the name  investigative reporting .  11   Investigative 
reporting has earned a bad reputation in recent decades, however. Local 
television news is a prime culprit, offering stories of consumer protection, 
local business, and personal safety that frequently devolve into sensation-
alistic fear-mongering. The same has taken place in fi lm documentary, the 
cinema verit é  documentaries of the 1970s having given way to the fl a-
grantly manipulative work of Michael Moore. Perhaps journalists and game 
designers can root out the popular mistrust of investigative reportage and 
documentary by reinventing it in videogame form. 

 Here we consider three ways that videogames can engage actuality: 
through explorable  spatial reality , which makes the environments of events 
navigable; through experiential  operational reality  that re-creates the events 
themselves; and through  procedural reality , or interactions with the behav-
iors that drive the systems in which particular events take place. 

 Spatial Reality 
 Four decades before  Schindler ’ s List  recaptured the horrors of life in Nazi 
concentration camps, Alain Resnais ’ s famous documentary  Night and Fog  
took viewers through the halls of Auschwitz with a series of steady tracking 
shots.  12   Many had read about the immensity of the tragedy, but the cam-
era ’ s ability to slowly capture row upon row of bunks, furnaces, and 
housing blocks made its horror simultaneously immediate and incompre-
hensible. Space provides a context for actions and systems; its contours 
hold the memories of past events and the possibility of future occurrences. 
Although the cinema ’ s camera has the ability to dissect a space, doing so 
requires rigorous planning through storyboarding, complex camera setups, 
and multiple takes. A documentary crew must transport gear to a site, make 
decisions about lighting and fi lm stock, and edit footage together to recre-
ate a space faithfully. These working realities are something that television 
news crews can relate to as well.  

 With the advent of real-time 3D game engines, spatial exploration has 
become an intrinsic feature of videogames. Long takes and depth of fi eld —
 painstakingly chased-after ideals of Andr é  Bazin ’ s cinematic theory of 
objective reality — are a native and mundane actuality for players, no matter 
the game.  13   Even a relatively early 3D game like  Doom  offers a freedom of 
movement far greater than the Steadicam.  14   Later games allowed players 
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Documentary 65

to pan and tilt at their own volition, uprooting the camera from its tracks 
to let it bob and weave through space.  

 Documentary games allow players to experience spaces of confl ict that 
are diffi cult to engage with in the abstract. A basic example shows how the 
experience of space itself can be clarifying.  Berlin Wall  re-creates a stretch 
of the infamous wall that divided East and West Berlin, including watch-
towers, Checkpoint Charlie, the Death Strip, and an underground network 
of refugee tunnels (fi gure 4.2).  15   Players are encouraged to experiment cross-
ing from East to West by jumping the wall, going through the checkpoint, 
or using underground tunnels, although the game does not accurately 
convey the danger of the crossing.  Berlin Wall  features the location ’ s archi-
tecture, but it doesn ’ t educate the player about the political purpose these 
civic projects served for the Soviet government. Likewise, it ’ s detailed with 
the results of political resistance (a small section of graffi ti on the Wall, for 
example), but it does not allow the player to enact such guerrilla maneuvers 
and experience the consequences. Instead,  Berlin Wall  is a minimally play-
able 3D recreation of a space that attempts to preserve a sense of what it 
would have been like to be present in a Berlin now decades gone. 
 
 

 Figure 4.2 
  The Berlin Wall , fashioned using the Source engine game modifi cation tool  Garry ’ s 
Mod , re-creates the physical structure and atmosphere of the cold war edifi ce. Despite 
its visual realism, the player ’ s actions and movement in the space are severely 
restricted. 
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66 Chapter 4

 Spatial documentary games extend cinematic  mise-en-sc è ne , or  “ things 
on the stage. ”  All game development involves some aspect of mise-en-
sc è ne, but it is normally relegated to a secondary aspect of design, subor-
dinate to the more central concerns of playability and exploration.  16   In 
some genres, such as adventure games that rely heavily on object interac-
tion for the discovery of secrets, mise-en-sc è ne serves a central role. In a 
text adventure, a room description might mention curtains, which would 
prompt players to experiment with commands such as  “ pull curtain ”  to 
reveal a hidden passageway. In graphical adventure games such as the 
 King ’ s Quest  series, mise-en-sc è ne becomes visually important because the 
player is often confronted with a room full of objects, some small or 
otherwise occluded, that might need to be moved or used. Of course, even 
the most sophisticated 3D engines cannot render a virtual scene in its 
entirety, down to every last detail. Choices must be made about which 
features are to be excluded, but how does a designer decide? 

 Imagine that you are modeling a college campus. Is it enough for the 
building facades to be the right color, or is the texture more important? Is 
the covered roof on a bus stop important, or just its benches? Should the 
space include pathways that pedestrians create by walking and matting 
down the grass, or just the concrete sidewalks? And how do you represent 
the people that typically populate such a space?  

