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Abstract

Videogame researchers have long considered the role videogames play in
different cultural, social, and political contexts around the world. However,
when it comes to researching videogame production, literature on the nominally
global videogame industry has primarily focused on the dominant sites of North
America, Western Europe, and East Asia. In this article, we argue that entrenched
conceptualizations of the global videogame industry risk applying Western-
centric models of success and growth that fail to account for how videogame
industries emerge from the interplay of global distribution and local conditions.
We contribute to a growing body of scholarship that strives to localize videogame
production cultures through an analysis of how Iranian videogame developers
navigate local cultural, economic, and requlatory contexts alongside global
markets, platforms, and genres. By outlining the formative ambivalence with
which Iranian developers engage both with and against the “global” videogame
industry, we demonstrate the importance of accounting for different local (and
translocal) videogame production cultures mediated by global enterprise.
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Introduction

Videogames are perceived as global phenomena. While the ownership, jobs, and prof-
its of the USD 160 billion industry are heavily concentrated in a small handful of North
American, Western European, Japanese, and increasingly Chinese companies, video-
games are deeply embedded within global cultures, economies, and politics. Game
researchers have long drawn attention to these global circuits of culture' that videogames
find themselves caught up in: gold farmers in China,? internet cafes in Latin America,?
outsourced special effects and animation work in India,* and communal cultures of care
in the Philippines.®

However, it is only in recent years that media industry researchers have started to pay atten-
tion to the diverse range of local contexts within which videogames are not only consumed
but also produced. While the complex ways in which the local and the global intersect in
media production have been extensively researched for film, television, and popular music,’
research on videogame production that explores this dynamic remains lacking. Various
scholars have recently turned their attention to the political economy of the global video-
game industry, particularly as it functions across different scales and between transnational
contexts. Aphra Kerr’'s Global Games’ maps the conduits of capital, power, resources, and
labor that give shape to the global videogame industry. In Canada, researchers like Parker
and Jenson,® Joseph,® and Whitson!® have drawn out the complex interrelation between
large-scale blockbuster production and geographically specific indie “scenes.”” In Australia
and the Czech Republic alike, different researchers have drawn attention to how local, grass-
roots game industries have taken shape beyond the massive American and Japanese console
manufacturers and publishers." Across these scholars is a call for more analyses of video-
game production in local contexts that more broadly considers not just why and how people
consume the products of the global videogame industry but why different people around
the world make games, for what reasons, in what contexts, under what conditions, and with
what resources.

Accounting for local videogame production cultures, not just consumption cultures, is cru-
cial to challenge homogeneous, preordained conceptualizations of “the global videogame
industry” that are too narrowly imagined on the terms of the large, blockbuster studios of
North America, Western Europe, and East Asia. Adequately accounting for videogame pro-
duction globally requires us to situation “the industry and culture of digital games firmly
within local and regional economies and societies™” and to place a “greater focus on socio-
cultural conditions in order to examine better local industry dynamics.™ In this article, we
argue that if we are to truly appreciate a “global videogame industry,” we need to account
for the plurality of local videogame industries that function under different local conditions,
within different value-regimes, at different scales of formality, which consist of actors who
often have conflicting and ambivalent feelings about being part of an ostensibly “global” vid-
eogame industry at all.

In particular, we look at the case of videogame development in Iran to highlight the com-
plex ways in which videogame developers of a local industry navigate cultural, political,
and legal frameworks to sustain their sense of local cultural identity while also trying to
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access global (and predominately Western) marketplaces. What we ultimately find is an
ambivalence among Iranian videogame developers where they have not only aspirations
for global commercial success but also reservations toward the Western ideals and nar-
ratives that dominate the global videogame industry’s most lucrative genres. The Iranian
videogame industry is not, we show, merely one part of a homogeneous global videogame
industry but one locally emergent and globally connected industry among many that is
forever mediated by and in tension with local perceptions of what the global videogame
industry fundamentally is.

In the first section, we provide a more in-depth literature review of the recent range of
publications that have called for more studies of local and translocal videogame develop-
ment in order to account for a broader spectrum of videogame development cultures than
have been traditionally accounted for in conceptualizations of the videogame industry. What
the researchers in this section identify is the need for empirical accounts of different local
contexts that complicate top-down and Western-centric understandings of how the global
videogame industry functions.

Next, the article turns to the Iranian videogame industry specifically, providing a brief his-
tory of the country’s videogame production and the challenges Iranian developers face,
such as lax copyright laws, tensions around cultural identity, government regulation, and
the difficulty of interacting with Western institutions and platforms. Here, we demonstrate
how, counterintuitively, the lack of legal access to blockbuster Western videogames led to
their extensive availability through informal pirating and sharing economies, leading to a
subsequent devaluing of lower-budget Iranian videogames for both domestic and foreign
audiences.

The final section, then, turns to specific genres and examples of Iranian-produced vid-
eogames that sit in the tensions between local cultural identity and the forces of West-
ern videogame markets and dominant industry companies and discourses. Through the
genres outlined in this section, the ambivalences of Iranian developers in relation to an
imagined global game industry are most pronounced. At the same time, Iranian develop-
ers wish to produce games of similar standing and fidelity as their Western counterparts,
but also to counteract the othering narratives of Iranian and Islamic culture present in
many Western blockbuster games. Across this article, we ultimately see how perceptions
of the global videogame industry both mediate and clash with localized modes of video-
game production.

