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Summary

The article provides a philosophical-semiotic analysis of the brand transformation of
the S.T'A.L.K.E.R. video game franchise within the context of decolonizing the digital cul-
tural space. It explores the transition from "post-Soviet universalism" in the representation
of national identity, characteristic of the series' early games, to a clearly defined Ukrain-
ian agency, as exemplified by S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl. Drawing on Pierre
Bourdieu’s field theory, the study substantiates the prioritization of symbolic capital accumu-
lation over the developer studio's economic interests amidst the full-scale Russian-Ukrainian
war. Particular attention is paid to the semiotic analysis of verbal codes (changes in toponym
transliteration, modification of in-game currency, etc.) and visual aesthetics that appeal to
the actual geography of the Chornobyl Exclusion Zone as a national "place of memory".
Through the lens of Kathryn Woodward’s concept of identity, the marking of difference in
global media discourse and the gaming community’s reaction to the brand’s shifting commu-
nication strategy are analyzed. It is argued that the franchise’s rebranding serves as an act of
counter-representation that challenges imperial stereotypes regarding the Chornobyl disaster
and asserts the Ukrainian cultural code on a global scale. The research highlights the role of
video games as instruments of cultural diplomacy and means of constructing modern national
identity in the digital age.
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1. Introduction

In contemporary post-industrial society, video games have ceased to be purely
entertainment content and are acquiring increasingly significant importance in the process
of forming and transmitting cultural meanings. In this context, the sci-fi video game fran-
chise S.T'A.L.K.E.R., set in an alternative Chornobyl Exclusion Zone and developed by the
Ukrainian studio GSC Game World, becomes a unique case study. It vividly demonstrates
how a commercial brand becomes a field of intense ideological and philosophical struggle.
The release of S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl (2024) coincided with a period of tec-
tonic shifts in Ukrainian self-awareness triggered by the full-scale Russian aggression. These
events accompanied the franchise's rebranding, which transcended the limits of marketing to
become an act of political and philosophical self-assertion.

For a long time, mass culture perceived the Chornobyl disaster and its derived myths
as part of a "common Soviet" or "post-Soviet" heritage. Evidence of this can be found in the
most popular cultural products that appeared even after the collapse of the USSR: for instance,
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the famous book by Nobel laureate Svetlana Alexievich, Voices from Chernobyl (1997), or
the HBO series Chernobyl (2019) (Bazdyrieva, 2019). This led to the blurring of Ukraine's
agency, where the local context was swallowed by the imperial narrative. Consequently, there is
a growing need to investigate how the decolonization of a digital product occurs through verbal
codes, visual aesthetics, and changes in communication strategy, as "post-Soviet universalism"
is displaced by Ukrainian identity.

Thus, the object of our study is the communication strategy and substantive content of
the S.TA.L.K.E.R. franchise during the period of 2007-2024 (from the launch of the very first
game in the series to the latest installment, S.7.4.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl). The subject
of the research encompasses the philosophical and sociocultural mechanisms of national iden-
tity representation within the context of the decolonization of digital space.

For a thorough analysis of the S.7.4.L.K.E.R. brand transformation, we turn to Pierre
Bourdieu’s concept of social fields (Bourdieu, 1980: 113). In our context, the brand's identity
is formed at the intersection of three key fields: the Field of Economy (the global gaming mar-
ket), the Field of Media (criticism, digital platforms, social networks), and the Field of Politics
(national security, war, ideology).

In this framework, we observe a phenomenon that Bourdieu described as the struggle
for symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1982: 121). The withdrawal from the Russian market — which
was historically the primary market for the franchise — constitutes an act of consciously sacri-
ficing economic capital for the sake of symbolic capital: reputation, ethical stance, and national
solidarity.

An important addition is the theory of Kathryn Woodward, who examines identity
through the lens of the marking of difference. According to Woodward, identity is not mon-
olithic; it emerges at the point where we say: "We are not Them" (Woodward, 1997: 12). For
S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2, this marking becomes unequivocal and is vividly demonstrated through the
change in transliteration from Chernobyl to Chornobyl (Skrypin, 2022). This linguistic cor-
rection serves as an act of establishing a border between the "indigenous" (Ukrainian) and the
"imposed" (colonial) toponym.

