Call for Participants
Games Against Death: Games, Mortality, and the Politics of Dying
DiGRA 2026 Workshop
Sunday 14th June, 10am-1pm

This workshop, taking place at the DiGRA 2026 conference, proposes “Games Against Death” as a conceptual and organising motif. Drawing on Douglas Davies’ notion of “words against death” (2017) – cultural practices through which societies negotiate, resist, ritualise, and give meaning to mortality – we argue that games function as powerful interactive words against death. Games do not merely depict death; they allow players to rehearse dying, manage loss, ritualise remembrance, deny mortality, exploit death as a resource, or confront the ethical distribution of grievable lives (Butler 2009). In this sense, games offer unique affordances for thinking with death: procedurally, affectively, ethically, and politically. Games offer a rich site for analysing how death is culturally framed in the present moment (see Wilde, 2025). Based on the presentations shared in the proposed workshop, we expect to publish an edited collection.
Death in games has already been approached from a range of scholarly perspectives, demonstrating both the breadth of existing work and the potential for further expansion. Research has examined games as sites for dealing with death, mourning, and memorialisation (Coward-Gibbs, 2020; Kagan 2022; Gibbs et al., 2025), as a designed system or mechanic (Cuerdo and Melcer, 2020; Klastrup, 2011), grief as an affective and experiential process in games (Harrer, 2018; Sidhu and Carter, 2021), and representations of the afterlife and post-mortem existence in contemporary video games (Recher, 2015) and the archeological record (Hall, 2017). Beyond representational concerns, scholars have highlighted how games can function as connective and commemorative spaces, allowing players to maintain relationships with the dead through shared play practices and the preservation of avatars as digital traces of the deceased (Arnold et al., 2017).  Death-themed games (Luo, Hämäläinen, and Rautalahti, 2025) explicitly centre death and dying as their subject matter, for example Dear Esther, Spiritfarer, Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons, and That Dragon, Cancer. A Mortician’s Tale foregrounds death more didactically, using gameplay to familiarise players with death care practices and to challenge death denial through procedural engagement (Zibaite, 2020; Kannen and Langille, 2020). Taken together, this body of work suggests that death in games extends well beyond failure states or spectacle, opening up more progressive, reflective, and potentially transformative ways of understanding mortality through play.
This workshop will bring together Game Studies, Death Studies, and Media Studies to explore how games engage with death across mechanics, narratives, aesthetics, and player practices. We aim to foreground death not as an endpoint, but as a process, a system, a ritual, a resource, and a site of political struggle.
The workshop will create a focused space to identify shared questions, tensions, and future research agendas. Participants may wish to discuss:
· intersectional and unequal deaths, including those whose lives are rendered grievable in games
· necropolitics and biopolitics in game systems and narratives
· death as a game mechanic (e.g. lives systems, checkpoints, permadeath, resources)
· the death of the avatar and questions of identity, attachment, and loss
· grief, mourning, and memorialisation in digital play
· death rituals, ritualisation, and repetition in gameplay
· mass death, apocalypse, pandemics, and ecological collapse
· games and war, gamified military combat, the militarization of combat games
· games featuring death denial, taboo, and humour, including comedic and trivialised deaths
· death positivity, care, sustainability, and eco-conscious practices in games
· the process of dying, death care, and post-death practices as represented in games

The workshop further invites participants to consider questions including:
· How does death function mechanically, narratively, and affectively in games?
· In what ways do games act as “words against death,” enabling resistance, denial, ritualisation, or acceptance?
· How are death, dying, and care represented across different cultural contexts and genres?
· What political, ethical, and ecological frameworks shape how death is distributed, managed, or made meaningful in games?
· How do games allow players to negotiate grief, loss, memorialisation, and the afterlives of characters, avatars, and worlds?


Workshop format
The workshop will be offered in a hybrid format, facilitated by Dr Poppy Wilde (Birmingham City University, UK) and Professor Martin Gibbs (University of Melbourne, Australia).
The three hour workshop will be structured in two parts:
· Part 1 will feature short presentations presenting emerging ideas, case studies, or provocations
· Part 2 will consist of a moderated roundtable discussion 

The first part of the workshop will include the presentation of 6-8 accepted short papers, of around 5-8 minutes in length. A roundtable discussion in the second half of the workshop bringing together presenters and non-presenting participants to reflect on recurring themes, methodological challenges, and conceptual tensions surrounding death in games. Non-presenting participants are therefore very welcome.
Discussions will explicitly address possibilities for future collaboration, including a potential edited collection focused on Games Against Death.

Expressions of interest
We invite those interested in the topic to engage either through a short presentation, or broader attendance and engagement online or in-person at Maynooth University, and join a lively discussion around death!
· Participants who wish to present should submit a 250-word abstract outlining their proposed short presentation, along with a short bio outlining your interest in the topic
· Non-presenters are encouraged to attend and contribute to the roundtable and discussions. To participate without presenting work please send a short expression of interest outlining your relevant interests or motivations
Please send abstracts/expressions of interest to poppy.wilde@bcu.ac.uk AND martin.gibbs@unimelb.edu.au with “Workshop - Games Against Death” in the subject line by Monday 27 April 2026.
The workshop will take place during the DiGRA conference, between 14-18 June 2026. We will confirm the date and time as soon as scheduling has been completed by the organising committee.

The organisers’ backgrounds
Dr Poppy Wilde (Birmingham City University, UK) is author of Posthuman Gaming: Avatars, Gamers, and Entangled Subjectivities (Routledge, 2023). Her work explores death, posthuman subjectivity, zombies, and the ethical tensions of post-apocalyptic and survival play. She is co-editor of the special issue of Journal of Games Criticism on “Playing the posts: post-Anthropocene, posthuman, post-apocalypse” (2024).
Professor Martin Gibbs (University of Melbourne, Australia) is co-lead of the “Do-It-Yourself Commemoration of the Dead” project funded by the Australian Research Council. He has co-edited “Residues of Death: Disposal Refigured”, which explores the changing ways people mourn, commemorate and interact with the remains of the dead, including bodies, materials and digital artefacts, and is a co-author of the book “Death and Digital Media” (2017). 
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