Our analysis is based on public statements made by Iranian videogame developers about
their practice, published government texts, and one author’s first-hand experience as an
active member of the Iranian game industry. Our data was gathered over nine months from
English and Persian (Farsi) sources, including, but not limited to, developer, organization,
and institutional websites and documents published by institutions such as the Iran Com-
puter and Videogames Foundation (IRCG) and Soft Technology Development Council, as
well as related journalistic coverage of local Iranian-made videogames. The local author
also attended industry events and conferences in Shiraz and Tehran, which was valuable for
recognizing local scenes in progress and building rapport with game developers, industry
experts, aspiring amateurs, and hobbyists across the country.
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The Global Videogame Industry and Local Videogame
Industries

Two key anthologies have been crucial to game studies adding nuance to its global frame
of reference in recent years: Videogames Around the World"* and Gaming Globally." Each of
these anthologies provides a range of case studies to focus on different videogame con-
sumption and production cultures in different parts of the world. In this article, we are
particularly indebted to the respective case studies performed by Ahmad Ahmadi and Vit
Sisler on Iranian and Middle Eastern game development in these anthologies. In the intro-
duction to Gaming Globally, Huntemann and Aslinger note that while videogames have
become globally “ubiquitous,” “developers are creating more local, niche, and individu-
alized experiences, [and] players are finding their way to games from faraway places.”®
Videogames have “become global,” but in an asymmetric and heterogeneous sense: not as a
single form of text or practice, but as a rich tapestry of interwoven local development and
distribution contexts.

In an extensive mapping of the global videogame industry, Aphra Kerr echoes this sentiment.
While Kerr’s focus is on the “global” videogame industry, what her analysis ultimately finds
is the significance of local conditions and contexts in understanding how videogame indus-
tries take shape in different locations: “We must be careful to empirically explore how the
game industry and game sales are shaped by local investment, regulatory and cultural con-
ditions.” Kerr details how the games industry itself “foregrounds a discourse of technology
and globality” even as it is “dominated by North America and Japanese business practices and
cultures” and calls for more local analyses that challenge this dominant discourse.®

Indeed, these ostensibly North American, Japanese, and Western European multinational
corporations have long relied on global networks of production. For instance, blockbuster
“triple-a” console titles have long been co-produced across multiple studios, often located
in different countries. Programming and VFX work is often shipped “offshore” to companies
with cheaper labor, such as India, the Philippines, or (before the Global Financial Crisis) Aus-
tralia,” which in turn receive little or no recognition for their labor on the credits of the final
product. Further, those local game studios producing games for other than the dominant
consumer platforms, such as the major home consoles or Valve’s Steam marketplace for PC,
come to be seen as second-tier industries lacking the prestige or cultural capital of a “first-
party” Sony or Nintendo release.

Kerr highlights how, within this dominantly North American and Japanese but ostensibly
global industry, local variations such as cultural differences, resource availability, government
support (or lack thereof), tax regulations, internet access, and adjacent cultural scenes influ-
ence the local production and consumption of digital games. Similarly, Izushi and Aoyama?
look at the particular histories and formations of the Japanese, UK, and US game indus-
tries to demonstrate how “the interplay of economic, social, and technological factors, in
turn, develops a particular techno-industrial path dependence, thereby affecting a country’s
global competitive position.” Thus, “to understand game production networks, one needs a
multiscalar and socio-spatial approach” That is, the interrelations and intermediations of
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the global, national, and local need to be accounted for to understand how videogame devel-
opment actually operates in a particular place.

This has become particularly crucial since the mid-2000s as the phenomenon of platformi-
zation has seen videogame development and become available to a much wider range of
scales of production and distribution.?® The unequal rise of high-speed internet and cheaper
development tools gave rise to “indie” and “mobile” videogame development, making it easier
for smaller development teams located throughout the world to capture large new demo-
graphics of players without the assistance of a publisher. As Keogh?* notes, videogames have
shifted from a period of “aggressive formalization,” where the North American and Japanese
console manufacturers determined the shape and narrative of the formalized videogame
industry, to one of “intense in/formalization” where professional developers, amateur game
makers, and a wide range of actors, platforms, and other stakeholders intermingle and com-
pete to produce the current multiscale and translocal field of videogame production.

A number of scholars have, in recent years, taken up the call for socio-spatial approaches to
understanding game development, albeit primarily in North American and European con-
texts. In Canada, a range of theorists have used ethnographic approaches to interpret the
constitution and dynamics of local indie game scenes and commercial studio cultures in dif-
ferent Canadian cities,” and the mediation of different platforms, companies, and technolo-
gies on these scenes.” In the Nordic countries, work has been done on the nascent industry,
focusing on the emergence in recent years of dominant players in the mobile field, such as
King and Supercell, and how this industry emerged, in large part, from a more informal dem-
oscene.” In Australia, researchers have been tracking the aftermath of a near-exhaustive
industry collapse that saw a grassroots “indie industry” emerge from the ashes.?® Work is
also beginning to emerge looking at the shifting development cultures of other geographic
regions such as South-East Asia® and Eastern Europe.*® As such, social histories of video-
game development in different parts of the world are gaining more traction, complicating
the oft-repeated legacy-building narratives of companies such as Microsoft, Ubisoft, Ten-
cent, Nintendo, and Sony.* Across this growing body of research, we see how the seemingly
homogeneous and global videogame industry is in fact an emergent amalgam of intertwined
local videogame production cultures.

