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 Disrupting Cultural Heritage 

In November 2014, 'Never Alone (Kisima Ingitchuna)' was released, the first title from a new 

'World Games' genre. This new genre aims to 'draw upon the richness of unique cultures to 

create complex and fascinating game worlds for a global audience' (E-Line Media, 2016). The 

gameplay follows the story of Nuna, a young Inupiat girl, and her arctic fox, Fox, as they try to 

find the source of the eternal blizzard. 'Never Alone’ is the first game developed in 

collaboration with the Inupiat people, a Native people of Alaska, with nearly 40 members of 

the community, including elders and storytellers, to create a game which delves deeply into 

the traditional lore of the Inupiat people (E-Line Media, 2016). This essay aims to focus on the 

game ‘Never Alone’ and analyse how the game builds upon and differs from the ‘traditional’ 

cultural heritage paradigms and processes, what is the role technology plays for this video 

game, and how has the ‘Never Alone’ video game benefited the Inupiat peoples and their 

culture heritage and values. 

How does Never Alone build upon and differ from traditional cultural heritage paradigms and 

processes? When one ponders cultural heritage and its traditional concepts and processes, 

their first association is to three areas; the built environment (buildings, townscapes, 

archaeological remains), the natural environment (rural landscapes, coasts and shorelines, 

agricultural heritage), and artefacts, (books and documents, objects, pictures). If they are a 

knowledgeable individual, they may associate with whether something is either tangible or 

intangible heritage. Tangible heritage includes forms such as artefacts, buildings, and/or 

landscapes and also intangible forms. Intangible heritage includes voices, values, traditions, 

and/or oral history, typically presented through forms of ‘cuisine, clothing, forms of shelter, 

traditional skills and technologies, religious ceremonies, performing arts, and storytelling’ 

(Culture in Development, 2006). It is something you feel you need to associate with in-person 

or through readings and documentaries. 

The ‘Never Alone’ game breaks away from these ‘traditional’ examples and methods, in both 

cultural preservation and the traditional and fundamental ways of game design, incorporating 

the cultural myths and traditional art of the Alaska Native community, resulting in a puzzle 

platform video game (Kamen, 2014). This change in delivery to audiences creates a change to 

how viewers can learn about unique cultures over a wide range of locations and distances. In 

addition, throughout the game, the player can unlock videos provided from the Inupiat 

community, sharing 'stories and wisdom about their culture, values and the arctic world 

encountered by the players' (E-Line Media, 2016). This allows the traditional stories and 

values of the people to be able to reach a wide range of individuals, eager to educate 

themselves about unique cultures and traditions. How this was achieved was through the 

distribution of Never Alone through a variety of means. Since its release, the game has been 

available on an array of platforms such as PS4, Android, IOS and PC, and has been distributed 

and downloaded throughout all year levels at schools in Alaska, from primary to high school 

(Parkin, 2014).  

Never Alone keeps much to the roots of its authenticity, with its development crafted in 

partnership between the Alaskan Native community and the game developers. With the 

formed Cultural Ambassador team, it was ensured throughout all stages of development for 
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Never Alone both teams would meet to guarantee all creative and business decisions were 

appropriately considered and supported the goal of all stakeholders (E-Line Media, Upper 

One Games, 2016). This allowed for the game to not only develop closely to the traditional 

stories of the people but also incorporate the traditional art styles of the community (E-Line 

Media, Upper One Games, 2016). 