 In his discussions of the development of news infographics, Alberto 
Cairo argues that a level of abstraction is necessary to preserve journalistic 
integrity when information is missing.  17   Abstraction offers a method for 
both transparency and verifi cation, preventing the work from claiming 
more than its creator knows. But abstraction offers more than an ethics 
check; it is also a design tool. Abstraction allows a work to focus attention 
on one aspect of an experience over another. From the perspective of social 
realism, it is less important to fi ll a space with photorealistic textures and 
high-polygon 3D models than it is to fi ll a less technologically advanced 
space with meaningful, naturally arranged objects. 

 Operational Reality 
  Berlin Wall  creates a spatial situation for the player, one that offers navi-
gational fl exibility but relatively limited interaction.  JFK Reloaded  provides 
a similar environment, but it also offers guided activity for the player. By 
allowing the player to enact the role of a specifi c fi gure during an actual 
historical moment, these games avoid accusations of bias or fi ction. It 
creates an operational reality, one that allows players to  enact  specifi c 
events, rather than explore them haphazardly. 
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Documentary 67

 The documentary game  9-11 Survivor  abstracts considerable architec-
tural detail from its re-creation of an emotionally charged space.  18   The 
game puts players in the shoes of someone trapped on a high fl oor of the 
World Trade Center during the September 11 terrorist attacks. Players can 
attempt to fi nd an open stairwell, provided no fallen debris has blocked 
it, and run down dozens of fl ights to the bottom of the building, or they 
can do what many others did when faced with the same reality: jump.  

 News footage that fateful day captured the small specks that were offi ce 
workers leaping from the towers as they collapsed. The sight was horrify-
ing, comprehensible only through intellectualization. One could  imagine  
the intense heat of jet fuel fi res inspiring egress into the cool air, even as 
it meant certain death. But one couldn ’ t really fathom what it would feel 
like to be faced with the decision to accept death and choose this method. 
At the time of its release,  9-11 Survivor  was denounced by many as callous 
and exploitative, though its motive was to commemorate the memories of 
those lost by sharing the operational reality of their unrepeatable experi-
ence. In this respect, the game was a success, allowing the public to come 
one step closer to understanding what friends, loved ones, and strangers 
had felt in their last moments. 

  9-11 Survivor  invites refl ection about a traumatic event for the sake 
of memory rather than decision making. But traditionally, documentary 
has also invited viewers to examine an issue in order to form an opinion. 
Kuma Reality Games made such an effort to interrogate a contested 
historical record in one of the episodes of their news-inspired war game, 
 Kuma\War .  19    

 John Kerry ’ s 2004 presidential bid was marred by controversy surround-
ing the circumstances under which he was awarded the Silver Star during 
his service in Vietnam. As the offi cial record would indicate, Kerry had 
strategically piloted a swift boat on the Cua Lon River toward a shore 
occupied by hostiles, thus reducing the impact of Viet Cong gunfi re by 
narrowing the target and protecting the vessel ’ s crew with the hull of the 
ship. But many veterans claimed that Kerry ’ s strategic prowess had been 
greatly exaggerated by Naval command. The  Kuma\War  simulation offers 
a playable recreation of the mission, suggesting that players could  “ decide 
for themselves ”  whether Kerry deserved his commendation. 

 As the mission begins, the player controls Kerry but has the ability to 
switch between three other unnamed  “ swifties ”  (see fi gure 4.3). The user 
interface features a few subtitles that set the exact time and place of the 
mission, as well as a simple display consisting of a mini-map, ammo, and 
health information. The foliage surrounding the river implies an expansive 
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68 Chapter 4

jungle, but the playable level deliberately constrains player action by 
means of invisible boundaries. The game feeds the player a series of objec-
tives, just as a commercial tactical shooter might.   

 The fi rst objective is to patrol the river on watch, examining the locals 
while looking for Viet Cong. If the player shoots an innocent fi sherman, 
the game ends abruptly — a design decision that reinforces the player ’ s 
moral alignment with the game character.  20   In the game, as in the actual 
guerilla confl ict, it is often hard to tell the difference between innocents 
and the Viet Cong, no matter how noble a soldier ’ s intent. Thus, the game 
expresses the diffi culty of making decisions about the terrain and people 
in a guerilla confl ict. 

 Continuing down the river, the player runs into trouble on one of the 
banks and has to shoot enemies from the mounted turret on the swift boat. 
After killing a few hostiles, the objective display orders a beach landing. 
Steering the swift boat toward the shore, the game prompts the player to 
exit the boat and engage hostiles on the ground. Once the player and crew 
have eliminated the Viet Cong, a new objective requires the destruction 
of a weapon cache. Finding a rocket propelled grenade launcher on the 
body of a downed hostile, the player blows up covered munitions boxes. 

