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Abstract 
 

Killing in role-playing video games is often a prominent feature. Most of the times, the 

characters killed are nameless criminals or minions of the true antagonist and if the 

game wants the player to kill, the player will most probably kill. This research was 

conducted to see how a dynamic narrative could affect a player’s choice of whether or 

not to kill expendable adversaries when a choice was provided. Participants played an 

interactive narrative in two different versions, followed by interviews, to see how 

narrative consequences and mechanisms for moral disengagement affected the players’ 

choices. The results showed that the choice of whether or not to kill could be affected if 

the narrative is dynamic and the non-playable characters reflect upon the choices 

made. Future studies should be conducted to see how graphics and sound affect the 

choices, and to see if it might be the mere choice in itself that affects the players the 

most.  

Keywords: video games, violence, moral disengagement, expendable adversaries, 

game ethics, moral, consequences, moral justification 
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1 Introduction 

 
Late one night, when playing the BioWare role-playing video game Dragon Age II from 2011, 

a player realises as she happily skips about the city streets, covered in blood, shamelessly 

looting the bodies that has been killed by her hand only moments ago, that she—the Hero, 

that is—has just done something that is truly awful: she has butchered about ten people 

without real reason, other than that they were criminals. While doing it, they were nothing 

but midless attackers, marked with red on the screen to separate them from her companions 

and occassional civilians passing by; if she had just stood by, doing nothing, they would 

eventually have killed her and that would have been game over for her, and she would have 

had to reload her latest save and do it all again.  

That is the nature of games like Dragon Age II (2011), and even though you could 

avoid killing, you could only do it to some extent—you cannot progress in the story without 

killing. But why is it, that games with such deep and rich storylines and complex characters 

as the Dragon Age-series, treat the killings of people—albeit characters with no dramatic 

purpose—as something mundane and unimportant? Is there more to these expendable 

adversaries than meets the eye, and is it possible to use them in order to evoke a deeper 

sense of empathy and understanding for the characters and the story by making the player 

reflect upon her actions?  

This research aims to explore the moral possibilities the choice of whether or not to kill 

expendable adversaries brings to the game story, based on the theories of game ethics and 

moral disengagement in video games as well as the usage of violence in literature. But more 

importantly, this research aims to see whether the expendable character could be anything 

other than that in the eyes of the player and the designer.  
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2 Background 

Bloodstained, the Hero stands victorious.  

This is very likely to be the finale of most role-playing video games today, when the 

player finally beats the true antagonist, when the Hero reaches the end of her journey, and 

when the world has been saved at last. It is also a dramatic form universally recognised since 

many centuries back and can be found today in all forms of storytelling, often referred to as 

―The Hero’s Journey‖, the monomyth (Campbell, 2004). In video games, this particular form 

is vigorously used (Sheldon, 2004) and the player is expected to truly take on the role of this 

epic Hero who has to defeat and eliminate all forms of foes coming her way. Some even 

suggest this is what many games are all about (Shrank, 2014:79; Glas, 2015). Some of these 

foes are humans or humanoid creatures, and the player is expected to eliminate them by 

killing them in very large numbers. Yet, the Hero is still mostly good, virtuous and 

sometimes even godlike in the eyes of the civilians inhabiting the game world, even though 

the Hero is, in fact, a killer. This could be seen as potential ludonarrative dissonance, the 

illogicality between the game narrative and the game mechanics; that a Hero kills hundreds 

of expendables might be locigal in relation to the game mechanics, but is ethically illogical 

when it comes to the conventions of being a Hero (Glas, 2015).  

Mechanically, cannon fodder—the expendable adversaries—could be seen as mindless 

objects and their main use seems to be to challenge the player as well as being the means of 

levelling up the playable character so that the player could receive a sense of achievement, 

and create a believable narrative and game mechanic skill development: practice makes 

perfect. Story-wise, these expendable adversaries are often assigned roles as a group, the 

―bad guys‖, albeit bandits, terrorists or corrupeted law enforcers—often minions of the true 

antagonist (Sheldon, 2004; Glas, 2015). Being this morally questionable group, they are 

more often than not standing in the way of the Hero to reach her good, virtuous goal, and her 

mission to eliminate them in order to reach it is often self-explanatory. At least, that is what 

can be concluded from most games incorporating this story arch. 