Of course, this makes perfect sense when one considers videogames as not simply a commer-
cial industry but as a cultural field.** Just like film, music, or literature, videogame production
is a cultural field constituted by different scales of formal and informal production, and the
contesting of various forms of capital (economic, cultural, political, social).** Accounting for
the full richness and complexity of videogame production around the world requires research
that is careful not to flatten the lived experiences, ambitions, and challenges of videogame
creators in different local contexts into commercially determinant notions of “success.” For
instance, in our discussions here, not every Iranian developer is necessarily trying to achieve
commercial success in Western markets. However, at the same time, the ease of access of
Western titles within Iran inevitably ensures Iranian-made games are in conversation with
and evaluated against these titles, whether the creators wish them to be or not.

What emerges as a common theme across this literature is the fact that videogame devel-
opment cultures are beholding to local social, political, and economic conditions. Beyond
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the campus-sized and anonymous studios of Ubisoft, EA, and the other blockbuster pub-
lishers that take advantage of shifting tax conditions to move entire studios (but not nec-
essarily their staff) across borders, a vast underbelly of developers, artists, students, and
others create videogames for a range of reasons in a variety of contexts with different goals
and different relationships to the dominant industry. In each locale, a vast array of variables
from government policies, local scenes, geography, skill transferability, and the presence
or absence of corporate actors, social welfare systems, and many others impact the shape,
flavor, identity, culture, and politics of local game production. It determines who makes vid-
eogames, why they make them, for what audience, under what conditions, and with what
resources. To demonstrate this, we now turn to the Iranian videogame industry.

The Formation of Iranian Videogame Development

The modern history of the Iranians’ engagement and interaction with Western culture and
products goes back to before the Islamic Revolution of 1979 when the Pahlavi Shah of Iran had
close economic, political, cultural, and social ties with European and American countries.*
However, the dawn of the Islamic state in the 1979 revolution put the Iranian government
in a politically hostile and suspicious relationship with the West and its media production.®
Consequently, the new Islamic governments’ antagonistic viewpoint toward the West had
serious effects on Iranian consumers’ ability to formally access Western media products.*
This, in turn, led to the wide-scale smuggling of prohibited popular Western cultural prod-
ucts, including videogames, into the country and the formation of informal marketplaces and
black markets in local places.”’

While political and religious restrictions pushed global videogame products into informal
marketplaces, lax copyright laws have long ensured the sustainability of these marketplaces.
Pirated copies of games are readily available through piracy websites or physical game stores
and informal markets run by Iranian “publishers,” which are companies that locally print
and distribute pirated copies of foreign-made videogames. A highly sought-after American,
European, or Japanese game can be found for the equivalent of only a few US dollars from a
street vendor in most Iranian centers or online via several websites such as Asrebazi, Game-
baz, P30gamerz, and HamBazi. Consequentially, adolescent and young adult gamers in Iran
have long been familiar with newly released Western games, even when they remain legally
unavailable. This availability at such an affordable range and price has given the Iranian con-
sumer game culture a sense of global attachment.

The traffic in contraband Western cultural products, including the influx of media and video-
games, was a maneuver taken by Iranian people in resistance to the prescribed culture of
an Islamic state and a method of protest against the lack of democratic rights and liber-
ties.*® The dynamic progression of underground media dissemination networks was driven
by Iranian people’s strong demand for access to media other than those authorized by their
state administrators.®® This long-standing culture of informal media economies* is what
has led to today’s significant consumption culture where Iran’s videogame market consists
of over 28 million Iranians playing digital games for at least one hour a week on mobile
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phones, consoles, or personal computers,* but where this market is dominated by pirated
US and European games, sometimes causing severe cultural frictions in this domain. For
instance, numerous games have been outlawed—in both their legal and pirated forms—for
their representation of sexuality, nudity, violence, and negative depictions of Islamic values
and morals.*

This status quo has been challenged in recent years by shifting business models in the video-
game industry toward “live” games that require persistent internet connections and, conse-
quentially, an authentic copy of the game. In Iran, this often restricts access to those Iranians
with a Western credit card. This unique trend of usage has led to a distinct class of players
in up-town districts of cosmopolitan centers like Tehran, where it is considered a privilege
to have constant access to up-to-date versions of popular live videogames, including Grand
Theft Auto V (2013), Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (2012), Call of Duty: Black Ops Cold War
(2020), and FIFA 21 (2020). Gaming consumer culture in Iran has thus given way to a show
of class identity and cosmopolitan individuality*® that are beyond the scope of this article to
explore further. All the same, across both informal and formal modes of Iranian game con-
sumption is a deep knowledge, literacy, and experience of Western commercial videogame
franchises, genres, stories, representations, and tastes.

Native Iranian videogame production began in earnest around the late 1990s. The first gen-
eration of Iranian game developers were not formally trained game designers but rather
enthusiasts who would make videogames as a hobby or students who would try to relate
their college projects to this branch of media entertainment. The products of these initial
endeavors were often simple two-dimensional action games like Tank Hunter (1996), Cobra
Operation (1998), and Rostam (2000), targeting a small audience—often the designers’ friends
and peers.* In this way, the Iranian games industry’s origin in informal, hobbyist circles is
very similar to the industry’s origins in other regions in different decades, such as North
America in the 1970s and both South Korea and Czechoslovakia in the 1980s.%

Early Iranian videogame developers faced a myriad of interconnected domestic and interna-
tional challenges. While a lack of copyright laws allowed many Western games to circulate
among Iranians, planting the seeds and enthusiasm for a homegrown industry, the same lack
of copyright assurance gave rise to a messy market overflowed with piracy and fraud that
made it challenging for Iranian developers, working with fewer resources than their Western
counterparts, to compete and make a sustainable domestic income from their products.*
When players are used to accessing the highly polished blockbuster videogames produced
by Western and Japanese studios at a minimal price, the value proposition of a lower-budget
Iranian game produced by a smaller team can seem highly unattractive. Further, the state’s
media content control regulations also restrict local game developers’ artistic ambitions,
placing strict limitations on the depiction of themes such as violence, sex, and gambling*'—
limitations not encountered by most informally circulated Western games.