 Figure 4.3 
 Behold Senator John Kerry ’ s face, texture mapped onto a 3D model.  Kuma\War  ’ s 
 John Kerry ’ s Silver Star  puts the player in the 2004 presidential candidate ’ s infamous 
Vietnam swift boat. 
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Documentary 69

In the mission ’ s fi nal objective, the player must return to U.S.-controlled 
docks at the river ’ s start without suffering any casualties. 

 This sequence of events precisely follows Kerry ’ s own account of the 
mission. Instead of letting players manipulate the space to explore its 
dynamics or fi gure things out for themselves,  Kuma\War  forces the player 
to experience the mission according to the offi cial record. One might ques-
tion Kuma ’ s affi rmation of neutrality ( “ the players can decide for them-
selves ” ), since the game appears to endorse openly Kerry ’ s own account. 
At the very least, it doesn ’ t present opposing accounts. Still, unlike a cin-
ematic rendition, these documentaries make their spaces operational. 

 Procedural Reality 
 Documentary games collide with a problem of participation. Can some-
thing qualify as historical documentation if the player is able to modify 
the actual course of events as they are known to have occurred? The  Kuma\
War Silver Star  mission addresses the problem by making the experience 
entirely linear: a progression down the river, a series of mandatory objec-
tives, and a variety of failure states to enforce those mandates. However, 
linearity doesn ’ t do justice to videogames ’  capacity to represent the 
behavior of complex systems. Linearity pushes a singular, offi cial version 
of events that discounts other possible readings. But procedural documen-
tary games use rules to model the  behaviors underlying a situation , rather 
than merely telling stories of their effects.  21   It is procedural reality that 
holds the most promising future of documentary games.  

 Journalistic interest in the processes underlying news events developed 
slowly. In the 1960s and  ’ 70s, two journalistic traditions — literary storytell-
ing and muckraking — coalesced. Both traditions eschew objectivity in 
favor of ideals native to each form: writing a good story and uncovering 
the truth, respectively. Popular magazines like  Rolling Stone  added depth 
and personality to popular culture, while hard-boiled scrutiny like that of 
Seymour Hersh, Bob Woodward, and Carl Bernstein put investigative 
reporting at the forefront of the American popular imagination.  22   In 1967, 
 Newsday  established a team of dedicated investigative reporters whose sole 
job was to produce three stories a year, each of which ran over fi ve days.  23   
The  Boston Globe  and  New York Times  also formed investigative teams in 
the latter part of the decade to satisfy the journalist ’ s watchdog role. 

 Most commonly, investigative journalism weaves vivid stories of cor-
ruption, abuse, incompetence, or an institution ’ s failure to serve the public, 
while ignoring the Kafkaesque processes of the system that gave rise to 
these problems. The Pulitzer Prize for investigative reporting has been 
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70 Chapter 4

awarded since 1953, and its recipients — hard-boiled journalists like Gene 
Goltz of the  Houston Post , who won the prize in 1965 for an expos é  of 
government corruption in Pasadena, Texas — have enjoyed well-deserved 
praise for probing malfeasance and revealing wrongdoing.  24   Yet, even 
though stories like Goltz ’ s overfl ow with detailed and irrefutable facts, they 
don ’ t necessarily explain how a problem came to be, how it perpetuates 
in the structure of a social system, and what effects it has on the surround-
ing community beyond a few examples. Investigative reporting requires 
journalists to uncover the seedy underbellies of situations to derive their 
behavior, but the result of such reporting usually involves descriptions of 
 specifi c  injustices rather than discussions of the  general  processes that 
underwrite the injustices themselves. 

 In 2008, one of the two Pulitzers for investigative reporting was awarded 
to the authors of a series of  Chicago Tribune  articles on the faulty govern-
ment regulation of toys, car seats, and cribs. Dubbed  “ Hidden Hazards, ”  
the stories are ghastly and sad, chronicling the avoidable deaths of infants 
at the hands of faulty goods. In one piece, Maurice Possley details the 
underlying structural causes of the neglect, attributing them to under-
manned staffs at the regulatory agencies.  25   These effects are hard to grasp. 
When Possley explains that the Consumer Product Safety Commission had 
recalled over a million cribs in response to the  Tribune  ’ s investigation, 
readers and policymakers alike might consider the loop closed. But ques-
tions remain: how and why are government agencies understaffed? Is 
staffi ng really the problem, or is apathy and inaction the inevitable result 
of bureaucracy? Is there any reason to believe that a similar problem won ’ t 
arise soon enough in another agency or corporation operating under 
similar logics? 

