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Memory Insufficient is a celebration of history.

first and foremost, it is an attempt to promote and encourage 
historical writing about games; social histories, biographies, 
historically situated criticism of games and anything else.

It is also a place to turn personal memories of games past into 
eye-opening written accounts. It is a place to honour the work 
of game developers who have influenced the path of history. It 
is a place to learn what games are - not as a formal discipline, 
but as lived realities.

like all historical study, Memory Insufficient is fundamentally 
about citizenship. It’s not enough to just remember and admire 
the games of the past. History is about understanding our place 
in the world; as developers, as critics and as players. 

The power of history is to reveal where the agents of change 
reside, and empower us to be the change we want to see.  
Memory Insufficient is a celebration of history, not just as fact 
but as action.
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We love to hate empires. The word ‘empire’ itself has become one of our favorite 
pejoratives. It is a word that can be attached to the end of anything we do not like, 
and, given enough time, it can permanently latch itself onto the target to become an 
embarrassing surname (e.g. Microsoft, Walmart, and yankee). 

Thanks in equal parts to Star Wars and the mem-
ory of actual colonial imperialism, empires are a 
ready-made antagonist for any medium.
Video game portrayals of empires often lack a nuanced understanding of how em-
pires are constructed and operated. for most of human history, what we understand 
as empire—a large heterogeneous political structure most often controlled by a single 
ruler or oligarchy—was the only form of government available. In many cases, it was 
also the preferred mode of government. yet any complex understanding of empire 
has long since left the public imagination in favor of the romanticized narrative of 
the nation-state.

empires in video games are invariably portrayed along the lines outlined by colonial 
nationalist ideology and literature: violent, monolithic political entities that are in-
capable of change, which must be destroyed by the scrappy, freedom loving player 
character.

yet as innovations in theme and player choice mechanics have helped to change the 
nature of game narratives, there is good reason to believe that future games can com-
plicate the traditional portrayal of empire. 

Belong To Us: 
the eMpIre 
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Most video game empires are controlled by foreigners, either terrestrial or extrater-
restrial. empire in this sense becomes a concept of ‘the other,’ a political formation 
that is not comprehensible in the protagonist’s realm. Antagonist video game empires 
are traditionally bent on the complete destruction or subjugation of the protaongist’s 
civilization or country. This style of unremitting imperialism makes for a simple nar-
rative, as any possible compromise with the enemy becomes not only unthinkable, 
but in many cases—particularly with extraterrestrial antagonists – impossible.

The foreign imperial antagonist is a trope embedded in the very foundation of pop-
ular gaming. The grotesque tortoise Bowser’s attempts to establish his rule over the 
peaceful and largely human-like Mushroom Kingdom remains a consistent feature 
of the Mario narrative since the original Super Mario Bros. (1985). In a similar vein, 
Ganon, the mystical warlock of the Zelda series, (1986-2011) continues to invade the 
semi-human lands of Hyrule in release after release.

Much more common than these terrestrial examples, however, are the narratives of 
extraterrestrial invasion. To take a few recent examples, we can consider the Cove-
nant from the Halo series, (2001-2012) the Prothean/reaper empire from the Mass 
Effect series, (2007-2012) and the Combine from Half-Life (1998-2007). The Cove-
nant, with a few minor alterations, is closely comparable to the empires of Bowser and 
Ganon. While there is more explanation regarding the reasons behind their desire for 
domination, the Covenant are still presented as irrationally motivated, and with no 
interest in encouraging collaboration. similarly, the reapers of the Mass Effect series 
present a classic example of a foreign imperial force that is bent on total destruction 
and cannot be reasoned with. The Mass Effect series, through its backstory, also posits 
a critique of imperialism through its depiction of the Prothean empire: a brutal re-
gime that attempted and failed to use enforced labor to defeat the invading reapers.

The Combine from Half-Life, however, presents a more realistic portrayal of empire. 
As we learn throughout Half-Life 2, the Combine have established near total control 
of earth, but like many real life empires they have effected this rule through the care-
ful cultivation of collaborators instead of through exhausting military occupation.

All empires, from those of Ancient China and 
rome to the modern British and french, were  
incapable of maintaining continuous military 
rule.
empire as the result of a single desire and will has existed only in our imaginations. 
As with other forms of government, empire is a negotiation between the rulers and 
the ruled. Certainly, most empires conduct these negotiations by the sword, but even 
the strongest of imperial powers cannot rule indefinitely without the assistance and 
acquiescence of the local population. 