International sanctions have also hindered Iranian game development—in particular, bans
on technology transfers and blockades on digital markets and global banking systems. This
places extra hurdles on Iranian videogame developers when trying to distribute their games
on crucial distribution platforms owned by American companies, such as Valve’s Steam mar-
ketplace for PC games, or Apple or Google’s respective app stores for smartphones. Such
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sanctions can even prevent developers from accessing the necessary licenses for paid ver-
sions of game development software such as Unity and Unreal, which have been foundational
to the emergence of independent development industries in other regions.* To necessarily
work around such obstacles and access the required development and distribution plat-
forms, many Iranian studios disguise their locations with Virtual Private Networks (VPNs).*

Consequently, as might be expected, the Iranian videogames industry has evolved into a
complicated ecosystem that encompasses a myriad of participants operating at varying
degrees of formality: individuals chasing their dreams, private entrepreneurs seeking finan-
cial benefits, semi-government organizations, and government bureaus serving political
interests and social programs are among the main actors in this growing development cul-
ture. Moreover, the infusion of national and international cultural flows has further compli-
cated the matter.>

In such circumstances, in 2007, in an attempt to formalize this messy ecosystem, the gov-
ernment declared the economic advantage and cultural impacts of the videogame sector a
strategic focus for the state and its development as crucial to the country.” Therefore, Iran’s
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance established an organization named Iran Computer
and Videogames Foundation (IRCG). This semi-governmental organization’s primary fields
of activity were to train, support, control, supervise, and guide the Iranian game industry,
and constituted of different principal departments dealing with each task. The Entertain-
ment Software Rating Association (ESRA) and the Digital Games Research Center (DIREC)
are the two most prominent spin-off companies of the Foundation.® ESRA was explicitly
established to supervise and analyze the content of digital games.** This department has set
up an Entertainment Software Rating Agency (that operates like America’s ESRB) to analyze
games,> specify age and content ratings to games, and censor the materials based on several
psychological, religious, and cultural factors such as violence, drug use, fear, sexual stimuli,
religious values violation, social norms violation, and hopelessness.>

Furthermore, a core focus of IRCG has been the persistent topic of piracy and its impacts on
the process of distribution in Iran. A novel strategy implemented to protect the local indus-
try was the assignment of holographic stickers to Iranian publishers to stamp each packaged
copy of their pirated Western games before transportation to regional electronics markets.
Rather than prevent Iranian publishers from selling pirated international games, this system
instead necessitates that those publishers sell a quota of Iranian-made videogames before
being “allowed” to sell the much more in-demand pirated versions of international games.*¢
This policy has both cultural and economic advantages for the government; it provides a
more level playing field for Iranian developers struggling to compete against higher-budget
pirated Western games, and it provides the government further control over the content
of both Iranian and international games—and therefore more power to censor whatever is
assumed to be “anti-Islamic.”’

In addition, IRCG opened the first Game Education Institute to train future Iranian devel-
opers, designers, and videogames artists; held annual festivals; and provided different kinds
of funds to encourage young developers to attend international exhibitions.*® IRCG has also
been responsible for the growth of various studios and game companies in the Iranian video-
game development culture. Ahmadi reported that in 2015, there were more than a hundred
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companies and institutions active in various sections of the videogame industry in Iran,
and Iran’s to be the largest videogame industry in the Middle East region.” In a book pub-
lished by the Soft Technology Development Council of the Vice Presidency for Science and
Technology of Iran, 57 current PC, console, and mobile games studios are identified within
Iran.%® Game development has centered around major cities with influential media and cul-
tural activities and political institutions, which have proper expertise, infrastructures, and
resources in hand. The game industry has consequently followed the general pattern of
Iranian political-economic and socio-cultural history, with Tehran, Fars, Isfahan, and Qom
arising as active sites in the local game industry, while Tehran, single-handedly, hosts 44 of
these studios.”

In summary, the extensive accessibility of pirated Western games, the existence of inter-
national sanctions, the absence of strict copyright laws, more recent attempts to formalize
the local industry, and the strict regulations of Islamic content have directed the Iranian
developers’ course of action and reaction in both local and global contexts. These conflicts
between local cultural production and global markets, software, and platforms constitute
Iranian videogame development. What is most interesting for this article’s arguments about
the local constitution of specific game industries, however, is how both local government
regulation and the dominance of easily available blockbuster Western videogames have com-
bined to produce particularly “Iranian” videogames. For the remainder of this article, we
outline a number of key examples to further complicate and expose this complex interplay
of local and global conditions in videogame production.

Iranian Cultural Identity and Videogame Production

Iranian videogame developers encounter numerous production and marketing challenges
from both government regulation and consumer expectations. Simplistic and antagonis-
tic representations of Iran in different forms of Western media often motivate the cultural
responsibility of Iranian game developers to attempt to provide alternative virtual depictions
of Iran in their own productions.® This “counter-discourse” trend is the primary stage of Ira-
nian videogame advancement and responds “to hegemonic spaces of representation created
by the U.S. and European videogame industry.”®?