 A journalist ’ s story is fashioned not only from facts, but also from 
vibrant examples that stir emotion. Consider the lede for Possley ’ s article: 
 “ Photographs taken of Liam Johns ’  crib by the Sacramento County 
Coroner ’ s Offi ce clearly show where it came apart. ”  Emotional hooks like 
this may absorb, but they do not satisfy. No one would deny that the death 
of Liam Johns was both tragic and needless. It is easy to assign blame and 
call for reform, but change is complex. It is institutional. It cannot be 
interviewed one on one or fi lmed, head down, exiting a county court. A 
news article can describe a poignant story that exemplifi es the problem, 
but it cannot handle the multitude of possible issues at stake. 

 Games excel at handling multitudes. The rules and parameters of game 
systems can be used to dramatically reveal information, to make concepts 
tangible, and to produce alternative scenarios for further exploration or 
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comparison. Games thus offer a compelling form for the issues approached 
by investigative journalism, if those issues are unpacked into the behaviors 
of a simulation. The player of a procedural documentary game would come 
to understand not only the facts and outcomes of a story but also the 
underlying systems that caused it to come to pass. 

 The practice of  doing  investigative reporting is procedural, but creating 
procedural investigations is simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar. On 
the one hand, everything that goes into a good fi lmic or written investiga-
tion also applies to a good ludic one: collecting evidence, performing 
interviews, examining situations from multiple perspectives, and looking 
for relevant archive material. Good investigative journalism not only asks 
not only the  “ fi ve Ws ”  — who, what, when, where, and why — but also the 
procedural question:  “ how. ”  Good reporting should elucidate how a situ-
ation arose, not just uncover the actors, events, and consequences of that 
situation. 

 On the other hand, a procedural documentary does not weave a path 
through evidence like a fi lm or an article does, telling a story the viewer 
or reader grasps through empathy with its characters. Instead, a videogame 
models the behavior and dynamics of a situation, treating character, 
setting, and events as side effects of an overall logic. 

 Consider Eric Schlosser ’ s 2001 book  Fast Food Nation: What the All-
American Meal Is Doing to the World , an example of what John Pilger 
calls  “ investigative journalism that changed the world. ”   26   Schlosser ’ s tale 
features characters, both human and corporate, who perform specifi c acts 
that the author narrates as a story. As all good stories do, the book begins 
with a human character, in this case Carl ’ s Jr. founder Carl Karcher. 
Schlosser tells the riveting tale of the restaurant chain ’ s humble roots, 
early success, and inevitable excess. But, as Pilger summarizes, the book 
is not a story of men or companies; it is an account of  “ how industrial 
food production has transformed and endangered not only our diet, but 
our environment, economy and culture, and even our basic human 
rights. ”   27   

 Explanations of  how something works  can be described in written or 
visual argument, by mustering explanations and examples. This is precisely 
what Schlosser does in  Fast Food Nation , and most documentaries and 
investigative reports do the same. But  models  can also address how things 
work, not through explanation or example, but by showing the operation 
of a source system directly. If writing and fi lm best realize their potential 
when they tell stories, then computers realize theirs when they model 
behavior, when they depict worldly processes through computation.  28   
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 Think of a simulation game like  SimCity . It dispenses with stories about 
particular citizens, bureaucrats, or corporations in favor of a rendition of 
city management. Even though it simplifi es urban planning considerably, 
the game addresses the social and political factors that encourage or dis-
courage growth and prosperity. A documentary fi lm set in  SimCity  might 
tell the story of how a small town neighborhood became a slum as new 
zoning policies encouraged the development of industry nearby. It might 
depict the life of one or more families in the neighborhood over time, 
showing how a once idyllic borough became a crime- and pollution-ridden 
backwater. It may well be moving and upsetting. But such a fi lm would 
cover matters of bureaucracy and planning primarily to advance human 
interest.  SimCity ,   as a game, works exactly in reverse: it abstracts specifi c 
human elements in favor of urban dynamics themselves. 

  Fast Food Nation  begins with and returns to individuals by necessity: 
storytelling requires characterization. Indeed, in the 2006 fi lm adaptation 
that fi ctionalized Schlosser ’ s account of the fast-food industry, the specifi c 
experiences of various characters (illegal immigrant workers, cattle ranch-
ers, corporate executives) rule the roost. But if the book and the fi lm 
intended to cover the  processes and consequences  of industrial food produc-
tion, then another approach might do a better job: putting the business, 
social, and political dynamics of industrialized food at the forefront, rather 
than in the subtext of the work. 

