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 Relationality in Indigenous Food 
and Medicine Games

Elizabeth LaPensée

Introduction

Indigenous teachings about relationality— the understanding that all 
life is intricately connected from the biological to the philosophical to 
the spiritual to the actionable (Cajete 2000)— can inform games of all 
forms from video games to tabletop games with themes of resilience. 
Such games fi t within Games for Change, a subset of serious games that 
are focused on social change. While game designer Jane McGonigal’s 
(2011) study looks to games that have the ability to stimulate the mind 
and create psychological benefi ts through engaging in play, scholars 
Mary Flanagan and Helen Nessenbaum continue related work with Val-
ues at Play (http://www.valuesatplay.org), which features Eric Zimmer-
man (http://ericzimmerman.com/) and other game designers who are 
inspired to integrate values in their games and game- based systems.

As an Anishinaabe, Métis, and Irish game designer, writer, and artist, 
I contribute to games with the hope of facilitating Indigenous commu-
nity members, particularly youth, remembering and activating teach-
ings about our creative connection to place. In particular, the suite of 
touchscreen games Gathering Native Foods (2014), the board game Th e 
Gift  of Food (2014), the arcade- style web game Mawisowin (2012), and 
the alternate- reality game Techno Medicine Wheel (2008) each share In-
digenous perspectives of resilience in relation to land, traditional foods, 
and medicines. Each game draws from Indigenous perspectives of re-
lationality to inform visual aesthetics, user- interface design, and rules 
that engage players in Indigenous resilience.
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Games for Change

Before the Games for Change movement was named, work such as Ben 
Sawyer’s Serious Games Initiative (http://www.seriousgames.org/), Ian 
Bogost’s Persuasive Games (http://persuasivegames.com/), and Jane 
McGonigal’s work in Alternate Reality Games provided pathways of 
interest. Ludica, a women’s game collective devoted to exploring al-
ternatives to the dominate culture of games, proposes that we are cur-
rently revisiting the historic New Games movement, which emerged in 
the 1960s and 1970s as a response to the Vietnam War and civil unrest 
(Pearce et al. 2007, 261). Th e collective considers Games for Change 
an area of the New Games movement, which has returned in the con-
text of digital games (Pearce et al. 2007, 262). To this end, the Serious 
Games Initiative brought the Games for Change movement to life aft er 
a gathering of developers, academics, nonprofi ts, and foundations in 
2004. Th e nonprofi t supports this area of games through resources in-
cluding events, publications, and game incubators (http://www.games-
forchange.org). Eff orts such as youth workshops, games of varying 
genres, and research projects all contribute to the Games for Change 
movement.

Since games for change are considered a subset of serious games, they 
are expected to involve some form of learning (Susi et al. 2007, 1). Se-
rious games are generally understood, thanks to Charles Abt, as games 
to inform, train, and educate. Th is is in- line with the Serious Games 
Initiative, which defi nes serious games as projects that involve “explor-
ing management and leadership challenges facing the public sector” 
(http://www.seriousgames.org). Meanwhile, Ian Bogost (2007) dismiss-
es the “serious games” term as “high brow” and instead uses “persua-
sive games” to promote games that persuade players through gameplay. 
While this has been debated, most agree that serious games are not to 
be correlated with “edutainment games,” which are seen as “the combi-
nation of one of the lowest forms of education (drill and practice) with 
less than entertaining gameplay” (Charsky 2010, 178). Rather, serious 
games encourage higher- order thinking skills through engaging game-
play (Charsky 2010, 180).

However, it should be understood that diff erent games create diff er-
ent learning outcomes (van Eck 2006). Rao adapts Kinneavy’s classifi -
cation to break down serious games as “newsgames ([to] persuade, ex-
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press, or inform), art games (to be beautiful, to express), educational 
games (to inform), health games (to inform, to persuade), persuasive 
games (to persuade), training (to inform), advergaming (to persuade), 
[and] political games (to inform, persuade, express)” (2011, 8). Overall, 
serious games are mostly applied to military, government, educational, 
corporate, and healthcare sectors (Susi et al. 2007, 1). Relevant to my 
work, the Ludica collective interprets any game in which “the player 
experience and community are placed fi rst” and that “has aff ordanc-
es to adapt to the player as the game evolves” (Pearce et al. 2007, 274) 
as participating in the New Games movement and thus the Games for 
Change movement by extension. I consider the games I’ve worked on to 
contribute to this community, with the modifi er of approaching design 
from a relational worldview.

Relational Worldview

Relational worldview recognizes the interconnectedness of the biolog-
ical, philosophical, spiritual, and actionable (Allen et al. 2013). Within 
the context of these ways of knowing, Indigenous resilience is woven 
with relationality, which, in Indigenous ways of knowing, refers to the 
recognition of a reciprocal relationship with place. As N. Scott Mom-
aday (1976) describes, Indigenous communities have a physical, emo-
tional, and spiritual connection to land. Gregory Cajete refers to this re-
lationship as “a lived and creative relationship with the natural world . . . 
[an] intimate and creative participation [that] heightens awareness of 
the subtle qualities of a place” (2000, 20).

