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1

Introduction

You step out of an elevator into a crowded airport. There are tourists on their way 
to remote beaches, businesspeople eager to return home, and families saying their 
goodbyes. They are huddled together in the security line, waiting to pass through 
the metal detectors before embarking. You take a position behind the throng and 
open fire. Bullets spray from your machine gun. Along with three companions, 
you systematically annihilate the crowd of innocent people. Then you move for-
ward, sweeping through the airport to continue the rampage. Guards try in vain 
to fight back, but their bullets zing helplessly against your Kevlar vests; they 
succumb to your heavy weapons. To your right, a woman struggles to pull her 
wounded husband to safety before he bleeds to death. To your left, a man 
clutches his stomach to stanch profuse bleeding. You cannot stop the attack. 
It must proceed. You cannot be the good guy. Any attempt to intervene just 
causes the other attackers to turn against you. Your only choices are to pas-
sively watch the attack unfold or put the victims out of their misery with quick 
shots to the head.

This is the infamous No Russian mission from Call of Duty: Modern War-
fare 2. It is among the most controversial moments in videogame history. How 
could it be otherwise? The scene comes in one of the most commercially success-
ful game franchises ever produced and is calculated to evoke strong responses. 
The violence recalls the 9/11 attacks with its airport setting, and plays on height-
ened fears of terrorism. Within a few months after being released, it was blamed 
for inspiring an attack on Moscow’s Domodedovo airport.1 In a rarity for the 
genre, No Russian casts players in the role of terrorists, allowing them to make 
the critical decision of whether to kill innocent people.
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Books and articles about videogames routinely open with anecdotes like 
this. They present a lurid description of fighting, torture, or rape then ask read-
ers to imagine themselves in the starring role. The twist is predictable: reveal 
that the atrocities are actually taking place in a videogame. They look and feel 
real, but they are simulations designed for entertainment. Read enough about 
videogames and this way of framing them will feel very familiar. It has become 
one of the stylistic conventions of gaming commentary. Like No Russian itself 
(or the myriad other controversial scenes that could be used in its place), the sto-
ries are designed to capture the audience’s attention by provoking surprise, curios-
ity, and perhaps disgust. Describing in-game events as though they were real 
underscores a habitual thesis—that games are important artifacts that feel real 
and that can have an impact far beyond the screen. This style of juxtaposing real
ity and fantasy sets up readers for arguments that attempt to blur the boundaries 
between these two domains. The actual twist, it turns out, is not that the vividly 
described carnage is simulated but that the simulation is real. The deeper ques-
tion, and the point where commentaries diverge, comes when drawing out the 
implications of the relationship between reality and simulation.

In many studies, the opening anecdotes of simulated atrocities are used to 
introduce moral claims and, in particular, to provoke a sense of outrage. No Rus
sian is among the most popular targets, but countless other examples could be 
used in its place. Since their inception, videogames have been a source of moral 
controversy. They have been accused of making players stupid, encouraging vio
lence, damaging empathy, distracting players from more important pursuits, 
promoting war, supporting terrorism, and dozens of other evils that I will dis-
cuss throughout the book. A smooth rhetorical transition from what appears to 
be a real act of violence to the revelation that it is a realistic simulation brings 
reality and fantasy together in ways that allow moral outrage to slip from actual 
transgressions to those that are fictional. From here, it is easy to take the next 
step of suggesting that games are dangerous—that they somehow share in the 
real horrors they simulate.

I start with this reflection on the anecdotal parallels between videogames 
and real acts of violence with a different intent. The rhetorical strategy simulta
neously shows one of the greatest insights of commentary on the medium and 
one of its greatest failings. This framing highlights the importance of video-
games, and of simulations more broadly, while also suggesting that the actions 
taken in games are in some sense immoral because of the parallel between reality 
and fantasy. I agree with the former point, but I will devote this book to refuting 
the latter. I argue that videogames are morally significant but that they rarely 
warrant moral condemnation. They are better understood as providing low-risk 
opportunities for moral reflection. Above all, my goal is to show that realistic 
simulation of serious moral transgressions in popular videogames is not a bug; it 
is a feature.
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Decisions, Decisions

Let us back up for a moment and think about what is happening on a deeper 
level when someone plays Call of Duty or one of the many other controversial 
videogames on the market. Games are shocking when they simulate morally 
significant events. They show terrible atrocities but also great acts of heroism, 
acts that depend on simulated atrocities that the hero can counteract. More than 
that, games are shocking because they are participatory. They require players to 
work through disturbing moral challenges, whether the decision is to pull the 
trigger, observe passively, or stop playing. Participation is vital because morality 
is all about making decisions. One of the core assumptions in moral theory is 
that a person must in some sense will an action for it to be evaluated morally. 
That is to say, actions can only be called “good” or “bad” when they are chosen, 
not when they happen by chance or coercion. This is true regardless of the eval-
uative criteria used to judge the decision. If morality is a matter of intentions, as 
in deontological theories, then goodness or badness lies in the intentions that 
motivated an action. If morality is judged in terms of outcomes, as it is by con-
sequentialists, then attention shifts to the outcomes resulting from a person’s 
decision to act in a particular way. And if morality is primarily concerned with 
judging a person’s character, as in aretaic/virtue-based theories, then vices or 
virtues within the actor are paramount.

Our intuitive moral judgments tend to reflect the same sense that actions are 
only blameworthy if they are chosen. Usually, we do not praise or blame people 
for doing things that they had no control over or for acting under duress. Even 
willful actions may be excusable when circumstances compel them. If you rob a 
bank because you want to buy a nicer house, then you are a criminal and deserve 
condemnation, but if you are lost in the woods and on the brink of starvation, 
then you may be forgiven for breaking into a person’s house to steal some food. 
Breaking into a house is ordinarily immoral, but being under the duress of 
facing a life and death decision forces you to act and diminishes your culpabil-
ity.2 We tend to forgive people for accidents, provided there was no negligence 
involved, and even negligence is more forgivable than an intentional wrong.

What does the moral importance of choice have to do with videogames? It 
may help to explain why they have been such attractive targets for moral con-
demnation. Other media receive a share of the blame for corrupting audiences 
and instigating moral decay. In the aftermath of school shootings or when cul-
tural critics decry the decline of traditional values, films, music, and television 
stand alongside videogames as regular scapegoats. Audiences make the decision 
to consume these products, which means that audiences can be blamed for vol-
untarily exposing themselves to movies, songs, and shows that are thought to 
have a corrosive influence. Nevertheless, these media are more passive than 
games insofar as audience members do not directly influence the content of 
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the medium through their own choices. Someone watching a movie does not 
directly intervene in the decision to shoot one of the characters; such decisions 
about who to kill are common in games. Watch a film twenty times and you will 
always see the same events. Play a game twenty times and things could work out 
differently on each iteration, depending on what choices you make. There are 
important differences between more and less open-ended games. Videogames 
impose constraints on players, which require them to act in certain ways to pro-
ceed. Yet even the most linear games demand some degree of player intent for 
simulated acts of violence or other misconduct to take place.

Where videogames stand apart from other media is that players are not only 
subject to judgment as consumers of the entertainment but are also held partly 
responsible for what happens within the simulated worlds. Those playing No Rus
sian are apt to be blamed both for buying the game and for deciding to shoot the 
innocent bystanders once they start playing. The overall moral valuation of games 
and players rests heavily on the assumption that interactivity creates a heightened 
degree of culpability for what happens within simulations. Player complicity in 
violence arises again and again in critiques of videogames. It establishes grounds 
for thinking that games are especially problematic from a moral perspective.

I was struck by the No Russian level when I first played it, because of the reac-
tions of family members who were in the same room while I mowed down hordes 
of innocent bystanders. My family has no qualms with violent movies and televi
sion shows, and they have watched me play violent videogames on many occasions. 
None of it was particularly shocking to them until that moment when they 
seemed disgusted by the game and disturbed that I was enjoying it. I wandered 
through the airport, shooting as many people as I could. There were horrified 
gasps. Sure, the game could show scenes of violence against civilians, but how, my 
audience demanded, could I voluntarily pull the trigger? I was quick to resort to 
the amoralist defense that “it’s just a game” (a defense I discuss in detail later). 
I was not actually shooting anyone. I was just pretending to shoot because I was 
pretending to be a terrorist. However, it was clear from the reactions that those 
watching felt that there was something more significant happening because of my 
voluntary participation in the killings. The same objection continually arises in 
scholarly research on games, with commentators questioning the judgment of 
players who willfully simulate atrocities, especially if players find this enjoyable.

Like morality, videogames are all about decisions. They are a form of interac-
tive entertainment requiring choice. For anything to qualify as a videogame, it 
must at a minimum give players an opportunity to influence events. And it is 
not enough to simply act. Being successful demands reflection on the decisions 
with an eye toward identifying the rules of the game, and prediction about how 
actions will affect outcomes. Games differ substantially in terms of what deci-
sions they present, how these are framed, how realistic they are, and how much 
freedom of choice they grant. Game design matters a great deal when it comes 
to creating these challenges and framing them, as well as in determining what 
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consequences follow from decisions within the game world. There is therefore a 
natural affinity between moral decision-making and a medium that depends on 
the same skills.

This in turn raises a host of subordinate questions: Is it wrong to play certain 
types of games? Are immoral decisions in games really immoral, or do they just 
look that way? Do games harm players? Is it wrong for developers to present 
certain types of content or to frame issues in particular ways? It is also vital to see 
that these questions are not merely about morality. They are also political ques-
tions about what kind of society we live in, the collective responsibility for the 
content of entertainment, the permissibility of censorship, and the culpability of 
videogame developers for what players experience and what they do after encoun-
tering a game.

Thesis 1: Videogames Are Not Immoral,  
but They Are Morally Significant

My first goal in this book is to show that videogames are morally and politically 
significant but that they are rarely immoral in themselves. The parallels between 
No Russian and real acts of violence matter, as do the countless instances of 
simulated violence, sexual deviance, racism, and sexism in other videogames. 
I aim to demonstrate that there is value in efforts to link videogames to real life, 
and that this is especially important when it comes to moral and political issues. 
Videogames are not epiphenomenal fictions separate from the real world. They 
are influenced by real people, issues, and events, and may in turn influence their 
players. They are a means of exploring complex issues with the help of abstract 
models. They are a source of moral and political controversy in their own right, 
being central to debates over censorship and expression. They are tools of strate-
gic communication that political actors use to persuade, and they are tools for 
fostering dissent that activists use to propagate counternarratives. By entertain-
ing, informing, and inciting debate, they help to make reality what it is. We 
would do a serious injustice to videogames and their expressive power were we 
to deny their importance.

It is imperative to understand the interplay between videogames and the real 
world, but doing so requires first rejecting misguided attempts to show that vid-
eogames are immoral. We must eliminate some of the mistaken assumptions 
that hinder research on gaming and that inhibit the formulation of stronger 
theories of games’ moral importance. Of particular importance are concerns that 
videogames promote aggression, degrade empathy, train players to kill, or under-
mine players’ abilities to distinguish reality from simulation. Critics invoke 
dystopian futures in which people have lost empathy, learned to act violently, or 
simply ceased caring about morality. Critics imagine that this terrible future is 
coming within reach as videogames become more popular, more realistic, and 
more violent. Some even take the radical step of arguing that actions taken in 
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videogames may be inherently immoral. Here they worry that simulated behav
iors will become ingrained in players, causing character defects that may not be 
visible but that are nevertheless real. Concern over the moral implications of 
videogames has also become a political disagreement over whether censorship 
should be imposed or sales regulated.

Critics of videogames make some worthwhile points. For one thing, it would 
be wrong to assume that the decision to play a videogame only affects players 
themselves. Players are not solitary actors in a vacuum; their entertainment takes 
place in a broader social context in which there are legitimate concerns about 
what individuals think and how they behave. Societies have a vested interest in 
the moral education of their members—not in training people to accept a par
ticular ideology but rather in imparting a basic sense of right and wrong, and 
fair treatment, that governs interactions with others. It is only possible to pre-
serve good social relations and, by extension, to maintain a stable society that 
can endure over time if a large majority of members share roughly the same 
moral sensibilities and are generally committed to following them. Social sta-
bility and government functionality depend on a high degree of trust that people 
will usually play by the rules.3 Wherever people cannot be reasonably assured 
that others will generally act morally, the result is a rise in mutual suspicion, hos-
tility, and violence. Around the world, “failed states” are a testament to the myr-
iad adverse consequences of losing this sense of common moral grounding: lower 
trust in governmental authority, organization devolving into small groups that 
can preserve a modicum of security, and economic uncertainty.

The shared commitment to acting well is at the basis of the idea of a social 
contract, which is essentially a belief that moral and/or political guidelines can 
be established through tacit collective agreement. Social contract theorists 
since Thomas Hobbes have sought to show that individuals can only become 
fully human by understanding their rights and responsibilities intersubjectively 
(in relation to others).4 Even those who deny the existence of a social contract 
uniting members must assume that there is some basis for social cohesion. 
Whether this is national identity, shared participation in the economy, or eth-
nicity, the result is the same: group life depends on the participation of members, 
which is to say it depends on individuals’ beliefs and actions within the broader 
social context.5 Moral decisions by individuals are inherently politicized when 
they have a collective impact. In fact, it would be fair to say that morality is 
inherently political because moral decisions only arise during interactions 
between two or more individuals in which conflicting claims about rights and 
responsibilities must be reconciled.

The outrage against videogames reaches its apogee in efforts to show that 
they are responsible for atrocities that directly threaten the fabric of social life. 
Many psychologists who link games to aggression begin and end their studies 
with claims that their research demonstrates a connection between videogames 
and mass shootings.6 The National Rifle Association (NRA) has repeatedly made 
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the same argument following school shootings to shift attention away from gun 
control proposals.7 Russian journalists and politicians blamed No Russian for 
inciting a real terrorist attack.8 Opponents of the War on Terror have attempted 
to show that videogames were essential for building support for military opera-
tions abroad.9 In these instances, critics argue that individuals’ entertainment 
preferences are a political issue that threatens collective security. The critiques 
politicize gaming and show that questions of morality cannot be neatly con-
tained within games or within a person’s mind. They have broad relevance and 
must be approached as such.

The fear that entertainment could have harmful side effects on individual psy
chology and political order is a long-standing preoccupation of philosophers that 
can be traced back to Plato. Throughout his writings, Plato cautions against the 
potential harms that may be inflicted by the media that defined his epoch, espe-
cially poetry and written text.10 In The Republic, he imagines the ideal city of Kal-
lipolis, in which personal justice and public order are secured through civic 
education and careful control of information that could exert a corrupting influ-
ence. Plato warns that some poets are “damaging to those who hear them.”11 The 
potential for ideas to have a contaminating effect upon contact, without being 
subject to interpretation or doubt on the part of the audience, remains one of the 
central messages in media critiques. It is presented as a rationale for banishing 
potentially harmful media outright to prevent the imagined passive victims from 
being exposed to a pathogen. Plato is especially concerned about how such mes-
sages will affect children. There are echoes of this reasoning in the present, with 
arguments favoring censorship often focusing on adolescents. The irony of advo-
cating restrictions on immoral influences when Plato’s mentor Socrates was put 
to death for corrupting the youths of Athens seems to be lost on Plato. Later 
philosophers, including Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Tocqueville, make simi-
lar arguments, albeit without the same degree of skepticism.12 They emphasize 
the importance of being attentive to what kinds of messages are presented in 
entertainment and what effects these have on the temperament of citizens.

The critics of videogames therefore stand in a long tradition of attacking the 
latest form of entertainment. The concerns may be directed at a new medium, 
but these critics participate in an ongoing quest to understand media influence. 
Analysis of the morality of videogames continues this long intellectual tradi-
tion by extending it into a new domain and recasting the critiques to reflect 
videogames’ unique characteristics. The debate remains as important as ever 
and has broadened considerably by moving beyond the confines of philosophy 
to form an interdisciplinary conversation shaped by psychologists, sociologists, 
political scientists, specialists in game studies, politicians, and activists. With 
this in mind, I respectfully disagree with those who think that the matter is 
best left to psychologists.13 The morality of videogames is a complex issue in 
which no particular research agenda can cover the entire range of questions that 
must be answered.
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As I will show, the vast majority of arguments that games have an adverse 
influence on players are illogical, empirically unsupported, or based on more fun-
damental problems that go much deeper than games themselves. A few of the 
more modest claims have some merit and provide grounds for thinking carefully 
about what games are appropriate for children and others who may lack the judg-
ment necessary to separate fantasy from reality. For the most part, the chances of 
moral corruption induced by videogames are negligible and outweighed by the 
potential moral benefits. The effort to impugn games mischaracterizes games’ sig-
nificance and has led many who enjoy them to defend themselves by resorting to 
the misguided argument that games have no real-world implications. The pro-
tracted war against videogames has made it seem like the medium either has a 
harmful influence on players or that it has no effects on the real world at all, fore-
closing the possibility that they could have an influence that is largely positive.

I argue that videogames and the actions players take within them are not 
immoral and that efforts to incite moral outrage against moments like the ter-
rorist attack in No Russian are deeply problematic. I dissect the central charges 
against videogames to reveal that most are fundamentally flawed and that even 
those with some plausibility can only be accepted with many caveats that limit 
their scope and intensity. Simulated actions may feel real and may provide a use-
ful analogue for thinking about real moral challenges. However, verisimilitude 
does not alter the basic ontological fact that actions taken in videogames are 
not real in a strict sense. They are simulations without any immediate effect. 
The victims of No Russian are not real people; they do not suffer, and they lack 
moral agency. They have been killed thousands of times by thousands of play-
ers, without any genuine cost. We do actual victims a disservice if we think that 
the avatars themselves have moral worth or that players’ simulation of an attack 
will cause them to kill. On the other hand, the virtual attacks against these 
avatars can help us think more deeply about violence and can therefore have real 
implications. The actions are morally significant because they simulate human 
analogues that have moral and political importance, but there is an enormous 
difference between simulating misconduct and actually engaging in it. The 
representation carries the negative connotations of the immoral act, but is not 
immoral itself. On the contrary, the representation of immorality is an invalu-
able tool through which we can understand wrongful actions without really 
enacting them.

Thesis 2: Simulated Moral Decisions Are a  
Form of Low-Cost Experimentation

My second goal is to show that videogames are important sites of moral explora-
tion. They allow us to encounter challenges that we might never experience in 
real life or to see familiar problems from a different perspective. They may even 
help us appreciate the consequences of moral decision-making via simulations 
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of the plausible results. The ability to create artificial moral challenges that feel 
real and that players must solve by exercising their own reasoning skills is one of 
the distinctive benefits of videogames. Games stand apart from other forms of 
entertainment by exploring moral questions as participatory experiences. When 
playing, we cannot passively watch someone else make the decision and evaluate 
the impact from a disinterested perspective. We must decide for ourselves whether 
to pull the trigger. Then we must grapple with a game world transformed by our 
actions.

Particular games differ in terms of how, and the extent to which, they take 
advantage of this capacity for simulating morality. There are games that lack the 
narrative depth to do this, such as Tetris and Candy Crush. Opportunities for 
moral decision-making are therefore not essential characteristics that could be 
used to define the medium. At the same time, moral reflection is common and 
is not restricted to games that explicitly include moral labels or moral choice 
engines. I will discuss some of the dominant strategies for presenting morality 
in games, with special attention to their strengths and limitations. I show that 
there is a widespread tendency to engage with weighty moral issues in thought-
ful ways, which is evident even in the most controversial games.

Arguing that videogames are morally significant but that their influence is 
largely benign or even positive may sound strange. It may seem utopian or con-
tradictory to say that games have important benefits while having negligible 
adverse consequences. The two dominant schools of thought assert that video-
games are either largely self-contained simulations that do not have much of an 
impact on the real world (this is commonly known as the amoralist position) or 
that they strongly influence players, usually in harmful ways. My own argument 
runs counter to both of these perspectives and is apt to attract criticisms for 
trying to have it both ways—trying to celebrate the positive aspects of gaming 
without acknowledging the negatives. Such a response would make perfect 
sense. After all, if videogames can be sites of moral experimentation and even 
education, it seems logical that they could also be sites of moral corruption. For-
tunately, this intuition is misguided.

It is easiest to understand the moral significance of videogames by way of 
analogy. I contend that the moral challenges introduced in videogames are akin 
to thought experiments that are commonly used to test intuitions in moral phi-
losophy, only with a vastly greater ability to make the simulated decisions feel 
real. To evaluate the rightness or wrongness of complex issues such as abortion, 
euthanasia, torture, and war, philosophers tell stories about simplified cases 
that highlight the key moral considerations. These stories strip away extraneous 
details and demand answers based on consistent moral precepts. For example, 
they might imagine a scenario in which two patients are dying in a hospital and 
only one can receive assistance, then ask what values should guide the decision 
about which victim to help. These same kinds of counterfactual scenarios arise 
across fictional entertainment, but the decisions are all too often left up to other 
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people—the characters we observe from a distance—which makes us work 
harder at putting ourselves in their position and thinking about the right choice 
than when we are dropped into the action and forced to choose for ourselves.

Videogames are not literally just thought experiments and are certainly not 
reducible to the moral puzzles they pose. There is much more going on in video-
games beyond moral decisions, yet morality is often a key gameplay mechanic 
and is the reason why games incite panic. Videogames frequently raise questions 
in ways that are functionally similar to thought experiments. Thought experi-
ments are used to develop models that can test moral intuitions and explore the 
consequences of actions. They make it possible to explain theories in simplified 
terms as well as test them against potential challenges. Videogames likewise 
model decisions in fictional contexts, test intuitions, and allow us to explore the 
consequences of different ways of acting. They also offer some important advan-
tages over traditional thought experiments, which are typically conveyed in a 
narrative form that lacks the ludic elements of a game. Among these advantages 
are situating moral questions in more complex and engaging contexts, giving 
them a greater sense of concreteness, and raising the possibility of unanticipated 
consequences.

Why does the analogy between games and philosophical counterfactuals 
matter? It reveals a great deal about the benefits of exploring moral issues in 
simulations, even imagining unspeakable atrocities, and why doing so has few 
harmful side effects. It is impossible to be evil in a thought experiment. Thought 
experiments may expose poor moral judgment, yet even the worst choices 
imagined are merely imaginary. It is also implausible to think that thought 
experiments cause immoral conduct. They may ask us to think about uncom-
fortable scenarios involving murder, genocide, rape, and torture, but mere expo-
sure to those actions in theory does not provide training for them or cause 
desensitization. At the same time, thought experiments can be profoundly ben-
eficial, which is why they are a fixture of moral philosophy. Modeling issues 
within counterfactuals makes it possible to think about them more clearly and 
pushes us to reflect on our own reasoning strategies. Counterfactuals can even 
be responsible for moral sensitization by exposing problems we were previously 
unaware of. It is possible to miss the point of a thought experiment or to make 
an imagined decision unreflectively, thereby sacrificing the potential benefits. 
Nevertheless, this is not evil. The unreflective person is not immoral, only care-
less or perhaps narrow-minded. In the end, the imaginative moral puzzles that 
philosophers deal with provide a wealth of opportunities for testing moral intu-
itions without actually doing anything wrong.

Videogames function the same way. They present moral problems and allow 
us to simulate both good and bad outcomes, thereby granting the freedom to 
explore different possibilities without actually doing anything wrong. Regard-
less of whether players act well or badly in a game, there is something to be gained 
from playing. Branching moral paths show different dimensions of a choice and 
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the results following from alternative courses of action. Players simulating good 
and bad actions (or perhaps trying both approaches on successive playthroughs) 
participate in moral exploration without incurring any real costs. It may seem 
as though the player who simulates good conduct is morally superior to one 
who enjoys being evil, but nothing could be further from the truth. When the 
decisions themselves have no consequences and the possible benefits arise from 
thoughtful engagement with the fictional world, then good and evil paths can be 
equally enlightening. In terms of moral development, there is as much to gain 
from simulating evil as there is from simulating goodness. Deliberately being 
evil forces players to confront what it means to be evil in a particular context and 
to self-consciously evaluate decisions with attention to what choices would be 
considered right and wrong. A player who intends to be evil must map out the 
moral terrain in the process of doing this. That player must fully engage with 
the moral implications of the simulated actions and develop a sense of how 
these actions would be evaluated if they were real. The player intending to be 
good performs the same operations. Both end up navigating identical moral 
terrain, and in practice many players take multiple paths to see decisions from 
different perspectives on subsequent replays.

Even making apparently terrible decisions, such as shooting the Russian civil-
ians I discussed at the outset, is a way of exploring the moral possibilities pre-
sented by a particular dilemma. As with thought experiments, there is no such 
thing as acting well or badly, because there are no real actions. The point is that a 
greater understanding of real moral problems is attained by working with fic-
tional models. Unreflective players may ignore the dilemmas they encounter and 
focus narrowly on progressing through the game. When this is the case, their 
ignorance of moral context is apt to blind them equally to any small adverse influ-
ences the game may have. In other words, if some players are only interested in 
destroying the game environment and killing avatars, without considering what 
implications this has in the game world, then they will also lack context to judge 
whether their attacks are justified. From the player’s perspective, the simulated 
actions will be amoral. In this way, the question of whether games have moral 
content depends heavily on how players engage with fictional challenges.

The possibility of pretending to be good or evil depends on players seeing 
games through a moral lens. However, games tend to discourage unreflective 
play in subtle ways. Many titles that are associated with nihilistic destruction, 
such as those in the Grand Theft Auto and Saints Row series, do in fact provide 
strong clues that the actions being simulated are immoral. Run over a pedes-
trian or shoot a rival gang member and you will be hunted down by the police—a 
strong signal that the action was wrong. Much of the fun in these games comes 
from flaunting societal rules, which means tacitly recognizing what these rules 
are. These games permit us to intentionally simulate evil actions, but they do so 
while emphasizing that the actions are evil and by extension telling us that we 
should understand simulated worlds in moral terms. We may enjoy crushing an 
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innocent old lady under a semi in Liberty City or Steelport, but we also know 
that this is wrong and that we can only enjoy it because it is fictional.

In practice, players’ choices usually have no real consequences. Beyond the 
game itself, in the real world, it does not actually matter whether players decide 
to kill civilians at an airport. The simulated decision has no bearing on real 
people and thus cannot be properly judged as being moral or immoral. Thus, 
players can experience a simulated moral dilemma that encourages them to 
think critically about what their actions would mean if they were real, but the 
actions remain safely unreal. This is why it is possible for games to offer a forum 
for moral experimentation without being sites of moral degeneration.

To be clear, I am not arguing that videogames make people more ethical, 
that gamers are better people than nongamers, or that videogames should be 
seen as tools of moral education. Rather, the point is that even when video-
games are designed primarily for entertainment, they present challenges that 
invite players to reflect on moral issues. There is no guarantee that players will 
take this opportunity, and they are under no requirement to do so. There is 
nothing wrong with engaging in unreflective play that does not consider moral 
implications. Sometimes players just need to shoot some zombies or Nazis with-
out having to delve into the philosophical implications of doing so. However, 
many players seize opportunities to read their games’ moral meanings, and doing 
this is a great way to get more out of a game. Developers may likewise find that 
emphasizing the moral challenges helps to make games more engaging than they 
would be otherwise. In games like Life Is Strange and Darkest Dungeon, moral 
decision-making is central to play, albeit in much different ways. It is doubtful 
that these games would have been as successful if they had avoided moral 
questions; in fact, it is hard to imagine them existing at all. Enjoyment and 
enlightenment can therefore be complementary goals.

Thesis 3: Persuasive Games Function as Arguments

My third goal is to provide a framework for thinking about the moral implica-
tions of using videogames to spread ideas or influence attitudes at a collective 
level. This is important because the debate over the morality of videogames 
has shifted somewhat over the past two decades. Many of the arguments that I 
explore when talking about the possibility of being immoral in a game or of 
games having harmful cognitive effects on players first emerged during the 
1980s and 1990s and focused primarily on players as lone actors. In many cases, 
the research is strongly individualistic, such as when critics talk about the pos-
sibility of games inspiring alienated teens to shoot their classmates. Although 
these fears continue to inform commentaries on games, the scope of critique 
has expanded to include moral concerns having more to do with what effect 
gaming has on groups. Here there are concerns over how violent institutions 
such as the U.S. military produce games in an effort to attract new recruits, the 
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use of games to spread political influence, whether games perpetuate harmful 
stereotypes, and how games violate social taboos.

Critiques directed at the collective level transform the moral objections 
relating to individual cognition into objections having to do with social and 
political relationships. The group-centric critiques therefore have affinities with 
the individual-centric critiques and often rely on the same basic reasoning. For 
example, group-centric claims that the U.S. military is using games to train sol-
diers to participate in aggressive wars depend on individual-centric claims that 
games can teach players to kill. Similarly, group-centric claims that videogames 
are being used to produce quiescent citizens who are disengaged from foreign 
policy decisions embody the same reasoning as individual-centric claims that 
videogames cause desensitization to violence. The difference between these two 
approaches to challenging the morality of videogames arises when we look at 
where the blame is laid and whether the emphasis is on political violence such as 
war or the more individualistic criminal violence of domestic life.

The shift in the locus of critique is important for three reasons. First, whereas 
the individual-centric critiques come primarily from social conservatives inter-
ested in protecting family values or shifting attention away from gun control, the 
group-centric critiques have come from academia and often take a more progres-
sive standpoint. This shows that, despite adopting different critical strategies and 
being informed by different interests, these two perspectives share much in com-
mon when describing fears that entertainment can have a corrupting influence. 
Second, whereas the individual-centric critiques tend to focus more on individ-
ual morality and on the impact of aggressive individuals on society, the group-
centric critiques look more at causation going in the opposite direction. They are 
concerned with the conduct of institutions as producers of strategic communica-
tion and the values of populations affected by that entertainment. This makes 
these critiques more overtly political. Looking at the continuities between the two 
critical strategies helps to expose the continuity between the moral and political 
issues they raise. Finally, the group-centric critiques focus much less on behav
ior and more on perceptions. Their concerns are primarily about how games 
influence attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs. This means that the claims cannot 
be tested in laboratories. They instead call for a broader perspective on how we 
judge the influence of gaming.

Despite these parallels, the group-centric critiques raise some unique con-
cerns that are more plausible than those coming from the individual-centric 
research. For one thing, videogame developers often have persuasive intent. These 
goals are sometimes clear from institutional interests, but are often stated explic
itly. America’s Army openly affirms its goal of giving players a positive view of 
what it is like to be an American soldier. Its incentives for presenting a stylized 
image of the U.S. military could not be clearer. At other times, developers may 
not have an explicit goal but nevertheless produce games that show evidence of 
bias based on what information is included, how issues are framed, and what 
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options players are afforded. The military first-person shooter genre beyond 
America’s Army provides many examples of this. Games routinely privilege the 
viewpoint of Western (usually American and British) armed forces. Few attempt 
to show alternative points of view.

Concern over how games spread ideas is plausible because games do have 
some power to expose us to new perspectives. At the most basic level, the moral 
choices simulated and the evaluations issued by games reflect assumptions bur-
ied in the code. Developers create the moral challenges that players will experi-
ence and can frame them to make tacit arguments. They manufacture moral 
issues and assign costs and benefits to different courses of action. Some games 
explicitly label players, calling them good or evil based on how the challenges 
are resolved. Others may refrain from passing such clear judgments but never-
theless structure game worlds according to morally and ideologically charged 
presuppositions that are conveyed throughout the game. This makes it possible 
for developers to set up challenges and rewards that urge players toward a par
ticular perspective.

Games deserve moral scrutiny, and may even be condemnable, based on 
what messages they implicitly or explicitly advance. Nevertheless, we must tread 
carefully and see that controversial games can also be valuable. Shocking scenes 
are essential for posing big questions and prodding players to become more reflec-
tive. Game design raises questions about the actors responsible for the games. 
Is there something morally problematic about militaries creating games to help 
their public image? Is it wrong to produce games with sexualized representations 
of women or to invoke racial stereotypes? Are deeply offensive games that deal 
with real events, such as mass shootings and genocides, immoral? I contend that 
many attempts to answer these kinds of questions are too heavily informed by 
the same sense of moral outrage that impedes the individual-centric research on 
videogames. We need to rethink how we evaluate ideologically charged games 
and how we understand games that present offensive content.

I expose a problematic tendency among academic commentators and mem-
bers of the media to dismiss persuasive games and games with ideological biases 
as being mere propaganda that is intentionally misleading. Such a sweeping 
indictment of game developers suggests that the ideas that appear in persuasive 
games are vacuous, serving no other function than to indoctrinate. I recom-
mend taking an alternative approach that is more open to the many different 
perspectives videogames offer. Games certainly present problematic informa-
tion and attitudes, but identifying them first requires us to engage with contro-
versial games and the ideas they present. We should approach persuasive games 
not as blatant lies or as propaganda to unmask but instead as arguments. Games 
that have strong ideological biases can be enjoyable and even informative. They 
offer insight into alternative perspectives, which is particularly useful when it 
comes to understanding how members of specific groups and institutions see 
themselves and their goals. These games can and should be critiqued, yet critique 
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needs to arise from a very different sensibility that starts by treating the games as 
communicative acts that are more substantive than mere propaganda. Above all, 
we must abandon the assumption that exposure to ideas contaminates players 
and recognize that players navigate videogames with existing beliefs and atti-
tudes that reconfigure games’ messages and shape their reception.

Two powerful critical strategies remain open when we read ideologically 
charged games as arguments instead of lies. The first is what I call an external 
critique, based on looking at a game’s mimetic accuracy. Simulations are models 
of the real world produced by selecting what information to include and how to 
frame it. This can lead to factual inaccuracies, the omission of key details, or the 
mischaracterization of the issues and events being simulated. These choices can 
be fairly critiqued based on how much they skew the historical record. The sec-
ond strategy is internal critique, or immanent critique. This approach seeks to 
expose tensions between ideological assumptions embedded in game narratives 
or between the game’s rules. Both of these investigative strategies depend on 
approaching games as communicative acts that have more substance than mere 
deceptions would. Moreover, these strategies only work if we situate games within 
their social and political context.

I also consider how easily feelings of discomfort can be conflated with genu-
ine moral problems when it comes to games that present upsetting content. 
Actions in games are not real, but they can still cause discomfort. Virtual mur-
der and rape are not immoral themselves, but they are uncomfortable because 
they evoke real criminal acts. A simulation of genocide is likewise not real geno-
cide, but it does remind us of the horrific consequences of systematic killings in the 
real world. The moral panic surrounding games is largely based on a misguided 
sense that simulated actions are wrong, which draws on feelings of discomfort that 
critics (and many players, for that matter) experience when engaging in simula-
tions that conjure up difficult subjects. The moral sentiments are understand-
able, and often praiseworthy, but they are misplaced.

It is vital to distinguish between offensiveness and genuine moral concerns 
when it comes to games, especially when offensive games are often best suited to 
challenging our prejudices and encouraging us to see the world from a different 
viewpoint. Much of the offensive content that draws critics’ ire is justifiable 
when it is put into context. Games based on professional sports leagues or his-
toric events often disproportionately feature white male characters, yet they do 
this because they attempt to mirror a real world that is marred by exclusion. In 
some instances, offensiveness is essential for making important points. Grand 
Theft Auto includes upsetting racial stereotypes and violence, but this is vital to 
the game’s satire. Even Super Columbine Massacre RPG!, which allows players to 
carry out a school shooting modeled on real events, tries to make a political state-
ment that gives the offensive content redeeming value.

Games that attempt to incite violence or discrimination are morally con-
demnable, but such games are rare and have limited success beyond the narrow 
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markets of those who already accept the arguments being made. Critics are right 
to attack those games, yet they usually pose minimal risk. The games that attract 
the most vociferous and sustained condemnation are usually popular titles with 
important messages lying thinly veiled beneath the offensive content. To players’ 
credit, games that advocate blatantly racist, sexist, or militant viewpoints tend to 
sell poorly and are widely ridiculed. The most important goal is not censoring 
the rare cases of immoral content but instead protecting games with controver-
sial content from misplaced moral condemnation.

Overview of the Book

Chapter 1 provides a summary of the key concepts that I explore throughout 
the book and the methods I employ. The distinction I draw between simulation 
and reality is especially important for setting up subsequent chapters. I aim to 
show that these categories are neither completely separate (as amoralists argue) 
nor so intermingled that they can be collapsed into each other (as many critics 
of videogames maintain). There is a reciprocal link between videogames and the 
real world. We bring ourselves into videogames, and what we experience during 
play follows us back out. We may change and grow through our experiences with 
games, just as we may from other engagements with fiction through books, films, 
and television shows.

Some interplay between reality and fiction is too often mistaken for unfil-
tered and uncontrolled spillover between these domains to the extent that sim-
ulated actions take on real moral significance or radically transform players. It 
is misleading to think that visually realistic entertainment causes audiences to 
lose their sense of what is real and what is not, or to assume that audiences have 
uniform interpretations of media. People do not encounter entertainment with 
minds like blank slates. Rather, their interpretations are shaped by existing cogni-
tive frameworks and prior experiences. Games and other types of entertainment 
do not have a straightforward causal impact such that we could ever say that they 
cause people to become violent. Psychological research shows that people process 
information through cognitive filters that moderate external influences and limit 
their impact, which suggests that the effects of videogames and other media will 
be slight and always mediated by existing attitudes and values.

Methodologically, I build on insights from ludological and narratological 
approaches. The field of game studies is moving beyond framing research nar-
rowly in terms of one of these perspectives or the other, but it remains useful to 
reflect explicitly on these two schools of thought because they can yield different 
insights. Ludology highlights the importance of game mechanics and interactiv-
ity. When applied to moral decisions, it encourages us to think about how prob
lems are constructed and what impact they have on gameplay. Narrative is equally 
important, as it fills in the details that give decisions a moral character. Narrative 
contextualizes player interactions with a game to make clicks of a button represent 
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actions and to build a world in which players’ decisions matter. I emphasize both 
dimensions of videogames throughout the book, treating ludology as the struc-
ture that makes moral decisions interactive and narrative as the contextual infor-
mation that allows simulated events to take on moral dimensions.

Chapter  2 discusses the moral panic that has plagued videogames since the 
1980s, focusing on arguments about what impact games have on player cognition. 
Here I consider four of the most pervasive critiques: that videogames train play-
ers to kill, increase aggression, cause desensitization, and blur the line between 
fantasy and reality in problematic ways. This analysis draws on work from psy-
chologists who have developed models of cognition that render the critical claims 
implausible as well as work psychologists have done to directly refute claims about 
videogames being a source of moral corruption.14 I also point out the method-
ological problems present in many studies charging videogames with immorality 
and show that they are at odds with sociological facts. I am not a psychologist 
and acknowledge that more work must be done looking at how videogames 
influence cognition, yet I contend that the weight of the available evidence pro-
vides grounds for rejecting the moral panic about games transforming players’ 
minds for the worse. The paucity of support for these four critiques, combined 
with the strong counterarguments, should lead us to conclude that the critiques 
are either wrong in most cases or at least that behavioral changes caused by games 
are apt to be small and confined to certain audiences who are especially suscep-
tible to media influence (e.g., young children).

In chapter 3, I examine what it means to make moral decisions within simu-
lations. I draw an analogy between the moral challenges created by videogames 
and narrative thought experiments used by philosophers. Many game theorists 
resist comparisons between videogames and other media, but here such a com-
parison is apt because of the close resemblance between these two types of coun-
terfactuals when it comes to how they facilitate the exploration of moral issues. 
Thought experiments pose moral questions by situating them within fictional 
hypothetical scenarios. Although these are usually presented using narratives, 
they are analogous to games insofar as they are interactive and based around 
rules that dictate what is permissible within a particular scenario. Like a game, a 
thought experiment must be imaginatively enacted. Computer modeling has 
even made it possible to transform classic thought experiments from narratives 
into digital simulations that are indistinguishable from videogames. Moreover, 
games incorporate myriad counterfactuals that closely mirror famous narrative 
thought experiments. I contend that the reason for this overlap is that the moral 
challenges in games have the key attributes of thought experiments along with 
some distinctive new benefits that arise from enacting moral decisions within 
digital worlds.

Drawing an analogy between thought experiments and videogames helps to 
explain the implications of producing moral counterfactuals in spaces that are 
set apart from the real world. Videogames’ convincing graphics may make them 
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feel more real than hypotheticals that are purely narrative in form, but the use 
of different technologies for building models does not make a morally signifi-
cant difference. That is, the medium used for creating moral simulations is not 
itself morally significant. In videogames, as in narrative thought experiments, it 
is possible to explore serious, and often troubling, dilemmas without incurring 
real costs. Thought experiments and videogames are alike when it comes to 
allowing us to imagine good and bad actions without harming others, intending 
to harm others, or rehearsing real behaviors that might plausibly corrupt our 
character. On the other hand, imaginatively navigating difficult moral terrain 
can help us think more carefully about important issues. Simulating moral 
decision-making therefore presents a win-win scenario in which we cannot cause 
any real harm but can experiment with different styles of moral thinking.

In chapter 4, I build on the thought experiment analogy to argue that video-
games are important tools for confronting serious issues through entertainment. 
Games immerse us in counterfactuals that ask us to make countless moral deci-
sions and to consider what consequences these decisions might have. They allow 
us to inhabit worlds that are shaped by alternative moral systems and political 
ideologies. Just as it is impossible to be truly good or bad in a thought experi-
ment, it is impossible to be truly good or bad in a videogame. Because there are 
no costs associated with this moral exploration—no harm inflicted in the vir-
tual worlds and little plausible evidence of harm on players themselves—players 
may pretend to be evil without really being evil. In fact, pretend evil is an impor
tant part of mapping out the possible courses of action and thinking about what 
consequences would follow from them. This shows that videogames are amoral 
in the sense that there is no wrongness involved in playing them but that they 
are still morally significant and possibly even beneficial because they facilitate 
cost-free moral experimentation.

In chapter  5, I evaluate some of the approaches games take to simulating 
morality. I look at moral choice engines that score players’ decisions, games that 
allow players to choose fixed alignments, reward-based systems, and factional 
alignment systems, among others. This is not a comprehensive taxonomy but 
rather an effort to highlight some of the most popular styles of simulating moral-
ity. My overall goal is to show the diversity of approaches and how they comple-
ment each other by exposing different aspects of real-world moral decision-making. 
Moreover, the games I discuss demonstrate how morality can become integral to 
gameplay, simultaneously offering enjoyment and opportunities for moral experi-
mentation. Decisions are integral to videogames and help to make games more 
fun by heightening players’ sense of agency. I also discuss some of the ways that 
videogames build moral considerations into the background narratives by cre-
ating entire worlds based around a particular political ideology, hypothetical 
future, or imaginary past.

There is no perfect method of presenting moral challenges in videogames. 
Every approach has advantages and disadvantages. Some, such as reward-based 
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evaluations, tend to be shallower than others, because of the demands of bal-
ancing realism and gameplay. Punishing decisions too harshly could hinder 
enjoyment, so gameplay considerations tend to take precedence. However, I argue 
that researchers have been too quick to dismiss some morality systems as super-
ficial. Even the routinely maligned unrealistic scenarios and strict good versus 
evil moral binaries can have some value. Choices may vary in terms of how 
much player freedom they permit, how closely they resemble real moral deci-
sions, and the extent to which they affect the game. Nevertheless, the value of 
taking on moral challenges in entertainment supersedes the loss of philosophi-
cal rigor. Whether they are sophisticated or simplistic, dilemmas encourage 
players to think about gaming in terms of moral categories.

In chapter 7, I turn to some additional critiques directed against videogames, 
this time looking at arguments that games present harmful social and political 
commentary. Here my concern is not with the cognitive effects that I discussed 
in chapter 2 but rather with games that critics credit with propagating danger-
ous ideologies. The ongoing debate over military videogames, especially those 
produced with military assistance, provides my central case study. I contend that 
critics are right to challenge the ideas that persuasive games present but that it is 
vital to avoid falling back on baseless claims that overstate the harms games can 
inflict or characterizing persuasive games as intentional efforts to dissimulate. 
Most games with strong ideological biases do not seem to be designed to mislead 
or indoctrinate. Rather, their creators appear to genuinely believe in the games’ 
messages. Treating persuasive games as mere propaganda lacking any informa-
tive content closes us off from understanding ideas that we disagree with and 
encourages the conceit of seeing such ideas as being wholly without merit.

I attempt to rehabilitate the critique of the ideologies embedded in video-
games by treating them as arguments rather than as lies. These arguments help 
us understand other perspectives, but they can still be challenged and refuted. 
We can take them seriously without necessarily agreeing with them. I show that 
there is some value in seeing the world from other perspectives by interrogating 
persuasive games and thinking about what insight they offer into how others 
see the world. Much as videogames with morally troubling content can help us 
think more carefully about morality, playing persuasive games is an important 
sociological exercise that exposes us to alternative ways of seeing the world. It is 
fair to challenge persuasive games for factual inaccuracies, biased framing of 
information, and affirming contradictory values, and it is important for critics 
to continue uncovering this kind of problematic content. Nevertheless, the 
overall critical project needs to be reframed with an awareness that critics bring 
their own biases into games and that the back and forth of ideological disagree-
ment cannot proceed by simply treating alternative viewpoints as fraudulent.

In the book’s conclusion, I look beyond ideology and persuasion to assess the 
moral implications of games that include offensive content, such as sexual devi-
ance, upsetting re-creations of real events, and racial and gender stereotypes. 
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These games are usually less overtly political than those about war or ideological 
disagreements, yet they become politicized through their reflection on sensitive 
events and identity issues. I show the importance of distinguishing between games 
that are offensive and those that are immoral. It is reasonable to feel uncomfort-
able about simulations involving offense. However, offense is often essential for 
making worthwhile points and must therefore be distinguished from immorality. 
This is particularly important when offensive games convey messages that partici-
pate in public debates. For example, videogames about school shootings are offen-
sive, but they can be morally defensible as political speech acts that contribute to 
ongoing disagreements about gun control. We should only treat games as being 
morally problematic if they set out to incite violence or promote discrimination. 
Just as with other speech acts, it is difficult to determine when games cross the 
line from offense to incitement. This can only be decided on a case-by-case basis, 
and should be done with an appreciation of the moral and political value of free 
expression in games.
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The Conceptual Terrain 
of Simulation

The moral issues relating to videogames span multiple academic disciplines, includ-
ing game studies, philosophy, communications, psychology, sociology, law, and 
political science, among others. They lead through dozens of intractable debates, 
such as what it means for media to influence audiences, whether fictional entities 
are in some sense real, what moral standards we should employ, and what should 
be covered by free speech protections. The issue is so expansive that it exceeds any 
single treatment, including this one. I cannot hope to give the definitive last 
word on all things about videogames, especially when the medium is continually 
changing. My goal is more modest: to provide an accessible overview of why vid-
eogames are morally significant and to make the case for reorienting academic 
research and popular commentaries away from moral panic. I aim to map out a 
more constructive approach that recognizes the benefits of the moral explora-
tion made possible by videogames.

This chapter provides an overview of the conceptual terrain. I start by draw-
ing a distinction between videogames and real life, which I continually refer to 
throughout the book. I acknowledge that videogames influence real life and 
vice versa; these two domains are irrevocably connected. Any approach to ana-
lyzing games must recognize that they exist in the real world and that the ideas 
they present are real even if simulated actions are not. However, it is still possi
ble to draw a firm line between reality and fiction when it comes to the types of 
entities they include. Videogames may borrow from real life for inspiration, at 
times even attempting to mirror it, but they are nevertheless unreal in the sense 
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that any simulated moral transgressions are purely imaginary. To a large extent, 
efforts to demonize games rest on critics’ attempts to bridge the divide between 
reality and fiction, such as by claiming that games cause players to mistake fan-
tasy for reality or that they provide realistic simulations of violence that can 
train players to kill. From here, I turn to some of the unique traits that set video-
games apart from other media. Above all, videogames are interactive. Player par-
ticipation is one of their defining characteristics and the key to understanding 
their moral significance. Players are actors in game worlds. They help to determine 
what happens, making them ethical agents within the narratives. Players are 
responsible for causing the fictional events in a way that audiences watching a film 
or reading a book are not. This makes it possible to judge their simulated actions 
as right or wrong, good or evil, even when there are no real actions that warrant 
praise or blame.

In the second half of the chapter, I explain the methodological assumptions 
that guide the analysis. Game studies developed with help from a disagreement 
between ludological and narratological perspectives. The former emphasizes the 
importance of gameplay rules and the concept of play, while the latter focuses on 
narrative elements such as plot and character. Although this disagreement has 
largely been overcome in recent research attempting to bridge the divide, this dis-
tinction provides a useful framework for thinking about different aspects of vid-
eogames. Ludological perspectives highlight the importance of game mechanics 
in structuring moral challenges, determining what options are available, and 
creating consequences. When approached from this perspective, we can see the 
moral challenges in terms of what moves they permit and what makes them 
fun. Narratological perspectives are likewise important, since game narratives 
imbue otherwise abstract puzzles with a sense of moral significance. The narra-
tive elements of a game make it possible to understand player inputs as influenc-
ing fictional worlds.

Polysemy—the possibility of reading a text in different ways—is another key 
concept informing my analysis. All media are polysemous. The text of a book 
does not change when different people read it, but each reader can take a differ
ent position on what the book means. Some readings may be better or worse 
when it comes to accounting for the textual evidence provided, but we can never 
settle on a single definitive interpretation. The entire history of literary analysis, 
with its constant disagreements over the meaning of great books, provides ample 
evidence of this indeterminacy of meaning. Polysemy is particularly important 
when it comes to videogames because they do not offer a consistent experience 
that is the same for all players. Interactivity multiplies the range of evidence 
available to formulate divergent interpretations by exposing players to different 
textual cues.

I devote the final section in this chapter to discussing three of the ethical 
theories that come up throughout the book: deontological ethics, consequen-
tialism, and virtue ethics/axiological ethics. I will not argue that one of these 
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perspectives is better than the others. Instead, I explore the implications of each 
when it comes to games. Critics of videogames have launched attacks from each 
vantage point, often treating these theories as different opportunities for 
impugning games. However, they have failed to produce convincing arguments 
that games are wrong according to any of these three dominant traditions of 
Western ethical theory. There is much to learn from looking at which theories 
are applied and why. Psychological research and outrage from concerned politi-
cians tends to take a consequentialist approach by attempting to show that 
gaming has harmful effects on behavior. Philosophers, by contrast, have been 
more drawn toward deontological and axiological perspectives as ways of show-
ing that games are harmful even if they do not cause behavioral changes.

The Reality of Simulation

Throughout the book, I draw a distinction between the worlds simulated by 
videogames (which I call digital worlds, simulated worlds, or game worlds inter-
changeably) and reality. This dichotomy is important to clarify at the outset 
because it holds a great deal of moral weight. Many commentators who criticize 
the morality of gaming attempt to collapse this distinction as a way of finding 
some grounds for saying that simulated actions are in some sense real and there-
fore capable of being immoral. As I show later, this makes it easier for critics to 
argue that behaviors learned in digital worlds carry over into the real world. 
Amoralists take the diametrically opposed position that games are completely 
self-contained and detached from everyday life. They say that a game is “just a 
game,” with no deeper meaning beyond immediate enjoyment. Here there is a 
sharp division between reality and fiction, without any intersection between 
the two and no possibility of games affecting the real world. I take issue with 
both perspectives and argue that videogames can be significant without treat-
ing simulated actions as though they were equivalent with, or even closely akin 
to, real actions.

Critics of videogames are right to think that there are important connec-
tions between the world and digital models of it. Reality shapes the content of 
videogames by providing events, settings, artifacts, and characters that are incor-
porated into fictional narratives. And videogames undeniably influence reality, 
as evidenced by the extent to which moral panic surrounding games has 
informed policy debates and even been the subject of court cases. There is also 
overlap between these domains. Gaming is something that we do in the world; 
it depends on physical objects to provide inputs and outputs, and the code is 
physically stored on devices. Games are therefore encompassed by the real world. 
Jesper Juul observes that games are “half real” because they use material arti-
facts such as machines and lines of code to create fictional worlds.1 I agree with 
this point and go one step further by arguing that the fictional elements of vid-
eogames are also half real. Just as we may be affected by a film or a book, we may 
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be affected by a compelling videogame. We bring our virtual experiences with 
us when we turn off games and return to our real lives with memories of what 
we have seen and done. Critics err by overstating the realness of simulations; 
amoralists err by thinking that simulations are not real at all.

Establishing connections between the real and the digital is just as essential 
to my overall thesis about the morally enlightening implications of gaming as it 
is to critics’ efforts to show that there is something wrong with gaming, but for 
the opposite reason. My argument rests on demonstrating that digital worlds 
present moral puzzles that are analogous to those we encounter in reality and in 
other fictional models, and that games therefore provide meaningful spaces of 
moral exploration. Games have an influence on the real world by serving as 
spaces to work through moral problems without engaging in any actions that 
are genuinely immoral. Where I part ways with the critics is when it comes to 
the nature of this relationship between reality and simulation. I contend that 
the overlap between these two domains is beneficial rather than being a source 
of corruption. My effort to distinguish reality from videogames does not pre-
clude some overlap between the two. Such an overlap exists and can help to 
account for how games affect us, yet it does not make the actions in videogames 
real in the sense that they warrant moral praise or blame. That is, there is mutual 
influence, but it does not undercut the clear separation between simulation and 
reality.

The continuum between the real world and the fictional events of digital 
worlds is epistemic—it is a transfer of information. Players take virtual experi-
ences into the real world and are therefore influenced by those experiences. 
However, the continuum between reality and fiction in games is the same one 
that exists with respect to other media, such as films and books. These media 
sometimes spark controversy, but they are generally treated as having a benign 
or even positive influence. We may learn from a good book or be moved by it; 
we may be inspired by what we read or terrified. Our lives are affected by prose, 
but in nearly all instances only subtly. This is why most of us now look back on 
efforts to ban, censor, or destroy books with derision. Fictional experiences help 
to make us who we are, but they do so alongside many other influences, includ-
ing what are usually more important formative experiences that take place in 
real life. Critics describe videogames as presenting information that is inher-
ently harmful, such that players are akin to drug users or passive victims who 
lack the same critical faculties that they would bring to a book or film. Through-
out the book, I argue that this is an unfair double standard. We can recognize 
that videogames exert a subtle influence on us, just as other media do, without 
accepting the sweeping claims that critics make about players being trans-
formed into murderers or sociopaths.