 We can fi nd the start of such a design in  Freedom Fighter  ’ 56!  ( FF56 ), a 
game about of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. Through the experiences 
of three fi ctionalized  “ freedom fi ghters, ”  players learn the dynamics of the 
revolt against the Stalinist government of Hungary, which killed 2,500 
Hungarians and inspired another 200,000 to fl ee the country.  29   

 At fi rst, the game seems like a digital adaptation of a graphic novel. It 
borrows that form ’ s visual and narrative conventions, with hand-painted 
frames and inset text, narrated by voice actors in English or Magyar. As 
the game begins on October 22, 1956, an introductory scene sets the stage 
historically, covering the descent of Hungary into Stalinism after World 
War II and the resulting oppression by the secret police ( Á llamv é delmi 
Hat ó s á g, or  Á VH), state censorship, and religious persecution. The player 
is cast as a young student present at the protests that started the revolution. 
Clickable objects in the scenes reveal additional information, and the game 
also allows the player to collect items for later use (e.g., the student mani-
festo, a Hungarian fl ag armband). 

 The game casts events as activities with specifi c behavior and con-
sequences, not just as factual statements of historical progression. For 
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Documentary 73

example, when players begin the student march to Parliament on October 
23, they can traverse the city by any means they choose, rather than via 
a prescribed route. Historical events do make an appearance, including the 
toppling of the statue of Stalin near V á rosliget park, the detention of stu-
dents entering the Radio Budapest building to broadcast their demands, 
the  Á VH fl ash point that erupted soon after, and the general worker ’ s strike 
that followed. But as these events unfold, the player must build a larger 
faction by persuading new participants to join the cause. To do so, the 
player must make a convincing argument using the inventory items previ-
ously collected as  “ premises. ”  Once the player constructs an argument, the 
game shows the interlocutor ’ s current alignment, the persuasive effect of 
the evidence mustered, and the resulting likelihood that the resulting argu-
ment will win him or her over (fi gure 4.4).   

  FF56  still bears traces of spatial and operational reality. The player 
moves around a simplifi ed version of Budapest and carries out actions that 

 Figure 4.4 
 A player reasons with a tank driver in the Hungarian Revolution documentary game 
 Freedom Fighter  ’ 56  by showing a Hungarian fl ag with a hole cut in it (a symbol of 
a nation with its heart cut out). The move appeals to the tank offi cer ’ s patriotism, 
and as a result the player ’ s odds of persuading the driver increase to 100 percent. 
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74 Chapter 4

a  ’ 56er might have done. But within this context, the player comes to 
understand the specifi c challenges of the resistance by experiencing their 
dynamics, rather than just by listening to their description or following 
along step by step. As they progress, players earn  “ Freedom Fighter Factor ”  
points to show how well they have mastered the  behavior  of a freedom 
fi ghter, rather than how well their results match the outcomes of the revo-
lution itself. Still,  FF56  does not dip as deeply as it could into the pro-
cedural register of the Hungarian Revolution. Though the dynamics of 
the revolution itself appear in the game, the politics of Soviet-controlled 
Budapest remain in the background. 

 Another documentary game about geopolitical confl ict does the reverse. 
 PeaceMaker  is a game about the contemporary Israeli – Palestinian confl ict 
created by independent developer ImpactGames. The player can take the 
role of either the Israeli prime minister or the president of the Palestinian 
Authority. In either case, the goal is to bring peace to the Middle East by 
establishing a diplomatic resolution suitable to both parties. Here the game 
takes a strong position, as a two-state solution is the only one that the 
game affords.  30    

 To succeed, the player must win over the support of both their home 
and neighboring publics by building infrastructure, amassing political 
support, and, when necessary, meeting the demands of the opposing 
leader. Meanwhile, random events like insurrections, attacks, and protests 
often throw a wrench in one ’ s plans, requiring the player to attend to 
local protests or to respond to unexpected attacks before returning to 
negotiations. 

 Play is abstract. On each turn the player can take action in response 
to a local event or take a variety of other measures in the categories of 
security, politics, and construction. Each leader sees things differently. The 
Palestinian president, for example, has to satisfy the world community (or 
at least avoid offending it), while the Israeli prime minister only has to 
satisfy the local citizenry. Moreover, the Israelis have more resources and 
can execute more direct actions, including bulldozing settlements and 
launching missile strikes. 

 Even though  PeaceMaker  includes real images and video to illustrate 
in-game events, the game primarily characterizes the diplomatic process 
of the confl ict and its possible resolution, rather than particular historical 
events that have occurred within it. By so doing, it offers a lesson about 
the dynamics of international politics in Middle East confl ict. As designer 
and critic Ernest Adams explains, 
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Documentary 75

  PeaceMaker  illustrates some of the hardest lessons of leadership of all: that tough 
decisions are not always popular; that what the public demand in the short run isn ’ t 
necessarily the right answer in the long run; that responding with overwhelming 
force to punish every outrage produces nothing but more outrages. Knee-jerk reac-
tions usually fail.  31   

 In games like  PeaceMaker , players do not ask,  “ What can I do next? ”  but 
instead,  “ How do the dynamics of this situation operate? ”  A procedural 
reality goes beyond the spaces or actions of an event, exploring the reality 
of a situation ’ s behavior. 