But why is it, that the Hero can commit such appaulling acts and still be celebrated and 

called a ―hero‖? Why is it that players accept this potential ludonarrative dissonance? Is it 

because the situations in which violence is necessary are often similar to that of war? Is it 

because many situations in which violence is necessary in these types of games are often 

situations where it is ―kill or be killed‖ or for the greater good? Is it because the expendable 

adversaries are generally just bad people? If so, why is it that the player is faced by morally 

challenging choices when it comes to a few of these adversaries, choices that are crucial to 

how the stories will unfold, while the majority of the expendable adversaries give the player 

no designed moral choice and are simply there as obstacles for the player to overcome? They 

may be graphically represented as human beings (or humanoid creatures) but dramatically, 

these expendable adversaries might as well be mindless machines, without the ability to 

laugh and love, grief and cry. This section intents to give insight to these questions by giving 

a better understanding of the philosophical and theoretical ideas of game ethics, moral 

disengagement and literary violence.  

2.1 Game ethics 

Ethics is, per definition, ―moral principles that govern a person’s behaviour or the 

conducting of an activity‖ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2016). So naturally, game ethics must be the 



 5 

moral principles that govern a player’s behaviour or action while playing, but perhaps also 

the moral principles that govern a game designer while designing the game. Nevertheless, it 

is arguable that ethics—and in this particular case, game ethics—must be the foundation on 

which such research should be built since it does include moral values, moral action and 

moral beings. In this segment, theories of game ethics and player ethics will be presented.  

2.1.1 Player as ethical being 

Sicart (2009) asserts that if a game is to exist, there has to be a player, and even though this 

is a very philosophical way of regarding games and players as such, Sicart writes that a game 

cannot exist unless a person has accepted the rules and limits of the game as definite and 

absolute and thusly become a player. The player has then become both a player-subject and 

a body-subject: the player-subject and the game create each other while the body-subject is 

the connection to the moral and cultural experiences outside the game. By becoming a body-

subject, Sicart argues that the player has become an ethical being and by accepting the rules 

and limits of the game, as an ethical being, the player also has the potential of looking at 

these rules and limits with moral values and determine what is right and what is wrong 

within these rules. Players can, on the other hand, never truly separate themselves from their 

previous experiences and moral values—due to the body-subject—and Sicart writes that this 

leads to the real ethical problems in video games and asserts that this tension is the reason 

video games carry the potential of being ethical experiences. Since players are ethical beings 

with moral responsibilities, Sicart also argues that players should not be seen as victims of 

unethical game design since there is always a choice: to play the game or not. On this subject, 

Sicart also states that previous gaming experience is crucial to whether or not the player is 

able to accept some of the design choices. 

Sicart (2009) continues his definition of game ethics and of the player as an ethical 

being by arguing that by using an Aristotelian framework, an ethical player can be defined as 

a good and virtuous player. He uses the ideas from Aristotle’s virtue ethics from 

Nicomachean Ethics (n.d.), where virtuous people do virtuous deeds as a way of striving 

towards ethical soundness, to create his own framework saying that virtuous players make 

virtuous choices. Sicart asserts that when a player has accepted the role as player, she also 

accepts the challenge of becoming a good player who is engaged in and appreciative of the 

game experience, and makes ethical choices in accordance with the rules of the game as well 

as the previous ethical experience of the player. A virtuous player is, using the model of the 

Aristotelian virtue ethics, ―the capacity for a player-subject to make a gameplay choice 

informed by her practical wisdom and understanding, taking into account her membership 

in a player community and her self outside the game‖ (Sicart, 2009:92-93). So, by Sicart’s 

definition using this Aristotelian model, a good player should play the game in accordance 

with her virtues, and a good player is thusly equivalent to a virtuous player.  

Sicart (2009) makes further use of the Aristotelian model by adapting Aristotle’s 

phronesis (practical wisdom (Kraut, 2014)) and placing it in the realm of gaming. Sicart 

names this practical wisdom ludic phronesis and argues that ludic phronesis is ―the moral 

wisdom that is developed as players experience games‖ (2009:112). He also states that ludic 

phronesis is operating on two different levels where one is within the player-subject to 

determine how to best experience the game in accordance with enjoyment and game virtues, 

and the other is in the ethical triggers that at times dismiss the player-subject when the 

player is forced to face decisions the body-subject finds unethical. Sicart asserts that the 

player stops being a player in mid-game when faced by something that makes her practical 

wisdom awaken and challenge her ethical being outside the game. This is, according to 
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Sicart, crucial for understanding the issues of unethical games and the activities they 

contain.  

