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Brutal Games: Call of Duty and the 
Cultural Narrative of World War II
by DEBRA RAMSAY

Abstract: World War II is the confl ict that features most in fi rst-person shooter (FPS) 
video games, but despite the rapid growth of this sector of the entertainment industry, 
the way in which the war is recalibrated in this format has been at best ignored, at worst 
dismissed. Concentrating particularly on Call of Duty: World at War (Activision, 2008), 
this article establishes how the FPS distills war into its most basic components—space 
and weaponry—and considers the possibility that the FPS exposes aspects of warfare 
that have been obscured in representations of World War II in other media.

I

n The Story of  GI Joe (William Wellman, 1945), war correspondent Ernie Pyle 
gives names and backstories to the otherwise anonymous American soldiers 
trudging past him on a dusty road in Tunisia. Among them are Joe McClowski, 
who used to pull sodas in the corner drugstore; Harry Fletcher, a budding law-

yer; and Danny Goodman, who supplemented his income by working at the gas 
station while studying medicine. “Here they are,” says Pyle (Burgess Meredith), 
“guns in their hands, facing a deadly enemy in a strange and faraway land.” Explo-
[QWV[�Å�TT�\PM�[Sa��X]VK\]I\QVO�PQ[�[XMMKP�I[�8aTM�Å�VQ[PM[�\ITSQVO��8aTM¼[�LM[KZQX\QWV�
and this scene encapsulate three elements central to representations of  World War 
11�QV�)UMZQKIV�UMLQI��<PM�Å�Z[\�Q[�\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ��\PM�WZLQVIZa�2WM��0IZZa��WZ�
,IVVa��NWZKML�QV\W�[_IXXQVO�KQ^QTQIV�TQNM�NWZ�I�¹JIX\Q[U�WN �Å�ZM�º�I[�8aTM�X]\[�Q\��QV�
NWZMQOV�TIVL[�NIZ�NZWU�PWUM��<PM�[MKWVL�Q[�QUXTQKQ\�QV�8aTM¼[�LM[KZQX\QWV¸\PM�QLMI�
of  World War II as not only a necessary war but also a virtuous one in which good 
and evil are easily distinguishable, and the American GI is unequivocally on the 
side of  the former. The imagery of  soldiers, weapons, and their spectacular effects 
IZM�LQ[\QVK\Q^M�IM[\PM\QK�UIZSMZ[�\PI\�QV�\]ZV�LMÅ�VM�\PM�\PQZL�MTMUMV\¸\PM�^Q[]IT�
KWV[\Z]K\QWV�WN �\PM�_IZ��1V�\PM�XI[\�\_W�LMKILM[��\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ�PI[�KWUM�\W�
MXQ\WUQbM�IV�MV\QZM�OMVMZI\QWV�� QLMV\QÅ�ML�I[� \PM�¹/ZMI\M[\�/MVMZI\QWVº�JMKI][M�
WN �Q\[� QV^WT^MUMV\�QV�I�KWVÆ�QK\�JZWILTa�KPIZIK\MZQbML�I[�I�¹OWWL�_IZ�º�.ZWU�\PM�
JWWS[�WN �RW]ZVITQ[\�<WU�*ZWSI_��_PW�XWX]TIZQbML�\PM�XPZI[M�¹/ZMI\M[\�/MVMZI�
\QWV�º�\W�\PW[M�WN �PQ[\WZQIV�;\MXPMV�)UJZW[M��\PZW]OP�Å�TU[�[]KP�I[�Saving Private 

Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998), U-571 ( Jonathon Mostow, 2000), Windtalkers ( John 

