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Game in History, Historical in Game 

 
Aleksandra Fostikov 

Institute of History, Belgrade 
 

 
The text is concerned with relation between game and history, in three 

various aspects: the idea of game in history from the beginnings till today, 
the influence of game on human development and objectivity of historical 
fact in computer games.    

 
Keywords: Game, history, historical facts, education, computer 

games.  
 

This text deals with relation between game and history. It consists of 
three different parts. First section examines the notion of game in history, 
the second deals with the importance of game in its contemporary meaning 
and its influence on the development of one’s artistic abilities, knowledge 
and intellect. The last one deals with historical elements in a game. At the 
end there are conclusion, abstract and key words. 

 
The game in history 
The game, according to some historians, such as Johann Heuzinga, 
represents the quality of action, different from ordinary life. Behind this idea 
hides very wide spectar of human activities. Thus, the Latin word ludus, or 
Old Slavonic word игрý, have a large number of meanings – from dance to 
gambling. For example, the Latin verb ludere in the first place means getting 
out on stage. Later it received other meanings, like joke and fun. Therefore, 
noun ludius means an actor, or a comedian. So, these words did not 
necessarily mean only child games, but their usage also implied public 
character in sense of  competitive games. In these games participants 
showed their skills, necessary for everyday life, like fisical strength, 
endurance, their effectiveness in handling various weapons (in anthic 
olimpic games or chivalry duels in feudalism), etc. No matter what kind of 
game it was, was it only acting or competition, they all included one very 
important element. It was simulation of reality. Virtual reality. 

 They also implied free, festivity time for their performance, 
performing place, playground or theater scene. In this way the game was 
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closely connected with observing, watching. In the same time there was 
another latin term for the game – iocus (gl. iocari), which means a joke, fun, 
but also a toy. Therefore, this term was more used for the entertainer in 
France (jongler), and similar in German (spiel, spielmann). Different 
developments of connection between terms ludus and iocus, as well as the 
rise of new games contibuted to the creation of new categories, such as 
sport. The noun game has recently earned a new meaning, that of a computer 
game.  

 
The influence of games on fisical and intellectual development  
It is not necessary here to discuss in detail about the significance of games 
for Homo sapiens as social beings. It is widely known that its influence on 
humans is very large, especially in attaining knowledge and everyday life 
experience. This virtual reality could be seen in some child games, while the 
others are dedicated to the skill development. Thus a girl, imitating her 
mother, makes cookies for dolls. Double Dutch, no meter how fun and 
reckless girls look while playing it, actually leads them towards the better 
coordination. Alexander S. Neill, the author of the book, Summerhill: A 
Radical Approach to Child Rearing (1984), dedicated his work to the notion 
of game as a learning process. In present, a computer game gives us wide 
opportunities for learning. Computers have become the new interactive toys, 
while the Internet symbolizes the new playground. For example, Counter 
strike became very big action hit, not only among young ones. It represents 
the sort of games for which coordination of moves and speeds of reflexes are 
essential. The older games like Super Mario had these characteristics, too. 
Today, the application of computer games, as exercises for the military 
purposes, is common practice. Some simplest games, like crosswords, are 
essentially important, not only for enrichment of native, but also of foreign 
lexical fond. This concept has already contributed to the formation of 
numerous similar games for learning the foreign language. Here, we should 
mention the games which solution also demands the comprehension of 
combinatory or the mathematic elements. The development in these 
directions brought to life a special kind of games entitled Educational 
games.  

         
The historical elements and facts in a computer game 
During their expansion, computer games were separated by divisions, 
according to various criteria and depending on players’ activities (by 
Wikipedia, three main groups are major genres, notable genres and 
superseded genres). We are going to emphases only some notable 
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subgroups, for analyses of historical elements in them. In relation of game 
and history, two crucial questions are to be asked. The first one is related to 
the informative and educational aspects of computer games, and the second 
one is related to the validity of the historical facts presented in the games.  

Certain types of game such as Simulations and Strategies could be 
instructive for understanding historical processes. Therefore, while playing 
the Tycoon games (Railroad, Transport, etc.) we could gain knowledge of 
transport systems (e.g. railways), which played important role in the history 
of communications. Famous strategic simulations like Sid Meier’s 
Civilization and Empire Earth emphasize inevitable correlation between 
politics, wars, economy, communications, science and progress in history. 
Negligence of the resource collecting (storage of grain, gold, stones, wood 
etc.) and their spending exclusively for military purposes brings the empire 
on the verge of decline and vice versa. Some historical events like wars and 
battles often make basis for shooting games (First-person, Third-person), 
e.g. Medal of Honor, Call of Duty and others. Historical facts also provide 
extensive fields of imagination for the creation of point-and-click genre of 
adventures. The solutions for these puzzle-kind of games are closely 
connected with our historical knowledge. Thus, in an episode of the Indiana 
Jones serial situated in Hitler’s time it is necessary to steal Main Kampf, 
while in the game Loch Ness it is necessary to open safe-box using the code 
composed of numbers which represents the year of Scottish-French “Auld 
Alliance” concluded in the 1295/6 vs. England. The serial Nancy Drew is 
full of historical puzzles. It is designed not only for the young, but also for 
the adult, depending on game play level. Consequently, in one of these 
adventures, a player has an opportunity to learn Roman numbers, and in 
Nancy’s notebook, one can find the instruction how to recalculate on the 
easier level.   

The question “Is the historical fact trustworthy or not?” is a special 
issue. Today there are many critics of computer games. They are accused of 
being aggressive, bloody, political coloured, and that even a kid by playing a 
game can learn how to kill a cop. However, they are subjected to historical 
criticism. If a historian takes a historical fact in its widest sense, whether it is 
a word, a picture, or something else, he often can’t escape the impression 
that the truth is maybe changed. The example for the apparent mistake can 
be found in the above mentioned game Loch Ness, where on the safe-box 
stands the inscription Anno Dominici instead of Anno Domini. The problem 
in itself is the existence of the game’s possibility not only to educate but also 
to mislead a player. If in the game which take place in antic period of 
European history a player meets the maize or the usage of paper, especially 
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younger players might think that these crops or goods then existed. The 
other problem, which is not of our concern now, is graphical presentation, 
because the information, given through picture and animation, could easily 
be misrepresented. At the end, something of the contemporary criticisms is 
going to be mentioned. Dominating trend of using modern wars as games’ 
topics could easily bring to life very bad influence on the contemporary 
notion and knowledge of historical events, like any other media. 

 
Conclusion 
For everything above mentioned and for objectivity of historical facts it 
would be good that the games be accompanied with add-on materials like 
abstracts of the historical period. For example, Shogun: Total War introduce 
us to  the history of Japan in XVI and XVII century. It is important because 
in the games beginning with real historical basis and which incorporate true 
timeline player can, by his own will and through choices made during 
gameplay, change its course. In this way, games can have historical 
educational character. 
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