2.1.2 Video game characters and the “scope of justice” 

According to Sicart’s (2009) definition, a player should be viewed as an ethical being with 

moral responsibilities. This definition is further used by Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) in 

their empirical research on moral disengagement in video games and why it is that ethical 

beings are capable of accepting and committing unethical deeds. They assert that the player, 

as an ethical being, needs help to distance herself from the morally challenging concepts in 

video games, such as violence, to still be a virtuous player regardless of the violent acts 

committed. But how could ethical players kill in video games and still be virtuous players? In 

their research, Hartmann and Vorderer present previous studies that argue that since 

characters in video games are not real people, killing them cannot fall into the scope of 

justice—our psychological framework for justice and fairness. Since they are not real, social 

beings, they cannot fall victim to violence, and since they are not real, social beings, they 

should not inflict negative responses in players, such as guilt. In fact, Hartmann and 

Vorderer present previous studies that show that characters in video games are sometimes 

not even viewed as characters, but obstacles, by experienced players. Hartmann and 

Vorderer, however, argue in their research that characters in video games, though not real, 

should be viewed as social beings. To support their claim, they present three arguments 

(2010:95-96): 

1. People have a tendency of humanising and automatically perceive objects as social 

entities if there is a slight resemblance of that of a human. The resemblance could be as 

simple as an anatomical shape combined with recognisable movements, ingredients often 

found in video games. 

2. Users of media will most likely perceive much of what is shown in media as reality, 

and since video games are a form of media, this should also apply to video games. Users tend 

to believe what they see in media, and this could be the result of an automatic process, a 

default mode, in which humans generally perceive things as real. If what is presented is well-

designed, it could stimulate emotional responses in the receiver (the user) which could make 

it harder for the user to recall the fact that it is not real. As previously mentioned, this should 

also include video games and therefore it should be possible for players to perceive game 

characters as real.  

3. Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) third argument involves the player herself and her 

own volition to remain immersed in the game experience (while the suspension of disbelief 

lets the reader accept the events of the book as real and form emotional attachments to the 

characters, immersion removes the barriers that are between the medium and the receiver, 

making the events feel as real as reality itself (Woyach, 2004)). The player is motivated to 

not break the illusion of an alternative reality by falling into the mindset ―this is just a game‖ 

all too often, because if she would do so, it would lead to emotional detachment from the 

narrative and most likely the decrease of enjoyment. As a result, it is probable that the player 

would also be motivated to perceive game characters as beings instead of objects. 

With the support of these three arguments, Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) assert that 

characters in video games should be viewed as quasi-social (bearing resemblance to real, 

social beings but lacking some of the features) and because the characters should be viewed 

as such, they should also have the ability to provoke empathy and guilt in the player and 

thusly fall into the scope of justice.      
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2.1.3 The rules of the game 

When speaking of media such as books or cinema, the receiver, as in the reader and 

spectator, is almost always passive. In games, however, the player is an active partaker: the 

player plays a game, and becomes a player by accepting the rules of the game (Sicart, 2009). 

Having already presented theories that establish the player as an ethical being (Sicart, 2009) 

and the game characters as social entities (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010), the rules of the 

game need to be illuminated. To define a game, Caillois (2001) argues that new rules must be 

established, rules that suspend our ordinary laws and create new premises for the fictional 

reality.  

Schell (2008) claims that the rules are the fundamental mechanics of a game; they tell 

the player how to play the game, how to win or lose, and what she can and cannot do. Schell 

divides rules into categories and asserts that rules range from the underlying structure of a 

video game to the collectively made up house rules in a game of cards, but amongst all rules, 

Schell deems the object of the game as the most important one. What is the game about? 

What is the goal? The player should always be aware of the objective of the game, the 

winning condition. 

