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Sabbatical Leave Request Proposal for 2022-2023              September 2021 
Lori Clune, Professor, Department of History 
 
Section 1:  The Proposal 
Summary of the Leave 
I am requesting a sabbatical leave to work on two distinct and yet somewhat overlapping projects.  
For Project #1, I intend to produce a first draft of a book manuscript with the working title, 
Interactive Empire: A History of the Video Game Industry.     
 
In 2019 the global video game market size was valued at approximately $150 billion and it is 
expected to grow at a compound annual growth rate of 12.9% from 2020 to 2027.1  Video games 
represent the largest and fastest growing entertainment industry in the world, outpacing film and 
music.  Here are the comparative revenue figures for 2019: 

2 
 
Video games are important cultural products and the industry is in need of more scholarly attention.  
Similar to film and many other cultural products, the growth of the video game industry is 
dependent on innovations in science and technology.  Yet while the film, television, and music 
industries can boast numerous in-depth and nuanced historical accounts, few academic historians 
have grappled with the complexities of this widespread and important industry. 
 
As a political historian, I understand that the U.S. government – especially the U.S. military – played 
a significant role in the origins of this industry by funding and encouraging the requisite technology.  
As a historian of the Cold War, I can see how the political, military, and social pressures of the 
conflict helped spur the video game industry. 
 
I want to document the history of the role of the U.S. government and the U.S. military in the video 
game industry.  I will continue the story to contemporary involvement in the “military entertainment 
complex” (see Marine Doom and America’s Army).  Beyond that, I will explore the history of the 
industry through early arcade games (such as Spacewar!, Pong, and Breakout); best-selling Game Boy 
games (Tetris, Donkey Kong, and Pokémon); depictions of war in gaming (for example, Call of Duty and 
Ghost of Tsushima); historical games (such as L.A. Noire, Walden, and the Assassin’s Creed series); 
serious games (like Balance of Power and September 12th); educational games (such as The Oregon Trail 

 
1 Grand View Research, Market Analysis Report, https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/video-game-
market (accessed September 2021). 
2 https://raiseyourskillz.com/gaming-industry-vs-other-entertainment-industries-2021/ (accessed September 2021). 

https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/video-game-market
https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/video-game-market
https://raiseyourskillz.com/gaming-industry-vs-other-entertainment-industries-2021/
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and Railroad Tycoon); Indie games (such as Minecraft, Gone Home, and Return of the Obra Dinn); altruism 
in the industry (as in Games Done Quick); mobile games; #Gamergate (2014); LGBTQ representation; 
virtual reality; eSports; race; sexuality; violence; and labor issues.  These are fascinating and 
important stories that need to be told. 
 
For Project #2, I intend to complete a book proposal for a U.S. history survey class reader, 
tentatively titled The Games We Played: A Reader for Games in U.S. History.  Exploration of.  This work 
will explore the history of ludology in the United States, highlighting American games from the late 
18th century through to present day.  I estimate that more than half of the content will include 
important board games, dice games, and card games, while the remainder will highlight electronic 
games, video games, and more interactive, player-controlled games.  This survey class reader will use 
the lens of games to add to the political, economic, social, and cultural history of the United States. 

 
  
Preliminary Research and Activity 
Project #1 
In the Fall of 2020, I taught a topics class, HIST 179T: History of Video Games.  In the class I took 
the story of video games back to technology of the 1930s and brought the multifaceted story to the 
present.  The wide-ranging topics we covered in the course helped me see what I intend to include 
in Interactive Empire.  As I had hoped, this class gave me the opportunity to delve into a large amount 
of primary and secondary reading on the topic.  In preparing lectures, readings, and assignments for 
the class I read broadly and deeply, which allowed me to see holes in the scholarly approach to video 
game history.  For example, while some good work is being done on race, gender, and sexuality in 
video game representation and in the industry itself, few scholars use the lens of political history to 
tell the story. 
 