,MJZI�:IU[Ia�\MIKPM[�Å�TU�IVL�UMLQI�I\�\PM�=VQ^MZ[Q\QM[�WN �6W\\QVOPIU�IVL�4MQKM[\MZ��;PM�Q[�\PM�I]\PWZ�WN �IZ\QKTM[�IJW]\�
\PM�QUXIK\�WN �,>,�IVL�*T]�ZIa�WV�\PM�ZMTI\QWV[PQX�WN �PQ[\WZa��Å�TU��IVL�\MTM^Q[QWV��IVL�[PM�Q[�K]ZZMV\Ta�_WZSQVO�WV�I�JWWS�
IJW]\�\PM�UMUWZa�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11�IVL�)UMZQKIV�UMLQI��:W]\TMLOM��
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Woo, 2002), and .TIO[�WN �7]Z�.I\PMZ[ (Clint Eastwood, 2006), and television series such 
as Band of  Brothers (HBO, Playtone, DreamWorks SKG, 2001) and its recent follow-up, 
The Pacific ��������\PM�=VQ\ML�;\I\M[¼�XWX]TIZ�VIZZI\Q^M�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11�[Q\]I\M[�\PM�/1�
I[�JW\P�XZQUIZa�XZW\IOWVQ[\�IVL�^QK\QU�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\�1 With a few exceptions (includ-
QVO�9]MV\QV�<IZIV\QVW¼[�1VOTW]ZQW][�*I[\MZL[ [2009], which adopts a gleeful, revisionist 
IXXZWIKP�\W�\PM�KWVÆQK\���\PM�LWUQVIV\�VIZZI\Q^M�WN �\PM�_IZ�PQOPTQOP\[�\PM�VWJQTQ\a�WN �
ÅOP\QVO�NWZ�¹\PM�UIV�VM`\�\W�aW]º�IVL�KMTMJZI\M[�\PM�UI[K]TQVM�JWVL[�WN �JZW\PMZPWWL�
NWZOML�_Q\PQV�\PM�NIZI_Ia�IVL�M`\ZMUM�[XIKM[�WN �\PM�JI\\TMÅMTL��<PM�^Q[]IT�KWV[\Z]K-
\QWV� WN � \PM� KWVÆQK\� Q[� [PIXML� \PZW]OP�PaXMZUMLQI\ML� M`PQJQ\QWV[� WN � KWV\MUXWZIZa�
LQOQ\IT� \MKPVWTWOQM[�][ML� QV�JW\P�ÅTU�IVL� \MTM^Q[QWV�� NWZUQVO�IV�IM[\PM\QK� [QOVI\]ZM�
based on the combination of  a compelling re-creation of  the “look” of  wartime media 
IVL�QUXZM[[Q^M�LQ[XTIa[�WN �\MKPVQKIT�^QZ\]W[Q\a��*]\�_PQTM�=;�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ[�NW]OP\�\W�
[I^M�WVM�IVW\PMZ�IVL�\PM�_WZTL�QV�\PM�?WZTL�?IZ�11�JWWS[��ÅTU[��IVL�\MTM^Q[QWV�[MZQM[�
WN �\PM�XI[\�\_W�LMKILM[��OIUMZ[�PI^M�JMMV�ÅOP\QVO�I�LQNNMZMV\�SQVL�WN �_IZ�QV�LQOQ\IT�
OIUM[��1�M`XTWZM�\PM�WVOWQVO�M^WT]\QWV�WN �\PM�\PZMM�KMV\ZIT�KWUXWVMV\[�QLMV\QÅIJTM�QV�
?MTTUIV¼[�ÅTU�QV�W\PMZ�NWZU[�WN �^Q[]IT�UMLQI�MT[M_PMZM��J]\�Ua�KWVKMZV�QV�\PQ[�IZ\QKTM�
Q[�_Q\P�PW_�\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ��\PM�QLMI�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11�I[�)UMZQKI¼[�¹OWWL�_IZº�IVL�
\PM�_IZ�I[�I�^Q[]IT�KWV[\Z]K\��IZM�ZMKWVÅO]ZML�_Q\PQV�I�LQOQ\IT�OIUM�NWZU�\PI\�Q[�XIZ\�
WN �\PM�NI[\M[\�OZW_QVO�[MK\WZ�WN �\PM�MV\MZ\IQVUMV\�QVL][\Za¸\PM�ÅZ[\�XMZ[WV�[PWW\MZ�
(FPS).2

 Since the beginnings of  the digital games industry, World War II has been the 
KWVÆQK\�WN �KPWQKM�NWZ�OIUM[�[M\�QV�ZMIT�_WZTL�KWVÆQK\[��<PM�LWUQVIVKM�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11�
is particularly evident in the FPS. A recent study conducted by Johannes Breuer, Ruth 
Festl, and Thorsten Quandt concentrating only on FPSs, found that of  those games set 
_Q\PQV�I�KTMIZTa�QLMV\QÅIJTM�KWVÆQK\�ZMTMI[ML�JM\_MMV��!!��\W�MIZTa�������?WZTL�?IZ�
II games are in the clear majority, at around 62 percent. Games set in the Vietnam 
War account for the next highest percentage, trailing in at 16 percent.3 Breuer, Festl, 
and Quandt attribute the dominance of  World War II in the FPS to a perceived lack 
WN �UWZIT�IUJQO]Q\a�IVL�KWV\ZW^MZ[a�QV�\PM�KWVÆQK\��UISQVO�Q\�KWUUMZKQITTa�I\\ZIK\Q^M�
to game developers, particularly in the United States.4 Games writer Scott Sharkey 
X]\[� Q\�I� TQ\\TM�UWZM�JT]V\Ta�� ZMNMZZQVO� \W�?WZTL�?IZ�11�I[�I�¹Ua\PQKIT� »R][\�_IZ¼º� QV�
which good and evil are easily distinguishable, and the latter can be destroyed without 
O]QT\¸_Q\P�6IbQ[�ZIVSQVO�¹R][\�IJW^M�ZWJW\[�IVL�bWUJQM[�WV�\PM�TQ[\�WN �M^QT�\PQVO[�_M�
can guiltlessly cap in the head.”5 However, gamers themselves suggest other reasons 

1 Tom Brokaw, The Greatest Generation (New York: Random House, 1998). Ambrose has produced a number of books 
on World War II but is perhaps best known for Band of Brothers: E Company, 506th Regiment, 101st Airborne from 
Normandy to Hitler’s Eagles’ Nest (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992) and Citizen Soldiers: From the Beaches of 
Normandy to the Surrender of Germany (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997).

2 Debra Ramsay, American Media and the Memory of World War II (New York: Routledge, forthcoming). 

3 Johannes Breuer, Ruth Festl, and Thorsten Quandt, “In the Army Now—Narrative Elements and Realism in Military 
First Person Shooters” (paper presented at the Fifth International Conference of the Digital Research Association, 
“Think Design Play,” Utrecht School of Arts, Utrecht, September 14–17, 2011), http://www.digra.org/dl/db 
/11307.54018.pdf.

