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What 40 years of 'Space Invaders' says about the 1970s — and
today

By LINDSAY GRACE

(The Conversation is an independent and nonprofit source of news, analysis
and commentary from academic experts.)

Lindsay Grace, American University School of Communication

(THE CONVERSATION) The "Space Invaders" arcade video game, celebrating
its 40th anniversary, is an iconic piece of software, credited as one of the
earliest digital shooting games. Like many early games, it and its surrounding
myths showcase the cultural collisions and issues current at its creation by
Japanese game designer Tomohiro Nishikado.

As a game designer and teacher of games, I know how meaning is carried from
designer to the mechanics of play. As a game studies researcher, I also know
how games reveal myth, meaning and culture.

An analysis of "Pac-Man," for instance, shows how that game embodies many
values of its day — including consumerism, drug use and gender politics. The
message in "Space Invaders" is as basic as the graphics: When faced with
conflict, players have no option except to blast it away.

Avoiding an enemy only delays the inevitable; players cannot move forward or
back, but can only defend their space. There's not even a reason why the

TRENDING

invasion is occurring. Players know only that the invaders must be destroyed.
It's a distinct cultural perspective, emphasizing shooting over everything else.

A historical pioneer Army splits with West Point

TRY 3 FREE MONTHS!
START TRIAL

http://www.latimes.com/sns-what-40-years-of-space-invaders-says-about-the-1970s-and-today-97518-20180618-story.html 1/5

x


mailto:?subject=What%2040%20years%20of%20%27Space%20Invaders%27%20says%20about%20the%201970s%20%26%238211%3B%20and%20today&body=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fsns-what-40-years-of-space-invaders-says-about-the-1970s-and-today-97518-20180618-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/nation/#nt=taxonomy-article
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-west-point-grad-discharge-20180619-story.html#nt=related-content
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-west-point-grad-discharge-20180619-story.html#nt=related-content
http://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-speak-english-20180616-story.html#nt=related-content
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvy0YBVZNHHZxwIX3x7MjfY7epjEKGmT7p57f3a3u9xme8ImjOxrJJb-LN3Mk7lEf8NsmIPNiDiZ2Kp08CSP1lN_BKGJWqb1C6Dt8szpSbdDPXrx3_l2vteSO--L1AhFMm1BCwEew0wO9t_J7J26q1Bo5XGKk4vUXzxNVgnzLrAjyy_XoXZJwlLsjPCznTST4-ASAS2r1atC8b97rs9ftgHUA9l8ctTCECdjzozT0IltMBj4PABzbAd_6RgWHCk4wkwXNa-EPwjsrJDKkFI-EgPjTqd6u4w7QY3ZtYodAGmW6mulstu17CaaDb4uZmS5ZXr8m_Wmp2-jlt1JR3oP7RlfsjeYzZ7PJU7TpwcTBEVkt1La_TngPwpzOimRhetwylEA4phFqUspjtntk-2cxDiOHcBUHTpV2f79ivcefuvbY091DxgwPfDyX1RjhAIn9ou-f9TyzUDtNt7R53XKKQPRO4cHHEOT2M1gfO-wcga3D0263Bz5h0rNeP597yJbDj1s-fXI0_xKpwzrqHK0P0wWoI1pZDDubDBMjaPk6horh1Id7DsdNb5OVyoWXMnCyDkLfdrQobFjDuTGsCW-Bbg5kNhE1Ur177hyzor87o8FT9pKO1Rv8-MO4_uC6FuVbN33UCZSvRqZTCrT7-rL87hr8W6orKvGsqlYLmIZaBNnp79tn3nUfqgHmOyxQUGHhOyMq4rS5yXf2a_qvdh66Aj4s_UrepJ99kD-1eXFYNUxx0yJwJgKcqBPOiM69c7C7WmN40kXBoceJKCFxjH3NKWNMclQXfWezKz0gtyfG8hb0C8hY887qtqmT5w81HU4xQ79FqiI7j4Tjp_utvQUZxGlBbn-b0Qero2TrQ5hkrZLbhD_-lxfeWIUTAdaPT7UmnVGMyuhdjGndC4Q0btFxaqzJwzZhcvn41Mk-tKKBIZTQik0xxFdWeQ6tn3IQDLae-jfKfT0dl4rH6XlupaR5yUbR1izHXX1CJ98-eUfV688cin&sai=AMfl-YS8l34W7qvOQlsdMOSVDRdkLlfaumF-3bEcJMmhv7CRNLl3BOYus16jMgqmwRSvQWKVJceOt8fl9v0SuNFzIgDGyQkW5rsyxfSoeTj0Is1QBrdkOZADXquSV5Fg5Tvrlbcr67_xKta-no0YUZCmh1q7gBZ-yRgCW7SaUY8S&sig=Cg0ArKJSzEoriX36eq5I&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.paypal.com/us/webapps/mpp/offers%3Fview%3Dcampaign%26mors_offer_tag%3DGOP_V2_Electronics%26dclid%3D%25edclid!%23!utm_content%3DPNCT_CON_HRMTR_US000_DT_DB_DWWW_CO_DGGCVG_XXXXX_EN_GF_GNELC1_300X600
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-west-point-grad-discharge-20180619-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-speak-english-20180616-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-laguna-boat-20180619-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-west-point-grad-discharge-20180619-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-speak-english-20180616-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-laguna-boat-20180619-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/science/sciencenow/la-sci-sn-video-game-addiction-explainer-20180619-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar
http://www.latimes.com/#nt=mastheadnavbar

