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Abstract

Video games considered indies have known how to
exploit ludonarrative possibilities and merge them
with different advanced immersive mechanics,
thus creating complex, deep and human stories.
Some even manage to use artistic expression com-
bined with immersive technologies as a means that
contributes to collaborative education. A fact that
occurs when propagating a social message that
moves to action and change and can be considered
digital artistic works with activist discourse, that
is, artivism. Following this fact, this manuscript
analyzes the main themes and stories that are
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present in indie video games aimed at the public
and reflects on the didactic nature of their activ-
ist discourse in relation to Human Rights. The
method is a mixed research methodology based
on interdisciplinary coding that combines various
variables extracted from specialized literature. The
results allow us to conclude that the videogame is
ameans of artistic and digital educational expres-
sion suitable for disseminating messages intrinsic
to activist discourse, with special attention to
human rights, while it deploys immersive mechan-
ics that allow users to participate in said messages,
integrate them naturally into their actions and
promote change and social education through
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ethical implications and ludonarrative elements
based on emotion, awareness and first-person
playable experience.
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1. Introduction

Video games are considered art. After an initial phase
of self-discovery and technical limitations, techno-
logical advances have enabled the creation of deeper
narrative layers (Martin-Nufiez & Navarro-Remesal,
2021), the development of complex characters, and
the incorporation of sophisticated audiovisual ele-
ments. Since the early 21st century, scholars such as
Wolf and Perron in The Video Game Theory Reader
(2003) have championed video games’ artistic dimen-
sion and even proposed a methodology for analyzing
them as artworks on multiple levels or dimensions.
Today, they are widely regarded as an artistic medium
with great power to educate and move players through
stories, ludonarrative experiences, and immersive
technologies (Palavecino, 2023) —a common trait
of the new arts that inhabit the digital ecosystem:
“new-media art refers to all artistic contributions
created using new technologies and emerging media”
(Ferndndez-Castrillo, 2021, p. 4).

In this necessary epistemological shift brought
about by the impasse of video games as commercial
products —which restricts those creations where
narrative and art direction play a major role— indie
video games, or indie games, gain greater prominence.
These titles are produced by independent developers
with small teams and very limited budgets (Juul, 2019
Howard, 2022). Beyond limited resources, indie
games are characterized by greater creative freedom,
astronger focus on innovation and experimentation
(Pereira, 2025), and a closer connection with player
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Charac- | Indie AA AAA
teristic games
Budget Typically, Approx- Typically,
under €1 imately above €45
million €1-45 million
million
Distribu- | Primarily Mostly Global phys-
tion digital digital; ical + digital,
(Steam, con- | occasional | major market-
soles’ stores, | physical ing support
itch.io) releases
Developer | Indepen- Mid-size Large studios,
dent studios | studios, often pub-
/ small sometimes | lisher-owned
teams publish- or strongly
er-backed financed
Genre All; often All; balances | All; often
experimen- | innovation | aligned with
tal or hybrid | and market- | mass-market
ability expectations
Team size | Small teams, | Generally Teams larger
sometimes | fewer than | than 50 peo-
asingle 50 people ple
person

Table 1. Differences between indie games and AA
or AAA video games. Budget ranges expressed in
euros are approximate and based on a rounded
USD-EUR conversion for comparative purposes.
Source: compiled by the author from data in Rocket
Brush Studio (2023) and MakeUseOf (2023)

communities thanks to their smaller target audiences
(King et al., 2021). The stories they present often
draw on real events or current social issues. Some
even have biographical ties to their creators —for
example Sea of Solitude (Jo-Mei Games, 2019), an
autobiographical-fiction work that narrates experi-
ences from creative director Cornelia Geppert’s past.
It thus becomes a digital, allegorical, and fictional
autobiography aimed at helping players understand
mental-health problems so frequently stigmatized by
the media (Vidal-Mestre & Freire-Sdnchez, 2022).
Indie games frequently leverage this creative freedom
to reflect on economic and political themes or social
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concerns such as inequality, racism, homophobia,
mental-health disorders, and suicide (King ez 4/,
2021). In contrast, high-budget titles —the so-called
AA or AAA games— tend to approach social issues
more superficially out of fear of losing commercial
appeal or offending parts of their audience. The
following section outlines the differences between
indie games and AA/AAA video games.