Sicart (2009) argues that the rules of the game are what challenge and limit the 

player’s ethical values. If a player is forced to do something the player, as a body-subject, 

finds unethical because the rules of the game cannot be changed, the player has to choose 

between doing the unethical deed or simply stop playing the game and thusly cease to be a 

partaker. The rules can be absolute, such as the underlying structure, and the rules can be 

narrative and game mechanical, such as separating the enemy from the ally, who to speak to 

and how to fight. However, there are games that do allow the player to make use of her 

ethical values, still within the limits of the absolute and narrative rules. Sicart mentions 

MMORPG’s (massively multiplayer online role-playing games) as games that allow players to 

create their own rooms with their own ethics where they can collectively decide what is right 

and wrong within the game narrative, just like in the real world but with slightly more 

limitations.  

Even though the player should not be seen as a victim of unethical game design, since 

the player is an ethical being with moral responsibility, the designer does have a 

responsibility to make room for the player’s ethical values. Sicart (2009) mentions the 

MMORPG World of Warcraft from 2004 and sheds light upon the problem of the game 

design where the players are promoted to uphold the fictional conflicts by not being able to 

chat with players from the opposite fraction and thusly constraining the players’ ethical 

possibilities. But it is not only the chat function (or the lack of it) that imposes ethical 

constraint—the narrative, the mechanics and the game experience are all dependent on a 

design that imposes a fixed ethical direction and constrains the players’ room for their own 

values, something that is not uncommon in games in general.  

2.2 Violence in video games 

That many video games are violent hardly comes as a surprise. After the tragedy at 

Columbine High School where two students killed thirteen people on April 20th, 1999, 

families of victims filed a lawsuit against several gaming companies, claiming violent games 

were to blame for influencing the two students to kill their schoolmates (Rutter & Bryce, 

2006:205). The Kantian philosophy, as according to Lacewing (2015), would claim that if the 

video games indeed were to blame for the tragic events, violence in video games should be 
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deemed unethical and therefore unwanted. It is not strange that many people worry about 

how violent video games affect the player, at least not if one thinks about the fact that several 

books, both classics and contemporary books, are still banned in many countries, like the 

U.S., for ―inappropriate‖ content (Doyle, 2015). But why is it that if so many people worry 

about the real-life consequences of video game violence, just as they have always worried 

about the impact violent literature might have in real life, people seldom speak about the 

representation of violence—and the ethics and consequences surrounding it—in the game 

fiction? 

2.2.1 Literary violence 

That we live in a violent world is just as well-known as the fact that many video games are 

violent, if not even more so. As long as violence has been a part of life, it is presumable that it 

has also been a part of the depiction of life, albeit drama, literature, games or music. As early 

as in The Epic of Gilgamesh, pre-dating the works of Homer by 1500 years, battles and 

deaths are depicted (Mark, 2010). From Homer and Aeschylus to the Bible, ancient works 

have contained everything from suicide to genocide (Carroll, 2012). Famous authors such as 

William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens and Mary Shelley were no strangers to violence 

(Hackett, 2013; Carroll, 2012), and neither are famous contemporary authors such as 

Stephen King or even children’s literature authors such as J.K. Rowling.  

Despite being sometimes mindlessly represented in certain media, violence is mostly 

an act of feeling. Carroll (2012) writes that violence often derives from basic human feelings 

such as jealousy, hatred, guilt, shame and love. There are, nevertheless, categories of 

violence that do not involve as passionate feelings as the examples mentioned, but do 

certainly involve complex feelings still. Carroll argues that the idea of instrumental violence 

(using violence as a means to an end) is an idea frequently used. Violence then serves as a 

helpful tool in removing obstacles along the way. But perhaps the motives of instrumental 

violence could be seen as rather cold, unless violence is the means to protect a loved one or 

oneself. When reading violent literature, Carroll asserts, the reader seldom revels in the 

cruelty and pain described to her. It is more likely that she is repulsed by it, but accepts it as 

a part of the story, as she may have to accept violence as a part of existence. Even the writers 

themselves often tend to take a disapproving stance towards the violence they write about. 

Revenge, on the other hand, seems to be easier for the writer and reader to accept and even 

approve of. Carroll argues that this could be because revenge is sometimes seen as a basic 

form of justice and is often satisfactory in the eyes of the reader. 