4 Ibid., 13.

5 Scott Sharkey, “Why WWII? A Look at Videogames and Wars of the 20th Century,” 1UP, http://www.1up.com/do 
/feature?cId=3175558.
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for the dominance of  World War II in the FPS. The scope of  World War II means that 
the games can be set in a number of  environments, ranging from jungles to beaches 
to urban cityscapes, thus facilitating different styles of  gameplay. Playing as a sniper 
in the ruins of  Stalingrad, for example, offers a different gaming experience from the 
KTW[M�Y]IZ\MZ[�KWUJI\�WN �\PM�8IKQÅK�Q[TIVL[��1V�\MZU[�WN �_MIXWVZa��\PM�]VXZMKMLMV\ML�
array of  weapons available during World War II makes it ideal for the FPS, because, as 
WVM�OIUMZ�X]\[�Q\��¹CQE\¼[�PIZLMZ�NWZ�I�OIUM�LM[QOVMZ�\W�\ZIV[TI\M�\PM�[]J\TM�LQNNMZMVKM[�
of  modern weapons.”6 In other words, space and weaponry emerge as the primary 
components of  what makes a “good” FPS in discussions of  World War II games. But 
if  World War II is particularly suited to the FPS, what is the FPS doing for the cultural 
VIZZI\Q^M�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11'�?PI\�PIXXMV[�_PMV�\PM�\PZMM�MTMUMV\[� \PI\�LMÅVM�\PM�
K]T\]ZIT�VIZZI\Q^M�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11¸\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ��\PM�¹OWWL�_IZ�º�IVL�\PM�_IZ�I[�
I�^Q[]IT�KWV[\Z]K\¸IZM�\ZIV[TI\ML�^QI�I�UMLQI�\MKPVWTWOa�\PI\�LQ[\QTT[�_IZ�QV\W�I�[MZQM[�
of  contested environments explored primarily through the use and deployment of  
military hardware?
� <W�IV[_MZ�\PM[M�Y]M[\QWV[��1� NWK][�WV�WVM�.8;�QV�XIZ\QK]TIZ¸+ITT�WN �,]\a"�?WZTL�
at War (Activision, 2008). I begin with a brief  overview of  the development of  the 
+ITT�WN �,]\a series to outline the place the series occupies within the mediated milieu 
of  representations of  World War II and to establish a context for World at War��6M`\��
I move on to consider how World at War functions as a simulation of  World War II, 
IVL�\W�M`IUQVM�\PM�QUXIK\�WN �OIUMXTIa�WV�\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ��\PM�¹OWWL�_IZ�º�IVL�
\PM� ^Q[]IT� KWV[\Z]K\QWV�WN � \PM�_IZ��=VTQSM� ZMXZM[MV\I\QWV[� WN �?WZTL�?IZ� 11� QV�ÅTU�
and television, which have their share of  academic champions, the FPS is frequently 
dismissed as having little to offer the history of  World War II. Jerome de Groot, for 
example, observes that there is “nothing to be learned” from the kind of  history 
presented in the Medal of  Honor and +ITT�WN �,]\a franchises.7�0Q[\WZQIV�6QITT�.MZO][WV�
in turn goes so far as to state that he “hates” both series.8 My purpose in this article is 
not only to examine how the FPS recalibrates essential elements within the American 
narrative of  World War II but also to investigate the possibility of  whether the games 
NIKQTQ\I\M�MVOIOMUMV\�_Q\P�I[XMK\[�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\¼[�VIZZI\Q^M�QOVWZML�WZ�W^MZTWWSML�Ja�
representations in other media.

Call of Duty: Making War the Hero. <W�]VLMZ[\IVL�\PM�OIUQVO�QVL][\Za¼[�^MZ[QWV�
of  the cultural story of  World War II and to establish what the +ITT�WN �,]\a franchise 
(Activision, 2003–) contributes to the popular narrative, it is necessary to explore, very 
JZQMÆa��\PM�JIKSOZW]VL�\W�\PM�NZIVKPQ[M¼[�LM^MTWXUMV\��<PM�PQ[\WZa�WN �+ITT�WN �,]\a is 
inextricably entangled with that of  its principal rival in the FPS market, Medal of  Honor 
(EA Games, 1999–), which is in turn connected to Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 
1998)� Steven Spielberg approached publisher Electronic Arts (EA) with the core ideas 

6 VAN1LLA-G0R1LLA, comment on Sharkey, “Why WWII?,” August 14, 2009, http://www.1up.com/do/feature?cId 
=3175558.

7 Jerome de Groot, Consuming History: Historians and Heritage in Contemporary Popular Culture (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 
2009), 38.

8 Niall Ferguson, “How to Win a War,” New York Magazine, October 15, 2006, http://nymag.com/news/features/22787/.
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IVL�UQ[[QWV�[\Z]K\]ZM[�NWZ�\PM�ÅZ[\�Medal of  Honor while in postproduction on Saving 

Private Ryan in 1997. As the company that suggested in the early years of  its inception 
that the personal computer was more than “a medium for blasting aliens” and posed 
the question “Can a computer make you cry?,” EA was particularly compatible with 
;XQMTJMZO¼[�^Q[QWV�WN �I�OIUM�\PI\�_W]TL�ITTW_�OIUMZ[�\W�MV\MZ�\PM�[IUM�_WZTL�I[�\PM�
soldiers in Saving Private Ryan.9�=X�]V\QT�\PM�ZMTMI[M�WN �\PM�ÅZ[\�Medal of  Honor in 1999, 
most World War II games were strategy based, with the notable exception of  Wolfenstein 

