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Civilization V and International Politics 

Civilization V is a 2010 turn-based strategy game, about building up a civilization from a few units into a 

large nation. Referred to as 4X, for explore, expand, exploit and exterminate, players gather resources, 

build cities and armies, and negotiate and/or trade with other nations. See the above image for a typical 

game view, depicting the border between multiple civilizations. The game is different than many other 

strategy games, in that victory is not achieved solely through violence; instead players can win by being 

the first to complete a spaceship, being elected head of the United Nations or by spreading their culture 

around the globe. Real countries, both modern and historical are playable, each with unique abilities 

and units. On Caillois’s Paidia/Ludus continuum, Civilization V would lie on the far end of the paidia end 

of mimicry, as it derives its gameplay from creating a synthetic version of the real world’s history. This 

“realistic” style of simulation allows the player to gain new perspectives on the political, social and 

economic relationships between real nations, even when they are acting out artificial scenarios. Thus, 

Civilization V positions the player to better understand the complex interactions involved in 

international politics. 

Civilization V provides the player the opportunity to interact with other civilizations, as well as small city-

states, in many diagetic ways which mirror the real world. The player is able to denounce others for 



taking actions they dislike, trade gold, resources and cities and, of course, declare war on other 

countries. Likewise, other nations may do the same, as shown below. Additionally, a number of 

domestic policies can be adopted affecting the religion and form of governance of their civilization. 

While this is a simplified version of real-world politics, it allows for many of the most common and 

important interactions with other civilizations and your citizens. This forces the player to think about 

why a politician might elect to make an unpopular decision: for example, trading away luxury resources 

to prevent war, at the cost of their own nation’s happiness. When war does happen, the player sees 

how it affects every aspect of their civilization, from happiness, to political relations to productivity. We 

discussed this point with regards to Civlization IV in class, and it applies even more so here. Maintaining 

an army is an incredibly expensive operation, and taking cities can be neigh impossible as they can now 

attack approaching units. If one wants to win through conquest, they need to divert significant energy to 

building and transporting their army, which is sure to hinder their domestic development. I liken this to 

WWII, where American converted domestic industry to build wartime necessities.  
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Besides these direct political interactions, a number of socio-economic relationships can also be 

fostered, or avoided, with other civilizations. For example, trade routes can be created between city-

states and other civilizations, which will generate gold for the player, and exchange science, religion and 

tourism between involved parties. However, there are considerations that should be taken before the 

establishment of a trade route: the other partner will also gain from the trade, and they will also exert 

cultural pressure on your cities. Potentially, this could cause the other nation to win a cultural or 

scientific victory sooner. This informs the player about the spread of real-world cultural values through 

gameplay rather than lecture; a real-world example is the attribution of American culture on collapsing 

the former Soviet Union. Additionally, trading allows access to otherwise unavailable resources, or lets 



you use otherwise wasted resources. See below for an example of the local resources a city might have. 

Unlike in previous Civilization games, few cities can be afforded before your civilization will run out of 

money or happiness. Instead, this encourages the player to interact with other civilizations to acquire 

necessary resources, whether luxury or strategic. 
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How Civilization V Achieves its Unique Perspective 

In Civilization V, a single game can go on almost indefinitely, depending on player settings. I have 

personally played matches that lasted 40 hours, and know people who have gone far past 100. I will 

argue that this is one of the key differentiators between Civilization V and almost any other game on the 

market: the player can actually see how their actions 10 hours ago during the medieval era affect their 

relationship with other nations during the industrial revolution, as a simplified example. This is an 

incredibly significant amount of ergodic work, which strongly encourages the player to care about the 

game after investing their time, else it is wasted. In turn, this means they are actively involved with the 

game world for the majority of the time they are playing. This affords the player a much longer term 

cause-and-effect view of their diagetic actions, as opposed to the immediate reactions they are used to. 