Although indie games were originally conceived
as niche products and semi-showcases to attract
investors or major industry players, interest in them
has risen exponentially over the past decade (Howard,
2022; Goh et al., 2023). This change of course is
largely due to the success and acclaim of titles such as
Limbo (Playdead, 2010), Journey (Thatgamecompany,
2012), Shovel Knight (Yacht Club Games, 2014),
Undertale (Toby Fox, 2015) and Celeste (Maddy
Makes Games, 2018), among many others. Today,
numerous gamer communities, specialized media
outlets, industry professionals and content creators
have begun to focus their attention on these works.
Their impact has enabled developers to introduce a
discourse that can be regarded as socially or politically
transformative —what might be called artivism, given
that video games are now considered art.

According to the International Council of
Europe (ICE) in the Manual for Human Rights
Education with Young People (2023), within the
framework of defending and advancing human
rights, activism consists of:

Reacting to injustice, mistreatment, violence, or
discrimination —and striving to correct it. It means
being willing to help, showing solidarity with the
struggles of other peoples, fighting to ensure they are
treated with respect and dignity, and facilitating the
transition toward a more humane, egalitarian society
that respects human rights. Effective activists display
persistence, creativity, commitment, and often great
courage, but above all, a belief in humanity and in
human rights. They believe that a world in which
people respect human rights is possible, and they
want to make it happen (Council of Europe, 2023).
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Therefore, considering the International Coun-
cil of Europe’s (2023) definition of activism, video
games that adopt a protest-oriented stance against
injustice and violence and strive for change can be
labelled activist. Although “videogame” and “activ-
ism” may seem unrelated, they converge through
artivism —the use of art as a tool to promote social
or political transformation. Historically, artivism has
been most closely associated with urban expression-
ism or public artists concerned with environmental
issues (Mantoan, 2022), yet video games have also
become a suitable medium for artivism, aligning with
other artistic forms such as music, painting, cinema
and literature. Even theatre haslong been viewed as a
means to transform society and build the future, as
the Brazilian playwright and director Augusto Boal
(1931-2009) argued; and what is a video game if not
a didactic, digital, interactive theatre?

Over the past decade, scholars have begun to
explore and emphasize the persuasive, artivist potential
of video games. Diez (2014) examines indie titles that
combat gender-based violence; Urroz (2020) highlights
the pioneering role of net-art practitioners in the game
industry; and Davies (2022) investigates gamified
activism —how player communities can transform
in-game actions into social protest, as seen during the
Black Lives Matter movement. Other studies, such
as those by Juul (2019), Almacellas ez 4/. (2023) and
Villasis-Pamos ez al. (2024), also analyze indie games
from various social and cultural perspectives.

Given this view of video games as potential
vehicles for activist discourse, the present study
focuses on artivism in gamesasa technique Whereby
the medium is employed to protest and demand
social change by weaving human-rights themes
into both narrative and mechanics. Accordingly,
this article aims to examine the interplay between
ludic and narrative functions (Pérez-Latorre, 2023)
in artivist video game discourse, to determine how
such games raise awareness of social issues through
the treatment and integration of human rights in
their gameplay, and to identify their main storylines,
elements, and distinguishing features.
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2. Methodological design

To delimit and refine the sample, we carried out
a structured search across two widely used game
databases —IGDB and GameFAQs— between
10-20 January 2025. We used an advanced-search
approach combining controlled keywords and
Boolean operators to reduce noise and improve
replicability. The core query string was: “activism”
OR “activist” OR “hacktivism” OR “protest” OR
“human rights”. On IGDB, the query was applied
to titles and tags; on GameFAQs, it was applied to
title summaries and user-facing metadata. Search
results were exported (or manually logged when
export was not available) and de-duplicated by title
and release year. We then conducted a two-step
screening: (1) eligibility screening based on indie
status and publication date; (2) substantive screening
to verify that activism was not merely a plot device,
but a deliberate normative stance aligned with the
Council of Europe’s definition of activism (Council
of Europe, 2023).