Different types of cultural identity take different forms in Iranian videogames and origi-
nate in a broad diversification of themes. In this section, we demonstrate this by exploring
three main categories of cultural representation in Iranian videogames: contemporary Iran,
historical motherland, and Persian science fiction. These classifications share a commonal-
ity in the sense of opposition against and reaction to a perceived dominant narrative from
a hegemonic Western videogame industry. The Iranian-produced videogames analyzed in
this section strive to present a regional game industry that functions under distinctive local
provisions, within unique value frameworks, and applies original narratives and different
measures of objectives and aspirations to their systems. Therefore, these products can be
understood as being in direct response to prevailing (that is, Western) currents of production
and values.
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Contemporary Iran

Many Iranian videogames strive to convey the power and modernity of contemporary Iranian
society underpinned by Islamic doctrines necessary for a culture to flourish and grow. Dom-
inant in these games are themes of martyrdom and self-sacrifice for the greater good, the
patriotic feature of resistance against Western culture, and the possibility of military incur-
sion from Western countries. Here, Iranian videogame developers are primarily responding
to military shooter videogames produced by Western studios—such as the Call of Duty, Medal
of Honor, and Battlefield franchises—that have long used Middle East and Islamic countries
as the backdrop for their militaristic and jingoistic action. Both specific and fictional amal-
gam Middle Eastern countries have provided the typical antagonists against which Western
might can be flexed. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the genre of Iranian videogame that has
received the most attention by both international scholars and the Iranian state, are military-
themed videogames from an Iranian perspective that counter the narrative of Western
military-themed videogames.

The state has actively invested in producing such videogames as an ideological advertise-
ment for the official establishment. While details are scarce, and few developers are willing
to elaborate openly on the process, in informal discussions with one of the authors of this
paper, several developers explained how the Iranian government directly incentivizes local
development teams to produce such games. They hire a specific team of developers and
provide them a particular narrative (typically a counter-discourse to a specific Western
game), funds to develop the game, and promises for future permits to develop their own
independent products. Some of the developers we spoke to claimed to undertake this more
economically sustainable work in the hope of one day being able to work on their own
games in an autonomous artistic way with little intervention or censorship by the govern-
ment. Others willingly developed such games due to their own ideological beliefs aligning
with the state.

An early example of such a game is Special Operation 85: Hostage Rescue (2007), which nar-
rates the attempt to save two Iranian nuclear specialists captured by the US military and

Figure 1. Special Operation 85: Hostage Rescue (2007)
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Figure 2. Resistance (2008)

held hostage in Israel (see Figure 1).%* This Farsi-language, first-person shooter was produced
in three years on a low budget of 300 million rials (the equivalent of $32,000 at the time of
production);® it was the first Iranian game fully developed with administrative funds.® This
“counter-discourse” production is in clear response to Assault on Iran (2005), an American
videogame by Kuma Reality Games that simulates attacking Iran to penetrate its nuclear facil-
ities.5” Special Operation 85 was released by the Isfahan-based Association of Islamic Unions
of Students, which is an affiliation of the education ministry. Muhammad Tagqi Fakhrian, one
of the game’s developers, told reporters of Al-Manar TV, “The game is based on cultural and
religious principles. It encourages the culture of martyrdom and defense of rights."s

Also a reaction to Assault on Iran, the 2008 game Resistance, developed by Tebyan, a
government-funded institution that was founded in 2002,% uses the typical military-shooter
genre trope of a speculative near-future conflict to put the player in command of Hezbollah
rangers on a mission in Israel, tasked with finding and destroying a secret military program
(see Figure 2).0

Missile Strike (2016) is a more recent videogame in this category (see Figure 3). Targeting
Android platforms, this mobile game was intentionally issued on International Quds Day, an
event of anti-Israel demonstrations held annually on the last Friday of Ramadan to illustrate
the Iranian government’s contempt toward the Israeli state.” In this game, the developers
explicitly portray an invasion on Israel as a response to the game Battlefield 3 (2011)
developed by Stockholm-based DICE and published by California-based Electronic Arts, in
which Israeli troops attack Tehran and its Milad tower.”

However, Missile Strike has struggled to receive media coverage in part due to some local
Android marketplaces refusing to let the game be sold on their platforms within Iran. The
game’s developer Mehdi Atash Jaam has criticized the Iranian-based Android platforms for
rejecting his game and believes that the reason behind it is that Iranian Android markets are
gearing up to partner with Western gaming companies to sell their games in Iran, and, con-
sequently, if they distribute such anti-Israeli games, the partnership between these markets
and those foreign companies would be at risk.” Here, even as the game’s content is no doubt
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Figure 4. 1979 Revolution: Black Friday (2016)

controversial, we see the impact of platform imperialism on Iranian game development, even
at a domestic level.™

These games that depict the Iranian state as a militaristic protagonist are usefully contrasted
with a very different kind of Iranian videogame that fits the category of “Contemporary Iran.
1979 Revolution: Black Friday (2016) is an interactive adventure game about the titular rev-
olution in which players control Reza Shirazi, an aspiring photojournalist, who returns to
Iran amidst the Iranian Revolution (see Figure 4). Its gameplay involves urban triage, interac-
tive fighting scenes, and photo processing.” Unlike the above games, 1979’s developer, Navid
Khonsari, lives in the United States, and 1979 Revolution has received extensive press atten-
tion and been nominated for several awards, including The Game Awards, the D.I.C.E Awards,
Grand Jury Prize at IndieCade’16, the Independent Game Festival awards, and the British
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Academy Game Awards.”® Arguably, this is because 1979’s narrative of the Iranian Revolution
reflects, rather than challenges, dominant Western narratives of Iran.