Just as importantly, those who condemn videogames for immorality usually 
only look for the effects that games have on players and not causation moving in 
the opposite direction. They focus on one side of an epistemic relationship that 
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goes both ways. Players bring themselves into games. They interpret videogames 
and interact with them, helping to construct their meaning. Players shape vid-
eogames through gameplay choices that alter simulated events and through 
participation in fan communities where textual interpretations are voiced. They 
may even substantially alter games through modding (creating game modifica-
tions), which may in turn transform how games appear to other players. The 
epistemic continuum between reality and simulation must be seen as one of 
mutual exchange, in which players wield much of the power for determining 
the content and meaning of games.

The disjuncture between the real world and digital worlds is ontological; it is 
a difference between what kinds of entities are contained within each. We need 
moral constraints in the real world because it is populated by entities that can 
be adversely affected by decisions. Morality deals with agents who can inflict 
harm or be harmed. It proscribes certain conduct in the interest of protecting 
individuals and social order more broadly. It also deals with second-order obliga-
tions to promote fair treatment and provide assistance to those who are wronged. 
By some accounts, only humans can be full moral agents, though there is good 
reason for thinking that animals also may have moral agency (at least as recipi-
ents of harm) and that autonomous machines may one day have to be granted a 
similar status if they become sufficiently advanced. Objects sometimes enter into 
our moral calculations as things that can be damaged and that by extension 
harm moral agents, but objects themselves do not have moral agency. We treat 
the destruction of property as a moral transgression because this injures owners 
through deprivation. Destruction of physical things may also threaten the future 
interests of moral agents, as in the case of environmental degradation. We do not 
treat the destruction of physical things as being inherently wrong, however. 
Breaking a stick lying out in the woods is an action that lacks moral significance 
because it does not inflict substantive harm on a moral agent or a moral agent’s 
interests. The destruction of objects must impose some negative costs on moral 
agents to warrant censure.

It is possible to inflict harm that is purely digital. Erasing someone’s pictures 
or deleting their homework is clearly harmful. Even if these items have no mate-
rial existence beyond the computer, they are things that people value and have 
an interest in. It is likewise possible for goods within videogames to take on 
moral weight. Players may steal from each other in multiplayer games or manip-
ulate each other in ways that cause harm. Sneaking into someone else’s account 
and deleting saved games or erasing achievements would qualify as digital harm, 
as would transferring equipment to another account without permission—
effectively stealing it. Objects can be digital and yet still ontologically in the class 
of things that are morally significant because they are akin to physical property 
in the sense that destroying or stealing them inflicts harm. I therefore make a 
caveat to my arguments throughout the book that it is possible to act immorally 
in games when it comes to offenses that are akin to property destruction or 
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theft. In some extreme cases, deliberate destruction of digital property accumu-
lated in a game has even led to prosecution, which is justifiable considering the 
genuine cost this inflicts.2

Theft is possible when there is scarcity of digital goods. Having a rare sword 
stolen in World of Warcraft inflicts harm because it cost time and/or money to 
obtain and cannot be easily replaced. This scarcity is artificial, but just like digi-
tal currencies, maintaining it is essential to preserving the overall sense of value 
and ensuring that users trust the game’s economic system. Stealing another play-
er’s sword by hacking their account breaks the game rules, while taking a sword 
in accordance with the rules after defeating the other player in a consensual 
battle does not. Game rules establish a kind of moral boundary to govern play, 
and immoral treatment of other players is only possible when players go beyond 
those rules to inflict harm. Simulated aggression within the boundaries of game 
rules is not only expected—it is essential. It is what allows games to function 
and is something that players tacitly assent to by choosing to play.

The scope for immorality in games is fairly small, and the extent of the damage 
it causes is usually minimal. The first clue that videogames occupy a distinct onto-
logical space is that transgressions do not match up with their real-world ana-
logues. Cheating to kill another player’s avatar is a minor infraction. It is cheating, 
not murder. Stealing a rare sword from another player’s account may be punish-
able, but probably not to the same extent as stealing physical property like a car. 
Attacks against avatars and digital goods seem less serious than those against 
actual people and property because they are confined to a special domain. Vir-
tual attacks primarily affect players within the game and do not follow them 
into the real world in the same way as the loss of money or material property.

For the most part, videogames simulate harm that is ontologically distinct 
from the harms we experience in real life. They simulate murder, yet the entities 
being killed are not moral agents. They are not real in a sense that would make 
them deserving of moral consideration. Even if the characters can exert some 
influence epistemically (i.e., by providing experiences that players take out of 
the game world), they nevertheless remain ontologically unreal. Avatars may 
appear to die, but they do not really die. They may look injured, but they are never 
really injured. Moreover, they do not have any value as property, because they are 
not scarce. They are infinitely reproducible entities that can never be truly 
destroyed. Any injury inflicted on avatars disappears upon pressing the reset but-
ton. Videogames likewise simulate property destruction, but it is not truly prop-
erty destruction, because it does not inflict any harm on moral agents. There is no 
loss involved in stealing a car in Grand Theft Auto or blowing up a city in Fallout 3. 
No moral agent is affected by these actions. The entities being stolen or destroyed 
are digital. Moreover, these entities are meant to be infinitely destructible.

The line between reality and simulation is somewhat blurry. There is epis-
temic exchange between the two domains, and there are some instances in 
which violence against digital entities can inflict real harm. However, for the 
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most part, game worlds are ontologically separate from the real world, with 
costs that are safely contained within the simulations. Central to my overall the-
sis is the contention that none of the actions players perform in single-player vid-
eogames are themselves moral or immoral. The same is true for actions in 
multiplayer games, so long as they do not affect other players in ways they have 
not explicitly or tacitly consented to. Videogames are simulations; they are not 
real in the same sense as the activities they represent. Games may have an influ-
ence that players take back to the real world, giving gameplay greater significance 
than amoralists acknowledge, but this does not change the ontological fact that 
the simulations themselves are not real and that they do not feature any of the 
harms or intentions to do harm that moral judgments depend on. Judging simu-
lated actions by the same standards as real actions makes a fundamental mistake 
of attribution and degrades moral precepts through misapplication.

Some philosophers have attempted to deconstruct the boundary between 
simulation and reality to show that it is illusory or at least fading away with the 
proliferation of digital media. Poststructuralists such as Jean Baudrillard have 
spent decades arguing that the line between simulation and reality is blurring 
to the point that reality itself is unreal.3 According to Baudrillard, the post-
modern reliance on technologies and techniques to mediate experiences of real
ity allow the representations to supplant reality. Representations become more 
real than the things they represent as they become increasingly accepted as the 
new standards by which authenticity is determined. One of Baudrillard’s most 
famous examples is the transformation of war into a media experience. He argues 
that the real events of the Gulf War were overshadowed by a media spectacle.4 
During that conflict, audiences were given the illusion of direct access into 
events—direct access into reality—when in fact they only witnessed images cul-
tivated for mass consumption. When taken to an extreme, representations emu-
late other representations in an endless cycle. Audiences then lose contact with 
what is real and what is simulation. In the end, real activities like war may be 
judged as authentic to the extent that they live up to media representations. 
New media, such as videogames, are central to this process because they some-
times feel more real than the events they purport to mirror. Watch a scene of 
real-life combat from Iraq, then compare it to Call of Duty or the latest war 
movie. The fictional experiences are designed to give a sense of immersion by 
conforming to expectations of what war is like, while real events can differ from 
expectations. Moreover, the simulations rely on dramatic spectacles of violence 
that may seem more intense than the drawn-out gunfights featured in many 
real combat videos. This can foster the illusion that they offer better insight 
into the feeling of war than the lens of a documentarian’s camera.

The effort to collapse the boundary between reality and simulation shapes 
the course of game studies by inspiring a search for instances in which real life 
resembles a game or in which gaming takes over a domain of real life. The gami-
fication of everyday life is a clear case of this. Gamified fitness trackers allow 
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people to score points for running and lifting weights in much the same way as 
they score points by collecting rings in Sonic the Hedgehog. Augmented reality 
videogames such as Pokemon Go bring gaming out into the world, juxtaposing 
reality and simulation on the same screen. The other side of this is the popular-
ity of games that emulate real life. The Sims makes it possible to build an ideal of 
domesticity, while countless simulations of everything from flying an airplane 
to driving a tractor allow us to explore real occupations from the comfort of our 
living rooms. In some cases, in-game activities become sources of income, such 
as for those who sell rare items and gold in World of Warcraft, and therefore 
qualify as real work.5 Summing up these kinds of trends, McKenzie Wark argues 
that “games are no longer a pastime, outside or alongside life. They are now the 
very form of life, and death, and time itself.”6 He suggests that games and every-
day life are merging on a number of fronts. Mirroring Baudrillard, he argues 
that war is becoming a game because the controls and visual experiences are 
becoming more gamelike.

There is a great deal of insight in poststructuralist analyses of the distance we 
often have from the real world. Baudrillard, Wark, and others are insightful in 
pointing out the proliferation of computer-mediated activities and showing that 
the logic of games is colonizing everyday life. They are likewise right in saying that 
experiences of reality can be impoverished by excessive reliance on simulation. 
However, the problems they identify are generally extrinsic to videogames and 
overstated. Videogames are still clearly identifiable as a separate sphere of activity 
apart from what they simulate. Aside from very young children or people with 
cognitive difficulties, there is no compelling evidence for thinking that gamers 
struggle to understand that their simulated actions are not real. This may change 
in the future with augmented reality, but my focus is on existing game platforms. 
I will return to this issue in chapter six when I address concerns about realistic 
games promoting immoral attitudes or behavior.

What Is a Videogame?

It is surprisingly difficult to determine what counts as a videogame. Efforts at 
demarcation are persistently frustrated by borderline cases, such as videos that 
only allow minimal player involvement and are similar to films, or text-based 
simulations that feel like choose your own adventure books. The choice of which 
characteristic(s) to take as defining games is invariably controversial. Highlight-
ing the importance of a particular characteristic inevitably leaves out other rele-
vant attributes or aggravates the challenge of drawing a precise boundary around 
the borderline cases. Continual changes in the medium and the regular emer-
gence of new gaming technologies exacerbate definitional disagreements. With 
more innovations on the horizon, it would be risky to formulate strict defini-
tions that assume a particular class of technologies. I will not attempt to define 
what counts as a videogame in the strict sense, and because this label is used so 
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inconsistently, I doubt that any precise definition could be formulated. It is based 
on family resemblances between various media instead of a precise checklist of 
characteristics. Commentators disagree over precisely what counts as a video-
game because “videogame” is not a naturally occurring category that exists apart 
from efforts to theorize games. It is a social construct open to endless defini-
tional argument. The blending into other media types such as film and literature 
is itself one of the defining features of videogames, which means that working 
with a loose conception of the medium is an essential precondition for dealing 
with it in a nonreductive way.

I will use the term videogame to refer to digital simulations that permit player 
interaction with a narrative within the boundaries of established rules and objec-
tives. Note that I am using the term in this way, not assuming that this is exactly 
what the term means or asserting how it should be generally understood. This 
usage helps me focus on the kinds of games that have moral importance but does 
not preclude other texts from qualifying as videogames or being theoretically 
important. I am not interested in videogames that lack narrative elements and 
will not use the term to encompass them, for the simple reason that the lack of 
narrative leaves the events in these games without any moral weight. I doubt that 
Pacman’s decision to eat yellow dots is one that most players will experience as 
having a moral dimension, just as there does not seem to be any moral significance 
attached to stacking Tetris blocks. Pacman and Tetris are clearly videogames, but 
not the kinds of games that I am referring to when I talk about gaming as a moral 
choice simulation. The videogames I consider are those that can model actions 
that we would normally consider morally significant if they were performed in the 
real world.

My use of the term videogame closes off some titles that have minimal narra-
tives, but it is far more permissive when it comes to those that include narratives 
with limited gameplay options. I count minimally interactive titles such as 
Heavy Rain and Indigo Prophecy (Fahrenheit) as videogames because they pose 
moral challenges and permit some degree of player involvement. Interactivity is 
an essential characteristic because this is what separates the moral challenges 
presented by videogames from the moral issues that are present in other media. 
A quick time event may not allow much player control over the narrative, yet it 
still constitutes a choice over what course of action to take and can therefore 
transform players into moral decision makers within the game.

To the extent that there can be one defining characteristic of the videogames 
I discuss, it is that they grant players the ability to make choices. This is an 
intentionally loose and open-ended conception of what qualifies as a video-
game. I will later argue that videogames have important similarities with other 
types of simulations presenting moral choices. The similarity between video-
games and moral thought experiments is especially important, as the latter easily 
transform into videogames when they are recast from simple narrative descrip-
tions into digital simulations. Similarities between choose your own adventure 
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novels or paper and pencil role-playing games are also important to be aware of, 
as they may present comparable opportunities for moral exploration and exper-
imentation. What is important is the creation of a space within which moral 
decisions can be simulated without any ontological consequences, which is to 
say, without any harm or intent to harm.

There are important differences between videogames and virtual worlds 
when it comes to making moral evaluations. The former tend to be structured 
around objectives—missions that players have to achieve by themselves or with 
others. These drive gameplay, with progress toward the objectives often being 
measured with points, level progression, or reaching the next chapter of a story. 
Videogames come in myriad forms and are continually developing in ways that 
reshape the medium, yet they share this characteristic. Virtual worlds, by con-
trast, are less structured spaces in which multiple players may come together to 
interact or build. Virtual worlds may incorporate games, but they are not pri-
marily driven by the progression through levels and objectives. They are largely 
user-driven experiences, often allowing players to generate their own content. 
Virtual worlds certainly have moral components, but these tend to be less overt 
and more easily avoided than in videogames that explicitly construct moral 
choices or that build narratives laden with moral weight.

Based on these definitions, Grand Theft Auto, BioShock, HALO, Counter-
Strike, and Red Dead Redemption would all qualify as videogames. There are 
vast differences between them, with some being single player and others multi-
player, and some being linear while others are open world, but each follows the 
pattern of creating specific challenges that players must overcome. By contrast, 
Second Life, Habbo, and Minecraft would qualify as virtual worlds because they 
are more open and comparatively unstructured spaces that emphasize associa-
tion with other players and world building.

My analysis focuses on videogames that present clear moral challenges within 
spaces that are largely devoid of genuine moral considerations. The lack of strong 
objectives for players to pursue means that virtual worlds are usually far more 
open-ended than videogames and that the moral challenges they raise tend to 
have more to do with interactions between players than with questions posed by 
game narratives. Because videogames present clear challenges that players have 
some sense of before they start playing, the simulated transgressions involving 
multiple players are usually consensual. That is, players are willing participants 
in the simulations of murder and theft. The same may not always be true of vir-
tual worlds. With an emphasis on property accumulation and social life, virtual 
worlds may have greater scope for genuine infractions such as theft. When they 
are extremely open-ended, it may also be possible for players to experience con-
tent that they did not anticipate or that they did not in some sense consent to.

Finally, there are important moral differences between single-player and mul-
tiplayer games. Single-player games and games played in a single-player mode 
include few, if any, opportunities to cause harm in a way that could make players’ 
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decisions good or bad, simply because there is no interaction with other moral 
agents. These games are spaces in which to explore serious moral issues without 
any genuine adverse consequences. Any harm the player inflicts remains entirely 
digital. Multiplayer videogames pit real people against each other, sometimes per-
mitting simulated violence in which avatars are dismembered and killed. How-
ever, player control over the avatars does not itself change the games’ moral status. 
So long as combat, sexual activities, or other simulated behaviors are consensual 
and take place within the scope of the rules that players tacitly agree to by partici-
pating in the game, they have no real moral cost. Multiplayer games are only mor-
ally special insofar as they create opportunities for cheating that allow players to 
go beyond the rules to inflict real harm, such as by depriving other players of spe-
cial items without their consent. Once again, it is important to note that most 
genuine infractions occur outside the games themselves, in the sense that they 
require cheating—play that goes beyond the boundaries of the game rules—or 
account hacking.

Methods of Studying Games

No study of videogames is complete without making some reference to the 
ludology versus narratology debate that structured much of the research in this 
field, especially during its formative stage. To summarize, the former perspec-
tive holds that videogames are best understood as systems of rules that structure 
play. Here the analysis gravitates toward processes of gameplay rather than the 
narrative elements, such as story and characters. Ludologists tend to pursue this 
formalist approach because they think that it gets at the essence of what makes 
videogames unique. As Graeme Kirkpatrick says, “The significance of ludology 
lies in its assertion that to be understood properly games must be viewed as play 
that is structured by rules of a certain kind.”7 Some ludologists take a hard stance 
against attempts to interpret games in terms of narratives.

The ludological approach is attractive. It has the advantage of being able to 
explain why so many videogames that lack well-developed narratives (or perhaps 
have no narratives at all) still qualify as videogames. This is a step toward solving 
that problem of demarcating videogames from other media. Equally important 
is that ludologists are able to give games their own identity as a distinct medium 
apart from those that are more narratively driven, and by extension establish 
game studies as an independent field of research with its own theoretical con-
cerns and methods. It is no accident that ludology had a powerful influence over 
the development of game studies when it was escaping from other disciplines 
and building its own identity. The ludological perspective justified this move and 
presented a barrier against encroachment from researchers studying other types 
of media.

Despite these strengths, ludology has a problematic tendency toward reduc-
tionism. Focusing on gameplay at the expense of the broader narrative context 
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would leave us without a sense of what gameplay actions are supposed to mean. 
We only understand clicks of the button as killing people or saving them 
because narratives give these inputs meaning. If narrative were epiphenomenal, 
then it would be hard to account for why so many games of the same genre exist. 
First-person shooters are often nearly identical in terms of gameplay; there would 
be little reason to play more than one of any given generation if not for the differ
ent stories they offer. Zeroing in on the unique aspects of videogames may help 
to define what videogames are, yet it also comes at the high cost of artificially 
separating games from other media. With so much game content being shaped 
by other influences and with games generating fan communities beyond the 
confines of the game rules ludologists prioritize, such a narrow focus would miss 
the broader context of gaming and hinder the search for deeper meaning in 
games. This is far too high a price to pay for a convenient definition.

Narratology emphasizes the storytelling elements of games—the character, 
plot, and settings. Narratologists tend to read videogames in much the same 
way that they might interpret novels and films. They look for meaning, symbol-
ism, character development, and story. Henry Jenkins correctly points out that 
many game developers aspire to tell stories. They put considerable time and 
effort into building characters, settings, and plots. The same is true of players.8 
Critics chide games for having shallow stories, and players seem to be more 
attracted to those games that build interesting worlds. Some of the most success-
ful games of the past two decades achieved prominence in large part because of 
their captivating narratives, including BioShock, Red Dead Redemption, Mass 
Effect, The Witcher, and Silent Hill. At times, games that tell interesting stories 
can develop cult followings despite fairly repetitive gameplay. Spec Ops: The Line 
is a notable example of this. Many reviewers and players expressed disappoint-
ment at its bland third-person shooter style while praising the game as some-
thing akin to a literary masterpiece.

Of course, a purely narratological approach also runs into problems. Extreme 
narratology is reductionist in its own way, suggesting that there is nothing spe-
cial about videogames that can mark them as being different from other media. 
This is perhaps an even more pernicious reductionism than a purely ludological 
perspective, since endorsing it would transform games into just another story-
telling device, downplaying the importance of interactivity and the sense of 
play. Ironically, this kind of reductionism would even undermine analysis of 
game narratives. In open-ended games, the narrative is shaped by player deci-
sions, which means that it is impossible to provide an adequate account of the 
game narrative without looking at how players influence it. And once this influ-
ence comes into the analysis, theorists need some way of explaining how the 
gameplay rules shape the player’s role.

The debate between ludologists and narratologists is subsiding, as many 
commentators now recognize that each element is essential to constituting vid-
eogames. Research can be sensitive to gameplay and narrative without losing 
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sight of what distinguishes games from other media or underestimating the 
importance of narrative when it comes to making a good game. Conversely, it is 
impossible to account for the nuances of a game’s narrative and its construction 
of characters without devoting some attention to how they are affected by play-
ers’ choices, the gameplay mechanics, and the overarching rules that structure 
the experience. Debate between these two camps tends toward reductionism 
when taken to either extreme and establishes a false dichotomy, but the debate 
has left a valuable legacy by developing conceptual frameworks that can be applied 
in concert. Both perspectives inform my analysis of the moral challenges of vid-
eogames because ludic and narrative elements jointly create those challenges 
and structure players’ options for resolving them.

When analyzing the morality of videogames, the ludological perspective 
helps us evaluate the importance of player choice and the rules that determine 
its scope. Casting moral challenges as an element of gameplay makes them inter-
active and forces players to consider which course of action to take. Interactivity 
transforms players from audience members who merely observe fictional inter-
actions into moral agents whose decisions have consequences within the simula-
tions. Even when the choices are made by other characters or are beyond players’ 
personal control, interactivity encourages attentiveness to moral considerations 
that shape the game world. Gameplay rules provide the overall structure for moral 
decisions. They dictate whether moral issues will be made explicit with karma or 
reputation systems, what range of options will be available when players must 
choose a course of action, and how decisions affect subsequent gameplay. These 
convey tacit moral messages, as the possibilities they permit signal what actions 
are sanctioned within the game. As Garry Young puts it, “One may not wish to 
engage in a given act, but one accepts that it is permitted within this space.”9

Narrative elements are likewise essential when reading videogames through a 
moral lens. They give otherwise abstract puzzles moral meaning. They transform 
button clicks into simulated murder and controller vibrations into a simulation of 
being attacked. Narrative gives gameplay greater variety by placing the same basic 
choices within different stories that continually imbue those choices with new 
life. Narrative elements can also give us the feeling that decisions have an impact. 
We may get to know characters and mourn their loss or feel guilty about commit-
ting transgressions against them. The No Russian mission is shocking because the 
avatars under attack are framed as innocent people within the narrative. This is 
what transforms the Modern Warfare series’ routine violence against evil terror-
ists into an atrocity that can offend sensibilities even among veteran gamers.

Evaluating Influence

One of the central methodological problems in research on videogames is a ten-
dency to underestimate player agency. Failing to appreciate players’ capacities 
for interpreting and responding to videogame content creates an insidious barrier 
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to understanding the moral implications of gaming. This treatment is evident 
in the language used to describe players and the cognitive abilities that they are 
assumed to have. First, those who express concern about the morality of gaming 
often label players “users,” as though they were addicted to drugs.10 This term 
evokes a sense of helplessness and an inability to fight against an outside influ-
ence. Even when using more neutral language, experimental research tends to 
neglect player cognition. Studies look at how games raise players’ heart rates or 
activate certain parts of the brain, then take these reactions as proxies for players 
being influenced in harmful ways without much consideration of what the phys-
iological changes actually mean from the player’s perspective.11 Biological met-
rics stand in for cognitive processes, even though researchers are usually at pains 
to explain how physiological responses can offer reliable guidance in the search 
for how videogames affect thought.

Second, players are often treated as an undifferentiated mass, without much 
attention to what individual differences could make them more or less suscep-
tible to influence. At most, critics of videogames may make a distinction between 
adults and children. This leaves far too much unsaid about how individual char-
acteristics influence reception. Players with existing violent tendencies, for exam-
ple, could plausibly be more accepting of violence in videogames than others. 
Players who already have high esteem for military service may be more likely to 
take military videogames as a call to arms supporting real wars. Those who con-
demn videogame violence likewise come at games from a particular interpretive 
strategy that is interested in highlighting the most objectionable aspects of a 
game. This homogenization of the audience is a serious problem. Virtually every 
study dealing with implicit bias shows that everything from the political ideol-
ogies and religious affiliations to the priming experiences encountered just before 
starting a new task influence the reception of messages. Because games are open 
to divergent interpretations and can affect audiences in different ways, studies 
positing a straightforward link between games and increased propensities for 
antisocial behavior are woefully inadequate.

Behind these two methodological problems is a deeply flawed assumption 
that Steven Pinker calls the “Standard Social Science Model.”12 This view, which 
is consistently refuted in studies of cognition, is that people are like blank slates 
that are imprinted with any information they are given.13 Audience members are 
far from passive. They process information through classificatory schemes that 
help them organize it and make sense of it. This leads to biased processing in 
which new information is distorted to fit preconceptions.14 As David Redlawsk, 
Andrew Civettini, and Karen Emmerson put it, “People are psychologically 
motivated to maintain and support existing evaluations.”15 Rather than simply 
accepting new messages, people are inclined to shape information to fit expecta-
tions and existing values.

Of course, this assumes that players are adults who have developed the cog-
nitive framework required to be intelligent consumers of new information. 
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This is not true of all players, especially those who are young or suffer from 
cognitive impairments. It is reasonable to restrict young children’s access to 
games because they may not have developed the cognitive maps that help them 
filter new information effectively. It may likewise be necessary to restrict access 
to videogames among those who have mental challenges that limit their capac-
ity to critically evaluate the messages that games present. However, most people 
seem to interpret media in terms of existing beliefs rather than uncritically 
accepting messages like drug users or conforming to a single interpretation. 
This provides grounds for doubting excessively formulaic models of how games 
affect audience members.

Third, studies critiquing videogames rarely distinguish between the differ
ent strategies that can be used within a particular game and how these affect 
the information players receive. Many games include options for violence and 
stealth. Dishonored and Assassin’s Creed are prime examples of this. Some play-
ers rush into battle, killing everyone in sight, while others sneak around ene-
mies and reach objectives with minimal conflict. Different gameplay strategies 
are apt to result in different experiences. More constraining games that require 
players to use a particular strategy can still be experienced in divergent ways. 
Much of the pro-war and pro-military rhetoric in military videogames appears 
during cutscenes, which means that even a seemingly small decision to watch or 
skip the cutscenes would have an impact on how much ideologically charged 
messaging players are exposed to. Even if all players were equally susceptible to 
media influence (which is doubtful), we cannot assume that all gameplay strate-
gies expose players to the same messages.

Finally, there is an unfortunate tendency in popular and scholarly commen-
taries to give games one particular reading while excluding others. Alternative 
interpretations are rarely denied explicitly. Rather, they are marginalized or omit-
ted. This gives the impression that the interpretation described is correct and 
authoritative, and all too often the interpretation that receives the most attention 
is one that presents the game in a negative light. Thus, Grand Theft Auto becomes 
a murder simulator rather than a driving or exploration simulator, and Modern 
Warfare 2 becomes a terrorism simulator rather than a warning about the risks of 
unquestioningly following orders. Commentators cannot account for every 
possible interpretation. At the same time, every analysis should acknowledge its 
own perspectival limitations. Scholars need to be modest and recognize that 
their own view of a game is not a definitive interpretation; other players may 
reach different conclusions.

There is no single correct interpretation of a videogame, just as there is no 
authoritative interpretation of a book or a film. Media are polysemic—capable 
of supporting multiple interpretations. The process of meaning-making can 
happen at individual or group levels. John Fiske views polysemy as an individ-
ual process by which people reach divergent views through their own efforts 
to understand a text.16 This means that a dozen players sitting at home and 
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experiencing the same game could end up with a dozen different interpretations 
because of their unique backgrounds, biases, and interests. Jenkins treats poly-
semy as a collective effort—a “process of negotiating over the meaning of the 
text.”17 In this sense, we would have to look for divergent interpretations emerg-
ing as audiences come together in different groups to talk about their experi-
ences. When it comes to videogames, both conceptions of polysemy are at work. 
During solo play, gamers are left to make sense of events on their own and may 
reach different interpretations based on their preconceptions and how they navi-
gate the game. Those who play with others or who discuss gaming can join in the 
collective effort to construct a text’s meaning, which is apt to leave multiple dif
ferent readings, without a clear sense of which one is correct. Steven Jones per-
fectly captures this when he says that “players make games meaningful, make 
their meanings, as they play them, talk about them, reconfigure them, and play 
them again.”18

This is not to say that all interpretations are equally valid. Readings can be 
better or worse depending on how effectively they use the available textual evi-
dence. As Fiske says, “This polysemic potential is neither boundless nor struc-
tureless: the text delineates the terrain within which meaning may be made and 
proffers some meanings more vigorously than others.”19 It would be fair to say 
that a person who reads Grand Theft Auto IV as the story of an immigrant strug-
gling with his criminal past is more correct than someone who reads it as an 
allegory for animal rights. The former player can mobilize far more support from 
the game narrative than the latter. But even allowing for this, the range of poten-
tial interpretations available for any game is vast and never yields a single correct 
perspective. Interpretive disagreement is part of what helps media endure over 
time. It provides a sense that there is always more to discover upon a second read-
ing, viewing, or playing. Returning to Modern Warfare’s simulation of terror-
ism, it would be equally plausible to see No Russian’s simulation of an American 
special operative’s participation in a terrorist attack as a critique of American 
military adventurism as it would be to read the mission as an endorsement of 
terrorism. Both readings could find ample support from the game narrative, 
leaving us without an authoritative position.

Polysemy is a characteristic of all media, but there are good reasons for think-
ing that it is especially pronounced for videogames. First, audiences of films, tele
vision shows, books, and songs encounter roughly the same text. They see the 
same words on the page and the same images on-screen. The divergence between 
readings comes from how a particular stimulus affects different audience mem-
bers. Videogames, by contrast, do not provide uniform stimuli. Their interactiv-
ity ensures that each player will not only interpret the text from their own 
perspective but also have unique experiences that reflect decisions they make 
within game worlds. This is especially true of videogames that are more open-
ended or that permit a variety of gameplay strategies. Open-world games such 
as Skyrim or The Witcher may lead to such radically divergent experiences that 
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an individual may come away with different interpretations upon successive 
playthroughs.

Even an extremely linear game may yield different content depending on the 
player. Experiments involving videogames typically offer participants a set 
amount of time to play. This is often only fifteen or thirty minutes. During this 
time, a veteran gamer could rack up dozens of kills and start experimenting with 
different gameplay strategies, while a novice might struggle to figure out the con-
trols before the study ends. The affective reactions are also apt to vary depending 
on prior skill with videogames. The veteran may end up feeling empowered, the 
novice frustrated. This would leave them with different evidence from which to 
draw interpretations and vastly different emotional responses.

Second, much of the content in videogames is optional. Cutscenes tell a story 
and provide context for the action sequences, yet players who are only interested 
in the gameplay are usually able to skip them. Games often include dozens of 
special challenges that are peripheral to the main story, which may change the 
overall experience depending on which of these challenges players pursue. I can 
attest to playing all the way through several games with only a vague sense of the 
overall plot because I did not watch any cutscenes. This is especially easy in first-
person shooters. I have also used games to imaginatively enact my own stories. 
For example, I was once obsessed with the Fallout series to the point that I would 
play other sci-fi games while pretending that they were set in a postapocalyptic 
future. I doubt I am alone in this kind of deliberate misreading of games to fit my 
own sense of what is enjoyable. The projection of meaning onto a game further 
expands the range of meanings available for players. Moreover, these meanings 
matter for players even if they deviate wildly from anything we might recognize as 
being supported by the available textual evidence.

Developers can try to provide authoritative interpretations by explaining 
their intentions and deciding which events are canon. However, they are often 
reluctant to do this, because it stifles player creativity, and in any case, large 
development teams may have their own conflicting visions—a polysemy in the 
development process itself.20 Add to this the changes that come from modding, 
and the scope of meaning expands still further. With these many interpretive 
challenges in mind, we should be wary of any claims that games exert the kinds 
of straightforward causal influence that would affect players in uniform ways.

Moral Theories in Game Analysis

There are three dominant traditions of Western moral theory: deontological, 
consequentialist, and axiological. These are likewise the three dominant ana-
lytical frameworks used to evaluate the morality of videogames. Academic 
researchers tend to invoke these theories by name, often in a quest to explicitly 
map out how different moral traditions would evaluate games.21 Journalists and 
those in popular media implicitly rely on the basic reasoning associated with 
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these perspectives without as much concern for the underlying theories. That is, 
academics tend to have equal interest in moral theory and gaming, whereas other 
commentators tend to treat theory more as a means to an end. Although the 
three moral philosophies come in dozens of varieties, with subtle differences 
that provoke endless debate among philosophers, a brief overview of them should 
suffice in this context because the different strains of each philosophy generally 
agree on the core points that are relevant when analyzing videogames. For exam-
ple, if videogames cause real murders, then they are problematic for all variants 
of consequentialism. Each school of consequentialist thought accepts the wrong-
ness of murder, so accounting for their subtle variations is unnecessary.22 Simi-
larly, if games have no significant impact on real-world behavior, then they 
should pose no problem for consequentialist theories in general. I will return to 
each perspective throughout the book to offer further details about specific vari-
ants within each tradition when these are directly relevant to gaming.

Deontological theories prioritize intentions and rules. According to Kant, 
the preeminent exponent of this approach, good actions are only possible when 
they are undertaken with good will. You cannot be accidentally good; true 
good actions require intent. You have to do the right thing because it is the 
right thing to do. Kant would say that accidentally saving someone’s life by 
bumping into them and knocking them out of the way of a speeding car would 
not count as a good deed. It would be more praiseworthy to attempt the rescue 
and fail. This would at least show that the action was motivated by good will.

Deontological ethics also places a high value on rules. Good will is driven by 
a respect for moral rules and an intention to act in accordance with them. Kant 
offers several formulations of an overarching moral rule he calls the categorical 
imperative, including “act only in accordance with that maxim through which 
you can at the same time will that it become a universal law”23 and “so act that 
you used humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, 
always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.”24 The former state-
ment of the categorical imperative is an exhortation for consistency—to follow 
moral rules that can hold true for all people. By this logic, murder is wrong in 
every instance because permitting it as a universal norm would cause a total 
breakdown of social order. Kant thinks that lying is likewise contradictory 
when generalized, which means that even seemingly innocent “white lies” are 
wrong. The second formulation of the categorical imperative urges respect for 
others by avoiding exploitative relationships and treating others as human even 
when relationships are structured by instrumental goals.

Some commentators, whose work I will discuss later, have criticized video-
games on deontological grounds by attempting to show that they involve ill will 
or a violation of moral rules. If you play a violent game, this reasoning goes, you 
are intending to commit violent acts. However, I argue that of the three ethical 
philosophies, this one is the least plausible to deploy as a critique of gaming. 
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Videogames designed to simulate immoral actions cannot result in the kinds of 
contradictions that would violate the first formulation of the categorical imper-
ative. Disregarding moral rules within a game simulates immoral action but is 
not genuinely immoral, because the simulation is not real. It does not include 
real moral agents. Murder contradicts the categorical imperative in the real 
world because allowing everyone to commit murder would result in chaos. There 
is no comparable breakdown of social order within games that simulate murder, 
because the permissibility of murder is incorporated into the game rules and all 
the harm can be repaired by pressing the reset button. Unlike real murder, it is 
perfectly reasonable to think that every person could simulate murder without 
undermining social order. It does not violate the universalization test.

The second version of the categorical imperative also provides no grounds for 
criticizing videogames. According to Kant, the issue of good or bad will only arise 
with respect to moral agents, such as humans or animals. Attacking a character in 
a videogame does not presuppose any real intent to cause harm to a moral agent; 
it only involves an intention to harm avatars that look like humans. When simu-
lating murder, a player’s intention is probably just to have fun, not to violate a 
moral norm. Even if a player enjoys simulated violence and revels in the fantasy of 
committing a real murder, their intent when pushing buttons on the controller is 
still just to simulate murder. It would only be possible to intend to kill a real per-
son while simulating the killing of an avatar if a player did not grasp the differ-
ence between reality and simulation. Someone playing a game with a desire to 
commit murder at some later time certainly has bad intentions, but the wrong-
ness of the intentions can only be expressed in terms of what they mean in the 
real world. That is, the immorality of such a player would lie beyond the game, 
in the desire to commit actual murder, not in the desire to simulate murder.

Consequentialist theories link the rightness or wrongness of actions to the 
outcomes produced. They disagree with deontological theories’ emphasis on 
intentions and consider them secondary to outcomes, or perhaps irrelevant. Con-
sequentialist theories vary considerably in terms of what consequences they treat 
as being morally relevant. Utilitarianism, the most theoretically sophisticated 
variant, strives to maximize “the greatest happiness for the greatest number.” 
Some utilitarians think of happiness in a hedonistic sense, in terms of the total 
amount of happiness rather than its quality.25 Others think that there may be 
higher or lower forms of happiness that should be weighted differently,26 which 
essentially means that the pleasures of high culture and philosophy count more 
than the cheap thrills of reality television and pop music. When it comes to 
claims that videogames are harmful, the debate over what kind of happiness 
should be maximized is largely irrelevant, because the potential bad outcomes are 
ones that all the leading consequentialist theories would consider undesirable. 
Critics argue that videogames promote violence, sexual assault, antisocial atti-
tudes, and militarism—effects that, if real, would constitute a serious concern for 
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any consequentialist, regardless of the subtle perspectival differences. This means 
that for the purposes of judging whether games are harmful, all consequentialist 
theories can be grouped together.

From a utilitarian perspective, morality is not just about avoiding wrongful 
actions but also about finding happiness. This raises the question of whether 
the billions of hours of enjoyment derived from games are morally significant 
and how these should be weighed against any costs that gaming may have. If we 
take a hedonistic view of utilitarianism, then this massive amount of happiness 
should count for quite a bit, especially when compared to the paucity of evi-
dence implicating videogames in real acts of violence.27 I contend that weighing 
the volume of pleasure that clearly follows from games against uncertain costs 
establishes good grounds for thinking that games are permissible. On the other 
hand, if we treat certain highbrow pleasures as being more important than 
popular entertainment, then the argument depends more heavily on whether 
games present meaningful content. Here again, I think that there is a strong 
case for videogames. As I show throughout the book, videogames are a valuable 
tool for exploring moral issues, presenting different perspectives, and problema-
tizing social issues. There is even good reason to think that some videogames 
qualify as works of art, which would place them in the pantheon of high culture.28 
This means that even in a stricter conception of utilitarianism that privileges 
certain types of content, videogames are morally defensible.

One vital point to bear in mind when applying consequentialist moral theo-
ries is that actions should not be treated as being bad simply because they have 
some bad effects. Such an approach to morality would be simplistic, as many 
activities have inseparable good and bad outcomes. At times, good outcomes 
can only be brought about by inflicting some harm. For example, it is good to 
put criminals in prison, though this does cause criminals displeasure. On a more 
mundane level, it hurts to be stabbed by a needle, but this minor harm is cer-
tainly outweighed by the value of being inoculated against a disease. Many crit-
ics imply that games are wrong if they can be linked to any adverse consequences 
at all, but this is an unrealistically high standard that we do not hold for any 
other social practice. Driving cars, owning weapons, swimming, playing sports, 
conducting home repairs, and raising animals are among the myriad dangerous 
activities that are treated as being permissible because the dangers are out-
weighed by the benefits. Videogames would not violate consequentialist pre-
cepts even if there were a few isolated cases in which they clearly cause violence, 
addiction, or antisocial attitudes. The bad effects would have to be systemic and 
severe to outweigh the benefits of gaming.

Virtue ethics, or axiological ethics, provides a third lens to complete the trin-
ity of predominant traditions in secular Western moral theory. This viewpoint 
had been marginalized until fairly recently, when it was rehabilitated by G.E.M. 
Anscombe29 then popularized by Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue.30 The 
central ideas can be traced back to Greek and Roman writers, and Aristotle in 
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particular. When virtue ethics is applied to videogames, it is almost always with 
Aristotle in mind, so I focus on what his ideas can tell us about gaming. Aristo-
tle contends that moral education should not be directed at developing rules or 
decision procedures. Instead, the goal should be to cultivate good character 
that can reliably yield good actions in practice. Aristotle is less concerned with 
the morality of specific actions than with the morality of people themselves. As 
he sees it, actions follow from character dispositions in fairly predictable ways, 
so looking at a person’s character goes right to the heart of the issue of moral 
decision-making. It is also at this level of character that we find the best oppor-
tunities for moral education that goes beyond simply giving people rules, 
instead teaching them to work through novel problems independently.31

People with good character have phronesis, the practical wisdom to evaluate 
moral dilemmas and resolve them with a great deal more contextual sensitivity 
than deontological and consequentialist theories can provide. Abstract norms 
can be difficult to apply and may fail to offer clear guidance in especially challeng-
ing situations, but wisdom can always provide direction. Virtues and phronesis 
cannot be taught as though they were rules. They must be cultivated through 
practice. According to Aristotle, good character must be learned by deliberately 
practicing good actions until they become habitual. Routinized good conduct 
transforms a person’s character and in doing so makes continual good conduct 
more natural. The ultimate goal of character education is to produce a good per-
son who is able to recognize and choose the right course of action in any situation 
simply because of this character disposition and good judgment.

The typical Aristotelian concern commentators raise is that videogames may 
provide opportunities for the wrong kind of habituation, corrupting players 
with simulated acts of violence and criminality that become ingrained in their 
character and may thereafter be enacted in real life.32 To assess this effort to 
mobilize Aristotle’s theory to critique videogames (usually violent videogames), 
it is essential to look more deeply at what counts as habituation and how plau-
sible Aristotle’s account is when it is applied to a medium that is so far removed 
from anything he experienced. I will return to these issues and consider Aristo-
tle’s ideas in more detail in chapter 4.

Conclusion

This chapter has established the conceptual and methodological framework 
that I will deploy throughout the rest of the book. I will continually return to 
the distinction between simulations and reality to emphasize that, despite their 
considerable interpenetration when it comes to the spread of information, they 
have distinct moral implications. I rely on the three moral theories presented in 
this chapter to show that critics of videogames are wrong to think that simu-
lated actions are real enough to qualify as being morally significant in them-
selves. They are likewise misguided in claiming that the line between fantasy 
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and reality is so blurry that actions and attitudes deployed in the former will 
transition easily into the latter.

Amoralists are correct in thinking that simulated decisions are morally neu-
tral because they are purely fictional, but we must recognize that entertainment 
can influence or persuade us. To say that there is nothing morally significant 
about gaming—that a game is just a game—wrongly implies that videogames are 
completely separable from real life. Games are shaped by real events and other 
fictional media; they impart experiences that we take with us back to everyday 
life. The relationship with the real world can therefore best be characterized as 
one of epistemic exchange but ontological separation. I develop these issues in 
more detail in chapter  2, as I refute four of the most common arguments for 
thinking that videogames are morally problematic.
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2

The Moral Panic 
Surrounding Videogames

Research on the morality of videogames has for decades focused disproportion-
ately on determining whether violent videogames have some kind of corrupting 
influence on players. Politicians, parents, academics, and religious leaders have 
criticized violent videogames for training players to carry out attacks, indoctri-
nating them with ideological messages, fostering aggressive attitudes, and lead-
ing them to become obsessed with gaming to the extent that they lose contact 
with the real world. The outcry reaches its climax following school shootings in 
which games are blamed for transforming ordinary children into vicious mur-
derers. Exploring the arguments against violent videogames is essential for 
refuting misconceptions about the negative effects videogames supposedly have 
on players and establishing a stronger foundation for future research that over-
comes misguided ways of thinking about the medium.

In this chapter, I survey four of the most pervasive critiques of violent video-
games. These are claims that videogames train players to kill by giving them the 
skills needed to enact violence, foster aggression, desensitize players to violence, 
and blur the boundaries between simulated and real violence. The arguments 
complement each other and are often made in conjunction, but it is useful to 
separate them into distinct claims for analytical purposes. Each has its own 
logic and draws on its own body of faulty inferences. The training thesis rests on 
the assumption that practice playing a videogame can give players the experi-
ence they need to wield real weapons and use them effectively. The aggression 
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thesis draws on research attempting to show that physiological responses to gam-
ing, such as an elevated pulse or increases in the stress hormone cortisol, tell us 
something about players’ hidden feelings about violence. The empathy thesis 
suggests that simulated violence damages real moral intuitions, making gamers 
less able to think morally even if they do not actually become more violent. 
Finally, when it comes to realism, critics are concerned that increasing visual 
similarity between computer models and real life will shatter the barrier between 
reality and fiction and result in the violence that was once reserved for video-
games being directed at real people. Realism may also aggravate the other three 
conditions.

If critics are correct in thinking that violent videogames encourage aggres-
sion, desensitize players, or train them to kill, then we should expect to see clear 
adverse effects from playing videogames. If games truly have the power to erode 
moral sensitivity and incite attacks, then there should be little difficulty in sub-
stantiating these effects. Based on the massive popularity of videogames, espe-
cially violent games, we would expect to find that gaming correlates with the 
higher levels of crime that evince social fragmentation, but this has not been 
the case. Despite decades of research and hundreds of studies purporting to show the 
harms of gaming, no studies have found clear and compelling evidence that vid-
eogames have an adverse influence on players. In particular, research has failed 
to establish any conclusive links between gaming and violence. Much of the 
commentary is purely speculative, and even the empirically grounded experi-
mental work has not uncovered a causal link between gaming and substantive 
behavioral changes. The weak support for critics’ claims, combined with meth-
odological errors, logical failings, and contrary evidence, indicates that games 
have little or any harmful influence on players aside from young children and 
those who are predisposed to violence for reasons that have nothing to do with 
videogames.

More important than any of the individual studies that I talk about in this 
chapter are the flaws in the overall approach that critics of videogames take. 
They tend to accept what I call the “contagion theory of violence,” according to 
which any exposure to violence is apt to make a person more violent or more 
accepting of violence. There is little sense of the importance of context in shap-
ing how games are understood (for example, critics rarely consider whether 
simulated violence is glorified or satirized). This same sense of contagion arises 
when critics condemn other types of game content, such as ideological mes-
sages and sexism. There is likewise limited recognition of how players interpret 
their experiences and how they may reconfigure or resist messages presented 
by games. Critics describe games as fixed stimuli that have a fairly predictable 
effect on attitudes and behavior, which vastly underestimates interactivity and 
polysemy. The contagion theory of violence constitutes a major impediment to 
research that has changed shape over time but that continues to exert a power
ful influence.
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Training Players to Kill

Of all the supposed harmful consequences of playing violent videogames, the 
most extreme and least plausible is that they actually train players to kill. 
Depending on who is advancing this thesis, this training effect may be described 
as videogames imparting a desire to kill, giving players the skills necessary to 
operate weapons, or both. Ironically, the training argument seems to hold the 
most sway in the United States, which is also where it is the least plausible. With 
over 300 million guns in private ownership,1 Americans have ample opportunity 
to practice shooting without recourse to videogames. In fact, the popularity of 
this argument in the United States has much to do with the popularity of guns 
and attempts to defend them from government regulation. The training argu-
ment has become a political weapon in the hands of gun rights advocates such 
as the National Rifle Association, allowing them to shift the blame for gun vio
lence away from the weapons themselves and onto videogames. It was especially 
attractive as an explanation for the wave of school shootings that began in the 
late 1990s, though it has become less influential as mass killings have moved 
beyond schools to be carried out by older attackers who do not have a gaming 
background.

The training thesis was popularized by Dave Grossman, who remains the 
most widely cited proponent of this view. A broad range of commentators who 
are concerned about the effects of violent videogames turn to Grossman for 
support,2 making him a shared reference point across research in psychology, 
game studies, political science, sociology, communications, and other fields. 
Grossman is a former U.S. Army soldier who works as a writer and consultant 
on issues related to violence. He also runs the Killology Research Group.3 He 
credits games with providing the cognitive and physical training needed for 
transforming ordinary people into killers. Like many critics of videogame vio
lence, he is a staunch defender of gun rights who has sought to deflect regula-
tory efforts aimed at gun control.4 In 2013, he collaborated with Glenn Beck to 
produce Control: Exposing the Truth about Guns.5 This background is impor
tant to bear in mind, as it fits into an established practice of American gun 
rights activists shifting the blame for shootings from guns onto videogames and 
other entertainment media. This is a prime example of how the moral panic 
surrounding games plays into broader political narratives that have clear policy 
goals. The condemnation of entertainment not only protects guns but also 
aligns with a widespread conservative fear over popular culture that leads some 
of its central leaders to proclaim a “culture war.”6 Grossman’s critiques of video-
games are sometimes written independently and sometimes in collaboration 
with like-minded activists, such as Gloria DeGaetano, founder of the Parent 
Coaching Institute.

Grossman professes to be a master of “killology” and has written widely 
about the psychology of violence, not only in entertainment but also in military 
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and law enforcement contexts. Much of what he has to say about videogames and 
desensitization draws on previous work about how soldiers are socialized and 
prepared for war. Grossman argues that people have a natural aversion to killing 
and that the history of warfare has been shaped by efforts to suppress this urge.7 
He claims that armed forces have subjected soldiers to more rigorous training 
regimes, mediated violence with technologies that make killing easier, and dehu-
manized their enemies. This results in increasingly sophisticated practices of 
desensitization that yield more reliable killers. Grossman and DeGaetano see 
the same desensitization processes at work in videogames, which leads them to 
conclude that these destroy the natural psychological barriers against killing.

Grossman and DeGaetano use Michael Carneal, who shot eight people in a 
Kentucky high school in 1997, as a case study for how games can directly impart 
shooting skills. By their estimate, an experienced police officer can only hit a 
target with around one shot out of five at a distance of seven yards. At the same 
distance, Carneal was able to shoot eight children with as many bullets, and five 
of them in the head. They ask: “How did Michael Carneal acquire this kind of 
killing ability? Simple: practice.”8 Here the authors’ argument goes beyond spec-
ulation about games’ cognitive impact to say that games can teach the physical 
abilities needed to operate firearms. The comparison between police officers and 
the teenage killer suggests that videogames not only convey exceptional marks-
manship skills but that they are actually more effective training tools than the 
live fire practice employed by police officers. This assertion that casual gaming is 
better preparation for a gunfight than a career in law enforcement imbues games 
with incredible destructive potential.

Grossman’s work on the psychology of war is widely cited and has helped to 
create a narrative about desensitization during war that gives his claims about 
media desensitization a false sense of plausibility. Although his studies of vio
lence during war are popular, few researchers have attempted to test his asser-
tions, and those who have raise serious methodological problems that should 
lead us to doubt his conclusions. The bulk of Grossman’s evidence is taken from 
previous studies by S.L.A. Marshall,9 which have been largely discredited.10 For 
example, as evidence of the natural aversion to killing, Grossman cites Marshall’s 
estimates that fewer than half the soldiers involved in World War II and the 
Korean War actively fought, even though historians investigating these figures 
find no basis for these estimates. In many instances, it appears that Marshall sim-
ply fabricated the numbers he provides and that they were widely accepted as true 
before they were corroborated. Grossman’s own investigations are likewise deeply 
problematic, because they rely on unsubstantiated stories and a deeply biased 
reading of events. Robert Engen reaches the opposite conclusion in a study of the 
Canadian armed forces, finding that they struggle to prevent soldiers from firing 
excessively and wasting ammunition.11 These kinds of serious empirical mistakes 
in Grossman’s historical research into the psychology of killing undermine his 
overall account of how people are conditioned to act violently.
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Grossman’s claim that socialization has created a world that accepts violence 
is wildly inaccurate when judged against more systematic research showing that 
violence is actually in sharp decline.12 More credible studies that rely on statisti-
cal evidence reveal that, if anything, digital media are helping to reduce vio
lence. Even within the military, where Grossman finds most of his evidence of 
desensitization, there are few signs of this process in action. He argues that 
desensitization made enormous strides during the latter half of the twentieth 
century, when in fact the trend in most major militaries was toward stricter ethical 
regulations and legal oversight.13 Desensitization is inimical to the work that 
contemporary militaries do; incidents of misconduct discredit military interven-
tions, compromise efforts to build relations with foreign populations, and pro-
voke international outrage. Contrary to Grossman, military training programs 
have become far more focused on ethical awareness and cultural respect.14 Desen-
sitization is real, but it seems to come primarily from direct experiences of violence 
in combat, not from deliberate inculcation in training.15

Even psychological research that forms the theoretical foundation of Gross-
man’s work is problematic. He relies heavily on B. F. Skinner and other behav-
iorists who developed theories of operant conditioning during the 1940s and 
1950s, overlooking the many serious flaws associated with that approach and 
the far more sophisticated models of cognition that subsequent researchers have 
developed.16 More serious problems with this model are evident in research 
on the relationship between games and aggression that I discuss in the next 
section.

These issues are enough to cast doubt on the theoretical framework that 
Grossman builds on throughout his critiques of videogames, but further prob
lems crop up when we look at the game studies in particular. Perhaps the clearest 
problem is that conjectures about videogames providing adequate preparation 
for physical skills such as shooting wildly overestimate the similarity between 
simulations and the physical activities being simulated. Anyone who has played 
a first-person shooter and fired a real gun can attest that the experiences bear little 
resemblance. The interfaces are completely different, as are the skills involved. 
Most gamers fire virtual weapons using a mouse, keyboard, or gamepad. Some 
consoles have developed game guns that look like pistols, rifles, or rocket launch-
ers. These allow players to point at targets on the screen but do not behave like real 
weapons. No videogame requires players to control their breathing, absorb recoil, 
and practice squeezing a trigger so gently that the gun does not jerk. I can say 
from personal experience as an avid gamer and a former competitive rifle shooter 
that there is no transference of physical abilities between the two domains. Even 
the most detailed shooting simulations from games like the Sniper: Elite and 
Sniper: Ghost Warrior series only provide a general sense of the skills that would 
go into marksmanship, without actually teaching them. This is no doubt why 
armed forces sometimes use videogames to practice tactics but not as a substitute 
for time on the shooting range.
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Few games aspire to accurately mirror the physical activities they simulate. 
Most developers are far more interested in providing an engaging experience 
than in advancing pedagogical goals, which leads them to only provide a vague 
sense of what the simulated activities are really like. Just as hours playing Guitar 
Hero and Rock Band leave players with no greater grasp of how to play musical 
instruments, hours spent with Call of Duty and Counter Strike do not bring play-
ers any closer to mastering firearms. The game guns players use on their home 
videogame consoles are hardly better suited for training purposes than a water 
gun would be. The comparison between virtual and real weapons becomes even 
more attenuated considering that videogames are played in carefully controlled 
environments, such as players’ living rooms, which are unlikely to be like the 
highly stressful situations one would encounter during a real gunfight. Fear and 
physical exertion interfere with targeting under real circumstances in ways that 
gamers could never hope to replicate. In short, there are so many vast differ-
ences between the physical activities associated with realistic and simulated vio
lence that Grossman and DeGaetano’s argument is implausible.