The final list comprises 20 video games spanning
various themes and approaches to activist discourse.
It is worth noting that Valiant Hearts: The Great
War (Ubisoft, 2014) was excluded —even though
part of its narrative condemns the harmful effects
of war on civilians— because, despite its relatively
low budget, it cannot be considered an indie game:
it was developed by Ubisoft, one of the industry’s
largest studios. Below is a summary of the inclusion
criteria used to select and define the cases.

2.1 Sampling criteria and exclusions

Inclusion criteria were: (a) the title is generally clas-
sified as indie (independent studio, small-to-mid
team, and/or independent funding/publishing
structure); (b) release date up to and including
January 2025; (c) explicit or strongly implicit activist
intent, operationalized as a call to awareness and
ethical positioning against injustice or discrimina-
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Variable Inclusion criterion

Type Indie

Nationality All

Genre All

Year of publica- Up to and including January 2025

tion

Platforms All

Filtering Search filtered with the keywords
“activism” and “hacktivism”

Activist discourse | Must contain an activist discourse.
Titles in which activism is merely a
narrative device to drive the action
—without promoting social or
political change— are excluded

Table 2. Inclusion criteria for the videogame vid-
eo-documentary search. Source: compiled by the
authors

tion; (d) a discernible linkage to one or more articles
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UN, 2023), either explicitly in text/paratext or
implicitly through the represented social issue and
player tasks. Exclusion criteria were: (a) AA/AAA
production conditions that substantially constrain
creative autonomy; (b) “activism” used only as
an action trope without a persuasive or educative
stance; (c) insufficient gameplay or documentation
to analyze mechanics and narrative integration. For
transparency, we excluded Valiant Hearts: The Great
War because it was developed by Ubisoft, a major
studio, despite its anti-war message.

2.2 Analytical procedure and coding

According to the activist artist Lucy Lippard, in
her essay Trojan Horses: Activist Art and Power,
“Activist art is not limited to any particular style,
so it is probably easier to define it by attending to
its functions” (2001, p. 344). Following this argu-
ment, we adopt a mixed-methods research design
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that combines an analysis of social themes with the
technical and artistic deployment of each work,
drawing on the sociotechnical analysis model of
Alsina & Rodriguez (2015). Their method inte-
grates social aspects or collective meanings with the
interaction of information-and-communication
technologies to analyze complex systems. In other
words, it focuses on identifying the interactions
between technologies and the social contexts in
which they are implemented. Accordingly, we con-
sidered how technological elements of the video
games —game mechanics, forms of interaction,
and narrative development— interact with their
social contexts. This method allowed us to deter-
mine how a game’s narrative and mechanics both
reflect and promote specific Human Rights, such
as the right to freedom of expression, equality, and
privacy, among others.

We combined qualitative thematic analysis
with structured coding. First, two passes were con-
ducted to identify recurring activist themes and the
human-rights issues they articulate (open coding).
Second, we applied a focused codebook that linked
(a) activist approach, (b) immersive mechanics,
and (c) ludonarrative strategy. Immersive-mechan-
ics codes included: embodiment (first-person or
strong avatar alignment), scarcity/time pressure,
consequence-bearing choice, proceduralized moral
dilemmas, diegetic interfaces (in-world Ul/arte-
facts), sensory-affective feedback (sound/music/
visual distortion), and constraint-as-message (rules
that simulate oppression). Ludonarrative-strategy
codes included: direct denunciation, allegory and
metaphor, bureaucratic simulation, testimonial
framing, cultural preservation, and counter-violence

(pacifist play).
2.3 Data corpus, reliability, validation, and limitations
For each included game, the corpus consisted of:

(1) primary gameplay experience via playtesting;
(2) recorded gameplay videos (YouTube) to trian-
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gulate routes and endings; (3) official descriptions
and store pages (paratext) when needed to clarify
developer intent. To reduce subjectivity, we trian-
gulated playtesting notes with multiple gameplay
videos (different play styles) and checked inferences
against developer statements where available. We also
performed a consistency check: each activist claim
reported in Section 3 had to be supported by at least
one concrete mechanic or recurring interaction loop.
A limitation is that gameplay videos cannot fully
capture the embodied, decision-making pressure of
an active player; we therefore treat video-only evi-
dence as supporting material rather than a substitute
for play. We flag cases where activist impact depends
strongly on player agency and subjective experience.
The results thus enable us to analyze the games
across several independent variables, addressing
their ludic-narrative-artistic functions in a holistic,
paraludonarrative way —thatis, beyond the interac-
tive story and playable experience themselves— “by
converging the notion of a ludonarrative world/
universe with that of an imaginary located between
the ludofictional dimension and the realm of social
discourses (beyond fiction, play, and video games)”
(Pérez-Latorre, 2023, p. 23). To examine the video
games, we employed playtesting with annotations
(Consalvo & Dutton, 2006) and gameplay viewing
on YouTube (Taesiri ez al., 2022). Recognizing that
video games rely on different mechanics (Villegas
et al., 2021), we assessed three variables:

1. Narrative origin —whether the game draws on
concrete real events, historical periods, the life
or testimony of real people, literary works, or
existing social issues.

2. Theme —used to categorize the works by topics
such as mental-health problems, consequences
of armed conflict, or labor rights in developing
countries.

3. Human-Rights articles referenced —identifying
which articles of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (United Nations, 2023) appear
in the narrative or subtext.
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1: We are all born free
and equal

7: Right to equality
before the law

13: Right to freedom

of movement

19: Right to free-
dom of opinion and
expression

25: Righttoan
adequate standard of
living

2: Right to be free
from discrimination

8: Right to an effective
remedy

14: Right to seek
asylum

20: Right to freedom
of assembly and asso-
ciation

26: Right to educa-
tion

3: Right to life

9: Right to freedom
from arbitrary deten-
tion

15: Right to nation-
ality

21: Right to take part
in government and
free elections

27: Right to partici-
pate in cultural, artis-
tic, and scientific life.

4: Right to be free
from slavery

10: Right to a fair trial

16: Right to marry
and to find a family

22: Right to social
security

28: Right to a free and
just world order

5: Right to be free

from torture

11: Right to the
presumption of inno-
cence and a fair trial

17: Right to property

23: Right to work

29: Duties toward the
community

6: Right to recogni-
tion as a person before
the law

12: Right to privacy

18: Right to freedom
of religion or con-
science

24: Right to rest and
leisure

30: These rights are
inalienable —no one
may take them away

Table 3. The 30 Articles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Source: Universal Declaration of Human

Rights (UN, 2023)

To facilitate the link between video games and
Human Rights, Table 3 enumerates all 30 articles
of the declaration.

3. Results

Based on the digital search carried out according
to the methodological design described above, we
identified 20 indie video games that qualify as activ-
ist titles and incorporate the defense of one or more
of the 30 Human-Rights articles into both their
narratives and gameplay mechanics. Table 4 classifies
these games —listed in order of publication— by
three variables:

1. The works, situations, or real-world events that
inspired them.

2. The social themes they address.

3. The specific Human-Rights articles woven into
their stories and mechanics.
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3.1 Activist approaches and immersive

ludonarrative strategies

Beyond thematic content, the analyzed games enact
activism through distinct ludonarrative configura-
tions —specific ways in which rules, feedback, and
narrative framing make an ethical claim actionable.
The results show that the video games analyzed
deploy differentiated artivist strategies depending
on how they articulate immersive mechanics and
political positioning. In the cases of Darfuris Dying
and Phone Story, player action is deliberately con-
strained through repetitive loops, constant pressure,
and the risk of failure, turning awareness into an
experience of sustained fatigue and vulnerability.
Papers, Please and This War of Mine, by contrast,
display a shared pattern based on resource man-
agement and decision-making under conditions of
scarcity, where progression depends on accepting
ethically problematic compromises, thereby rein-
forcing the moral dimension of the ludic experience.
In Orwell, the accumulation of permissions and
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Videogame, developer &