Consequentially, the game was banned in Iran, and platforms that offered the game for sale,
such as Steam, were blocked from Iranian IP addresses.” In a 2017 interview, Khonsari claims
that the game intends to “break down barriers so that people from the West could see what
Iran was like in the 1970s and what their initial ideals were to come about and to start a
revolution—the change that they wanted to bring about and the liberties that they wanted to
achieve” and that because the Iranian government were “not controlling [the game]'s mes-
sage, it's considered [American] propaganda.”’®

While the regulatory context of 1979’s development by an Iranian based in the United States
and the state-assisted development of the above military games in Iran are significantly dif-
ferent, each speaks to the tensions that exist for Iranian game developers between wanting
to depict a more nuanced, detailed, and positive depiction of Iran that counters dominant
Western narratives of Iranian antagonism and needing to appease an Iranian government
that, although equally interested in counter-narratives, only desires those that support its
own version of Iranian history, militaristic might, and Islamic values.

Historical Motherland

Beyond alternative perspectives of contemporary Iranian culture, Iranian developers have
also looked to Iranian history and mythology as a context through which to present their
cultural identity and values through their games. As Ahmadi asserts, “Iran’s ancient civiliza-
tion and long national history have provided the largest and most enduring sources for the
creation of interesting videogame storylines” Here too, however, Iranian videogames are
often direct responses to popular Western releases.

The Quest of Persia (QoP) franchise and Mir-Mahna (2011) are among such endeavors to
incorporate historical themes. QoP: The End of Innocence (2005) (see Figure 5), QoP: Lotfali
Khan Zand (2008) (see Figure 6), and QoP: Nader’s Blade (2009) (see Figure 7) were produced
and distributed by the independent Persian studio Puya Arts as a series of action-adventure
games incorporating several periods of Iranian history, covering the Qajar era and the Iran-
Iraq War with ties to ancient Iran.®

Figure 5. Quest of Persia: The End of Innocence (2005)
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Figure 6. Quest of Persia: Lotfali Khan Zand (2008)

Figure 7. Quest of Persia: Nader’s Blade (2009)

Like the earlier military-themed games, this series is also a response to a Western game,
Prince of Persia (Brgderbund Software, Inc., 1989), which is a top-rated adventure game
borrowing Arabic and Indian themes, textures, and music to represent ancient Persia,® but
which has been accused by some critics of orientalism.®> Puya Dadgar, the head designer of
Quest of Persia, states that the main reason to create this franchise was to introduce more
accurate depictions of Persian culture to the world. He emphasizes that “Quest of Persia is
one hundred percent Persian, from music to environments, up to characters,”® This is an
example of how products of the global videogame industry both motivate and collide with
the local counter-discourse of videogame making.

The franchise has received extensive critical and commercial success within Iran and some
small press attention from Western outlets.?* Quest of Persia showed that although distribut-
ing Iranian-made games is still challenging on a global scale, investing in these genres can be
valuable to producers and developers for capturing domestic markets. It also proved that the
Iranian game market has an appetite for Iranian-made games that depicted Iranian identities
and cultures.®

Meanwhile, Mir Mahna (2011) is another historical Iranian videogame for PC, with refer-
ences to the concepts of “national defense” against invaders’ assault (see Figure 8).2¢ Pro-
duced and published by Espris Studio, this first-person shooter game takes place in the
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Figure 8. Mir Mahna (2011)

Figure 9. Age of Pahlevans (Age of Heroes/Asr-e Pahlevanan) (2009)

seventeenth-century Persian Gulf, where the English and Dutch troops intend to colonize
the south of Iran.?

Supported by IRCG, Mir Mahna is in direct line with the state’s policy to highlight Iranian
heroes and convey its cultural views using videogames.®® Here, the colonial narratives of
popular videogames such as Civilization series (first release: 1991) are reversed for a heroic
videogame being told from the perspective of the culture resisting colonization.

Age of Pahlevans (Age of Heroes/Asr-e Pahlevanan) (2009) is another clear example where the
topic of the characters’ distinct Iranian ties and national identity are crucial for the creators
(see Figure 9). Developed by Resana Afzar Sharif, a company founded in 2001 by graduates of
the Sharif University of Technology, Age of Pahlevans was released by Ras Games and IRCG
under the same policy to focus on Iranian heroes, and numerous Iranian critics named it
amongst the first games that promote Iranian culture and heritage.®® The developers’ objec-
tive was to illustrate the ancient Iranian mythology based on Shahnameh (The Book of Kings
by the great Persian poet “Ferdowsi”), which made it possible for them to draw funds and
support from the Ferdowsi Foundation,” a non-governmental Institution for Iranian Studies.

This game’s setting, narrative, scenes, and characters all draw from Iranian culture and his-
tory. The developers even set the heroes’ moral codes as it is declared and honored in the
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Figure 10. Garshasp: The Monster Slayer (2011)

ancient texts amongst Pahlevans as a law in the gameplay.”” In Iranian culture and litera-
ture, Pahlevan is a title bestowed to a first-rank champion who could be a battle victor or
a professional athlete recognized by their influential cultural figure, ethical reputation, and
moral virtue.” Therefore, although elements of action are highlighted in the gameplay, bru-
tality, and violence are barely encouraged by the game rules and graphics.* This decision by
the developers further portrays their attempts to contest the dominant expectations of this
genre and reveals how they use their different narrative models, philosophical perspectives,
and belief systems to push back again the industry’s dominant archetypes.