We can gain greater appreciation for why the training thesis is misguided by 
revisiting the ludological versus narratological divide. We see actions in games 
as being simulations of war and murder because of the narrative details overlaid 
on the game mechanics. Narrative imparts meaning to button clicks and joy-
stick movements that have no inherent meaning. Gaming does improve skills, 
but not in the sense that critics seem to think. Gamers learn to be better at vid-
eogames, which is to say they learn ludic skills. They are not necessarily better at 
performing the actions being simulated, which exist only in the narrative. This is 
why gaming skills are usually transferable. Our thumbs and fingers make the 
same movements whether we are directing Mario through the Mushroom King-
dom, reaching the finish line in a big race, or mowing down hordes of civilians at 
an airport. When it comes to the equivalents of these activities in real life—
running and jumping, driving a car, and killing—the physical movements vary 
enormously and have little transferability. The impression games offer of becom-
ing better at these skills is a largely illusory effect of how the narratives construct 
meaning.

Some videogames rely on motion controls, as in Nintendo’s Wii or Xbox’s 
Kinect. These allow players to pretend that they are swinging a tennis racket or 
fencing sword, among dozens of other activities. For the most part, these 
motion controls have been utilized for nonviolent sporting and dancing games. 
Furthermore, existing motion control systems remain poorly suited for training 
purposes. The controls are often temperamental and bear limited resemblance 
to the actions they re-create. There is also little tactile feedback, which means 
that players pretending to shoot a gun will not feel its weight or recoil. Most 
importantly of all, the inputs remain distant from the real activities and largely 
the same across games. I have used my Kinect to pretend that I am skiing, sky-
diving, and riding a motorcycle, in each case by providing roughly the same 
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input and without developing any knowledge of how to do these things in real 
life. Once again, this makes games poorly suited for teaching real-life physical 
skills.

For games to teach killing, they would have to become far more immersive. 
They would require different inputs, as players would need devices that accu-
rately simulate the mechanics of real weapons. Although videogames could 
potentially accomplish this in the future, it is unlikely. At present, the only sim-
ulations that seem to have plausible benefits for small arms training are expen-
sive systems developed for police and military purposes, such as VirTra,17 and 
even these do not purport to improve accuracy. Rather, they are meant to supple-
ment target shooting with simulations that test reaction time and judgment. The 
most realistic shooting simulators not only fall short of the claims that Grossman 
and DeGaetano make about training superkillers but are actually marketed as 
tools for improving ethical and legal compliance.18

If the training argument is implausible, then what should we make of the 
claims about Carneal’s superhuman shooting abilities? For one thing, video-
games were not his only entertainment. Victims represented by Jack Thompson 
filed lawsuits against the makers of several films, including Natural Born Killers 
(1994) and The Basketball Diaries (1995), in connection with the shooting, and 
Carneal was found to be a fan of Stephen King.19 There was such a rush to 
find fault for Carneal’s terrible crime—and to shift attention away from gun 
legislation—that the net of blame was cast widely and onto virtually anything in 
Carneal’s life that was even remotely violent. It is revealing that the court adjudi-
cating claims about harmful media influence on Carneal ruled that there was 
too far an inferential leap to think that videogames and other media had any-
thing to do with the attack.

In Carneal’s case, as well as in every other school shooting to date, judges 
and investigators have ruled out the influence of media as a cause of violence. 
Lawrence Kutner and Cheryl Olson investigated school shootings in detail and 
conducted interviews with weapons trainers, which led them to conclude that 
Carneal and others have been able to shoot their victims not because of simulated 
training but because of the circumstances under which school shootings take 
place.20 Most, including Carneal’s, happen at close range, without any armed 
adversaries, and while the victims are stationary. Under these conditions, even 
untrained shooters can hit their targets. As they explain in response to Grossman 
and DeGaetano, “Unlike the situations described in the FBI’s statistics, Carneal 
was not involved in a ‘shootout.’ He was the only one with a weapon; no one 
was firing at him. He was also much closer to the other students than seven 
yards. He simply walked up to them and fired.”21 So the more accurate story is 
that Carneal had access to real firearms and enough practice with them to hit 
stationary targets at close range.

Games have more potential for teaching players the intellectual skills associ-
ated with fighting, such as small-unit military tactics, the best ways to sneak up 
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on an unsuspecting victim, how different types of weapons can be used, or how 
to evade the police. Although all these skills have some physical component, 
they are largely based on having a particular type of technical knowledge, which 
means that they are skills that might be imparted by a videogame designed to 
be a training simulator. The possibility that games teach military tactics is prob
ably the most plausible concern of all, as players in military videogames may 
find themselves working alongside teammates and attempting to outmaneuver 
opponents.

Despite having a capacity for teaching players tactics, violent games rarely 
attempt to do so in practice. Popular videogames are designed primarily for 
entertainment, which means that they typically create battles that look more 
like action movie scenes than like documentaries or military training manuals. 
Players typically learn a few of the most basic tactics, such as staying behind 
cover and shooting at enemies to suppress them, but little beyond this. Any 
kind of complex tactical maneuvering or detailed instructions on how to per-
form the simulated actions in real life would probably be disastrous for enjoy-
able gameplay, which is doubtless why few games attempt to provide it. Even 
America’s Army, which simulates U.S. Army training programs, only provides 
players with the most rudimentary instructions. That game’s platform is incor-
porated into military training simulations, but these are heavily modified and 
used within a military training context that provides myriad other lessons that 
extend beyond the videogame simulation.

Succeeding in videogames requires players to do things that would get them 
killed in the real world. In some multiplayer games, players constantly jump up 
and down to make themselves harder targets or shoot rocket launchers at the 
ground to propel themselves into the air. Needless to say, such tactics would be 
dangerous in practice. And no one could seriously think that stunts like riding 
a tank off the top of a skyscraper or parachuting from one jet into another—
regular events in your average multiplayer war game—are really possible. For 
every piece of genuine tactical advice players of violent videogames receive, they 
are apt to experience a dozen bad examples that would be fatal in real life. This 
means that the tactical training is not only minimal but also subverted by 
highly stylized fictional violence.

If games become more realistic, to the point that they can impart fighting 
skills and increase players’ proficiency with guns, then there would be cause for 
reconsidering age and content restrictions. However, realistic games would not 
be wrong simply because they are realistic. There is nothing intrinsically immoral 
about teaching players how to operate weapons or how to use military tactics. So 
long as target shooting is considered a legitimate activity, there cannot be any 
genuine moral problem with a videogame that teaches players to shoot. The abil-
ity to shoot well does not, in itself, have any moral implications. Players could 
enjoy pretending to fight in games and have no desire ever to act out their fanta-
sies in real life. For this reason, it is not sufficient that videogames train players to 
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shoot for them to be morally harmful. Games would also have to affect players in 
some way that gives them a desire to act on those abilities. This is no doubt why so 
many critics describe games as teaching players to kill rather than simply teach-
ing them how to shoot. The case against videogames therefore depends on 
assumptions about the psychological impact of games—assumptions that turn 
out to be just as dubious as claims that games impart violent skills.

Increasing Aggression

Few academics make such sweeping and implausible claims as Grossman and 
DeGaetano. Rather than relying on behavioristic models according to which 
gaming conditions players for violence and teaches the skills needed for killing, 
academics more often argue that games cause subtle changes in players’ cogni-
tion that make them more amenable to violence. The charge against videogames 
therefore transforms Grossman’s causal certainty that videogames will produce 
violence to a probabilistic claim about building predispositions for violence. The 
key claim when looking at this line of argument is that videogames make players 
more aggressive. This developed out of a long tradition of media effects research, 
which has often been guided by efforts to link new types of media to antisocial 
behavior. Studies of videogame violence draw inspiration from earlier work on 
television, music, and films, though often making stronger claims about games’ 
adverse effects because games are interactive.

What this line of argument gains in plausibility over the training thesis’s 
stricter causal models it sacrifices by introducing vagueness. Aggression is a slip-
pery concept. It refers to a mental predisposition rather than a specific act, so it is 
exceedingly difficult to measure. Moreover, the idea that games incite aggression 
is inherently suspicious because it vastly oversimplifies cognition. As Pinker 
points out, “Aggression is not a single motive, let alone a mounting urge. It is the 
output of several psychological systems that differ in their environmental trig-
gers, their internal logic, their neurobiological basis, and their social distribu-
tion.”22 Researchers who link games to aggression err in thinking that aggression 
is something that builds over time with exposure and that naturally culminates 
in a violent release, as well as in thinking that aggression is a single, discrete 
feeling.

Critics linking videogames to aggression must operationalize the concept of 
aggression by finding some physical manifestation of it. They attempt to iden-
tify some relatively simple and easily testable physiological correlate that can 
serve as a proxy for an increase in violent tendencies, even though none exists. 
This leaves them wide latitude to describe virtually any response as a sign of 
heightened aggression. Looking across these studies, it is striking to see how 
often basic physiological responses to play are taken as evidence that games 
transform players’ cognition in the absence of strong evidence establishing the 
supposed link.
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In one study, Mary Ballard and Rose Wiest divided participants into groups 
playing Mortal Kombat, Mortal Kombat 2, and a billiards simulator. They find 
that those in the former group experienced higher blood pressure, which they 
interpret as a sign of players having more aggressive thoughts.23 The inferential 
leap between blood pressure and violent thoughts is enormous. The jump from 
blood pressure to an increased propensity to commit or tolerate acts of violence is 
larger still. The findings are all the more questionable because the study involved 
only thirty undergraduate students—a small number from which to draw such 
strong conclusions. In another experiment, Nicholas Carnagey, Craig Anderson, 
and Brad Bushman test the effects of playing violent videogames by looking at the 
heart rate and galvanic skin response in two groups of participants watching a 
ten-minute violent video. One group had played violent videogames for twenty 
minutes beforehand, the other had not.24 The gaming group showed a lower 
response to the violent video according to both metrics. Once again, a physiolog-
ical response with an unclear relationship to desensitization is used to impugn 
games. It would be more reasonable to conclude that watching television is sim-
ply less stressful than gaming.

Klaus Mathiak and René Weber find that areas of the brain associated with 
empathy are less active when subjects are playing violent videogames.25 This study 
involved a tiny sample size of only thirteen participants, which is far too small 
for reliable generalizations. On a more fundamental level, this approach suffers 
from the same limitation as the other studies. As with blood pressure, the 
causal implications of brain activity are unclear and poorly understood, with-
out a firm link to aggression or desensitization. There is no way of determining 
whether activation of brain areas associated with aggression has any effect on 
cognition, and thus far no studies have demonstrated harmful long-term effects 
of such activation.

Douglas Gentile, Patrick Bender, and Craig Anderson find higher levels of 
cortisol in the saliva of gamers playing violent games than in those playing non-
violent games. Because cortisol is associated with stress and the fight or flight 
response, the authors argue that the higher cortisol level among those in the vio-
lent gaming group is evidence of aggression. They also gave participants word 
completion tasks in which they could fill in missing letters to make aggressive or 
nonaggressive answers. “For instance, the fragment ‘KI__’ could be completed 
aggressively (e.g., ‘KILL’) or non-aggressively (e.g., ‘KISS’).”26 The design of the 
study is questionable on many counts. For one thing, Spider-Man for Xbox is used 
as the example of a violent game and compared against Finding Nemo. With the 
latter being more of an interactive movie without much difficulty, it is predict-
able that respondents would experience less stress playing it than when playing a 
game that pushes their abilities further. Even if the study had included different 
games, it is not clear that these metrics would be useful. As in the other studies, 
there is reason to doubt whether a physiological response like increased cortisol 
will increase aggression. After all, similar responses can arise from many different 
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types of stressful experiences. Sports such as rock climbing, skydiving, and rafting 
are all associated with higher levels of cortisol.27

A litany of other studies claiming a link between videogames and physiolog-
ical arousal could be cited here, but suffice it to say that there is an endemic meth-
odological problem when testing what aggression is and finding physiological 
indications of changes in aggressive tendencies. Without a stronger basis for think-
ing that aggression can be reliably measured in laboratory settings, experiments 
purporting to demonstrate a link between games and violent tendencies have little 
merit.

Quite a few studies purporting to find a link between violent videogames 
and real aggression fail to achieve convincing results even by their own stan-
dards. Craig Anderson and Karen Dill argue that people develop scripts that 
dictate automatic behaviors. They think that certain people have aggressive per-
sonalities, which means that their scripts predispose them to aggressive and 
potentially violent responses even when they are confronted with only minor 
provocations.28 They believe that videogames and other violent media help to pro-
duce these types of scripts, thereby setting their users on course for transferring 
simulated acts of violence into reality. This sounds plausible, but when it comes to 
testing, the theory does not fare well. Anderson and Dill only uncover evidence of 
aggression using one of the four metrics they provide.29 The authors claim that the 
results support their contention that games promote aggression, yet a one in four 
confirmation of this thesis suggests that it is not accurate. Moreover, other 
researchers were unable to replicate their results using the one test that did indi-
cate heightened aggression.30

In another study that is widely cited as evidence of the evils of gaming, Bruce 
Bartholow and Craig Anderson divided forty-three undergraduate college stu-
dents into two groups.31 One group played Mortal Kombat and the other played 
PGA Tournament Golf. Players were able to punish their adversary (who was 
really one of the experimenters) with a noise blast. The authors predicted that 
those playing the violent game would show their aggression by making more 
liberal use of this punishment. With volumes ranging from 0 to 10, participants 
in the Mortal Kombat group averaged an intensity of 5.97 and those in the PGA 
Tournament Golf group averaged 4.6. With such a slight difference in the will-
ingness to inflict pain with a noise blast, the authors do not seem to be justified 
in claiming that their results show that videogames promote violence and are 
responsible for school shootings. To make matters worse, these results contra-
dicted those of Anderson and Dill’s study, by the authors’ own admission. Both 
studies are widely cited by critics attempting to link videogames to violence, 
even though they employ different metrics of aggression and posit divergent 
explanations.

One of the most widely cited pieces of evidence supporting the link between 
videogames and aggression is a meta-analysis from Craig Anderson and Brad 
Bushman.32 It promises an authoritative overview of the research that brings 
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thirty-five studies together to reach general conclusions about how videogames 
cause aggression. The sheer number of studies and of participants included is 
given as evidence that they are accurate in finding a link between videogames and 
violence. However, this study suffers from a number of serious shortcomings. 
First, a meta-analysis can only be as good as the studies it draws from. Bringing 
many studies together can filter out anomalous results and errors, yet when the 
experimental research on videogames is already plagued with methodological and 
logical errors, the sum total of these efforts is unlikely to lead us closer to the truth. 
Second, although many studies have claimed to show a link between videogames 
and violence, they do this in divergent ways. As we already saw, some studies take 
contrary or even contradictory approaches to establishing this hypothesis, which 
means that they cannot be taken as being complementary for the purposes of a 
meta-analysis. If anything, the dozens of different strategies for linking games to 
violence that posit different explanatory mechanisms and yield few compelling 
results should lead us to doubt their overall conclusions. Finally, the Anderson 
meta-analysis includes unpublished studies that have not undergone peer review 
from other researchers. This kind of quality control is essential for giving studies 
some degree of credibility, and without it we have no indication of whether the 
studies were properly conducted. It is a cautionary tale of the need to critically 
evaluate research, which shows that we cannot accept quantity over quality.

Just as important as the methodological problems affecting studies of 
videogame-induced aggression are the many studies that reach the opposite con-
clusion.33 Despite professing an expectation of discovering a clear link between 
violent videogames and aggression, John Sherry reports that he was only able to 
see short-term increases in arousal that dissipated with longer exposure to games. 
Lawrence Kutner and Cheryl Olson produced one of the most comprehensive 
overviews of research purporting to show a causal link between videogames and 
violence, ultimately concluding that the evidence is dubious.34 They discover a 
pattern of studies using metrics to gauge violent tendencies that have little rela-
tion to real-world displays of violence. They also identify a serious publication 
bias when it comes to publicizing research. Evidence that videogames have some 
negative impact is more likely to be attractive to high-profile journals and to 
pass through the rigorous academic peer review process. Studies that fail to find 
any effect are unattractive to journals and their reviewers, making them poor 
candidates for publication.35 Christopher Ferguson finds no evidence that any 
studies linking violent videogames to real acts of violence have validated their 
metrics by showing that these really correlate with a heightened propensity to 
carry out attacks. Moreover, he shows that researchers systematically overstate 
their findings by magnifying the effect sizes or erroneously concluding that suc-
cess in triggering stress responses among players is tantamount to finding that 
games cause aggression.

The aggression thesis is also strongly contradicted by the available evidence 
about real attacks. With millions of people playing violent videogames, even a 



The Moral Panic Surrounding Videogames  •  55

subtle increase in aggression should be obvious from crime statistics. Neverthe-
less, the rate of violent crimes has dropped steadily since the 1990s in North 
America. Pinker points out that “Hollywood movies are bloodier than ever, 
unlimited pornography is a mouse-click away, and an entirely new form of vio-
lent entertainment, video games, has become a major pastime. Yet as these signs 
of decadence proliferated in the culture, violence went down in real life.”36 Faced 
with such a clear drop in violence, it is unclear how videogames (or other media 
for that matter) could be cause for panic.

If anything, it appears that gaming is associated with lower levels of violence. 
Michael Ward evaluates the relation between videogames and violence by look-
ing at trends in violence as more videogame stores open.37 This is an imperfect 
way of measuring the rate of game sales given the availability of games online. 
However, the presence of stores does indicate that there is a perceived market 
on the part of those selling the games, and this calculation is informed by over-
all trends in consumption, including those from online retailers. This way of 
gauging games’ popularity therefore has some explanatory power even though 
it is imperfect. Ward’s analysis reveals that more game stores correlates with 
lower overall crime in a particular area. It is difficult to say what can account for 
this trend, but the results certainly cast doubt on the belief that games cause 
aggression.

Charlotte Markey, Patrick Markey, and Juliana French similarly find that 
“annual trends in video game sales for the past 33 years were unrelated to violent 
crime both concurrently and up to 4 years later” and that the “monthly sales of 
video games were related to concurrent decreases in aggravated assaults and were 
unrelated to homicides.”38 Violent crime statistics likewise tend to show that vio-
lent crime is lower among the demographics that are more likely to play video-
games. The best explanation is that playing videogames keeps people occupied 
and gives them less time to get into trouble, though it is also possible that playing 
games could help to release aggression. Faced with the lack of correlation between 
expressions of aggression and videogames, the aggression thesis is implausible.

It is revealing that critics of violent videogames tend to focus more on a 
handful of specific incidents of gamers appearing to act aggressively rather than 
the general trends in violence. They especially like to cite examples of killers 
who have shown an interest in videogames. As Ferguson points out, “It is not 
hard to ‘link’ video game playing with violent acts if one wishes to do so, as one 
video game playing prevalence study indicated that 98.7% of adolescents play 
video games to some degree.”39 It is worth repeating that law enforcement inves-
tigations into the shootings have found no credible evidence that videogames 
bear some responsibility. Moreover, some of the favorite examples of school 
shooters obsessed with games have turned out to be incorrect. This means that 
the aggression thesis contradicts statistical trends that can be used to gauge vio-
lent behavior and that there are good grounds for doubting many of the specific 
case studies attempting to impugn games.
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Even if videogames do increase aggression (and by now it should be clear that 
this is very doubtful), they might not be morally problematic. Aggression is not 
in itself immoral. Ferguson rightly points out that aggression is a normal social 
response; we feel it for a reason. It would be strange for people not to experience 
some level of aggression when faced with competition, stress, frustration, and 
other adverse stimuli. Aggression is not deviant or problematic so long as people 
develop impulse control. Flashes of hostile feelings under certain conditions 
may reflect a natural temporary response. Under some circumstances, aggres-
sion may have a pro-social influence. For example, a person may feel a surge of 
aggressive impulses when witnessing an assault; if this directs that person to 
intervene, then the aggression should be praised. The trouble is not with aggres-
sion itself but rather with how it is expressed. After more than three decades of 
media effects research directed at videogames, the absence of evidence that vid-
eogames foster harmful aggression should lead us to conclude that there is 
either no causal relationship or that it is negligible.

Desensitization

At its core, the desensitization thesis holds that videogames desensitize players 
to a particular experience—usually violence, but possibly sex, racism, or some-
thing else—through repetitive exposure. This results in players being comfortable 
with the experience to the extent that it feels normal and does not provoke moral 
reflection. The desensitization thesis overlaps with claims that videogames pro-
vide training and promote aggression, as desensitization is often described as an 
outcome of training for violence or as a step toward aggression. It is part of the 
package of harmful cognitive effects critics attribute to games. Many writers slip 
between the four arguments I discuss in this chapter without carefully distin-
guishing them, but it is important to take on desensitization as a separate issue, 
as it is possible that desensitization could occur without causing any behavioral 
changes. Desensitization can be part of the broader case against games or it can 
be treated as an independent evil that would constitute sufficient grounds for 
thinking that games are immoral.

The desensitization argument is attractive to critics because it shifts the 
focus away from finding demonstrable harms that fall under the consequential-
ist moral framework, such as higher rates of violent crime, and toward a deonto-
logical perspective where it is intentions that matter. Critics can respond to the 
lack of conclusive evidence linking games to violence and the counterevidence 
afforded by crime statistics by saying that games may desensitize players even if 
they do not cause behavioral changes. Desensitization is a disruption of moral 
sensibilities that precludes the kind of good will that deontological theories 
prize. This makes the desensitization thesis a compelling refuge when empirical 
support is in short supply. This may explain why it has gained traction over time, 
with some researchers who previously claimed to find a link between games and 
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aggression moving to this more modest position that is difficult to falsify with 
experiments or statistics.

For example, a 2007 article by Craig Anderson, Douglas Gentile, and Kath-
erine Buckley proposes that videogames may not actually cause violent behav
ior but that they do trigger an attitudinal shift that is one risk factor among 
others that may indicate a propensity for violent behavior. They state that “media 
violence exposure may be able to elevate someone several levels on the risk ther-
mometer, but by itself is not a strong enough effect to move someone from rou-
tinely respectful behavior all the way to shooting someone.”40 This conclusion is 
a prime example of the desensitization thesis coming as a tacit hedge on earlier 
research, since earlier work from Anderson and his coauthors made more defini-
tive claims that games increase aggression and even incite violence.41

Jeanne Funk and her coauthors have produced the most systematic investi-
gations of desensitization, with multiple studies claiming to show that repeated 
exposure to simulated violence lowers the cognitive and emotional impact of 
real violence. Most of these studies rely on surveys of young children who are 
between five and twelve years old. The children are asked to report on their own 
media viewing habits and complete questionnaires about their attitudes toward 
violence. The authors find that those who report more contact with violent 
media tend to be more accepting of violence and weapons, saying that “in vio-
lent video games, violence is acceptable because it is not real; therefore, ‘victims’ 
do not really suffer. In violent subcultures in the real world, dehumanizing victims 
is a commonly used technique for minimizing the activation of moral reasoning.”42 
They also borrow from Grossman’s problematic research on desensitization in the 
military as evidence to support their reasoning about videogames. They link them-
selves to Grossman’s theory of violence and provide evidence to support his con-
tention that “the steady drip of video game violence throughout kids’ days has 
brainwashed them to enjoy inflicting and reveling in others’ pain.”43 Here we can 
see the overlap between the different arguments directed at violent games, which 
suggestively links a relatively modest claim about desensitization and the sup-
porting research to more sweeping claims about videogame violence.

Monique Wonderly makes the case for desensitization on philosophical 
grounds by borrowing from David Hume’s work on empathy. As she sees it, vio-
lent videogames “may damage our empathetic faculties, and in so doing, they 
may be directly harming our centers of moral judgment.”44 She hedges this by 
saying that the loss of empathy may occur even if it is invisible: “An impaired 
capacity for moral judgment may not immediately or invariably translate into 
aggressive behavior, but such impairment might, at least initially, only impact 
one’s attitudes towards characters and conduct.”45 If the process is invisible, 
then the assertion is extremely difficult to test or falsify. In the end, Wonderly 
considers this to be a valuable approach because it provides an account of why 
videogames are wrong: “it elucidates a direct connection between playing such 
games and moral harm,” without the recourse to the empirical support that is 
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needed to establish the wrongness of violent videogames on consequentialist 
grounds.

It is more difficult to evaluate the research on desensitization than the stud-
ies of training and aggression, because of this tendency to make claims about 
cognitive processes that are difficult, or even impossible, to verify or falsify. This 
thesis also has added plausibility because desensitization is sometimes used to 
help people overcome fears or cope with posttraumatic stress disorder.46 Never-
theless, serious methodological problems with the empirical studies and con-
ceptual mistakes in the application of moral theory should lead us to reject this 
line of argument.

As with the studies of aggression, those of desensitization tend to rest heavily 
on shaky methodological foundations. These include the publication bias and 
problematic metrics that I discussed previously and go still further. The bulk of 
the evidence supporting the desensitization thesis comes from self-reporting in 
surveys, but self-reporting is notoriously inaccurate. Studies gauging the accuracy 
of self-reported technology use show large discrepancies between reality and per-
ceptions.47 Self-reports fluctuate wildly, being both much higher and much lower 
than real usage figures, which means that even the error in such estimates does 
not follow a consistent pattern. This suggests that we should not put much faith in 
respondents’ estimates of how much time they spend playing violent games or in 
surveys that are designed to quantify the extent of a person’s desensitization. It is 
especially questionable to assume that young children will have a good sense of 
their own media consumption habits. There is also a double standard regarding 
how self-reporting is incorporated into research on desensitization. Many gamers 
think that videogames do not have adverse effects,48 but critics dismiss these asser-
tions. If we trust self-reporting, then we should trust gamers’ claims that their 
play is harmless fun and give such statements the same weight as self-reports of 
desensitization. It is misleading to disregard self-reporting that attests to a lack 
of influence while utilizing self-reporting on gameplay and attitudes toward 
violence as evidence against games.

Another problem is that quite a few of the central claims used to support the 
desensitization thesis are either misleading or entirely incorrect. For example, 
Funk et al. claim that the U.S. military uses videogames to desensitize soldiers.49 
This is a shocking point, suggesting that videogames have immense power over 
our minds. Funk et al. offer no support for this claim and would no doubt have 
trouble finding any because the U.S. military does not actually do this. Studies 
of desensitization during war link atrocities to inadequate oversight, unhealthy 
unit subcultures, and prolonged exposure to real violence—not to videogames.50 
I have not been able to find a single study of wartime misconduct that faults 
videogames. The most extreme atrocities of the past century were committed 
before the advent of videogames or in areas where they are not widespread. 
When work on military socialization mentions videogames, they are usually 
described as being part of the solution. The U.S. Army used its America’s Army 
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platform to help soldiers practice resolving moral dilemmas. It has also pro-
duced dozens of other simulations to provide moral instruction and practice in 
correct target identification. The International Red Cross has likewise pro-
duced moral training simulations with videogames, which it uses to train armed 
forces around the world in the Laws of Armed Conflict. Videogames are even 
being used to treat soldiers who suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder. Far 
from desensitizing players, the games are used in conjunction with therapy to 
assist soldiers in developing healthier emotional responses to violence.51

Perhaps the most serious empirical error of all is that desensitization research 
“only examines how violent media desensitizes us to other violent media, not how 
it affects our sensitivity to real-life violence.”52 In studies that compare gamers’ 
and nongamers’ responses to violence to conclude that the former are less affected 
by it, the violence in question is always simulated. Those who routinely engage in 
simulated violence might be less upset by it than those who do not, but there is no 
credible evidence to show that this attitude carries over into the real world. 
Moreover, many longtime gamers report that they are routinely upset by some 
of the violent content they encounter in games and that they do not like to play 
as evil characters, which indicates that even desensitization to simulated vio
lence is limited.53

Claims that videogames desensitize players are also dubious on moral grounds. 
As evidenced by Funk et al.’s link between characters in videogames and real 
victims of violence, critics tend to downplay the gulf between real and simu-
lated actions. It is counterintuitive to say that nonhuman and noncognizant 
characters can be moral agents who have victim status when they are attacked. 
Asserting that these avatars are dehumanized like real victims trivializes genu-
ine atrocities and is implausible unless these avatars are in some way capable of 
being harmed. Similarly, Wonderly’s suggestion that we should feel the same 
empathy for digital images of people that we do for real people overextends and 
attenuates moral sensibilities. I doubt that it would be desirable for us to feel the 
same kind of empathy for fictional characters as we do for real people. Empathy is 
best directed at genuine moral agents and not spread thinly via a misplaced con-
cern for representations of moral agents.

Losing Reality

The fourth major strategy of critique is an attempt to show that actions taken in 
game worlds are in some sense real and that they therefore have moral content. In 
other words, the argument is that events in videogames are either ontologically 
real or that players accept them as being ontologically real. The key challenge for 
those who take this position is to collapse the distinction between reality and 
simulation to show that the two are identical or overlap to a large extent.

Tilo Hartmann and Peter Vorderer offer one of the best accounts of this 
perspective because they identify several characteristics of realism that might 
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plausibly make games morally problematic.54 First, they say that videogames 
encourage players to anthropomorphize characters, who are presented as being 
real people or as sentient nonhumans. They are modeled as accurately as possi
ble given the current state of technology and are guided by artificial intelligence 
that makes them act as though they were conscious. Games strive to bring their 
characters to life by giving them backgrounds, personalities, and aspirations, 
adding to the sense that they are people. Moreover, the goal of creating convinc-
ing characters is usually explicit. Developers regularly promote games by 
emphasizing their realism. According to Hartmann and Vorderer, characters 
are so convincing that players learn to associate them with real people. The line 
between real humans and characters in games blurs to the point that simulated 
immoral actions against the characters produce the experience of committing 
real immoral actions against real people.

Second, Hartmann and Vorderer say that many gamers are “believers” and 
that their “default mode of reception seems to perceive things as real, whereas it 
takes irritating media cues or motivational efforts to suspend the belief in an 
‘apparent reality.’ ”55 The effects are cumulative, with repeated exposure to games 
gradually shaping players’ sense of what constitutes reality, leading them to accept 
simulation as being one facet of reality instead of a fictional alternative to it.

Finally, building on their second point, Hartmann and Vorderer maintain 
that players willingly suspend their knowledge that games are simulations and 
accept them as being real. Players are believers not because they are deceived but 
because they choose to submit to the fantasy. This suspension of disbelief happens 
for innocent reasons; it is an effort to make games more engaging and enjoyable. 
As the authors say, “If users continuously reminded themselves that ‘this is just a 
game,’ the game would hardly be enjoyable.”56 By accepting experiences as real, 
players allow themselves to be taken in by the simulation and make the experi-
ences real. In many ways, this is the most plausible claim, as it is consistent with 
players actively interpreting games. It recognizes that players are not simply pas-
sive dupes, only to then suggest that players are responsible for self-deception.

Other critics have similarly attempted to show that actions in videogames 
are real and that simulated violence is therefore immoral. Like Hartmann and 
Vorderer, David Waddington argues that videogames have become so realistic 
that it is difficult to distinguish between simulated immorality and real immoral 
conduct. Even though players are able to say that simulated events are fictional, 
part of the simulated experience seeps into their perceptions of everyday life. 
Waddington writes, “As video games increase in verisimilitude, and continue to 
up the ante in terms of violence, it will become increasingly difficult to differenti-
ate between real transgressions (which everyone knows are wrong) and simulated 
transgressions (which everyone knows are OK). If one cannot differentiate 
between real transgressions and simulated transgressions, then one has to devalue 
the idea of wrongness.”57



The Moral Panic Surrounding Videogames  •  61

It is important to note that the concern expressed in this passage is only jus-
tified if gamers lack the ability to distinguish reality from fantasy. Waddington 
goes on to argue that people have a sense of wrongness that can be devalued when 
they are routinely exposed to violence, whether simulated or real. To substanti-
ate this, he offers the example of currency. If the sense of wrongness is like money, 
then violent entertainment is like counterfeit money that devalues the thing it 
reproduces.

The plausibility of the realism thesis is highly contingent on what games are 
being discussed and when. Outrage at “realistic” videogame violence has existed 
since the late 1970s.58 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, games that we would 
now consider to have extremely poor graphics, to the point that the characters 
are little more than stick figures, were accused of realistically simulating vio
lence. James Newman notes that “using today’s standards, ‘Pac-Man’ and other 
early videogames like ‘Space Invaders,’ ‘Defender,’ and ‘Asteroids’ appear relatively 
nonthreatening; however, in the early 1980s these games were characterized as 
violent.”59 This has left critics who think that there is something morally ques-
tionable about realistic simulations with the problem of continually having to 
distance themselves from arguments directed at older games while still invoking 
the same logic against new games that have the power to shock with representa
tions of violence that will themselves look dated in a few years. Any convincing 
attempt to show that realistic videogames are immoral would have to say when 
representations cross a certain threshold of realism that reverse-transubstantiates 
them from amoral representations into morally significant ones. Those who 
advance this thesis have yet to offer any such criteria, leaving the scope of their 
arguments poorly defined.

Many who are concerned with realistic violence look to the future with pre-
dictions about how improvements in simulation will make the moral concerns 
more compelling. Grossman and DeGaetano say that “of course, we all realize 
that the images on video screens are just that, just as they’re not real on TV 
screens; but the sophistication of this technology is making it hard to tell, espe-
cially for children whose minds are not fully formed.”60 Such reasoning is 
deeply problematic. It is fair to say that the future may bring changes that make 
videogames indistinguishable from real life, but we are certainly not at that 
point yet and should not bring speculations about future technologies into 
debates about present conditions. Critics advancing this line of argument like 
to raise Ender’s Game as an analogy.61 That book tells the story of children in a 
futuristic dystopia playing a war game that turns out to be real, using this fic-
tional story as a case study to impugn existing games. It is possible to imagine 
such a simulation existing, and it would be morally questionable, but it is far 
removed from any existing game. Games cannot be blamed for hypothetical 
futures any more than a person can be blamed for the crimes they might one 
day commit. Regardless of what the future may hold, the simple fact is that even 
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the most visually convincing games on the market can be easily distinguished 
from real life by all except the extremely young or those suffering from some 
kind of cognitive impairment.

The arguments that violent videogames can be immoral because of their 
level of realism rest on the assumption that anthropomorphizing a representa
tion of a person makes that representation a moral entity such that treating it 
well or poorly has real moral significance. This is a deeply problematic assertion. 
Those who make this claim are certainly right in thinking that videogames often 
strive for verisimilitude and that their characters tend to look more real and more 
human with each advancement in graphical representation. They are also correct 
in thinking that people tend to anthropomorphize nonhuman entities, even devel-
oping deep attachments to them. However, it is doubtful that realism can elevate 
videogame characters to a moral status or that anthropomorphization changes 
moral sentiments related to real people.

To test the strength of this line of critique, it is helpful first to think about 
how we approach representations of people in other contexts. Movies and tele
vision are among the clearest analogues, and are similar to videogames in each 
of the ways that Hartmann and Vorderer consider significant. Characters in 
movies and television shows look extremely realistic—usually far more realistic 
than those in videogames. Viewers frequently accept the pretensions to realism 
at face value, just as videogame players do, making them “believers” in the sense 
Hartmann and Vorderer describe. Finally, those who watch movies and televi
sion shows tend to become willingly immersed in stories. Viewers can lose them-
selves in a fantasy world and become totally immersed in it to the extent that 
the movie and its characters feel real.

The question, then, is whether the critique of realistic videogames can extend 
to these other media. I doubt that many people would be willing to classify 
characters in movies as being moral agents even though they are played by real 
people. The appearance of being real does not impart moral status. We may 
consider one character’s killing of another to be murder in the context of the 
narrative, but such fictional actions lack moral significance when taken out of 
that context. This is why we do not issue arrest warrants for movie villains or the 
actors portraying them.

Of course, the likely response from critics is that videogames are special—
that there is something about them that makes their realism morally significant 
even when realism in other media is not. Hartmann and Vorderer’s argument 
rests heavily on the claim that interactive engagement in the narrative leads 
players to accept actions in videogames as being real. It is therefore not just real-
ism that is at stake but realism combined with interactivity. The problem is that 
this is all based on conjecture that is sharply at odds with what empirical 
research with gamers has uncovered, and it reflects faulty moral reasoning.

In terms of the empirical side of the argument, Hartmann and Vorderer are 
wrong in assuming that enjoyment of videogames involves a willing suspension 
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of any conception of the real world. As Steven Jones correctly points out, “Play-
ing usually involves remaining simultaneously aware of both the gameworld and 
of the real world, of yourself and of other players as performing at the boundary 
of the two, while you go online to search the boards for a helpful ‘cheat,’ for 
example, or consult a printed game guide, and then follow up by looking at a fan-
authored article in a dedicated wiki.”62 Play is not contained within the simu-
lated world but rather tends to spill out into fan communities and forums. 
Players may be talking to friends who are also in the game or switching between 
the game and a strategy guide. Even when players are completely immersed in a 
single-player campaign with no outside social contact, it is implausible to think 
that they lose awareness of the line separating reality from simulation. How 
could players not feel a difference between their ordinary lives and events tak-
ing place on a flat screen that they interact with via a keyboard or control pad? 
Real life and gaming are qualitatively different. It is entirely possible to imagine 
immersive simulations like Star Trek: The Next Generation’s holodeck or Total 
Recall ’s memory implants causing disassociation, but these are far removed from 
current gaming technology. Those fantasies of advanced simulations are alluring 
precisely because no current technology comes close to a level of realism that can 
truly bring fiction to life.

Despite their graphical sophistication, videogames often emphasize their fic-
tional status. Some re-create famous scenes from films (few World War II first-
person shooter games can resist emulating the Omaha Beach landing sequence 
from Saving Private Ryan), reminding us of other works of fiction. Controver-
sial ultraviolent games like those in the Grand Theft Auto series are often heavily 
satirical in ways that highlight the gap between reality and fiction. Many games 
are popular because they flaunt physical and social constraints; they allow play-
ers to fly, single-handedly defeat hordes of enemies, and recover from life-
threatening injuries by picking up a health pack. Games allow us to act in ways 
that are distinctly unreal, which is part of their appeal. Videogame protagonists 
are more often like superheroes than like realistic representations of ordinary 
people, and, of course, the reset button is always close at hand after the charac-
ter dies. It stretches the limits of credulity to think that simply because players 
become immersed in their play they also lose the capacity to understand that it 
is fictional.

Those who present the realism critique against videogames like to provide 
evidence from players who profess being emotionally invested in the characters 
they create to the point that they feel a deep connection with them. But becom-
ing emotionally invested in a character or a story is not the same as mistaking it 
for something that is ontologically real. For one thing, players tend to feel invested 
in characters they create, not in the comparatively empty characters that are the 
enemies in violent videogames.63 Moreover, being invested in a character does not 
give any indication that players are unable to separate fantasy from reality. For 
example, Waddington quotes one obsessive player as saying that videogames are 
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“where I live . . . ​more than I do in my dingy dorm room.”64 Here and in other 
instances, the attachment to simulation exists precisely because it is fictional 
and offers an escape from reality. Escapism is possible because videogames are 
epistemically real, in the sense of providing imaginative experiences, without 
being impeded by the ontological constraints of real life.

The moral reasoning behind the critiques of realistic violent videogames 
rests heavily on dubious empirical claims. Waddington’s theory of moral deval-
uation depends on the assumption that players are unable to differentiate real 
violence from simulated violence, just as Hartmann and Vorderer’s argument 
presupposes that players willingly disengage from reality. As I showed, these are 
doubtful propositions. If they are discarded, the overall arguments fall apart. 
And such assertions should be discarded, at least until their authors are able to 
provide compelling evidence that gamers are detached from reality.

Deeper flaws in the moral reasoning undermine the strength of this line of 
critique even if we set the empirical claims aside. The realism critique draws paral-
lels between real moral agents and simulations based on their visual similarities, 
which dramatically overstates the role of appearance in constituting moral worth. 
Images and other representations are not the kinds of things to which we ascribe 
moral agency. Someone who destroys a portrait of another person is not a mur-
derer. There is a vast difference between a person and an image of that person, and 
a still greater difference between a real person and the image of a fictional person. 
Some people may feel a sentimental attachment to pictures, but this has to do 
with their importance as unique pieces of property and not to any inherent 
moral worth of the images themselves. The infinitely reproducible characters of 
videogames only bear superficial resemblance to real people, so they do not war-
rant a special status beyond that given to other types of images.

People are inclined to anthropomorphize objects and may derive a sense of 
self-worth from owning cars, clothes, and houses, yet most of us would prob
ably say that this fails to impart moral agency onto those things. Objects take 
on value for their owners, but they are not moral beings themselves. Moreover, 
there is a difference between anthropomorphizing nonhuman objects and seri-
ously treating them as moral agents. Does a person who names their car and treats 
it as a member of the family genuinely fail to recognize that the car is not human? 
I doubt that this is the case. Does the car become a moral agent simply because 
someone names it and feels a deep personal attachment toward it? Certainly not. 
If we do suspect that people who anthropomorphize other objects are unable to 
distinguish fantasy from reality, and if we do not grant the objects moral status, 
then consistency demands approaching videogames in the same way.

The realism argument rests heavily on flawed analogies, as evidenced by Wad-
dington’s currency analogy. He is right in saying that counterfeit money can 
devalue real money, but this is because they are both physical objects capable of 
performing the same functions.65 The former undermines the latter’s value 
because the two are often indistinguishable in economic transactions. That is, 
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the similarity is not merely visual; it is also functional. You can spend counter-
feit money. Regardless of how realistic it is, videogame violence is, for now, 
safely contained in television screens and computers. The simulated violence 
does not mix with actual violence any more than Monopoly money mixes with 
real currency. No competent person would witness a simulated murder in a 
game and report it to the police. The reason is simple: the real and simulated 
actions are not functionally alike. A criminal can spend counterfeit money by 
using it to function as real money, but a criminal cannot kill a person by simu-
lating murder in a game. Waddington’s argument would only be plausible if 
simulated violence were functionally indistinguishable from real violence. This 
could be possible in a future of augmented reality, but no existing videogames 
have such a close functional relationship with the real world.

The realism argument is guilty of doing precisely what it accuses games of 
doing: diluting important moral categories. We do not devalue our moral senti-
ments by witnessing simulated violence, yet we would badly devalue them by 
treating simulated violence as being akin to the real thing. How insulting would 
it be to real murder victims if dead avatars were likewise accorded victim status? 
How flawed would our understanding of animal cruelty be if, as Waddington sug-
gests, we treat videogame characters as being like animals insofar as they are ana-
logues to humanity? Conflating simulated moral transgressions with real ones 
would be a genuine instance of moral counterfeiting. It is a supreme irony of mis-
placed moral panic that the effort to collapse essential moral distinctions comes 
more from the critique of violent videogames than from games themselves.

General Problems with Moral Panic

The four critiques of violent videogames I discuss in this chapter suffer from 
serious shortcomings that should lead us to discard these critiques as grounds 
for thinking that there is something morally problematic with videogames. The 
evidence that games foster violence and interfere with moral reasoning is dubi-
ous. The results of existing studies are too weak and mixed to support strong 
claims that videogames harm players. Moreover, the panic surrounding games 
has shifted attention away from more plausible explanations for crime, such 
as easy access to guns. Looking at the four antigaming arguments collectively, 
it is possible to identify seven general problems that should be avoided in anal-
yses of videogames. The strategy for theorizing the moral significance of video-
games that I present in subsequent chapters is informed by an effort to reorient 
analysis on a more solid foundation that avoids these errors.

First, most critiques show a remarkable lack of appreciation for polysemy. 
Critics tend to treat each game as having a single, consistent meaning for all 
audiences. And that interpretation is imagined as promoting violence or at least 
encouraging passive acceptance of it. If this assumption were accurate, we 
would have to expect every player who encounters the No Russian mission to 
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interpret terrorism as being good and admirable. Of course, many players are 
disgusted by the mission and see it as a representation of something horrific.66 
Moments like that one are shocking precisely because they simulate actions that 
are abhorrent and that are capable of provoking a strong response. This shocking 
mission helped to garner greater attention for the game because it runs contrary 
to our moral intuitions. If the mission represented something praiseworthy or 
acceptable, it would have been far less effective in drawing attention. In other 
words, flouting moral conventions for commercial success depends on our believ-
ing in those conventions both as individuals and as societies. It may be fun to 
simulate such attacks or to participate in games that incorporate shocking 
scenes, but assuming that this enjoyment counts as tacit acceptance of real vio
lence seriously underestimates players’ interpretive power.

Ironically, critics of videogames confirm the multiplicity of interpretations 
and the prospects of disagreeing with the things videogames represent. They see 
simulated violence as a representation of something terrible that should not be 
emulated in real life, yet they assume that they have privileged access to this 
interpretation and that other players are dupes who lack the ability to distin-
guish fantasy from reality. Critics play or watch the games to uncover their illicit 
messages while remaining aloof from the ostensibly harmful effects of gaming, 
yet they assume that players have no comparable immunity from the same mes-
sages. Such conceit should be seen for what it is: an unfair double standard. It 
may be appropriate to think that adults looking at videogames are in a more suit-
able position to judge their content than young children who lack developed 
moral sensibilities or who lack a clear sense of what is real, but it is wholly inap-
propriate to deny that adults playing these games lack the same capacities for 
critical reflection as academic commentators. And this double standard is 
revealing because the tacit admission that games permit multiple interpreta-
tions undermines the assumption that all players are affected in the same way.

Second, building on the former point, the studies show little appreciation 
for the importance of context in structuring simulated decisions and giving 
them moral weight within game narratives. Funk et al. say of videogames that 
“violence is presented as justified, without negative consequences, and fun.”67 
Although this is sometimes true, it vastly understates the nuances of how video-
games represent violence. Again, the No Russian mission is a prime example. 
The narrative explains that this simulated terrorist attack was orchestrated by 
an American general, making him the game’s central villain. This helps to 
transform an American officer into an evil enemy, despite the game’s incorpora-
tion of many pro-American themes. Thus, even within the confines of the game 
narrative, there may be ample cues that players should not accept the simulated 
violence as being legitimate and good, especially in extreme cases. I show in 
subsequent chapters that some of the most shocking scenes of torture, rape, and 
murder in recent games are embedded in narrative contexts that cast these acts 
as being immoral. Some games simulate punishments for unjustified violence 
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(going to jail in Grand Theft Auto), show negative consequences (the outbreak 
of World War III after the No Russian attack), and even overtly challenge play-
ers to think more carefully about their attitudes toward real and simulated vio
lence (as in the case of Spec Ops: The Line). It is disconcerting that so many 
researchers claiming that videogames are harmful do not show much awareness 
of the differences between games or the different ways they approach violence. 
It suggests that researchers are either ignorant of the games or that they set out 
to create a negative impression.

Third, critics take an opportunistic approach to interactivity, in the sense that 
they treat player participation in games as an added moral danger that makes 
games uniquely abhorrent but without acknowledging the problems that interac-
tivity introduces for their own research designs. Because games are interactive, 
they can yield different experiences depending on player input. This poses signifi-
cant challenges for research, since it means that no two players come away with 
the same impression of a game. Those who have no prior experience with games 
may not be able to make any progress, some may take stealth approaches rather 
than using violence, and any branching path can take players into different game-
play domains. Without the ability to control what players are exposed to, as is 
possible when studying films or books, experiments cannot be properly con-
trolled. Much of the research ostensibly showing that videogames are morally 
problematic depends on experimental techniques that cannot contend with 
interactivity. Nevertheless, critics use those techniques and sideline the issue of 
interactivity except when it comes time to argue that interactivity lures play-
ers into a morally dangerous identification with the violence they imaginatively 
participate in.

As Mia Consalvo points out, “Gamers are often seen as actively participating 
in games, but at the same time being actively (and negatively) affected by the 
content within the game. Fundamental to such an approach is the negation (or 
dismissal) of how players constantly make choices about their in-game behav
ior, as well as consider and frame their game actions relative to other daily situ-
ations and contexts.”68 This desire to emphasize interactivity when it comes to 
promoting a moral panic while downplaying it in research further distances 
critics from the medium and challenges the fairness of their findings.

Fourth, researchers assume that just because violent games are entertaining 
and popular, players must support the actions the games simulate. For example, 
critics read the popularity of the Grand Theft Auto series as evidence that the 
games are making people more supportive of real criminality rather than read-
ing this as evidence that people enjoy fantasizing about criminality. Ethno-
graphic and survey research on gamers reveals that this assumption is inaccurate. 
Amanda Lange reports that in a survey of 1,067 gamers, “43  percent of partici-
pants said they had encountered an act in a game that was vile enough that they 
refused to commit it. In some games, this would mean ending the playthrough.”69 
This suggests that many gamers are attuned to the moral significance of their 
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simulated actions to such an extent that even pretending to be immoral causes 
discomfort. The No Russian mission was among those that players refused to par-
ticipate in, as were a torture scene from Grand Theft Auto V, harvesting Little 
Sisters in BioShock, and destroying the town of Megaton in Fallout 3 (I discuss 
each of these examples in more detail in later chapters). From this, we can con-
clude that witnessing or even participating in simulated immoral actions does not 
constitute support for those actions. Players are capable of enjoying games while 
still objecting to the actions that are simulated.

Fifth, critiques of videogames’ harmful effects tend to endorse what I call the 
“zero acceptable risk” assumption. They assume that videogames are objection-
able if there is any risk of players, or society more broadly, experiencing harmful 
side effects. Even the slightest evidence of an adverse response from players, such 
as a heightened pulse or a willingness to subject opponents to a slightly louder 
noise after playing a violent game than after a nonviolent one, is taken as evidence 
that videogames are dangerous. This is an unreasonably high standard. Few activ-
ities are truly risk-free, even when they are just entertainment. Sports such as foot-
ball, hockey, boxing, and wrestling, among many others, can inflict serious 
injuries or even kill participants, yet we generally accept that these are worthwhile 
risks because they are outweighed by our enjoyment. I acknowledge that there 
may be outlier cases in which violent videogames do have adverse effects on 
players who are very young, predisposed to violence, or lack the ability to distin-
guish fantasy from reality. There may be some small risks associated with gam-
ing, yet it would be unfair to take this as evidence of immorality when leeway is 
granted to the risks associated with other forms of entertainment. In fact, 
weighing the scant evidence of harm associated with videogames against the 
harms associated with other activities, such as contact sports like tackle foot-
ball, shows that the former come off very well. Consistency demands that we 
judge different types of entertainment by roughly the same standards when 
determining whether they are acceptable. It is inconsistent to think that the 
poorly substantiated risks associated with videogames make gaming immoral 
but that activities with clearly established harms are acceptable. It is likewise 
inconsistent to think that simulations of violence in a game are somehow more 
corrupting than sports that involve physical violence.

Finally, there is a pervasive tendency to overstate weak empirical findings or 
simply accept false information that fits the narrative that games are evil. As I 
have shown, Dave Grossman’s work has had an especially harmful effect on 
research by providing a body of work on training, aggression, and desensitiza-
tion that is widely circulated despite suffering from serious faults. Claims about 
military desensitization involving videogames and the innate desire to avoid 
violence being overcome with digital training techniques are repeated as tru-
isms, despite being largely fabricated. It is disconcerting that there appears to be 
so little fact checking in research on violent videogames and that critics readily 
parrot flimsy research just because it fits their conclusions.
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Conclusion

Responding to these four critiques of violent videogames marks an important 
first step in the project of reorienting the moral analysis of videogames in a way 
that is methodologically stronger, less prone to misguided panic, and, most 
importantly of all, sensitive to the potential benefits of playing videogames. Some 
games may not be appropriate for young children who do not understand that 
events simulated in games are not real. There may also be legitimate concerns with 
how players who have severe cognitive impairments or who are predisposed to 
violence are affected by games, although even in these cases the evidence is incon-
clusive. It is implausible that the current generation of games trains players in 
fighting skills or truly interferes with their capacities for distinguishing fantasy 
from reality, but there is reason to be cautious about developing more advanced 
simulation technologies in the future. Similarly, the clear distinction between the 
real world and game worlds could be bridged with augmented reality, and it is 
possible to imagine a future in which simulated violence is indistinguishable from 
real violence. We should therefore make prudential calculations about new simu-
lation technologies that could bring us closer to realizing these moral concerns, 
though with the goal of promoting research and debate rather than panic.

Although I have sought to dispel misguided claims that videogames are 
immoral, I do not want to suggest that games are amoral. Garry Young says that 
amoralists, for whom games have no moral implications, appeal to a reductionist 
strategy, according to which games are just the manipulation of pixels, regardless of 
what those pixels represent.70 He rightly counters this perspective by pointing out 
that amoralists overlook the obvious fact that the pixels are meaningful because 
they are representative. They produce controversial images that are capable of sim-
ulating moral dilemmas and giving rise to the moral concerns that I have discussed. 
Amoralists are correct in thinking that playing videogames is not immoral 
because the simulated actions are not real, yet games’ power to evoke moral prob
lems through simulation makes them morally significant. In chapter 3, I turn 
toward a more profitable approach to looking at the moral implications of video-
games by drawing analogies between them and other types of simulations.
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3

Imaginary Transgressions

Videogame scholarship has gone to great lengths to emphasize games’ distinc-
tiveness compared to other media, especially when taking a ludological perspec-
tive. This work has uncovered genuinely novel features associated with the 
medium, such as the high degree of interactivity and the opportunities for modify-
ing content. However, the emphasis on novelty and distinguishing videogames 
from other media has led to a problem when it comes to understanding the moral 
implications of videogames. In particular, it has supported the narrative that vid-
eogames exercise a peculiar new form of influence that is exceptionally dangerous. 
It is important to be aware of the unique features of the medium yet equally 
important to see the parallels between videogames and other types of simula-
tions. Videogames are special, yet they still bear important resemblances to other 
media, which makes comparison rewarding.

