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This is a research project carried out by researchers from different 
areas of knowledge that aims to: 

• Identify the evolution of female participation in the Portuguese 
gaming sector;
• Analyze the hidden narratives of the history of digital games in 

Portugal;
• Promote diversity in the Portuguese gaming industry.



1. How are women being included and represented in the digital 
games sector in Portugal? 

2. How did the narratives of the early specialized computer media 
contribute to the invisibility of women in the universe of games 
and microcomputers in Portugal?





Have you ever played these games?



Title: SOS Naufrágio
Author: Libânio Guerreiro
Publisher: N/A
Release year: 1986
Number of players: 1
Genre: Text Adventure
Machine Type: Spectrum 48K

Source: Planeta Sinclair



Title : Mad’in Ca$hcais
Authors: Virgílio Silva and João 
Pereira
Publisher : CascaisMicro
Release Year: 1986
Number of Players: 1
Entry Type:  Text Adventure
Machine Type: Spectrum 48K

Source: Planeta Sinclair



Title : Alien Evolution
Authors: Rui Tito e Paulo Carrasco
Publisher : Gremlin Graphics 
Software Ltd
Release Year: 1987
Number of Players: 1
Entry Type: Arcade: Action
Machine Type: Spectrum 48K/128K

Source: Planeta Sinclair



These games were all produced by Portuguese 
bedroom coders in the 1980s. 

Gamers who lived in Portugal in the 1980s probably 
have a pirated copy of one of these games.



“Piracy was a scourge in Portugal. 
It delayed for more than ten years 
the activity of programmers, who 
found no reason to invest in their 
work because they knew that their 
software would be copied and sold 
in stores, without earning any 
royalties” (Leão, 2022, p. 251).

The Portuguese programmers (Leão, 2022)



Has game piracy really been a scourge?

How the practices of appropriation, 
duplication, and informal distribution of 
computer games in the 1980s had a key 
role in the mass production of digital games 
in Portugal?



Research methodology



We conducted a Thematic Analysis (Braun and 
Clarke, 2006; 2013) of two Portuguese publications 
specialized in computers and games, namely Mini 
Micro’s magazine and MicroSe7e.  
The sample included 84 issues (66 MicroSe7e and 
18 Mini Micro’s) published between 1983 and 1988 
in Portugal. All are available in the digital archive 
of the LOAD ZX Spectrum Museum and the Planet 
Sinclair blog. 

https://loadzx.com/

http://planetasinclair.blogspot.com/



“We have existed for almost 
four years”. July 1987, issue 
number 50 of MicroSe7e.

• It was a supplement to the Se7e newspaper, one of the most 
popular newspapers in Portugal in the 1980s. 

• It was published from March 1984 to October 1988. 

• It was sold on the last Wednesday of each month. In 1986 it 
became biweekly. 

• Number of pages: 8 to 16 pages 

• It is considered by Portuguese game collectors one of the 
most important game publications in Portugal. 

*We do not know the number of sales of this publication.



• It was one of the most popular Portuguese computer 
magazines (Leão, 2022, p. 236).

• It was published from May 1983 to October 1988.
• Print run: 12K copies a month
• It was produced monthly.
• Number of pages: 36 pages

*We do not know the number of sales of this publication.

Mini Micro’s. April/May 1985, 
issue number 9.



We also conducted semi-structured interviews with hobbyists and game 
collectors who followed the birth of gaming culture in Portugal. 



We did an exhaustive reading of 
all the issues of the publications 
and the transcription of the 
interviews. Next, we listed the 
categories that would organize all 
the information collected. Finally, 
we identified the themes 
according to our research 
questions and our theoretical 
framework.

The units of analysis considered in the magazine issues 
were the title, the subtitle (when there was one) and the 
content of the news or reader's message.



We assume that the mass copying of 
computer games was one of the main 
ways in which the home computer 
was introduced to an audience that 
was still unaware of its features.