 Human Interest 

 The promise of procedural documentary notwithstanding, games also have 
the ability to reconstruct personal emotional experiences rather than just 
describing them. Sometimes a newsworthy experience involves events and 
how they took place, as in the case of a timeline of the Mumbai terrorist 
attacks that occurred in late 2008.  32   But in other cases, experience means 
something much more abstract: the emotional sensation of an event —
 what it felt like to cower in fear for hours in a guest room at the Taj Hotel. 
A news story might become relevant only in the aftermath of an experi-
ence, whether it be tinged with joy, fear, desperation, or loss. Indeed, if 
citizens were able to experience the sensations of an experience through 
simulation rather than by description, perhaps they would better connect 
world events with the joys, fears, desperations, or losses in their own lives. 
 Human interest games , we might call them. 

 All too often, the journalistic human interest story exudes cloying 
manipulation instead of earnest characterization. A personal touch should 
make a story human, rather than melodramatic. Perhaps surprisingly, 
home movies offer a better example of documentarian human interest 
than most lifestyle pieces. In 1959, Stan Brakhage shot  Window Water Baby 
Moving , a fi lm that documents his wife ’ s fi rst childbirth while conveying 
his own emotional experience of the event through editing and exposure 
effects. Brakhage uses a handheld camera and 8mm fi lm stock, tools whose 
lo-fi  aesthetic further personalizes his subject matter. 

 We can see traces of similar designs in the autobiographical games of 
Jason Rohrer, whose work refl ects his own emotional experiences of certain 
events and processes in his life using a similar lo-fi , 8-bit visual style. 
Rohrer ’ s  Gravitation  tells the sort of story one might hear on National 
Public Radio, a moral tale mixing sadness and joy before reaching a tiny 
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76 Chapter 4

revelation. A close friend of Rohrer ’ s had fallen ill, lying  “ effectively brain 
dead ”  in a hospital bed while her son and Rohrer ’ s family researched the 
affl iction and the decision whether or not to pull life support.  33   His previ-
ous game  Passage  was at that time experiencing its fi rst bits of popular 
attention, so he was stealing time away to reply to new fans and critics. 
The complexity of these tragedies and triumphs led him to refl ect on his 
own passions as an artist, what he calls his  “ mania, ”  and how his moods 
and creative cycles affected his family. With another child on the way, he 
realized that the particular dynamics of the three-person family formed by 
himself, his wife, and his son Mez would soon be lost to him.  

  Gravitation  interprets these sensations through the challenge of abstract, 
diffi cult work, and its interplay with the inspiration that comes from 
family interaction. Players begin in a largely dark, cold game world with 
two characters on screen: the player and a child. Playing catch with the 
child, the player expands the view around the avatar, melting the snow, 
exposing fl owers, and expanding the soundtrack to an uplifting crescendo. 
Once the player successfully bounces enough balls back and forth, the 
avatar ’ s  “ mania ”  overtakes him in the form of a fi ery crown, allowing the 
player to leap great distances through a tight vertical maze in order to 
collect stars. The stars fall down and turn into blocks on the ground, which 
the player can push into a furnace to further fuel the artistic mania and 
increase the score. But the more blocks the player accumulates at once, the 
harder it becomes to shove them into the furnace, and the less time one 
has to play with the child to revitalize (fi gure 4.5). Eventually, after a third 
or fourth search for stars, the player returns  “ home ”  to the boy, but fi nds 
only his bright red ball lying alone on the ground.   

 On radio, television, and in print, human interest stories lack synthesis. 
Recounting heart-wrenching facts through emotionally charged voices 
separates the story from its telling.  This American Life , hosted by Ira Glass 
of Chicago Public Radio, manages to avoid most of these pitfalls. An 
episode at the end of the second season of the show ’ s television incarna-
tion offers lessons for human interest games. 

 In the episode, Glass weaves together the lives of seven men named 
John Smith throughout various stages of life. He compares their child-
hoods, their marriages, and their experiences with raising children. 
Montage is necessary here, as it would be impossible to track the life of 
one John Smith in its entirety. Part of the show covers the various Johns ’  
experiences with videogames. One, age eight, unwinds with PlayStation 2 
after frolicking in the yard. Another, age twenty-three, lingers in an arcade 
after being fi red from his job as a line cook. A third, in his thirties, toils 
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Documentary 77

through another day of work at Microsoft ’ s Xbox division. Glass cuts to a 
story of the child at school, playing a game in which everyone creates a 
small city in the gym and takes on ordinary jobs,  “ the jobs no adults actu-
ally want. ”  The boy describes what amounts to a predigital version of the 
popular videogame series  The Sims .  