After spending the preceding chapters discussing the distinctive features of 
videogames, it is now worth turning to characteristics they share with other 
simulations that deal with moral puzzles. This can help to elucidate the mean-
ing of moral challenges that games introduce and clarify the moral status of 
players who simulate immoral acts. Throughout the preceding chapters, I have 
emphasized the ontological distinction between digital worlds and the real 
world. Videogames may look realistic and may even have real consequences, but 
the events they represent are not real. Games are digital models of the world or 
of abstract puzzles. Although I will go on to explore the various ways in which 
videogames are used with persuasive intent, any degree of influence does not 
change this fundamental fact that simulated events are not real. Rather, such 
influence only shows that events need not be real to be persuasive. The same 
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holds true for other types of models and simulations, which may take place 
across an array of media aside from videogames, such as in written texts, songs, 
movies, television shows, or even just in the mind. Looking at the moral signifi-
cance of simulations in general is therefore a useful step toward understanding 
how simulations work when it comes to videogames in particular.

Thought experiments provide the most helpful analogy. These are fictional 
models that are designed to test specific philosophical and scientific puzzles that 
either cannot be subjected to empirical testing or where doing so would impose 
excessive costs. Thought experiments are a method of exploring immorality 
without actually being immoral. They allow us to consider the effects of terrible 
atrocities and even imagine ourselves as murderers, with the goal of clarifying 
our intuitions and values. These experiments are usually conducted through nar-
ration but can be just as effective (perhaps even more effective) when conveyed 
using computer simulations. Such simulations blur the boundaries of philo-
sophical analysis and gaming in ways that reveal striking similarities between 
the two.

I devote this chapter to exploring the importance of thought experiments 
and of their similarities with the moral challenges that arise in games. As Nich-
olas Rescher points out, “The use of thought experimentation in philosophy is 
as old as the subject itself.”1 Videogames lack this impressive lineage and are 
only made possible by digital technologies, so it may be tempting to deny that 
they can offer enriching encounters with moral challenges. However, beneath 
the superficial differences, the two are alike in ways that make the comparison 
a useful heuristic for understanding what it means to simulate assault, murder, 
war, and the other terrible atrocities that videogames make possible. Both cre-
ate fictional models of problems, are structured by clear rules, and allow partici-
pants to simulate moral and immoral conduct. Some videogames are akin to 
extremely complex thought experiments, as they ask us to imagine entire worlds 
that are transformed by interrelated decisions. Games also incorporate count-
less dilemmas that call for moral reasoning skills, often doing so in ways that 
closely emulate the kinds of thought experiments employed by moral philoso
phers. The similarities between videogames and thought experiments are not 
incidental. They exist because they occupy the same distinctive ontological sta-
tus of modeling the real world and potentially influencing it without being real 
themselves.

Throughout my responses to the critiques of videogames that simulate vio
lence and sexual deviance, I have sought to show that many of the ostensibly 
dangerous features are illusory. At its core, the moral outrage directed at video-
games is rooted in objections about the kind of content being simulated and the 
participatory dimensions of the medium. When the interface and realistic graph-
ics are stripped away to leave issues related to content and participation, the simi-
larities between videogames and thought experiments come into sharper relief. 
Both are preoccupied with moral deviance and encourage mental engagement 
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with puzzles that involve immoral actions, yet the former spark moral outrage 
while the latter do not. Thought experiments are useful tools for moral analysis 
because they permit exploration of difficult issues with attention to both good 
and bad actions, without inflicting any real costs. The topics raised in philo-
sophical counterfactuals may be uncomfortable, yet merely confronting them is 
not immoral and may even be an avenue for improving judgment. I argue that 
the same is true of videogames.

What Are Thought Experiments?

Imagine taking a walk along a trolley track and seeing a Y-shaped junction off 
in the distance. To your horror, you notice that five people are tied to one 
branch of the track and that a runaway trolley is racing down the hill toward 
them. You glance around for something that can stop the trolley but only find 
the switch controlling which branch the trolley takes. It is currently set to run 
over the five people, who are helpless to protect themselves. Diverting it will 
send the trolley toward an equally defenseless person who is standing on the 
other track, oblivious to the danger. What is the right thing to do? Allow the 
trolley to kill the five people, or intervene to save them and kill an innocent 
bystander?

This is the Trolley Problem, a classic thought experiment in moral philoso-
phy. It has been around for decades, being most widely attributed to Philippa 
Foot but also described in various permutations by philosophers before and 
since.2 The scenario has a degree of realism. Trolleys, trains, and subways do run 
out of control sometimes, and while those in the path might not be tied to the 
tracks as if by some mustache-twirling villain, it is entirely plausible that work-
ers, stalled vehicles, and clumsy commuters could be stuck on the tracks, unable 
to move out of the way in time or ignorant of the danger. What is more impor
tant than the plausibility of the background details relating to who is in danger 
and why is that the scenario gets right to the heart of a pressing moral consider-
ation that affects countless real-world decisions: how should we weigh people’s 
lives against each other? This dilemma truly is routine, cropping up wherever 
competing interests in matters of life and death must be reconciled. It must be 
made when deciding who to prioritize for medical treatment, when to launch 
attacks during war, and where to focus disaster relief efforts. Wherever difficult 
moral choices are found, there are apt to be cases of prioritizing certain people 
over others. One day it may even be necessary for machines to make such deci-
sions. For example, if autonomous cars must choose which way to swerve when 
multiple pedestrians are in the way. The ubiquity of this dilemma makes the 
thought experiment a useful hypothetical for reaching general conclusions 
about how to prioritize lives, and the rise of autonomous machines should give 
greater impetus for developing consistent guidelines that can be incorporated 
into their programming.
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Thought experiments like the Trolley Problem are used across the natural 
and social sciences, in addition to philosophy, for analyzing an array of prob
lems. They are typically purely imaginary experiments that take place, as the 
name suggests, only in a person’s mind, with help from written or oral narrative 
instructions. These scenarios may also be developed in more detail with the help 
of simple diagrams. Essentially, a thought experiment is a model of a particular 
problem that is constructed by stripping away extraneous details to focus on a 
central question. As Julian Baggini puts it, “We can simply stipulate that all 
other things are equal, so the only question we need to settle is the core moral 
one.”3 This is evident from how the Trolley Problem gets right to the heart of the 
question of how to weigh people’s lives against each other. The scenario forces 
a decision between two undesirable outcomes without leaving any avenues for 
weaseling out of the decision.

Weaseling out is precisely what many people attempt to do when hearing 
thought experiments. As someone who has taken and taught classes dealing with 
moral philosophy, I can attest that whenever these are introduced in a class-
room setting, a clever student attempts to resolve the central dilemma by find-
ing a way of circumventing it. Maybe the trolley can be stopped by driving a car 
in front of it. Maybe there is a way of derailing it before anyone is harmed. 
Maybe the lone person who is not tied down can be alerted just in time to jump 
out of the way. The undeniable appeal of dodging the horns of the dilemma as 
though the thought experiment itself was the runaway trolley highlights one of 
the challenges associated with narrative thought experiments. Because they are 
imaginary, they invite efforts to change the parameters of the problem in search 
of a better outcome. The result is a frustrated philosophy teacher explaining that 
the entire point of the experiment is to solve it within the confines of the vari-
ables that are left within the model. That is, these hypotheticals require much 
the same suspension of disbelief and acceptance of artificial rules as videogames. 
There may be no right or wrong answer to the Trolley Problem, but one way or 
another we must choose between one of the two undesirable alternatives. Side-
stepping the problem is a kind of cheating, since doing this avoids resolving the 
dilemma directly, thereby failing to answer the core moral challenge.

Parallels between Videogames and Thought Experiments

The first clue that thought experiments have something in common with games 
should be the ease with which thought experiments can be reproduced as games 
and even improved in the process. Games can make hypothetical puzzles feel 
more real. They give the underlying rules a sense of immutability and confine 
the options available in a way that narratives by themselves cannot. That is, 
computer simulation forces participants to confront problems head on, leaving 
no opportunities for circumvention by attempting to alter the scenarios.
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Pippin Barr presents the Trolley Problem using a graphical interface with a 
single game mechanic.4 Players must decide who lives and dies in each of four 
iterations of the problem by pressing the space bar to pull the switch and divert 
the trolley or refraining from doing so. As videogames go, the mechanics could 
not be simpler. Barr even includes a tutorial in which players can choose whether 
to pull the switch when the tracks are empty, with no lives hanging in the bal-
ance. The simulation then confronts successively more challenging scenarios. In 
the first, there is a choice between allowing three people to die or diverting the 
trolley to kill one person. Next, the trolley is on a loop and will stop after it runs 
over the three people it is heading toward or after running over a very large person 
who will be struck if the switch is pulled. This is similar to the first scenario but 
helps to pave the way for a different type of challenge. In the third act, there is no 
junction, only a straight track with three people on it. Now the very large person 
is on a platform and can be pushed into the trolley’s path. This is apparently just 
like the second case—a choice between one life and three—except now protect-
ing three people requires physical interaction with the very large person, which 
may feel more like murder than when the choice is made by flicking a switch. The 
fourth scenario is the same as the first, except now the lone person is a relative. 
Players are asked to choose whether this should be a mother, father, brother, 
sister, wife, husband, boyfriend, girlfriend, daughter, or son, which essentially 
invites participants to make the puzzle as difficult as possible. This final itera-
tion tests whether norms applied to strangers remain consistent when we know 
the people involved.

The rules of the simulation force players to make a choice. There are only two 
choices in each iteration of the problem as Barr presents it; there are no cars to 
drive onto the tracks or methods of alerting bystanders. The graphical represen
tations are also helpful. Many of us are visual thinkers, for whom it is easier to 
imagine a problem when it is supplemented by diagrams. All decisions are final 
(at least until the game is reset). There is no way to flip the switch back to its start-
ing position. This pushes participants toward making a decision rather than 
exploring all possible options. The game imposes time constraints that are absent 
in the narrative thought experiment by only allowing a few seconds of reflection 
before the trolley passes the junction and cannot be diverted. It is an admirable 
attempt to simulate moral decision-making under pressure, which may end up 
leading to different outcomes than in protracted philosophical discussions.

I will leave aside some of the more esoteric debates over what qualifies as a 
thought experiment in the strictest sense and argue that the medium probably 
is not among the necessary conditions.5 There is no good reason to think that 
thought experiments must be presented in narratives when other media may 
function just as well or better. The use of narratives is mainly a practical consid-
eration. It is usually cost prohibitive to construct counterfactuals using other 
media when the goal is only to make a specific theoretical point. Moreover, 
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philosophical theories have traditionally been expressed using the written word, 
so this has been, and continues to be, the most natural medium when building 
counterfactuals. Textual descriptions also have the advantage of having existed 
long before computer simulations were able to convey philosophical puzzles.

The Trolley Problem is a thought experiment regardless of whether it is set 
out in the pages of a philosophy book or in a flash animation because it is a coun-
terfactual scenario that invites participants to make imagined moral decisions. It 
may be tempting to deny that such a lowly medium as Flash Player can stimulate 
serious reflection, just as others have denied that videogames in general can con-
vey deep content that would make them qualify as works of art.6 However, in 
each case, this tendency to devalue videogames is deeply misguided.

Further support for my contention that videogames can be treated as present-
ing thought experiments comes from the fact that other media are frequently 
described as thought experiment analogues. Eva Dadlez says that “it is not out of 
the question to suggest that fiction can be and often is just such a thought 
experiment—one that can challenge or substantiate the judgments to which an 
individual adheres or which that individual contemplates.”7 Similarly, Thomas 
Wartenberg argues that some films function as thought experiments by creating 
imaginative scenarios that test our intuitions. He reads The Matrix as being a pro-
tracted thought experiment that touches on ideas from Descartes, Berkley, and 
Locke, among others—a conclusion that is supported by the number of high-
profile philosophers who published commentaries on the film.8 There are now 
entire book series analyzing literature, movies, comic books, and virtually every
thing else through a philosophical lens, often by focusing on similarities to classic 
thought experiments. All this underscores the folly of excluding videogames from 
philosophical evaluation.

Counterfactuals in books, films, and television shows offer useful parallels 
that can contribute to our understanding of videogames, yet this comparison is 
limited by the possibility of appreciating those media without having to directly 
confront the decisions presented. That is, we can read about a character making a 
decision or watch one on-screen without imagining what we would do under the 
same conditions. We can passively contemplate the dilemmas evoked. Thought 
experiments, on the other hand, have a closer affinity to games because they put us 
in the role of moral actors. We must make the imagined decision ourselves. Cap-
turing this sense of interactivity in analogies that are used to understand video-
games is essential because this is one of the key issues arising in claims that 
videogames are unique, and perhaps even uniquely immoral.

Comparing the content of media to thought experiments raises the possibil-
ity that entertainment could be a site of serious philosophical work. It suggests 
that books and films, among other media, can present hypothetical scenarios 
that, when formulated carefully, allow the media to perform the same function 
as more traditional narrative thought experiments designed by philosophers. 
Such media do not merely reflect or embody moral thinking; they are sites of 
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moral analysis in their own right. Far from diminishing their importance, the 
popularity of these texts and their entertainment value actually adds to it. A 
relatively small number of people will contemplate the narrative version of the 
Trolley Problem as they read through a philosophical tome. Many more will 
experience an updated version of it in Prey when they are presented with it as a 
test during the game’s tutorial.

The similarities between videogames and thought experiments are theoreti-
cally important. Comparing them can help us gain a deeper appreciation for how 
games explore moral questions and clarify the meaning of simulated immorality 
within game worlds. Like thought experiments, videogames create fictional 
worlds in which various courses of action can be explored. Both depend on con-
structing artificial challenges to create self-imposed tests, yet these challenges are 
never final. They can be replayed in endless permutations to explore possible out-
comes. In videogames, these are set out by the developers and embedded in the 
game mechanics, though they can be broken by enterprising players who exploit a 
glitch or a loophole that the developers were not aware of. Those who design 
thought experiments likewise establish firm rules that are supposed to guide 
potential answers. These rules only set boundaries of imagination and are there-
fore less strongly felt, but they are nevertheless real and place certain solutions 
(such as stopping the trolley by pushing a car in front of it) out of bounds.

Games can function as thought experiments, but is the reverse also true? Barr’s 
simulation is clearly a thought experiment, but is it also a game? Based on the cri-
teria I discussed in chapter 1, it is difficult to see how the answer could be any-
thing aside from “yes.” There is a pedagogical component to the simulation, so 
perhaps it might be called a “serious game,” but it clearly builds on the ludological 
elements that typically feature in things that we call games and incorporates nar-
ratological elements that give the gameplay meaning. Moreover, it would be fair 
to call it a videogame. After all, it must be played using a computer and is purely 
digital. The graphics and gameplay mechanics are simple, but the same can be said 
for many other games for early console systems, Flash Player, and mobile phones. 
One could object that Barr’s simulation falls a bit short of qualifying as a game 
because there is no way to lose, but if a game must have winners and losers, then 
an array of games without these outcomes (for example, Stanley Parable or Fire-
watch) would not qualify as games either. It may therefore be best to say that 
Barr’s simulation fits best in the genre of exploration games in which the point 
is more to tell a story than to judge the player’s skill. This further compounds 
the conceptual slippage between the moral dilemmas we experience in video-
games and those presented by narratives or other media.

If you are unconvinced that videogames can function as thought experiments 
or that thought experiments can be played like games, then look no further than 
Life Is Strange. Players take control of Maxine Caulfield, an eighteen-year-old stu-
dent who discovers that she has the ability to travel a few seconds back in time. 
The game is essentially a series of paths that branch depending on player choices. 
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Moral decision-making is the key gameplay mechanic, while time travel just facil-
itates it by giving players a chance to test different approaches. As in the Trolley 
Problem, there is no winning or losing. Choices lead to different outcomes, which 
range from fairly mundane social interactions to matters of life and death. Some 
outcomes are better and some worse, though even what is better or worse depends 
heavily on personal tastes. Whether it is better to report Nathan Prescott for hav-
ing a gun in school or to conceal this fact is up for debate, as are the dozens of 
other decisions players must make, which is why the decisions have given rise to 
long discussions on Reddit and other online message boards.

The series ends with an infamous decision that is essentially just another 
iteration of the Trolley Problem. Players must choose whether to save the pro-
tagonist’s best friend, Chloe, or the town of Arcadia Bay. It is a decision about 
whether to prioritize the lives of many or the life of one, in this case made 
weightier because Chloe becomes a close friend over the course of the game and 
because Arcadia Bay is a town of thousands, not three or five. In this case, the 
Trolley Problem is not the entire game, but it is a key part. The game as a whole 
could be described as a series of similar puzzles held together and imbued with 
emotional weight by an overarching narrative. Life Is Strange is a prime example 
of how a fairly sophisticated and successful game can incorporate thought 
experiments as a gameplay mechanic. In this case, they are so central that there 
would be no game at all without them. In their absence, the game would pre
sent virtually no opportunities for player engagement and would be difficult to 
classify as a game at all. A thought experiment may therefore not only be a game 
but may also be integral to making certain digital models qualify as games.

The Utility of Thought Experiments

Thought experiments are employed in virtually every field of research because 
they make it possible to develop plausible inferences when empirical testing is 
impossible. For example, in another classic counterfactual, Hilary Putnam imag-
ines two Earths that are identical except for one key detail: what people on Twin 
Earth call “water” is not H2O but instead XYZ.9 The two substances are alike in 
every way other than their chemical composition. Putnam builds an entire hypo
thetical planet just to consider whether people on Twin Earth would mean the 
same thing as we do when they talk about water. Such an experiment would be 
physically impossible, of course, but it is still useful for illustrating a specific prob
lem about how names function. The experiment yields results by making it easier 
to zero in on circumstances in which a disagreement about the meaning of a name 
could crop up even though the same word is being used and in precisely the same 
social context. This kind of experimentation is not an alternative to empirical 
research but rather a way of filling in gaps that lie beyond the boundaries of our 
experience.
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Despite their emphasis on rigorous empirical testing, natural scientists are 
some of the most avid users of thought experiments. Einstein came up with some 
of his most famous insights with their assistance. When contemplating the speed 
of light, he imagined what it might be like to ride a beam of light.10 Developments 
in string theory, quantum mechanics, and multiverse theory have depended 
heavily on thought experiments and are often explicated with their help.11 Who 
could forget the infamous Schrodinger’s Cat case used to explore quantum uncer-
tainty? In these and countless other cases, good imagination is instrumental in 
facilitating scientific advancement. Thought experiments can also precede empir-
ical testing. It is useful to imagine different ways an actual experiment could be 
structured and what the various outcomes might be prior to performing the 
experiment to ensure that it is run properly and that the best results are obtained. 
This means that thought experiments are not necessarily alternatives to empiri-
cal research. They may be deployed in advance to ensure preparedness, increasing 
the odds that physical experiments will be successful.

Karl Popper’s typology of thought experiments offers still more evidence of 
the various ways in which they can assist thinking when they are deployed in 
relation to specific theories. He groups scenarios into heuristic, apologetic, and 
critical forms according to whether they explain a theory, support it, or chal-
lenge it.12 A particular scenario may play two or more of these roles depending 
on how it is presented. The classification schema is useful for appreciating why 
thought experiments are so pervasive across various disciplines and how they con-
tribute to research on morality in particular.

First, thought experiments can be instructional tools that clarify a theory 
and its implications. Because these hypothetical scenarios are made as simple as 
possible by extracting irrelevant details, they make it easier to focus on the most 
essential elements. Moreover, theories are much easier to grasp when abstract 
ideas are made concrete. It may be difficult to understand the implications of the 
utilitarian exhortation to “maximize the greatest good for the greatest number” 
but easier to understand that it is better to divert the trolley to kill one person 
rather than five. Examples are also helpful if they raise issues that might not 
be immediately evident, such as how a normative theory would actually affect 
the world or what the world would be like if certain descriptive claims about it 
were true. Here the explanatory usefulness goes beyond conveying the basic 
outline to filling in the more specific details and considering broader implica-
tions. Pippin Barr’s presentation of the Trolley Problem exemplifies this because 
it gradually ratchets up the challenges with new information that tests the utili-
tarian inclination to prioritize the lives of the many over the lives of the few 
under slightly different circumstances.

Second, thought experiments can support a theory, which is often done in 
the process of explicating it. Counterfactuals can present the theory in the best 
possible light by evoking situations in which it seems as though the theory offers 
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better guidance than alternatives. The Trolley Problem is again instructive. We 
could attempt to solve it using aretaic theories based around individual virtue, 
yet these do not seem helpful. No level of excellence will allow the person facing 
the dilemma to stop the trolley, and without knowing anything about the 
potential victims, their individual characteristics cannot be introduced as sup-
porting considerations when deciding whose life is worth more. Including the 
fat man in some iterations of the problem may even present a tacit critique of 
aretaic reasoning; fat people are often portrayed as lazy and therefore as less 
virtuous than thin people. Yet most respondents would probably be inclined to 
say that people are equally valuable regardless of their weight or presumed 
laziness.

The critical function of thought experiments is often where they get the 
most attention. Exposing flaws in a dominant theory is a sure way of provoking 
a general search for alternatives. This is why Thomas Kuhn says that thought 
experiments are “one of the essential analytical tools which are deployed during 
crises and which then help to promote basic conceptual reform.”13 R. M. Sains-
bury argues that thought experiments are “associated with crises in thought 
and with revolutionary advances. To grapple with them is not merely to engage 
in an intellectual game, but is to come to grips with key issues.”14

Popper’s typology is not exhaustive. He focuses on what thought experi-
ments can do with reference to theories themselves, but they may also be used as 
tools to facilitate moral development. Thinking about a single moral thought 
experiment can clarify how a person should act in a given situation, even one 
that has not yet been encountered. As David Edmonds says, “Thought experi-
ments are designed to test our moral intuitions, to help us develop moral princi
ples and thus to be of some practical use in a world in which real choices have to 
be made, and real people get hurt.”15 A scenario may prompt personal reflection 
into what existing values would dictate. In this case, thought experiments would 
not impart some new moral knowledge but rather test a person to formulate 
their values more explicitly and to imagine what those would look like when 
enacted. This is probably the most natural inclination when encountering an 
unexpected moral challenge, since people tend to confront novel decisions while 
keeping their existing cognitive framework intact.

Scenarios can also prompt reconsideration of values or decision procedures in 
cases where they are clearly inadequate, though of course this depends on the 
extent to which a person is open to revising deeply held beliefs. Shocking sce-
narios involving terrible costs may be the most effective in doing this. As I will 
discuss later, those deploying thought experiments to persuade large audiences 
tend to establish extreme costs and benefits that can push audiences toward a 
particular conclusion. Pedagogical thought experiments for learning new behav
iors or rehearsing the implementation of values are common in socialization pro-
grams. Upon joining a new organization of virtually any type, whether for work 
or for fun, members are apt to learn about proper and improper behaviors with 
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help from hypothetical scenarios. For example, military ethics training courses 
make heavy use of counterfactuals in which soldiers are asked to think about 
the right course of action in terms of institutional values.16 Among the most 
recent innovations for training soldiers and police officers in use of force deci-
sions are immersive shooting simulations that bear a striking resemblance to 
live-action shooting games such as Crime Patrol and Mad Dog McCree.17

Perhaps the most important advantage of counterfactual scenarios when it 
comes to moral reasoning is that they bring us to the boundaries of morality—
and sometimes far beyond—without ever committing a genuine transgression. In 
particular, they allow us to explore dilemmas without causing harm. This benefit 
is most acute when it comes to dilemmas that involve disconcerting premises, 
such as those dealing with murder, genocide, rape, and torture. Many thought 
experiments are deliberately macabre to test our reasoning in those extreme cases 
when it is most apt to break down or fall into inconsistency. The scenarios do 
not reflect some kind of deviance on the part of their creators but rather an 
effort to clarify moral thinking by directly confronting the worst actions imag-
inable. The Trolley Problem shows the kind of violence that philosophers can 
inflict, but the scenarios get far more extreme than this.

Bernard Williams describes one scenario in which a character named Jim 
finds himself held captive by a repressive government in South America.18 Gov-
ernment forces have also captured twenty rebellious Indians, who are lined up 
and prepared for execution. The captain of the militia discovers that Jim has no 
part in the conflict and decides to release him, but first he offers a choice: Jim can 
personally kill one captive selected at random to send a message to the population 
or he can refuse and watch all twenty die. In other words, Jim would either have 
to become a murderer to save nineteen people or kill everyone by omission. This 
choice is deliberately uncomfortable. It has the power to provoke self-examination 
precisely because it is uncomfortable. Some who hear this scenario might think 
that it is shocking and violent, and they would be right. However, moral guidance 
is supposed to serve us in difficult moments like this and will count for little if it 
is never tested against hard cases. The same goes for those of us who seriously 
reflect on the decision. There is no right or wrong answer, but simply thinking 
about the problem pushes us to exercise moral reasoning skills and to decide what 
really matters when making a choice between terrible alternatives.

Finally, thought experiments can expose problems in a theory by raising sit-
uations in which a theory cannot be applied or that elucidate contradictions 
within a theory. Thought experiments are especially useful for developing dif-
ficult cases that a particular theory is unable to solve, thereby showing that the 
theory in question cannot provide a general moral guide. Williams’s case of Jim 
and the Indians is a prime example of this critical intent. He deploys this hypo
thetical as an argument against utilitarianism. According to utilitarianism, the 
explorer is obliged to shoot one of the rebels in order to save the others. A cost-
benefit calculation shows that it is worth saving nineteen people rather than 
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allowing all twenty to die. Utilitarians would go even further than this to say 
that the explorer is morally obligated to execute one rebel and that failing to do 
so makes him guilty of killing them by omission. Williams’s point was that the 
utilitarian reasoning is flawed; Jim would become a murderer by pulling the trig-
ger even once, and he would have to endure severe psychological trauma.

It would be misleading to say that videogames and thought experiments are 
the same thing, and I certainly do not mean to suggest that they are identical by 
drawing parallels between them. Videogames rarely purport to explain, sup-
port, or critique a particular theory, nor do those marketed for entertainment 
purport to be tools of moral pedagogy. Game developers may not even be aware of 
the theoretical significance of some of the problems that they raise, though I will 
consider persuasive games at length in chapter 6 to discuss those that do indicate 
such intent. Additionally, videogames do not have to incorporate deep theoretical 
challenges. They may be based around building mechanics that do not have a 
moral component, and many games that lack complex narratives do not provide 
enough information for theoretical puzzles to emerge. This means that there are 
many games that do not address morality. My point is therefore not to col-
lapse the categories of videogame and counterfactual but rather to show that 
there is considerable overlap between the two that opens up a useful line of analy
sis when focusing on the moral significance of videogames.

Although videogames and thought experiments differ in some important 
ways, especially when it comes to whether they explicitly relate to theories, it is 
nevertheless appropriate to say that they are highly similar with respect to how 
they simulate ethical problems, such that theoretically significant challenges in 
videogames can function heuristically as thought experiments. This is the simi-
larity that matters when it comes to assessing the moral significance of video-
games, as it is the engagement with moral controversies that makes gaming 
controversial. Drawing a parallel between narrative models that explore moral 
issues for scholarly purposes and digital models that explore moral issues for 
entertainment is a useful way of understanding the moral implications of actions 
taken in videogames by way of analogy. In particular, the analogy brings greater 
clarity to the ontological status of models that permit simulated deviance, the 
moral implications of being bad within a simulation, the potential benefits of 
testing intuitions via counterfactuals, and the implications of constructing mod-
els with persuasive intent.

Improving Counterfactuals

So far, I have considered some of the general advantages of using thought exper-
iments to approach philosophical questions and pointed out the similarities 
between narrative thought experiments employed by philosophers and those 
included in games. Despite appearing in different media, being used for diver-
gent scholarly and entertainment purposes, and functioning differently in terms 
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of their role in theory development, the two are alike in terms of how they model 
moral challenges and transform them into interactive experiences. In fact, this 
is not so much a similarity as a point of partial overlap where the affinity is so 
strong that the categories of thought experiment and videogame blend together 
when the former are represented digitally. In cases like Barr’s Trolley Problem, 
it can even be difficult to say whether the simulation is more of a thought exper-
iment or more of a game. In other instances, as in Life Is Strange, a videogame’s 
ludological elements depend on their incorporation of thought experiments to 
such an extent that there would be no game at all without them.

I will spend the rest of the chapter considering some of the unique benefits 
of videogames when it comes to representing moral challenges and, in particu
lar, how their simulated challenges improve on narrative thought experiments 
by taking advantage of unique characteristics of the videogame medium. In 
chapter 4, I turn back to debates over the morality of videogames and consider 
how this analogy can help us understand the implications of simulating good 
and bad conduct. Broadly speaking, thought experiments have two limitations. 
First, there is a concern with how thought experiments may distort moral rea-
soning because of how they are presented. Second, there is a concern with the 
realism of thought experiments. These overlap to some extent, with the lack of 
realism being one factor that could distort moral decision-making, but for clar-
ity it is helpful to separate them into distinct problems.

Counterfactuals may distort moral reasoning by encouraging overreliance 
on intuition at the expense of new information. Daniel Dennett calls thought 
experiments “intuition pumps” because they promote intuitive judgments 
about the problems presented, thereby reinforcing intuitions and giving a sense 
that they are correct. The consequence is that “even great intuition pumps can 
mislead as well as they instruct.”19 Dennett goes on to criticize the tendency to 
use counterfactuals in place of arguments rather than as a way of illustrating an 
argument that can stand on its own merits. Similarly, Gilbert Harman argues 
that moral thought experiments are fundamentally flawed because they invite 
audiences to think about how they would intuitively solve problems.20 He con-
siders this a conservative way of thinking about morality that leads to the appli-
cation of common sense and directs attention away from alternative perspectives. 
As Harman sees it, a more profitable approach would be to challenge moral intu-
itions. J.  N. Mohanty denies that you can actually discover truths using this 
method and says that counterfactuals tend to be circular practices that result in 
the clarification of meaning without new information. This suggests that they 
may be able to illustrate how we think about morality without teaching anything 
new. When taken together, these objections identify a tendency for thought 
experiments to be structured in ways that make a particular conclusion seem 
natural. The result is confirmation bias—experiments that appear to be testing 
moral intuitions but actually show how some favored intuition will lead to the 
most desirable outcome under the narrowly defined parameters of the narrative.
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The degree of realism is another potential concern. Georg Lind argues that 
thought experiments are not likely to help much in everyday life because they 
are so far removed from the moral decisions that we actually make.21 This does 
not threaten the usefulness of counterfactuals when it comes to developing 
theories but does provide grounds for thinking that they cannot have much 
value in moral education. Don MacNiven goes even further, arguing that “real 
moral dilemmas cannot be properly captured by lifeless abstractions, no matter 
how ingenious. If moral dilemmas are to be fruitful in practical ethics they must 
at least reflect reality. The element of realism must always be there whether we 
are trying to verify a substantive moral claim, validate an ethical theory or clarify 
moral experience.”22 Here the concern is that counterfactuals veering too far 
away from the real world may lose their connection with it altogether, which 
would make the resulting theories useless at best and misleading at worst.

There is considerable disagreement over whether a lack of realism is problem-
atic. Jonathan Glover contends that this can be advantageous because “it is often 
best deliberately to confront the most extreme possibility.”23 As he sees it, “think-
ing about the desirability of different futures cannot be separated from thinking 
about present values. And our values often become clearer when we consider 
imaginary cases where conflicts can be made sharp.”24 Julian Baggini echoes this 
point, saying that “if an impossible scenario helps us to do that, then its impos-
sibility need not concern us. The experiment is merely a tool to aid our thinking; 
it does not pretend to describe actual life.”25 These advocates of liberal experi-
mentation get at an important point about how unrealistic scenarios push us to 
think about familiar problems from a different angle. They may even upset ethi-
cal prejudices that we have not stopped to consider. This is crucial for developing 
a stronger theoretical understanding of moral issues and could help to circum-
vent confirmation bias.

Concerns over reinforcing intuitions and realism come together to create a 
potential disconnect between how problems are resolved in a narrative counter-
factual versus the real world. Lawrence Kohlberg finds that moral thought experi-
ments encourage people to find abstract principles to justify their actions, which 
can discourage people from adapting their values to fit the context and force 
them to endorse extreme values that lack the kind of nuance that is essential 
when resolving real moral problems.26 Bernard Williams raises similar concerns 
that moral philosophers are mistaken when they think about thought experi-
ments in purely abstract terms, because they impose unrealistic standards on 
their hypothetical actors.27 In the real world, we face many constraints that do 
not arise in thought experiments. Limits on time and the available information 
prevent us from stepping back to consider scenarios in detail and force us to be 
decisive. Moreover, real people have to live with the consequences of their deci-
sions, which in the Trolley Problem could mean the guilt of intervening to kill 
an innocent person. A good response to a real-world moral challenge may not 
stand up to tests of philosophical rigor but instead be based on making the best 
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use of the resources available. This exposes a limitation in what is ostensibly a 
great strength of thought experiments. When these arise in narrative form, 
they strip away extraneous details to focus on a specific question and offer all 
the morally relevant information. Yet this extreme focus is precisely what makes 
it tempting to rely on abstract principles rather than thinking about what it 
would actually be like to make a moral decision under real-world conditions.

Some philosophers have correctly predicted that computers may provide a 
way around some of the limitations associated with narrative thought experi-
ments by increasing the complexity and sophistication of the models. For exam-
ple, Dennett notes that computer simulations could get around the confirmation 
bias that he identifies by providing a more reliable model than a person’s imagi-
nation.28 Roy Sorensen likewise notes that “since computer graphics specialists 
and producers of documentaries have already converted many thought experi-
ments to new media, there is a chance that some future thought experiments will 
acquire a significant moral dimension.”29 These hopes of taking advantage of new 
technologies offer further evidence of the affinities between thought experiments 
and moral challenges in games. They are especially prescient in acknowledging 
that the former may be improved by moving away from a purely narrative format. 
My argument extends this prediction by showing that thought experiments not 
only crop up in purpose-built computer models but also are integral to video-
games that simulate moral and immoral conduct for entertainment purposes.

The problems of intuition pumping and drifting too far from reality emerge 
from a common source. As Sorensen points out, real experiments have an “exe-
cution element.”30 They are enacted and have effects. Because thought experi-
ments are imaginary, they are never truly executed. Their effects are hypothetical, 
which is to say they are unreal and depend on our imaginations. This is advan-
tageous when it comes to analyzing problems without inflicting harm. After all, 
“executed experiments involve action and so can greatly help or harm people 
and animals.”31 Nevertheless, because thought experiments are not executed, 
the world never pushes back against them to introduce elements of chance or the 
unexpected occurrences that lead real-world experiments to produce counter-
intuitive results.

Like narrative thought experiments, videogames do not take place in the real 
world and therefore do not impose real costs. However, unlike narrative thought 
experiments, videogames are set in their own closed worlds that can be built to 
model not only a particular problem but also how that problem and its solutions 
impact the world. Rather than offering the kinds of abstract, decontextualized 
problems that are common in narratives, videogames present problems embedded 
in a particular world. This sense of context that is missing in thought experiments 
is a large part of what makes them feel different from real moral decisions. By 
providing a much richer sense of context, games may bring us closer to the consid-
erations that actually influence moral decisions and their outcomes. The differ-
ences between videogames and narrative thought experiments—the former’s 
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greater complexity and the fact that the developers rarely set out to make a spe-
cific theoretical point—therefore turn out to be significant advantages.

The value of context is especially clear when it comes to simulating time con-
straints and uncertainty. Narrative thought experiments are designed for care-
ful deliberation over a potentially endless time period, with the good ones 
leading to decades-long debates. The moral dilemmas that arise in games like-
wise facilitate lengthy discussions that play out in online forums and informal 
discussions, yet in the first instance these usually have to be made quickly and 
without all the relevant information. The Walking Dead offers a good example 
of this. Early in the game, players must decide whether to cut the arm off a com-
panion who has been bitten by a zombie. In that moment, there is no way of 
knowing which decision is right and what the long-term effects may be. Players 
must simply decide then live with the consequences. This brings the decision 
into much closer alignment with how we typically experience moral dilemmas 
than in thought experiments, in which we have all the relevant details. Player 
discussions over the right choice show that many appreciate the weight of this 
dilemma and its appeal as a theoretical puzzle.32

Building on this point, videogames can simulate multiple theoretically sig-
nificant issues that are operative at different levels. Narrative counterfactuals 
create the misleading impression that decisions are discrete events, made in one 
moment and then gone forever. But life certainly is not a series of discrete 
choices. Serious moral quandaries are generally composed of multiple overlap-
ping problems. For example, the ongoing debate over the ethics of preventing 
climate change is not simply an issue of whether we should strive to pollute less. 
There are a host of other ethical challenges related to research ethics for those 
scientists who produce fraudulent results, determining how much influence oil 
companies should have in the debate over global warming, intergenerational jus-
tice, animal rights, and general issues about our ethical attitudes toward the world 
we inhabit. This list could go on, as could the list of the many facets of other real 
problems. Decisions are complex and feed into each other, especially over a long 
time span. One advantage of videogames is that they create nested moral chal-
lenges. An entire game can be seen as a thought experiment inviting players to 
imagine what it is like to control time (Life Is Strange), to live in a postapocalyptic 
world (Fallout), to create a utopia (BioShock), or to live with dementia (Ether 
One)—the list could go on, with dozens of examples. Within each of these games 
are dozens of other challenges that are shaped by the overall premise and that 
often affect each other. The result is a richer moral environment that more accu-
rately captures interdependence.

We can question whether videogames accurately model the world, and in 
many cases they do not. Some games also reflect an effort to make a particular 
political or moral point rather than accurately re-creating the world. I devote 
chapter 5 to discussing different strategies of representing moral challenges, and 
the remaining chapters to addressing the implications of bias in the models that 
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game developers create. For now, I will say that greater complexity in the moral 
decisions that arise in videogames is generally advantageous and that, as in nar-
rative thought experiments, unrealistic or biased hypotheticals can be instruc-
tive in their own ways.

The execution element is also central to building a sense of player investment 
in the hypothetical decisions. Players must simulate the performance of any 
potential solution, which means going beyond just imagining what choices are 
available to also consider how those choices would have to be enacted. In other 
words, videogames not only model the effects that decisions could have on a fic-
tional world but also promote reflection on whether the actions themselves are 
reasonable and plausible. Digital scenarios are just as unreal as narratives and 
therefore never as accurate as real experiments, yet they can achieve better approx-
imations of what a real context of action might be like than narratives alone. Over 
successive generations, games have developed to the point that they can more 
effectively model the decisions they incorporate.

Conclusion

Comparing the moral challenges that arise in videogames to the narrative moral 
thought experiments that have been a fixture of philosophical investigation is a 
useful heuristic for reconsidering the ethical significance of digital actions by 
way of analogy. The close links between these two types of simulations are so 
strong that the boundaries between them cannot be clearly located. The possibil-
ity of realizing identical dilemmas in narrative form, simple digital models, and 
videogames is evidence of deep family resemblances in terms of how they con-
front ethical issues. This does not mean that videogames and thought experi-
ments are the same. This is clearly not the case, since neither is reducible to the 
other. Rather, my point is that they embody comparable approaches to modeling 
moral decision-making.

The similarities between videogames and thought experiments help to estab-
lish the value that videogames can have when it comes to moral exploration. 
I say can because there is no requirement for games to explore moral issues or for 
players to engage with them. However, as I will show in the following chapters, 
videogames regularly exercise this capacity with varying degrees of sophistica-
tion. The videogame–thought experiment analogy also marks an important step 
toward answering the question of why simulations of immoral behavior can be 
morally significant without themselves having moral quality. In chapter 4, I draw 
on this analogy to argue that simulations of moral decision-making are valuable 
because they are tools that allow us to test different possibilities of action with-
out inflicting real consequences, enacting real destructive habits, or having ill 
will toward others.
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4

Digital Morality

Chapter 3 established the similarities between the ethical challenges presented 
in videogames and those that appear in traditional thought experiments, as 
well as in films, literature, television shows, and other media. My point in doing 
this was not to reduce videogames to another medium. Videogames are unique. 
This is underscored by my claim that games include an execution element that 
distinguishes them from other types of ethical models. Moreover, this compari-
son is only meant as a heuristic that can help us think comparatively about the 
significance of the simulated acts of moral and immoral behavior that appear in 
videogames. In this chapter, I build on that analogy and show what theoretical 
insights can be derived from it, focusing on two central points. First, under-
standing games as models in which players can explore moral questions without 
taking real actions explains why games can be morally significant without being 
sources of corruption, as critics fear. Second, this analogy can help to identify 
the difference between videogame content that is offensive and content that is 
immoral. Many of the arguments that identify certain games or actions within 
games as being immoral make the mistake of conflating these categories.

The experience of resolving a moral challenge in a videogame is much the 
same as when confronting a thought experiment. These puzzles demand an 
effort to identify the moral problem at hand, to weigh the various options avail-
able, and to decide on a course of action. This gives participants a chance to exer-
cise their reasoning skills and clarify their values by applying them as a guide for 
hypothetical choices. A well-designed scenario could even present a problem from 
a new angle that encourages reconsideration of existing biases. This is true regard-
less of whether the model appears in narrative or digital format or whether it is 
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packaged as pedagogy or entertainment. When these problems arise in video-
games, some players may choose to be evil or neutral, yet their actions are not 
truly evil or neutral. These players show the same reasoning skills as players who 
choose good courses of action, as they must likewise exercise judgment to deter-
mine the moral valences of the available options. Players who make good, neu-
tral, and evil decisions in the game are therefore equally morally faultless and 
have the same potential to benefit from entertainment that exposes them to 
weighty questions.

I am not arguing that videogames are morally beneficial or that all players 
will experience moral epiphanies. Only games that have fairly complex narra-
tives can evoke moral challenges, which means that games such as Grand Theft 
Auto, Fallout, and Portal can be morally significant, while games such as Tetris 
or Snake have little if any moral import. Whether a game has moral weight 
depends heavily on the developers’ choices and, in particular, what kind of nar-
rative they construct. Moreover, I am not arguing that videogames will make 
players more moral. It is doubtful that any thought experiment presented on 
any platform can create better people. The merits of moral education are diffi-
cult to establish and beyond the scope of my analysis, and mere contact with 
moral ideas cannot guarantee that a person will agree with those ideas or have 
the desire to enact them in practice.1 I want to make the more modest point 
that videogames present opportunities for moral exploration and that if these 
have any effect on players at all, it is likely to be a positive one. Unlike the shoot-
ing skills I discussed in chapter 2, moral decision-making is largely mental and 
can therefore be meaningfully simulated by current-generation game systems.

Some critics argue that imaginary misconduct can be genuinely wrong even 
if it does not reflect ill will or inflict visible harm. Many critiques of videogames 
hinge on claims that it is inherently immoral to enjoy certain simulated actions. 
This would present a problem for my claim that moral exploration is not mor-
ally blameworthy, so I conclude the chapter by discussing it in detail. Many phi
losophers who approach videogames from a virtue ethics standpoint think that 
simulating immoral behaviors habituates players to performing them, which 
corrupts players even if games never cause real immoral actions. I argue that the 
Aristotelian strategy of critique builds on a faulty understanding of Aristotle’s 
philosophy, mischaracterizing his account of virtue, ignoring the distinction he 
draws between real and simulated actions, and failing to appreciate his advice 
that we need to experience moderate pleasure to live well. The concerns with cer-
tain types of game content do raise the real possibility that people with objection-
able beliefs or the intent to commit terrible atrocities in real life could express 
them in videogames. However, these concerns pertain not to the videogames 
themselves but rather to the attitudes players have in advance of playing them. 
Even more importantly, these objections tend to wrongly assume that offensive 
content is inherently immoral.
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Choosing Good and Evil

It is rare for players to have the ability to be so overtly good or evil as in the Power 
of the Atom quest from Fallout 3. The central dilemma is whether to detonate a 
nuclear bomb sitting in the center of the town of Megaton. The bomb is active 
and therefore a constant threat to the town and its citizens, but it cannot be trig-
gered or defused without the player’s assistance. Mister Burke, a mysterious out-
sider, offers to pay the player to detonate the bomb because his employer thinks 
that destroying the town will improve views from a nearby residence for wealthy 
ghouls. The town sheriff requests the player’s help in disarming the bomb, which 
will end the threat that it could kill the town’s inhabitants. Destroying the town 
leads players to suffer a massive drop in karma—the game’s metric for a player’s 
moral status—and to win a sizable financial reward, while saving it results in a 
smaller karmic gain and a smaller reward.

Many commentators have cited this quest as evidence that moral choice 
engines in videogames are flawed because they create simplistic challenges that 
are unlike anything we encounter in the real world.2 The tendency to dismiss 
this quest is unfair. For one thing, it comes early in the game and is followed by 
far more demanding decisions, making it more like a tutorial than a reflection 
of the game’s puzzles. More importantly, even extreme decisions can raise inter
esting questions. Just as in thought experiments, realistic dilemmas are apt to 
be more applicable to everyday life, while outlandish ones may help to clarify 
what general moral principles we employ—a particularly useful exercise early in 
a game that features moral decision-making as a key element of gameplay and 
that pushes players to define their character’s moral identity. Power of the Atom 
is based around a sharp binary with unrealistically high stakes, yet this is pre-
cisely what makes it an interesting moral challenge. It is an invitation to be car-
toonishly evil and to think about what such a decision tells us about players 
who take that approach.

For my purposes, Power of the Atom is useful as a thought experiment about 
what it means to be good or evil in a game. Choosing to save Megaton is clearly 
good, while destroying an entire town just to improve the landscape is clearly 
evil. Such a simple and easily agreed on binary is actually immensely helpful 
because it allows us to say unequivocally that there are good and evil paths 
through this particular dilemma. There is little room for legitimate disagree-
ment over the ethical implications of the choice, which means that any player 
who chooses to destroy the town is probably trying to be evil rather than simply 
making a mistake of judgment. What does it mean for a player to deliberately 
choose to be bad in this context? Is such a player blameworthy?

It is important to recognize that players’ motives are complex and must involve 
at least two different components that lead to two different conceptions of how 
players may be good or bad. In one sense, being good is a moral judgment, which 
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is the sense of being good that I am focusing on. Players can also be good in the 
instrumental sense of being skilled at the game. These two senses of goodness 
are not always aligned, as players may gain an advantage for being bad that 
would entice good (skilled) players to simulate bad (morally) actions.3 The deci-
sion to be bad may simply be a gameplay strategy for achieving the higher 
rewards of the evil path. Whether this is a sound strategic choice depends on 
the game and a player’s broader goals. Power of the Atom offers evil players a 
material reward at the expense of sanctions from other characters in the game. 
BioShock does much the same thing by allowing players who take the evil path 
quicker progression when developing fighting skills, while punishing them 
later by denying them assistance from an important nonplayer character. There 
may therefore be a strategic rationale for acting immorally.

Some games may not offer a choice; they may simply demand immoral con-
duct to be successful. As Ken McAllister explains, “To win a computer game 
requires the player to perfect his or her role in the game: adventurer, sniper, 
quarterback, starship captain, railroad tycoon. Failure to accept and actualize 
this rhetoric is not merely to lack understanding, as it would be among filmgo-
ers. Rather, it is to lose, to be inferior, to be a detriment to one’s group.”4 If the 
role that players take on is that of a villain, then they are compelled to adopt a 
particular moral stance within the game world for the purposes of progressing. 
The Grand Theft Auto and Saints Row series are examples of this; it is difficult to 
imagine beating the single-player stories without simulated evil. In these cases, 
malicious choices tell us little about whether players agree with the actions they 
perform. With this in mind, we cannot take moral decisions as solely embody-
ing moral goals. We likewise cannot take the decision to act immorally in a 
game as a reliable indication of players’ real moral character.

However, what if players have a choice to be good and instead deliberately 
take the evil path? Or what if they want to play games that put them in the role 
of a villain because they enjoy it? What if they destroy Megaton just because 
they think it is fun and not for any strategic benefits? I argue that players who 
choose to be evil and do so for enjoyment are not doing anything that is genu-
inely immoral. From a consequentialist perspective, destroying a real town is 
wrong because it inflicts massive harm on real people and the environment. 
Destroying a virtual town does not inflict any real harm and has no adverse con-
sequences beyond the game world. Moreover, simulating mass destruction can be 
enjoyable for the millions who played Fallout 3. The evil choice is even fun for 
those who do not destroy the town. After all, the decision to save the town 
depends on having the choice in the first place and opting against it. The net effect 
on the real world is therefore a positive one—zero real damage and considerable 
pleasure—that leaves players better off without adversely affecting anyone. Pre-
tending to be evil can therefore be good from a consequentialist perspective. It is 
cost-free and enjoyable.
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Being evil is equally blameless from a deontological perspective. Players who 
intend to blow up Megaton do not intend to kill thousands of innocent people. 
Rather, they intend to destroy a digital representation of a town and to kill while 
knowing that it is all pretend. Without any real moral agents on the receiving 
end of the actions, there is no sense in which players can intend to inflict real 
harm. Even if players choose to be evil, enjoy being evil, and revel in the game’s 
condemnations, they are only intending to be evil in the game and achieving this 
identity by simulating harmful acts. There is no reason to suspect that a desire to 
pretend to be evil and enjoyment of this simulated identity reflects any general 
moral ill will. On the contrary, the most reasonable explanation is that players 
who simulate evil acts do this simply because it is fun.

It is possible to imagine some players simulating evil because they intend to 
commit evil acts in real life. Maybe a person wanting to destroy an actual town 
but lacking access to the requisite bomb plays through the simulation as a fan-
tasy of violence. Such a person would certainly be deeply disturbed, yet the 
moral character of the simulated action would not change. From a deontological 
perspective, it would only be immoral for players to willfully destroy the town 
while thinking that its inhabitants are real, as this would display genuine mali-
cious intent. Only such a mistake of simulation for reality could allow a player to 
intend physical damage within the virtual space. A person making this mistake 
would certainly be an aberration, as we can expect all players except the very 
young or those with severe cognitive impairments to recognize that the game is 
unreal.

The thought experiment analogy I developed in chapter 3 is useful for under-
standing why simulated evil is not immoral. One of the primary reasons for dis-
cussing ethical puzzles in terms of thought experiments is to explore immoral, 
illegal, or harmful actions without actually performing them. Neither option in 
the Trolley Problem causes genuine harm that would make the choice truly 
objectionable. Philosophers have developed dozens of even more perverse coun-
terfactuals that involve more death and destruction, yet the stakes are always 
purely imaginary, just as they are in videogames. Merely creating a model that 
can permit immoral actions or imagining oneself as the wrongdoer causes no 
harm. Moreover, the intent to use a simulation to imagine ourselves murdering 
or committing other objectionable acts is not the same as an intention to actu-
ally do these things. Philosophers explore terrible atrocities to develop theories; 
gamers do so to have fun. One could argue that the former motive is nobler, but 
neither intention is immoral.

There is something to gain from projecting ourselves into evil acts, as doing 
this requires an imaginative exploration of the moral choices available and aware-
ness of what considerations would make a choice good or bad. Ethnographic 
research with players reveals that those who take the evil course of action often do 
so deliberately because they enjoy playing an evil character.5 Amanda Lange 
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confesses to being intentionally evil in the games she plays and describes enjoy-
ing it precisely because this permits her to do things that would normally be 
unthinkable. As she explains, “I know I am not my avatar in the game, so I like to 
experiment. Sometimes it’s entertaining to me to see the results of a choice I would 
never make in reality. Sometimes it’s just plain fun to be the bad guy.”6 Quotations 
like this mirror those of students in philosophy classes who enjoy being contrari-
ans by attempting to defend counterintuitive solutions to thought experiments, 
perhaps while advocating choices that most of us would intuitively say are wrong. 
If they do this for the sake of being provocative, then it causes no real harm. In fact, 
this is beneficial because it forces others to work harder to defend their own 
choices. Research has borne out that dissent is inherently valuable as a means of 
reducing polarization in groups.7 There is immense value in having a devil’s advo-
cate, or in this case an imaginary devil. Simply exploring the wrong course of 
action does not commit such a person to acting that way in practice, nor does it 
necessarily reflect a desire to do anything wrong.

It is important to note that whether these decisions come up in entertain-
ment or educational contexts does not really matter. It could be that contrarian 
students exploring a thought experiment in an ethics class want to imagine 
being bad for no other reason than because it is fun, yet this would not change 
the fact that it causes no genuine harm and that it is potentially pedagogically 
beneficial to approach moral decisions by thinking about what not to do. Vid-
eogames may cause greater discomfort because the imagined acts are repre-
sented visually rather than narratively, yet the actions have the same ontological 
status: they are fictions created for the sake of exploring a counterfactual.

Moral Exploration, Not Pedagogy

Someone who enjoys pretending to be evil because they think it is fun or to 
spark controversy is not actually guilty of performing the imagined actions. 
Deliberately choosing to be bad in a simulation still requires moral judgment. 
Simulated good and bad choices depend on the same ability to distinguish good 
from bad. A good player must identify the evil course of action and decide not 
to take it, while the player pretending to be evil must be able to identify the good 
path. Intending to be good or evil in Power of the Atom or any other simulated 
moral puzzle that includes clear right and wrong paths presupposes the ability to 
assess the moral implications of that scenario. Players must intuitively map out 
the moral terrain prior to acting if they intend to ground their actions in a par
ticular moral identity. This is the skill that we should value, regardless of which 
pretend choice the player enjoys more within the context of a simulation. One 
reason why videogames are morally significant is that they often give players 
opportunities for exercising this type of reasoning—opportunities for deciding 
whether they want to simulate good or evil—in which they must think about 
what actions would qualify as morally significant within the counterfactual. 
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Regardless of the choice players make, they are navigating the moral thought 
experiment and exercising judgment skills.