Some notes made during the thematic analysis



Theoretical framework



“Locality has largely been left out of game history. 
That many histories have been written by 
journalists and ‘insiders’, largely accepting the 
game industry’s ‘global’ rhetoric, has no doubt 
contributed to this situation. An appreciation of 
socio-cultural and geographic specificity is 
important to develop if other histories are to be 
told. But the local also needs to be critically 
situated if it is not to simply become a new 
orthodoxy, celebrated for its own sake” (Swalwell, 
2021).



He argues that even though these 
infrastructures initially emerge in order 
to disseminate pirated copies of 
various media forms, they ended up 
enabling and facilitating the 
emergence of local media production 
of notable proportions. 
This is because local media creators 
were able to hitch onto the elaborate 
network of technologies, supply chains 
and other structures that were initially 
created in order to create and 
distribute pirated copies of media, 
creating what Larkin describes as “the 
structural precondition”  for the 
emergence of this local media industry.

Larkin has analysed the infrastructures (such as organised supply chains, stores, videotape copying 
equipment etc.) that emerged to enable media piracy in the context of Nigeria. 

https://www.ssrc.org/publications/structures-of-participation-in-digital-culture/



The Portuguese context in the 1980s



In Portugal, the transition from the 1970s to the 1980s meant the end of a history 
market nationalist authoritarianism and revolutionary rebellion, the establishment 
of democracy and the control of successive economic crises. It was also a decade 
marked by Portugal's entry into the European Economic Community.

Carnation Revolution (April 25, 1974)
https://arquivos.rtp.pt/conteudos/1974-25-de-abril/ 



After a decade of great political 
turmoil, the 1980s saw a return to the 
space of the home and the domestic 
space. It is the time of the aspiration 
to affluence and comfort, which is 
intended to be accessible to all. The 
first large shopping centers were built, 
and in the urban centers there was a 
desire for a cosmopolitan lifestyle, 
which would place Portugal on the 
route of the developed countries.



In 1986, sales reached 150,000 units in the Portuguese market, one of the highest penetration rates per family in 
Europe.

The production of the ZX Spectrum at Timex played a 
vitally important role in the birth of Portugal’s currently 
booming video games industry and, as such, the story 
should be remembered.



Piracy as democratization of access to software



Computer games burst 
onto the Portuguese 
mainstream scene in the 
early 1980s through the 
widespread use of home 
computers and the intense 
piracy of game cassettes. 

“Portugal was the second country in Europe where Spectrum had the most affordable price” (Mini Micro’s, 1, June 
1984)  



Section: A word for the reader. Title: They Accuse Us of Usurping. MicroSe7e number 20, October 
1985

We can't afford original game prices



“If there was no piracy, nobody would buy a computer, 
games were expensive, and kids wouldn't buy a computer to 
keep one or two games” (Rui Tito) .



“We sold 18,000 Spectruns in 1983 and, despite the general crisis, 
sales continue at a good pace” (Mini Micro’s, June 1984).

“Strictly speaking, the cassettes that are sold are pirated”

“If there weren't so many different games appearing every day, 
for sure not even half of the computers would be sold.”



"Buying a cat for a hare"  
It was with this expression that 
Microse7e addressed the huge 
piracy of games in Portugal 
(MicroSe7e, 44, April 1987).

”Pirated games cover 99.9% of the national market”



This theme is related to the issues of accessibility to 
foreign productions that had no official representation 
in Portugal, so the only way to access these 
productions was through piracy. It is also related to 
the decrease in sales and production costs of game 
cassettes, democratizing access to these new 
technologies for people with fewer economic 
resources. It also allowed digital games to reach 
individuals from locations farther away from the large 
national urban centers, where computer stores were 
usually located.



Piracy as democratization of access to programming information



In the 1980s and 1990s, the 
reproduction of computer games was 
not carried out by experts in 
electronics or computing, neither by 
expert technology “pirates,” but was 
done by hobbyists and amateur 
programmers who were able to 
organize a technical infrastructure 
that created a new consumer need — 
computer games. 

Piracy and the specialization of programmers 



“Copying cassettes with the 
FDD system” 
(MicroSe7e, 43, March 1987).