3D��1,�;WN\_IZM���!!����_PQKP�XWX]TIZQbML�\PM�.8;�NWZUI\�IVL�XQWVMMZML�UIVa�WN �
the features of  the form. In contrast to the detached perspective of  strategy games, 
WZ�\PM�Y]QZSa�P]UWZ�\PI\�KPIZIK\MZQbML�Wolfenstein, the Medal of  Honor franchise opted 
for a different level of  authenticity by integrating archival footage from the war and 
quotes from veterans to create a more fully rendered and complex game world. Medal 

of  Honor�_I[� \PM�ÅZ[\�OIUM� \W�LMUWV[\ZI\M� \PI\� \PM�.8;�_I[�KIXIJTM�WN � [][\IQVQVO�
meaningful emotional engagement with World War II. As the copy on the packaging 
for the PlayStation game 5MLIT�WN �0WVWZ"�.ZWV\TQVM� �������XZWKTIQU[��¹AW]�LWV¼\�XTIa��
aW]�^WT]V\MMZ�º�,M[XQ\M� \PM� NIK\� \PI\�;XQMTJMZO¼[�LQZMK\� QV^WT^MUMV\� MVLML�_Q\P� \PM�
ÅZ[\�OIUM�� \PM� QVÆ]MVKM�WN �Saving Private Ryan is evident through all the World War 
II installments of  Medal of  Honor� QV�\PMQZ�^MVMZI\QWV�WN � \PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ�IVL�\PMQZ�
ZMXTQKI\QWV�WN �\PM�ÅTU¼[�\ZILMUIZS�LM[I\]ZI\ML�^Q[]IT[�
� .WTTW_QVO� \PM� ZMTMI[M� WN � \PM� NZIVKPQ[M¼[� \PQZL� QV[\ITTUMV\�� )TTQML� )[[I]T\ (2002), 
however, most of  the team responsible for the development of  Medal of  Honor, including 
all the project leads, broke from EA and developer 2015 Studios after disputes over 
OIUM�LM[QOV� \W� NWZU�\PMQZ�W_V�[\]LQW�� 1VÅVQ\a�?IZL��?Q\P�JIKSQVO� NZWU�X]JTQ[PMZ�
)K\Q^Q[QWV��\PMa�ZMTMI[ML�\PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT�WN �,]\a�QV�7K\WJMZ�������<PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT�WN �,]\a 
was one of  about twenty-three games set in World War II released that year, most of  
which were strategy games.10�<PM�WVTa�W\PMZ�[QOVQÅKIV\�?WZTL�?IZ�11�.8;�QV������
was Medal of  Honor" :Q[QVO�;]V��_PQKP�_I[�_QLMTa�KZQ\QKQbML�NWZ�Q\[�_MIS�OIUMXTIa�11 The 
critical failure of  :Q[QVO�;]V is an indication of  the industrial pressures on developers to 
release a game a year, but it is also possible that in the quest for historical authenticity 
and the drive to venerate the soldier, the developers of  Medal of  Honor lost sight of  the 
importance of  play \W�\PM�OIUMZ��1V�KWV\ZI[\��OIUMXTIa�_I[�I�NWK][�NWZ�\PM�ÅZ[\�Call of  

,]\a, which reinvigorated the FPS format through a series of  technical innovations, 
including regular, automatically saved checkpoints conveniently spaced to forestall 
the necessity for constant quick saves, thus preventing tedious replays through swaths 
of  gameplay to reach the same point. The importance of  this particular innovation 
for gamers cannot be overstated. Tom Bissell describes the act of  saving the game 
for gamers as “an imperative as biologically intense as food or sleep.”12 As games 

9 This ad for EA originally appeared in Creative Computing (June 1983), reproduced in Chris Hecker, “Can a Computer 
Make You Cry?,” ChrisHecker.com (blog), http://chrishecker.com/Can_a_Computer_Make_You_Cry%3F. 

10 Moby Games, http://www.mobygames.com/game-group/historical-conflict-world-war-ii-/offset,425/so,1a/. I have ex-
cluded re-releases and expansions from this list.

11 For one representative example, see Brad Shoemaker, “Medal of Honor Rising Sun Review,” Gamespot, Novem-
ber 13, 2003, http://uk.gamespot.com/xbox/action/medalofhonorrisingsun/review.html?om_act=convert&om_clk=g 
ssummary&tag=summary;read-review. 

12 Tom Bissell, Extra Lives (New York: Pantheon Books, 2010), 28.
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UIOIbQVM�+WUX]\MZ� IVL�>QLMW�/IUM[� (CVG ) points out in a special edition devoted to 
the franchise, making +ITT�WN �,]\a easier to play broadened the appeal of  the game to 
QVKT]LM�KI[]IT�XTIaMZ[�I[�_MTT�I[�\PW[M�UWZM�XZWÅKQMV\�13 Winning more than eighty 
OIUM�WN�\PM�aMIZ�I_IZL[�� QVKT]LQVO�\PM�QVL][\Za¼[�ÅZ[\� NZWU�\PM�*ZQ\Q[P�)KILMUa�WN �
.QTU�IVL�<MTM^Q[QWV¸[QOVQÅKIV\�I\�\PM�\QUM�I[�I�JMTI\ML�IKSVW_TMLOUMV\�WN �OIUQVO�
I[� IV� QUXWZ\IV\� XIZ\� WN � \PM� OMVMZIT�UMLQI[KIXM¸\PM� ÅZ[\�+ITT� WN � ,]\a� ¹ZMLMÅVML�
realism and the concept of  war gaming to balance it better with fun . . . the reason we 
all play games.”14