‘Works, situations or events

Educational message & social

Implicit Human-Rights

year that inspire it theme articles

Darfuris Dying (MTV, 2006) | Concrete real-world events Humanitarian crisis in Darfur | 1,2, 3, 14
(Sudan) and refugee conditions

Phone Story (Molleindustria, | Realities in certain Asian Labor exploitation 23,24,25

2011) countries

Dys4ia (Anna Anthropy, Social issues Sexual orientation and intol- 1,2

2012) erance

Papo €9 Yo (Minority, 2012) Social issues Alcoholism and domestic 12
violence

Papers, please (Lucas Pope, Contemporary political and Labor rights in a fictional com- | 13, 23, 24, 25

2013) economic contexts munist republic

This War of Mine (11 Bit Consequences of real —but Impact of war on civilians 3,13,14

Studios, 2014) unspecified— armed conflicts

Never Alone (Upper One True stories Defense of Indigenous culture | 15, 27

Games, 2014)

Undertale (Toby Fox, 2015) Social issues Promotion of non-violence 1,2

Life is Strange (Dontnod Social issues Bullying, child abuse and 2,12, 26

Entertainment, 2015)

suicide

Orwell (Osmotic Studios,
2016)

George Orwell’s novel 1984
(1949)

Political conspiracies and social
control

5,6,7,8,9,10,11

That Dragon, Cancer (Numi-
nous Games, 2016)

Social issues

Childhood cancer and grief

25

1979 Revolution: Black Friday

1979 Iranian Revolution

Human-rights abuses against

1,2,5,6,7,8,9,10, 11, 18,

(iNK Studios, 2016) the Iranian people 19,21

Night in the Woods (Infinite Social issues Depression, anxiety and lack of | 25

Fall, 2017) opportunities among youth

Finding Home (UNHCR, Real refugee stories Inhumane conditions faced by | 1, 2,3, 14

2017) refugees

Life is Strange 2 (Dontnod Social issues Racism and social inequalities 1,2,12

Entertainment, 2018)

Celeste (Maddy Makes Games, | Social issues Mental-health struggles 25

2018)

Return to the Obra Dinn Unspecified real events Slavery and colonialism 1,2,3

(Lucas Pope, 2018)

Sea of Solitude (Jo-Mei Games, | Autobiographical fiction Loneliness, depression and 2,26

2019) bullying

Patch Out (UNHCR, 2022) Syrian refugee crisis Inhumane conditions faced by | 1,2, 3, 14
refugees

Rights Arcade (Amnesty Real testimonies Respect for human rights 1,2

International, 2022)

Table 4. Indie video games (chronological order) whose narratives center on activist discourse and meet the ICE
(2023) definition of activism. Source: compiled by the authors from multiple databases and documentation
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the use of surveillance-center interfaces generate
a gradual normalization of control, while Never
Alone structures its proposal around cooperation
and the incorporation of documentary materials
that connect gameplay with living cultural practices.
Finally, Sea of Solitude introduces an allegorical
model in which spatial exploration and audiovisual
modulation allow emotional states to be translated
into playable trajectories. Consequently, the results
indicate that artivism, rather than manifesting itself
homogeneously, is reproduced through different
modes of ludic intervention, ranging from direct
denunciation to experiential allegory, all of them
grounded in mechanics that actively involve the
player.

In general, these indie video games share a willing-
ness to tackle social and political issues and to spark
awareness, reflection, and ethical considerations in
players. Each one offers a different gameplay design,
yet all of them seek to deliver a socially oriented —at
times openly moralizing— message and to prompt
change in society or, at the very least, make players
conscious of certain realities and injustices, whether
global or “glocal (global +local)” Such is the case of
Darfuris Dying (MTV, 2006), which raises awareness
of the humanitarian crisis in Darfur, highlighting
several Human Rights currently being ignored, such
as the right to life, to food, to security, and to health.
Its ludonarrative centers on showing, through the
player’s experience, the refugees’ daily struggle and
the hardships they face—absence of medical care,
dehydration or malnutrition, and separation from
their families and homes.