In the same manner, Garshasp (2011), by Studio Fanafzar, took the ancient Iranian epic poem
Garshasp Naameh by Asadi Tousi and specifically interpreted its hero as a challenge and
counter-discourse to the popular character of Conan (see Figure 10).>> Other than produc-
ing videogames, Studio Fanafzar is an official publisher in Iran® and, therefore, managed to
produce and release this fantasy action game, Garshasp: The Monster Slayer, in 2011 for PC.
The narrative borrows its heroes and villains from the Zoroastrian texts and Avestan tales
and sets up a journey to avenge and redeem the legendary mace of Garshasp’s predecessors
seized by the Deevs. The primary mechanisms of the game combine melee fight, platforming,
and exploration.”

Garshasp: Temple of the Dragon (2012) also benefits from a fresh narrative that is not familiar
to Western audiences (see Figure 11). It was one of the first Persian forerunners to be localized
and released throughout Western game markets. The game is presented as a third-person
action-adventure hack “n” slash expansion for the original title, developed for English gam-
ers by Dead Mage, an independent game development studio concentrated on developing
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Figure 11. Garshasp: Temple of the Dragon (2012)

PC and console games® and by Fanafzar Sharif for local users.” Both examples demonstrate
how Iranian videogame developers target global marketplaces while also striving to chal-
lenge the Western character and narrative prototypes that dominate global game genres.

While Garshasp succeeded in making a profit from international exports, more important was
the ray of hope it raised in smaller Iranian game studios for the possibility of accessing for-
eign markets. Ahmadi claims it was “the first [Iranian] title with high enough quality to really
make its way to the international market."*® While such a notion of “high enough quality”
problematically reimposes notions of what counts as a “good” videogame determined by the
resource-rich dominant Western industry, nonetheless, Garshasp’s distributors managed to
sell over 250,000 copies of the game by July 2013.! The achievements of Garshasp and a few
other games resulted in a heightened enthusiasm of local Iranian development to embark
on a collaboration with worldwide marketplaces like Steam, the App Store, and Google’s
Play Store. Shaban (2012), Legends of Persia (2013), Awakening: Burning Ashes (2013),"°? Bardia
(2017),1°% and The Tale of Bistun (2019)"°* are among them. Along this way, the IRCG also played
a critical role by partially funding projects that aligned with the values of the Iranian state.'®

Educational purposes have also been noted in making videogames of this type; the adventure
game Nouruz (2013 /2014) strives to appeal to both Persian and the international audience by
introducing different dimensions of 2,500 years of Iranian civilization and culture to children
in its gameplay.'”® Ancient Iran is also depicted in My Homeland, which uses the explora-
tion methods of archaeology to teach about Iranian history.”” These games are considered
a means for cultural heritage conservation'® and are mostly funded, produced, distributed,
and regulated by IRCG.'®
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In summary, these games demonstrate how Iranian developers both engage with and coun-
ter global narratives of videogame creation and application in a localized framework. These
aforementioned cases play with conventional fantasy videogame genres that typically rely on
orientalist notions of Middle Eastern culture but repurpose these genres to instead explore
native and nuanced understandings of Iranian history and mythology. They thus demon-
strate multifaceted processes through which Iranian videogame developers both nurture
their local identity and navigate global markets.

Persian Science-Fiction

Alongside military and fantasy, science-fiction remains a dominant videogame genre globally,
and it is similarly one being experimented with and adapted by Iranian videogame develop-
ers. Recent years have seen the production of Persian sci-fi videogames such as Asemandez
(Sky Fortress) (2011) (see Figure 12), Dark Madness (2016), and E.T. Armies (2017) that both
complement and contrast the futuristic imaginaries offered by Western videogame produc-
tions. This category is more recently ascending in popularity than the previous two and will
be one deserving of more study in the future as it develops.

Dark madness (A.K.A mind-trap) (2016) is a third-person sci-fi horror computer game pro-
duced by Toosen Gaam Studio, an IT company founded in 2007, and published by the support
of IRCG (see Figure 13)."° Dark madness won the prize for the best action game of the year
and the best game scenario in the fifth Tehran Game Festival.™ The narrative of the game
employs Persian mythical creatures and the infamous character of “Zahhak;” the inventor of
evil doctrines and ceremonies, ' as its anti-hero in an alternative world. In the game, Saam e
Narimaan, as a police officer, looks for strategies and measures to stop the antagonist and his
followers."® The mythological idea behind the storyline of this game is another demonstra-
tion of the way Iranian developers seek ways to connect their cultural identity and local per-
spectives to the conventional genres that their domestic audiences are largely accustomed
to on account of the penetration of pirated Western games.

Dark Madness also provides further insights into the distribution challenges faced by Iranian
developers. In an interview with us, one of the game’s developers explained how a technical
issue with the production of the game’s discs by the game’s publisher meant many players

Figure 12. Asemandez (Sky Fortress) (2011)

54



Media Industries 9.1 (2022)

|

)
5,

HEE

y i

r

y i

11

Figure 13. Dark Madness (mind-trap) (2016)

received faulty copies, provoking dissatisfaction and distrust from local consumers for the
development studio. The developer argues that these issues practically ruined the release of
the game and noted that despite these mistakes of the publisher, the publisher nonetheless
received the coupons that would allow them to distribute pirated Western games that were
their ultimate concern. Here, the local videogame production encouraged by the government—
and the local developers undertaking it—become nothing more than a hurdle to pass for both
Iranian consumers and domestic publishers that remain more interested in circulating and
accessing pirated large-budget Western releases.