In the 1980s, computer magazines 
and some Portuguese newspaper 
supplements not only showed how to 
manipulate the code of games, but 
also shared code of other 
applications, and, in some cases, 
explained in detail how to “open” an 
application to be able to duplicate it. 



“Since the early days of the Spectrum, Portuguese programmers developed 
copiers, that is, software utilities that allowed copying programs from cassette 
tapes to cassette tapes. This activity was widespread (and profitable), which 
was not surprising since, with rare exceptions, many of the programs sold in 
stores were pirated. In addition, cassette tapes were passed from hand to 
hand, and the most efficient way to obtain a higher-quality recording was 
through a copying machine” (Leão, 2022, p. 55).



According to some authors who have studied this 
phenomenon (Lekkas, 2014; Stuckey et al. 2013; Swalwell, 
2021; Wasiak, 2014), the free form of information sharing 
was fundamental for encouraging bedroom coders and 
hobbyists to engage in the practice of learning programming 
techniques by cloning software.



“As we were kids and not businessmen, there was a 
lot of the idea of sharing knowledge, so there was 
this culture of sharing knowledge, because it was the 
only way to learn” (Marco Paulo Carrasco).



Piracy as a generator of culture and capital accumulation



• First Spectrum game championship to appear in 
Portugal, broadcasted by the Portuguese Television 
Network more than 30 years ago. 

• RTP destroyed shortly after the Zig Zag program 
ended, the program recordings, to release reels.



“Forum-Mundial 86” was a computer soccer 
tournament. The Match Day game for Spectrum 
computers was used (MicroSe7e, 30, August 1986). 



“Ponto por Ponto” was a cultural magazine broadcasted on RTP, during 1986 and 1992.  
A part of the program was dedicated to video games. 



Digital games piracy in Portugal created a kind of informal production chain channeled into a parallel market 
with the help of legal entities, namely the software, hardware, and electronics stores that sold both pirated 
games and original productions developed by Portuguese bedroom coders. 



Another important aspect of pirate infrastructure is the contribution of 
capital accumulation, wherein the capital accumulated is used to further 
invest in improving the structure on which the pirate infrastructure is 
technically based to operate, develop and evolve. In this sense, piracy 
allows the system to generate profit, giving it the necessary leeway to adapt 
to the technological advances needed to continue its activity. 

Cracktro made for the game Treasure Island Dizzy from Softclube, a store that used to sell computers and pirated videogames in Lisbon. Source: RetroArquive



Game piracy: destroyer or creator of new ways of using technologies?



In Portugal, unlike what happened in Spain and the 
United Kingdom, there was no interest from national 
entities (namely the government and national software 
publishers) in creating legal conditions for this type of 
business. On the one hand, there was the stigma and 
ignorance of digital gambling as a profitable product for 
the country's economy, and on the other hand, the 
national software publishers were unable to project the 
advantages of legalizing the purchase and sale of 
computer programs in the Portuguese market, being 
content with the immediate profit of the informal 
business they helped create.

“Domestic software production or piracy?”



While allowing the sale of the bedroom coders’ home 
productions and offering a safe outlet for these 
products, the stores also encouraged the increase in 
the production of Portuguese computer games and the 
professionalization of programmers, giving rise to a 
true productive chain that allowed the dissemination of 
digital games throughout the country.



Conclusion



The productive chain around the Portuguese software was 
marked by the wide commercialization of pirated programs 
and by the stigmatization of the game, based on the idea 
that it was nothing more than a mere toy made by nerds 
and geeks, thus hindering its recognition as a profitable 
product for the country's economy during the early days of 
its technological revolution.



Game history did not unfold uniformly and the 
particularities of space and place matter. Given the great 
historic diversity of games and contexts for their play, an 
appreciation of socio-cultural and geographic specificity is 
important to develop, particularly if other histories are to be 
told, for instance, from the ‘periphery’ rather than the 
‘centre’. (Swalwell, 2021)



Thank you for your time and attention!

https://www.gameartandgenderequity.com/