Violence as a resolution is nevertheless not always between the assailant and the 

victim—it is also a way of establishing power and land through war. Wars throughout 

history, Carroll (2012) writes, have served as main subjects of much literature, and famous 

and popular works by authors like J. R. R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis and J. K. Rowling all include 

wars where killing goes from an illegal act to a necessity in accordance with wars in real life 

(Jones, 2009).  

2.2.2 Moral disengagement in war 

As stated above, killing is considered murder during peacetime, but is a justified act during 

war (Jones, 2006). Perhaps the justification of violence is the most important aspect of war, 

because had the soldier not been convinced that what she did was the right thing to do, the 

soldier would most likely not kill. Hence, the soldier needs a strategy to be able to distance 
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herself morally from her enemies, making it easier for her to actually go for the kill. 

Grossman (1995) mentions four different mechanisms to do just that: 

Cultural distance: if the soldier feels there is a cultural distance—such as ethnicity, 

politics and religion—between her and her victims, it is, according to Grossman (1995), 

easier for the soldier to dehumanise them.  

Moral distance: perhaps the biggest and most efficient mechanism to be able to kill in 

war, Grossman (1995) asserts, is moral distance. To fight for a holy cause, to fight for the 

greater good, or to fight because the soldier knows that her superiors are right and the 

enemies are wrong, are common reasons to fight. This might even be the core mechanism for 

any soldier of war, the ideal of fighting for what one believes in. Moral distance can also 

include vengeance, and looking back at the representation of violence in literature—and the 

acceptance of or repulsion by it (Carroll, 2012)—it is not hard to see how moral distance, 

such as vengeance, has served as a very accessible mechanism throughout history.  

Social distance: Grossman (1995) argues that social distance includes the thoughts and 

ideals where classes and status in life have substantial weight—it is easier for the soldier to 

dehumanise someone the soldier feels is below her in life. However, this also means the 

soldier has to feel as though her status holds some significant meaning. It is therefore likely, 

Grossman asserts, the nobility, and not the peasants and serfs, were the real killers in almost 

every battle before the Napoleonic Wars. This mechanism is however, Grossman writes, 

fading from modern warfare.  

Mechanical distance: with the technological evolution, the mechanical distance 

emerged. Grossman (1995) writes that mechanical distance includes the different 

mechanical tools the soldier can use to kill her enemies with. Tools such as the sniper scope, 

thermal cameras and night vision goggles are all helpful in long-distance combat, but place a 

mechanical filter between the soldier and the victim. This filter, Grossman argues, makes it 

easy for the soldier to dehumanise her victims to the point when she might not even see 

humans any longer, but targets.  

2.2.3 Moral disengagement in video games 

It seems to be a general notion that violence is morally wrong, unless it is justified 

(Grossman, 1995; Carroll, 2012). Does that, however, apply to games as well? According to 

Hartmann and Vorderer (2010), video game violence is only enjoyable if the emotional cost 

is minimal. Since the player could be regarded as an ethical being (Sicart, 2009), the 

emotional cost should then be how much the action goes against the morals of the player in 

real life, causing dissonance between the body-subject and the game experience. If the cost is 

high, the player runs the risk of feeling guilty which inhibits game enjoyment (Hartmann & 

Vorderer, 2010). This correlates with the ideas of utilitarianism (utilitarianism: ―the 

doctrine that actions are right if they are useful or for the benefit of a majority‖ (Oxford 

Dictionaries, 2016)) and how the utilitarian player regards video game violence as unethical 

only if the act itself cause a decrease of happiness (Lacewing, 2015). So if the emotional cost 

is high enough for the game enjoyment to decrease, the video game violence could be 

deemed unethical. If the player is a good and virtuous player, aiming to do good and ethical 

deeds (Sicart, 2009), violence as an unethical deed would presumably be unwanted. To 

prevent this from happening, Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) assert there has to be some 

sort of aid for the player to be able to rationalise and justify the violence committed in the 

game. In a study similar to that of Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010), Shafer (2012) explored 

the relationship between moral disengagement and morally questionable choices, finding 

that players tend to activate moral disengagement when picking the ―evil‖ choice while 
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acting on their own moral values when picking the ―good‖ choice. This implies that the 

player would be considerably more resistant of making the ―evil‖ decisions if there were no 

mechanisms for moral disengagement. Hence, Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) four 

mechanisms in video games are: 

Moral justification: this mechanism refers to the point of the violence to the 

protagonist. It could be revenge or for the greater good, for a higher purpose or to save the 

world. The reason must naturally be morally correct and coincide with the morality of the 

Hero character. Thusly, this mechanism makes it possible to eliminate foes that go against 

the Hero’s morally superior motives. 