This point becomes clearer when we look more carefully at how players 
approach moral decisions in videogames. It appears that in practice most players 
prefer to be good when they are presented with moral choices. In a nonrepresen-
tative survey of 1,067 players recruited online, Lange finds that 59 percent tried 
to be good, 39 percent did not attempt to have a consistent morality, and only 
5 percent were deliberately bad. Those who played a game more than once were 
more inclined to experiment with distinct moral playing styles, with 63 percent 
attempting to be good and 9 percent evil the first time through.8 On the second 
playthrough, 49 percent were deliberately evil and 16 percent good. In a study of 
Fallout 3, A. J. Weaver and N. Lewis concluded that “not only did most players 
avoid anti-social behaviour, but they cited moral considerations for their behav
ior.”9 Mia Consalvo, Thorsten Busch, and Carolyn Jong reached similar con-
clusions based on interviews with players. Most chose to be good and enjoyed 
acting like heroes. “Players who consider themselves essentially ‘good people’ are 
rewarded via game logics for playing the hero, for making choices that (re)affirm 
their desires to enact justice but also to attain glory, wealth, and power by doing 
so.”10 Some who chose to be evil said that they felt uncomfortable doing so, while 
others enjoyed this path because it allowed them to act differently than they 
would in real life. These players felt that being evil was fun precisely because it 
provided opportunities to temporarily set their values aside.

The research on players’ moral choices is encouraging for three reasons. First, 
it indicates that when a game incorporates moral choices, most players make 
decisions with moral considerations in mind. They see their avatar as good, evil, 
or neutral and are later able to describe simulated events in moral terms. Players 
exercise moral judgment skills by evaluating the puzzles they confront and 
categorizing actions. This indicates that players have comparable experiences 
thinking in moral terms, regardless of the choices they actually make. Second, 
it appears that most players are more comfortable pretending to be good than 
they are pretending to be evil. This should not lead us to conclude that these 
players are somehow better than those who choose the evil path or that they 
have more sophisticated moral judgment, especially when those who start out 
good are apt to become evil if they play the game a second time. The preference 
for being good suggests something about comfort. Even though actions taken 
during a game do not inflict harm, they can make us profoundly uncomfort-
able because of the kinds of scenarios they simulate. Virtual murder is not real 
murder, yet it evokes thoughts of murder and invites us to think about what it 
might mean to kill someone. Shooting avatars in a Russian airport does not make 
players murderers, but it is, as many players have reported, a disconcerting 
experience because it gives us some sense of what it might be like to carry out 
such an attack. Just because an action is morally blameless does not mean it is 
comfortable.
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Sorensen notes that some people are repulsed by the kinds of scenarios nar-
rative thought experiments present but rightly says that this feeling is not 
triggered by genuine wrongdoing: “Squeamish visualizers are sickened by the 
blood-and-guts scenarios favored by contemporary ethicists. But this is no more 
momentous than the revulsion experienced by readers of gory novels.”11 The sce-
narios imagined may be troubling because of the character of the actions being 
imagined and not because there is anything wrong with imagining them. It is 
vital to distinguish between what is uncomfortable and what is immoral. It is 
uncomfortable to imagine facing a choice between killing one person and 
allowing five to die, yet conjuring such an image in our minds does not make us 
guilty of a misdeed. The same goes for videogames. These feel more real and are 
therefore more apt than mere narratives to cause discomfort. Far from being 
immoral, the feelings of discomfort push us away from unreflective play and 
encourage us to consider why we feel upset. Uncomfortable moments in video-
games are often the most effective in conveying moral questions and provoking 
further discussion of them among players.

Third, players tend to change their moral alignment during a second play-
through of a game. From this, we can ascertain that players are not attempting 
to perform their real moral identities. Rather, they are engaging in moral explo-
ration. They are working through the same puzzles from different perspectives 
and deriving at least some of their enjoyment of the game from considering 
those puzzles from alternative perspectives. This is further evidence that video-
games incorporating moral choices function less as training simulations that 
inculcate a particular attitude, such as a desire to murder, than as thought experi-
ments in which players can explore different courses of action without incur-
ring any real costs. As Consalvo, Busch, and Jong explain, “Playing evil or good 
in games is not a monolithic or even consistent activity. Some players initially 
decide on their character’s ethos but then change their mind during play. Others 
play a game multiple times, and so playing good or evil is one choice among 
many, while others play some games in altruistic ways and other games as selfish 
or in repugnant ways.”12

When making moral decisions in the real world, we face three central chal-
lenges. The first is recognizing that there is a moral challenge. This can be harder 
than it sounds, as information shortages, misperceptions, and cognitive biases 
can interfere with gaining perspective on the problem at hand. The second is 
determining the right course of action, which requires an ability to identify 
what principles or values should be used to resolve a particular problem and to 
use those general guidelines to choose the right course of action. This skill is 
especially difficult to exercise when it comes to moral dilemmas, in which 
there is a choice between competing imperatives that cannot be satisfied simul
taneously. The Trolley Problem is a prime example of such a dilemma. There is 
room for reasonable disagreement about which course of action is best and 
therefore considerable value in reflecting on the problem. Finally, there is the 
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challenge of actually enacting the moral decision. Doing the right thing may 
be unpopular, financially expensive, or even dangerous, so it requires tremen-
dous willpower.

I argue that videogames that incorporate moral choices should be judged 
positively, as spaces of exploration that give players the same chance to experi-
ment with different possibilities for action as narrative counterfactuals, but 
with the help of computer simulations that make the choices far more compel-
ling. Videogames force players to exercise the first and second elements of moral 
decision-making: evaluating the challenges and the courses of action available. 
Even those games that are charged with promoting violence or corrupting play-
ers’ empathy, or those that do not give players the freedom to opt out of immoral 
acts, are praiseworthy for bringing into entertainment moral issues that players 
might not otherwise think about.

It might seem like I am trying to have the argument both ways—that I am 
suggesting that games can make players better people but that they cannot make 
them worse. It may also seem like I am making the dubious suggestion that play-
ing games is a form of moral education. To be clear, I am not arguing that simu-
lated engagement with moral challenges actually makes players morally better. 
Videogames are morally advantageous in the same way as thought experiments—
they encourage the exercise of judgment faculties associated with identifying and 
mapping out moral challenges. They cannot in themselves cause moral improve-
ment, so we will continue to see gamers acting immorally just as we continue to 
see some ethics professors acting immorally. There are three reasons for this.

First, moral issues are extraordinarily complex and often lack clear answers. 
Power of the Atom is not a true dilemma because the right path is abundantly 
clear. There is little room for reasonable disagreement about what it is. On the 
other hand, many narrative counterfactuals in videogames lack clear good and 
evil paths. In these instances, games’ moral valuation systems break down and 
the right decision is open to debate. Fallout 3 includes several dilemmas that 
require considerably more acuity than deciding whether to destroy a town. One 
expansion DLC (downloadable content) leads players to a postapocalyptic 
Pittsburgh that is badly contaminated with radiation. Ismael Ashur uses his 
raider gang to enslave workers and claims that this is necessary for establishing 
order amid anarchy. Players go on to discover that Ashur’s baby daughter Marie 
is immune to radiation and that she is being studied to create a cure for radia-
tion poisoning. Such a cure has the potential to save countless lives in a posta-
pocalyptic world where radiation is a constant threat. Players must choose 
between supporting the slaves in an uprising against Ashur or protecting his 
rule and his daughter. To side with Ashur, players must kill the rebel leader. To 
help the slaves, players must kill Ashur and many of his raiders. Favoring the 
slaves puts a new leader in power—someone who is eager to create a more egali-
tarian regime but who also expresses concern about being able to maintain con-
trol and continue rebuilding the city. Helping Ashur protects the innocent 
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Marie and allows research on her to continue, yet this comes at the expense of a 
tenuous order founded on tyrannical control.

This quest offers material rewards for each course of action, yet it does not 
impose any karmic rewards or punishments. That is, the game presents a clear 
moral dilemma and suggests that there are costs and benefits associated with 
each choice, but it concedes that there is no easy answer about which decision is 
right. The scenario asks deep questions about the nature of legitimate political 
authority, the proper trade-off between coercive rule and anarchic autonomy, 
and the status of individual rights during desperate times, without pretending 
to have the answers. It is a counterfactual that forces players to make up their 
own minds. Although thought experiments are often introduced to answer 
ongoing theoretical disputes, good ones tend to raise more questions than they 
answer, and they are always open to different interpretations. This quest in The 
Pitt, like many others in Fallout 3, such as The Oasis and Election Day, do 
exactly this.

Moral dilemmas are dilemmas for a reason. They force us to choose between 
undesirable alternatives that produce suboptimal outcomes. The lack of conclu-
sive answers makes thought experiments a useful framework for analyzing moral 
intuitions, values, and the consistency of decision procedures. There is value in 
using these thought experiments to focus on key moral considerations and in 
developing multiple scenarios that can get at them from different perspectives to 
see how the background details influence the outcome. Nevertheless, the com-
plexity of the issues at hand means that we should not expect that practice think-
ing about them would yield any straightforward improvements in a person’s 
moral character that we can say are unequivocally good. Thus, players may gain 
greater insight into the moral dilemmas being simulated, but they do not become 
morally better in any straightforward sense because of the complexity inherent 
in the choices and the absence of a definitive good path.

Second, as The Pitt example demonstrates, game developers are usually 
reluctant to take a firm stance on controversial issues. The dilemma tests play-
ers, but it does not take a pedagogical tone, because there is no clear right 
answer. The moral dilemmas that lack clear good and evil outcomes are oppor-
tunities to think about difficult issues in new ways and to consider what impact 
various choices would have on the world, but developers leave players to draw 
their own conclusions about what course of action is right. Moral choice engines 
tend to assign values only when the right course of action is relatively clear, as 
in the case of Power of the Atom. In those instances, games provide a chance to 
exercise moral reasoning skills but do not attempt to teach anything new. The 
fact that blowing up a town is evil should surprise no one. This quest does not 
show us what it means to be moral but rather invites us to consider the implica-
tions of acting well or badly in this particular scenario. That is, the quest is all 
about enacting our existing moral feelings. With genuine dilemmas avoiding a 
clear correct answer and easy problems having obvious answers, games fail to 
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provide a simple moral pedagogy. They are more proving ground than instruc-
tion manual.

Finally, sometimes the most difficult part of doing the right thing in practice 
is acting. We may recognize a moral issue and know what we should do but still 
fail to do it because of a weakness of will. Perhaps we are too afraid to act or are 
lured in by the promise of an illicit gain. Counterfactuals cannot be of much 
help when it comes to learning to be better at enacting moral decisions, because 
they do not simulate the real costs we endure. Doing what is right in a game is 
apt to be much easier than doing what is right in real life. Even heavy in-game 
losses are fictional and relatively easy to bear. No matter how serious, they can 
be erased by the reset button. Moreover, as I established earlier, actions in a 
game look and feel very different from those taken in the real world. Pressing a 
button to make a character apologize for a moral infraction bears little resem-
blance to delivering an apology to a real person and having to navigate the dia-
logue without being guided by prompts. The ability to act on moral intuitions 
requires skills that games and narrative thought experiments are poorly suited 
to teach. Once again, games provide an arena for thinking about morality with-
out necessarily improving behavior.

Ways of Playing

Sorensen argues that those who take the wrong course of action in thought exper-
iments may be guilty of “at most, minor moral praise or blame” if their reasoning 
shows poor judgment.13 This is an important insight, as it indicates that counter-
factuals can display flawed reasoning even though they are not themselves the 
sources of corruption that critics are concerned about. The same point holds up 
when it comes to videogames, since players may receive minor moral praise and 
blame for poor judgment if they lack the awareness to recognize and work 
through moral dilemmas. Returning to Power of the Atom, we would have to 
question a person’s moral judgment if they are unable to see that destroying Mega-
ton would be wrong if the action were real. Unlike players who choose to be 
immoral, those who take a path, good or evil, without recognizing that the choice 
involves a moral decision would reveal a serious lapse in judgment. This would 
not indicate any moral problem with the game, since it reveals, but does not cause, 
this failing. It would only indicate that there is possibly something wrong with the 
particular players who do not have the moral judgment needed to evaluate such a 
clear instance of right versus wrong. Thus, the source of moral concern when it 
comes to how people imagine acting when they think about models of moral 
decision-making should not be those who enjoy being bad but rather those who 
are unable to identify moral questions when they appear.

Those lacking in moral judgment must be distinguished from those who just 
have other priorities or are indifferent. It is unlikely that most players who do 
not choose the good or evil paths in games that offer these choices are revealing 
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a paucity of ethical judgment. The most reasonable explanation is that these play-
ers are either not interested in the moral component of the game—that they are 
more concerned with making strategic calculations that will ensure that they 
continue progressing—or that they want to remain neutral. Being neutral in a 
game that incorporates a moral calculus like Fallout’s karma system can be a chal-
lenge in its own right, forcing players to exercise the same judgments they would if 
they wanted to be good or evil. Any effort to deliberately cultivate a particular 
moral or amoral character depends on having or learning the ability to read coun-
terfactuals for moral implications before making a choice. It requires the same 
imaginary leap into simulated dilemmas as narrative thought experiments.

There probably is a large population of unreflective players who simply avoid 
confronting moral implications, but they are not guilty of any misconduct, 
regardless of whether the choices are explicitly graded by a moral choice engine. 
Some players may recognize that Power of the Atom has a moral component 
and just not care about this element of the game. Fallout 3 forces players to work 
through dialogue options that convey the decisions at hand and their signifi-
cance, but many games reserve their most complex moral questions for cutscenes 
that players can easily skip. The Call of Duty: Modern Warfare series is a good 
example of this. The games are often interpreted as celebrating American 
empire and contributing to the narrative of a global war on terror. Conversely, 
they may be read as critiques of a corrupt U.S. military (one of the central vil-
lains is an American general) and of the quest to win wars without obeying 
moral constraints, which becomes evident when players participate in terrorist 
attacks and detonate a nuclear weapon to halt a Soviet invasion of the United 
States. The juxtaposition of pro-war and critical messages within the narrative 
raises interesting questions, but players could avoid them by simply skipping 
the cutscenes and playing through the missions as decontextualized battles. The 
same is true for many other first-person shooter games, in which play is possible 
without having a sense of the narrative context. Multiplayer combat is even 
more decontextualized, as it is typically just a contest between two competing 
teams attempting to capture flags or kill all the enemies.

Are unreflective players immoral? Like those of players who make inten-
tional moral choices, unreflective players’ actions are purely imaginary and have 
no impact beyond the game world. They are simply missing out on one dimension 
of play. There is an important difference between lacking the ability to under-
stand the moral component of decisions that games present and just not caring 
about them. It is ignorance versus indifference. I would argue that in many cases 
unreflective players are missing out on two of the most gratifying aspects of video-
games. They forgo the chance to consider the deeper questions that games evoke 
and they fail to appreciate part of the gameplay experience. Nevertheless, there is 
nothing morally repugnant about treating the games purely as entertainment 
and neglecting philosophical issues when there are no harmful consequences 
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or expressions of bad will toward others. Morality is a key component of most 
narratively complex games. It helps to imbue players’ simulated actions with 
meaning and greater weight. Decisions can be far more fun when they feel sig-
nificant and controversial. This may be why many games highlight the moral 
significance of the issues they raise.

Spec Ops: The Line is a third-person shooter with close thematic and visual 
similarities not only to other third-person shooters but also to first-person shoot-
ers like the Modern Warfare series. It is the type of game that is usually easy to 
play unreflectively, with minimal concern for why the violence is being enacted. 
Early in the game, players are lulled into a false sense of security with familiar 
battles against generic masked enemies, but things quickly become complicated. 
Soon players find themselves in the unusual position of fighting against fellow 
American soldiers in an attempt to protect civilians. Then players launch a white 
phosphorus mortar barrage that accidentally kills dozens of innocent people as 
well as additional soldiers, who claim they were trying to protect the civilians. 
The game forces players to watch a cutscene that vividly imagines the carnage of 
charred bodies, including those of young children. The scene urges players to 
confront the moral costs of such an attack as the protagonists struggle to come 
to terms with their actions. It is also noteworthy that players do not really have 
a choice in this counterfactual, and there is no moral choice engine evaluating 
them. They do not decide whether to be good or evil. Instead, they become 
accidental participants in terrible war crimes in a way that suggests a certain 
inevitability to misconduct during war.

Spec Ops further attempts to foreclose the possibility of playing unreflec-
tively by continually reminding players about the moral implications of their 
decisions. The loading screens are particularly interesting because they break 
the fourth wall and encourage players to not only think about the meaning of 
the actions they are simulating but to also consider the moral implications of the 
simulation itself. Early in the game, loading screens offer gameplay tips and 
pieces of background information, which is standard for the genre. The tone 
changes as players begin to realize that they are descending into darkness. The 
messages say things like, “To kill for yourself is murder. To kill for your govern-
ment is heroic. To kill for entertainment is harmless” and “The US military does 
not condone the killing of unarmed combatants. But this isn’t real, so why 
should you care?” Such messages urge players to think critically about the game 
even as they enjoy its simulations of violence. They do not instruct players to take 
a particular attitude toward their real or simulated action but rather pose chal-
lenges that encourage greater self-awareness and reflexivity. Above all, the game 
makes it difficult to ignore the fact that some actions simulated for entertain-
ment purposes are horrific. Players never truly act immorally, and the game is 
certainly not corrupting, but it would still be fair to say that players who lack 
adequate sensibilities to recognize the moral dimensions of the game are in some 
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sense misguided—deserving of minor blame, as Sorensen rightly puts it. This 
blame is not for the game but for the players themselves. It does not indicate a 
problem with the game but instead a pre-existing issue with a prior cause.

The Contagion Effect

In chapter 2, I discussed what I called the “contagion theory of simulated actions,” 
according to which mere exposure to simulations of violence, sexual deviance, 
and other morally questionable actions is treated as being akin to an infection 
that players involuntarily receive and are largely powerless to resist. Now that I 
have analyzed the similarities between moral decisions in games and narrative 
moral thought experiments, as well as the implications of being evil or unreflec-
tive when playing, it is easier to see why the contagion theory is implausible. Play-
ers are not mere recipients of harmful stimuli in ways that are akin to contracting 
a disease, nor are they like drug users who are overcome by addiction. They are 
active agents who interpret and interact with games, as evidenced by their abil-
ity to describe their play in moral terms and reflect on the meaning of simulated 
choices. The ethnographic research showing players deliberately choosing good, 
evil, or neutral paths reveals a broad array of different gameplay strategies and 
an ability to evaluate in-game actions for moral significance.

Within the context of the scenarios I have discussed thus far, moral issues 
turn out to be more complex than proponents of the contagion theory imagine. 
Critics treat violence in videogames as being uniformly bad, yet in many cases it 
is morally justifiable within the game narrative. In Power of the Atom, killing 
may be necessary to prevent a nuclear explosion, while in Oasis—a Fallout 3 
quest that addresses euthanasia—it may be an act of mercy. The changing moral 
character of violence in videogames requires a nuanced assessment of what vio
lence means within a particular context, rather than a simplistic causal narrative. 
When violence is unjustified, as in Spec Ops, games may question it and question 
players themselves. In that game, the simulation of unjustified violence is pre-
cisely what makes the game so meaningful as an indictment of war. Simulated 
immorality is therefore a conduit to promote peace in the real world in this 
instance. This underscores the polysemy of videogames and the importance of 
looking at actions within both their narrative contexts (where violence may be 
justified) and within a broader social context (where imaginary violence may 
be essential for commentary on real-world issues).

Grand Theft Auto is one of the most controversial franchises in videogame 
history and is regularly at the center of controversies about whether videogames 
are morally problematic. Grand Theft Auto V continues this tradition by forcing 
players to torture one of the nonplayer characters to progress through the game. 
It is a horrific scene in which players can beat the victim with a wrench, extract his 
teeth, waterboard him, and subject him to electrical shocks. Critics are inclined 
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to interpret the mere representation of torture as immoral and as advocacy for 
torture, disregarding the attitude the game narrative takes about it.14 They are 
also inclined to think that participating in simulated torture could teach players 
to torture or could desensitize them to the practice. Arguments against this simu-
lation of torture tend to focus on a supposed moral problem linked to the conta-
gion of violence, and a problem associated with the desensitizing effects of realistic 
violence. I argue that this badly misreads the game and underestimates players, 
and that the extremely graphic scene is yet another counterpoint to critics spread-
ing moral panic.

YouTube and Reddit comments reveal that dozens of players feel uncomfort-
able when playing this part of the game or merely watching it.15 Some even claim 
that it gave them nightmares. Moreover, the game strongly suggests that players 
should feel uncomfortable by linking the scene to the U.S. government’s use of 
torture during the second Bush administration. Players are ordered to torture by 
agents of the Federal Investigation Bureau (FIB), with the protagonist characters 
expressing objections throughout. Players who torture using waterboarding alone 
earn the achievement “It’s Legal!” in reference to the efforts made to defend the 
legality of using this practice against terrorists. This builds a number of back-
handed critiques of U.S. government security agencies. Renaming the FBI as FIB 
transforms the acronym into a colloquial term for a lie. One of the game’s protago-
nists, Michael De Santa, is hiding from a former life as bank robber Michael 
Townley, who helped the FIB kill his criminal associates. The name Michael 
Townley is a reference to a CIA agent of the same name who was implicated in the 
assassination of high-profile Latin American politicians at the behest of their 
conservative opponents. The game thus builds a critical framework in which the 
actions being represented are challenged far more than they are endorsed.

The torture mission is justifiably controversial because it is extremely uncom-
fortable. And yet, it is the feeling of discomfort that establishes this as a simula-
tion of something morally problematic and that gives it a critical force when we 
see it in the context of the real policies it is commenting on. This moment in the 
game provides a compelling simulation of what torture might look like when it 
is enacted that goes far beyond the narrative descriptions of waterboarding that 
are offered in defense of torture. The attempt to realistically model the experi-
ence, blood and all, makes it look profoundly unattractive. The vivid re-creation 
of torture in pursuit of realism therefore serves to create a more effective cri-
tique. Thus, the game is extremely violent and realistic, yet neither of these attri-
butes changes its underlying moral worth or lends credence to the criticisms 
directed against violent videogames. This is not to say that violence in games is 
always justified or that unjustified violence always serves a higher purpose. There 
are, of course, countless examples of gratuitous violence in videogames. Unreflec-
tive players may likewise miss these contextual considerations. Videogames are 
not always meaningful, and players are not always thoughtful. However, the 
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room for interpretation, importance of context in constructing meaning, and role 
of player agency are evidence that we need a careful analysis of games that avoids 
reducing them to a contagion or reducing players to drug users.

A critic could argue that it is unfair for me to draw assistance from the com-
parison between videogames and narrative thought experiments because of the 
former’s realism. After all, one of the main lines of critique I discussed in chap-
ter 2 was that videogames produce a morally problematic realism. To this, I would 
say that being visually realistic does not equate to being real or having real moral 
weight. Representations of humans do not become human simply by virtue of 
being more accurately constructed. An empty caricature in a thought experiment 
may feel less real than a well-developed and modeled videogame character, but 
both fall far short of being real people to whom we would owe moral obligations. 
It would be strange to say that we have moral obligations to fictional characters. 
The torture victim in Grand Theft Auto is no more real than a character in a 
thought experiment and therefore no more deserving of moral consideration.

Player participation is another potential concern. One could argue that there 
is a difference between imagining immoral actions and participating in them, 
even though the participation itself is imaginary. Such a response holds some 
appeal because it draws on the ludological character of games that distinguishes 
them from other media that represent immoral actions without demanding 
active engagement with them. A critic of my argument could go one step fur-
ther by claiming that the videogame simulation is far more participatory, and 
potentially more corrupting, than moral counterfactuals that take other forms. 
To consider the possibility that simulated action could make a moral differ-
ence, it is useful to go beyond the deontological and consequentialist perspec-
tives that I have focused on thus far to consider how games should be judged 
from the standpoint of virtue ethics.

Matt McCormick argues that virtue ethics exposes a problem with simula-
tions of immoral activities. Virtue ethics is not as directly concerned with 
whether particular actions are good or bad as deontological and consequentialist 
theories are. It instead focuses on the moral qualities of the actor involved. Aris-
totle argues that we become good people by habitually doing the right thing 
and training ourselves to do this instinctively. We become bad in much the same 
way, through activities that cultivate bad character and habituate us to making 
bad choices. As McCormick sees it, “By participating in simulations of excessive, 
indulgent, and wrongful acts, we are cultivating the wrong sort of character. The 
Aristotelian would respond that the holo-pedophile or the holo-murderer is re-
enforcing virtueless habits and dispositions in themselves.”16 McCormick goes 
on to argue that players can suffer character damage even if games do not actu-
ally cause them to commit immoral acts. That is, simulated immorality may be 
inherently wrong on Aristotelian grounds regardless of whether it involves mali-
cious intent or produces the kind of measurable bad effects that consequentialists 
privilege.
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Christopher Bartel takes a similar approach. He does not think that the 
simulated immoral acts players take in games are inherently wrong, yet he does 
think that players can act wrongly if they have the wrong attitude toward these 
actions. Reflecting on the torture scene in Grand Theft Auto, he says that “the 
unwilling player does nothing more than witness his monstrosity. By contrast, 
the willing player does not merely witness Trevor’s monstrous acts; he also cheers 
them on.”17 Bartel wants to excuse those players who merely witness immoral 
actions as well as those who practice immoral actions but dislike doing so. As he 
sees it, only players who enjoy pretending to be evil deserve condemnation. This is 
similar to McCormick’s argument, except this version leaves open the possibility 
that players could practice being immoral and still remain guilt-free if they do not 
enjoy it. Stephanie Patridge makes a similar point, saying that “even when we 
determine that a game with morally worrisome content is worthy of being played, 
a virtuous gamer will refuse to enjoy the offending content because such content 
will bring to mind real-world, moral conditions.”18

Corrupting influences may seem like a personal concern, but Adam Briggle 
contends that entire societies have a character that arises out of the aggregate 
decisions made by their members and that they are susceptible to habituation. 
“Computer games, like other aspects of new media culture, contribute to the 
character of the culture, the ‘soil’ in which we find ourselves, thereby influenc-
ing what we do and how we think, or in short, who we are. These influences, 
then, can be evaluated in terms of their goodness and badness.”19 Once again, 
the pattern of the personal becoming political emerges when it comes to video-
games. Societies can be described as having a character that is shaped on the 
macrolevel in much the same way as the Aristotelian explanations of individual 
character formation. For those who accept this argument, it may provide a ratio-
nale for imagining that videogames have serious societal costs even if these can-
not be seen or measured.

There are a few problems with these arguments grounded in virtue ethics, 
and because they are so closely bound up with Aristotle’s philosophy, it is worth 
a digression to see just how far they drift from Aristotle’s own thinking. First, it 
is misleading to suggest that Aristotle is solely concerned with character devel-
opment in the abstract and not with actions in the real world. One gets the 
impression from critics that videogames corrupt players but that this corrup-
tion may always remain invisible. This is a convenient way of raising moral 
objections that are immune from contrary evidence, yet it does not align with 
Aristotle’s theory. Aristotle does emphasize the importance of having appropri-
ate feelings and argues that we should want to cultivate good character. How-
ever, he says that these things are desirable because they lead to eudaemonia, 
which is usually translated as “flourishing” or “living well.” He describes this 
condition as being a result of virtuous conduct and as something that can be 
disrupted by misconduct. This means that if games were immoral in an Aristo-
telian sense, we would see the effects of game-induced character flaws showing 
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up in other expressions of character and hindering a person’s overall pursuit of 
eudaemonia, making the effects of gaming observable in the real world. Through-
out his writings on ethics, Aristotle likewise gives examples of bad character being 
revealed through action, so we should expect to see bad consequences such as 
increased violence when character faults take root.

Second, Aristotle’s theory of tragedy shows that he is attuned to the differ-
ences between real and simulated actions and that he thinks these differences 
have distinct moral implications. Aristotle celebrates the cathartic power of 
tragedy, saying that confronting uncomfortable thoughts and feelings through 
fiction has a purgative effect. This raises the possibility that counterfactuals act 
like a kind of moral holiday in which we act badly to release tension within a safe 
space while maintaining high ethical standards in everyday life. As Jon Cogburn 
and Mark Silcox rightly observe, “Aristotle suggested that, if placed in the right 
context, certain displays of violence in art can actually have a morally edifying 
effect on their audience.”20 Whether or not this kind of release works in practice, 
it is part of Aristotle’s philosophy and should give us grounds for thinking that 
simulated immorality may be advantageous.

Aristotle’s Poetics also introduces the concept of mimēsis (imitation), which 
is probably the closest he comes to dealing with the kinds of representations we 
find in videogames.21 According to Aristotle, imitation is a natural human capac-
ity that involves representing reality while also changing it in artistic ways. He 
argues that there is a clear separation between reality and its mimetic reproduc-
tion, and that the imitation gains much of its value from being a space for 
exploring possibilities beyond our normal experiences. As Gunter Gebauer and 
Christoph Wulf explain, “For Aristotle, the critical point is that mimesis pro-
duces fiction (emphasis in the original); whatever reference to reality remains is 
shed entirely of immediacy.”22 That is, mimesis makes reference to the real 
world while still being artificial and bound by different rules. It seems doubtful 
that someone so firmly articulating his own version of Johan Huizinga’s magic 
circle argument would think that fictions divorced from reality would be mor-
ally compromising.23

Third, when Aristotle talks about being virtuous, he is not only talking about 
morality but also excellence in terms of skill. He relativizes good conduct to a 
degree by arguing that what counts as good or bad partially depends on the con-
text and the actor involved. It may be good to kill during war, for example, but 
wrong to do so in everyday life. Likewise, a soldier’s act of killing an enemy is 
virtuous because it is a display of excellence that is sanctioned by the context. 
When it comes to videogames, an Aristotelian conception of virtue must encom-
pass both senses of being good that I discussed previously: moral goodness and 
skill. Being skillful in a game frequently requires simulated immorality and is 
therefore in a sense virtuous. It is perfectly consistent with Aristotle’s philosophy 
to argue that videogames are morally distinct from everyday life, with values and 
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expectations that are appropriate to that specific context and to the identities 
players assume.

Fourth, Aristotle says that we experience eudaemonia—that type of flour-
ishing that is the ultimate purpose of life—when an activity is an end in itself 
rather than merely being a means to something else. Eudaemonia is an inher-
ently desirable condition. Based on this characterization and Aristotle’s fre-
quent comparisons between virtue and mastery of a technical skill, it would be 
reasonable to infer that the flow state gamers experience when they are totally 
immersed in gameplay that they appreciate as an end in itself is at least a glimpse 
of eudaemonia.24 It would be dangerous to foreclose such a meaningful experi-
ence. Aristotle is also clear in arguing that the happy life must include pleasures 
and that it is not based on depriving ourselves of fun, which adds further cre-
dence to thinking that moderate indulgence in simulated immorality may be 
healthy. The variants of the Aristotelian critique from Bartel and Patridge reveal 
a strangely puritanical attitude toward games that is not only at odds with Aris-
totle’s advocacy for moderately indulging in pleasant activities but also strange 
in its own right. Their advice is essentially that it may be permissible to play vio-
lent and sexually explicit videogames but that it is not permissible to enjoy them. 
If we cannot take pleasure in the games, then what is the point of playing them 
at all? Our leisure would be seriously impoverished if we had to pretend not to 
enjoy it, and there is certainly nothing in Aristotle’s philosophy to indicate that 
he would support such a self-flagellating approach to leisure.

Finally, there is the more serious issue of how easily the Aristotelian critiques 
of videogames slip between real and simulated actions as though they were the 
same thing. In this respect, the Aristotelian critiques suffer from the same 
problem of drawing firm distinctions between ontological categories as deonto-
logical and utilitarian critiques. Elsewhere I have argued that videogames can 
be a useful tool for developing phronesis, which is Aristotle’s name for the prac-
tical wisdom needed to identify and evaluate moral decisions. Videogames are 
an exercise in phronesis because they give us opportunities to use moral reason-
ing skills. I made the same point in chapters 2 and 3, though without framing it 
in Aristotelian language. As I have shown, this skill of phronesis is just as likely 
to be improved by simulating evil or neutral actions as with good ones, so long 
as players are aware of what they are doing and why. However, improving phro-
nesis is different from habituation. Whereas phronesis is a skill of judgment that 
is largely cognitive, habituation requires real action. Players who kill in a video-
game are not practicing murder. They are playing a game in which they practice 
simulating murder. They can, and certainly do, get better at simulating murder. 
To the extent that games are realistic, players also learn about how a person 
might go about committing a murder. Nevertheless, the experience of control-
ling an avatar in a digital simulation is so far removed from the actual experi-
ence of killing someone that it cannot be a useful analogue.
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Amoralism: Is It Just a Game?

So far, I have argued that simulating immoral actions in videogames is not gen-
uinely wrong and that it can even be enlightening. However, this leaves another 
question: why do so many people have an intuitive sense that some actions per-
formed in games are wrong if there is no wrongdoing involved? One of the cen-
tral debates here revolves around an apparent contradiction that Morgan Luck 
calls the “gamer’s dilemma.” He argues that many gamers have permissive atti-
tudes about virtual violence but that they will likely condemn virtual pedophilia. 
He says of gamers that “either they acknowledge that acts of virtual murder and 
virtual paedophilia are morally prohibited, or they acknowledge that both are 
morally permissible.”25 As he sees it, either conclusion leads to problems. Prohibit-
ing virtual murder would make videogame content more restrictive than other 
media, such as films, while permitting virtual pedophilia would leave us sanction-
ing unpalatable simulated acts.

Luck’s reasoning is reminiscent of an earlier point from Peter Singer, who 
comments on user-generated simulations of pedophilia in Second Life. As Singer 
explains, it is possible for adults to control child characters and then use them to 
have sex with other player-controlled characters.26 There is no real sexual exploita-
tion of minors because those involved are consenting adults who only use the 
child avatars as costumes for their fantasies. His argument then takes the oppo-
site direction as Luck’s, suggesting that violence is actually more problematic than 
pedophilia. As a committed utilitarian, Singer thinks that simulated acts must 
inflict some harm to be immoral. He draws on the studies linking videogames to 
violence that I discussed in chapter 2 to reach the conclusion that although there 
is often no harm in simulating pedophilia, there is harm in simulating violence. 
The underlying point is similar to Luck’s: that we must be more consistent when 
evaluating simulated behaviors.

Various attempts have been made to solve the gamer’s dilemma or to at least 
clarify its implications and foreclose possible answers. Young considers whether 
the difference between simulations of child murder and pedophilia could be 
attributable to divergent motives between players who enjoy one activity or the 
other, and concludes that the motives are indistinguishable.27 He contends that 
there is no empirical evidence to suggest that players who enjoy pedophilia are 
more likely to engage in it than that murderous players are likely to kill, so the 
simulated actions cannot be distinguished in terms of players’ intentions to 
enact their desires in real life. Young likewise argues that if finding enjoyment 
in virtual pedophilia is reprehensible, then the same must be true of murder.

Christopher Bartel thinks that it is possible to distinguish virtual pedophilia 
from murder because the former qualifies as pornography.28 He claims that 
pedophilia sexualizes inequality and in doing so harms women. The imagery 
itself constitutes a harm, while images of violence do not. This argument rests 
heavily on being able to classify simulations as pornography and on showing that 
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pornography is harmful, which are both questionable propositions that have yet 
to be adequately demonstrated.29 Additionally, as Luck and Ellerby point out, 
representations of pedophilia need not be pornographic.30 The acts could simply 
be referenced without being depicted on-screen, which would leave the gamer’s 
dilemma intact. One could also take the objection in a different direction by 
questioning why if pornography is harmful, simulations of violence are not.

Rami Ali attempts to evade the dilemma by appealing to the importance of 
context when judging any simulated actions. “The morality of virtual acts will 
turn on whether the gamer engages with these acts in a morally perverse man-
ner or not, and not on the type of act performed (whether virtual murder or 
virtual pedophilia).”31 By this reasoning, virtual murder and virtual pedophilia 
can be equally acceptable or condemnable depending on the context and how 
they are represented. It all depends on whether these are necessary. If the player 
must perform these actions for the story, then they are done for the sake of 
enacting the narrative, but if players choose to engage in these actions without 
being forced to by the game, the actions indicate enjoyment and become objec-
tionable. Ali’s line of argument therefore constitutes a partial return to think-
ing that players can simulate immoral actions just so long as they do not take 
pleasure in doing so. If this standard were applied to virtual murder, then we 
would have to conclude that the many thousands of players who choose to sim-
ulate killing because it is fun are acting wrongly. This would solve the gamer’s 
dilemma but with some profoundly limiting conclusions when it comes to per-
missible game content.

Before getting into the details of this argument, it is important to point out 
that the gamer’s dilemma is itself a thought experiment—one more reason why 
that concept is so helpful is that it is not only an apt comparison with simulated 
actions but also one of the primary tools through which games are interrogated. 
As thought experiments go, the gamer’s dilemma is fairly unrealistic. This is not a 
decisive problem, as I have shown that unrealistic thought experiments can be 
valuable. I only mention this as a caveat that we should treat the problem as a 
valuable one without overstating its descriptive accuracy. There are only a hand-
ful of games that allow players to simulate rape, and fewer still that permit pedo-
philia. Most treatments of this dilemma deal with imaginary games involving 
hypothetical sexual crimes. Real instances of virtual pedophilia tend to occur 
more from player modifications than by design. This is important to bear in 
mind when considering the dilemma to avoid conflating a counterfactual that is 
useful for interrogating moral intuitions with a genuine problem facing video-
games in practice. The most immediate risk from the gamer’s dilemma is that it 
could push commentators toward thinking that the more common acts of sim-
ulated killing must also be considered immoral for the sake of consistency, 
which is the response from Singer and Ali. This is what makes it an important 
objection to refute. Fortunately, there is good reason to think that the dilemma 
is illusory.
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We already have a fairly strong comparison that can help us understand why 
the gamer’s dilemma is not a genuine dilemma: the novel Lolita.32 This story 
about a middle-aged man developing a sexual relationship with a twelve-year-old 
girl is widely considered a classic of twentieth-century literature, despite the fact 
that it involves pedophilia. The first question we should ask when thinking 
about the gamer’s dilemma is: why does this double standard exist? How can a 
book, which has been converted into films and therefore spans several media 
types, be treated as a literary masterpiece while a hypothetical game dealing with 
the same topic is assumed to be reprehensible? Luck and Ellerby claim that there 
is something morally problematic about even alluding to illicit sexual relation-
ships without showing or describing them, which is to say references that fall 
short of being pornographic. Lolita does exactly this, alluding to and describing 
illicit contact between an adult and a minor. The gamer’s dilemma is therefore 
built on a double standard in how different media are approached, revealing a 
tacit assumption that videogames could not possibly take the right attitude 
toward morally troublesome topics compared to ostensibly more serious forms 
of entertainment. This creates a dilemma for the gamer’s dilemma: whether to 
treat all media representations of pedophilia as immoral or extend the permis-
sive attitude many take toward Lolita and other works that deal with controver-
sial topics to games.

One could counter this by saying that there is something different about 
enacting the pedophilia as a player versus reading about it or watching it. How-
ever, it is not clear why interactivity should matter. Participating in pedophilia for 
the strategic goal of progressing through a game does not constitute any stronger 
endorsement than reading about it to get through a novel. Conversely, if someone 
enjoys reading about illegal sexual activities and fantasizing about them, then 
why should it matter whether the fantasy unfolds in their own minds or comes 
with digital assistance? In other words, innocent appreciation of a text that 
involves pedophilia and a deviant desire to fantasize about the act are equally pos
sible in more passive and interactive media.

I would argue that the immorality of real acts of pedophilia lies in the wrong-
ness of sexually exploiting those who are not able to give consent and who are 
highly vulnerable to coercion. The wrongness of pornography involving children 
lies in the continued harm of circulating images produced under duress, that are 
a reminder of the crime, and that allow others to benefit vicariously from wrong-
doing. Virtual pedophilia does not involve these harms. There is no initial vic-
timization of a person and no subsequent harm done if images of the abuse are 
recorded. Regardless of whether pedophilia simulated in a game is referenced or 
depicted visually, neither of these harms arises. From all the objections to simu-
lated violence I have discussed thus far, it should be clear that many people are 
uncomfortable with simulations of immoral actions even if there is nothing 
genuinely wrong with the simulations. The simulations are not harmful, but 
they evoke actions that are harmful and that are therefore highly charged and 
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likely to cause offense. Virtual murder feels wrong to many people, even though 
there is no compelling evidence of harm. This indicates that we cannot take revul-
sion to certain types of simulations as evidence that there is genuine wrongdoing.

I suspect that virtual pedophilia may feel more wrong than virtual murder—
perhaps to the point of being objectionable even to gamers who enjoy virtual 
murder—because the simulations are more similar to the real activity and there-
fore more evocative. When it comes to murder, the wrongness lies in killing a 
person. Without an immediate victim or an increased propensity to kill in the 
future, there is no immorality involved in the simulation. Moreover, because real 
killing is so far removed from simulated killing, involving the click of a mouse or 
press of a button versus shooting a weapon or wielding a knife, they can be easily 
distinguished. When it comes to illegal pornography, the wrongness lies in the 
image itself, and this is precisely what the game may be simulating. A digital image 
of a child avatar engaged in sex may be difficult to distinguish from real images of 
sexual exploitation, and even if the simulation is clearly fake, it still bears a more 
striking resemblance to a real image of abuse than a simulation of murder has to a 
real murder. When it comes to illegal pornography, simulating the crime and 
actually participating in it involve comparable actions. This means that although 
virtual pedophilia is not actually any more wrong than virtual murder, there is 
a heightened likelihood of feeling the same discomfort that would be triggered 
by genuine abuse.

Disgust probably also plays a role in making pedophilia feel more wrong than 
murder. Sexual activities have a high propensity to attract that feeling, perhaps 
even more so than acts of violence. We should be careful about conflating disgust 
with genuine moral concern based on the former category’s bad record of being 
applied to behaviors that are not morally objectionable, and feelings of disgust are 
commonly associated with sexual activities that are seen as being deviant. Only a 
few decades ago, interracial relationships were considered immoral by many. The 
same was true of homosexual relationships. Now transgendered people are in a 
battle for their right to live openly. Restrictions have been based not on genuine 
moral concerns but rather on feelings of disgust, yet the feelings of disgust were so 
powerful that they motivated serious deprivations of rights and abuse.33 The les-
son we should draw from this is that disgust is insufficient to make something 
immoral; there must be additional grounds for objecting to someone’s behavior 
for it to be considered wrong.

Pedophilia and rape are in no way comparable to interracial relationships or 
being transgendered; the former are reprehensible, while the latter are not. The 
difference lies in consent. Unlike justifiable sexual expression, pedophilia and 
rape involve sex without consent from the victim. They not only evoke feelings of 
disgust but also involve genuine wrongdoing. However, when it comes to simulat-
ing these acts, consent cannot be an issue because there is no victim. The same 
feelings of disgust persist, but without the problem of consent that one experi-
ences in real life. In other words, the feelings of disgust are natural because 
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pedophilia and rape are abhorrent, and we may justifiably be disgusted when 
these actions are simulated in videogames or other media, but we should refrain 
from treating disgusting media as being morally objectionable because sexual dis-
gust is generally an unreliable guide for moral evaluations that cannot by itself be 
used to determine what is permissible.

Returning to the example of Lolita, I can recall my feelings of disgust when 
reading the book. It was difficult to finish, and to this day I have no idea how 
anyone can defend its literary merit. For me, it is a profoundly disgusting story 
that does not deserve to be read. Nevertheless, I do not think that people who 
enjoy the story are pedophiles or that they act immorally by reading the book. 
The book involves no genuine harm, nor is there good reason to think that read-
ing it will damage a person’s character or foster malicious intentions. My disgust, 
then, emerges less from genuine moral considerations than from my aesthetic sen-
sibilities. Perhaps those who enjoy Lolita see the same value in contemplating 
moral deviance to better understand it that I find in videogames. As far as the 
gamer’s dilemma goes, any simulated pedophilia may well be disgusting, but it is 
not immoral. Inconsistent attitudes about violence and sex do not tell us anything 
morally significant. Instead, they tell us something about what kinds of activities 
we find too revolting to imagine.

Conclusion

As I have argued, the de facto moral thought experiments that arise in video-
games have two important benefits. The first is to encourage players to be aware 
of the moral challenges that may exist in various situations. Videogames give 
players practice recognizing the moral implications of a broad range of scenarios 
from binary decisions between good and evil to nuanced decisions that mirror 
some of the most important controversies we face in the real world. By locating 
moral challenges in myriad contexts, players are challenged to recognize them 
amid various background conditions and to consider the extent to which those 
background conditions influence the moral problem. Second, videogames give 
players practice in exercising their moral judgment by allowing players to 
explore different strategies for resolving them. Players get to experience being 
good and evil as well as occupying the gray areas in between. Being evil can be 
just as informative as being good, perhaps even more so because this is a perspec-
tive that players are apt to have less personal experience with in the real world. 
The exact choices players make are of secondary importance compared to the 
exploration of various possibilities, as none of the actions cause actual harm. Even 
when games limit players’ opportunities to make moral decisions or force players 
along a particular trajectory, they offer opportunities to think about the world 
from a different perspective and encourage players to temporarily act according 
to a value system that may differ from their own.
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Does this mean that any videogame content should be considered permissi-
ble regardless of what is shown? I have focused on defending videogames against 
criticisms because the general effort in research on games and morality is to find 
grounds for condemnation. However, I acknowledge that there are reasonable 
boundaries on expression in games and that some limits are necessary, just as 
I earlier pointed out the importance of maintaining intelligent age restrictions 
on certain games. In this case, my defense of games has two limits.

First, there is an enormous difference between simulating morally question-
able activities such as murder, rape, and pedophilia and actually advocating them 
or attempting to incite them. Even the most extreme games that attract critical 
ire, such as Grand Theft Auto, Manhunt, and RapeLay, address topics without 
attempting to incite players to carry out attacks. A game would become morally 
indefensible if it went beyond simply representing an activity or even mildly 
glamorizing it to encouraging players to emulate the actions being modeled. This 
would be the difference between a book about murder and a death threat, or a 
film about rape and an instructional guide on how to give someone the right 
dose of Rohypnol. It is a distinction that is already captured in most laws regu-
lating free speech, which impose restrictions on content that goes beyond repre-
senting morally questionable behaviors to inciting them.

Second, videogames become morally problematic if they are able to represent 
an activity so accurately that they could reasonably serve as a training simulation 
for it. I have argued that existing games generally fail to qualify as training devices 
because of the gulf between what they simulate and the real actions. Learning to 
shoot in a videogame is nothing like learning to shoot a real weapon. Moreover, 
there is nothing immoral about learning how to shoot or how to operate a mili-
tary jet. On the other hand, I would say that there is something problematic about 
a videogame that provided players with a step-by-step guide for how to rape 
someone or with a game that teaches players how to build a bomb and use it to 
kill innocent people.

I will deal with these caveats in more detail in chapters 6 and 7 to show that 
existing restrictions on speech provide ample guidance for dealing with games 
that cross the line into incitement. For now, I will conclude by saying that the 
caveats are hardly necessary. Most outrage is directed at games that lack these 
potentially harmful messages—games designed purely for entertainment. Games 
with immoral content in either of the senses that I described are exceedingly rare 
and unlikely to exist. Even if developers wanted to produce such games, they 
would have a limited commercial market and be subject to extensive restrictions.
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5

The Many Faces of 
Moral Reflection

Games are widely criticized for supposed harms ranging from school shootings 
to terrorist attacks, from desensitizing individual players to dulling entire pop-
ulations’ aversion to war, from instilling aggression to legitimizing racial vio
lence. But games are often controversial because they take on important issues 
that are themselves controversial. If games were safe media that consistently 
steered clear of difficult topics such as crime, war, racism, and sexual violence, 
then they would forfeit their capacity to provide a critical vantage point. It is 
because games take on difficult issues and spark controversy that they are able to 
promote deeper reflection on moral questions. And this is by no means a feature 
unique to highbrow games that deliberately set out to explore serious issues. Even 
games that are routinely accused of promoting senseless violence have much to 
teach if we approach them in the right way. From Grand Theft Auto’s satire of rac-
ism, to the Modern Warfare series’ disastrous invasion of the Middle East and 
villainous American general, to Super Columbine Massacre RPG!’s exploration of 
the causes of school shootings, games that are charged with being mindless murder 
simulators or with lacking any deep artistic merit can pose important questions 
that reach beyond the game world.

I devote this chapter to exploring some of the dominant approaches video-
games take to raising and exploring moral problems. These include explicit 
moral choice engines, setting boundaries on what actions players can perform, 
rewards and punishments to establish moral context, branching paths at key 
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junctures, and the tangential presentation of moral quandaries as background 
conditions structuring game worlds. These approaches to moral reflection are 
common in games, with some games making use of several at once. Looking at 
the various types of challenges helps to demonstrate that games can, and often 
do, create meaningful moral simulations that make them worthy of being 
treated as thought experiments rather than as mindless entertainment or as 
sources of corruption. The moral challenges games produce are not necessarily 
all deliberate. Some game developers may not intend to take on moral issues, yet 
when a medium empowers players to make decisions within simulated social 
contexts, moral questions are unavoidable. I make no assumptions about devel-
oper intent and instead explore what these various types of challenges look like 
from a player’s perspective.

Mapping out the various moral challenges included in games is essential for 
showing that games have moral significance through their ability to produce 
counterfactuals that invite moral reflection from players. In many cases, these 
challenges are ones that players must solve directly, much as one would solve a 
narrative thought experiment. These are akin to the Trolley Problem, displaced 
into a game setting, although such problems can be portrayed in many different 
ways, depending on how they are embodied in the game mechanics and with 
different effects on the game narrative. In other instances, the moral issues arise 
indirectly in the background of the game narrative or implicitly through inter-
actions with nonplayer characters. Each of the approaches I discuss in this 
chapter has strengths and limitations when it comes to exploring moral ques-
tions, highlighting their significance, and linking them to real-world issues. 
When taken together, the different styles of representing moral challenges show 
that gameplay is highly flexible and that morality is integral to constructing 
meaningful narratives. The styles of moral simulation not only allow games to 
prompt and reward deeper reflection but also help to make games more enjoy-
able and distinctive.

The breadth of the analysis in this chapter forces me to overlook many excel-
lent games that deserve more sustained attention. I encourage readers to use the 
framework I develop (and to expand it). I also focus more on games that I think 
do well in presenting moral challenges with the admission that moral issues are 
not always handled perfectly and that some simulations muddle the issues at 
stake more than clarifying them. There are better and worse ways of executing 
each style of moral simulation, and better and worse ways of integrating them 
into gameplay. Above all, the examples I discuss are a testament to the insight 
that videogames can provide—even when the game in question is widely criti-
cized for having some kind of harmful effect on players. This capacity to explore 
important issues from different perspectives is additional grounds for being 
skeptical about the moral panic attitude toward games and for embracing their 
power to facilitate moral exploration.
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Moral Boundaries

One way of thinking about morality is to look for boundaries demarcating 
acceptable actions from unacceptable ones. After all, moral injunctions are often 
seen as limits on what we can do, or at least what we can do without fear of sanc-
tion. All games impose some boundaries—limiting how high players can jump, 
what areas of the map they can visit, and how many items they can carry. Most 
boundaries arise from attempts to mirror real physics or are necessary because of 
limited processing power, but some are morally significant. No matter how open-
ended they are, most games impose constraints on how players can interact with 
other characters, which establish that certain acts are simply impossible within 
the game space. Such actions are just as impossible as jumping higher than the 
physics engine will allow or venturing beyond the boundaries of the map. That 
is, they are impossible within the normal confines of the game and can only be 
achieved if players cheat in some way.

Violence against children is a prime example of a moral rule built into most 
videogames. The first and second games in the Fallout series drew criticism for 
permitting attacks on children and even assigning players the “child killer” sta-
tus for doing so. Later installments of the series made it impossible for play-
ers to attack children, and it remains unusual for any role-playing game to 
permit this. Bullets and punches pass straight through the intended victims, 
leaving the children unharmed. Developers may also simply omit children 
to prevent violence against them. For all the blood and guts in No Russian, 
there is a conspicuous absence of children. No major airport in the world 
would be populated exclusively by adults, but despite its pretense of realisti-
cally simulating terrorism, the mission censors the attacks by removing under-
aged victims.