The role technology plays for the Inupiat Culture in ‘Never Alone’ is a significant one, the 

virtual setting of the game allowed players to overcome the barrier placed by physical 

distance and immerse themselves into a virtual world crafted of Inupiat design (William, 

2018).  With the easy accessibility of the game, it has been distributed to all school districts 

in Alaska, and many other classrooms from primary to graduate have incorporated Never 

Alone into their curricula (Encelewski, 2019). In the modern era of technology, Amy Fredeen, 

the C.F.O of E-Line Media, claims “As is common for indigenous peoples who are also part of 

a modern nation, it’s been increasingly difficult to maintain our traditions and cultural 

heritage”. With the development of Never Alone, there has become a space where some of 

the oral traditions and values have been able to be preserved. An example of this is through 

the unlockable videos throughout the gameplay, provided by the Inupiat elders and 

storytellers revealing aspects of the community’s oral traditions, stories and values and 

beliefs to their audience. Every week, over three billion hours are spent by people, either 

playing or watching video games (Encelewski, 2019). 

Since its release, Never Alone has featured in ‘over 1,000 publications, downloaded by over 

3.5 million players, selected for over 75 “Best of 2014'' Game Lists, and won multiple awards, 

including a BAFTA and “Game of the Year” at Games for Change, and conveys the message 

that it was not made about the Alaskan Native people but rather made with the community 

(Encelewski, 2019). With the immersive and interactive nature of video games, having a game 

or series of, dedicated to an array of cultures and communities, may help with the 

preservation of the associated peoples and traditions. The Never Alone video game has done 

just this.   

The ‘Never Alone’ video game has benefited the Inupiat peoples and their culture heritage 

and values, in a variety of ways. For over three thousand years the traditions and values of 

the Inupiat peoples have been passed down from generation to generation. However, the 

Cook Inlet Tribal Council, or CITC, claimed “Our people have passed down knowledge and 

wisdom through stories for thousands of years—almost all of this orally—and storytellers are 

incredibly respected members of society. But as our society modernizes it’s become harder 

to keep these traditions alive'' (Parkin, 2014). But the video game has not only assisted in 

preserving aspects of the oral traditions, values and beliefs of the Inupiat peoples, but also 

assisted them with self-presentation in media, economic agency, and their youth’s education. 

One individual, Ishmael (Angaluuk) Hope, claims their wishes of empowerment Never Alone 

will inspire Alaskan Native youth, stating “I am hoping that this game will do its humble part 

to unlock centuries of oppression and colonization of indigenous people. We need more 

positive images of ourselves, and we need more equal collaborations and opportunities such 

as the one this game provides.” So in this aspect, Never Alone not only helps preserve 
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traditional aspects of the community but also assists in the empowerment of the youth and 

connects them to elements of past generations.  

Peter Williams’ article, ‘An Analysis of the Ethnographic Significance of the Iñupiaq Video 

Game Never Alone (Kisima Ingitchuna)’ approaches the significance of ‘Never Alone’ and the 

Inupiat culture of Alaska, and what the video game represents for the community. He claims 

that “The game is an assertion of sovereignty for the Iñupiaq people as a powerful form of 

self-representation in media after centuries of others speaking for them, an assertion of 

economic agency beyond their own borders, and as a decolonization of their youth’s 

education. It has also served to create important hubs for the community, both inside and 

online. The game is an important piece of media within the culture, Indigenous media studies, 

and pedagogical techniques within video games” (William, 2018). His article focus’ on the 

topic of Never Alone and its intention to not only teach the Inupiat culture both inside and 

outside the community, but also towards the creation of; ‘a new company, business 

partnerships, and global, and wide-reaching hubs that connect those interested in learning 

about Iñupiaq culture’ (William, 2018). Williams’ constructed analysis highlights the 

collaboration and varying views of Indigenous sovereignty as a framework for understanding 

the impact and significance of the video game. 

The world game ‘Never Alone’, developed by E-Line Media and Upper One Games is a unique 

game, delving into unknown areas of game design and game play. Its focus on a Native people 

and their culture allows the community to connect and preserve their heritage in a new way 

and assist in the connection and education of younger generations. With the increasing risk 

of First Nation cultures and traditions disappearing in modern society, the product Never 

Alone assists with at least preserving a small part of the Inupiat culture and traditions for 

future generations to come. 
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