2. Semiotic Decolonization and Visual Retraditionalization of the Brand

The transformation of the S.7.4.L.K.E.R. brand occurs at the level of deep semiotic
codes, where every element of the game functions as a sign referring to a specific cultural con-
text. The process of decolonization here is realized through the replacement of imperial (Soviet
or Russian) signifiers with purely national, Ukrainian ones.

The change in the transliteration of the game's subtitle from Heart of Chernobyl to Heart
of Chornobyl is not merely a philological issue. In the philosophy of language, a proper name
serves as a "fixation point" for meanings (Kripke, 1980: 48). For decades, the use of the Cher-
nobyl variant (the Russian transliteration) reinforced the status of the Exclusion Zone as an
object belonging to a "common" (imperial) space.

According to Benedict Anderson’s concept, nations are constructed around a shared
language and print capitalism (Anderson, 1983: 44). In the digital era, "gaming capitalism,"
simulated within the virtual space of the game, performs the same function. The spelling of
Chornobyl is an act of agency that reclaims the right to name one's own tragedy and to interact
with its legacy directly, making it part of one's own identity. It is a marking of space as distinctly
Ukrainian, where the local norm is elevated to the level of a global standard.

147



SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL OF POLONIA UNIVERSITY 74 (2026) 1

A similar act of decolonization is the change of the in-game currency within the virtual
world. While in previous installments (e.g., Shadow of Chernobyl, 2007), the currency used
to trade with non-player characters for equipment and weapons was designated as “RU” (an
abbreviation for the ruble — both Soviet and Russian), in Heart of Chornobyl, the symbol "K"
(coupons) appears. Kupono-karbovanets are a historical symbol of the early years of Ukrainian
independence, marking the transition away from the Soviet economy. Although this currency
has since been replaced by the Ukrainian hryvnia, the introduction of such a detail into the game
reconstructs the continuity of the Ukrainian state project even within the fictional world of the
Zone, shifting the nostalgic attachment from Soviet to purely Ukrainian semantics.

The visual representation of the S.7.4.L.K.E.R. brand has always relied on the aesthetics
of decay. The game space is filled with abandoned Soviet architecture and industrial objects,
creating a somber yet nostalgic atmosphere that serves as a metaphor for a "collapsed country"
that once existed in this territory. However, in the new iteration, it acquires the characteristics of
a "place of memory" (lieu de mémoire), as defined by Pierre Nora (Nora, 1984: 19). Here, the
Chornobyl Zone ceases to be an abstract backdrop for a local post-apocalypse. It is no longer a
universal illustration of a derelict space within any Eastern European country that survived the
crisis of the USSR’s collapse, but rather a specific topography of Ukraine. It is now associated
precisely with the Ukrainian historical experience.

The use of photogrammetry and photo-textures captured from actual locations to recre-
ate real objects within the Chornobyl Zone enhances the sense of authenticity and the appeal
to real geography (Mikhel, 2025). The brand no longer sells an "exotic disaster somewhere in
Eastern Europe"; instead, it offers an immersive experience of the Ukrainian landscape with
concrete replica models of real architecture, household elements, vegetation, and topography.

The presence of Ukrainian-language radio stations and music by Ukrainian artists within
the game world creates an effect of the intangible cultural presence of Ukrainian identity.
The language used by characters in the Zone is no longer merely an aspect of video game local-
ization as a product for a specific market. A player can choose the Ukrainian voiceover for a
more authentic immersion into the local context or use English as the primary language of the
globalized pop-culture market. The Russian voiceover, which was present in the very first games
of the series, is absent in the new game (Artushevska, 2022). At the same time, in all localization
options, the Ukrainian-language music on the radio stations remains the same, which ensures
that contact with the real linguistic context is not lost. This also applies to Ukrainian-language
inscriptions, graffiti, signage, and other signs within the virtual space of the game.