Every narrative game must incorporate some tacit moral structure, even if it 
is unintentional, simply because games are finite and some decisions must fall 
outside the scope of what they are able to simulate. This means that moral bound
aries may exist even if developers do not mean to create them. If they fail to 
establish the requisite gameplay mechanics for extreme actions for any reason, 
then these are de facto beyond the game’s normative range. For example, despite 
concerns over videogames simulating rape and pedophilia, it is rare to find 
games in which these (especially the latter) are possible. Developers might not 
always intend to forbid these actions, but they are forbidden all the same if players 
are unable to simulate them. Games therefore establish a kind of moral architec-
ture as boundaries are created, all without labeling actions or the need for explicit 
moralizing. Thus, at the most basic level, we can say that games impose absolute 
moral limits that are embedded in the game rules. These limits may not be explicit, 
but they offer clues into which behaviors are normal within the game space and 
which are in some sense unthinkable.
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In a slight variation on this style, games may allow acts that are clearly wrong 
but make them obstacles, such that crossing a moral boundary results in a loss. 
One of the most familiar instances of this is the punishment for killing civilians 
in first-person shooters and shooting simulations. From classic shooting games, 
such as Lethal Enforcers and Virtual Cop, to games using real actors, such as Mad 
Dog McCree and Crime Patrol, to the current generation of military first-person 
shooters, such as the Call of Duty and Battlefield series, civilians have been incor-
porated as obstacles that players must avoid harming during gunfights. In most 
cases, civilians can be killed—players can murder or incidentally attack the wrong 
person during a gunfight—but this causes players to lose a life or fail a mission. 
This makes the games more complex by preventing players from instinctively 
shooting anything that moves and forcing them to instead evaluate each target. 
The rules construct a repetitive moral and strategic choice that acts as a barrier 
against advancement on par with the enemies themselves, thereby asserting the 
wrongness of certain decisions on the use of force by making it impossible to play 
the game well without playing the game morally. These two senses of being “good” 
in the game are collapsed into one. Playing the game well demands staying within 
the moral boundaries that are embedded in the rules. In this case, the moral 
boundary can be transgressed, but only to a small extent, before the transgres-
sions bring gameplay to a halt.

Games may also establish moral boundaries that are enforced by characters 
within the game world. Virtually every role-playing game, including those in 
the Fallout, Elder Scrolls, and Baldur’s Gate series, treats stealing as wrong. Play-
ers can steal without losing a life or having to restart, but if they are caught in 
the act by nonplayer characters (NPCs), they can expect overwhelming retalia-
tion. Picking up someone else’s property can lead an entire town to turn against 
players in Skyrim and establishes just as strong a sense of moral reproach as 
when the game simply punishes players by removing health. Here the boundary 
comes not from a direct punishment in the game itself but instead from a norm 
that is consistently enforced by NPCs acting collectively. In each of these ways, 
moral norms are tacitly introduced into the game as boundaries on acceptable 
action, often without the need for explicit judgments of whether the player’s 
character or choices are good or evil.

Moral Alignments

Perhaps the simplest and most overt way of explicitly incorporating moral eval-
uations into a game is by assigning a moral alignment. In these instances, a 
game asks players to choose their alignment at the outset, then leaves little or no 
room for players to revise those values as the game progresses. Nonplayer char-
acters may likewise have overt alignments that offer clues about what to expect 
from their behavior and how they should be treated. This type of moral system 
was popularized by role-playing games, especially those from Dungeons and 



The Many Faces of Moral Reflection  •  119

Dragons (D&D). The appeal is easy to understand. In paper and pencil games, 
morality is relevant, but it may be difficult to incorporate dynamic moral evalu-
ations alongside other considerations, such as fighting skills and magical pow-
ers. With dungeon masters managing dozens of characters, it is helpful to have 
some sense of what their beliefs and values are without the responsibility of 
making them all fully developed people who can grow and change.

Baldur’s Gate, like most other role-playing games using the D&D rules, 
includes nine alignments that not only express moral sensibilities but also the 
characters’ attitudes toward social rules. The alignments are lawful good, neutral 
good, chaotic good, lawful neutral, true neutral, chaotic neutral, lawful evil, neu-
tral evil, and chaotic evil. According to the D&D rules, the spectrum from good 
to evil is primarily meant to gauge qualities such as respect for life and altruism 
versus selfishness.1 The spectrum from lawful to chaotic indicates whether char-
acters pursue those goals in a way that is consistent with societal norms and 
official rules. The two axes therefore distinguish between fundamental moral 
values and the methods of enacting those values in a particular social context. 
This makes it possible to capture divergence between these moral identities, 
such as when a good character flouts the law through vigilantism.

Nonplayer characters also come with their own moral alignments, which 
dictate their actions and how they relate to other characters. The divergent sen-
sibilities are most evident when dealing with NPC teammates. Nonplayer char-
acters are more manageable when they agree with the player character’s values, 
and teams are easier to keep together when all members share roughly the same 
orientation. This group dynamic is among the most interesting features of the 
moral alignment system. Even though these games suggest that people have strict 
and clear moral codes that can be labeled good and evil, they indicate that there is 
a social aspect of morality such that people who collectively hold good or evil val-
ues will get along. There may therefore be group norms that organize life even for 
those who viciously attack outsiders. Heterogeneous teams erupt into violent 
conflicts, which makes the combination of good and evil personalities more 
destructive than homogeneous teams of either type.

There is much to dislike about fixed moral alignments. They are unrealisti-
cally rigid and formulaic, neglect capacities for growth and change, and impose 
more order onto moral decisions than we experience in real life. What person is 
truly so predictable as to consistently follow a moral alignment across different 
types of decisions? Nevertheless, it is important to avoid undervaluing these 
games’ capacities to provoke moral reflection. One of the foremost benefits of 
this style of simulating ethics is that it makes morality overt and unavoidable. 
Subtler methods of posing ethical quandaries may lead unreflective players to 
overlook the moral weight of their actions. When moral status is attached to 
each character, including the player’s own character, and influences gameplay, it 
is an unavoidable issue that must weigh into key decisions and the management 
of groups. Player forums even reveal fairly sophisticated discussions of the 
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significance of choosing one alignment over others, in which players reflect on 
their own personal values and how this relates to choices about which align-
ment to select.2

Another interesting implication of the alignment system is that there are 
multiple routes to being moral or immoral, depending on whether the route is 
chaotic, lawful, or neutral. It suggests that one need not follow a linear path 
through moral decisions or even employ the identical types of reasoning when 
attempting to be good or evil. Despite the static nature of this alignment sys-
tem, this degree of moral complexity is more nuanced than the sliding good 
versus evil scales that I discuss in the next section.

Omniscient Evaluations

Some games assign explicit moral alignments but allow them to change. Players 
are not confined to a particular identity and can find themselves moving from 
one to another—even crossing between good and evil alignments. This more 
accurately reflects the dynamic character of moral decision-making and the 
realities of personal development while still making morality explicit and a 
core element of the narrative. However, in contrast to the fixed moral align-
ment system, moral choice engines usually locate players along a sliding scale 
between good and evil extremes without distinguishing between different ways 
of being good and evil.

Fallout 3 is a prime example of this style. Its karma system moves along a 
scale ranging from −1000 (extremely bad) to 1000 (extremely good) each time 
players make an important decision, whether it is killing an NPC, blowing up a 
town, or rescuing slaves. Choices are weighted, with more serious actions, such 
as murder, producing a larger shift in karma than minor infractions, such as 
theft. Following the actions, changes are displayed on the screen alongside the 
number of experience points obtained. This serves as a constant reminder that 
every action has moral implications, and provides immediate feedback about 
what those implications are. The reminders informing players that they have 
gained or lost karma are particularly important because they create the sense 
that evaluations are coming from the game itself, with NPCs only reacting to a 
change that is an objective feature of the world. This is reinforced by the term 
karma, which refers to a kind of cosmic evaluation of a person’s actions that 
exists regardless of whether they are seen. This stands in sharp contrast to later 
installments in the Fallout series, such as Fallout 4, in which NPCs seem to be 
making moral evaluations based on their own judgments rather than respond-
ing to an objective moral status.

Players of Fallout 3 can check their karma score at any time by looking at 
their stats, a further reminder of the role decisions have in building individual 
character alongside practical skills. The game even attaches names to players 
based on their karma and experience levels, giving them a sense of what people 
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in the game world actually think about the character. The names become more 
extreme as players gain experience, which suggests that the moral status depends 
not only on how decisions are made but also on the overall importance of the 
decisions and how they establish patterns of behavior. For example, players can 
start with the status of Vault Guardian, Vault Dweller, or Vault Delinquent, 
depending on whether their low-experience character is good, neutral, or bad. By 
the time they reach level thirty, they are labeled Messiah, True Mortal, or Devil 
for the same orientations. It is revealing that the highest level of neutral align-
ment is equated with humanness, while pure moral categories are profoundly 
inhuman. The game makes no secret of its expectation that normal people walk a 
narrow line between good and evil. The game world changes as a player’s karma 
score shifts up or down. Characters in the game react to players based on the 
karma score and become more friendly or hostile accordingly. Certain factions 
attack players who belong to a different moral alignment, although in practice 
this does not have a major impact on the game because the good and evil fac-
tions are roughly equivalent.

InFAMOUS includes a karma system with similar effects on the course of the 
game. As in Fallout 3, players are labeled with titles that reflect their orienta-
tions. The good scale ranges from Protector to True Hero. The evil scale ranges 
from Thug to Infamous. A karma meter provides visual clues about which path 
the player is on and signals the game’s evaluations of each decision. The player 
avatars and their actions also change, becoming more aggressive or noble in their 
mannerisms and language. As players reach higher levels, their reputation 
spreads to provoke stronger positive or negative reactions from NPCs. Fable II 
likewise includes a sliding scale between good and evil that is affected by interac-
tions with other characters. However, some of its evaluations are strange and of 
questionable moral significance. Eating carrots and celery increases one’s moral 
status, while eating chicken or drinking alcohol has a corrupting influence.

Mass Effect deviates from the single binary scale by introducing two differ
ent scales: Paragon and Renegade. The latter is not so much an evil rating as it is 
an indicator of aggression and moral disengagement. Because these are inde
pendent qualities, players can advance on both simultaneously or prioritize one 
over the other. This produces arrangements that are akin to the lawful-chaotic 
character alignments in addition to shaping the character’s moral identity. 
Developing higher scores on either scale opens more dialogue options and can 
change the gameplay. Mass Effect 2 experiments with a percentage system in 
which the proportion of Paragon to Renegade points becomes more important 
than the overall number of points but with a similar effect of creating a moral 
system that has less to do with being good or evil than with how aggressively 
the protagonist acts when completing missions.

Star Wars: Jedi Knight: Dark Forces II is a particularly interesting example of 
the moral scale because of how evaluations attach to the character. Here, moral-
ity is contextualized in terms of how far players have drifted toward the dark 
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side or light side. Nonplayer characters do not give strong responses to this tran-
sition, and it has little effect on the game narrative until the end, yet the game 
attempts to show that the decisions mark a deeply rooted character transforma-
tion. It is largely invisible to others, but it is real in the sense of corrupting the 
character at a fundamental level that players themselves are unable to reverse 
after a critical threshold. The morality score does not come from how players 
respond to moral decisions, as in most other games with explicit moral evalua-
tions, but rather from the choice to invest in light- or dark-side powers. It is 
therefore the result of training more than actions. One gets the sense that the 
reputation cost associated with a specific action is of secondary importance and 
that what really matters is what the player decides to become through deliber-
ate educational choices.

Games that present explicit moral dilemmas and that explicitly evaluate the 
character’s moral status are often criticized for taking a simplistic approach to 
moral issues and failing to recognize the gray area between extreme good and 
evil choices. Above all, critics attack a perceived lack of realism in the choices 
and the resulting moral statuses. Miguel Sicart says that games such as Fable and 
Knights of the Old Republic are “fundamentally flawed” because the decisions 
they include are largely procedural matters about which path to take through the 
games and not genuine moral dilemmas.3 That is, the decisions do not engage real 
thinking about morality because they are so deeply embedded within a particular 
game choice. Michael Heron and Pauline Belford say of explicit moral decisions 
like those in Fallout 3 that “moral choices then become flattened down into mere 
narrative flavouring rather than a reflection of an individual’s ethical makeup. 
Moral choices within games are thus shallow and lack the ability to truly offer us 
an opportunity to reflect on the actions we have taken.”4 Grant Tavinor criticizes 
these kinds of games for introducing unrealistic problems, saying that “the fic-
tional worlds of videogames are usually populated by moral caricatures rather than 
realistic ethical beings, where characters do things for morally banal reasons, 
and where the impacts of their actions are hardly ever revisited or reflected on.”5 
Rather than encountering NPCs who are like ordinary people, players confront 
Nazis, aliens, superhumans, and zombies.

These commentators are right in noting that games routinely produce unre-
alistic and extreme moral challenges, especially when moral choice engines are a 
key element of gameplay. However, this is often unavoidable given the kinds of 
problems games establish. Playable characters are not ordinary people; they are 
immensely powerful, world-changing figures for whom decisions have far-
reaching, extreme effects. The Power of the Atom quest that I discussed previ-
ously is a prime example of this. The quest does seem somewhat ridiculous because 
of the suggestion that one person could ever choose whether to destroy an 
entire city. This is certainly something that most people could never approxi-
mate in their daily lives. Nevertheless, if one did encounter this scenario, it 
seems likely that it would be resolved in some way that would either be extremely 
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good or extremely bad, with little possibility of a neutral outcome. Given the 
choice of whether to detonate a nuclear bomb and destroy a town, it is difficult 
to see how there might be a middle ground. And given the immense influence 
players have over game worlds, actions with extreme moral implications natu-
rally follow.

Even more importantly, these criticisms overlook the value of extreme and 
unrealistic scenarios—they recapitulate the arguments that thought experi-
ments lose their value when they take on unrealistic cases, which again highlights 
the utility of that comparison. Unrealistic scenarios can be valuable precisely 
because they are unrealistic. A lack of realism may make it more difficult to bridge 
the gap between fiction and reality, yet it can also be valuable to disregard realism 
when this helps to focus on a specific moral issue or transforms a familiar prob
lem. Even extreme cases in which the right answer seems to be as clear as the deci-
sion of whether to destroy a town can provide useful practice that can help us 
clarify our moral values, thereby making tough cases less difficult. This is why 
some of the classic thought experiments from philosophy involve unusual sce-
narios such as surgically joining bodies to share organs or manipulating brains in 
vats to create perceptions.6 Thought experiments routinely involve scenarios that 
we would not be surprised to see in games because they are deliberately con-
structed to present extreme choices that are able to focus attention on a specific 
puzzle. Thought experiments in philosophy and in games need not be realistic if 
they in some way problematize our assumptions or if they help to clarify our 
intuitions.

Rowan Tulloch correctly points out that games with moral choice engines 
tend to take a pedagogical attitude toward players, as though they are evaluat-
ing decisions from a position of moral certainty and critiquing decisions in a 
way that presupposes moral truths.7 This feeling is especially strong when games 
issue abstract judgments that seem to come from the world itself rather than 
embodying them in the attitudes of specific characters. However, Tulloch over-
states the pedagogical overtones by arguing that in-game rewards, such as 
health and skills, reinforce the moral lessons by encouraging players to conform 
to the game’s sense of what is right. Most games reward good and bad decisions 
in roughly equal ways, which is essential for keeping a game balanced. Bad deci-
sions usually result in more immediate rewards, especially financial rewards, 
which can help early on. Good decisions tend to be the safer long-term invest-
ment. This means that games with explicit moral evaluations do strike a peda-
gogical note, but they also shy away from making this too heavy-handed by 
introducing parallel rewards and punishments. This reveals some degree of dis-
comfort with disrupting gameplay for the sake of moralizing.

Even more significant is that developers tend to abandon the pedagogical 
tone whenever decisions become ambiguous. The Oasis and Free Labor quests 
from Fallout 3 illustrate this. In both cases, the divergent quest branches do not 
result in the usual karmic rewards or punishments, so the game avoids passing 
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judgment on the status of euthanasia or the permissibility of revolutions that 
result in anarchy. This break in the game’s evaluations underscores the complex-
ity of the decisions by violating players’ expectations that their actions will pro-
duce some kind of judgment. The game only asserts that there are better and 
worse ways of achieving these goals by imposing some karmic costs if players enact 
their decisions with excessive violence. These quests reveal a more sophisticated 
use of moral choice engines than Power of the Atom (which does classify choices 
as either good or evil), as well as borrowing from fixed moral alignments by indi-
cating that there are more lawful or chaotic approaches to good or bad actions. 
The moral choice still exists even though the method of evaluation has changed 
somewhat. Players are encouraged to think about the decision within a broader 
context of the karma system and the implications each choice will have on their 
status. Nevertheless, at the moment of action, it is unclear what judgment the 
game will provide. It is at this point that quests like Power of the Atom show their 
true utility. Such quests signal the importance of moral reasoning and give a false 
sense that karmic rewards will always be clear. Then, when truly difficult deci-
sions arise, players who want to anticipate the game’s response to moral ambi-
guity must think carefully about how they wish to proceed and attempt to 
predict what consequences their decisions will have.

Multiple Voices

One way of incorporating moral choices without drawing criticism for unreal-
istically extreme scenarios or explicit moralizing with a pedagogical tone is to 
relocate the judgment mechanisms from an objective moral rank like the karma 
system to informal mechanisms arising from nonplayer characters. This gives a 
sense that moral evaluations are subjective opinions coming from other charac-
ters rather than objective features of the world players inhabit. This subjective 
style of judgment is often used in games with fixed alignments as well as in those 
with moral choice engines, since a diverse array of reactions to a particular type of 
content makes for more interesting interpersonal interactions. However, some 
role-playing games make this the dominant form of moral evaluation, such that 
moral judgments only come from other characters and never from seemingly 
objective game rules. With massive worlds full of nonplayer characters, it is possi
ble to have them serve as the mouthpieces for judgments. The social aspect of this 
kind of judgment also makes it closer to how we receive feedback in the real world, 
as our own sense of moral identity comes largely from peers and not from some 
kind of invisible metric that tracks everything we do.

The Fallout series has shown an evolution toward heavier reliance on this style 
of framing moral identity. The moral valuations in Fallout 4 come through most 
clearly when players receive praise or blame from NPC companions. Nonplayer 
characters speak out for or against the player’s choices and present a range of differ
ent perspectives that more accurately capture the range of responses people might 
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have to decisions rather than seeing them as simply good or evil. Nonplayer charac-
ters’ attitudes are also expressed through text messages that appear in the corner of 
the screen after players do something morally significant. For example, if players 
assist in espionage while partnering with the antiauthoritarian Piper, the game will 
display a message saying “Piper didn’t like that.” Acting against an NPC’s prefer-
ences too often can cause that character to leave, while satisfying them can build a 
stronger relationship and even lead to romance. Because players can only have one 
companion at a time, they cannot gain multiple perspectives on a particular deci-
sion. Thus, in a given playthrough, players will only discover NPCs’ attitudes one 
at a time as they react to players’ choices. This makes the moral dimension of 
gameplay more central even as the evaluations become less overt. Players must not 
only be attentive to the moral significance of their actions but also mindful of 
which companion will match their moral reasoning style and how their relation-
ship with the companion will change as a result of the choices that are made.

Factional alignments are similar to the evaluations that come from NPCs 
and allies, though in the context of game narratives these reflect a sense of insti-
tutional norms held by a group of characters rather than personal beliefs. There 
may even be variations between characters within an organization, despite their 
common cause. Fallout 4 takes this approach as well, with a main quest that 
gives players the choice of joining one of four factions struggling for control over 
the Commonwealth. Each faction has its own values, and each imposes unique 
demands on how players should act. Fallout 4’s Minutemen have a hopeful vision 
of rebuilding the Commonwealth with independent settlements. They embody 
a sense of beneficence, yet they are relatively weak and decentralized, which ren-
ders them unable to provide adequate security. The Underground Railroad 
works to preserve the freedom of Synth androids and embodies an abolitionist 
spirit but lacks a credible political and moral platform beyond this and resorts to 
questionable methods. The Institute is secretive and violent, but it is guided by 
scientific goals and has the greatest potential for rebuilding. Finally, the Broth-
erhood of Steel is militant and seeks an android genocide but clings to tradi-
tional moral values and has the power to enforce order in a chaotic location.

No group is purely good or bad. Their motives and methods are mixed to the 
point that there is something to like and hate about each—to say nothing at all 
of the variations between individual group members. This leaves room for rea-
sonable disagreement about which faction truly offers the best future for the 
postapocalyptic world. Each has its advantages and disadvantages in terms of 
gameplay, as well as unique quests, items, and allies. This leaves the game’s dif-
ficulty fairly balanced regardless of what choice players make but changes the 
story to such an extent that the decision still feels meaningful. Helping one 
faction succeed actually transforms the environment and leads to changes in 
the kinds of NPCs players encounter when venturing outside the main quest. 
Playing Fallout 4 or games with similar factional alignment systems presents an 
extended moral dilemma in which players must weigh costs and benefits of 
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membership that are ambiguous and continually changing. Fallout: New Vegas 
likewise provides a four-faction choice, with a similar challenge of balancing a 
complex assortment of costs and benefits.

Far Cry 4 introduces a simpler version of the factional alignment decision, 
albeit one that raises similar questions about the nature of legitimate political 
authority. The story is loosely based on Nepal’s Maoist insurgency, set in the 
fictional country of Kyrat. Players take the role of an American of Kyrati descent 
who travels to the remote country and is caught up in the war between King 
Pagan Min and the Golden Path rebellion. Players find themselves torn between 
two different factions within the resistance group, which represent opposing tra-
ditionalist and progressive standpoints and differing policies on the country’s 
drug trade. Players intercede to determine which side the organization favors, 
helping to structure its ideology. The winning faction ultimately takes over the 
government to enact terrible policies, such as enslaving or persecuting rival politi
cal dissidents. Players must then decide whether to kill the leader of the Golden 
Path in an effort to end a new type of tyrannical government. The game raises 
some uncomfortable questions about the future of war-ravaged countries and 
their prospects for restoring stability, without providing clear answers. As with 
Fallout 4 and Fallout: New Vegas, the complexity of the group value systems has 
led to lengthy debates on gaming forums about which of the suboptimal endings 
available is truly best, which in turn generates conversations about which policies 
governments should pursue and how coercive security should be balanced against 
the protection of individual liberties.8

Branching Paths

Another way of creating moral decisions and promoting reflective gameplay 
without imposing clear standards on players is to create branching paths that 
are not explicitly judged as better or worse than alternatives. Fallout 4’s faction 
system is an instance of this, with different factions having their own story arcs, 
but games need not introduce factions to create this effect. Life Is Strange offers 
an elaborate branching structure in which decisions not only determine the 
ending, as is the case in many games that include moral choice engines, but also 
dictate the course of myriad events throughout the game. Some decisions even 
build on each other in ways that cause path dependency, such that players who 
make different initial choices end up facing different dilemmas later.

Life Is Strange tells the story of Max Caulfield, a teenage girl who has to 
navigate the usual challenges associated with growing up and interacting with 
friends, as well as the immense burden of discovering that she is able to travel a 
few seconds back in time to revise her actions. Gameplay revolves around dia-
logue choices that explicitly signal the possibility of a branching path in the 
narrative. Life Is Strange does not label the moral worth of decisions; there is no 
gauge moving up or down with each choice. And yet, the game does remind 
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players of the immense moral weight of each action because the time travel 
mechanic encourages experimentation. Once players make a decision, they may 
rewind time and test the effects of choosing a different option. This provides 
opportunities to take different branches in the narrative a few seconds into the 
future to see their immediate outcomes.

The game is particularly effective in showing how choices lead Max to become 
a particular type of person—at least in the eyes of others—thereby incorporating 
the interpersonal style of moral evaluation I discussed previously with reference 
to Fallout 4. For example, at one point, players have to decide whether to stop a 
security guard who is bullying a student. Helping the student will have players 
branded as troublemakers by the guard and good friends by the student. Failing 
to intervene will avoid upsetting the guard but disrupt Max’s friendship. Even 
with the ability to rewind and try both approaches, players cannot truly have it 
both ways. Only the immediate outcome is visible, so players must think carefully 
about which strand of the narrative they want to follow into the next encounter. 
To underscore the significance of decisions, the game reminds players that “this 
action will have consequences” whenever they reach an intersection. Thus, time 
travel and the abundance of moral choices that have a substantive effect on the 
game narrative come together to make players reflect deeply about their choices, 
creating what Luis de Miranda calls “an existential simulator.”9

Max remembers what happened before she traveled through time; the NPCs 
do not. At several points, the game makes entirely new choices possible based on 
the knowledge gleaned from choices that were already made. For example, at one 
point, players have the choice between looking at a friend’s discarded pregnancy 
test, which will have them chastised by the friend for being too nosy, or ignoring 
the test altogether and leaving their friend without emotional support. Looking 
at the test once and then traveling back in time makes it possible to avoid offend-
ing the friend while still having the knowledge needed to provide assistance. 
What is particularly interesting in these cases is that the time travel ability is not 
actually necessary for making the ideal decision. Players can choose to take the 
delicate option first by seeing books about maternity on the friend’s shelf and 
using these to draw an inference without searching through the friend’s trash. 
The lesson here is therefore one that transfers readily from the game world—to 
be aware that choices may be more complex than they initially appear, that care-
ful observation is vital, and that anticipating another person’s reactions helps to 
generate new interpersonal communication strategies. The game reiterates this 
later when players must attempt to talk a friend out of suicide without the abil-
ity to rewind, relying only on their past treatment of the friend and memory of 
interactions with her. It is a frustrating moment for many players but vital for 
teaching a lesson about overreliance on a fictional game mechanic when real 
judgment skills are more dependable.

Perhaps the greatest advantage of this rewind mechanic is that players can 
experiment with decisions and reflect on their outcomes without having to 
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replay the game. Studies of how players navigate moral challenges show that 
players tend to be good the first time through but that they prefer experimenta-
tion with neutral and immoral perspectives upon subsequent attempts. The 
problem is that many games are too long for players to go through more than 
once.10 Being able to experiment with different choices and the immediate reac-
tions they provoke lowers the barrier against testing various moral strategies. 
Another interesting feature of Life Is Strange is that after completing each epi-
sode players can see how their own decisions compared to those of other play-
ers. They get a sense of what the dominant perspective is on the optimal course 
of action through the game dilemmas. There is no right or wrong answer to 
these problems, which is part of what makes them so interesting. Nevertheless, 
comparing one’s own choices against the trends encourages players to revisit 
their decisions and to reflect on whether they would act differently with the 
benefit of hindsight. Thus, Life Is Strange continually underscores the impor-
tance of choice, and of moral choice in particular. It largely avoids the pedagogi-
cal tone of other games by entrusting evaluations to the game’s NPCs and to 
the innovative peer-feedback mechanic.

Rewards and Punishments

Regardless of whether games introduce explicit moral decisions that are quanti-
fied according to a moral calculus or present decisions implicitly, they generally 
offer rewards and punishments. These introduce material considerations into 
moral decisions, such that doing something bad might be more tempting because 
of the potential profit. This can make decisions feel weightier by not only raising 
the personal stakes of a decision but also potentially altering subsequent gameplay. 
However, as Heron and Belford point out, the consequences tend to make slight 
changes to game narratives or the items available without significantly altering the 
overall difficulty. They rightly point out that balancing gameplay is essential and 
that games could be considerably less fun if the outcomes of good and evil choices 
were asymmetric. As they put it, “Ludic considerations of game balance and play-
ability virtually mandate that the distribution of benefits and penalties applied by 
taking one moral path through the game should be roughly mirrored by the end 
of the game if you take the other.”11

BioShock offers one of the most famous examples of how the effects of radi-
cally different choices are gradually smoothed out to the point that rewards and 
punishments for good and evil paths are roughly symmetrical. The game’s cen-
tral and recurring dilemma is whether to harvest young girls called Little Sisters 
for ADAM, a substance that allows players to gain genetic modifications that 
assist in combat. Players face an explicit moral dilemma of whether to rescue the 
girls for a small ADAM benefit or kill them for a larger payoff. Killing is the more 
rewarding short-term strategy, but players who refuse to do this are rewarded later 
in the game with additional ADAM as a gift. The choice therefore has limited 
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influence on the course of the game or its overall difficulty. Being good only 
makes a modest addition to the initial difficulty curve.

One of the strangest quests in Fallout 4 comes when players discover the 
USS Constitution stranded on land in the middle of the Commonwealth. The 
ship’s crew of dysfunctional robots asks players for help repairing it and defending 
it against scavengers. As players recover spare parts needed to repair the ship, they 
confront the scavengers’ leader, who asks players to defect and help the scavengers. 
A choice emerges through this dialogue: help the robots, even though they are not 
human and only need their provisions to fulfill a delusional fantasy of sailing the 
Constitution again, or help the scavengers, who need the provisions to survive, 
even though this would force players to join forces with people of questionable loy-
alty and renege on previous agreements to help the robots. The stark opposition 
between the two groups and the impossibility of favoring both are emphasized 
throughout conversations with the respective leaders. A player’s companion NPC 
may also comment on their ultimate decision of which side to help, delivering a 
few lines of praise or condemnation along with a text notification explicitly stating 
the NPC’s attitude. In many ways, this is a compelling dilemma that raises ques-
tions about whether players have obligations to autonomous machines, and the 
game refuses to give a clear answer. In the end, players receive rewards of weapons 
and experience points regardless of which decision they make. The rewards differ 
and may be more or less attractive depending on players’ preferences, but they are 
commensurate and do not seriously alter the game.

Dishonored takes one of the most interesting approaches to reward-based 
moral evaluation, as it finds a way to significantly alter the game narrative and 
increase difficulty while also adding to the game atmosphere. Dishonored takes 
place in a fantasy city that is threatened by a virulent plague. Players take the role 
of Corvo Attano, a member of the Empress’s bodyguard who is framed for her 
murder. The game follows Corvo’s efforts to assist a resistance group attempting 
to retake the city from those who had the Empress killed. Dishonored is primarily 
a stealth action game. Players have a number of techniques for staying hidden 
from enemies, including special powers such as teleportation and the ability to 
slow time. Players may progress through the levels nonviolently, knocking guards 
unconscious or bypassing them entirely, or they may choose to kill guards with an 
array of guns, grenades, and traps. The game discourages violence to some extent, 
as loud weaponry draws unwanted attention from guards and can lead players to 
be quickly overwhelmed. However, it is often possible to kill silently, and in many 
instances lethal attacks make a mission easier by completely removing the threats 
rather than just temporarily disabling them. The choice between high- and low-
lethality approaches is clearest when players sneak up behind opponents, as they 
are given the option of performing a stealth kill with their sword or knocking 
the victim unconscious.

The game uses player actions to determine the city’s chaos level. Killing more 
people escalates the plague by giving the rats more bodies to eat, leaves more 
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communities and families broken apart by the consequences of a death, causes 
more NPCs to turn hostile, and increases the number of guards present during 
each mission. This amounts to a substantive change of the game’s difficulty but 
one that also works from a gameplay standpoint because it complements the strat-
egy players have chosen. The added difficulty for more violent players comes in the 
form of more opportunities for fighting. Conversely, players who use limited vio
lence and rely heavily on stealth can continue to do this because they face fewer 
guards.

It is important to note that Dishonored employs a different type of under
lying moral reasoning from many other videogames. Whereas most of the 
games I have discussed rely on a virtue-based way of thinking about morality, 
according to which players are marked as being good or evil and bear those 
qualities as character traits, Dishonored employs a consequentialist standard 
that focuses on outcomes. Corvo is not good or evil. Instead, the results of his 
actions have good or bad effects on the game world. This allows players to escape 
any direct moral judgment of their decisions even as the game emphasizes that 
the consequences of their actions go on to have a morally significant effect on 
the world. Nevertheless, the chaos meter is clearly a moral choice engine. It is a 
metric of whether players affect the world in ways that disrupt it or that help it, 
which is to say that it is a metric of the morally significant consequences of play-
ers’ actions. Feedback about moral choices comes at the end of each mission, 
and the game’s final sequence reflects the overall chaos level. Dishonored is fairly 
dark throughout, yet the game reaches something like a happy resolution if 
players maintain a low chaos level.

Implicit Evaluations

So far, I have considered some of the many ways that videogames can introduce 
moral challenges as an element of gameplay. There is no perfect method. Each 
involves trade-offs in terms of balancing difficulty, making choices feel mean-
ingful, and preserving sufficient freedom of action. They are often mixed to 
provide greater complexity and deployed in distinct ways. Part of what makes 
videogames so interesting from a theoretical standpoint is that the methods 
used to simulate moral challenges are constantly changing. Any comprehensive 
taxonomy of the different types of moral evaluations would become quickly 
outdated as new strategies appeared. Explicit moral choices are important for 
overtly placing players in the role of moral agents and forcing them to make 
judgments. Explicit moral choices are thought experiments posed by the game 
and that must be executed with the player’s assistance. They encourage players 
to be engaged with decisions and to think carefully not only about how choices 
will affect the game but also about what they will mean for the player’s charac-
ter. This is especially true when the character has a moral identity or when play-
ers want to take a particular path through the game.
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Although explicit decisions are one important means of exploring morality, 
they do not exhaust the range of morally significant themes in videogames. 
Like films, books, and television shows, videogames also raise issues by explor-
ing them indirectly, without making them into interactive puzzles that must be 
solved to progress. Here the moral issues arise within the narrative and invite 
reflection without involving choices that affect the course of the narrative. Virtu-
ally all narrative-based videogames introduce some moral considerations in this 
way. In many cases, the game worlds are caricatures that embody controversial 
background issues in addition to the dilemmas that players must actively resolve. 
The moral challenges are not entirely reducible to narrative, since they affect the 
overall look and feel of the game as well as how players’ interactions with the game 
are framed. Nevertheless, the background issues tend to be heavily driven by nar-
rative elements and are often created using exposition.

Each of the games that I have discussed in terms of explicit moral choices is 
situated in more complex game narratives that provide overarching commentary 
about how the game world came into existence to begin with. BioShock is based in 
the city of Rapture, a utopia for elites that echoes many of the central themes of 
Ayn Rand’s novel Atlas Shrugged. Players arrive to find that the ideology of indi-
vidualism has resulted in the total collapse of order. As players navigate the city, 
the game reminds them of Rand’s Objectivism with news broadcasts, advertise-
ments, and monuments celebrating that philosophy’s ideals of rugged individual-
ism. The game suggests that this philosophy leads to uncontrollable conflict, and 
as Joseph Packer points out, treats the Objectivists much like the evil Nazi ene-
mies in games like Wolfenstein.12 The game thus makes a tacit argument about 
how unrestrained individualism leads to a Hobbesian state of nature, giving play-
ers the chance to experience the war of all, against all, firsthand. The moral impli-
cations of this are embedded in the game, although players are never directly 
asked to take an attitude toward Objectivism.

In Fallout, it is the naive optimism of the 1950s and enthusiasm for nuclear 
weaponry that create the context for players’ decisions. In Spec Ops: The Line, 
players make several choices about who to shoot and whether to surrender—
choices that are more meaningful because they are situated within a broader con-
text that is shaped by a disastrous U.S. military incursion that inflicts terrible 
harm on innocent civilians. These games encourage us to look for the interplay 
between the individual moral challenges that we face and the overall narrative 
that structures them. Decisions are not isolated but rather follow from a particu
lar type of world that is being modeled along the lines of Objectivist philosophy, 
nuclear imprudence, militarism, or some other system of ideas that has uncom-
fortable implications.

Papers, Please offers a good example of how a game can intersperse direct and 
indirect moral challenges. On its surface, the game is relatively simple. The 
player character is an immigration officer working at a border crossing in the 
fictional country of Arstotzka. The goal of the game is to inspect the passports 
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and supporting documents of people crossing the border and to give correct 
decisions about whether they can enter based on a list of rules that continually 
grows more complex. Players must accurately process a certain number of trav-
elers a day, as they earn a small amount of money for each and can only progress 
by continually earning more. At the end of each day, players receive an overview 
of their finances and risk having a family member become sick or die if there are 
inadequate funds. Players themselves may die if they do not process enough 
travelers or if they make too many mistakes.

Despite the game’s relatively simple mechanics, it continually raises weighty 
moral challenges. As players examine the passports of those attempting to cross 
the border, the travelers plead for admittance, talk about their families, or offer 
bribes. Some of the characters who are caught smuggling drugs claim that they 
were coerced and beg not to be reported to the guards. Some characters may 
be desperate for players to overlook an expired visa or to make an exception to 
the rules, as they are visiting dying family members or fleeing persecution. The 
bribes become more tempting as the game progresses, especially if a family mem-
ber is sick. It is extremely difficult to consistently earn an adequate income as a 
passport control officer who obeys all the rules. However, deciding when to dis-
regard the passport requirements raises myriad challenges. Permitting excep-
tions to the rules or taking bribes leads to citations, prevents players from earning 
money for correctly processing passports, and may ultimately end in the player 
character being arrested. Players also become embroiled in a terrorist plot as a 
shadowy group attempting to overthrow Arstotzka’s government tries to enlist 
their help. Players are therefore forced into a series of explicit moral dilemmas 
that must be resolved to continue the game, while also experiencing a narrative 
context that raises moral questions about legitimate authority and individual 
responsibility.

Heron and Belford argue that Papers, Please externalizes ethical judgments 
because the decisions must be made without a karma system or other device for 
explicitly evaluating decisions. They see this as a major difference from games 
like Fallout 3, and an advancement over what they characterize as more simplis-
tic approaches to morality. I would argue that Papers, Please is an excellent 
game with sophisticated moral choices, but the differences between it and other 
games are really a matter of degree. Papers, Please does not evaluate players 
themselves with a karma metric, yet it does create a framework in which deci-
sions are evaluated morally via rewards and branching narrative paths. The real 
innovation, and what makes the game’s dilemmas feel more compelling than 
many arising in other videogames, is that the moral lens is itself deeply flawed. 
The financial rewards of becoming corrupt are in some sense attached to the 
morally preferable options of undermining an authoritarian government. What 
is right in the government’s eyes involves acting according to orders that appear 
to be unjust. Thus, the game relies on a familiar method of evaluating choices 
but asks us to reconsider what the costs and benefits of the different choices 
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actually mean because of the narrative context in which following orders is 
morally questionable. The game therefore deploys a kind of unreliable moral 
schema akin to an unreliable narrator in a novel. This schema is an indirect moral 
challenge that players cannot question any more than the citizen of an authoritar-
ian state can openly disagree with a nonsensical legal system. It is a background 
condition of life in the game world that is called into question each time an 
explicit moral dilemma arises.

The follow-up game Beholder presents a similar challenge, as players are tasked 
with monitoring tenants living in an apartment complex that is under the control 
of an authoritarian regime. According to the game’s logic, being good entails 
making decisions that we would intuitively consider bad: intruding on privacy, 
assisting in the suppression of dissidents, and helping to imprison people guilty 
of trivial offenses. The implicit morality of the game’s judgment system then 
comes into conflict with the explicit choices, encouraging reflection on both.

BioShock, Fallout, and Papers, Please are examples of games in which players 
must make moral decisions in worlds that are profoundly shaped by narratives 
that pose overarching moral questions and that make each specific decision more 
significant by adding context. It is also possible for games to raise big questions 
through world building and narrative exposition without allowing players to make 
moral decisions for themselves. At times, depriving players of choice may even be 
essential to constructing the background issues. This is especially true when games 
explore the concept of freedom. This is why we should not conflate freedom of 
choice in moral dilemmas with moral complexity.

The Portal series shows that games can raise morally significant issues while 
limiting player agency. The two games in the series follow Chell, a silent protago-
nist who is put through a series of puzzle-solving experiments in the Aperture 
Science’s underground laboratories. In the first game, players navigate these 
experiments while being guided by the voice of GLaDOS, who players later dis-
cover is a robot. Over the course of the game, GLaDOS goes from a slightly 
eccentric overseer to a dangerous and dishonest enemy. Her comments become 
increasingly hostile, and eventually she attempts to kill Chell.

Portal 2 features commentary from the equally eccentric Cave Johnson, who 
is continually mentioning the harmful side effects of tests after they are per-
formed. For example, “Just a heads-up: That coffee we gave you earlier had fluo
rescent calcium in it so we can track the neuronal activity in your brain. There’s 
a slight chance the calcium could harden and vitrify your frontal lobe.” The 
games emphasize Chell’s lack of autonomy by making her a silent and, accord-
ing to the game’s other characters, unintelligent protagonist. She has no ability 
to speak in her defense and cannot attempt to persuade GLaDOS to release her 
from the testing. Chell must simply endure the tests until she can attempt to 
flee. Other characters’ suspicions that Chell is stupid and mute are evidence 
that they do not value her life and that they have rationalized her instrumental 
treatment. Portal does not present players with any moral dilemmas, and it does 
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not offer much freedom of choice, at least in terms of shaping the game narra-
tive. Players are free to decide how they will navigate each of the game’s many 
puzzle sections, but they must follow a linear course through the game narra-
tive. This is fitting for a human lab rat whose life is carefully scripted by experi-
mental manipulations. To become Chell, players must lose their autonomy.

Although the Portal series does not directly pose explicit moral challenges to 
overcome, the games raise many moral issues as background conditions in the 
game world, not least of which is that Chell is being subjected to dangerous tests 
against her will. The game narrative calls attention to the plight of humans and 
animals who suffer in the name of scientific progress—those who are deprived of 
their autonomy for a real or illusory greater good. Becoming a test subject who is 
exposed to constant danger without an escape route underscores the wrongness 
of denying individual autonomy.13

Moral Choice in Multiplayer Games

Single-player games often have more of a social character than is immediately vis
ible. Fans form communities, discuss games in online forums, watch YouTube 
gameplay footage, and generate new content through modding. Even when play is 
solitary, the practices surrounding it present opportunities for interacting with 
others. The group character of gaming is essential to understanding games’ moral 
importance, as interpersonal contact provides venues in which players can com-
ment on the moral themes in games and reflect on their simulated decisions. As 
I have pointed out and will cover in more detail later, some of the best evidence 
of players’ moral engagement comes from discussions among fans. However, it 
is also important to recognize the limitations of the group life surrounding 
single-player games. When interactions and a sense of community are largely 
extrinsic to a single-player game, players may experience moral decision-making 
in games as being solitary by avoiding fan communities. The same is not true of 
multiplayer games, in which decisions can implicate other players directly.

Just as in single-player games, moral problems arising in multiplayer games 
take place against the backdrop of a game narrative and are facilitated by the 
game rules. The difference is that in the former case challenges are largely pro-
duced by the developers and embedded in the game narrative, while in the latter 
they may be caused by contact with other players. These exchanges are shaped 
by the formal rules of the game but nevertheless arise because of decisions made 
by other players. Actions become more real in the sense that players do not simply 
interact with the simulation but also act with other people through the simula-
tion. Intentions and consequences can then reach beyond the game world. The 
types of moral challenges also tend to differ in form. Whereas most of the deci-
sions in single-player games are simulated high-stakes matters of life and death, 
the interactions in multiplayer games are more likely to involve interpersonal 
contact that includes verbal abuse and symbolic displays of disrespect. In more 
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extreme cases, the interactions might lead to the theft of virtual property or the 
destruction of avatars.

Multiplayer game worlds provide structures in which moral challenges arise, 
helping to determine what challenges are possible and how they may be resolved. 
For example, virtual theft can only exist when players have property and when 
they have an ability to steal. Multiplayer games may be built to preclude theft by 
not permitting players to accumulate property, restricting the transference of 
goods, or punishing players who are caught stealing. There is a vast difference 
between what significance these actions have based not only on the rules of 
the game but also on the tacit rules that develop between players. Stealing may 
be technically permitted while still being shunned by players. Camping in mul-
tiplayer shooters (hiding in one place to ambush more daring competitors) is a 
prime example of a practice that games allow but that is widely reviled and con-
sidered to be a breach of etiquette because it slows the pace of combat and feels 
unfair. Multiplayer games therefore have an agenda-setting role that is exercised 
by preventing specific types of relationships and allowing others, but players 
can develop their own rules that further structure the moral considerations at 
work. Thus, formal rules encoded into the game exist alongside social rules gen-
erated by players; the former act like physical laws that cannot be altered, while 
the latter are akin to the group norms that regulate behavior in ordinary life.

The norms that develop between players but that are not inscribed in the game 
itself depend on a collective understanding of what the rules are. They are pro-
duced and sustained by the players and contribute to the construction of the 
world by giving it a social context in addition to the formal context established 
by the rules that work through the game itself. Much of the misconduct in mul-
tiplayer games consists in players obeying formal rules but abusing the social 
rules by going beyond what others have consented to. They may exploit the pos-
sibilities of the space to take unexpected predatory actions against other play-
ers. In this way, they may act unethically toward other players, taking advantage 
of trust and degrading the collective norms. This is not a serious moral breach, 
especially when it does not inflict physical harm, but it is nevertheless real. 
After all, the stakes of multiplayer games can be high, with people investing 
considerable time and money that may be lost when some players act wrongly.14

The rules of the game world help to structure the moral interactions between 
players and are the enabling conditions that determine what types of moral 
issues may arise through interactions. Games that permit players to kill each 
other raise the possibility of virtual murder. Those that allow players to have 
property and to transfer that property to others create the possibility of virtual 
theft. At the same time, games that prevent players from fighting, that do not 
allow players to have property, or restrict the transference of goods may ensure 
that these kinds of misconduct are not reproduced in the game world. Every 
multiplayer game must rely on interpersonal communication, which brings with 
it a host of challenges related to verbal abuse and intimidation that may or may 
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not be policed by content filters. Moreover, the greater the scope of freedom in 
a formal sense, the more opportunities exist for players to mistreat each other 
by refusing to abide by social conventions.

At first glance, it might seem reasonable to think that aggressive actions 
taken against human-controlled avatars are more morally significant than those 
taken against computer-controlled avatars. It might seem like there is a differ-
ence between the virtual killing of an avatar controlled by a human player and 
one controlled by a computer. The former is a proxy for an autonomous person 
who is a moral agent capable of taking on rights and responsibilities; the latter 
exists only as lines of code. Throughout the book, I have argued that the lack of 
agency behind computer-controlled avatars is what exempts them from moral 
consideration—avatars are not real and therefore not worthy of being granted the 
same respect owed to persons. When it comes to multiplayer games, the people 
behind the avatars are moral agents and deserve respect as such.

Mediation complicates interactions with other people somewhat by trans-
forming the structure of interpersonal communication. This is true of all types 
of mediation, such as telephones and email, and is not unique to games. Interac-
tions in multiplayer games are usually facilitated by digital avatars. This change in 
form is significant, as some of the rights and responsibilities that are attached to 
our bodies become transformed or fail to apply when we extend ourselves 
through a nonphysical medium. One of the most basic human rights is the right 
to life, which is the right to not be harmed by other people.15 This right creates an 
obligation for all other moral actors to respect our physical integrity and not act 
in ways that harm or endanger us. Many other rights derive from this. For exam-
ple, when a person’s life is threatened, we generally recognize that person to have a 
right to self-defense against the aggressor. The right to life and the ability to act in 
self-defense are among the most basic and important components of rights the-
ory, which underlies many of our moral norms as well as domestic and interna-
tional laws. However, we often attempt to escape from this right when we play 
videogames. Players willfully take part in games that expose their avatars to the 
risk of being injured or killed. Players simulate actions that would be outside 
the scope of ordinary morality and, in multiplayer games, do so as part of a collec-
tive activity in which they attack and are attacked by other people with the same 
rights and responsibilities as themselves.

Players join multiplayer battles or log into virtual worlds with the goal of 
participating in a collective simulation. They consent to enter worlds where cer-
tain kinds of simulated immoral actions are possible and could adversely affect 
them. In World of Warcraft, players must accept that others can attack and 
kill their avatars during quests. In multiplayer shooter games, players join in the 
collective activity for the sole purpose of being involved in a simulation of recip-
rocal killing with other players. This element of consent means that even in the 
most heated matches—even those instances where players lose virtual property 
and virtual lives—the game is more akin to a boxing match than it is to a street 
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fight. It remains a consensual and strictly rule-governed activity. This gives mul-
tiplayer games distinctive ethical codes and helps to build a community ethos. 
Indeed, player communities are built out of the simulation of hostile interac-
tions. Regulated competition can provide the foundations for a sense of group 
loyalty, and this in turn can foster trust relationships and a sense of ownership 
over the social rules that players follow. Simulated acts of violence and abuse 
between players are therefore morally permissible so long as there is consent.

Verbal abuse and disrespect in multiplayer games is troubling because it can 
slip beyond the boundaries of what players reasonably consent to when they buy 
a game. Such attacks are directed not at the avatars but instead at the players 
who control them. They are personal attacks that extend beyond the game. They 
may be an accepted hazard that players recognize when participating in games but 
in most cases are not consented to in the same sense as activities that are formally 
permitted by gameplay rules. We play games like CounterStrike and Overwatch to 
kill other players’ characters and to be killed in turn. This is the entire point of the 
games. Insults and abuse from other players may be common but in most cases are 
not the reason for playing. Thus, when it comes to multiplayer games, the most 
important moral consideration is whether the simulated immoral conduct is con-
sented to by the players and consistent with formal rules and social norms. Issues 
of violence, which are my focus, are rarely problematic, because players consent to 
this as a foreseeable component of gameplay.

Conclusion

An entire book could be written about the various ways of structuring moral 
challenges in games and the associated costs and benefits of each approach. This 
chapter’s overview of the subject is only meant to illustrate the range of strate-
gies that games have taken and how these address different dimensions of moral 
decision-making. As models of moral decisions, videogames can never perfectly 
approximate the real world; they must simplify morality and balance it against 
gameplay imperatives. This leaves endless opportunities for variation in how 
models are built and what role morality has. Moreover, I have argued that game 
worlds provide their own overarching moral themes, which are embedded in 
game narratives, often with help from well-crafted ludic elements that advance 
those narratives. When evaluating any particular game, it is essential to address 
both the decisions that players are directly involved in and the broader moral 
issues posed. Because of the comparatively limited narrative depth of multi-
player games, they generally lack the explicit moral choices of single-player 
games. Nevertheless, they provide a valuable platform in which players interact 
with each other and form group associations based on shared norms that are 
formally and informally enacted. These various types of moral challenges dem-
onstrate a clear and consistent tendency for games with narrative elements to 
take on important issues. I would encourage anyone who remains in doubt of 
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the impact these scenarios and others like them have on players to take a look at 
online message boards where players analyze these decisions in far more detail 
than I have been able to here. Even maligned quests such as Power of the Atom 
are the subject of lengthy and thoughtful discussions that reveal efforts to apply 
moral judgment.16

The moral challenges that arise in games underscore the functional similar-
ity with thought experiments, or rather show that thought experiments con-
tinually arise within games. It is worth emphasizing that the decision to be good 
or evil is irrelevant for the purposes of learning, because the decisions have no 
immediate real moral value. What matters is the opportunity to work through 
the problem and reflect on the underlying issue. Videogames present counterfac-
tuals in which players can engage in cost-free experimentation with different 
courses of action. This allows them to explore moral questions without ever act-
ing immorally. Far from being murder simulators or sources of moral corruption, 
as critics would have it, videogames perform admirably in this work of moral 
simulation. Some games execute moral elements poorly, and some may disregard 
them entirely. Games certainly have no obligation to be morally sophisticated 
and should not be judged primarily on their merits as pedagogical tools, yet the 
trend over the past three decades has been for games to become increasingly 
effective in this respect. From BioShock to Papers, Please, Life Is Strange to Red 
Dead Redemption, it is evident that morally sophisticated games are often com-
mercially and/or critically successful. There is a demand for games that encour-
age players to think.
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Persuasive Games and 
Ideological Manipulation

Critiques of videogames have expanded beyond the concerns over their cogni-
tive impact on players that I discussed in chapter  2 to how they connect to 
broader political and social concerns. Here the focus is more on harmful ideolo-
gies and the unhealthy policy attitudes that games may cultivate than on the 
impact games may have on criminal misconduct or empathy. Nevertheless, these 
broader critiques share much in common with the psychological concerns I cov-
ered previously. The political and sociological critiques often encompass the psy-
chological critiques and assume that those are generally accurate. Many of the 
same worries raised about videogames’ influence on players become the basis for 
arguments about how gaming influences entire populations. The scope of the 
problem shifts from being about how videogames promote aggression among 
individuals to how they make entire populations more comfortable with war or 
from how they train individuals to carry out school shootings to how they pre-
pare entire populations for violence. The underlying mechanisms for thinking 
that games are problematic therefore remain largely the same but appear at a dif
ferent level of analysis, as collective rather than individual problems.

The affinities between psychological and political objections to videogames 
reveal the importance of gaining greater clarity about games’ moral implica-
tions. They show that gaming is not just a matter of personal choice and that 
moral decisions cannot be confined to the home. Individuals’ entertainment 
choices may have far-reaching effects that could prompt a collective responsibil-
ity over what content is considered permissible. Nowhere is this clearer than in 



140  •  Simulating Good and Evil

the debate over military videogames, and America’s Army in particular. Mili-
tary first-person shooters have attracted widespread condemnation for promot-
ing war and increasing popular support for militaristic policies. America’s Army 
stands out as being especially controversial because it was developed by the U.S. 
Army and triggered fears about a new, more potent form of propaganda. Just as 
psychological critiques view gaming as being uniquely harmful because of its 
interactivity, political critiques have charged videogames with transforming 
gamers into willing participants in American empire.

I spend the first part of this chapter exploring some of the problematic 
assumptions that have arisen in writings on military videogames, using these as a 
case study for moral concerns related to persuasive games more generally. Critics 
are right to be skeptical about the messages games present, but they tend to make 
two errors. First, they often treat persuasive games as being deliberately decep-
tive when in fact most reflect an effort to convince players of a perspective that the 
developers appear to genuinely believe. There is an important difference of intent 
between an effort to deceive and an effort to convince. This does not mean that 
the game messages are correct, but it does mean that disagreements over game 
content have more to do with differences of opinion and divergent values than 
with an immoral attempt to dissimulate. Second, critics often suggest that it is 
possible to unmask the ideologies embedded in games by adopting a neutral per-
spective or with the help of games that present opposing viewpoints. I argue that 
videogames are inherently biased because decisions about how to model the world 
necessarily simplify real events and processes in ways that reflect assumptions 
about what information is important and what underlying logic governs those 
real events and processes. We should think of military videogames and other 
persuasive games not as mere propaganda but as arguments posed through 
counterfactuals. These arguments express different ideological orientations and 
conceptions of events that can broaden our understanding by allowing us to see 
the world from different vantage points.