UNHCR, in turn, has funded two indie titles
that likewise aim to expose the inhumane conditions
endured by refugees: Finding Home (2017) and
Patch Out (2022). The former focuses on the general
problems of refugees and the complex situation
faced by those who flee their country in search of
safety and asylum. The latter sets the player on a
perilous survival path, mirroring the real story of its
developer, who escaped from Syria (Schoffl, 2022),
and thus blends autobiographical elements into the
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experience. By contrast, Papers, Please (Lucas Pope,
2013) also deals with migration, yet places players
in the shoes of an immigration inspector in the
fictional state of Arstotzka. Their ludic goal is to
examine migrants’ documents and decide whether
to let them enter, while the game gradually intro-
duces —through its ludonarrative— issues such as
discrimination, corruption, labor exploitation, and
governmental oppression. The indie highlights the
difficulty of making these decisions and the conse-
quences they carry for those who are turned away.

In addition to UNHCR, Amnesty Interna-
tional also promoted the title Rights Arcade (2022)
to raise awareness of respect for Human Rights.
This game draws on a series of real statements and
testimonies from people who have endured inhu-
mane conditions—victims of war-time exile or of
maltreatment. Unlike the titles mentioned above,
its gameplay mechanics revolve mainly around
narrative choices and moral decisions that players
must handle from a highly subjective standpoint.
Phone Story (Molleindustria, 2011), for its part,
likewise hinges on real events, though with less
precision and detail, placing strong emphasis on
labor exploitation and corporate policies in devel-
oping countries through the manufacture of mobile
phones. The title casts the player as an overworked
laborer with no employment rights or social pro-
tection. By means of mini-game mechanics and
the constant presence of a narrator, players receive
information about the human and labor rights the
character sees violated as the working day unfolds.
The video game’s artivist discourse therefore centers
on a call to awareness of this very real problem in
countries where citizens lack labor rights and are
defenseless in the face of exploitation.

In Papo & Yo (Minority, 2012) we find certain
parallels with the previous title, because it also focus-
es its activist discourse on situations experienced
by poor families in South American countries.
Specifically, it tells the story of a boy living in a
shanty town in South America. The narrative devel-
ops through the boy’s relationship with a monster
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that represents his father’s drug addiction. The
indie offers gameplay built around challenges and
adventures while aiming to make players aware of
issues such as addiction, domestic violence, and
the consequences of poverty in developing nations.

Within the sphere of interpersonal relations
and social problems, many indies have concentrated
on mental-health issues, Sea of Solitude being one
example, and others —Life is Strange (Dontnod
Entertainment, 2015), Lfe is Strange 2 (Dontnod
Entertainment, 2018), Night in the Woods (Infinite
Fall, 2017), or Celeste (Maddy Makes Games,
2018)— approach the narrative treatment of social
questions that affect a large part of the population
yet until recently were taboo in the sector: depres-
sion, anxiety, and the effects that loneliness, bullying,
and racism can have on adolescents and children.
That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous Games, 2016)
likewise centers on children; the title recounts the
true story of a family’s struggle against childhood
cancer. The work deals with themes such as loss
and hope through the unfolding of the characters’
story and stark reality. It confronts players with the
problem of medical treatment and the need for
adequate healthcare, and it also addresses a deeply
human theme —grief and despair— and the lack of
support some groups receive when facing the loss of
aloved one. Dis4ia (Anthropy, 2012), for its part,
focuses on self-acceptance and gender discrimina-
tion and how these can affect personal resilience.
As with other titles already discussed, it is grounded
in the creators’ own experiences, making it a highly
self-expressive and vindicatory work—almost an
example of autobiographical fiction.

