
Victoria 2; An exercise in historical zeitgeist. 

 

 Victoria 2 is a grand strategy game that is often referred to as a ‘political simulator’. The 

role of the player is to take control of a country from the year 1836, and guide the country 

through 100 years of history until the date 1936. Calling Victoria 2 a political simulator is 

incredibly apt. The game has dozens of complex and interwoven mechanics that occur 

simultaneously, but all aspects of play merely revolve around manipulating these mechanics. 

What is unique and fascinating about Victoria 2 is the way it pulls the player into the zeitgeist of 

the time, in which the player is at every turn encouraged to make similar decisions in nation 

management that leaders of the time were making. These decisions include but are not limited 

to territory wars, colonization, industrializing, establishing diplomacies, and guiding political 

developments. There are few games that can claim to embody so heavily a cybernetic bias, in 

which success in the game comes from optimizing various systems and mechanics, but Victoria 

2 shows a way that this can expressively be used to illustrate historic mindsets, and the thought 

processes that would have guided leaders of the time. 
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Competitive Scoring  

 

 The first thing to consider with Victoria, is how success is quantified. In this game there 

are three scoring modifiers that relate to one’s nation, which are the Industrial, Military, and 

Prestige scores. The Industrial score is the crux of these three. This score counts how much 

industrial output a nation is producing, which will contribute to their national wealth, but also an 

insatiable hunger for resources. The Military Score is quite straightforward as it calculates the 

land and naval power of a nation. A high military score requires a large population and 



enormous wealth. Naval power is more highly weighted than land power, both requiring more 

resources, but also offering more reward. Finally, there is the Prestige Score. Prestige is 

something of a wild card in this case, offering a possibility for success that doesn’t solely revolve 

around wealth and might. Prestige is given to nations upon researching technologies, taking 

part in world events, and of course, winning armed conflicts. Success in the game comes from 

careful enhancement of all three of these criteria, and a total score is given to the player as a 

sum of all three.  
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 The most important aspect of this scoring system is that it is nation comparative. The 

figures themselves are merely modifiers and sums going on below the game’s surface, what 

makes it important is how high the scores are compared to the other nations which are 

controlled by the game’s AI. This highlights the prime point of Victoria, which is that all of the 

game revolves around competition between nations. Even if another nation is an ally, they will 

still be your source of competition. The 8 countries with the highest total score are dubbed 

‘Great Powers’ and Great Powers are given significant advantages in diplomatic and nation-

interactive affairs. Most of the game requires achieving and maintaining Great Power status, 

while competing with the other Great Powers. This incessant competition between nations 

definitively characterizes the zeitgeist of the Victorian era. 

 

 

 

 

 

Production and Industry 



 

 The game presents a large layering of scripts that the player is required to optimize in 

order to achieve success. These components all are interwoven and affect various aspects of 

play. The first and perhaps most important layer is the production layer. This layer entails what 

natural resources your nation is harvesting, and what industrial goods your nation produces. In 

the initial start of the game, native resources which are produced in your nation’s heartland are 

key. native ownership of goods like iron and coal will allow your country to produce their first 

factories, beginning the process of industrializing. Absence of resources, or opportunity for 

seizing them from another country are what propels early game military conflicts. Once 

industrializing really takes off across the map, native resources are no longer enough, and 

further territorial expansion is always required, usually in the form of colonization. Because the 

Industrial Score is so interwoven with the production layer, constant competition and conflict 

over resources is necessary to maintain a high score. If one did not participate in such conflicts, 

their Industrial Score would peak, then plateau early on, resulting in a later drop from Great 

Power status. This results in the player instantly making decisions that if considered outside of 

the game space would be seen as highly negative. For example, playing as Russia, a player 

may choose to invade the weaker Polish state in order to control their coal and iron reserves. In 

game, this makes perfect sense and is strategically encouraged, and serves to highlight the way 

the game puts the player in the zeitgeist of competition and unchecked expansion of the era.  
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Another more sinister manifestation of this point is in colonization. The game splits 

nations into two categories, Civilized nations and Uncivilized nations. Civilized nations have 

huge advantages. They are given access to technological advancement and industry, and 

civilized nations are more heavily penalized to attack other civilized nations. Uncivilized nations 



are unable to research or industrialized, unable to be Great Powers, and must follow a process 