City 17’s police force is manned by human officers, and the city itself is largely ruled 
by the human collaborator Wallace Breen. The citizens of City 17 live under constant 
surveillance reminiscent of many colonial empires, particularly the soviet occupa-
tion of eastern europe and Central Asia. Also like real life empires, the Combine’s 
imperial system encourages a mixing of subjugated populations, and humanity shares 
its captivity with other species such as the Vortigaunt. Half-Life 3 (fingers crossed, 
knock on wood) promises to continue the story of the Vortigaunt and humanity’s 
rebellion against the Combine.
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Perhaps the most historically-minded of all video games genres, strategy games often 
explore the power fantasy of ruling and controlling a sprawling empire. A number 
of strategy games follow the development of particular empires, including the Total 
War series and the Age of Empires series. These imperial adventures, however, tend 
to focus on the initial military takeover of colonies, and rarely linger on the implica-
tions of that conquest for either the rulers or the ruled.

An exception to this traditional depiction, however, can be found with increasing 
depth in each new iteration of the Sid Meier’s Civilization series. early versions of 
Civilization went little beyond the model of empire set out by other strategy games. 
The route to a worldwide empire—the so-called domination victory—provided an 
uncomplicated depiction of imperial expansion as enemy cities immediately became 
a part of the player’s empire after occupation. Additionally, the empires in early ver-
sions of Civilization were only empires in name, as most of the player’s units and 
resources were attached to particular cities, and not to the empire as a whole.

later iterations in the series complicated this picture by adding city resistance to oc-
cupation, which presented the idea that effective imperial rule was not immediately 
established after the initial military conquest. Additionally, thanks to expanded di-
plomacy options, the player or NPC civilizations could attempt to buy off imposing 
empires with gold or resources. This tactic could offer clear benefits to a player who 
wanted to avoid the trouble of establishing direct rule over the entire planet. on 
higher difficulty levels, however, players would find this tactic ineffective.

Civilization’s notoriously aggressive artificial in-
telligence were more often akin to the machina-
tions of an incomprehensible extraterrestrial race 
than a human civilization.
The depiction of empire in Civilization became further nuanced with Civilization IV, 
which introduced the concept of vassal states. Though typically associated with me-
dieval europe, Civilization IV’s version of a vassal state most accurately compared to 
the semi-autonomous dependencies or dominions seen in modern colonial empires. 
The game’s vassals provided the dominant civilization with tribute while maintaining 
their own domestic production and culture. Civilization IV also included the idea of 
colonies, which were city states established by a civilization on another continent. 
Players were eventually forced to decide whether these colonies would be peacefully 
decolonized to become their own separate civilization, or if they would be violently 
maintained at the risk of insurrection and unhappiness.

Civilization V scaled back on some of these developments by replacing vassal states 
with puppet governments for individual cities. Civilization V also added indepen-
dent city states, which could fall under the orbit of leading powers, but never become 
a part of those empires except through military takeover. The inclusion of city states 
helped to relieve the player character of the often exhausting burden of global dom-
ination, while simultaneously allowing them to establish a system of imperial alli-
ances similar to British rule of the princely states in India during the colonial period. 
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Games like Civilization and Half-Life have gone a long way to complicate the tradi-
tional depiction of empire in gaming, but there is still room for improvement. for 
instances, there has yet to be a game that truly captures the notion of informal em-
pire—the empire of cultural and economic influence. The Civilization series has per-
haps come closest in this regard with concepts such as corporations and religion, 
which offer a degree of influence outside of direct military intervention. unfortu-
nately, the artificial intelligence in Civilization remains aggressive, especially in late 
game scenarios where they become irrational warmongers attempting to spoil peace-
ful attempts to escape to Alpha Centauri.

Another area for improvement involves the end of 
empires. Video games love to champion the un-
derdog rebels fighting the evil empire. But what 
happens after the revolution?
our history, however, provides many. The twentieth century, in particular, began 
with the destruction of many old imperial regimes, a development welcomed by a 
world eager for self-determination through separate nation-states. yet no one can 
claim that the resulting system of nation-states has been less bloody or brutal than 
the imperial system that proceeded it. Indeed, considering recent genocidal conflicts 
in Africa, eastern europe, and the Middle east, there is room to argue that the rise of 
the nation-state has done more harm than good.

Why should video games be burdened with the responsibility to accurately portray 
empire and imperialism? Intrinsically, there is no responsibility. yet as game devel-
opers and their customers have aged and diversified, there has been a new emphasis 
on more realistic and complex story telling. so far this new emphasis has mostly been 
limited to post-apocalyptic settings as seen in The Walking Dead and The Last of Us. 
This trend, however, will inevitably touch on historical topics. When it does, praise 
will be reserved for games that provide not only a compelling story and gameplay, but 
also provide a truthful historical experience.