Relational worldview has much to off er resilience eff orts for the en-
vironment, while acknowledging that Indigenous communities have 
also experienced disturbances that have made it necessary to restruc-
ture and adapt. Th at is, “to be indigenous is to be resilient” (Rotarangi 
and Russell, 2009, 209). Due to the process of colonization, many In-
digenous communities have been forcibly removed from the land their 
communities lived with and therefore displaced from the relationships 
thereof and forced into a state of transformation. From an Indigenous 
perspective of resilience, “the ecological is not disconnected from the 
social, from the economic, from the spiritual, nor from the personal or 
collective actors” (Rotarangi and Russell, 2009, 211). Resilience theory 
can look to Indigenous perspectives both for insights about resilience 
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strategies for the land and all that is connect-
ed as well as for a model of how to approach 
resilience. Furthermore, Indigenous games 
can be looked to for examples of adapting re-
silience into game design that emphasizes re-
lating, respecting, remembering, and taking 
responsibility.

Relating

Within the context of game development, 
Indigenous perspectives of resilience and re-

lationality inspire unique game design and mechanics that refl ect and 
activate teachings. For example, medicinal plants in games are oft en 
presented merely as resources purely for consumption. In some games, 
such as the massively multiplayer online role- playing game World of 
Warcraft , medicinal plants regenerate on the land by regrowing, but 
they can’t be actively planted or tended to by a player. In this instance, 
plants exist solely as an object to be taken and used by players.

As I understand from speaking Anishinaabemowin, the language of 
Anishinaabeg, there are no phrases that position plants simply as ob-
jects to be possessed. Instead, our language shows how we exist in a 
complex system of relationships. Th us, a game with Indigenous- inspired 
design would instead include the ability to tend to and replant medici-
nal plants as well as learn about plant names, varying seasonal appear-
ances, and many relational uses. In contrast to World of Warcraft , in the 
alternate- reality game Techno Medicine Wheel (Fig. 1), which took place 
in the physical world, players learned how yarrow is known as medicine 
for women and has diff erent parts that can be helpful or even harmful 
for a woman during diff erent stages of her life. Players then planted yar-
row as a form of reciprocating the medicinal teachings. Including foods 
and medicines in games can also create relationships between the play-
ers and land and thus triangulate connections through gameplay.

Respecting

Foods and medicines in all the Indigenous games I have contributed 
to as a designer and writer are seen as gift s rather than “resources.” Th e 

Fig. 1. Techno Medicine 
Wheel, Aboriginal 
Media Lab, 2008.
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board game Th e Gift  
of Food— developed 
with the Northwest 
Indian College and 
produced and writ-
ten by Elise Krohn 
with art by storytell-
er and artist Rog-
er Fernandes and 
graphic design by 
Annie Brulé— puts 
this worldview at the 
forefront of the de-
sign by referring to food and medicines as “gift s” in gameplay that takes 
place in a traditional community in the past. Food and medicines con-
tribute to the player’s family’s well- being and can be traded by players 
or contributed to community feasts.

In the suite of touchscreen games Gathering Native Foods, developed 
in collaboration with the Hibulb Cultural Center for the Oregon Mu-
seum of Science and Industry, the past is compared to the present as 
community foods including wild blackberries, clams, and salmon are 
gathered in both modern and traditional ways and are ultimately gift -
ed to an interactive community gathering that rounds out the series of 
nonlinear, seasonal minigames.

In the arcade- style web game Mawisowin developed with designer 
and programmer Ed Stastny for the Aboriginal Peoples Television Net-
work’s survival show Back in the Day, wild blueberries to be collected 
by the player are a precious rarity that are dying out due to disease. Th e 
player is challenged to balance curing diseased plants while gathering 
healthy berries with a limit to the timing of actions.

In the alternate- reality game Techno Medicine Wheel designed with 
Squamish herbalist and artist Cease Wyss for the Aboriginal Media 
Lab, players engage in physically planting and making medicines, using 
technology to track locations in Vancouver, British Columbia.

Each game thus promotes Indigenous ways of knowing about the 
value of having a reciprocal relationship with foods and medicines.

Fig. 2. Gathering Native Foods, Hibulb Cultural 
Center and Oregon Museum of Science and 
Industry, 2014.
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Remembering

Eff ective resilience calls on us to understand where we have come from 
as we make strides while looking to where we are going. Gathering Na-
tive Foods opens on a historically accurate map showing the tradition-
al territories of coastal communities (Fig. 2). Th e map fades out when 
the player touches the screen to reveal the present territory lines, which 
have been vastly reduced, also showing how plants and animals have 
been displaced. Th is knowledge is important to pass on to any player of 
any background as a warning of what happens when a land’s caretak-
ers are removed or restrained. All life experiences the impact, including 
waterways.