The severity of opponents’ misconduct: Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) assert that the 

aggressiveness of the opponent could be used as a mechanism: attacking the player and 

nearby game characters unprovoked is deemed more severe than only attacking when 

provoked. Perhaps this enables the rationalisation of self-defence and self-preservation, 

making it ethically acceptable to use violence in order to protect oneself or a loved one. 

Dehumanisation of victims: this mechanism serves, according to Hartmann and 

Vorderer (2010), to remove the game characters from the scope of justice by turning the foes 

into non-human creatures. By removing them from the scope of justice, Hartmann and 

Vorderer argue that the player does not find it ethically challenging to kill these characters.  

Disregard for or distortion of the consequences of violence. Physical violence is rarely 

neat and clean. Making it seem so, or distorting the consequences into something comical, 

artistic or otherwise unrealistic (such as the dead bodies turning into sparkling dust, as in 

Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014), or the simple fact that it is just a game), could diminish the 

feelings of guilt. 

In general, all these four mechanisms heavily remind us of Grossman’s (1995) 

mechanisms for moral disengagement in war and this further strengthens their connection 

to human psychology. Moral justification, as according to Hartmann and Vorderer (2010), is 

undeniably the most commonly used mechanism, as seen in all sorts of media: from video 

games to holy wars, moral justification seems to be the pinnacle of rationalising violence 

(Carroll, 2012; Hackett, 2013; Grossman, 1995). These mechanisms could also be used as a 

simple way, both for the designer and the player, to tip-toe around the problem of any 

potential ludonarrative dissonance by enabling moral disengagement before the dissonance 

becomes tangible, and justify a Hero’s lethal deeds as actions for the greater good or self-

preservation.  

2.2.4 Moral choices and in-game consequences  

It is a common tool in storytelling to use the moral dilemma (meaning the choice between 

two or more morally preferable options that cannot correlate to one another) to create 

conflict, but while the reader of a text (or the audience of a film or a play) can only speculate 

as to what choices the characters will make and whether or not they, themselves, would 

make the same choices, players have the unique opportunity to actually make these choices 

and see where they lead (Zagal, 2009).    

In the beginning of the role-playing video game Fable (2004), a little boy watches as 

bandits slaughter his entire village and nearly burn it to the ground. He is later taken away to 

a place called the Heroes’ Guild where he learns to know that he is a ―Hero‖, that he 

possesses magical abilities and that it is his destiny to save the people of Albion from evil.  

Already from the start, the player is allowed to make choices as to how her character is 

going to act, choices that will impact the game experience later on. This is a thorough theme, 

and in the end, the choices made by the player determine whether the Hero becomes good or 



 11 

evil (Zagal, 2009). Following the structure of the Hero’s Journey (Campbell, 2004), the Hero 

will face several challenges and countless of enemies before finally battling the true 

antagonist, Jack of Blades.  

The two successors, Fable II (2008) and Fable III (2010), follow the same pattern 

where the player’s choices are reflected upon the game narrative and make the player feel as 

though she is somewhat in charge of the story. Many of the decisions the player makes help 

to shape the playable character: in Fable II (2008), the choices made by the player can 

modify the moral values of the character. The moral values shifts between good versus evil 

and purity versus corruption, making it possible to be pure but evil as well as good but 

corrupt. It is, however, heavily implied in the game that the ultimate good character is both 

good and pure, making the ultimate evil character both evil and corrupt. While neither of the 

Heroes in Fable (2004) and Fable II (2008) have a political role, the Hero in Fable III 

(2010) becomes the regent of Albion halfway through the game, hence the player is forced to 

make decisions that will not only affect the character, but the entire kingdom; in the first half 

of the game, the player leads a revolution to overthrow her tyrannical brother. Once the 

throne is claimed, it is up to the player to rebuild the kingdom of Albion through choices 

regarding everything from raising or lowering taxes to building schools or factories.  