Half-life 2 promotional image © Valve 2004
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When the terms ‘imperialism’ and ‘board game’ 
are put together, the image that probably springs 
to most minds is the vivid design on the Risk box.
evocative of the Crimea and the Charge of the light Brigade, gaudy horsemen come 
galloping out of the picture at us, and the game’s look and feel is clearly designed to 
reinforce this historical setting. The map is a rich, sepia-stained affair that would 
clearly rather be atop some sea-captain’s table than glued to a cardboard base and 
covered in little plastic riflemen.

Imperialism! White europeans charging around 
the world on horseback doing no-

ble and romantic things in pursuit of aims that all right-thinking people 
now agree were appalling and wrong and stupid.

except... Risk (1957) doesn’t exist in a vacuum. The heritage of the basic ‘outmanoeu-
vre and conquer the enemy’ style of game goes back as far as chess. Is this an imperi-
alist game? How can it be, since originates in eastern Asia and predates imperialism... 
or does it? What do we even mean by the term ‘imperialism’ in the first place?

reams of paper and oceans of ink have gone into this question. If you really care 
about an in-depth answer (and indeed the fascinating journey that leads to it) you 
could do far worse than read the great works of edward said. However, for the pur-
poses of this article I am going to go out on a limb and establish a cruder, simpler 
working definition of imperialism. It won’t be perfect and it won’t be universally ac-
cepted, but neither have anyone else’s been (even said’s), so I am in good company.

David smith is mixed up in the murky waters of the recorded 
music industry. He enjoys reading sf novels, strategy gaming, 
and keeping up with international news and politics.

zsmithz@gmail.com
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Imperialism: an organisation actively seeking 
out and exploiting resources (ter-

ritorial, mineral, or human) that it did not previously control, by estab-
lishing dominance over their location.

Note that this definition does not by any means rule out non-military dominance; 
the east India Company, russian Alaska and American lend-lease are permissible 
examples of imperialism under this heading. There doesn’t even have to be a ‘vic-
tim’—there are numerous situations in which, say, territory can be tapped for a play-
er’s war effort without needing to subjugate or exterminate any native inhabitants.

Back to Risk, then. This is the simple classic formula; each player must conquer terri-
tories in order to generate reinforcements with which to vanquish the other players. 
The format is so simple that it in fact transcends the setting the game presents; one 
can mentally transport the arena to any time period without too much difficulty 
(though the advent of long-range aerial and missile combat in the 20th Century 
stretches the point a little).

In some variations of Risk there are indeed natives who must be wiped out in order 
to take over their territory; but the deeper point to see here is that the territory itself 
is of secondary importance to the resources it provides, and its strategic location. Its 
inhabitants are literally not portrayed in the game at all—all that matters is the size 
of the army defending it. Thus Risk presents in a very clear way one of the central 
ideas behind much imperialist thinking—the citizens of empire are to a large extent 
irrelevant to the goals of empire; their existence in the minds of its rulers is at best 
ephemeral and secondary and what matters is perpetuating and expanding empire 
itself.

Before we move on to look at some spiritual ‘descendants’ of Risk, let’s take a brief 
detour to the 23rd Century and consider Risk 2210 (2001). Nowhere near as popular 
as the original (in large part because most people have recognised its generic nature 
as a virtue, and can quite happily locate it in any time period they wish just by the 
power of imagination), it does however underline an interesting symmetry between 
imperialism as an idea and games of this kind.

Precisely because Risk 2210 is so similar in its fundamentals to Risk—the differenc-
es being largely cosmetic—it highlights the fact that imperialism can be said to be, 
in gaming terms, ‘infinitely replayable’. This is a phrase more often used as praise 
of games that are non-constrictive and thus can be played over and over again, but 
if there’s a conclusion to be drawn from Risk 2210’s world of fictional future states, 
corporations and other organisations: 

Imperialism itself will never die—despite what 
certain optimists might have told 

you in the 1960s. Imperialism itself is infinitely replayable, adapting and 
evolving into new forms to suit the times.

edging a little closer to the present day, the next game I’d like to take a look at is 
Glasnost (1989). It is a fascinatingly paradoxical beast—designed by a father and his 
young daughter, sick of the endless militaristic bleatings of the late 20th Century 
and seeking to create a pacifist (or at least less overtly conquest-based) alternative 
boardgame. Its name itself references a retreat, in the partial dismantling of the sovi-
et empire that grew out of the glasnost and perestroika reforms—but there’s more to 
it than that. The idea in Glasnost is to disarm the world; players may unilaterally dis-
arm any territory they control and the winner is the player who has the most points 
when the whole world is disarmed. Although this distinctly un-military notion is the 
central conceit of the game, its foundations are not all that dissimilar to those of Risk. 