 But in addition to technical innovation and a focus on the mechanics of  gameplay, 
\PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT�WN �,]\a also introduced changes to the mainstream narrative of  World 
War II, which continue throughout the franchise. For the most part, Medal of  Honor 
ZMÆMK\[�\PM�LWUQVIV\�K]T\]ZIT�[\WZa�WN �\PM�_IZ�Ja�KWVKMV\ZI\QVO�UIQVTa�WV�\PM�IK\QWV[�
of  the heroic individual American soldier. In contrast, +ITT� WN � ,]\a refracts World 
?IZ�11�¹\PZW]OP�\PM�MaM[�WN �KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ[�IVL�]V[]VO�PMZWM[� NZWU�IV�ITTQIVKM�WN �
countries,” as the Activision website puts it.15 +ITT�WN �,]\a serves as a reminder that 
Q\�_I[�VW\�WVTa�\PM�=VQ\ML�;\I\M[�\PI\�ÅMTLML�IZUQM[�WN �KQ^QTQIV[�_PW�[IKZQÅKML�\PMQZ�
WZLQVIZa�TQ^M[�NWZ�\PM�LMUIVL[�WN �\PMQZ�OW^MZVUMV\[��IVL�NIKML�I�¹JIX\Q[U�WN �ÅZMº�
QV�NWZMQOV�TIVL[��)[�\PM�ÅZ[\�OIUM�[PQN\[�OMWOZIXPQK� TWKI\QWV[�WZ� NZWV\[�� Q\� NWZKM[�\PM�
OIUMZ�\W�ILWX\�I�VM_�¹KPIZIK\MZº¸)UMZQKIV��:][[QIV��WZ�*ZQ\Q[P¸IVL�I�LQNNMZMV\�
outlook on the war. The Russian campaign, for example, reintroduces the Battle of  
Stalingrad as a pivotal battle in World War II. The role played by Russia in the defeat 
of  the Germans has been consistently downplayed in the American cultural narrative 
WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11�[QVKM�\PM��!��[��AM\�PQ[\WZQIV[�[]KP�I[�6WZUIV�,I^QM[�LM[KZQJM�\PM�
efforts of  the Western powers as a “sideshow” when compared to the war on the 
Eastern Front.16 Forcing the gamer to switch between soldiers of  various nationalities 
not only broadens perspectives on World War II but also dilutes the possibility of  
individual heroism. Playing as a single individual allows the gamer to collect weapons 
and accumulate skills, which in most FPSs, including Medal of  Honor, means that the 
OIUMZ¼[�I^I\IZ�Q[�XZIK\QKITTa�QV^QVKQJTM�Ja�\PM�MVL�WN �\PM�OIUM��*MKI][M�1VÅVQ\a�?IZL�
made the unusual decision to compel the gamer to switch between characters in the 
same game, +ITT�WN �,]\a�counters the archaic notion that the actions of  the individual 
UI\\MZ� WV� \PM� QVL][\ZQIT� JI\\TMÅMTL� IVL� QV[\MIL� MUXPI[QbM[� PW_� \PM� LM[\Z]K\Q^M�
QUXIZ\QITQ\a�WN �UMKPIVQbML�_IZNIZM�ZMVLMZ[�WJ[WTM\M�\PM�[SQTT�IVL�XZW_M[[�WN �\PM�TWVM�
soldier.
 The dilution of  heroic individuality in +ITT�WN �,]\a has an additional consequence. 
1V�\PM�IJ[MVKM�WN �I�KMV\ZIT�[WTLQMZ�I[�I�NWKIT�XWQV\�NWZ�QLMV\QÅKI\QWV��\PM�OIUM�[PQN\[�
I\\MV\QWV�\W�\PM�[XMK\IKTM�IVL�UIOVQ\]LM�WN �QVL][\ZQITQbML�_IZNIZM��)[�CVG put it, Call 

13 “The Ways Call of Duty Changed War Games Forever,” in “CVG Presents Call of Duty,” special issue, Computer and 
Video Games, no. 4 (2008): 123.

14 Ibid.

15 Activision, “Call of Duty,” http://www.activision.com/index.html#gamepage|en_US|gameId:CallofDuty&brandId:CoD. 
This page appears to have since been taken down.