As I taught the new course I experimented with organization, taking cues from my students on what 
worked and what did not.  For example, we began the class with a chronological approach, but after 
the midterm I switched to a topical approach, which worked better for the contemporary era of 
video games.  The course allowed me to work out many elements of the history, which I intend to 
utilize in the written project. 
 
Project #2 
In the Spring of 2022, I am scheduled to teach another topics class, HIST 179T: History of 
American Games.  This course will pull the cultural history of games in the United States back to the 
beginning of the country and carry the story through to the early twenty-first century.  We will 
explore the cultural impact of card games (including Poker, Bridge, Pinochle, and 1904’s Pit), board 
games (including Monopoly, Parcheesi, and Trivial Pursuit), other table top games (such as Chess, Mahjong, 
Scrabble, Risk, and Settlers of Catan), video games (from Pong and The Oregon Trail to Animal Crossing 
and League of Legends), and more player-controlled games (including Dungeons & Dragons, Pictionary, 
and Cards Against Humanity).  Through the lens of games, students will see “play” as a serious topic 
in which to explore politics, economics, culture, class, race, and gender in American history.  I hope 
to learn as much from this course as I did from my previous topics class. 
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Timeline: Spring 2023 
 January – April 2023 (Project #1):   
 Continue reading secondary sources on the history of the video game industry 
 Continue exploring the many online repositories of primary sources (particularly documents  
  and oral histories) 
 Flesh out my existing outline to determine exact scope and structure of the project 
 Complete a manuscript draft 
 Begin to identify visuals that could be used in the manuscript 
 
 April – May 2023 (Project #2): 
 Continue reading secondary sources on the history of games in the United States 
 Continue exploring online primary sources 
 Flesh out an outline of the reader (using what worked in the topics class as a guide) 
 Complete a book proposal 
 
My responsibilities teaching four classes, serving on several department and college committees, and 
(beginning Spring 2022) taking over as Coordinator of the History Graduate Program, leave little 
time to dedicate to larger projects.  This one-semester sabbatical should be enough time to jump 
start work on both projects, as I describe.  Bringing both of these projects to publication, of course, 
will take place over the subsequent semesters. 
 
 
Travel 
I do not anticipate any travel will be necessary to accomplish this plan. 
 
 
Section 2:  Benefits to Me as a Faculty Member  
Completion of these projects will have a significant impact on my command of subject matter in the 
areas of American history, cultural history, video game history, and the history of American 
games.  As a Cold War historian, I am well versed in the political, social, cultural, and diplomatic 
histories of the United States between 1945 and 1990.  These two projects, along with the two topics 
classes I have developed, will allow me to expand my area of academic emphasis, both temporally 
and topically, which will benefit me as a historian. 
 
Oxford University Press published my first book, Executing the Rosenbergs: Death and Diplomacy in a 
Cold War World, in 2016 and has contractual right of refusal on my second book project.  My editor 
at OUP, Susan Ferber, has expressed great interest in a history of the video game industry (Project 
#1).  A book agent has offered to assist in locating an academic or trade press should the terms with 
OUP be insufficient.  For Project #2, I will send my book proposal to several publishing houses that 
have shown interest in such an American history survey class reader.  I am eager to continue adding 
to my publishing record and contributing to my profession. 
 
 
Section 3:  Benefit to the University  
These projects will benefit the Department, College, and University in several ways.   
Students will benefit from my expanding knowledge of American history, cultural history, games, 
and the video games industry.  I will use these stories and primary sources, to enrich my U.S. history 
survey classes (HIST 12 and HON 12), along with my upper division courses (especially HIST 153: 
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U.S. During the Cold War, and the new course I am developing on the History of American 
Games), and my U.S. history graduate classes.  Attention to this academic research – which will 
reach a broad audience due to the timely and compelling topic – will bring recognition and positive 
attention to the Department, College, and University. 
 
 
Section 4:  Previous Leaves 
I was awarded a previous sabbatical leave in the fall of 2014.  I met my sabbatical goals and have 
included my sabbatical report. 
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