Conquest is still a key feature (the acquisition of territory being necessary for sur-
vival, even if the direct control of imperialism in its normal form is replaced in this 
instance by the softer-sounding euphemism of ‘spheres of influence’ and ‘mutual 
defence pacts’), and indeed it is ironic to note that a valid and feasible means of win-
ning is to conquer the entire world by force—thus making it safe to disarm!

The ‘benevolent dictatorship’ concept that thus seems to lie at the heart of this game 
has roots in H.G. Wells (think of the regime of aviators that re-establishes civilisa-
tion by gassing those who resist with soporific drugs), and indeed in the ‘civilising’ 
justification often advanced for traditional european Imperialism as practised in the 
18th and 19th Centuries. It is, however, far older than this in its ultimate origin – 
before the pax Americana or Britannica, the pax romana had this same effect on the 
area over which rome held sway. This facet of imperialism far predates the White 
Man’s Burden or Manifest Destiny.

Coming right up to date, we have the tongue-in-cheek offering that is War on Terror 
(2006). A controversial satirical response to the Iraq War, this game was banned 
from most bricks-and-mortar toyshops in the united Kingdom, and I cannot imag-
ine it fared any better in the united states of America. Despite this, or perhaps be-
cause of it, the game has become a minor success. It is a conscious deconstruction, 
both of Risk-like games as a genre, and of the political currents that dominated the 
news headlines in the first decade or so of the 21st Century.

Players essentially vie for territorial control by various soft and hard means, but a 
global ‘terrorist organisation’ is also involved later in the game, and the metaphori-
cal dice are stacked in terms of the game’s mechanics so that the terrorists are likely 
(though not guaranteed) to win in the end, and everyone can have a good self-satis-
fied laugh at the expense of the neoconservative movement when they do.

In War on Terror the humorous deconstruction operates on several levels. Most 
obviously, we have the cartoonishly trivialised representation of modern warfare, 
modern conquest and the modern forms of resistance to it. of course, all games 
that present warfare for entertainment value are ‘guilty’ of this crime, if such it is (ie, 
the removal of the unpalatable elements of conflict from the game arena), but the 
satirical edge of War on Terror is qualitatively different. It is brazenly and grinningly 
hyper-cynical about everything and misses no opportunities to remind the players 
of this fact. This is, of course, part of its appeal.

on another level, the morality of war and conquest is subverted; a game element of 
moderate importance is the ‘Axis of evil’, which periodically assigns a random player 
to be an international pariah, the ‘evil empire’. Taking the morally dualistic rhetoric 
of Bush and reagan and turning it on its head, the game seeks to make a point about 
the inherent amorality of the international order. The concepts of Good and evil in 
international relations, it says, are not concrete realities, nor even points of view; 
they are political tools to be used by whoever has the clout to do so, convincing oth-
ers of the righteousness of their cause by sheer force of will (backed, of course, by the 
Big stick of which roosevelt spoke).

It would be wrong to present War on Terror as a simple reaction against perceived 
Western imperialism; it pulls no punches from anyone else, either. The full range of 
terrorist and conventional atrocities are available to the player, from dirty bombs to 
nuclear strikes. Players may represent conventional ‘good’ countries, the aforemen-
tioned ‘evil’ powers, or indeed the terrorist organisation(s) themselves.

In this free-for-all atmosphere, even anti-imperialist rhetoric is subverted and 
mocked—the reduction not only of war and regime change, but also of terrorist tac-
tics such as hijackings and kidnappings to mere cards that can be played (and that 



invariably feature some sarcastic one-liner about the act they depict) show that this 
is a game that pokes fun as eagerly at ‘freedom fighters’ as it does at their oppressors. 

The postcolonial liberation struggle is not sacred ground; despite the predictable 
establishment wailings about ‘glorifying terrorism’, the game is not on anyone’s ‘side’. 
If it has a target at all it is the whole arena of conflict, both symmetrically waged 
and otherwise; but again, pacifism too takes a few hits, with an ironic reference to 
‘Peace in our time’ used to refer to the wildly implausible situation in which several 
(non-terrorist) players agree to partition up the world in a global Molotov-ribben-
trop pact.

so. so far, we’ve seen that various pieces of Imperialist baggage have travelled across 
the decades since the disestablishment of empire as it is normally viewed. A few 
decades isn’t that long, so it’s hardly surprising.

Imperialism is such a basic element of human 
civilisation that there’s no reason to 

expect it, as a concept, to disappear from the discourse any more than we 
can envisage it disappearing from international/inter-entity relations. 

To end, let’s look at one game that is paradoxically utopian about the imperialist im-
pulse. High Frontier (2010) is one of the geekiest games around. It is designed to be 
as realistic as possible a representation of near-future colonisation of the solar sys-
tem using techniques and technologies that are presently within shouting distance 
of practical viability. The factions are very much early 21st-Century in their nature, 
representing slight distortions of NAsA, the Chinese space Agency, a russian-dom-
inated united Nations, esA and a Japanese private-spaceflight corporation. 