The same principle is found in the game Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014), which is the 

third instalment of the Dragon Age-series, where the player gets to play the Inquisitor of a 

rebuilt Inquisition and thusly gets to make decisions that will not only affect the 

development of the character and the story, but will also affect the Inquisition itself and all 

that are a part of it. The decision-making in the Dragon Age-series, however, begins as early 

as in the first game, Dragon Age: Origins (2009). All choices made in the three games, 

Dragon Age: Origins (2008), Dragon Age II (2011) and Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014) do 

not only affect the game in which they are made, but also the world states in the following 

games, so the back story in the third instalment is customised by the choices made in the 

first and the second instalment. 

But do all the moral choices in these games reflect upon the game world? In Fable II 

(2008), the Hero is forced to work as a guard in a prison run by the antagonist. There, the 

player will be faced with the decision to feed the prisoners or let them starve. Feeding the 

prisoners, the ―good‖ choice, leads to punishment, causing the player to lose experience 

points (the currency used to upgrade one’s character’s skills). Letting the prisoners starve, 

the ―evil‖ choice, does not lead to punishment and neither does it reflect upon the game 

story. These two choices only affect the player’s experience points and morality alignment. In 

the successor, Fable III (2010), the player as regent has made several promises to her 

followers along the way to the throne. Once the throne has been claimed, however, the player 

faces the morally challenging dilemma of honouring one’s promises or doing whatever is best 

for the kingdom, a dilemma that perhaps leads to an ethical tension within the body-subject 

and turns the game into an ethical experience, encouraging ethical reasoning as according to 

Sicart (2009). These seemingly grey toned choices, however, have been awarded morality 

points, making the commitment to the promises a good deed, and the breaking of them a bad 

deed. In all three instalments of the Fable-series, nevertheless, being ultimately good or evil 

does not have an impact on the main story, and all decisions lead to the same ending.  

In the Dragon Age-series, where the player’s character is joined by companions during 

the quests, the decisions made can regulate the companions’ opinions of the Hero character, 

which can ultimately affect the player’s romantic options and future alliances with these 

companions. Since the world states of the second and the third instalment depend on 

previous games, the world can look slightly different depending on the decisions made. In 
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the Dragon Age-series, as opposed to the Fable-series, the player can also choose both race 

and class, decisions which will also shape the game narrative, and consequently also the 

world states in later games.    

The moral dilemmas in games like the ones already mentioned also apply to game 

violence to some extent. In the Fable-series, the player can choose to kill nearly every civilian 

she meets, if she wishes.  If she chooses to, however, only her character’s moral alignment is 

affected and not the story. If the character becomes evil enough, on the other hand, civilians 

inhabiting the game world might run away from the Hero in fear. In the Dragon Age-series, 

the player can choose to kill civilians, but only when the opportunity arises. In Dragon Age: 

Inquisition (2014), however, the player is often in situations what somewhat resemble that of 

war, making the act of killing soldiers on either side of the conflict (even though they might 

not even be the character’s personal attackers) in order to bring the conflict to an end seem 

morally justified (Grossman, 1995). 

Some games encourage violence, such as Grand Theft Auto V (2013) where the player 

is free to commit violent acts towards civilians as she pleases throughout the game. The only 

consequence is that the player character could be arrested—or even killed—by the police. 

Zagal (2009) and Sicart (2009) mention the game Manhunt (2003) in which the player is 

encouraged to execute non-playable characters in different ways as the playable character, a 

death row escapee, is forced to star in his liberator’s (and kidnapper’s) snuff films. Both 

Zagal (2009) and Sicart (2009), however, point out the ethical challenges the player meets as 

the brutality of the executions depend on how long the player presses the action button; in 

the narrative, the protagonist has no clear motivation as to why the executions need to be 

more brutal than necessary but in the game design, the player is granted a higher score the 

more gruesome the murders are—this is a clear example of ludonarrative dissonance that 

creates the player’s ethical challenge within the body-subject. 

On a further note, one has to acknowledge the fact that choices in games are a part of 

the game rules. As previously discussed, many games enforce certain rules upon the player, 

making it difficult to make reflective ethical decisions. Letting games systematically measure 

choices as ―good‖ and ―evil‖ (as seen in Fable (2004)) could inhibit the player’s own moral 

reflection and turn moral choices into strategic ones (Sicart, 2009).      