 Much of the emotional power of the John Smith episode comes from 
editing together common or incongruous moments in the lives of the 
numerous men. Unlike narration, games like  The Sims  are capable of 
tracing the life of a single John Smith in its entirety. They can manipulate 
space and time. Although  The Sims  is temporally and spatially linear, one 
can imagine another version in which the player can jump between dif-
ferent moments in an avatar ’ s life. Games create rule-based interactions 
that can underwrite a succession of emotional moments that the player 
can experience directly, instead of simply identifying with them abstractly.  

 Such models of mental or emotional space have even been attempted 
in mainstream videogames, such as  Psychonauts  and  Dreamkiller , both of 
which invite entry into the brains of psychiatric patients confronting their 

 Figure 4.5 
 Players of Jason Rohrer ’ s  Gravitation  struggle to balance inspiration, work, and 
family. Unconventional and abstract, it offers an example of a game of universal 
human interest. 
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78 Chapter 4

personal demons. An early example of a documentary game attempting 
the same mental exploration is Mary Flanagan ’ s  [domestic] , a fi rst-person 
shooter modifi cation (or  “ mod ” ) that allows the player to confront the 
artist ’ s traumatic childhood memory of her home burning down while she 
was at church.  34   Working through a labyrinth of burning rooms, the walls 
of the virtual world of walls textured with photographic images and intro-
spective text, the player attempts to extinguish the rising fl ames with a 
gun that shoots  “ coping mechanisms. ”   Medieval Unreality , a collection of 
personal refl ections on the infamous blood feuds of Albania, takes the same 
approach, but in a different context: a collaboration between game design-
ers and the victims of the tragedy themselves.  35   Both games use a violent 
fi rst-person shooter to create nonviolent, personal meditations on loss and 
reconciliation, through the use of metaphor, evocative imagery, and spatial 
exploration. 

 Controversy 

 Documentary games still struggle for legitimacy. Scholars like Fullerton 
and Raessans recount the challenges these games face in the popular imagi-
nation: they are seen as exploitative cash-grabs with little regard for human 
decency and historiographical intent.  36   Some grumble in private or in the 
obscurity of blogs and Web forums, but others deride the genre in public. 
The most prominent might be late senator Ted Kennedy ’ s one-word reac-
tion to  JFK Reloaded :  “ despicable. ”   37   Kennedy ’ s objection boils down to an 
accusation of bad taste, but it also carries tinges of ignorance and closed-
mindedness. Fullerton wonders,  “ Why don ’ t we have the same reaction to 
a fi lm like Oliver Stone ’ s  JFK , which goes so far as to use the much-derided 
fi lmic  ‘ recreation? ’  ”   38   Clearly, the general public is not yet ready for vid-
eogames that reenact charged events and memories. 

 The most controversial documentary game by far is  Super Columbine 
Massacre RPG! , a painstakingly detailed reconstruction of the Columbine 
High School massacre created by young Colorado fi lm student Danny 
Ledonne, who had been deeply, personally affected by the tragedy. The 
game re-created Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold ’ s preparations that morning, 
their tactical takeover of the school, the murders and maimings they 
committed, their eventual suicide, and a fi ctional imagining of their 
descent into hell (fi gure 4.6). The game enjoyed considerable praise from 
prominent critics, as well as widespread scorn, including earning the 
number two spot on  PC World  ’ s list of the ten worst games of all time.  39   
Two years earlier, Gus Van Sant ’ s fi lm  Elephant , a fi ctionalized account 
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Documentary 79

of a school shooting inspired by Columbine, had won the Palme d ’ Or at 
the Cannes International Film Festival. Ledonne ’ s game, by contrast, was 
ejected from the independent fi lm and game festival Slamdance, despite 
earning a special commendation from the festival ’ s fi lm documentary 
jury.  40   Eventually, Ledonne showed his work at the AFI Fest in Los Angeles. 
It wasn ’ t the videogame he premiered this second time, but a documen-
tary fi lm he had made about the game ’ s controversy, entitled  Playing 
Columbine .   