Players pursue victory points, which are gained partly by being the first to do certain 
noteworthy things and partly by building and researching certain installations and 
inventions. one interesting thing to note here is the ‘to boldly go’ attitude of adven-
ture for the sake of honour and glory which is so strongly bound up with romantic 
notions of european Imperialism. sending an explorer out on a journey into the 
unknown, planting a flag on a distant shore (or planet) and getting them back safely 
to tell the tale is enough to bring several valuable points to a player.

However, what High Frontier lacks—and what makes it such a different take on the 
endlessly-retold Imperialist tale—is a victim group. There are no little green men 
waiting out in the stars who must be subjugated, enslaved or annihilated. The solar 
system, as far as we know, is as empty as the Americas weren’t, so the jockeying 
powers can squabble and fight amongst themselves to their hearts’ content in pursuit 
of victory without the collateral deaths of innocent natives on their (or their descen-
dants’) consciences.

edward sAID (1987)
Orientalism

Brian lANDers (2009)
Empires Apart 

robert fIsK (2005) 
The Great War for Civilisation

Image shared on a creative commons license by leon Brocard
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In Rules of Play, Katie salen and eric Zimmer-
man argue that ‘games are social contexts 

for cultural learning’, that is: ‘games are one place 
where the values of society are embedded and 
passed on.’ 
This is not all that dissimilar from the historian’s lens of seeing everything as a poten-
tial source. Ian Bogost puts a more sophisticated spin on this in his book Persuasive 
Games, where he argues for the concept of procedural rhetoric:

‘Procedural media like videogames get to the heart of things by mounting ar-
guments about the processes inherent in them.  When we create videogames 
we are making claims about these processes, which ones we celebrate, which 
ones we ignore, which ones we want to question. When we play these games, 
we interrogate them into our lives, and carry them forward into our future 
experiences.’ 

Puerto Rico is a board game designed by Andreas seyfarth, and published in 2002 by 
Alea. The players are spanish landowners in the 1540s, and are charged with improv-
ing the island by building ‘impressive’ buildings, running ‘fruitful’ plantations, and 
creating ‘prosperity’.  

Puerto Rico is a quintessentially eurocentric cultural artefact. It ‘minimises the West’s 
oppressive practices’, denies the achievements of non-europeans, and reproduces a 
Whig version of history which renders the West as the principal catalyst of Progress.

In this article I will explore how Puerto Rico mounts these harmful arguments, and 
argue for the importance of understanding rhetoric in games.

the rhetorIc of  
PUerTo rico

sebastian Atay is just happy to be here. He likes games, ephemera, overthinking 
things, and trying not to be a terrible human being.

@bizarrelaughter



‘In 1493 Christopher Columbus discovered the eastern-most island of the 
Great Antilles. About 50 years later, Puerto Rico began to really blossom—
through you!’

- back-of-box blurb for 1st edition english-language Puerto Rico.

The fifty-year transformation of Borinquen (‘land 
of the brave lord’) into Puerto rico (‘rich port’) 
was a period of wholesale colonial genocide.
In 1493 there were an estimated 30,000-60,000 inhabitants of the island, mostly 
Taino.  A census of 1530 records less than 2,000 left alive. The spanish settlers had 
killed most of the native population through disease, overwork, and war.

By situating itself in the late 1530s-1540s, Puerto Rico sidesteps the issue of colonial 
genocide, and the inhumane conditions that the Taino were subjected to. It further 
sanitizes history by re-imagining the motivations and the lives of those who came to 
Puerto rico afterwards.

In order to succeed in Puerto Rico, players must service their plantations and their 
buildings alike with workers, taken from a ship. The game calls these worker tokens 
‘colonists’ (kolonisten). This catch-all term is euphemistic, because it expunges any 
mention of slavery. The rules reinforce this euphemism to the point of distortion.  
After taking the ‘mayor’ action, which allows each player to take a certain number 
of colonists from the supply ship and place them on their board, this ship refills ac-
cording to the number of free spaces left by unoccupied buildings in san Juan. The 
more opportunities there are in the city, the more colonists there will be.

The procedural rhetoric here is palpable—Puerto Rico is arguing that people came 
to the island willingly seeking employment and a better life. In so doing it erases 
the experiences of slaves, convicts, and indentured workers, who had little say in 
the matter, and even misrepresents the spanish attitude to the island, which was, at 
best, ambivalent.  n 1534 the governor of Puerto rico, francisco Manuel de lando, 
threatened to cut off the foot of anyone caught trying to leave, as the general cry 
of ‘May God take me to Peru!’ echoed across the island. In the years that followed, 
spanish families had to be given incentives by the Crown in order to convince them 
to settle there. 