One must also consider the philosophical evolution of the "Stalker" archetype, the role
of which the player assumes. In the early games, the Stalker is largely an adventurer who does
not manifest a specific political or national worldview. He exists as an individual outside the
system, whose primary interests are the search for artifacts and survival. To some extent, this
image correlates with the Stalker archetype in the novel Roadside Picnic by the Soviet science
fiction writers, the Strugatsky brothers, who exerted a significant influence on the develop-
ers during the creation of the first game in the series (Rush-Cooper, 2024: 172). However,
in STA.LKE.R. 2, the Stalker’s image shifts toward that of a "symbolic guardian of bor-
ders," which directly impacts the fate of the Zone as a territory. Simultaneously, the protagonist
Skif, controlled by the player, is given a backstory: he is a military veteran whose home was
destroyed by an anomalous phenomenon linked to the processes occurring within the Zone.

Under the conditions of a real war, the Exclusion Zone has acquired the features of an
actual frontier. The brand transmits this experience to a global audience: the Stalker is now
portrayed as a protector of the world against a threat that originates at the very epicenter of
catastrophic events.
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3. Field Dynamics and the Transformation of Symbolic Capital

According to Pierre Bourdieu’s methodology, social space functions as a constellation
of autonomous yet interconnected "fields" (economic, political, cultural, etc.), where actors
compete for various forms of capital. The case of S.7'4.L.K.E.R. 2 demonstrates a rare instance
in the gaming industry where a brand’s strategy is determined not by the logic of profit, but by
the logic of ideological choice and national affiliation (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009: 154).

Prior to 2022 and the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, the S.74.L.K.E.R. brand
largely depended on the field of economic interest within the post-Soviet space. The Rus-
sian-speaking market accounted for the lion's share of the audience, which influenced the posi-
tioning of the product as "universal and post-Soviet." This led to a certain commercial ambiv-
alence: while the game was created in Ukraine, it was marketed as the shared heritage of the
entire post-Soviet space—a space usually identified with the so-called "Russkiy Mir" (Russian
World). This imperial concept is used by Russia to legitimize its sphere of influence and the
boundaries of Russian cultural expansion (Laruelle, 2015: 9).

However, following the start of the full-scale invasion, a radical rupture occurred.
The studio GSC Game World transitioned from a purely commercial field into the fields of poli-
tics and national security. The cancellation of the Russian localization was an act of abandoning
a massive market segment. From the perspective of classical marketing, this is a loss. From the
perspective of Bourdieu’s concept, it is the conversion of economic capital into symbolic cap-
ital. In this context, the withdrawal from the Russian market is perceived as an ethical gesture
aimed at countering imperial ambitions and supporting a national identity integrated into the
Western World, as opposed to the "Russkiy Mir."

Simultaneously, a shift in the brand's representation on international platforms has taken
place. While S.7.A.L.K.E.R. was previously perceived as an exotic Eastern European shooter, it
is now viewed as a manifesto of Ukrainian resilience (MacDonald, 2024).

Thus, the brand's symbolic capital operates simultaneously in two directions: internal
and external. Domestically, the brand becomes an integral part of the Ukrainian collective
resistance against the aggressor. The developers demonstratively support the Ukrainian army,
players raise funds for soldiers through in-game events, and the shift in narrative strengthens
the loyalty of the Ukrainian community, which now associates the brand with the representa-
tion of their state. Externally, the brand serves as a point of contact and participation within the
Ukrainian context; supporting the game becomes an act of solidarity with Ukraine.

Consequently, this product of mass culture functions as "soft power," promoting Ukrain-
ian agency in spheres where traditional diplomacy might be less effective (Nye, 2004: 11).
S.T'A.L.K.E.R. 2 compels the player to become accustomed to Ukrainian toponyms, to hear the
Ukrainian language, and to perceive the history of Chornobyl outside the context of "brotherly
nations."

This shift in positioning demonstrates that digital identity is not static. It is the result
of a constant struggle for the right to define what constitutes the "norm." In the contemporary
context, the S.7.4.L.K.E.R. brand manifests a decolonial shift, transforming a gaming brand into
a tool for the deconstruction of imperial myths.
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4. The Discursive Field Surrounding S.T.A.L.K.E.R. 2

The shift in GSC Game World's communication strategy caused significant resonance
in the global digital space, exposing deep rifts in how different audiences perceive cultural
products. For a long time, both Western and Russian consumers viewed Chornobyl through the
prism of a "shared Soviet disaster." This was a convenient stereotype that neutralized Ukraine's
specific place in this narrative as the actual territory where the catastrophe unfolded.