6/19/2018 What 40 years of 'Space Invaders' says about the 1970s — and today

among the most copied. Even people who never played the original "Space

Invaders" have likely played the more than 100 clones of it — including the first I am raising my daughter to
speak three languages. A
stranger demanded | 'speak
English' to her

advertising game, "Pepsi Invaders."

The release of "Space Invaders" foreshadowed the growth of the Japanese
games industry, which itself was seen as a fearsome cultural invasion of the
U.S. by Japan. The tension was expressed in popular media as a defense of

American individualism against the power and efficacy of Japanese World Health Organization
collectivism and corporate culture. This tension displayed itself in popular says video game addiction is
media like the comedy film "Gung Ho" as a combined Japanophobia and a disease. Why American

psychiatrists don't

Japanophilia.

"Space Invaders" also highlighted how tenuous some elements of Western
identity were. The U.S. had built its sense of self on being the greatest, but was : .

; . . . Another 'panga-style’ boat
being challenged by Japanese economic growth. But it was complicated: As motors ashore in Orange

Japanese automakers won customers from the American car companies, they County; authorities search for
began to build their cars in the U.S. — so were they Japanese or American cars? occupants

In the same way, if the American game maker Atari's biggest hit was a =

Japanese-made game, how American was Atari's success? In any case, millions _ _ . [

of U.S. consumers bought the Atari 2600 game system to be able to play the hit L-A. sheriff's detectives seize
: R more than 500 firearms from

arcade game "Space Invaders" at home. Five years later, in 1983, the games felon's home

industry crumbled in large part because American-made games were not

interesting and too similar to each other.

In 1985 the Japanese-made Nintendo Entertainment System ushered in a new
era of home console play. That continued the challenge to the American
identity: U.S. companies failed to innovate and lead, and a Japanese company
filled the innovation void.

The myths of (space) invasion

"Space Invaders" also has collected some myths around it, which reveal more
about society than about the game itself. The most notable legend is that
"Space Invaders" was so popular that the Japanese economy ran out of the
coins needed to play it in arcades. It's not true, but like many myths about
games, both positive and negative, it sounds so good it's easy to champion

anyway.

That fable is a prequel to larger popular fictions about games. People blame
games for the decline of economies and for joblessness. The innovations > X
created in games support technological innovations that change society and the
way people socialize, yet people are also eager to blame large systemic issues
like gun violence in schools on video games.

Another tale is that "Space Invaders" demand was so strong that even with
multiple game machines installed, there were lines to play. Whether or not they
were queuing up for their own turns, it's definitely true that people watched
others play. That helped set the stage for the growth of arcades and LAN-
gaming parties, precursors to professional players and today's multi-billion-
dollar industry of e-sports.

&
f‘= Apartments.com*

History shows that games change society, pointing it toward play and creating
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Like the space invaders that descend on the player, unknown but always
threatening, games scare some people. They seem to be unrelentingly

Pickup Today
approaching, different and hard to keep pace with. Games challenge players to

adapt and dismantle the conventions under which people hide. Anywhere.
Anytime.
But, like playing "Space Invaders" itself, the joy comes in interacting with that No added cost.

change, mastering it and moving on to the next level.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the original
article here: http://theconversation.com/what-40-years-of-space-invaders-
says-about-the-1970s-and-today-97518.
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