Being a turn based game that one can save and resume at any point, Civilization V also avoids tiring the 

player, as might happen with a mandatory school lecture. While I do not think Civilization can replace 

school history classes, I think its ability to inject both play and fun into an otherwise dry topic makes it 

invaluable. 
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The early stages of Civilization V require the player to find a good spot to build their first city, and to 

scout the region for resources, barbarians and other nations. The development of new technologies and 

city improvements (e.g. a granary) is incredibly slow, and each city can only produce one improvement 

or unit at a time. It may be advantageous to build scouts or warriors to protect from barbarian attack 

and to find new spots for future cities. Thus, the player must focus solely on survival, as trade, 

diplomacy and war are not readily available at this stage. This mirrors the hunter-gatherer societies that 

humans once lived in long ago, as they transitioned to the first permanent settlements; but this teaches 

the player about their operation much better than any high-school history class, in knowing that they 

can actually lose. Especially on higher difficulties, the player must expend significant ergodic work to 

keep their civilization alive, all the while developing the improvements and research needed to keep up 

with other civilizations they have not even met. If they fail to do so, they could easily be crushed by 

another nation’s army a few hundred turns later. This isn’t dissimilar to European imperialism of the 

1800’s, in which advanced technology allowed European nations to exploit less developed countries for 

their resources. The screenshot above shows a late game army in action, which poses capabilities far 

exceeding anything available early on. 

Eventually, the player must change their focus towards the management of their empire’s happiness, 

wealth and size. Distant cities need be connected by road, rail or sea, and relationships must be 

managed with sometimes temperamental leaders. Just as with modern civilizations, survival and 

expansion are no longer very important, and new land to expand to becomes scares without taking it 

from others. Entirely new UI’s open up, and the type of gameplay during these later stages changes 



drastically. New resources, like Uranium, which were previously not seen appear on the map. This 

signifies to the player a changing of the times, and lets them live out the development of a modern 

civilization in a way other media, or even games, are able to. The below screenshot is the tech tree, 

which dictates which era the player is in, as well as their available policies and units. Even though the 

game grows more complex for the operator, the operator does not have to rush; the turn-based nature 

of the game allows the player to take his or her time to think out every move. Had this not been the 

case, I think Civilization would be too overwhelming to new players to be of any value in understanding 

history and politics. 
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This long-term change from early towns to globe-spanning empire can teach us a lot about our own 

world’s nations and their relationships. In Civilization V, two nations may build towards each other early 

on, creating a border which they can no longer easily expand. Far later into the game, this border may 

still exist in the same form, even after transitioning from medieval kingdoms to modern cities. Along this 

same line, wars fought early in the game may color all future interactions between involved parties. 

Much as many modern nations don’t get along well for ancient historical reasons, so too do these 

artificial civilizations. In some cases, this can culminate in nuclear proliferation, the results of which are 

shown below, as has happened in our modern world. The key difference between Civilization V and a 

history class, and why it is often a more effective tool for the understanding of how history affects 

international politics, is in its timeframe. The player is able to “live” as a ruler for thousands of years, 

and sees how each of their long-past choices influences their relationships with other civilizations. Thus, 

I would argue that Civlization V is Mythological in its story, using the Nietzel terminology, even though 

that story is unique to each match. The operator will play the game through the changing of states over 

as time progresses, developing their own world history over the course of the game. 



 

A nuclear missile strike on a city 

Civilization V has many other reasons based in critical game studies for which I believe it is so effective in 

teaching us about our own world politics. Firstly, the game is incredibly immersive: the other civilizations 

act with the same interests and in similar ways to the player, and in ways we expect based on the real 

world. This isn’t to say that the AI is without flaws, but they are close enough to a real person that they 

cannot easily be stereotyped by the player. This helps the player to stay interested in the game, and 

allows them to learn through play how fictitious scenarios might happen. Secondly, the operator is not 

presented with an incredibly difficult control scheme or forced into a time-crunch. We discussed the 

difficulty with which many perceive modern controller design in class, which is not at all a problem here. 

Instead, Civilization V can be operated solely by mouse, but even allows players to use touch input. 

Lastly, Civilization appeals to all four of Nick Yee’s gamer types (Killers, Achievers, Socializers and 

Explorers) which broadens its appeal. In trying to inform a player about a subject as complex as 

international politics, having a non-enjoyable game would be a large hindrance to any player. I do not 

mean to imply that Cart Life was a bad game, but it was definitely not as appealing, at least to me, as 

Civilization V, which made understanding its message far more involved. All of these factors further aid 

the long-term view presented in Civilization, making it a powerful tool for teaching the player about 

international politics through play. If there is one key implication of learning history and politics from a 

videogame like Civilization V, it would be in the value and unique experience of kinesthetic learning from 

ergodic activity. 