16 Norman Davies, No Simple Victory: World War II in Europe, 1939–1945 (New York: Viking Penguin, 2007), 23–25.
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WN �,]\a�UILM�¹_IZº�Q\[MTN �\PM�PMZW�ZI\PMZ�\PIV�\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ�17 <PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT�WN �,]\a 
marshaled cinematic standards of  realism to generate a sense of  the scale and chaos 
WN �\W\IT�_IZ��<PM�OIUM�_WZTL�KZMI\ML�Ja�1VÅVQ\a�?IZL�NWZ�+ITT�WN �,]\a�consists of  vast 
backgrounds brimming with visual and sound effects that are far from, and unrelated 
\W��\PM�QUUMLQI\M�^QKQVQ\a�WN �OIUMXTIa��<PM�[XMK\IKTM�WN �QVL][\ZQITQbML�_IZNIZM��I�SMa�
component of  the aesthetic signature of  World War II in visual media, is thus used in 
+ITT�WN �,]\a to situate the gamer as a “tiny man trapped in miles of  exploding chaos” 
and to generate an unusual sense of  extreme vulnerability in the gamer, as opposed to 
the feelings of  invincibility more common to the FPS in general.18

� ?PQTM� \PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT� WN �,]\a reintroduces soldiers of  other nations to the cultural 
narrative of  World War II and redeploys cinematic spectacle to counter the notion 
of  individual heroism, the game nevertheless reconstitutes an aspect crucial to the 
K]ZZMV\�KWVÅO]ZI\QWV�WN �\PM�)UMZQKIV�[WTLQMZ�QV�XWX]TIZ�VIZZI\Q^M[�WN �\PM�_IZ¸\PM�
idea of  the soldier as a member of  a “brotherhood” forged in the extreme spaces 
of  combat. +ITT�WN �,]\a�_I[�\PM�ÅZ[\�.8;�\W�NMI\]ZM�[][\IQVML��XTI][QJTM�JMPI^QWZ� QV�
VWVXTIaMZ� KPIZIK\MZ[� �68+[��� .WZ�U]KP�WN � \PM� OIUM�� \PM� OIUMZ� ÅOP\[� ITWVO[QLM� I�
[Y]IL�_PW[M�UMUJMZ[�[]XXWZ\�WVM�IVW\PMZ�IVL�\PM�OIUMZ��<PMa�XZW^QLM�KW^MZQVO�ÅZM�
and warnings, and even put themselves at risk to save the gamer and other members 
of  the squad. Each individual has a distinct personality that emerges during the course 
of  the game, facilitated by a feature dubbed by the developers as “battlechat,” which 
ITTW_[�\PM�68+[�\W�\ITS�\W�WVM�IVW\PMZ�IVL�\W�\PM�MVMUa��<PM�KZMI\QWV�WN �I�[Y]IL�
that does not require controlling or ordering, and one comprising distinct individuals, 
KWV\ZQJ]\M[�\W�\PM�[MV[M�\PI\�\PM�OIUMZ�Q[�ÅOP\QVO�I[�XIZ\�WN �I�OZW]X�IVL�VW\�I[�IV�
isolated soldier. In deliberate contrast to Medal of  Honor¼[�W^MZZQLQVO�MUXPI[Q[�WV�\PM�
TWVM�[WTLQMZ��\PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT�WN �,]\a�_I[�ZMTMI[ML�_Q\P�\PM�\IO�TQVM�¹1V�_IZ��VW�WVM�ÅOP\[�
alone.”
� <PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT� WN �,]\a established the game not only as a franchise but also as a 
^IT]IJTM� JZIVL�_Q\PQV�)K\Q^Q[QWV¼[� []Q\M� WN � XZWXMZ\QM[��)[� WN � \PQ[�_ZQ\QVO�� \PM� [MZQM[�
consists of  ten games, four of  which are set in World War II, as well as numerous 
M`XIV[QWV�UIX[�IVL�XIKS[��)[�_Q\P� \PM�ÅZ[\�+ITT� WN �,]\a, the World War II games 
WN � \PM� [MZQM[�KWV\QV]M� \W�ZMKWVÅO]ZM� \PM�KMV\ZIT�MTMUMV\[�WN � \PM�)UMZQKIV�K]T\]ZIT�
VIZZI\Q^M�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\�\PZW]OP�MUXPI[QbQVO�\PM�QV\MZVI\QWVIT�[KWXM�WN �\PM�_IZ�IVL�
reducing the possibility of  individual heroism, but at the same time, the franchise 
features multiple connections and references to the cultural story of  the war as it plays 
out in other media as markers of  authenticity. Actors from Saving Private Ryan and 
Band of  Brothers feature in the games, for example, and some moments are deliberately 
UWLMTML�WV�[KMVM[�NZWU�_IZ�ÅTU[��<PM�WXMVQVO�K]\�[KMVM��K]\�[KMVM[�IZM�KQVMUI\QK�
type sequences in the game over which the gamer has no control) for the Stalingrad 
campaign of  World at War, for example, clearly references the opening of  Enemy at the 

Gates ( Jean-Jacques Annaud, 2001). Such references place the +ITT�WN �,]\a games not 
only within the historical framework of  World War II but also within the framework 
WN �\PM�M^WT^QVO�UMLQI\ML�VIZZI\Q^M�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\�

17 “Ways Call of Duty,” 120.