Following Bourdieu’s line of reasoning, it can be argued that the aforementioned change
of the word Chornobyl in the game's title to the Ukrainian transliteration became an act of
"symbolic violence" against the established colonial order. The reaction of a segment of the
audience, which accused the studio of "censorship” or an "anti-Russian course,” testifies to a
certain inertia of perception. For an outside observer lacking immersion in the context of the
war and Ukrainian-Russian relations, decolonization often appears as "politicization," whereas
for representatives of the colonized culture, it is merely the restoration of historical and linguis-
tic justice (Caldwell, 2024).

The reaction of the Ukrainian community on social media via the hashtag #Chornobyl-
NotChernobyl (and similar initiatives) aimed at supporting the developers' decisions demon-
strates the formation of digital resistance (Lubenets, 2024). Drawing on the works of Kath-
ryn Woodward, one can mark key differences in the actions of various audience segments
(Woodward, 1997: 12). Ukrainian players acted not merely as consumers but as co-creators of
the new brand, defending the developers' right to national identification. At the same time, the
Russian audience, accusing the developers of "Russophobia," actually demonstrated a reaction
to the loss of symbolic control over a cultural product they had grown accustomed to consid-
ering "theirs." In this context, accusations of Russophobia serve as a defensive reaction of the
imperial consciousness to the emergence of a subjective Other. The S.7.4.L.K.E.R. brand has
ceased to be a "mirror" for the Russian player and has become a "border" that cannot be crossed
without acknowledging Ukrainian distinctiveness.

Thus, S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2 can be defined as a manifestation of the decolonization of digital
culture. This manifests on three levels simultaneously: the narrative level, which involves reim-
agining the Zone as a Ukrainian national place of memory; the linguistic level, consisting of the
assertion of Ukrainian transliteration and language as dominant; and the ethical level, expressed
through a total refusal to cooperate with the aggressor's market, thereby making the brand a
carrier of political value. This highlights the non-homogeneity of the post-Soviet space. What
previously appeared to be a unified post-Soviet cultural field proved to be an artificial construct
that crumbles as soon as a local producer asserts their agency.

5. Conclusions

The transformation of the S.7.4.L.K.E.R. video game franchise brand has been analyzed
as a complex process of reconstructing national identity within digital and media fields. Based
on this analysis, the following conclusions can be drawn.

The rebranding of the franchise has become an act of agency. The change in translitera-
tion, the transition to the Ukrainian language, and the implementation of other national markers
in S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl have transcended the boundaries of linguistic correc-
tions. This process can be defined as semiotic decolonization, which reclaims Ukraine’s right to
name and interpret its own history and geography. The brand has ceased to be part of "post-So-
viet universalism" and has become a tool for asserting Ukrainian distinctiveness.
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The game’s developers, GSC Game World, have also demonstrated the priority of sym-
bolic capital (reputation, ethical stance, national identity) over economic capital. This conver-
sion of capital occurred through a conscious withdrawal from the Russian market, which had
historically been one of the largest for the franchise. This is an unprecedented example of how
national values become the decisive factor in the strategy of a global commercial brand.

The process of brand transformation triggered a conflict of interpretations in the global
media space. Accusations of "Russophobia" or "politicization" from a segment of the audience
are manifestations of the inertia of colonial perception. Conversely, the #ChornobylNotCh-
ernobyl campaign in support of the developers' decisions initiated a process of counter-rep-
resentation and proved that the digital community is capable of acting as an active subject in
the defense of national identity.

Due to the shift in positioning, the Chornobyl Zone in the game has transformed from
an abstract post-apocalyptic playground into a distinctly Ukrainian "place of memory" (lieu de
mémoire). It now encompasses both the knowledge of the traumatic experience of the Chorno-
byl disaster and metaphorical imagery of the Russian-Ukrainian war.