The victory conditions of the game are revealing. The game has one winner—the 
player with the most ‘victory points’ at the end of the game. Victory points can be 
awarded for shipping barrels of goods back to the old World, building buildings, 
and having workers in large 10-cost buildings which award bonus points for meet-
ing certain criteria.

The way that ‘victory points’ are expressed in the game’s flavour text and rules is as 
a mark of reputation and recognition. In Puerto Rico’s value system, making lots of 
money by trading goods is worthless in and of itself—it is only by using that money 
to build buildings or produce goods shipped gratis to mother spain that money ac-
quires its value. This puts a rather noble spin on the player’s actions as spanish land-
holders—casting you as an agent of progress, whilst glossing over the contributions 
of the amorphous ‘colonists’ under your command.

sAnItIZInG hIstory



Aside from being eurocentric and ahistorical, Puerto Rico’s scoring system displays 
a curiously present-minded approach to progress.  one of its defining characteristics 
is how the competition between players is expressed. on your turn, you must pick 
one of several available roles—such as trader, builder, or settler—and then everyone, 
starting with you and moving clockwise, gets a shot at the corresponding action. To 
perform well, you need to pick roles which benefit you more than everyone else, and 
force the other players to pick roles which benefit you just as much or more.

so, I might pick the ‘builder’ role when no-one else has any money for building, or 
to nab a large bonus point building before the player to my left can take it on their 
following turn. This creates a curious balance of power where the person to your 
right has an advantage over you , and where you, in turn, can exert pressure on the 
player to your left. Think Reservoir Dogs, but with corn plantations instead of guns.

All of this suggests that the best way of creating 
progress is through competition, rather than col-
laboration, which strikes me as a fundamentally 
capitalist way of looking at the world.

I do not believe that Andreas seyfarth sat down to devise a eurocentric board game 
that would distort our historical understanding, nor do I believe that Alea set out to 
publish one. But I do believe that both underestimated the capacity of their game for 
rhetoric.

The dark brown colour of the colonist tokens is something which has drawn a lot of 
attention on Board Game Geek, the largest online community for board game discus-
sion. for several people this colour evokes the African slaves , who were transported 
to the island from 1513 onwards. I myself find the image of white folks picking up 
dark brown tokens from a ship and placing them onto sugar plantations profoundly 
distasteful, even as I recognise that African slaves were one of many groups that were 
forced to work in the encomiendas (estates).

The most common reaction to this distaste is to tell the poster to go play something 
else if the game offends them so much. This rather misses the point. The next most 
common reaction is to deny that games have rhetoric, to say that ‘it is just a game’, 
which always baffles me coming from a community of people for whom games are 
evidently so important.

I was disappointed to find that when I wrote to the German publisher to ask them 
about the matter, they took much the same line. ‘These are just little brown tokens, 
nothing else. They don’t symbolise anything else than ‘workers’ as they are [...]that’s 
why we never considered a color change—and we won’t also in future.’  In other 
words, the intention of Alea’s design trumps the experience of their players.

By ignoring the capacity of the game for rhetoric—here, the visual rhetoric of the 
colonist tokens—Alea have produced something needlessly hurtful. Puerto Rico is 
also needlessly contradictory. for the visual rhetoric of the tokens, which suggests 
slavery, contradicts the procedural rhetoric of the colonist refill, which in turn con-
tradicts the textual rhetoric of the game’s historical setting. Puerto Rico is a rhetorical 
mess.  Which frustrates me, because Puerto Rico has real potential as a tool for im-
proving our historical understanding.

the IMportAnce of rhetorIc



one of the things you may notice if you play Puerto Rico is that, at the start of the 
game, you have very little money, and very few ways to make more money. The focus 
of the early game is to build up an economic system, and if you fail to do this, you 
will probably be unable to make much headway later on. This mirrors how cash-
starved the settlers of Puerto Rico were, and the sheer capital required to start pro-
ducing cash crops—10-12,000 ducats for an Ingenio sugar mill, the carts to haul the 
sugar, and the technicians and the crew to make it. 

one other thing you may notice is that people are 
required to make things work.
If you find yourself on the unfavourable edge of the Mayor action once too often, 
your productivity will nosedive, because you cannot activate both the plantations 
you need to make goods and the industrial buildings you need to refine them. This 
reflects the problems that the depopulation of the island caused the spanish, and the 
struggle to find enough people to keep the systems of colonial government ticking 
over.