My goal in looking at persuasive games, and military games in particular, is 
to show that there is room for reasonable critique of the content of games with-
out giving in to moral panic that either overstates the extent to which game devel-
opers are attempting to manipulate players or assumes that players are passive 
dupes. It is even possible to enjoy playing these games while disagreeing with the 
arguments they make. I hope to chart a middle path for analyzing these games—
one that can show why they have some value when it comes to exposing us to dif
ferent perspectives and that being open to these perspectives does not sacrifice 
opportunities to critique games or their ideological underpinnings. According to 
my analysis, attempts to persuade by using videogames are not morally problem-
atic, so long as they are not deliberately misleading. That is, persuasive games that 
embody a good-faith effort to make reasonable and factually supported claims are 
justifiable. However, the models are still open to critique by looking at how exten-
sively the narratives and rules of the simulations diverge from those they attempt 
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to model and by examining contradictions within the assumptions embedded in 
games. Arguments that are empirically and logically flawed can be challenged on 
those grounds without dismissing persuasive games out of hand. The right 
response to these games is to adopt a critical standpoint when playing (something 
that games often encourage players to do) and to develop pluralistic tastes that 
encompass games taking different perspectives.

The Military Entertainment Complex

Military videogames are a particularly challenging subset of violent games when 
it comes to theorizing moral and political implications. They not only allow play-
ers to participate in the simulated violence that is widely condemned but may also 
teach tactical skills and encourage players to identify with real armed forces. 
These include the familiar characteristics of violent videogames—the blood and 
gore, the virtual weaponry, the permissive attitude about killing—while also situ-
ating them in a context where the killing is justified in the interests of national 
security and subordinated to reasons of state. This elevates violence beyond the 
purposeless killing of games such as Postal and Saints Row, as well as the criminal 
violence of games such as Grand Theft Auto and Mafia, celebrating it as heroic 
and necessary violence that helps to preserve international security. Moreover, 
when military videogames come from armed forces themselves, as in the case of 
America’s Army, then there is arguably an organization working to impart vio-
lent attitudes and skills to players. This might be expected to increase games’ 
capacities for moral corruption.

There are also concerns related to the production processes that give rise to 
military videogames. First, some games from civilian developers are produced 
with extensive help from military advisers. This assistance may be contingent on 
presenting the military in a positive light, or it could encourage self-censorship on 
the part of developers. For example, the creators of Medal of Honor enlisted help 
from special operations veterans, which may partly account for the game’s overt 
celebration of American martial valor.1 Second, there is concern over armed forces 
becoming directly involved in the production of videogames, either as customers 
remaking commercial videogames for internal use or as producers of video-
games that are designed as strategic communications tools directed at nonmili-
tary audiences. The  U.S. armed forces have a long history of appropriating 
games such as Doom to create military variants,2 contracting their own version 
of Full Spectrum Warrior for training purposes, and even developing their own 
recruitment and training simulations.

Military videogames have inspired a subset of videogame critique that is spe-
cifically devoted to showing how games function as a new, more potent form of 
propaganda. In a comment that captures the general tone of this research, 
Aaron Delwiche says that “video-games have the potential to shape attitudes 
and behavior in ways that Goebbels could never have dreamed.”3 Marcus Power 
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likewise asserts that “digital war games put a friendly, hospitable face on the 
military, manufacturing consent and complicity among consumers for military 
programmes, missions and weapons.”4 The claims made in this research parallel 
the four arguments I discussed in chapter 2, as they accuse games of training 
players for war, promoting militarism (the aggression argument projected onto 
the national level), desensitizing audiences to the costs of war, and making vio
lence feel less real.

Concerns over the morality of videogames and their political importance 
become especially serious when games closely mirror real attacks and do so along 
geopolitical fault lines. Here, the controversy surrounding No Russian is reveal-
ing. On January  24, 2011, Moscow’s Domodedovo International Airport was 
struck by a suicide bomb. The attackers were part of the Caucasus Emirate, an 
Islamist organization attempting to create an autonomous region in the Cauca-
sus. The bomb killed 37 people and injured 173 in the baggage claim area. Russia 
Today, a state-run news station program, linked the attack to Modern Warfare 2. 
Reporters juxtaposed real videos of the attack with scenes from the videogame to 
evoke a sense that these are merely two different versions of the same event and 
that they must therefore be understood in conjunction. One report emphasized 
that it is a “popular American videogame sold worldwide” and thereafter continu-
ally pointed out that the game could be traced back to the United States. The 
message in this framing is that U.S. media companies were responsible for incit-
ing violence against Russia by scripting the attack. The report substantiates this 
characterization with comments from Walid Phares, who is introduced as a 
“global terrorism expert,” about how terrorists can use videogames as training 
simulators. Other experts affirm this argument, though no alternative view-
point is shown.5

Of course, this evaluation of Modern Warfare 2 misses the broader political 
context of the attack—that terrorists from the Caucasus had been bombing tar-
gets in Russia for over a decade, that Russia’s harsh treatment of the people in that 
region has done far more to incite violence than any videogame ever could, and 
that dozens of previous attacks had been launched without any resemblance to 
videogames. There was certainly nothing new about terrorists attacking airports. 
Just as with school shootings, videogames offered a convenient explanation for 
the attack that shifted the burden of guilt away from political and military elites. 
It was especially egregious to conflate the game with a more general American 
effort to undermine Russian security—an intimation more dangerous than any 
videogame.

Although military videogames, and especially military first-person shooters, 
are generally controversial, America’s Army stands out as being the dominant 
target. It was first released in 2002 and has been continually updated since then 
to become an entire franchise that now includes four computer games, dozens 
of expansion packs, games for other platforms, virtual-reality experiences, and 
comic books. As of 2015, around 14 million people had played America’s Army.6 
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Each installment in the series follows a similar pattern of leading players 
through simulated U.S. Army training programs, then sending them into mul-
tiplayer battles as American soldiers. The games are designed so players on both 
sides of a match see themselves in American uniforms, while adversaries consis-
tently appear as insurgents. Robertson Allen argues that the franchise asserts 
that the Army is always a force for good, as it is impossible for players to envis-
age themselves as anything other than American soldiers.7

Power echoes Grossman, Funk, and others who profess videogames’ ability 
to desensitize players when he says that the games “may suppress an aversion to 
killing.”8 Peter Mantello extrapolates concerns about videogames promoting 
aggression onto the state level by arguing that America’s Army is an attempt “to 
advance an aggressive, neo-orientalist frontier logic that sees the horizons of glo-
balization, the fringes of Western power, as a gamer-type utopia.”9 He also says 
that “America’s Army is the most spectacular example of the militarisation of vid-
eogames and of this reprogramming of the citizen as a participant in Netwar.” 
Mark Salter contends that “war games represent a militaristic, masculinist, 
Western geopolitical frame of violence.” Dozens of other studies have reached 
conclusions similar to these.10

The U.S. military is not alone in using videogames for strategic communica-
tion. The infamous private military contractor Blackwater licensed an eponymous 
videogame in which players could pretend to be members of the organization 
participating in a humanitarian intervention. Hezbollah produced the games 
Special Force and Special Force 2, which re-create the fighting in Lebanon in 
2000 and 2006, respectively. Sustained interest in gaming by the U.S. Army, 
combined with the forays into gaming by contractors and violent nonstate 
actors, indicates that violent organizations see the medium as being a promising 
way of cultivating a sympathetic audience and propagating their own narratives 
of recent conflicts.

Modifications of existing games and subversive play styles are another approach 
that violent nonstate actors can take to promote themselves. According to report-
ers from the U.S. Army, members of the Taliban are suspected of playing Ameri
ca’s Army as a way of gaining information about U.S. tactics.11 The Islamic State 
has likewise explored videogame messaging, using Grand Theft Auto to create a 
montage of simulated attacks against American cities.12 Here they take advantage 
of the game not only to produce violent imagery but also to cue sympathetic play-
ers to interpret the game as a terrorism simulator, just as so many of the game’s 
critics have seen it.

Anxiety about Influence

Armed forces have a long history of using popular culture for strategic commu-
nication across all available media.13 This was evident long before videogames, 
in films and television shows produced with military assistance, and armed forces 
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continue to search for new communication outlets on social media platforms. 
Videogames are not special when it comes to their potential use by armed forces 
and may actually be in a stronger position to resist this influence. Civilian film 
and television producers routinely seek military assistance because they need 
expensive military equipment that must be borrowed. The usual exchange is to 
sacrifice some editorial control to obtain use of military hardware, which ends up 
with media that are overtly pro-military or that at least refrain from casting their 
sponsoring armed forces in a negative light.14 Filmmakers who refuse to yield 
editorial control must either pay for expensive equipment themselves or do with-
out it.15

Civilian developers in the military gaming market have an advantage over 
companies producing other types of media. They are under no similar demands 
for borrowing military hardware, as they can simply model it digitally. The 
medium makes it easier to engage with military themes and show the appropri-
ate equipment without the demands of seeking assistance that may give military 
institutions leverage over civilian producers. The prospect of modding existing 
games or developing relatively simple games for mobile platforms also lowers the 
entry cost of using games to present persuasive messages that circumvent elite 
control. This could explain why the Modern Warfare series has cast American 
officers and military contractors as villains—and in a few instances made it pos
sible to fight against them—while most Hollywood films that rely heavily on 
U.S. military assistance lack American villains.

Media producers also seek advice on military affairs to create a sense of real-
ism. They need to rigorously model the language, tactics, and dress to create a 
sense of authenticity. This is a demand that applies to videogames just as much 
as other media. Videogames have made extensive use of military technical assis-
tance, but it is not always as clearly in the service of military interests as it may 
appear to be. Soldiers working on Medal of Honor actually did so without per-
mission from the military and were reprimanded.16 They were cooperating with 
an entertainment company as soldiers but not doing so with a military strategic 
communication mission in mind. Other advisers may be retired and not acting 
as agents of a military organization. Thus, even in instances when civil-military 
collaboration exists, it does not always reflect official policy decisions. It is essen-
tial to take a nuanced view of civil-military collaboration and to note that the 
many different motives at work create a more complex picture than one of armed 
forces controlling content in the kind of consistent and straightforward way 
described by critics who decry videogames for serving as propaganda.

None of this contextualizing should exempt military videogames from cri-
tique. My point is only that videogames from civilian developers may be more 
immune to pernicious influences than other entertainment media. Of course, this 
is irrelevant when games are created by armed forces themselves or are in fact 
heavily influenced by them, which can more plausibly have harmful effects because 
of the creators’ clear interest in promoting military service. When it comes to 
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these games, Sparrow et al. argue that there is a contradiction between the gam-
ing industry and many players arguing that videogames do not have any adverse 
effects while the military attempts to use videogames for training purposes with 
help from civilian game developers. These authors are especially critical of what 
they see as a contradictory tendency on the part of developers to defend them-
selves against charges of promoting violence while actively cultivating links with 
the military. They contend that “either military organizations are wrong to think 
that digital games have the training power they assert they do, or some digital 
games do, in fact, have the power to influence the real-world behavior and disposi-
tions of players in morally significant ways.”17 Despite claiming to be agnostic 
about which of these claims is accurate, the authors take a fairly clear stance in 
this debate by saying that “it is likely that in training skills digital games are also 
shaping moral dispositions.”18 Furthermore, they attempt to dispel three promi-
nent arguments that purport to show why violent videogames are not harmful.

It is worth considering the article by Sparrow et al. in detail, as they show 
one of the most plausible recent efforts to rehabilitate the arguments about the 
adverse psychological consequences of gaming as well as an attempt to link this 
material explicitly to concerns about military videogames. The authors start by 
evaluating the defense that military videogames may influence soldiers while 
not influencing other players because these two audiences have different inten-
tions when playing games. Soldiers play with the goal of learning military skills, 
while recreational players simply seek enjoyment. Sparrow et al. consider this 
the least convincing defense of military games. They reason that recreational 
players may fantasize about becoming real soldiers and attempt to acquire the 
requisite skills. Moreover, they say that “an explicit desire to learn real-world 
skills or dispositions need not prevent such learning from taking place.”19 Fight-
ing skills and value changes may therefore come inadvertently, regardless of 
the player’s intentions.

Another defense Sparrow et al. reject is that there is a meaningful difference 
between military and civilian gaming technologies. The difference between the 
two may be in the kinds of experiences military and civilian games provide or 
in the divergent levels of realism. The authors acknowledge that military simu-
lations create more embodied experiences by accurately re-creating vehicle con-
trols, yet they say that civilian games are able to do the same thing with motion 
controls like the Wii Remote and Microsoft Kinect or virtual-reality technolo-
gies like Oculus Rift. They also point out that some military control systems, 
such as those for tactical drones, are modeled on videogame console controls. 
Additionally, they say that it is not the skills themselves that matter but rather 
the “goals and motivations” that players learn by practicing these skills.

This leads Sparrow et al. to consider the defense that games do not alter play-
ers’ beliefs and values. Here they point out that other media, such as books and 
films, can alter people’s beliefs. They argue that the Bible and Koran have clearly 
influenced audiences, and that it would be strange to think that videogames 
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lack a similar power to affect players. The argument that games are influential 
rests heavily on readers intuitively accepting the influence of these other media. 
The authors’ effort to link adverse psychological effects of gaming to the mili-
tary’s use of games brings out some of the comparisons between training for 
war and desensitization that I discussed in chapter 2 while also linking them 
more clearly to claims about military videogames promoting militarism and 
causing disengagement from war. However, the effort to join these two bodies 
of research leaves their respective limitations intact.

To start, the argument about gaming technology reiterates the familiar fear 
that videogames make it possible to enact violence in such a way that killing 
skills may be learned. Sparrow et al. are right in thinking that motion controls 
and virtual reality can help to make games look more like the simulations used 
for training soldiers. However, as I discussed in chapter  2, the comparison 
between military simulations involving real weaponry and commercial video-
games involving Wii or Kinect motion controls vastly overestimates the similar-
ity between them. Sparrow et al. are right in saying that videogame controls 
sometimes resemble the controls used for military equipment, but the same 
resemblance between military and civilian technologies exists in the case of 
computers, tablets, and smartphones. Missile systems are guided using computer 
interfaces, tablets can help to coordinate attacks, and small reconnaissance 
drones can be operated with smartphones. The critique is therefore both too 
broad, in the sense that it mistakenly associates Kinect motion controls with real 
weapons training, and too narrow, in the sense that it focuses solely on a limited 
range of technologies among the vast array of devices that have military and 
civilian variants.

Equally important is that there is nothing inherently wrong with learning 
the skills in question. Anything players learn about controlling tanks and 
fighter jets would be relatively useless to them outside the military. Even a per-
fectly realistic tank simulator cannot assist in readying a player for an attack if 
no real tank is available for use. Sparrow et al. say that simulations also teach 
things like how to drive trucks and how to shoot rifles; the former is a desirable 
skill that would be wonderful for players to improve. Claims about improved 
shooting are dubious for the reasons that I discussed in chapter 2. Moreover, 
teaching players to shoot is also not itself immoral. In most countries, the lack 
of access to guns means that these skills cannot be used in everyday life, and in 
countries where guns are permitted, they doubtless provide far more opportu-
nities for realistic training than videogames. The same strange reasoning that I 
pointed out in chapter 2 crops up again here—the fear of simulated gun prac-
tice when real guns are infinitely more problematic.

The weight of the argument made by Sparrow et  al. is on the supposition 
that simulating military skills in a videogame will alter players’ beliefs and val-
ues. The authors think that the realistic rifle training and tank simulations will 
make players think differently about wars, even if they are never personally 
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involved in one. The risk here is a societal shift in attitudes about war that could 
have dangerous consequences. For the most part, Sparrow et al. direct this point 
against a straw man. They conflate arguments that games do not train players to 
kill or promote aggression with claims that videogames have no effect on players 
whatsoever. They claim that it is patently false to say that videogames have no 
effect on players (which is true) but then move from this premise to the conclu-
sion that games must have the power to cause serious changes in the propensity 
to use violence (which is dubious and does not follow from the first point). 
Chris Ferguson comes off particularly badly. Sparrow et al. mischaracterize his 
work dispelling myths about videogames spreading aggression as an attempt to 
show that the content of games has no influence of any kind, which is a claim 
that Ferguson has not advanced.

I readily concede that videogames can influence players’ perceptions and val-
ues, just as other media are able to, but this is not analogous to the claims that 
critics of videogames make. Critics say that games cause antisocial behavior, 
including school shootings, which goes far beyond simply suggesting that they 
have some influence on players’ perceptions and beliefs. Critics accuse games of 
causing violence in the same way that Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther was 
accused of promoting suicide20 or Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye was accused of 
inspiring serial killers.21 Those books were doubtless extremely influential, but the 
danger they present is so low that we do not think twice about making them 
required reading in schools. It is entirely possible for media of any kind to influ-
ence audiences in modest ways, but it does not follow from this that media can 
transform people into murderers. Just as links between those classic works of 
literature and real acts of violence have been debunked without downplaying 
the works’ power to move audiences in more subtle ways, we can (and should) 
reject strong claims about the adverse effects of gaming while still accepting 
that subtle influence is possible.

Above all, what I (and, I suspect, most others who are skeptical about video-
games’ corrupting influence) take issue with is the idea that videogames’ influ-
ence operates through the contamination model that is assumed by so many 
commentators attempting to show that videogames promote immoral behav
ior. Contrary to Sparrow et al., it is perfectly reasonable to accept that video-
games can persuade and influence in subtle ways without thinking that mere 
contact with them is enough to radically transform players. In fact, this position 
fits much better with existing psychological research. Models of cognition show 
that people are influenced by new information and experiences but that they 
organize it in terms of existing beliefs and values. The result is path dependency, 
with new information usually being molded by existing biases. Research has 
likewise shown that it is extremely difficult to convince someone to change their 
values even if there is some evidence that they should.22 Ideas do not spread upon 
contact but rather come into conflict with each other and must filter through 
perspectival biases.23 This should be intuitively clear, as it explains why a single 
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text can give rise to radically different interpretations. To put it simply, we play 
games through the lens of existing biases and are more inclined to read games in 
terms of those biases than we are to reorient our entire worldview.

Critics of America’s Army routinely cite statistics showing that many new 
recruits have played the game, but this proves little because anyone who is con-
templating a career in the Army will likely be drawn to the game. Those who 
experience a rush of militant fervor when playing America’s Army and other mili-
tary videogames likely already have a strong inclination toward this outlook. In 
other words, we should expect that people who are attracted to military service 
and who may one day join will enjoy fantasizing about combat before entering the 
ranks. The game may help to convince these people to join or to develop stronger 
pro-military feelings, but more through confirming their existing beliefs about 
the benefits of military service than by substantively changing attitudes.

The real test of the game’s impact would be evidence that players with strong 
antimilitary sentiments rethink these after playing, and so far the voluminous 
literature on America’s Army has failed to uncover anything of the sort. There is 
good reason to think that critics of U.S. military operations can play the game 
with their values intact. Joseph DeLappe famously protested the Iraq War by 
posting the names of dead American soldiers in the America’s Army team chat. 
Playing did not change DeLappe’s convictions as the pro-Army content he expe-
rienced came up against his entrenched antiwar values. We do not know how 
America’s Army influenced members of the Taliban who played it, but I doubt 
that it filled them with a newfound love of the U.S. military. The Taliban fight-
ers were probably slightly influenced by the game. They may have learned more 
about American weapons and tactics as well as the Army’s strategic communica-
tions message. However, learning new information does not automatically trans-
late into the kind of sweeping transformation that critics of videogames imagine 
taking place. Information does not instantly contaminate.

Crediting games with having some kind of hegemonic influence overstates 
their power while also underestimating the extent of polysemy. As Felix Ciută 
points out, the same videogames attract complaints from those on all sides of 
the political spectrum. Some of those that are most often charged with promot-
ing militarism and American empire “have come under attack from the political 
establishment for being insufficiently regimented to the nationalist/ideological 
mainstream.”24 Medal of Honor, which incorporates strong pro-American and 
pro-military messages, incited controversy for allowing players to take the role of 
Taliban fighters. Call of Duty: Modern Warfare includes strong pro-American 
and pro-military messages, but it also allows players to participate in a terrorist 
attack, features an American general as the villain, and includes several missions 
fighting against the U.S. military. These and other military shooters do not 
straightforwardly or consistently support a particular ideology. They are complex 
texts open to an array of meanings, which means that they will lack a clear and 
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consistent influence on players and that interpretations of what the games mean 
will depend heavily on players’ existing beliefs.

Just as the data about violent crime has shown a sharp drop as the popularity 
of videogames has gone up, enthusiasm for war appears to be dropping in the 
era of military videogames. Virtually all major studies of American public opin-
ion toward the use of force show the population becoming more averse to war 
except in cases of self-defense.25 There is likewise evidence of the American public 
becoming more sensitive to foreign civilian casualties,26 which suggests a height-
ening of moral appraisals rather than the diminution critics predict. Public opin-
ion about war is a complex issue that is beyond the scope of this book, yet just as 
with the crime statistics, it provides prima facie grounds for thinking that the 
moral panic about videogames is misguided.

In most cases, it takes quite radical and disruptive experiences to make us 
reconsider existing biases. The more deeply held the beliefs, the more of a shock 
is needed. Terrorist attacks and major natural disasters are the kinds of experi-
ences that social scientists have linked to major attitudinal changes.27 There is no 
evidence that videogames have this kind of jarring impact, especially on adults, 
whose cognitive biases are firmly entrenched. There certainly are experiences that 
could transform a person into a killer—the loss of family members, the outbreak 
of war, childhood abuse—but it is doubtful that videogames could have this dra-
matic effect. The influence of playing videogames is likely to be comparable to the 
influence of other forms of media consumption, which is to say that they will 
have subtle effects that are mediated by existing beliefs and values.

Ideology Is Inevitable

Critiques of military videogames do have some merit. They raise reasonable 
concerns about how videogames present information and how they engage in 
political advocacy. In particular, while there is little evidence that videogames 
have an appreciable effect on attitudes toward war or on aptitude for fighting, it 
is nevertheless clear that some developers wish to celebrate military service and 
attempt to attract recruits. The developers of America’s Army have a clear intent 
to advance the interests of the U.S. Army, which they never shy away from stat-
ing. Nevertheless, critique needs to be reframed to avoid drawing on the dubi-
ous conclusions of research about the cognitive impact of violent videogames or 
perpetuating a moral panic. It is more useful to focus on the institutional goals 
and on the content of the games to determine whether these are morally prob-
lematic. To chart this more productive line of inquiry when it comes to military 
videogames, as well as other games with persuasive intent, it helps to return to 
the example of thought experiments. Counterfactuals are not neutral. They are 
created with theoretical goals in mind. Whether intentional or not, those goals 
are reflected in how the imagined scenarios are structured and the kinds of 
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solutions they favor. As Philip Tetlock and Aaron Belkin point out, “From a 
broadly psychological perspective, it is difficult to imagine avoiding serious bias 
in thought experiments. Bias can creep into every stage of this inherently sub-
jective process.”28 This is unavoidable in any model of the real world, as choices 
about what information to include and what to omit, how to frame the stories, 
and what costs and benefits to describe inevitably shift moral calculations.

The effect of bias is clear from the many iterations of the Trolley Problem 
that have been developed. The Trolley Problem is often used as an argument for 
utilitarianism, as though it were clear evidence in favor of privileging the inter-
ests of the majority. However, opponents of utilitarianism have altered the par
ameters of the scenario to promote different conclusions. Judith Jarvis Thomson 
exposes a serious contradiction between utilitarian reasoning and our moral 
intuitions by imagining a hospital in which five patients are awaiting organ 
transplants. Each needs a different organ and will die if a replacement is not 
found immediately. A relatively healthy person then arrives in the hospital for a 
routine checkup. The question is whether the surgeon should kill the healthy 
person to save the five who need organ transplants. Here the inclination to sac-
rifice one life for the sake of five seems less compelling, to the extent that this 
scenario or variations of it are often used as evidence against utilitarianism. 
Nevertheless, the fundamental question remains largely unaltered. It is a choice 
between one life and five, just as in the Trolley Problem, but reconfiguring the 
thought experiment introduces new considerations that make the utilitarian 
perspective seem less compelling.

Just as different ways of formulating moral hypotheticals reflect different 
moral orientations and attempts to promote a particular perspective over others, 
persuasive videogames reflect attempts to build models that promote a particular 
way of seeing the world. Persuasive games even perform the functions of philo-
sophical thought experiments I identified in chapter 3. They attempt to explain, 
support, critique, and offer guidance. America’s Army does each of these quite 
clearly. It explains the U.S. Army’s institutions and values. It supports the Army’s 
mission by conveying that information. Its critical intent is evident from the 
game’s insurgent enemies, who signal that the Army sees its primary enemies as 
violent nonstate actors. Finally, it tries to guide players toward military service 
or at least toward a more favorable view of the U.S. Army.

Philosophers tend to work with fairly abstract and arcane theoretical details 
that can make their counterfactuals feel far removed from the real world, yet the 
narrative models they construct are significant. For one thing, the issues at stake 
are typically central to urgent political disagreements, covering topics such as 
euthanasia, abortion, or killing in self-defense. Attempting to substantiate or 
reject moral arguments relating to these issues is therefore not a theoretical exer-
cise divorced from reality but a political intervention that may have a real impact 
on public discourse. Compelling thought experiments can have a profound influ-
ence over the course of political debates, perhaps even steering the attitudes of 
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policymakers and the general public. The use of the ticking bomb scenario to 
advocate for torturing suspected terrorists is a prime example of this. The typi-
cal scenario is that a terrorist who planted a nuclear weapon inside a crowded 
city is caught and refuses to reveal the location of the bomb. With only an hour 
left until the bomb explodes, interrogators must decide whether to torture the 
terrorist to reveal the bomb’s location or forgo torture and allow the bomb to 
detonate. The welfare of a terrorist and prohibition against torture must be 
weighed against the safety of thousands or even millions of innocent people. This 
thought experiment derives much of its value as a persuasive tool in favor of using 
torture from the level of violence imagined. With no physical constraints on the 
counterfactual space, the number of victims can rise into the millions to find a 
point at which not torturing becomes reckless and disproportionate.29 How con-
vincing the scenario is as an argument for torture depends heavily on how the 
counterfactual is constructed and how high the costs become. Torture is doubt-
less more convincing when ten million potential victims are at risk and there is 
certainty about who placed the bomb than when there is a single potential victim 
and multiple plausible suspects. This has led to extensive debate over whether this 
counterfactual is fair to use in support for torture when the enormous costs of not 
torturing and the certainty about having the right suspect are unrealistic.

Thought experiments like the Trolley Problem or the ticking bomb are not 
simply right or wrong in a moral sense. They are fictions that do not actually 
cause the harms they consider. They function as tacit arguments and often have 
a great deal of value in political advocacy. The ticking bomb thought experiment 
has been a fixture of the debate over torture, appearing in entertainment media, 
political speeches, news commentary, and academic research.30 The debate over 
whether torture is justified is to a large extent played out over this scenario. Dis-
agreement over the moral issue of torture therefore slips into disagreement over 
how we should imagine torture working when we consider its costs abstractly. 
The same possibility arises in persuasive games—the possibility of imaginative 
models being unfair in some sense because of the distortions introduced.

In critiques of military videogames, there is a tendency to suggest that they 
are propaganda in the simplistic sense of being deliberate distortions that are 
intended to mislead. This follows in the Marxist tradition of ideological critique, 
in which ideologies are understood as false images that obscure reality and that 
must be unmasked to reveal an underlying truth. The Marxist approach makes 
two critical errors that have been imported into the research on persuasive games. 
The first is the assumption that ideologies are mere distortions and that those 
who produce persuasive media are therefore guilty of attempting to mislead 
audiences. This is a dubious premise. For one thing, efforts to persuade are often 
overt. America’s Army is explicit about its persuasive intent. One game manual 
states that “it is part of the Army’s communications strategy designed to leverage 
the power of the Internet as a portal through which young adults can get a first-
hand look at what it is like to be a Soldier.”31 The pervasive pro-Army rhetoric 
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and imagery leave little doubt about this stance. From the second they turn on 
the game, players are immersed in a simulation that is overtly linked to the U.S. 
military’s efforts to attract recruits and provide civilians with a positive impres-
sion of military service. For those who have made a career out of military service, 
this probably seems like an honest and worthwhile goal—not an attempt to mis-
lead. It would be fair to argue that this goal is misguided, poorly executed, or 
wrong to convey through a videogame. It is probably also true that those who 
attempt to persuade knowingly engage in small distortions along the way. How-
ever, it is a mistake to treat political expressions as being simply dishonest without 
evidence of an intent to mislead. Critique of persuasive games must be able to 
accept that ideologically charged messages express genuine beliefs. It should then 
engage these beliefs based on their own merits rather than simply suggesting that 
they are dissimulations.

The second error is more serious. This is the assumption that it is possible to 
reach a nonideological perspective in which all distortions are stripped away. 
Commentaries on games that present perspectives opposed to America’s Army 
and other popular military videogames are often described as though they cut 
through illusions to get at the underlying facts. Spec Ops: The Line is praised for 
creating a more authentic vision of war, as is This War of Mine, which shows 
the impact of fighting on civilians.32 However, these games are not necessarily 
more accurate by virtue of presenting a contrary viewpoint, and we should not 
assume that any videogame model would be able to express the true nature of war. 
Games make different arguments about what war is like and what the costs are, 
encouraging us to take a different perspective than the one we tend to experience 
in mainstream war games. These perspectives may be more convincing, for rea-
sons that I will address in the next section, but they are still ideologically charged 
in the sense that they do not reflect a purely neutral perspective on conflict. They 
embody choices about what information to include and what to omit—choices 
about how to build the game world and what assumptions to embed in its algo-
rithms. Lacking any purely neutral model of the world, we should accept that 
every videogame will carry ideological baggage and avoid arguing that games 
are problematic simply because they are biased.

Michael Freeden provides a helpful conception of ideologies as “imaginative 
maps drawing together facts that themselves may be disputed.”33 Ideologies are 
complex assemblages of beliefs that inform our perceptions and help to orient us. 
They are essential for making sense of political reality. Major political disputes 
often come down to irreconcilable differences between competing maps—
disputes that cannot be resolved by simply unmasking one side or the other and in 
which there is no perfectly neutral vantage point. It is useful to see disagreements 
as perspectival disputes. As James N. Druckman points out, “Much of politics 
involves battles over how a campaign, a problem, or an issue should be under-
stood.”34 Those on opposing sides of a political controversy must have some ability 
to present their viewpoints and advocate for them—an opportunity to present 
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their perspective and its conception of how issues are rightly understood. Vid-
eogames are an ideal tool in this sense because they enact a perspectival shift. 
They go beyond narrative thought experiments by making inhabitable worlds 
in which players can explore another viewpoint in detail. They make the figura-
tive ideological maps into literal maps that structure persuasive games. Assump-
tions about how the world works and what values are correct dictate the ludic 
and narrative structure of games. The resulting simulations are never neutral; 
they present different arguments and attempt to make them attractive in much 
the same way as in other types of political disagreement. The arguments can be 
evaluated for empirical accuracy (via what I will later call external critique) and 
logical consistency (via internal critique) but should not be prejudged simply 
because we dislike the source of the arguments or differ on matters of opinion.

The Value of Persuasive Communication

Although they are particularly controversial, military videogames are only one 
genre among many persuasive games that convey information about current 
events and that may help to shape players’ knowledge of and opinions about con-
troversial issues. Ian Bogost, Simon Ferrari, and Bobby Schweizer show how vid-
eogames can be used as tools for reporting or commenting on current events. 
They distinguish between three types of news games.35 Editorial games make 
arguments about current events. Tabloid games contain soft news stories about 
celebrities and sports. Reportage games attempt to stand in for regular news 
reporting by presenting purely factual accounts of events. In each case, video-
games provide information about current events, often with persuasive intent. 
Many of the games in each of these categories fall into the “casual games” category 
in the sense of incorporating gameplay mechanics that are easy to grasp. Keeping 
the games fairly simple makes it possible to produce them contemporaneously 
with the events being re-created, thereby making the information more relevant 
when it comes to shaping audience perceptions. Simple gameplay mechanics 
likewise help to reach the broadest possible audience rather than just hardcore 
gamers. As in thought experiments, simplicity is often helpful for focusing on a 
central problem and making it memorable. Although the games often purport to 
give a neutral perspective, they are always inherently biased, because they selec-
tively present information when building models and give players a specific view. 
These games embody arguments about how the world works and what mean-
ing we should attach to events.

One of Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer’s examples of an editorial game is Sep-
tember 12th, an online flash game that gives players an overhead perspective of a 
stereotypical Middle Eastern city complete with sandy streets and stucco build-
ings. Cartoons dressed as civilians and terrorists wander the streets below, mov-
ing in haphazard patterns that make them difficult to predict. Players interact 
with the game using a single gameplay mechanic: they may launch missiles into 
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the city. The ludological structure of the game says a great deal. The dominant 
narrative following the 9/11 attacks was that a violent response was the only 
viable option, so the game gives players no choices aside from war. Players quickly 
find that each missile strike to kill terrorists invariably kills civilians as well. 
Each time a missile comes down, more of the avatars transform into terrorists, 
suggesting that they are radicalized by the deaths of friends and neighbors. The 
game is broadly accessible, simple, and presents a strong argument. It is a perfect 
digital counterfactual.

Dozens of other editorial games about current events have been produced. It 
is now common for activists with opposing perspectives on armed conflicts like 
those in Gaza, Ukraine, and Syria to create simple games that argue for their 
perspective by enlisting players’ assistance on one side or the other. Other games 
simulate nonviolent political and social issues. For instance, PeaceMaker tasks 
players with resolving the Israel-Palestine dispute, which must be accomplished 
by developing a two-state solution. Political activists likewise make games to glo-
rify their party or candidate—or to demonize opponents. Other games teach 
players about humanitarian disasters, piracy, the illegal drug trade, surveillance, 
and countless other topics.

Although games are uniquely suited for immersing players in events as active 
participants, the persuasive strategy of convincing audiences through a shift of 
perspective borrows from a long-standing trend of using media to introduce 
alternative viewpoints. Writers such as Charles Dickens and Upton Sinclair led 
readers to see the world from different angles as a method of social critique. Films 
and television shows have promoted tolerance for marginalized groups by offer-
ing a sympathetic glimpse into their lives. There is nothing inherently illegitimate 
about the use of media to convey persuasive messages in this way. On the con-
trary, it expands the scope of political engagement by transforming entertain-
ment into a forum for learning more about alternative viewpoints. As with 
videogames functioning as moral thought experiments, the games that take on 
political issues create opportunities for exploring divergent perspectives and value 
systems within a safe space.

Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer offer valuable insight into how games are used 
to present news, and it is a credit to their research that the insights can be 
extended further. They focus on games that are designed to stand in for various 
styles of journalistic reporting, but games also proffer information and make 
arguments about the past and future, as well as making more general claims 
about how social practices work (for example, in political games set in fictional 
contexts). Many games attempt to mirror historical events and time periods, 
and are therefore in just as much a position to shape beliefs about them as news 
games covering recent events. The intermingling of fact and fiction raises major 
challenges when it comes to accuracy. Games sacrifice some details to create 
more engaging stories and for the simple reason that no model can perfectly re-
create its source material. Changes made in the interest of fun lead games such 
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as Battlefield I to replace ponderous World War I era weaponry such as bolt-action 
rifles with machine guns and rocket launchers. Such changes are an affront to 
historical accuracy but tend to be more innocuous than the framing of conten-
tious events. Aaron Hess shows that Medal of Honor: Rising Sun, which is set in 
World War II, emphasizes the wrongness of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, then 
fails to consider American misconduct or the decision to drop atomic bombs. 
He argues that “the use of narrative memorializing in interactive space creates an 
experience of public memory, giving video game players an active but private (in 
the home) role in memory-making.”36 The costs of games that cause mispercep-
tion about World War I era weaponry are low; the costs of misperception about 
nuclear warfare are much higher.

Games about the future do not have to contend with issues of factual accu-
racy, yet they tend to be based on hypothetical futures that we could imagine 
reaching based on current circumstances. The Fallout series is set in a posta-
pocalyptic United States that is generally reasonable given what we know about 
the dangers of nuclear warfare. The Homefront, Modern Warfare, and Battle-
front series take liberties with political realities but are loosely grounded in real 
political enmities that could potentially lead to war in the future. In each case, 
the imagined future tells us something about the world we inhabit and what con-
flict scenarios seem plausible. As with the controversial military videogames, the 
key to understanding games that reflect on social and political issues past, present, 
and future is in terms of the arguments they make. The games are not neutral but 
instead instantiate models of issues in ways that favor a particular perspective. 
September 12th argues that attacking terrorists will incite terrorism. PeaceMaker 
argues that political disagreements can be resolved nonviolently. Medal of Honor: 
Rising Sun argues that America’s war in the Pacific was a heroic and justified cru-
sade. Postapocalyptic games argue that the end of the world is a foreseeable risk. 
Whether intentional or not, these arguments arise through ludological and nar-
ratological design decisions.

The contamination view of videogames suggests that we should shy away from 
videogames that make us feel uncomfortable or that show perspectives hostile 
to our own, lest we risk becoming victims of their influence. It assumes that there 
is some risk that playing a game about crime or terrorism could transform us into 
criminals and terrorists—that simply encountering one of these arguments 
entrenched in entertainment media entails acceptance of that argument. This is 
deeply misguided. Now that videogames are an important medium for present-
ing different perspectives, efforts to avoid contamination threaten to limit our 
contact with alternative viewpoints and different ways of experiencing the world. 
As Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer say, “Clearly a person cannot become an expert 
just by playing a game, but games can teach a mindset, a way of approaching prob
lems through a set of rules, values, and practices.”37 Looking at these rules, val-
ues, and practices from an insider’s perspective can be enlightening and does 
not presuppose that we agree with them. I can say from my own experience that 
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I have learned a great deal about the U.S. Army from playing America’s Army and 
that I have learned about Hezbollah from playing Special Force, though I am 
highly critical of both institutions. The critics of military videogames mentioned 
previously have likewise managed to play these games with skepticism. I suspect 
that most gamers have similar abilities—they can shift perspectives and see 
through ideological messaging without blindly accepting it.

Even games that may at first glance seem like they lack any deeper meaning 
or that present dangerous messages may have something to teach us. The Grand 
Theft Auto series is heavily fictionalized, yet it does encourage us to give more 
thought to what it might be like for people growing up in poverty or immigrat-
ing to a new country. I would argue that it is completely reasonable to take pity 
on the series’s protagonists who are pushed into crime by life circumstances. 
We do not know which games offer enlightening perspectives until we experi-
ence them, so we are in danger of impoverishing our experiential horizons by 
prejudging games as being too simplistic to be of any interest. A far more profit-
able approach is to play many games that pose an array of different arguments, 
all while maintaining a critical perspective on the arguments.

There is one important caveat to make in this endorsement of videogame plu-
ralism. Persuasive games that are designed to incite players to commit immoral or 
illegal acts should not be afforded the respect of ideological expressions. It is rea-
sonable to accept some limitations on games, just as with speech, in extreme 
instances when there is clear evidence of incitement. For example, it would count 
as incitement if the Islamic State were to produce a game exhorting players to carry 
out their own terrorist attacks and that offered guidance for building bombs or 
ramming vehicles into innocent people. Genuine examples of this kind of 
incitement are exceedingly rare, and there is no simple rule for deciding when a 
game meets this standard. Given critics’ tendency to mistakenly blame games for 
serious moral transgressions, the burden of proof for demonstrating that a partic
ular game is guilty of incitement should be high. I will return to this issue in 
chapter  7 to offer some thoughts on how extremely offensive games may be 
treated when they threaten to cross the boundary into incitement.

Two Critical Pathways

Rethinking the risks associated with persuasive games is essential not only for 
understanding their moral and political significance but also for reorienting cri-
tiques of these games along more productive lines. We can give up the assumption 
that ideological messages are mere distortions and the fantasy that objective, non-
ideological perspectives are possible while still critiquing the arguments that 
games make. Accepting that arguments and alternative perspectives are legitimate 
is not the same as accepting that they are correct. Broadly speaking, two useful 
critical approaches remain: one focusing on the relationship between games 
and what they are attempting to model, the other focusing on contradictions 
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in the ideological assumptions embedded in games. I call these external and inter-
nal critical strategies, respectively. These are not new strategies. Both appear rou-
tinely in analyses of games and other media. The problem is that they are not 
clearly disaggregated from the misguided criticisms that I have discussed through-
out the book. In particular, their value is regularly undercut by excessively strong 
claims about games’ harmful influence. More care should be taken to present 
them as distinct strategies and to divorce them from the unhelpful assumptions 
that I have contested. We can deploy external and internal ideological critiques 
while still recognizing that those responsible for the games may genuinely believe 
in the content and that we lack the ability to ever reach a truly nonideological 
perspective.

The external critique strategy looks for factual inaccuracies, omissions, and 
framing effects that call into question the argument being made. Videogames 
differ considerably in the extent to which they attempt to mirror the real world. 
Classic franchises such as Super Mario Bros., Sonic the Hedgehog, Spiro, and 
Mortal Kombat have little resemblance to any real events or people, which sug-
gests that the developers have limited interest in mimetic realism. However, the 
military videogames, historical simulations, persuasive games, and news games 
that make arguments about important issues generally strive for some degree of 
realism in the sense that they attempt to mirror real events or in the sense that 
they reimagine real issues in fictional worlds. These games construct models of 
events and issues that inevitably leave a difference between reality and simula-
tion that Bogost calls the “simulation gap.” Imperfect models cannot be dis-
missed as mere deceptions if they reflect genuine beliefs and are designed to 
convince rather than mislead, but they are open to critique in terms of what 
information is presented or omitted, how issues are framed, and how the overall 
model is designed. That is, games are open to critique based on how they respond 
to the simulation gap challenge and on the extent to which their treatment of 
it distorts the issues and events being re-created.

Games that purport to model specific events offer the easiest targets for fact 
checking. Like news reports, such games frame the issues through decisions about 
what information to present or omit, what to focus on, how information is 
arranged, and what judgments are made. Games are open to criticism in terms of 
how framing decisions are made and how they attempt to mitigate bias. Return-
ing to Hess’s example, the decision to focus on Pearl Harbor but not address 
American bombings of Japanese cities reveals a strong pro-American framing of 
World War II. True neutrality may be impossible, but a game that includes atroci-
ties committed by both sides would have a stronger claim to fairness by including 
a greater variety of relevant factual information about the conflict. It would be 
unfair to say that the game is mere propaganda, especially when the developers do 
not demonstrate an intent to mislead players. At the same time, it is clear that 
design decisions obscure the historical record and avoid important moral issues. 
Perfectly re-creating the past is doubtless impossible, yet it is easy to imagine a 
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game presenting a fairer representation of the war that references the question-
able conduct by all participants.

Rather than re-creating specific events, some videogames create abstract 
models of real-world institutions and issues that are reconfigured within coun-
terfactual narratives. America’s Army is a prime example of this. Games in this 
series are set in hypothetical future conflicts and therefore cannot include fac-
tual inaccuracies to be uncovered by comparison against historical evidence. 
However, the games make claims about what the U.S. Army is like and how it 
operates; the Army is a real organization, so these claims are open to factual eval-
uation. The games’ claims of being highly realistic are undermined by the omis-
sion of so many of the harsh realities that we know are associated with the Army’s 
operations.38 In particular, the games do not give much attention to civilian suf-
fering and fail to show the physical costs of violence, such as blood and disfigure-
ment. The games’ model of war therefore leaves out vital elements of the experience 
of war. We do not need details of specific events to know that simulated combat 
in urban areas with virtually no blood and no civilian casualties creates a prob-
lematic vision of war. America’s Army provides useful insight into how the Army 
envisions future conflicts and how it sees itself—insights that probably have more 
to do with genuine beliefs on the part of developers than an effort to dissimulate. 
In particular, the absence of physical violence illustrates the U.S. military’s doc-
trine of carefully managing the effects of war.39 Rather than critiquing the game 
as being merely deceptive propaganda, it should be seen as granting useful insight 
into a perspective that can help us understand the U.S. Army’s doctrine. At the 
same time, the doctrine itself can be justifiably challenged as a naive idealiza-
tion of war. In other words, the problem with the game is not that it is inten-
tionally deceiving audiences but rather that the model embodies misconceptions 
about war that exist in the Army’s own vision of itself.

Part of what makes videogames so interesting is that questions about fram-
ing and modeling are themselves moral and political questions. They are incon-
clusive and open to contestation. They present different arguments that may be 
more or less factually accurate, but no particular game is able to get at the real
ity of war or of other issues. No model is ever a complete re-creation, so every 
model is open to analysis based on framing decisions and can be judged in terms 
of how these decisions are made. This War of Mine compares favorably against 
America’s Army when it comes to showing the impact of war on civilians, and 
Spec Ops: The Line certainly does better than America’s Army in exploring the 
psychological costs of fighting. However, whether these games are truly better 
models is a political question that must be resolved by analyzing these various 
models and considering what information is truly most appropriate when it 
comes to representing war. I will not attempt to offer an answer to that ques-
tion here but instead point to the overall importance of fostering pluralistic 
perspectives and considering the various arguments available. One benefit of 
avoiding the heavy-handed critique of games or attempting to restrict games’ 
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content is that we end up with an array of different models that can be com-
pared against each other. This gives us a better range of viewpoints on gaming 
and on the issues being simulated.

Although no game can be neutral in the sense of building models that are 
free from bias, it is possible to frame issues in better or worse ways and to 
develop models that include more or fewer relevant considerations. Some games 
even go a step further by problematizing information. They not only call atten-
tion to the diversity of perspectives on any given issue but also encourage play-
ers to think carefully about the impact of the simulation gap on their virtual 
experiences. Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer offer two examples of this. Beyond 
Good & Evil includes two newspapers with opposing ideologies. The interplay 
between them shows the dispute over narratives and the effort to critique the pre
sentation of information. Fallout 3 does something similar with continual radio 
news announcements that comment on the player’s decisions with varying 
degrees of accuracy. In both cases, the games signal that reporting cannot always 
be trusted, even if there is no attempt to lie outright. We could add other exam-
ples from the many games in which different factions present competing narra-
tives of events, such as Fallout: New Vegas, Skyrim, The Witcher, and Far Cry. 
These games model the competition between ideological perspectives and encour-
age players to reflect on how this process shapes perceptions. Players must exercise 
judgment when interpreting information and attempting to orient themselves.

The strategy of internal critique seeks to uncover contradictions in a game’s 
narrative or rules. Videogames create closed worlds built from mutually rein-
forcing ontological and epistemological assumptions. These worlds facilitate 
certain types of gameplay. The world of a first-person shooter is violent and 
replete with opportunities to fight. The world of a building simulator is an end-
less sea of raw materials and opportunities for creation. The worlds are radically 
different, yet they gain a sense of plausibility when we are immersed in them, 
because they are closed worlds, carefully governed by gameplay possibilities that 
naturalize these ways of being. One danger that arises is that closed worlds are 
designed to function consistently even when the models they offer are not really 
viable. They can operate as games because of how the rules fit together, regardless 
of whether the same logic could pertain in the real world. The world of Grand 
Theft Auto feels intuitively plausible because of its immersiveness and resemblance 
to real cities, but it is an impossible world. It is a place in which violence lacks seri-
ous repercussions. A real Liberty City would quickly descend into chaos; it would 
be a war zone, not a prosperous metropolis. Its extreme violence can only continue 
without consequences because the world and its population can be infinitely 
regenerated and repaired. The rules governing the virtual space are contradictory; 
they are unsustainable and cannot continue on their own momentum. They can 
only exist in fiction.

Identifying the internal contradictions within the logic of game worlds that 
would make them unsustainable without being continually reset opens the 
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possibility for using what is often called “immanent critique,” which first devel-
oped as a strategy for exposing contradictions between ideological assumptions. 
Ideologies are networks of interconnected beliefs that rarely fit together perfectly 
and that are vulnerable to attack from within. Ideologies can collapse under the 
weight of their own conflicting assumptions without introducing any factual 
inconsistencies. For example, there would be a contradiction in a political plat-
form that calls for an end to immigration but does not explain how to maintain 
productivity without migrant labor. Proposals to restrict immigration and to 
increase productivity are often contradictory unless some other policy changes 
are made to smooth over the contrary implications. Contradictions within ideol-
ogies are common, especially when ideologies are assembled from different 
sources or are attempting to appeal to diverse constituencies whose values do not 
perfectly align. Real politics is messy because it requires efforts to patch up the 
adverse effects of contrary policies or because ideologies must be moderated to 
prevent serious contradictions. This opens further opportunities to challenge 
ideologies from within based on how they compromise on core beliefs. In con-
trast to the external approach of comparing claims to facts about the world, this 
strategy of critiquing from within is a matter of locating logical contradictions 
that exist apart from factual errors.

When it comes to persuasive videogames, there is ample room for critique 
based on identifying the rules of the models they construct and finding contra-
dictions in these models. Such an effort can be undertaken without dismissing 
the ideas as mere deceptions or ignoring their value as communicative acts that 
grant us insight into political interests. America’s Army is rife with contradic-
tions even if we approach it in this way. Internal critique can proceed by looking 
at how the arguments set out in the game come into conflict with each other at 
the narratological or ludological levels. For example, the game embodies a con-
tradiction within the Army’s doctrine, which Colin Kahl calls the “annihilation 
restraint paradox.”40 Like soldiers, players learn about the immense destructive 
power of the weapons they control and are urged to mercilessly attack enemies; 
they are also told to avoid inflicting any civilian casualties and are punished for 
misusing force. The gameplay experience mirrors a real contradiction of compet-
ing imperatives, which is both grounds for critiquing the game and one of the 
great insights that players can reach. There is likewise a contradiction between the 
goals stated in the game and the U.S. Army’s orientation. Missions involve simu-
lated conventional battles with insurgents, which expose an ideological tension 
within an Army that is striving to retain its prowess in conventional wars even as 
it is continually drawn into asymmetric conflicts against insurgents. Building on 
that, the game reflects a naiveté of U.S. military operations treating battlefield 
success as the key to victory, which is at odds with the country’s political aspira-
tions of nation building and democratization.

Some previous studies of America’s Army have called attention to these themes, 
as well as the importance of looking at game rules. Ken McAllister provides an 
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excellent example of what I mean by external critique when he says that “com-
puter game scholars will want to differentiate between, for example, a player 
who realizes that a particular battle in a war simulation can be won only by 
means of an air strike and the player who realizes that the entire simulation is 
constructed on the idea that air dominance is the key to victory in all modern 
warfare. The former case causes the player to change his or her strategy only vis-
à-vis a particular scenario in the game, whereas the latter causes the player to 
reconsider both local game strategy and the history of real wars.”41

Nevertheless, critics of military videogames have all too often used these 
themes to support a reading of America’s Army and other games as mere propa-
ganda. These critiques make important contributions to research, but they need 
to be rehabilitated to serve a different sensibility about persuasive games. We can 
enjoy these games and accept that they are not mere deceptions, while being 
attentive to the underlying assumptions and the problems they generate.

The strategy of immanent critique can also be extended beyond persuasive 
games that are designed to advance a particular message or goal to those that 
attempt to model ideologies enacted and taken to their logical extreme. BioShock 
provides an excellent example of this. I already discussed how the city of Rapture 
is a utopia turned dystopia because of the contradictions inherent in the founder’s 
ideology of self-reliance and extreme competition. The goal of individual perfec-
tion inspired the creation of genetic modifications and propelled the commu-
nity into civil war. As players discover this story, the events turn out to be eminently 
plausible because the game attempts to model the contradictions that are really 
present in Randian egoism and similar ideologies. BioShock Infinite does much 
the same thing by first modeling a world built out of an extreme racial, religious, 
and nationalistic conservatism and then modeling the world created by resistance 
fighters who impose an uncompromising vision of egalitarianism. In each case, 
the world creates a physical manifestation of political ideologies. And while the 
constructs are simpler than the philosophies they mirror, they raise important 
questions about whether the ideologies do incorporate these contradictions. The 
result is that the games entertain while also offering some compelling insights 
into political theory.

Conclusion

I have argued that military videogames and other kinds of persuasive games can 
and should be critiqued but that the strategies of critique need to be reconsidered. 
Arguments about extremely harmful psychological repercussions of gaming over-
state videogames’ power to transform players and perpetuate an unproductive 
moral panic. I contend that persuasive games are best seen as arguments for par
ticular perspectives on issues and events. They make claims about what we should 
believe and what we should value. For the most part, developers seem to genuinely 
believe the messages their persuasive games propagate. They do not simply seek to 
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mislead players but rather aim to convince them, though this effort may involve 
stretching the truth. Persuasive efforts may influence players in subtle ways, but 
this is not morally problematic. We are shaped by our experiences, including 
experiences of entertainment. Games, like other media, may offer us new infor-
mation and alter our perspectives, but our interpretations of media are heavily 
dictated by our existing biases. We tend to see what we want to see when engag-
ing with polysemic media. Above all, games’ influence is apt to fall short of the 
kinds of major events that are usually responsible for having a substantive effect 
on people’s core beliefs and values. Thus, it is possible to acknowledge that vid-
eogames have some influence on players without assuming that they have a con-
tagion effect. Players are not blank slates to be remade by playing a game for a 
few minutes, so it is essential to abandon the contagion model of thinking 
about persuasive games and approach them with far more nuance.

I have defended controversial videogames against some of the criticisms they 
have received and highlighted some of the analytical mistakes that appear in 
those criticisms. My effort to challenge certain critical strategies is meant not to 
foreclose critique of games but rather to resituate critique with more promising 
strategies. We can recognize the persuasive games as arguments and acknowl-
edge that the developers may genuinely believe in the messages presented, while 
still striving to expose the errors within those arguments. We should strive to 
evaluate these games in terms of what kinds of models they build, with atten-
tion to the external problems related to factual inaccuracies and omissions and 
the internal problems associated with inconsistent ideological assumptions or 
inconsistent rules governing the games.
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Speaking through Games

From torture to mass murder, rape to pedophilia, suicide bombing to nuclear 
annihilation, videogames never cease to shock. Some commentators wonder 
whether the discomfort is worth it or whether the risks outweigh the rewards. 
Moreover, for each example of a thoughtful use of shock, there are many examples 
of games presenting gratuitous violence and sexual content without any apparent 
redeeming goal. Games such as Custer’s Revenge, RapeLay, and Ethnic Cleansing 
not only upset sensibilities but do so in ways that arguably conflict with social 
mores and glorify aggression. Even hardcore gamers report being dismayed at grue-
some acts of simulated violence or when games allow players to commit atrocities.1 
Disturbing moments are a magnet for controversy and condemnation. They also 
encourage us to reflect on our simulated experiences and on our attitudes about 
the real events re-created.