18 Ibid., 119.
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 +ITT�WN �,]\a¼[�W_V�XW[Q\QWV�_Q\PQV�\PM�UMLQI\ML�NZIUM_WZS�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11�Q[�W]\TQVML�
QV�VW�]VKMZ\IQV�\MZU[�Ja�)K\Q^Q[QWV¼[�UIZSM\QVO��*WJJa�3W\QKS��KPQMN �M`MK]\Q^M�WNÅKMZ�
of  Activision, describes +ITT�WN �,]\a�as “one of  the greatest entertainment franchises of  
all time” and as “one of  the most viewed of  all entertainment experiences in modern 
history.”19�<PM� [ITM[� ÅO]ZM[� IVL� I]LQMVKM[� KWUUIVLML�Ja� \PM� [MZQM[� OW� [WUM�_Ia�
\W� []XXWZ\QVO�3W\QKS¼[� XZWUW\QWVIT� PaXMZJWTM��:MTMI[M[� WN � VM_� QV[\ITTUMV\[� WN � \PM�
franchise exceed opening weeks for cinematic blockbusters in terms of  promotion, 
[KITM�� IVL� QVQ\QIT�XZWÅ\[�20 On average, 6.5 million people play a +ITT� WN �,]\a game 
online per day, making the franchise as much a social networking phenomenon (an 
aspect of  the game that offers a potentially rich area for future exploration) as it is a 
gaming one.21 It should be noted, however, that the Modern Warfare installments of  Call 

WN �,]\a��_PQKP�IZM�[M\�QV�PaXW\PM\QKIT�KWVÆQK\[�WN �\PM�VMIZ�N]\]ZM��IZM�I�TIZOM�[W]ZKM�WN �
\PM�NZIVKPQ[M¼[�W^MZITT�ZM^MV]M��,M[XQ\M�\PM�KZQ\QKIT�IVL�KWUUMZKQIT�[]KKM[[�WN �\PM�ÅZ[\�
Modern Warfare (+ITT�WN �,]\a��, released in 2007), +ITT�WN �,]\a��" World at War marked a 
return to World War II, a move that was greeted with skepticism by both gamers and 
critics alike.22 Yet despite the initial misgivings of  some players and commentators, 
World at War outsold Modern Warfare�Ja�UWZM�\PIV�\_W�\W�WVM�QV�\PM�ÅZ[\�_MMS�WN �[ITM[�QV�
the United Kingdom.23 The game eventually went on to sell more than eleven million 
KWXQM[�_WZTL_QLM��MVLQVO�VW\�NIZ�JMPQVL�\PM�ÅZ[\�Modern Warfare in terms of  overall 
sales.24

 As the last +ITT� WN � ,]\a to be set in World War II, World at War continues the 
NZIVKPQ[M¼[� ZMKITQJZI\QWV� WN � \PM� )UMZQKIV� K]T\]ZIT� VIZZI\Q^M� WN � \PM� KWVÆQK\�� J]\� Q\�
does so at a moment when the ongoing presence of  World War II in the FPS was 
under scrutiny. World at War expands +ITT�WN �,]\a¼[�OTWJIT�XMZ[XMK\Q^M�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\�
to include not only the Russian campaign, which features in both +ITT�WN �,]\a�� and 
2�� J]\� IT[W� \PM�_IZ� QV� \PM�8IKQÅK��?PQTM� \PMZM� IZM� [M^MZIT� OIUM[� [M\� QV� \PM�8IKQÅK�
IZMVI�WN �?WZTL�?IZ�11��UW[\�WN � \PM[M�IZM�ÆQOP\�[QU]TI\WZ[�WZ�[\ZI\MOa�OIUM[�JI[ML�
on naval battles. The most notable exception is 5MLIT� WN �0WVWZ"�:Q[QVO� ;]V��but like 
many of  the previous games in the Medal of  Honor series, :Q[QVO�;]V�comprises covert 
UQ[[QWV[��QV�\PQ[�KI[M�KWVL]K\ML�Ja�2WM�/ZQNNMV��I�UMUJMZ�WN �\PM�7NÅKM�WN �;\ZI\MOQK�
;MZ^QKM[��_PQKP� QVKT]LM�\PM� QVÅT\ZI\QWV�WN �I� \WX�[MKZM\�)`Q[� []UUQ\� QV�;QVOIXWZM� QV�

19 Bobby Kotick quoted in Tom Ivan, “Call of Duty Tops 55 Million Sales,” Edge, November 27, 2009, http://www 
.edge-online.com/news/call-of-duty-series-tops-55-million-sales. 

20 For an example, see Keith Stuart, “Modern Warfare 3 Smashes Entertainment Launch Records,” Games Blog, No-
vember 11, 2011, http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/gamesblog/2011/nov/11/modern-warfare-3-breaks-sales 
-records?intcmp=239. 

21 Steve Boxer, “Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 Gets Gamers Fired Up: Video Game Stores Open Especially to Sell 
Follow-Up to Black Ops,” Guardian, November 7, 2011, http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2011/nov/07/call 
-of-duty-modern-warfare-3-on-sale?intcmp=239. 

22 For one representative example, see Tor Thorsen (and comments), “CoD5 Invading ‘New Theatre,’ Next 007 
CoD4-Powered,” Gamespot, May 8, 2008, http://www.gamespot.com/articles/cod5-invading-new-theater-next-007 
-cod4-powered/1100-6190641/.

23 Matt Martin, “New Call of Duty Outsells CoD4,” November 18, 2008, http://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/new 
-call-of-duty-outsells-cod4-by-more-than-2-to-1.