of ‘Westernization’ before they can begin these sides of the game. The game sets this process 

up as a race against time. In the 1880s, an event occurs called the Berlin Conference, which 

was a real-life event that occurred where the European Great Powers of the time gathered and 

divided the African continent up between them to avoid colonial territorial conflicts. In the game, 

this event heralds a huge gameplay change, where civilized nations are not penalized for 

attacking and conquering uncivilized nations. Generally, after no more than ten years after this 

event, there are no more uncivilized nations left. Again, this shows the way the game permeates 

one's decision making. Opting out of the colonial race will leave one’s nation in an awful spot, 

where all the other competing nations have huge territorial and resource advantages. The only 

logical way forward is to engage in the game’s competitive, brutal land grab and invade the 

ancient kingdoms of Africa and Asia, as was dictated by the zeitgeist of the era. 

 

Population and Politics 

 

Another hugely important layer in the game is the Population layer. The Population layer 

pertains to management of your country's native and colonial populations, allowing you to 

monitor their desires and needs. The game categorizes them into 3 groups, upper class, middle 

class, and low class populations, or pops. The first interesting aspect to this is that the player 

can tax the three groups independently with varying results. Essentially, the game encourages 

the player to tax the low class the most, and the high class the least, and it does this by altering 

pop changes and investment. For the upper class, high taxes mean they won’t be investing in 

new factories, which means the burden for industrial expansion falls upon the state which is 

expensive and slow moving. For a high Industrial Score, this is simply not a feasible strategy. 

Interestingly enough, factory workers are considered middle class. To encourage your 

population to become factory workers, you need to tax the middle class less than the low class 

so it becomes more appealing. The low class is made up of mostly miners and farmers, and 

their necessity lessens as technology improves and replaces them. For a good Industrial Score, 

you want taxes to drive your farmers into factories, and for your upperclass to be taxed so little 

that they build said factories. In this respect too, we see how this endless push for more and 

more industry affects how the player approaches taxation, following in the economic theories 

and ideals of this era that influenced and encouraged leaders to make similar policy choices.  

 



 
The budget management screen shows varied taxation levels 

 

However, the player’s population has its own agendas and desires for national reform 

which are continually shifting. As the game continues, new ideas are given to your population, 

such as socialism, pacifism, fascism. This side of the Population Layer is impossible to ignore. 

For example, if the player refuses to give the people labor regulations or healthcare as the 

population learns of them, then socialist or communist rebels will begin to spawn. These rebels 

have the potential to turn the population against the player, if a successful Communist uprising 

occurs, then the player will have no choice but to follow Communist policies in regards with 

industrial management and war policies. On the other hand, if the player pushes too many 

reforms, then reactionary or anarchist groups will start to spawn, which can lead to other forms 

of rebels. The game requires players to move carefully, giving the bare minimum of reforms to 

the populace to maintain political stability, and keep more moderate parties in control so the 

player can have more freedom in decision making. This means that even if the player believe in 

ideals such as universal healthcare and education, they are not encouraged by the game to 

pursue said ideals, instead opting for a more moderate approach that matched the slow but 

eventual progress of the era. Extremist parties in the game are designed to make interactions 

with the game's mechanics far more difficult and ineffective. For example, communists, which 

are notoriously hard to work with, will require the player build ALL of the factories; your 

upperclass will no longer handle this for you. In contrast, the more moderate Socialist groups 

will allow both to occur, given that the population’s needs are met. This too exemplifies the 

political movements of the time, and the way governments tried with varying success to meet 

new concepts of governance and human rights while balancing opposition forces. 

 

Diplomacy and Military 

 



The next layer of scripts is the Diplomatic Layer, which is closely related to the Military 

Score. The game has a pretty simple diplomatic system, in which your diplomats will improve 

the relations with countries you send them to. The way this manifests in the game is far more 

complex. The first aspect of note is that all diplomacy is entirely self-interested; any alliances will 

emerge from mutual self-interest. Even a long-time alliance with a nation can change at the drop 

of a hat if this self-interest ceases to be mutual. Successful alliances are necessary to succeed 

in the game. Because the endless battle for resources and the corresponding territory to fuel 

industrialization, the player must always be strategizing their next move, and the best ally to 

help them in this endeavor. For example, as an Italian state, I may wish to unite all of Italy, and 

seek the help of France to help me in this endeavor, using their rivalry with Austria who backs 

another Italian state to my advantage. However, as soon as Italy becomes formed, either 

France or Austria could easily become friend or foe, depending upon interests of the nations. 