Similarly, Techno Medicine Wheel guided players down streets in 
downtown Vancouver using Global Positioning Systems and online 

Fig. 3. The Gift of Food, Northwest Indian College, 2014.
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maps paired with 
oral storytelling in 
person. Th ey refl ect-
ed on traversing con-
crete where rivers 
once fl owed. Both 
games overlaid his-
torical maps to en-
gage players in ac-
knowledging change.

Mawisowin also 
recognizes how land 
is portioned off , by 
using tiles in the de-
sign. Th e player is 
limited to up, down, left , or right movements while trying to manage 
the wild blueberries. Bushes near one another either restrain the growth 
of other bushes or lend to spreading a disease that poisons the berries.

In contrast Th e Gift  of Food protects current land, foods, and medi-
cines by representing an imagined landscape on the board (Fig. 3). Th e 
game educates players about six ecosystems, including camas prairies, 
mountain huckleberry meadows, lowland forests, wetlands, saltwater 
beaches, and rivers. Although the arrangement of the ecosystems on 
the board is scientifi cally plausible, it is fi ctionalized since community 
members who counseled during the design process requested that the 
game not reveal specifi cs of where to fi nd foods and medicines, so as to 
prevent people possibly coming to take these gift s without permission 
from communities.

Collectively, these games address the importance of refl ecting on the 
past to protect the present and inform the future of the relationships 
between people, land, foods, and medicines.

Taking Responsibility

Facing the impact of pollution is inseparable from resilience. Although 
Th e Gift  of Food takes place before colonization and therefore before 
the depth of pollution experienced today, the design in the other games 
is directly infl uenced by environmental impact. Gathering Native Foods 

Fig. 4. Mawisowin, Northwest Indian College, 
2012.
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overall speaks to 
how animals, fi sh, 
and other life is di-
minished due to 
toxicity that in turn 
changes the land and 
waters. Specifi cally, 
the clam- gathering 
minigame draws the 
connection between 
pollution and the 
growing danger of 
tides that bring in 

toxins. Meanwhile, Mawisowin’s core design is a metaphor for how wild 
plants with traditional foods have been aff ected by spraying to kill in-
sects at nearby farms (Fig. 4). Although not explicit, Indigenous players 
are aware of the context through community stories and personal ex-
periences. In response to such toxicity, Techno Medicine Wheel guided 
players through fi nding places in the city where plants can still grow 
with less risk of carrying toxins via polluted water or soil.

Ultimately, player agency in resilience- themed Indigenous games 
comes down to caretaking. Techno Medicine Wheel most directly en-
gages players in genuine acts of caretaking by including planting and 
caring for real plants in community gardens and growing unexpectedly 
in areas such as cracks in sidewalks. In Mawisowin, players must heal 
plants while gathering as many berries as possible. Unfortunately, the 
disease always wins and it’s just a matter of how much you can gather 
before the bushes are destroyed, but the intention to tend to the plants is 
a core mechanic. Similarly, Th e Gift  of Food rewards players for choos-
ing actions during scenarios that would positively impact the growth of 
plants or allow the continuance of animals and fi sh into the next sea-
sonable cycle. Th ese choices result in earning stewardship tokens that 
can later be exchanged for any food gift  or medicine gift  token. Since 
the player with the most diverse range of foods and medicines in their 
basket at the end of the game wins, stewardship tokens are particularly 
valuable for strategic gameplay.

In Gathering Native Foods, players are asked to gather salmon, wild 
blackberries, and clams for a community feast; but if a player gathers 

Fig. 5. Gathering Native Foods, Hibulb Cultural 
Center and Oregon Museum of Science and 
Industry, 2014.
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more salmon than is needed (Fig. 5) or tries to grab at berries so quick-
ly that they gather unripe berries or stays too long at the ocean to take 
more clams while the tide is coming in, the player risks losing the min-
igames. Th e mechanics force players to slow down and consider how 
much they are taking, in what way, and why. Again, foods and medi-
cines are gift s, and these games do their best to honor the reciprocal 
relationship we have.

Future Work

While these games have contributed to showing the ways in which In-
digenous concepts of relationality can infl uence game design in terms 
of visual aesthetics, user- interface design, and rules, there are many 
other exciting directions to expand on. I hope to design 3D games that 
contextualize land, foods, and medicines through place- names and 
embedded stories similar to the ongoing Australian Aboriginal virtual 
world Virtual Songlines (Leavy 2014), while layering in contemporary 
representations of land and communities that refl ect resilience.

About the Author
Elizabeth LaPensée, PhD, expresses herself through writing, design, and 
art in games, comics, transmedia, and animation. She is Anishinaabe, Métis, 
and Irish, living near the Great Lakes as an assistant professor of media and 
information and of writing, rhetoric, and American cultures at Michigan State 
University. Among many games, she designed and created art for Manoom-
inike (2016), a motion game about practices of wild ricing, as well as Honour 
Water (2016), an Anishinaabe singing game for healing the waters.
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