  JFK Reloaded  and  Super Columbine Massacre RPG!  are independent games 
that endured mass-market controversy. In 2009, the fi rst attempt at a 
mainstream documentary game was revealed to similar contentiousness. 
 Six Days in Fallujah  appears to be a fi rst-person shooter much like any 
other. Almost a decade after the September 11 terrorist attacks, the Middle 
Eastern setting had become old hat in commercial games.  41   But, instead of 
hiding behind generic locations and scenarios in the interest of escapism 
and anonymity, the game explicitly casts itself as a playable documentary 

 Figure 4.6 
 Taken from  Super Columbine Massacre RPG , this re-creation of the tragedy ’ s famous 
memorial service reaffi rms the game ’ s critical stance in its exploration of the shoot-
ing tragedy at Columbine High School. 
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80 Chapter 4

of the Second Battle of Fallujah — one of the bloodiest encounters of the 
Iraq War. Konami, a major videogame publisher, had initially funded the 
game ’ s development and planned to distribute the title worldwide. But in 
the wake of widespread negative sentiment from politicians, military per-
sonnel, and the parents of soldiers killed during the operation, Konami 
pulled out of the project, casting doubt on whether it might eventually be 
released at all.  42   

 Controversy is nothing new for videogames — it is a medium that has 
been accused of inspiring prurience, brutality, and sloth for decades. 
Industry publishers often milk controversy, taking a  “ no press is bad press ”  
position. But  Six Days in Fallujah  was different: it elicited a negative politi-
cal reaction, not just a negative social one.  

 Developer Atomic Games made missteps in their early publicity efforts. 
Their fi rst error was rhetorical. Peter Tamte, the game ’ s producer, foolishly 
proclaimed that the game would mix entertainment with education. 
Critics were suspicious of the appropriateness of turning a major battle 
into idle fun.  43   Military personnel and families of the deceased objected 
particularly, arguing that having  “ fun ”  during a bloodbath would dis-
respect the memories of men and women lost.  44   Of course, it might be 
entirely possible to create an engaging videogame about the Battle of 
Fallujah that would not produce enjoyment, but distress and refl ection — a 
game more like  Black Hawk Down  than like  Independence Day . But once the 
studio let the conversation turn toward  “ the entertainment problem, ”  they 
had a hard time reframing the discussion. 

 After Konami pulled its publishing agreement, the public conversation 
about the game turned to realism and accuracy. On June 11, 2009, Fox 
News aired a panel with Tamte, the game ’ s military advisor, and the 
mother of a fallen soldier from the Fallujah operation. Although the Fox 
pundits attempted to derail the conversation with infl ammatory remarks 
about profi ting at soldiers ’  expense, the discussion between the panelists 
focused on a different question: could a game realistically portray the 
horrors of war? What then would have to be done to ensure accuracy and 
yet engage players, making them want to keep playing the game? 

 As details emerged, two more problems arose for Atomic Games. First, 
the game was reported to implement a common fi rst-person shooter 
mechanic: a refi lling health bar.  45   After taking damage in the game, a player 
can withdraw from the line of fi re for a short time in order to fully heal. 
Even the military personnel supportive of the game ’ s production were 
concerned that an unrealistic health bar would fail to convey the sense of 
real danger faced each day by soldiers. 
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 Second, it was revealed that the game had been described as a  “ survival 
horror ”  game in marketing materials — a genre typically concerned with 
the slaughter of zombies, mutants, and other supernatural entities. Was 
the game meant to cast Iraqi civilians and insurgents as the undead or the 
inhuman, akin to stereotypical waves of mindless monsters? If so, it would 
surely offer a jingoistic view of Western involvement in complex foreign 
affairs.  

 In response, Tamte observed that a realistic portrayal of the battle must 
frighten the player, like a horror game might do. Soldiers in Fallujah had 
to comb city streets for insurgents, entering every building to root out 
strongholds. They would search numerous buildings futilely, but the occa-
sional breach would reveal the barrel of a rifl e. Tamte wanted to convey 
this reality with the game. Additional realism would come from fully 
destructible environments, a feature that would allow players to blow out 
walls selectively to reveal hiding insurgents. Finally, in an effort to make 
the game as fair as possible, Tamte revealed that Atomic Games consulted 
with a number of insurgents involved in the Battle of Fallujah. Though 
this knowledge would be necessary for a faithful account of the operation, 
it also instantly garnered accusations of  “ treason ”  from conservative 
pundits.  46   Accuracy turns out to be a double-edged sword.  

 Atomic Games was forced to lay off a signifi cant part of its staff in order 
to move forward with its production schedule without a major publisher.  47   
Supporters, and even some detractors, argued that the game ought to be 
completed, even if it didn ’ t live up to the expectations of fairness, reality, 
and respect. As the prospects of the project reaching its full potential 
dwindled, another realization arose: it might be enough for the game to 
have been attempted and discussed, with or without a release. Although 
Fox ’ s Gretchen Carlson dismissed the idea of a documentary game, the 
mother of a fallen soldier turned the conversation around when she 
expressed hope that the game, if made properly, might in fact honor her 
son ’ s memory. Game developers might not yet have proven themselves as 
responsible commentators on public issues, but with cooperation between 
the gaming and nongaming publics, videogames may yet become 
documentarian. 
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