Puerto Rico can also teach us a valuable lesson about power—and in a way that a 
computer game could not. This is because, unlike a computer game which enacts its 
processes through a machine, a board game relies on human beings to enforce its 
rules; you can house rule out occupations and minor improvements you dislike in 
Agricola, but you can’t turn off particular events in FTL. If somebody playing Puerto 
Rico decides that they do not like the rules or the setting, they may be in a position 
to alter the system—they can demand that these elements be changed. I feel like this 
could be an inherently hopeful aspect of the genre: it gives the players responsibility, 
and agency, to effect change.

eurocentrism first appeared as a justification for colonialist expansion. That a game 
about colonialist history should replicate colonialist ideology suggests to me that 
something’s going terribly fucking wrong.  I am not saying that every game must be 
rhetorically consistent - but Puerto rico should serve as a reminder for what hap-
pens when we think that games mean nothing. If we do not critique the rhetoric of 
games; if we do not design games with their messages in mind, we cannot fully grasp 
their influence, nor can we ever realize their potential to create beneficial change.

Katie sAleN & eric ZIMMerMAN (2003)
Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals

Ian BoGosT (2010)
Persuasive Games

ella sHoHAT & robert sTAM (1994)
Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media

olga JIMeNeZ De WAGeNHeIM (1997)
Puerto Rico: An Interpretive History from Pre-Columbian Times to 1900

eric WIllIAMs (1984)
From Columbus to Castro: A History of the Carribbean 1492-1969
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upper class children had toys, and the working classes had games.  
so say guidance materials produced for london’s Victoria and Albert Museum’s dis-
play about Victorian children. Working class children couldn’t afford toys, so instead 
made games out of objects found in the street.

Middle class children were similarly likely to be playing out, but for rainy days, their 
parents might buy board games to keep them occupied. Board games were in a kind 
of middle ground between the materiality of toys intended for open play, and the 
ludic structure of games that children played in the street.

The board game Snakes and Ladders was brought to Britain as a copy of the Indian 
game Moksha Patam. similarly, Ludo was based on the Indian game Pachisi, though 
the original has some strategy involved, while ludo is a game of luck. Despite their 
folk origins, the rights to both are now owned by Hasbro.

Both games follow a basic structure that was known in Britain at the time as ‘race 
games’—like a running race that children might have played in the street, or a horse 
race that adults might have betted money on, the aim of the game was to get one’s 
own play piece to the goal point before anybody else.When publishing board games 
like these in 19th-century Britain, they were often ‘redesigned’ to suit the purposes 
of moral education. But this redesign was little more than what we might now call a 
‘reskinning’. The core mechanics did not make any suggestions about how morality 
operates, instead relying purely on lucky rolls of a dice or teetotum. 

Snakes and Ladders sets from the time have been found with each snake marked 
with the name of a vice (such as disobedience, vanity or vulgarity), and each ladder 
marked with the name of a virtue (such as faith, reliability or generosity).

The message of the game was clear: virtue will al-
low you to get ahead, and vice will drag you down.

Zoya street is a freelance video game historian, journalist and 
writer, working in the worlds of design criticism and digital content 
business strategy. His book Dreamcast Worlds is out in beta.

zoyastreet.com | @rupazero

MorAlIty 
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In this and many other race games sold throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, the 
layout of the board represented a moralistic heirarchy, often demonstrating what 
kind of real or metaphorical outcomes would befall people dependent on their mor-
al character.

This spatial representation of the consequences of one’s actions was most clear in the  
race game A New, Moral and Entertaining Game of the Reward of Merit, published 
in 1801. In this simple race game a series of personalities were arranged in a spiral, 
with the reward of Merit in the centre. Players spun a six-sided teetotum and moved 
their own piece along the board according to the number rolled. The first to reach 
square number 37, the reward of Merit, won the game. each square represented a 
position progressively more moral than the last, illustrated with a copperplate image 
and a poem. The early squares gently chided the player for their vices, implying that 
a poor station in life was a result of improper conduct: 

Teaching morality through race games has the result that a player’s reward for virtue 
or punishment for vice is merely a matter of chance—a roll of the dice or a spin of 
the teetotum. None of the player’s behaviour in the game can affect the good or bad 
moral outcome they achieve. It also means that morality becomes combative rather 
than collaborative. In the game worlds of imperialist Britain, only one person could 
occupy the moral high ground, and everybody else would suffer varying levels of 
disadvantage, as a result of their own faulty character. Morality served as a justifica-
tion for inequality.

To criticise a game about morality for not including real moral choices is of course 
very recentist; it feels timely because similar criticisms have been levelled at Bioshock 
Infinite. It is likely that the fundamental assumptions that underly such criticism are 
ahistorical. Perhaps players did not see their game piece as their avatar in the game 
world, and instead as some abstracted third person.