The theme of war in certain indie games touches
on issues that go well beyond refugees. Such is the
case of the struggle to survive in a post-war —indeed,
apocalyptic— context after a hypothetical nuclear
conflict, as portrayed in This War of Mine (11 Bit
Studios, 2014). This indie title focuses on civilians
who must scavenge for resources and make dras-
tic decisions to protect their family and stay alive
once the fighting has ended. It deals with violence,
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loss, despair and the moral complexity involved
in life-or-death choices. In a similar vein, Orwell
(Osmotic Studios, 2016) also presents its activist
discourse in a hypothetical, fictional setting. The
game builds on a society inspired by the Orwellian
dystopia 7984, and its plot and sub-text explore
personal privacy and how crossing certain lines
can undermine fundamental rights. Orwell criti-
cizes the constant exposure of private life and the
harvesting of personal data; although it frames its
mechanics within a loose adaptation of George
Orwell’s novel, it digs deeper into depersonalization
and the rise of totalitarian regimes. Another indie
that offers an unreal scenario, though rooted in
historical events, is Return to the Obra Dinn (Pope,
2018). This award-winning title gives players an
experience centered on narratives of slavery and the
consequences of colonialism through mechanics
such as exploration, puzzle-solving and discovery.

There are also other indies that can be seen as
artistic statements in declarative form. Never Alone
(Upper One Games, 2014) lets players guide an Inuit
girl from Alaska while she explores the origins, history
and cultural traditions of her region. Its activist narra-
tive is aimed at defending cultural identity, preserving
history and valuing nature. Finally, Undertale (Fox,
2015)—one of the most decorated indies—offers an
apology for non-violence and for solving problems
through dialogue. Its discourse contains a metanarra-
tive, criticizing real-world violence and, in parallel, the
prevalence of violence as a core gameplay mechanic
within the video-game industry.

Below, the percentages are summarized for those
video games that narrate or are inspired by events
(1) concrete real events, (2) non-specific real events,
(3) the testimony or lives of real people, (4) contem-
porary social problems such as racism, for example,
(5) political and economic problems such as labor
exploitation, for example, and (6) adaptations of
literary works that denounced a social problem such
as slavery. In this case, social problems are the most
common, whereas adaptations of literary works are
almost residual.
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Concrete real events and occurrences 25%
Non-specific real events 15%
Testimonies of real people 10%
Social problems 40%
Non-specific political and economic 5%
problems

Literary works 5%

Table 5. Percentage of the works, situations, or
events that inspire the narrative of indie video games
with an activist discourse. Source: the authors

335%
110%

Fundamental human rights

Economic issues and labor rights

Historical situations and the defense of | 55%
culture

Raising awareness about war 55%
Mental-health narratives 115%
Political issues 55%
Social issues 225%

Table 6. Percentage of the themes on which the
narrative of indie video games with an activist dis-
course focuses. Source: the authors

Likewise, the following table summarizes the
percentages of the themes on which the discourses
and narratives of the video games focus. As can be
observed, the result is quite heterogeneous, with 35%
standing out for those that center on fundamental
human rights such as the right to life or freedom.

4. Discussion

Just as in the 2022 study Gamification Through
Mobile Learning in University Students: A Teaching
Innovation Proposal the authors Aznar-Diaz, Reche,
Trujillo-Torres and Romero-Rodriguez demonstrate
that learning through gamification elements such
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as self-assessment and reinforcement yields benefits
and improves academic performance, the ludonar-
rative variables and the immersive technology pro-
posed by video games can also be considered suitable
for didactics and learning around social issues.
Activist art “is not merely oppositional, although it
is generally critical in one way or another” (Lippard,
2001, p. 344). Artivist video games are designed to
move the player emotionally and employ advanced
gameplay mechanics to create immersion in the
experience and achieve greater empathy with the
characters and situations presented. For the didactic
message to be transmitted, the player’s activism is
sought, as in the so-called active education, which
seeks “the active participation and involvement of
students in their own learning process” (Aznar-Diaz
etal., 2022, p.7).

Thus, the aim is for the player to feel part of
the problem and to identify with discrimination,
violence or social exclusion. Specifically, as can be
seen in Table S, 40% of the titles are inspired by social
problems such as mental-health issues, racism or
discrimination, whereas one quarter of the results
focus on real events and occurrences. The rest of the
categories have a similar representation, although
only one title is based on a work of fiction, while
the remainder, with greater or lesser specificity,
are inspired by real events. Therefore, the artivist
indie videogame generally tends to be based on
real facts, whether historical or current, as well as
on real testimonies or situations experienced even
by the developers themselves.