My goal in this chapter is to demonstrate the importance of distinguishing 
between offensiveness and genuine immorality when it comes to videogames. 
Offense is not in itself grounds for moral concern. Offensive content may be 
uncomfortable or even profoundly disgusting, yet in most cases it is not actually 
harmful. Moreover, offensiveness is often essential for taking on difficult issues. 
A game that addresses racial inequality, sexual deviance, or violence cannot help 
but present troubling situations and evoke real atrocities. I demonstrate the value 
of offensive games by looking at the messages conveyed by some of the most con-
troversial games. Super Columbine Massacre RPG! is a troubling simulation of a 
real school shooting, but the game’s offensiveness is vital to its investigation of the 
attack and the ostensible link between videogames and violence. Grand Theft 
Auto simulates extreme violence and presents racial stereotypes, but it does so 



164  •  Simulating Good and Evil

satirically. Grand Theft Auto V ’s simulated torture is an effective critique of this 
practice because it is brutal, just as Spec Ops: The Line’s white phosphorous attack 
is more effective at conveying the horrors of war because it re-creates civilian vic-
timization. Games featuring highly sexualized female characters have been 
blamed for objectifying women, yet some of these characters have helped to move 
games beyond the ubiquitous white male hero. In each case, shock and even dis-
gust are vehicles for making significant points.

It is essential to contextualize offensive content and to consider the range of 
interpretations it may support. Many games that have been charged with racism 
and sexism do not advocate discrimination. Rather, they represent real activi-
ties or events in which the logics of racism and sexism are already inscribed. To 
be offended by these games misses the point that games are not responsible for 
the existing inequities they call attention to. Games have the potential to sub-
vert racism, sexism, and other pernicious beliefs, and they deserve praise when 
they do this. However, subversion is itself a controversial project that is subject to 
divergent interpretations according to the logic of polysemy. Efforts to make pro-
gressive simulations are apt to offend and to provoke disagreement about whether 
they are truly progressive or what it even means to be progressive. The pursuit of 
more politically engaged games requires a proliferation of viewpoints that will 
inevitably cause offense and discontent. The more serious the issues games take on 
and the more they attempt to challenge conventions, the greater the odds that 
others will disagree with the approach taken or the messages presented.

The lesson I want to emphasize in this chapter is that we should adopt a more 
permissive attitude toward offensive games in the sense of being less outraged by 
offensive content and more attentive to how content that initially appears to be 
immoral may take on a different meaning when seen within the game narrative 
and within the social context. We certainly should not accept every game as being 
meaningful or insightful, but we must be on guard against the tendency to search 
for moral fault wherever possible. The risks posed by videogames are infinitesimal 
compared to the risks of overzealous censorship. Moreover, we should be cautious 
about the treatment of offensive games that lack any moral or political message, 
such as Custer’s Revenge. I concede that some games are genuinely repugnant and 
lack clear redeeming benefits, yet such games may still help to maintain a general 
climate of open discourse in which speech is only restricted under exceptional 
circumstances. The censorship favored by staunch critics of videogames is only 
warranted in the rare cases where games incite violence or constitute threats of 
violence in themselves.

Warning: Disturbing Content

As I argued in chapter 2, many critics of videogames mistakenly assume that 
players passively endorse simulated actions as being morally justified. The dis-
comfort some players report when encountering shocking content is a sign of 



Speaking through Games  •  165

how misguided this assumption is. In one study, Consalvo, Busch, and Jong find 
that “players for the most part did not consider game spaces as ‘judgment-free 
zones’ for either their own play or that of others, instead freely admitting that 
feelings of discomfort or shame (or sometimes more) were appropriate for deviant 
acts they took in-game.”2 This research reveals that offensive content often meets 
considerable resistance from players—even those who enjoy the game. In other 
words, players can be upset by a game and still enjoy it. This may seem strange, but 
it is entirely consistent with games being amoral in themselves while still being 
able to evoke thoughts of activities that would be immoral if they were real. Simu-
lated violence may be fictional and not morally problematic in itself, but it brings 
our attention to unpleasant realities that are morally and politically significant.

We feel disgusted and offended at simulated immoral actions because they 
remind us of real-world analogues that warrant condemnation. We do not wit-
ness a real country’s descent into chaos in Far Cry 4, but it is hard to ignore the 
game’s references to the Maoist insurgency in Nepal or to forget that real people 
are suffering in civil wars around the world. We do not really torture a sus-
pected terrorist in Grand Theft Auto V, but the game forces us to face the reality 
of torture via simulation and encourages us to give some thought to the detain-
ees who were waterboarded during the War on Terror. Players feel uncomfort-
able about simulated murder, sexual assault, and child abuse not because they 
are actually guilty of the actions they simulate or because they lack the ability 
to distinguish reality from fantasy but because representations of immoral 
actions reference real-world equivalents that are profoundly uncomfortable.

Of course, not all uncomfortable content is the same. Simulated torture and 
fictional murder are clearly different from real torture and murder because they 
do not cause physical and psychological injuries. Condemning videogames for 
simulating these actions misapplies moral sentiments about real actions to mere 
reflections of them. Nevertheless, it is possible for acts of aggression to be car-
ried out through communication alone, as in the case of hate speech or incite-
ments to violence. This raises the question of whether some videogames may be 
immoral by virtue of the messages they present. Patridge thinks that this is pos
sible and attempts to show that amoralists are wrong in thinking that actions 
performed in videogames lack moral weight (i.e., that a game is “just a game”) 
by looking at simulated violations of social mores. Building on Aristotelian cri-
tiques of videogames, she contends that certain simulated actions must be 
wrong because of what they say about those who participate in the simulations. 
As she explains, “A virtuous agent would not undertake such an activity for the 
sake of pleasure, sexual or otherwise. So, it at least makes room for the possibil-
ity that our game play, fictionalized as it is, might also be expressive of a flaw in 
our character.”3

Patridge is especially concerned by games that have “incorrigible social mean-
ings.” As she correctly points out, certain images can be deeply upsetting because 
of their meaning within a particular context. In her example, Americans are apt 
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to find a cartoon of President Obama eating a watermelon upsetting because 
this is generally recognized as a racial insult. When it comes to this kind of 
imagery, Patridge says that “the meaning is incorrigible in that it is exceedingly 
difficult to overturn, and it is social in that this difficulty is explained by facts 
about a particular social reality.”4 She extends this reasoning to argue that vid-
eogames with racist or sexist messages are morally problematic. She says that 
Resident Evil 5 is objectionable because it features a white protagonist who kills 
black African zombies and is reminiscent of the atrocities of colonization. 
Custer’s Revenge is another example, as it ends with a white protagonist raping a 
Native American woman who is tied to a pole. According to Patridge, players of 
these games show a moral failing if they think that the imagery is funny, if they 
do not realize that it is wrong, or if they know that the images are wrong but 
enjoy the games anyway.

As I explained in chapter 4, there is good reason to doubt the Aristotelian 
critique of videogames (i.e., the claim that merely simulating immoral actions 
can damage a person’s character). This argument does not fit well with Aristotle’s 
writings about the cathartic effects of tragedy and conflates the performance of 
simulated actions with the habitual performance of real immoral actions. How-
ever, Patridge goes beyond the usual Aristotelian argument that games habituate 
players to immorality by looking at the social context in which game content 
appears to be immoral. She makes some insightful points about how games may 
be harmful in much the same way that hate speech is harmful. That is, even if 
individual players are unaffected by the racist imagery of Custer’s Revenge, there 
could be a social cost to reproducing racial stereotypes. This shows that the moral 
issues inherent in games are also political issues. The effort to find something 
wrong with games and with individual players’ enjoyment of them turns from 
individual psychology to how the player is acting in an intersubjective context 
in which others’ thoughts and feelings must be taken into account.

I acknowledge that much of the content that critics of videogames take issue 
with is insensitive and offensive but argue that to call this content immoral or 
to impose censorship is usually too strong a response. The reasons for this can 
be found by drawing on insights from research on free speech rights. Thus far, 
researchers have not borrowed much from that literature, perhaps because of an 
aversion to equating games with other media and losing a sense of their unique-
ness. However, this perspective has much to offer. Games are usually controver-
sial because of how narrative elements contextualize players’ actions. Narratives 
provide meaning to button clicks. They determine whether players are simulat-
ing justified or unjustified violence, consensual sex or rape. They also provide the 
information to categorize characters by race, gender, sexual orientation, or other 
attributes that may be used as the basis for discrimination. It is a narrative deci-
sion to create enemies that look black rather than white. Because narrative 
framing is the source of controversial representations, it is helpful to evaluate 
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offensive games by using the same standards of narrative analysis that have been 
developed to analyze other controversial media, such as films, books, and music.

Drawing an analogy between videogames and other media when it comes to 
theorizing offensive content holds two advantages. First, it is vital to be as con-
sistent as possible when making moral appraisals of different types of entertain-
ment. Videogames have suffered an undue burden from double standards when 
critics treat them as having less redeeming value than other media or when they 
assume that the messages games present are more harmful without adequate 
evidence to show that this is the case. Adopting the same standards to analyze 
different types of media is a vital step toward overcoming this bias and making 
more consistent moral judgments. Second, research on videogames can benefit 
immensely from the extensive writings on free speech rights, which have already 
covered many of the same issues that are central to controversies surrounding 
videogames. It is true that games have distinctive characteristics and that theo-
ries of speech may need to be updated in light of their interactivity, yet existing 
research can at least offer a starting place on which more gaming scholars can 
build. Of particular importance is the conceptual language that has developed 
for understanding controversial speech and identifying when it crosses moral 
boundaries.

There are no settled answers in the struggle to determine when speech acts 
deserve moral condemnation, but many defenders of expansive free speech 
rights follow in the tradition of John Stuart Mill by endorsing his harm princi
ple, which states that actions should be permitted so long as they do not harm 
others. As he puts it, “The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exer-
cised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent 
harm to others.”5 This is a classic statement of political liberalism, which is 
deployed by free speech advocates who think that speech must be protected 
because words lack the capacity to injure or kill. Mill’s harm principle is often 
interpreted as meaning that speech should only be restricted in cases of slander 
and libel, incitement, or threat, when the speech acts inflict some kind of demon-
strable damage. Few videogames make erroneous, damaging factual claims about 
specific people such that they would violate rules against slander and libel. This 
leaves incitement and threat as the more urgent concerns. The former involves 
offensive speech that is used to encourage people to commit real acts of violence, 
such as by producing a book that exhorts readers to attack members of minority 
groups. Threats directed against specific individuals and groups are likewise not 
merely offensive but can cause the recipient or recipients severe psychological 
harm by creating fear of attack. In both cases, the speech goes beyond merely 
offending to inflicting harm.

Videogames rarely, if ever, encourage players to go out into the real world 
and commit violent acts in any sense that would qualify as incitement. Just the 
opposite. Even the most heavily criticized games tend to situate violence within 
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some narrative context in which it is justified, which is to say a context in which it 
does not count as murder. Players usually battle against terrorists, criminals, zom-
bies, and Nazis. They fight enemies who are supposed to be killed not only based 
on the logic of the game but who also deserve it in some sense. Games typically 
penalize players for unjustified violence, such as shooting civilians, or make it 
impossible, which is often the case with attacks on children. When games simu-
late murder, such as when players in Grand Theft Auto mow down pedestrians, 
they typically characterize this as being illegal and stop far short of encouraging 
players to emulate the behavior. Violence is therefore characterized as being per-
missible only under certain carefully defined circumstances, which usually coin-
cide with broader social mores about justified uses of force in self-defense and 
during war. Moreover, games do not urge players to re-enact the violence in the 
real world, and it is doubtful that any major game would ever do such a thing 
considering the legal repercussions this would have.

In the extraordinary instances where games do present strong calls to use 
violence in real life, they can be justifiably considered immoral on the grounds 
that they are attempting to incite players to act wrongly. Such games are not the 
ones that feature in the popular debate over violent videogames, such as Man-
hunt and Grand Theft Auto. Instead, they come from relatively small developers 
and have had limited commercial success. Ethnic Cleansing is one such example. 
Created in 2002 by the National Alliance, a white nationalist organization, the 
game simulates a race war in which neo-Nazis and members of the Ku Klux 
Klan attack minority groups. I would argue that such a game is immoral and 
that it can be fairly censored. It incites violence, and there is a high risk of that 
message finding a receptive audience in societies that are plagued by racial dis-
crimination. The game is likewise profoundly threatening because of the devel-
oper’s long-standing promotion of racialized violence beyond the boundaries of 
the videogame. It is therefore possible for a videogame to violate Mill’s harm 
principle, but only under exceptional circumstances. In this instance, the harm 
arises from a fairly credible threat coming from an organization actively pro-
moting real acts of hate and being deployed in a social context where it could 
reasonably qualify as incitement.

Joel Feinberg expands on the Millian perspective by distinguishing between 
harm and offense. He says that offensive acts “are harmless in themselves yet so 
unpleasant that we can rightly demand legal protection from them even at the 
cost of other persons’ liberties.”6 Feinberg conveys this with the help of a thought 
experiment in which he invites readers to picture themselves as passengers on the 
worst bus ride imaginable. Fellow passengers arrive to eat disgusting food, 
engage in unsanitary behavior, and display disturbing messages. For example, in 
Story 31, he says that “a counter-demonstrator leaves a feminist rally to enter the 
bus. He carries a banner with an offensive caricature of a female and the message, 
in large red letters: ‘Keep the bitches barefoot and pregnant.’ ”7 This sign is akin 
to Patridge’s examples of a picture of Obama eating watermelon or the rape 
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scene in Custer’s Revenge—a display so profoundly at odds with social mores that 
it is reasonable to question its morality and legality. Feinberg argues that some 
types of offensive content should be restricted, and correctly observes that even 
the most liberal societies impose some limits on expression in the interest of pre-
serving public order. Prohibitions against wandering the streets naked, issuing 
threats, or shouting fire in a crowded building are examples of this. Including 
offense alongside harm as grounds for restricting freedom of expression makes 
Feinberg’s offense principle a stronger basis for challenging the upsetting content 
that appears in games than Mill’s harm principle, which has made Feinberg’s 
principle a more appealing standard for commentators who wish to impose 
stricter regulations on expression. The trouble is deciding exactly where offensive 
content crosses the line to become immoral or subject to legal restriction.

Offense is a difficult concept to apply in practice as a basis for making moral or 
legal judgments. It is an unmeasurable psychological or social cost that can only 
be gauged qualitatively. There is no way of drawing sharp lines between immoral 
offensive messages and justified offensive messages, or between offensive content 
that is morally repugnant and offensive content that is excusable because it has 
redeeming benefits. There are many borderline cases in which there is reasonable 
debate about whether offensive actions cross the line to become immoral and/or 
illegal. Worse still, there is an enormous risk of infringing on the rights of mar-
ginalized groups by declaring their actions offensive. Restrictions on virtually 
every type of marginalized group have historically been supported by claims that 
the members’ lifestyle is offensive in ways that warrant a loss of liberty. Around 
the world, homosexuals continue to face oppression on the grounds that even 
private same-sex relationships are offensive to social mores. Mistreatment of 
transgendered people is likewise routinely carried out because their personal 
choices offend. The frequency with which claims of offense are misused as tools 
for discrimination should make us reluctant to restrain offensive speech in any 
but the most extreme cases in which there are demonstrable costs going beyond 
mere discomfort or disgust. Any judgments about what kinds of speech are per-
missible must be made on a case-by-case basis, with a high degree of sensitivity 
to the costs of stifling expression.

Arguments for restricting offensive speech also tend to make special exceptions 
for art and for politically important messages.8 The reasoning here is that the 
good of permitting this type of content and the potential risk of silencing pub-
lic dialogue outweigh the costs associated with causing offense. This means that 
identifying immoral content is not just a matter of showing that offense was 
inflicted but also showing that the content lacks artistic merit or cognitive 
value. Nude paintings and sculptures are widely permitted because of their cul-
tural significance, despite bothering some conservatives. Flag burning is highly 
offensive to many people, yet it is permissible in most liberal democratic socie
ties because it constitutes an evocative form of protest. Restricting this kind 
of upsetting expression would protect delicate sensibilities at the expense of 
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impoverished political discourse. Thus, another test when judging offensive 
content in videogames is to decide whether the messages being presented have 
artistic or political merit in themselves or whether the expression helps to main-
tain a general openness that facilitates political discourse. This judgment is a 
matter of proportionality. A particular expression is not wrong simply because 
it offends. Rather, it is wrong only if the offense is intentional and is inflicted 
without pursuing some worthwhile goal that overrides the harm inflicted by 
the offense.

Super Columbine Massacre RPG! is a prime example of an upsetting game 
that is morally permissible because of its political merit. The game was pro-
duced by Danny Ledonne in 2005 and re-creates the 1999 attack on Columbine 
High School in Littleton, Colorado. The decision to transform a national trag-
edy into a videogame generated backlash from many critics, including some 
victims’ families. The game was all the more shocking for allowing players to 
become the killers—a perspective some thought might generate empathy for 
them and even encourage emulation.9 It is easy to understand the discomfort 
with an attack being re-enacted against avatars representing real victims of a 
mass shooting. The game could be fairly described as offensive, and it poses a risk 
of inflicting emotional trauma on players and victims. There is also a risk associ-
ated with delving into the minds of school shooters, especially if this glamorizes 
them. Nevertheless, there is much to be gained from an attempt to understand 
what motivated the killers, especially when so much of the blame has been 
wrongly placed on popular culture and the media. Using a videogame to simu-
late the attack was especially poignant because of the efforts made to show that 
videogames were the cause. The game narrative plays an important role in con-
textualizing events and re-creating them in a way that promotes understanding 
without glorifying the shooters or encouraging emulation. It is also clear from 
Ledonne’s defense of the game that it reflects an effort to delve into the psychol
ogy of the shooters and the causes of school violence rather than merely an 
effort to offend.10

There is no perfect way of handling a topic as delicate as school shootings—
no middle ground that will please everyone. A game like Super Columbine 
Massacre RPG! cannot help but cause offense to many people and profoundly 
disgust those who play it. It is a testament to videogames’ inability to truly 
desensitize players that many veteran gamers professed being deeply disturbed 
by the content.11 It is because the game is offensive, that it can provoke discus-
sion of school shootings, the proper way to remember victims, and how to talk 
about those who commit atrocities without glorifying their actions. These are 
valuable conversations to have. If the game were not offensive, it would lack this 
power. In a sense, Super Columbine Massacre RPG! is like a virtual flag burn-
ing. It is speech taken to an extreme that is deeply offensive but in which the 
provocation is essential to the act of protest. Audiences are right to be offended 
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by it, but the developer and players are also justified in raising their voices to 
spark debate about an urgent national security problem. By refusing to glorify 
the killers or call for more attacks, the game stops short of inciting violence and 
therefore qualifies as a defensible speech act in which potential benefits out-
weigh potential harms.

Feinberg recognizes the challenges associated with identifying when it is jus-
tifiable to regulate offensive expression. He offers some guidelines and says that 
the intensity of the offense, the number of people affected, the motive of the 
speaker, and the ease of avoiding the content should all be taken into consider-
ation. By his account, public demonstrations of hatred designed to reach large 
audiences and spread fear, such as Nazi rallies, can be justifiably restricted. On 
the other hand, offensive media, which would include videogames, should gen-
erally be protected because they are easy to avoid, have minimal impact beyond 
the immediate audience, and are usually not designed with malevolent intent. 
In the end, the decision about what content is morally and/or legally permissi-
ble must be made on a case-by-case basis with careful attention to the text in 
question and the potential risks. I argue that in most cases it is too strong to say 
that games are morally blameworthy simply because they offend and that the 
costs associated with stifling expression are so high that censorship is only justi-
fied in extreme cases. A game must pose some kind of clear and demonstrable 
danger based on incitement or threat to warrant moral condemnation or legal 
restriction, and as I have shown in the preceding chapters, there are virtually no 
clear cases of games that meet this standard.

We can and should interrogate offensive content in games like Custer’s Revenge, 
and there are good grounds for moral condemnation of those who use these 
games as a way of satisfying malicious fantasies. At the same time, the critiques 
of upsetting games tend to look less like reasonable inquiries into whether the 
games are morally permissible and more like attempts to find some way to impugn 
videogames by looking for extreme content in a handful of cases. Patridge is cer-
tainly correct in thinking that much of the perceived wrongness associated with 
games arises from social circumstances and that games may be morally question-
able because of their social meaning. At the same time, this argument for situat-
ing games in their social context can be turned on its head. Just as it is appropriate 
to judge the offensiveness of games based on their context, it is appropriate to 
determine the extent of acceptable expression based on the prevailing norms 
related to free expression. Most liberal democratic societies take a permissive 
attitude toward free speech because of its benefits and the myriad challenges 
associated with distinguishing justifiable content from unjustifiable content. 
Restrictions on books, television shows, movies, and other entertainment 
media are reserved for extreme cases in which there is a relatively clear and spe-
cific associated risk. The same general respect for expression should be extended 
to videogames.
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Racism and Sexism

It is helpful to situate the disagreement over offensive representations in terms 
of the research on how marginalized groups are depicted in games. Most cases 
of hate speech are directed against marginalized groups, and the games that 
most plausibly qualify as being immoral target women and/or minorities (as in 
the case of Custer’s Revenge and Ethnic Cleansing). Moreover, this is one of the 
most active areas of gaming research, with many commentators accusing video-
games of being racist or sexist because of the lack of attention to minorities or 
because of how minorities are represented.

One line of argument is that marginalized groups are underrepresented in 
videogames and that this perpetuates exclusion. Underrepresentation consti-
tutes a failure to recognize members of marginalized groups and by extension 
may exacerbate feelings that they are abnormal or inferior. This may also alien-
ate players from those groups, excluding them from the entertainment and 
learning experiences that games offer. Exclusion is a reasonable concern, but 
once again critics pursuing this argument overstate reasonable concerns and by 
extension overstate the case for thinking that videogames are morally problem-
atic. Marginalized groups are underrepresented and misrepresented in games, 
but the numbers do not tell the whole story. As in other controversies I have 
considered, the problem is less with games than with the more fundamental 
social and political conditions they reflect.

David Leonard is among the most ardent opponents of racial misrepresenta
tions in videogames. He describes videogames as “a White-centered space” 
because “more than 50% of player-controlled characters are White males; less 
than 40% of game characters are Black.”12 His argument rests heavily on this 
claim of underrepresentation, but it is difficult to substantiate. The first prob
lem is with the lack of evidence to support the figure cited. It is difficult to judge 
what games Leonard bases his conclusion on, as he provides no list to support 
his estimate. This reflects a general lack of transparency in the statistical data 
critics of videogames provide. The games Leonard references in his qualitative 
case studies are all set in the United States, which has a population that is 
roughly 12.6 percent black.13 This makes his estimate that 40 percent of video-
game characters are black a very high proportion when judged against demo-
graphic realities. Without a list of the games included in his estimate, it is 
impossible to say whether the 40 percent figure is fair. However, it is clear that 
there is a problem with his claim of underrepresentation within the context of 
games that attempt to mirror American society, as his figures indicate that 
black characters are actually overrepresented. This raises a deeper question: 
what counts as fair representation? Should videogames be expected to mirror 
the general population’s composition, or should games include equal numbers 
of all groups? As with the other free speech issues I have raised, there are no easy 
answers. Leonard and others who claim that some groups are underrepresented 
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should attempt to find some guidelines for game developers to follow. Without 
a clear standard of fairness or evidence of an intent to misrepresent racial minori-
ties, such a critique of games is unproductive and serves to perpetuate a sense of 
moral outrage at games without offering reasonable solutions.

Claims that women are underrepresented in games are more convincing on 
the surface, as women are clearly underrepresented compared to their proportion 
of the overall population. In one of the earliest and most influential of these 
studies, Tracy Dietz found that in thirty-three Nintendo and Sega Genesis 
games, 41 percent included no female characters and 28 percent of those that did 
only showed them as sexual objects.14 Similarly, in a later study of forty-seven 
randomly selected videogames, Berrin Beasely and Tracy Standley reported that 
women only made up 8.54 percent to 27.36 percent of the characters, depending 
on the type of game.15 These studies also showed that the number of female char-
acters is linked to the game genre. Women are most common in individual 
sports games and least common in group sports and fighting games. The unequal 
distribution of men and women is most noticeable in violent games. These rarely 
include women, and when they do, the characters are usually in supporting 
roles.16 The underrepresentation of female characters goes beyond games them-
selves. Other media associated with them show the same bias. According to 
Erica Sharrer, game advertisements are around three times more likely to show 
male characters than female characters.17 In an analysis of the way gender appears 
in game review sites, James Ivory concludes that “in general, female characters 
were represented in far fewer of the sampled game reviews than male charac-
ters,”18 as only 42 percent of reviews mentioned female characters. The range of 
these studies, both in a temporal sense and in the variety of game-related media 
analyzed, indicates the pervasiveness of unequal representation in gaming.

Women’s underrepresentation results at least partly from how games are 
designed to mirror the real world. Many games, including those that studies 
have flagged as showing the most severe bias, involve roles that restrict women’s 
participation. For example, many of the best-selling action games of the past 
two decades, including the Call of Duty, Medal of Honor, and Battlefield series, 
simulate combat in militaries that did not allow women to participate in ground 
combat. Any attempt to mirror the realities of gender-exclusive historical roles in 
games will invariably result in unequal numbers of male and female characters. 
Including female characters among the infantrymen storming the beaches of 
Normandy in Call of Duty 4 would be anachronistic and present players with an 
inaccurate view of World War II. In fact, such a dramatic rewriting of history 
would leave games open to the criticism that they are attempting to cover up 
past infringements on women’s rights. Women are also excluded from most of 
the professional leagues that sports videogames are based on, so it should come 
as no surprise that this genre likewise marginalizes women. Inclusion in games 
about real professional sports teams would require creating fictional female 
characters to play alongside male avatars representing real people. The same 
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problem extends to existing franchises borrowed from other media, such as 
those involving superheroes. These franchises must either retain their existing 
biases or be substantially reconfigured when they are adapted to videogames.

In Beasely and Standley’s study of forty-seven games, at least fourteen are 
simulations of activities that excluded women within the setting. They depict 
military ground combat prior to women’s inclusion in it and professional sports 
leagues that are reserved for men.19 Dietz’s influential 1998 study of Nintendo 
and Sega games included at least seven games based on real activities that exclude 
women. Seven are based on superhero and television franchises that have few 
female characters.20 This means that fourteen of the thirty-three games Dietz 
investigated could only include women by altering their source material. Video-
games are not the root cause of women’s underrepresentation. They are only 
reflecting more fundamental gender inequalities.

Games with few minority characters may likewise do this for the sake of accu-
rately reflecting source material or real-world events that game developers have 
limited power to alter unless they abandon their goal of representational accu-
racy. This is the case in games simulating historical periods when racial minorities 
were excluded from settings or roles that are the game’s subject. For example, 
when judged in terms of representational accuracy, it is fitting that the numerous 
games about the American military during World War II would include few 
minority characters because the military was segregated at the time. When it 
comes to games about historical events or real institutions, it is only when situat-
ing games in the context of the real events and places they simulate that it is pos
sible to determine whether their content is fair. When games attempt to mirror 
the real world, they inevitably copy its inequities. Once again, the fundamental 
problem of inequality is less with games themselves than with real institutions 
that have unfairly excluded certain groups.

The failure to distinguish between the different representational contexts of 
games that attempt to mirror the real world and those that envision alternative 
realities reveals one of the problems with overreliance on quantitative methods 
for how games depict marginalized groups. Although quantitative research has 
yielded a great deal of useful information about patterns in representation of 
women and other groups, studies too often overlook the underlying reasons for 
inequality. It is essential to rethink how moral claims about videogames are 
made and to reorient these claims more effectively. The problem is not simply that 
certain groups do not have enough presence in videogames but rather that video-
games bear a complex relationship with the real world. They may be expected to 
reflect it accurately or to reconfigure it imaginatively, with different implica-
tions in terms of what would constitute fair inclusion. As in the case of offen-
sive games, those that may contain racial or gender bias are often complex texts 
that must be approached with attention not only to what is being represented 
but also to the overall context in which meaning takes shape.



Speaking through Games  •  175

Visual images are rarely self-sufficient sources of meaning. Images that appear 
in isolation or without some sense of context are ambiguous. For example, a pic-
ture of a dead body in the newspaper sends a powerful message, but what exactly 
that message is requires explanation. It could be a murder victim or someone 
who died of natural causes. If the person died in a war zone, we may not know 
who was responsible or whether the attack was warranted. The person could be 
an enemy fighter or a civilian, or perhaps somewhere in between. How we inter-
pret such an image depends on related images and accompanying narrative 
descriptions provided by the caption.21 The incompleteness of meaning is a core 
assumption of semiotic theory. No sign means something in isolation. Meaning 
is established through networks of relationships. It is only with this interpretive 
assistance that we can understand what the image actually means. And passing 
any judgment about the moral or political implications of an image is certainly 
premature without access to this information. This point must extend to the 
interpretation of offensive games. A controversial setting, a lack of inclusivity, and 
sexualization are upsetting, but we may not know what deeper implications these 
have—we may not really understand what these elements of the game mean—
without some sense of the game as a whole. Establishing the context is therefore 
essential.

Anthony Shiu offers a good example of a contextually grounded critique of 
underrepresentation.22 He analyzes the racial inequalities of Duke Nukem 3D 
and Shadow Warrior with reference to the context in which the games are set. 
Duke Nukem 3D is set in Los Angeles, an extremely diverse place in which white 
people are now a minority, but its characters are exclusively white. Any attempt 
to re-create Los Angeles would require a far more diverse assortment of charac-
ters than are included in the game. Shiu even cites demographic figures in 
support of this point, which help to establish a clear standard for judging 
inclusiveness. Thus, rather than objecting to underrepresentation without a clear 
standard of judgment or without acknowledging the forces that may constrain a 
game’s inclusivity, Shiu judges Duke Nukem 3D in terms of its own mimetic 
orientation. He shows that the game fails to reflect the diversity one should find 
in the game’s setting. By forming a sense of what would count as fair representa
tion in the chosen context, it becomes possible to critique the game on its own 
terms. Its failure to be more inclusive is a representation failure based on the 
standards the game itself creates by its attempt to model a particular place.

Of course, many games are not based on historical events, existing franchises, 
or real activities shaped by gender bias. Games set in fantasy worlds, alternative 
realities, or the future have far more freedom in how they represent characters. 
Critiques of underrepresentation that focus on these kinds of games have a much 
stronger basis for uncovering evidence of bias. When games are set in alternative 
realities, developers can create more egalitarian worlds rather than simply reflect-
ing the inequalities of the real world. In these cases, games often do fall into the 
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pattern of relying heavily on white male characters, especially in leading roles. 
Whether intentionally or unintentionally, many perpetuate trends of underrepre
sentation that infect the real world and other types of media. It is here that the 
critiques of representational biases in videogames can focus most fairly and effec-
tively—on those instances in which games are in a position to subvert these 
broader trends by producing simulations that are more egalitarian.

Videogames are in a unique position to create convincing new worlds and 
should take advantage of that power to break free of real-world biases whenever 
possible. Wark argues that “the beginnings of a critical theory of games—a 
gamer theory—might lie not in holding games accountable as failed representa
tions of the world, but quite the reverse. The world outside is a gamespace that 
appears as an imperfect form of a computer game.”23 I do not know exactly 
what Wark has in mind, but it seems as though this proposal could offer some 
help when it comes to issues of race and gender. Many games, perhaps even a 
majority, attempt to mirror the real world or other media. They are models of 
things that already exist, which cannot help but reproduce existing biases. Mir-
roring is an inherently conservative enterprise, in the sense that the mirror 
must reflect the flaws of the original. However, when it comes to race and gen-
der, there is scope for imaginatively creating new worlds that have more pro-
gressive content and that offer new perspectives. In this sense, games might go 
beyond simply re-creating existing biases to construct spaces in which these 
cease to exist—spaces in which the games provide an aspirational look at what 
might be achievable. Ironically, games set in dystopian worlds are sometimes 
the best at doing this precisely because they set out to imagine alternative reali-
ties in which existing inequalities need not apply.

When Are Representations Fair?

Fair representation is not simply a matter of numerical equality. How avatars 
look plays a key role in characterizing groups. As with the quantitative evalua-
tions of underrepresentation, fair criticism of the appearance of minority 
groups requires sensitivity to the contexts of the game worlds and their overall 
attitude toward racial issues. Two considerations are particularly important. 
First, the prevalence of satire in videogames means that characters cannot 
always be taken at face value. Some characters are potentially upsetting because 
of their racialized or sexualized appearance, but they should be interpreted 
within a game’s overall context and with attention to what political or artistic 
point a game is attempting to make. Second, games are polysemic and may sup-
port divergent interpretations within the scope of the evidence they present. 
This does not mean that characters are empty shells that can take on any mean-
ing but rather that any given character may permit a range of plausible interpre-
tations. It is important to avoid assigning characters a fixed, essential identity 
when their meaning is open to contestation.
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Investigations of male minority characters find that they are usually shown as 
physically powerful, aggressive, and “hypermasculine.”24 Leonard says that this 
image is especially prominent in sports games and action games, which usually 
portray black characters as being naturally muscular and athletic. He goes on to 
argue that, by making the black characters physically powerful, the games keep 
attention on the black characters’ bodies. Thus, games facilitate “the virtual occu-
pation of black bodies” through the hypermasculine display.25 Susan Jeffords 
points out that black men and white men are depicted differently.26 The former 
are shown as docile and complacent men that are not threatening for white audi-
ences, while white men can be more rebellious and assertive.

Games in the Grand Theft Auto series are among those that have most often 
been accused of reinforcing racial stereotypes that could arguably be classified 
as hate speech.27 Many of the factions are formed along racial lines, and groups 
are shown in unflattering ways. This leads Leonard to claim that Grand Theft 
Auto 3 “legitimizes white supremacy and patriarchy and privileges whiteness and 
maleness, all the while substantiating the necessity of law and order and reaction-
ary social governance.”28 He considers the games’ representation of the Other 
more problematic than the games’ violent and sexual messages, saying, “These 
games don’t teach kids how to be violent or how to solicit a prostitute—in fact 
there is little scholarly evidence that substantiates such a claim—but contributes 
to an understanding of how to thwart violence through increased policing and 
state control of the dangerous Other.”29 Leonard thus defuses one critique of the 
games to make room for a different line of argument based on the racial imagery.

Although the Grand Theft Auto series includes unfavorable representations of 
minorities, as Leonard points out, it does not privilege a particular racial group 
over others. Each group receives the same type of racialized depiction. The games 
feature myriad stereotypical ethnic gangs, including Italian, Jewish, Irish, Rus
sian, and Korean mafias, Chinese triads, black, white, Eastern European, and 
Hispanic street gangs, white biker gangs, and neo-Nazis. There is therefore noth-
ing unique about the stereotyping of certain minorities in the game or about the 
intimation that the groups’ members are involved in crime. The offensive stereo
types and links to crime are universal. More importantly, the game presents its 
minority characters as parodies rather than as realistic characters. The games 
are deliberately ironic, satirizing pop culture texts and group stereotypes.30 The 
narrative and characters of Grand Theft Auto are framed as a parody of con
temporary society, implicitly challenging the stereotypes. The contextual evi-
dence therefore indicates that the stereotypes should not be taken literally, as 
an endorsement of prejudice.

The evidence offered to substantiate claims that the Grand Theft Auto series 
is racist can just as easily support the view that the series is attempting to under-
mine racial stereotypes through satire. Leonard criticizes the radio broadcasts 
in San Andreas by saying “the radio not only blasts a spectrum of jams, all of 
which further reflects the commodification of an imagined Black aesthetic, but 
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a series of reactionary public service announcements, which embody a virtual 
moral panic and contribute to those efforts outside this virtual urban space.”31 
By contrast, Kiri Miller reads these broadcasts as satires of talk radio commen-
tators: “Disrupting gameworld immersion with irony, Rockstar’s writers invite 
the player-ethnographer to join in criticizing the object of their satire: main-
stream American commercial media.”32 As Miller’s example shows, the radio 
broadcast seems to be an exaggeration of the racism inherent in the claims that 
the United States is being corrupted, and not a serious attempt to promote 
intolerance. The exaggeration of this message, in this broadcast and in others, 
heightens its ridiculousness and clarifies its racial overtones. The invocations of 
the freedom of opinion and the influence of sponsors further challenge the rac-
ist message by suggesting that it is a matter of personal bias and that it is oppor-
tunistically directed at garnering higher ratings. Other radio programs and 
advertisements are also parodies, making the references to race part of a much 
larger satire of contemporary culture.

Ben DeVane and Kurt Squire show that when asked about the representa
tion of race in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, players were able to identify the 
stereotyping as part of the game’s pop culture critique, and that many thought 
the game exposed real social problems: “Participants from socially and eco
nomically marginalized groups—African American, working-class, or working 
poor—used the game as a framework to discuss institutional racism in society.”33 
They also find that those who played more games had readings of the game’s 
representation of race that were more nuanced, a result that indicates that gaming 
experience improves a person’s ability to notice the way race appears in games 
and to think critically about its function.

The representation of female characters is also controversial. Beasely and 
Standley find that female characters are usually shown in revealing clothing 
that transforms them into sexual figures. They also have sexual characteristics 
emphasized. Based on this, the authors conclude that “there is considerable gen-
der role stereotyping in video games.”34 This assessment of female characters as 
more sexualized than male characters is substantiated by numerous studies that 
reach the same conclusion.35 This goes beyond games to other media associated 
with them, as the sexualized female characters are evident in game art, gaming 
websites, and game reviews.36

The Tomb Raider series, which follows the adventures of the thin, large-
breasted protagonist Lara Croft, is a favorite target for those who object to sexu-
alized female characters.37 Arthur Berger argues that Croft gives male players a 
chance to indulge their fantasies of controlling an attractive woman.38 Astrid 
Deuber Mankowsky says that Croft reduces femininity to the body and that she 
therefore remains a traditional figure.39 Others disagree with these characteriza-
tions and seek to show how Croft can be interpreted in alternative ways. Just as 
in the many other gaming controversies I have covered, there is no consensus on 
the meaning of the images. Polysemy leaves enough room for interpretive 
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differences that are driven by different attitudes about which representations 
are favorable and which are discriminatory. By the standards of second-wave 
feminism, Croft is an objectifying figure that exploits female sexuality by repro-
ducing it as part of male fantasies. Second-wave feminists generally oppose the 
sexualization of women in media, on the grounds that such depictions reinforce 
stereotypes about women and present them as being reducible to physical char-
acteristics. However, by the standards of third-wave feminism, Croft is a poten-
tially empowering character who shows that a woman can be proud of her beauty 
and sexuality while still defying stereotypes of female passivity.40 These features 
can coexist, and may even be complementary. As Helene Shugart, Catherine 
Egley Waggoner, and D. Lynn O’Brien Hallstein put it, “Third-wavers seek to 
embrace sexual desire and expression, freeing it from the limits of patriarchy and 
heterosexuality as well as from what they perceive to be the antisex sensibilities 
of second-wave feminism.”41

The narrative of the Tomb Raider series lends credence to the third-wave 
feminist interpretation, as the games present Croft as a powerful figure who is 
capable of overcoming challenges independently. At times, she must even rescue 
her male friends, reversing typical gender roles in media representations of 
women. Croft is not simply a sexualized female character. She defies traditional 
roles and stereotypes. As Maja Mikula explains, she is a fragmented character but 
one that seems deliberately constructed to break away from stereotypes of female 
passivity: “The heroine’s constructed identity is no more than an amalgam of val-
ues representing all the different faces of empowerment in advanced capitalist 
societies: class, wealth, appearance, physical fitness, strong will, intelligence and 
independence.”42 Whether one sees Croft’s physical attributes as progressive or 
sexist, it is clear that the role she performs in the game—the role of a competent 
protagonist who does not require male assistance—is an improvement over the 
female characters in earlier video games who, like the Princess in Super Mario 
Bros., were empty figures to be rescued by male characters.

Lara Croft may share part of the responsibility for the positive changes in 
how other female characters are depicted. Jeroen Jansz and Raynel Martis find 
that female characters are more common than they were a few years ago and 
that their roles are more prominent and active.43 They call the change the “Lara 
phenomenon” in honor of the role Lara Croft had in showing that women can 
make popular videogame protagonists. Therefore, whatever one’s opinion of 
Croft and more recent sexualized female protagonists such as Rayne and Bayo-
netta, it is important to see the role they play in advancing the medium by 
introducing women as leading characters. This is again a matter of performing 
game analysis in a contextually sensitive way. Critiques of the sexualized appear-
ance of female characters are certainly right in arguing that this encourages the 
objectification of women. However, it is vital to see how some representations 
of women, though sexualized, mark an improvement in the role they have in 
videogames.
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There is room for reasonable disagreement over whether marginalized groups 
are underrepresented or misrepresented in videogames. In the interest of fostering 
inclusivity, it is imperative to evaluate games and critics’ objections critically. 
However, with room for reasonable disagreement over the right proportion of 
characters and how they should look, it is equally important to be cautious about 
how these critiques are framed and whether they are fair. It is essential to evaluate 
games in terms of their representational context and with attention to the range of 
interpretations they can support. It is likewise important to avoid excessive 
moralizing when it comes to how developers make choices.

None of this is intended to deny that games can embody sexist and racist con-
tent. They certainly can do this, and in many instances they do. It is also undeni-
able that many players embrace this content and attempt to exclude certain groups 
from gaming. In one of the darkest chapters in the history of videogames, the 
Gamergate movement sought to intimidate prominent women in the industry 
through a campaign of harassment that included death threats and the release of 
personal information. That movement was later integral to forming the alt right 
in the United States, with figures like Milo Yiannopoulos and other affiliates of 
Breitbart News making an easy transition from attacks on women and minorities 
in the gaming world into attacks on their status in real life.44 To this day, racist 
and sexist comments in multiplayer games are shockingly common. Anyone who 
plays in online multiplayer matches is likely familiar with the persistent use of 
racist, sexist, and homophobic insults. My goal in looking at the critiques of rac-
ism and sexism is not to deny that these are sometimes genuine problems but 
rather to show that critique is often directed too broadly and at the wrong targets. 
As I have emphasized throughout the book, games are not unique in their ability 
to present objectionable and upsetting messages. They are unfairly demonized 
and credited with having an inordinate power to corrupt. Critics likewise tend to 
overstate the case against games and to underestimate the importance of protect-
ing offensive content from excessive regulation.

Threats, Incitement, and the Extent of Speech

We should not treat offensiveness as a moral failing in itself. Some games are 
offensive in pursuit of an artistic or political point. Others may cause offense 
because they mirror real-world inequalities or engage in satire. We should be 
critical consumers of games while still being aware of the tendency toward over-
stating the case against them. Above all, we should approach games with some 
openness toward the range of meanings they may reasonably support based on 
the contextual information they offer. What, then, should we make of a case 
like Custer’s Revenge? It is useful to return to this example because it falls out-
side many of the defenses I have set out so far. The game’s developer, Mystique, 
did not seem to have had any redeeming artistic or political goals in mind when 
simulating violence against Native Americans by a white soldier. There is an 



Speaking through Games  •  181

element of historical realism to the game insofar as it references atrocities that 
were actually committed, but there is little evidence in favor of reading the 
game as a realist text attempting to call attention to genocide. The developer’s 
other titles were sexual simulations, which suggests that Custer’s Revenge was 
meant to be a titillating rape fantasy. The title further indicates that the fic-
tional Custer is rewriting history through his sexual triumph. It is possible to 
imagine a game that looks just like Custer’s Revenge being developed for satiri-
cal purposes. After all, what better metaphor could there be for the conquest of 
the Americas than that of a white man engaged in rape? However, unlike in 
Grand Theft Auto, there is nothing in the game narrative to support such a read-
ing. The most plausible interpretation is that the game is deliberately offensive, 
with no higher purpose than making money and appealing to base fantasies.

Custer’s Revenge is a proverbial case of the exception that proves the rule. It is 
a morally dubious game that attracts considerable attention because it is among 
a small subset of games that are deeply offensive without leaving much room for 
divergent interpretations. It does not incite violence in the same way as Ethnic 
Cleansing, which I would argue should exempt it from censorship. Nevertheless, 
the weight of the evidence indicates that moral condemnation of the game is jus-
tified. The response to Custer’s Revenge is evidence of why players deserve more 
credit for being morally sensitive. The game was widely condemned, not only 
from the usual lineup of activists promoting censorship but also from a broad 
range of organizations and individuals concerned with this specific game. Atari 
reported receiving 1,200 complaint letters every day, dissociated itself from the 
game, and sued the developers.45 The game drew attacks from across the political 
spectrum, especially from groups representing women and Native Americans. To 
this day, it regularly tops lists of the most offensive games ever produced. It is a 
reminder that although moral condemnation of games needs to be reined in and 
framed in more reasonable terms, a critical perspective remains necessary.

Conclusion

A troubling game may cause discomfort and upset our sensibilities, but this 
does not mean that the game or its players are immoral. This transformation of 
moral issues associated with gaming into political issues leads back to ongoing 
disputes about the proper extent of free expression. We must avoid conflating 
the feelings of offense caused by certain types of simulated content with genuine 
moral violation. To do otherwise risks hinging our moral intuitions on capri-
cious conditions that change based on the social context and time period. Players 
who enjoy simulating atrocities such as rape, murder, and pedophilia may cause 
offense, but this does not necessarily mean that they are acting immorally. 
Throughout this chapter, I have considered a number of reasons why videogames 
might justifiably simulate offensive content. The moral indignation at video-
games is often driven by feelings of offense rather than by substantive moral 
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considerations. Political commentary and satire are extremely valuable and com-
mon in games that attract ire. This kind of content is inherently valuable and 
should be protected against excessive restrictions. Videogames that lack clear 
political and social commentary may also engage in unequal representation in 
their attempt to mirror the real world. Nevertheless, in these cases, the problem is 
not as much with virtual inequality as with real inequality that is so deeply rooted 
that it seeps into games about historical events, sports, superheroes, and other top-
ics. Videogames have the capacity to challenge stereotypes and to work toward 
greater equality, especially when set in the future or in fictional worlds. They 
should be praised for taking these steps, though at times inclusivity may come with 
its own challenges associated with how members of those groups are portrayed.

Offensive content should be evaluated with reference to how videogame nar-
ratives contextualize the characters and events they represent. Criticism must 
be tempered by an awareness of whether stereotyping is driven by intolerance or 
satire, and it should seek to identify offensive content that is excusable because of 
efforts to make political or artistic points. Games that incite violence or issue 
threats, such as Ethnic Cleansing, can be justifiably considered immoral and be 
restricted based on the standards of free speech that prevail in most liberal demo
cratic societies. Those like Custer’s Revenge, which fall short of promoting vio
lence, may escape censorship but still deserve moral condemnation. By contrast, 
games like Super Columbine RPG! have a much stronger claim to being morally 
permissible and legally protected from censorship if they lack the characteristics 
of incitement and are offensive for the sake of making political points.
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I have covered quite a bit of ground throughout the book, so it is worth revisit-
ing the central theses. My first goal was to show that the moral outrage sur-
rounding videogames is largely misguided, regardless of whether it is framed in 
terms of concern that games cause behavioral changes in individual players or in 
terms of the political impact of persuasive games. I have argued that games do 
have the power to influence players but that any influence is mediated by existing 
beliefs and values. Players are not blank slates imprinted with videogames’ mes-
sages, nor are they passive victims of a contagion. Players approach games with 
existing perspectives that help to determine what the games mean, according to 
the logic of polysemy. The diversity of player perspectives leads to a diversity of 
interpretations and of messages to be drawn from games. Efforts to find strong 
adverse influences in a particular game or across the medium as a whole seriously 
overstate the extent of videogames’ power over players and are inadequately sup-
ported by the existing empirical research.

My second goal was to explore the significance of moral issues in games. Sim-
ulated moral decisions are fictional and therefore not morally problematic 
according to deontological, consequentialist, or aretaic theories. Players interact-
ing with avatars in videogames do not intend to inflict real harm or commit real 
infractions, nor do they cause real adverse effects or rehearse wrongful actions in 
a way that would plausibly forge bad habits based on Aristotelian virtue ethics. 
Some players may have real desires to commit wrongful acts that they bring into 
videogames, such as if they use simulations to imagine killing someone, but the 
acts they perform within game worlds are nevertheless nonmoral because they 
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are fictional. The moral defects in such players can only be explained in terms of 
real actions or intentions to perform real actions, which is to say that the moral 
concerns must be extrinsic to the media used for enacting such depraved 
fantasies.

Third, I rejected the amoralist argument that games have no moral signifi-
cance. I drew on the analogy with narrative thought experiments to explain how 
videogames may help us reflect on moral issues and explore them from various 
perspectives. Regardless of whether players choose to be good, evil, or neutral, 
they must decide on an ethical orientation and incorporate that into their game-
play. They must navigate simulations with attention to what moral implications 
actions have within the game world, and while considering the relationship 
between the simulated actions and the real world. Games encourage the explora-
tion of moral puzzles by designing these in many different ways that bring fresh 
perspectives on different aspects of moral reasoning and illustrate different types 
of dilemmas. Making morality integral to game design helps to ensure that games 
can simultaneously enlighten and entertain. Players contribute to this by discuss-
ing and debating their decisions within fan communities, especially those that 
form online.

Fourth, I argued in favor of rethinking the strategies for critiquing persua-
sive games and games with offensive content. Persuasive games warrant critique 
and should continue to receive careful scrutiny, but they should not be treated 
as mere attempts to indoctrinate or mislead. Games that are designed to per-
suade or that have strong ideological undertones reflect real perspectives and 
interests. They grant insight into how other people see the world, which is espe-
cially important when it comes to understanding what motivates those with 
ideologies different from our own. Rather than dismissing these kinds of games 
as mere deceptions, I advocate engaging with them and appreciating what they 
have to show us, while still employing critical methods that do not depend on 
characterizing the games as simple instances of propaganda. We can employ 
external critiques based on evaluating how games model the world: what infor-
mation they include, what they omit, and how the narrative is framed. Such a 
strategy can expose problems with how a game represents an issue or event 
without requiring us to assume that the developers are willfully misleading or 
that their ideology is false. Internal critique is based on evaluating the coher-
ence of the game rules and the ideology that is inherent in the game. Here, con-
sistency takes precedence, and ideologies can be evaluated by their own merits 
without assuming any particular external perspective.

Finally, I sought to show that although we should be critical consumers, we 
should refrain from conflating feelings of discomfort with moral concerns. 
Many videogames are disturbing and offensive, yet the capacity to upset is inte-
gral to what makes games useful tools for posing important moral and political 
questions. It is fair to be upset by the content of games, but we must also remain 



 Conclusion  •  185

aware that some disturbing games have redeeming benefits that may be visible 
from different interpretive vantage points. This is especially clear when offen-
sive content is satirical, when it is excusable within the context of the game 
narrative, or when it offers social commentary. Some games truly are morally 
dubious or deserving of censorship based on prevailing standards of permissi-
ble speech, but these are rare and have had limited commercial success. This 
will likely remain true in the future, as the commercial imperatives behind 
games push against hateful motives that would restrict the size of the potential 
audience.

My perspective on the morality of games may seem too permissive to many 
readers. After all, I am arguing that it is reasonable to enjoy deeply disturbing 
simulations, that we can learn something from games that are often dismissed 
as propaganda, and that even extremely offensive videogames usually warrant 
protection from censorship because the medium is so often used for important 
political and social commentary. As I have emphasized, I do not want to fore-
close critical investigation of games. My goal is only to move away from the 
moral panic framework of critique that has unfairly maligned so many games. 
I have proposed new approaches to critique that can be employed without 
demonizing or discrediting games.

The arguments I have made hold lessons for future research on the moral and 
political significance of videogames. I have sought to refute several lines of cri-
tique that fuel a moral panic about games in an effort to show that they and their 
underlying assumptions must be discarded. These critiques hang like weights 
around scholarly and popular discussions of videogames, impeding progress 
toward more sophisticated theories. It is rare to see journalists or politicians talk 
about games except to blame them for some great problem, and much of the 
scholarly research is devoted to an endless quest to show what is wrong with 
games or with a particular game. Critique is valuable and must continue, but 
critique that is theoretically flawed or empirically groundless is a hindrance. 
Most importantly of all, we must abandon the sense of contamination that 
underpins the most problematic critiques and that is the single greatest barrier to 
research. Players are moral agents who have the power to interpret their experi-
ences. They are not blank slates but instead active participants who interpret, 
judge, and reflect. Ideas are not imprinted on them but rather are filtered through 
cognitive schema comprised of existing beliefs and values.

My analogy to thought experiments is meant to highlight games’ signifi-
cance when it comes to modeling moral challenges. Videogames entertain with 
help from the kinds of scenarios that philosophers use for theory development 
and explication. Moreover, games can make moral counterfactuals far more com-
plex and include the execution element—that feeling of actually making a deci-
sion rather than just thinking about making a decision. The capacity for moral 
simulation is one of the medium’s greatest strengths and should be seen as such. 
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Games can only present moral challenges if they introduce extreme scenarios 
involving murder and sexual deviance. They can only force us to confront uncom-
fortable political and social realities by taking chances and running the risk of 
causing offense. We need to have a much higher tolerance for upsetting content 
in games because it is essential for building compelling counterfactuals and 
encouraging moral reflection.
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