France and I could break away due to border disputes over North-west Italian holdings, and 

Austria could seek to curb France’s growing influence. Great Powers will also begin to ally 

themselves against other growing Great Powers in order to maintain the status quo. This 

dynamic system of shifting self-interested alliances forces the player to see all other nations not 

as nations, but other players upon their chessboard. 

 

 

 

This ties in immediately to the Military component of the Diplomacy Layer as well as the 

Military Score. The player’s military shows their value to external nations. The higher the score, 

the more other nations will seek to ally themselves with the player. There becomes a reciprocal 

relationship between the Military and Industrial Scores. A strong military is needed to hold 

resources for production, colonize areas, and settle territorial disputes. A strong military itself 

requires large populations for soldiers, and of course huge amounts of funds and resources to 

fuel the military, which of course is paid for through industrializing. This relationship captures 

perfectly the idea of a military-industrial complex which became a pervasive idea to analyze a 

nation’s military choices in the real world. Victoria 2 encompasses this wholly, where military 

conflicts are constantly encouraged given that the player’s nation has the funds to push them 

forward. The game does provide a penalization system that prevents constant warring from 

taking place, and requiring the player to strategically orchestrate any warfare choices in the 

most optimal way that will progress the players interests the furthest. In Victoria 2, the military is 

never merely a force for self-defense, and is always an instrument of the player for progressing 

their goal of success in the  competition between nations. 

 

Technology and Prestige 

 



 
Researching technology changes a nation's strengths and weaknesses 

 

The final layer to Analyze is the Technology layer, which interacts with all other script 

layers, and with the Prestige Score. Here, the player must make choices as to what 

technologies they wish to research for their nation. Technology has a wide array of choices, 

between military, naval, industrial, cultural, and commercial might. Any advancement in 

technology also presents an opportunity cost  that a different tech could have given, which 

creates a huge need for strategic choices. For example, as Russia, good military tech would 

further my aims of huge land -based armies, whereas for the UK, naval tech would be vastly 

more important for their position as a naval power. Most forms of technology offer Prestige as 

an award to the player, and the most Prestige to the nation who first researches them. This 

relates to the Population Layer, in which your nation’s literacy affects how quickly a nation can 

research technology. If a player falls behind in industrial or military scores, they can also still 

succeed in maintaining Great Power status through prestige by focusing on heavy research of 

Cultural technologies, which offer the most prestige. It is also worth noting that prestige is also 

gained through warfare, and if a player were to focus solely on Cultural tech, an invading nation 

with high military tech could disrupt this greatly. Likewise, bankruptcy will result in a nation’s 

prestige dropping to zero, so absence of industrial or commercial tech will affect this negatively 

as well. The player is required to race their competing nations for tech at every turn due to the 

enormous advantages it brings. The player can not affect how quickly other nations research 

tech, only their own which requires careful management of the population’s literacy, and 

schooling reforms. Again, the player is encouraged through the endless competitive factors of 

the game to out-research competing nations whenever possible, and the development of 

cultural advances is not driven by a benefit for the nation’s people, but for the international 

prestige it provides for the nation. 
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Victoria 2 is a game of grand strategy and a political simulator. The player is constantly 

driven to outcompete the other nations, forced to resort to decision making that would be seen 

as callous at best in the real world. What Victoria 2 does incredibly well is use these forms of 

competition to highlight the zeitgeist of the era, where military and economic growth was thought 

to occur indefinitely, and the status quo was always trying to be surpassed by a Great Power of 

the day. Through the game’s mechanics and transitions, we can see through a lens why events 

in our world unfolded the way they did, through what rationale decisions were made, and via 

simulation, we are forced to relate to it. Victoria 2 is at no point collaborative, it never highlights 

the true human costs that this method of thinking and decision making has upon both nations, 

and the greater world. In the game’s end, the player is suddenly stopped and brought to an 

ending screen showing stats of the course of the game. This serves a fascinating expressive 

goal, where there is no purpose to the competitive score advancement, no rewards for 

outperforming any other nation. You are simply given the results that your simulation has 

brought to the world, and a better understanding of how our own history was able to occur in the 

way that it did.  