On the other hand, in the same vein as Urroz
(2020) we consider that, because of its narrative, its
capacity to exist online and its features, the video
game is a very suitable medium for the public and,
specifically, for fostering education and teaching
on social issues. Likewise, following Diez (2014),
we also believe that it is an optimal medium for
denouncing contemporary problems such as gen-
der violence. In this sense, artivism in video games
addresses Human Rights in a direct and explicit way,
using the medium as denunciation and protest in
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defense of equality and justice, and it seeks to raise
players’ awareness of the importance of respecting
Human Rights and the need to take measures to
defend them. As can be seen in Table 6, the most
represented themes (with 35% and 25% of the cas-
es studied) are fundamental rights (life, freedom
and security) and those related to social problems
(abuses, racism, intolerance, etc.). By contrast, the
defense of culture and war are the least treated
themes, it being understood that migration does
not always occur because of war.

We therefore consider that these results coincide
with the proposals of Vilasis Pamos, Ferndndez Ruiz
and Sora Domejé (2024) regarding how the indie vid-
eogame can thrive in the economic and artistic sphere,
but also as a driver of social and cultural impacts.
This phenomenon is due largely to its transgressing
the frontier between leisure product and ascending
to the category of artistic work, as authors such as
Goodlander & Mansfield (2013), Palavecino (2023)
or Freire-Sdnchez ez al. (2025) posit.

5. Conclusions

After analyzing the sample of video games according
to the established methodology, we consider that
artivist video games display a series of common
elements that orient them to be regarded as tools for
making visible and understanding the complexity of
social issues. Firstly, they possess a clear social theme
and a concrete message to convey. About the plot,
artivist video games are based on real events and
present rigorous, well-documented information,
avoiding falling into misinformation or fake news.
They also tend to present well-defined characters
from marginalized minorities, which have been
historically under-represented in the medium by
AA or triple-A video games. The inclusion of these
characters in the game’s storyline gives voice to
those minorities and affords them the opportunity
to deliver their message to a wider audience. As in
other art forms, artivism in video games also resorts
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to various techniques to communicate its message,
such as music, cinematics, and art direction. The
positive emotional and visual effects that these offers
when combined can help to create a much deeper
connection between the player and the didactic
and awareness-raising message that is intended to
be transmitted.

Another area of the conclusions concerns the
role of players. In artivist video games, the gamer
has an active participation in the discourse, the plot,
and the decisions. In the same way, the gameplay
mechanics are effective tools for stimulating reflec-
tion and dialogue insofar as they allow the user to
participate in the social cause and become involved
in a more emotional and subjective manner. The
ludonarrative and the gameplay mechanics respond
to moral decisions and their consequences and to
alternative endings, collectively providing a holistic
immersive experience. They propose an innova-
tive gaming experience that emotionally involves
users yet is also sufficiently accessible to achieve
awareness-raising about Human Rights. Through
the interaction and the gameplay experience that
mirror real-world situations, players can better
understand the problems related to Human Rights
and develop greater empathy towards those whose
rights are violated.

Therefore, it is possible to conclude that indie
video games that meet these characteristics are an
optimum medium for defending Human Rights
and, although it is important to highlight the bud-
getary limitations faced by indies, it is noteworthy
the impact that these games can have on society in
general, some reaching hundreds of thousands of
players, making them a highly important medium
as an artivist tool for social change. Video games are
changing; they now form part of a more polyhedral
and multicultural dimension in which manifestations
concerned with establishing themselves as a didactic
medium begin to appear, taking advantage of lud-
onarrative elements, artistic features, and immersive
technologies to bring people closer to social problems
and to learning about complex and profound topics.
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Finally, we believe that the analytical methodology
proposed in this article can open new studies on
the didactic and pedagogical message in this digital
medium and, indeed, can be expanded to the analysis
of other digital media that use game elements to help
and educate, such as serious games.
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