24 Travis Fahs, “The History of Call of Duty: The Undisputed Champion of War Shooters Is about More than Just Law-
suits,” IGN, October 13, 2010, http://uk.wii.IGN/articles/112/1127938p1.html.
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�!���IVL�IQZ�[\ZQSM[�WV�OWTL�[UMT\QVO�WXMZI\QWV[�QV�*]ZUI��<PM[M�SQVL[�WN �[XMKQITQbML�
missions were far from the experiences of  ordinary marines, who faced an unrelenting 
series of  amphibious landings and pitched battles in attempts to take and hold islands 
such as Guadalcanal (August 1942), Guam ( 2]Ta� �!����� 8MTMTQ]� �6W^MUJMZ� �!�����
and Iwo Jima (February 1945). The makers of  World at War therefore suggest that the 
KWV\ZQJ]\QWV�WN �\PM�ZMO]TIZ�=;�UIZQVM[�QV�\PM�8IKQÅK�PI[�JMMV�UIZOQVITQbML��)[�World 

at War¼[�UQTQ\IZa�IL^Q[MZ�4QM]\MVIV\�+WTWVMT�0IVS�3MQZ[Ma�X]\[� Q\��¹6WJWLa�SVW_[�
how brutal and tough and gritty and demanding and environmentally challenging the 
ÅOP\�QV�\PM�8IKQÅK�\PMI\ZM�_I[�º25 Similarly, Keirsey describes the Russian campaign as 
PI^QVO�I�LQNNMZMV\�TM^MT�WN �JZ]\ITQ\a��JMKI][M�I\�LQNNMZMV\�[\IOM[�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\�JW\P�\PM�
:][[QIV[�IVL�\PM�/MZUIV[�_MZM�ÅOP\QVO�\W�LMNMVL�\PMQZ�PWUM�\MZZQ\WZQM[�26 Because 
of  its choice of  theaters, World at War�Q[�LM[KZQJML�Ja�5IZS�4IUQZ��PMIL�WN �<ZMaIZKP��
as a “scarier +ITT�WN �,]\a�\PIV�_M¼̂ M�M^MZ�[MMV�º�_Q\P�I�¹OZQ\\QVM[[º�\PI\�UILM�M^MV�\PM�
developers “uncomfortable.”27 As a result, the tension between gameplay (always a 
focus for the franchise) and context is evident in both the game itself  and the discourse 
that surrounds it. The push-and-pull between exciting gameplay and the viciousness 
of  the war in these two arenas is illustrated through the descriptions of  World at War 

WV�)K\Q^Q[QWV¼[�_MJ[Q\M��_PQKP�XZWUQ[M[� \PI\�World at War delivers “harrowing” but 
“dynamic” gameplay with “volatile action” that nonetheless has “added depth.”28 As a 
game that supposedly explores the more brutal side of  World War II, World at War is an 
QLMIT�M`IUXTM�WN �_PI\�PIXXMV[�\W�\PM�KQ\QbMV�[WTLQMZ��\PM�QLMI�WN �\PM�¹OWWL�_IZ�º�IVL�
the war as a visual construct when these three elements are translated via a technology 
\PI\�QV\ZWL]KM[�¹XTIaº�\W�\PM�K]T\]ZIT�VIZZI\Q^M�WN �\PM�KWVÆQK\�

World at War. 4QSM�ITT�OIUM[�[M\�QV�ZMIT�_WZTL�KWVÆQK\[��World at War encourages what 
Patrick Crogan refers to as a particular kind of  play with the mediated past: “[p]lay in 
and with a reconstruction of  historical temporality drawn from the narrative modes of  
UWZM�\ZILQ\QWVIT�UMLQI�[]KP�I[�PQ[\WZQKIT�LQ[KW]Z[M��PQ[\WZQKIT�IZKPQ^M[��_IZ�ÅTU[�IVL�
documentaries.”29 The way in which World at War “plays” with more traditional modes 
of  historical discourse, such as television documentary, is evident from the start of  the 
game. Each campaign is introduced with a sequence of  historical facts and statistics 
\PI\�ÆI[P�WV�[KZMMV�W^MZ�UIX[�IVL� [\aTQbML�OZIXPQK[�LMXQK\QVO� [aUJWT[� []KP�I[� \PM�
2IXIVM[M�ZQ[QVO�[]V�WZ�\PM�6IbQ�[_I[\QSI��JW\P�QV\MOZI\ML�_Q\P�IZKPQ^IT�NWW\IOM�WN �\PM�
_IZ�Q\[MTN��;WUM�WN �\PM�TI\\MZ�Q[�ZMTI\Q^MTa�M`XTQKQ\��<PM�OIUM¼[�WXMVQVO�[MY]MVKM��NWZ�

25 Hank Keirsey, quoted by Kim Richards, “Hank Military-Man,” in “CVG Presents Call of Duty,” special issue, Com-
puter and Video Games, no. 4 (2008): 53.

26 Ibid.

27 Mark Lamir, quoted in “Preview: Call of Duty: World at War,” XBOX 360: The Official XBOX Magazine, July 8, 2008, 
http://www.oxm.co.uk/5084/previews/call-of-duty-world-at-war/?page=1.

28 Activision; “Call of Duty: World at War,” http://www.activision.com/index.html#gamepage|en_US|gameId:CallofDuty 
&brandId:CoD. This page appears to have since been taken down.

29 These range from games set in the Hundred Years War (1337–1453) through the Napoleonic Wars (1799–1815), 
the American Civil War (1861–1865), World Wars I and II, and the more recent conflicts in Afghanistan and the 
Persian Gulf, to name but a few. Patrick Crogan, “Gametime: History, Narrative, and Temporality in Combat Flight 
Simulator 2,” in The Video Game Theory Reader, ed. Mark J. P. Wolf and Bernard Perron (New York: Routledge, 
2003), 275–301, 282.