Equally important, E.T. Armies (Extra-Terrestrial Armies) (2017) is an action, science-fiction,
first-person shooter for PC, developed by Raspina Studio, an independent game develop-
ment company, and distributed by Merge Games (see Figure 14)." The game takes place
in a future where Earth has been conquered by a new nation that has a fierce craving for
war."® This game contributes an Iranian perspective to the monopolized post-apocalyptic
plots portrayed in Western games: “We always perceive the future through the images that
Hollywood puts out, what if such an image of the future was seen from the viewpoint of an
Iranian?” Technical Lead of the project, Mohammad Zehtabi says."® The first map of the game
pays tributes to the ancient city of Parse and establishes the alien ruins in an architectural
form resembling the ancient city Persepolis as an effort to convey a sense of belonging to
the local users and distinguish itself from Western stereotypes."” This shows how much its
developers are in tension with keeping a balance between the Iranian gamers’ globalized
expectations of blockbuster action games and the introduction of the elements of their local
cultural identity in the game design.

Across these varied examples of Iranian-made videogames, we see a number of ways in
which Iranian game developers find their cultural production and sense of cultural iden-
tity to be in conversation and tension with the dominant genres, platforms, and consumer
expectations of the global videogame industry’s dominant players. From videogames that
respond to antagonistic Western narratives of Iran with alternative (and often state-
sanctioned) narratives of Iranian heroism, to historical games that aim to educate on Persian
history, literature, and counter orientalized Western videogames, to alternative depictions
of the distant future, these Iranian developers are working to develop their own cultural
and creative identity while, at the same time, they find themselves reliant on and needing to
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Figure 14. E.T. Armies (Extra-Terrestrial Armies) (2017)

respond to pre-existing Western trends, genres, markers of quality, and distribution plat-
forms. In each case, the Iranian developers start at a disadvantage, forced to play by the rules
of the Western firms, but with fewer resources that ensure they typically come off second
best in any direct comparison. Steam reviews for ET Armies, for instance, show a range of
gamers critical of what they see as a cliché and generic FPS years after that trend has passed
in Western markets. Likewise, comments on YouTube videos of Garshasp are dismissive of
the game as a “clone” of the Western blockbuster God of War (2005). Where Iranian games
do step away from the pre-existing genres that their domestic audiences are already familiar
with due to the influx of pirated Western games for more nuanced narrative-driven games
that Western audiences find novel and interesting, such as 1979, they risk the censure of the
Iranian state for their Western success. In many ways, Iranian developers are damned if they
play along with dominant market expectations and damned if they do not.

Conclusion

This article has contributed to the growing call for more attention on local game develop-
ment contexts through the case of Iranian videogame development and the specific chal-
lenges Iranian developers face in terms of both aligning with and resisting global narratives of
videogame production and consumption. In “Videogames Around the World” (2015), Ahmadi
declares that Iran possesses the largest videogame industry in the Middle East. However,
other than a few case studies performed by Ahmad Ahmadi" and Vit Sisler," this region
has been mainly neglected by national and international scholars. While more grounded,
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empirical, politically economic, and ethnographic research needs to be conducted, we believe
this preliminary assessment of Iranian development contexts and products raises important
questions as to just how we conceptualize and discuss localized videogame development and
how we need to consider just what sort of values we impose when we define local videogame
production in relation to the global videogame industry.

Local game industries such as Iran’s are often perpetually referred to as “nascent” or “emerg-
ing” due to their ragtag informality, and because they have not yet successfully simulated the
growth of the North American and Japanese firms of the dominant global videogame industry.
However, as we have seen earlier, such terms impose impossible, and in places undesired, goals
on local developers. In fact, while we might be used to thinking of emergent local industries
as trying to “enter” the global videogame industry, here, for these Iranian developers, it is the
global videogame industry that is making the development and distribution of videogames so
tricky on the one hand and is the prime antagonist motivating the development of different
kinds of games on the other hand. Rather than simply saying that Iranian game developers are
trying to enter the global videogame industry, here it is more relevant to consider how the
global videogame industry as a hegemonic construct is something that Iranian game develop-
ers are necessarily in conversation with and mediated by. How the global industry’s dominant
tastes, genres, and stories come to be dominant needs to be considered when considering how
local developers navigate the expectations of both local and international audiences—whether
they are imitated and expanded on, or countered and critiqued.

The value of the games discussed earlier is not fully appreciated by looking at the “games
themselves” through the same lens that we would use to judge the quality of a West-
ern videogame. Doing so, like the internet commenters here, would simply see them as
second-rate clones. Instead, understanding these works as the product ofalocalvideogame
industry of developers navigating a complex terrain of cultural values, imported texts,
government regulation, and international financial arrangements helps us better under-
stand the value of these games as products of not simply “the games industry” but “the
Iranian games industry.” Ultimately, this discussion of the Iranian games industry con-
tributes to the growing literature on regional videogame production by emphasizing the
importance of accounting for these local industries on their own terms if we are to truly
understand game development at the local and trans-local level in a range of geographical
and cultural contexts.
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