Thus, the S.TA.L.K.E.R. brand case serves as an example of successful digital decol-
onization, where a video game becomes a powerful instrument of cultural diplomacy and the
protection of national identity in the face of an existential threat.

References

1. Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism. London, UK: Verso.

2. Bourdieu, P. (1980). Questions de sociologie [Questions of sociology]. Paris, France: Les
Editions de Minuit. [in French]

3. Bourdieu, P. (1982). Ce que parler veut dire: I'économie des échanges linguistiques [Lan-
guage and symbolic power]. Paris, France: Fayard. [in French]

4. Artushevska, A (2022). S.T.A.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl ne matyme rosiiskoho ozvuchu-
vannia [S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl will not have Russian voice acting]. Gamedev.
douua . [in Ukrainian] Retrieved from https://gamedev.dou.ua/news/stalker2-no-russian-
voice-acting/

5. Dyer-Witheford, N., & de Peuter, G. (2009). Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video
Games. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

6. Mikhel, A. (2021). Ekspeditsiia v Zonu. Yak rozrobnyky S.T.A.L.K.E.R. shukaly lokatsii dlia
hry [Expedition to the Zone. How S.T.A.L.K.E.R. developers looked for locations for the game].
Gamedev.dou.ua. [in Ukrainian] Retrieved from https://gamedev.dou.ua/articles/about-scout-
ing-for-stalker-in-the-zone/

7. Kripke, S. (1980). Naming and Necessity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

8. Laruelle, M. (2015). The «Russian Worldy: Russia's Soft Power and Geopolitical Imagina-
tion. Washington, DC: Center on Global Interests.

9. MacDonald, K. (2024). ‘We are not just making a game’: the Ukrainian developers working
under fire. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/games/2024/jan/31/
stalker-2-heart-of-chernobyl-interview-ukraine-war-gsc-game-world

10. Caldwell, B. (2024). S.T.A.L.K.E.R. 2: Heart of Chornobyl! review. Eurogamer. Retrieved
from https://www.eurogamer.net/stalker-2-heart-of-chornobyl-review

11. Nora, P. (1984). Les Lieux de mémoire. Vol. 1: La République [Places of memory]. Paris,
France: Gallimard. [in French]

151



SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL OF POLONIA UNIVERSITY 74 (2026) 1

12. Nye, J. S. (2004). Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York, NY:
PublicAffairs.

13. Skrypin, V. (2022). Ne «Chernobyly, a «Chornobyly: S.TA.L.K.E.R. 2 zminyla nazvu u
Steam [Not «Chernobyly, but «Chornobyl»: S.T.A.L.K.E.R. 2 changed the title on Steam]. ITC.
ua. [in Ukrainian] Retrieved from https.//itc.ua/ua/novini/ne-chernobyl-a-chornobyl-s-t-a-1-k-
e-r-2-zminila-nazvu-u-steam/

14. Rush-Cooper, N. (2024). Radiation, Ruins and the Post-Apocalyptic Stories: The Chor-
nobyl Landscape in STALKER. In Writing Landscape and Setting in the Anthropocene (pp.
171-192). Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing.

15. Shevchuk, D. (2019). Vyhovoryty z sebe SRSR: pro shcho zabuly tvortsi serialu « Chor-
nobyly [Speaking out the USSR: what the creators of the "Chernobyl" series forgot about].
Platforma. [in Ukrainian] Retrieved from https://www.platfor.ma/topic/vygovoryty-z-sebe-
srsr-pro-shho-zabuly-tvortsi-serialu-chornobyl/

16. Lubenets H. (2021). S.TA.L.K.ER. 2 shche ne vyishov, ale vzhe potrapyv v skandal
[S.TA.LK.E.R. 2 has not yet been released, but has already fallen into a scandal]. Telegraf.
com.ua. [in Ukrainian] Retrieved from htips://telegraf.com.ua/ukr/tehnologii/5655256-s-t-
a-l-k-e-r-2-shhe-ne-viyshov-ale-vzhe-potrapiv-v-skandal-pershiy-treyler-oburiv-ukrayintsiv-
video.html

17. Woodward, K. (1997). Identity and Difference. London, UK: SAGE Publications.

152