When it came to people other than themselves, politicians at the time did sometimes 
treat morality as though it were a matter of probability and chance. Political econ-
omists debating whether to ban goods and services that were considered immoral 
were often in search of a balance, between allowing the free market to operate unob-
structed, and preventing anything that might encourage irrational behaviour. 

Although the language of morality was used in debates around the 1845 Gaming Act  
and the 1857 obscene Publications Act, it was understood that many in the upper 
classes, including MPs themselves, were enthusiastically engaged in the practices 
being regulated. It was widely known that liberal MP richard Monckton Milnes 
owned an extensive collection of erotica. In 1853 the Attorney General assured peo-
ple that he would not be interfering with ‘private betting’ in his enforcement of the 
Gaming Act, being only concerned about how gambling affected the behaviour of 
common people. Morality was not about the responsibilities of individuals so much 
as it was about public order.

8. A Goose. 
For talking silly you’re fam’d

And that’s why goose you’re rightly named. 

9. A Cripple.
Thou’rt often mock’d and call’d ill names,

but thy misfortune Pity Claims. 

10. A Cat.
Pay down a stake, ‘tis you to match
Because you often spit and scratch.



The example of Victorian political economists shows that it was not just the publish-
ers of board games that lay the language of vice and virtue onto conditions of chance.

Publishers would use race games to teach not just morality, but also geography and 
history. In A Tour Through the British Colonies and Foreign Possessions (1853), players 
would begin in london, tour to far-flung corners of the world and try to make their 
way back to london, the metropolis, positioned as the imperial equivalent of the 
reward of Merit. Just as in the morality games, the layout of the board and the move-
ment of players across it represented a heirarchy, with India and Africa occupying 
similar positions to the vices, and europe occupying similar positions to the virtues.

Many of the people playing these games would have been aware of that parallel posi-
tioning, because they would have played more than one race game. The positioning 
reflected imperialist ideas about the inherent immorality of colonised peoples.

for example, a belief in the inherent virtue of British women and the inherent vice of 
Indians came into play when in 1811 two teachers sued a wealthy dowager for libel. 
Accusations that the teachers were engaged in ‘unnatural’ sexual acts together had 
closed their school. The case was won on the belief that the half-Indian schoolgirl 
who observed the acts was an unreliable witness. The judges speculated that she must 
have learned about the ‘vice’ in India, because it was ‘hitherto unknown in Britain’.

The imperial race game and the morality games, taken side by side, give a strange 
impression of how people in imperialist Britain viewed their privileged place in the 
world. on the one hand, being european placed players on the side of virtue, while 
the colonies were presented as inherently linked to vice. yet one’s final position on 
the board was left entirely to a chance dice roll, no matter which race game one was 
playing. Perhaps in the eyes of the British at the time, both were true: to be born in 
India was bad luck, and to be Indian was to be tainted with vice.

Perhaps these games were poorly designed, but the design’s failure to support the nar-
rative of morality made these games a better metaphor for the world they inhabited.

The language of vice and virtue papered over a 
situation where the lucky were rewarded, and the 
unlucky were punished.

Caroline G. GooDfelloW (1998)
‘The Development of the english Board Game’
in Board Game Studies, Issue 1

lillian fADerMAN (1983)
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Geoffrey russel seArle (1998)
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Victoria and Albert Museum Collections database entries
A New, Moral and Entertaining Game of the Reward of Merit
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A Tour Through the British Colonies and Foreign Possessions
image courtesy of the V&A Museum
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The high-tech Pr machine has started whirring. In Autumn it 
will be at full throttle. The machine produces its own narratives, 
including a history of ‘console generations’ that gives hardware 
all credit for design change. This August, Memory Insufficient 
invites you to retell that history from a different angle.

When sony introduced the public to the Ps4 at a presentation 
earlier this year, they told a history of game technology that suit-
ed their own marketing message. It was a heroic story, and the 
protagonists are microprocessors, graphics cards, and modems. 
The designers and players were reduced to NPCs.

Whose work has been forgotten in sony’s image of history? 
Who or what else contributed to design change? What un-
acknowledged changes have consoles brought about? How 
did consumer technology affect your personal history, or 
an underrepresented social group? How have technologies  
influenced the history of non-digital games?

Any kind of history will be accepted: social, biographic, doc-
umentary, personal, descriptive or polemical. submissions 
are unlikely to be rejected for being ‘not history,’ because  
nobody has the authority to decide what that means. likewise, 
nobody has the authority to decide what a game is. Both digital 
and non-digital games are acceptable subjects of study.

feel free to get in touch with any questions or suggestions. 
The deadline for submissions is 15th August. send them to 
rupa.zero@gmail.com or tweet @rupazero.

Call for submissions
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