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INTRODUCTION

The first game released in Nintendo’s Warioware series received a different title for
each regional market: Made in Wario (Nintendo R&D1 2003) in Japan, Warioware,
Inc.: Minigame Mania in Europe and Australia, and Warioware, Inc.: Mega
Microgame$ in the USA. The American release’s adoption of the term “microgame”
to describe the short, simple and referential collection of minigames neatly codified a
mode of intentionally small-scale game design that persists throughout a range of
videogame contexts today (Wardrip-Fruin 2020; Goldberg 2025). When read across
different fields of videogame history, the microgame also appears to be a remarkably
permeable term, imbued with conflicting expectations and ideologies about value,
form and the cultural role of digital play. This paper explores this pervasive, yet little-
examined term over nearly fifty years of commercial games marketing, serious games
research and game development funding. In doing so, it positions the microgame as
an exemplary way to understand the aesthetic aims, operational logics and material
limits of games production alongside broader conceptual thought on scale and
systematicity in contemporary technoculture.

I first provide a brief history of the term across 1970s tabletop gaming, serious games
and commercial videogame criticism. Prior scholarship on microgames is
concentrated within the field of serious games and has largely sought to demonstrate
the import and efficacy of microgames as a training tool for students and workers
(Semmel et al. 1981; Lukosch et al. 2016; Rahmadi et al. 2021). While this offers a
valuable working definition for microgames within the long use of videogames in
professional settings, little has been done to track the cultural function of the term
itself, or how such an understanding may also relate to other efforts to define, develop
and sell microgames (Gredler 1996). To open the microgame up for further
interdisciplinary consideration, I address the term’s different definitions and use cases
in marketing materials, its role as design terminology, as well as the entanglements
and distinctions between microgames and the broader term “minigame”. I argue that
these disparate attempts to conceptualise and sell microgames converge in their
shared preoccupation with the management and presentation of strictly limited
spatial, technological, financial and temporal resources. By discussing how real-world
processes of game production and play may problematise a microgame’s intended
function, I show how this discursive focus may offer a rich historical intersection
between games production studies and the study of gaming culture.

To further understand the affordances and limits of explicitly small-scale game-
making, I also read these entangled histories alongside interdisciplinary scholarship
on knowledge production, new media and contemporary capitalism. This is achieved
via Clifford Siskin’s (2016, p.1) understanding of the system as the dominant “genre”
of modern knowledge and Zachary Horton’s (2023) positioning of scale as crucial
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mediator of disciplinary thought. Such conceptual vantages offer a novel vantage to
consider how cultural efforts to stabilise games at the “micro” scale may be
underpinned by the same cultural logics and material constraints of contemporary
capitalism that have long been interrogated in game studies (Dyer-Witheford & De
Peuter 2009; Bodi 2024). My specific focus on the ideological implications of small-
scale game-making further questions the role of videogames within broader platform
contexts, which may be particularly relevant as games researchers begin to interrogate
the surge in popularity of games hosted as “mini-apps” within social media platform
WeChat (Zhang et al. 2021; Wang et al. 2023).

I finally offer a preliminary discussion of the microgame’s discursive role in
Australian games funding. 1 use the Australian Centre of the Moving Image
(ACMI)’s 2025 callout for microgames to be developed for exhibition in their
forthcoming Game Worlds exhibition as an invaluable local case study to track the
formal commonalities, technical differences, and cultural afterlives of non-
educational titles that have been commissioned and framed explicitly as microgames.

Through tracing the microgame’s complicated history and future, this paper argues
that the language of scale offers a crucial, yet underexamined way of making the
history of videogames culturally legible. As it draws from contemporary theory about
scale, systems and software to attend to this widespread, yet definitionally unstable
terminology, it further seeks to contribute to game studies’ ongoing cultural and
material turns (Jayemane 2012; Germaine 2022; Hondroudakis 2024).
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