2.2.5 Expendable adversaries in game narrative 

By connecting the present knowledge and theories on literary violence as well as the 

psychology of killing in war, to the theories of game ethics and moral disengagement, the 

issues of killing expendable adversaries might be further understood.  

Both Glas (2015) and Schrank (2014:79) suggest that games are usually about 

eliminating enemies, and if eliminating enemies is the underlying goal of the game, rules 

must exist to clearly define that goal (Schell, 2008). Rules, as according to Caillois (2004), 

are also a fundamental requirement for the existence of games, rules that establish new laws 

within the game narrative; so if the game design requires the player to kill, the player will 

undoubtedly kill. 

Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) assert that the player perceives the game characters as 

social entities which places them within the scope of justice and thusly gives them the 

potential of evoking feelings such as empathy and guilt within the player. By applying 

different cues for moral disengagement, Hartmann and Vorderer assert that the player can 

remove the game characters from the scope of justice or justify their own actions as morally 

correct to prevent guilt from inhibiting game enjoyment. Shafer (2012) suggests that the 
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player generally activates these cues for moral disengagement when committing morally 

questionable deeds.    

Przybylski, Ryan and Rigby (2010) suggest that video games could potentially give the 

player satisfaction in terms of needs: games can satisfy needs of autonomy when the player is 

allowed to make choices, create relationships and explore the game world; the player can feel 

a sense of satisfaction when learning the game mechanics and mastering the controls; skill 

development could satisfy the player’s need for achievement and feedback. Violence in video 

games could thusly be motivated because of the combinations of need satisfaction.  

Consequently, violence in video games, justifiable by rules and narrative, could exist to 

satisfy needs within the player. Is it then possible to define cannon fodder, the expendable 

adversaries, as game mechanics meant to serve the purpose of need satisfaction? If so, is the 

thought of applying a dramatic purpose to these adversaries rendered pointless?   

First and foremost, cannon fodder within games needs to be further defined. It is 

previously stated that expendable adversaries, as human foes the player is urged to eliminate 

in order to move forward in the game (in narrative as well as mechanics), often seem to serve 

as the means for the player to level up her playable character by presenting a challenge and a 

chance of achievement. Therefore, characters labelled as enemies capable of granting the 

player a reward for eliminating them, should fall into the category of cannon fodder. 

However, all enemies should not be viewed as expendable. The definition of expendable 

reads: ―of relatively little significance, and therefore able to be abandoned or destroyed‖ 

(Oxford Dictionaries, 2016). Enemies of significance in the game story should thusly not be 

considered cannon fodder. The fact that these expendable adversaries are enemies implicitly 

gives the player a reason to rationalise the violence done towards them by enabling the 

mechanisms for moral disengagement. For this reason, civilians are not included in this 

study as a part of the cannon fodder category.  

In the game Fable (2004), bandits can be found almost everywhere. They are always 

aggressive, attacking the Hero character as soon as the player comes into the bandits’ view. 

Killing them is then necessary if the player wants to move forward. It is, nevertheless, 

possible to help them in certain quests. In other quests, on the other hand, avoiding killing is 

not an option. The game design includes a body count the player can look at, and to the game 

story, it makes no difference if the number of bandits killed is ten or a thousand. In fact, the 

virtuous player is urged to kill the bandits in order to be a good Hero, since the player gains 

good morality points by killing them. This could be considered a cheap fictional shortcut to 

present the Hero character as precisely that—a hero. No sympathies are given to the bandits 

because they are criminals, and by putting bandits in charge of the slaughter of the Hero’s 

entire village in the very beginning of the game the frequently used tool of revenge as 

motivation is applied, creating further means of justification for the player (Hartmann & 

Vorderer, 2010; Grossman, 1995; Carroll, 2012). There is, however, a quest in the game 

where the player can briefly converse with the bandits and where they are presented from a 

humane and sociable angle—the bandits are, after all, people like everyone else. This is 

further implied later on in the game, when the Hero’s sister has been reunited with her 

brother. She has been living with the bandits for many years and has grown rather fond of 

them. That does, nevertheless, not change the fact that killing them is rewarded, both by 

morality points and experience points. 

In Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014), where many combat situations are reminding us of 

war, the very nature of the tension in the world of Thedas makes it easier for the player to 

justify whatever condemnable actions she might do within the game. While roaming around 

the vast area of the Hinterlands (as in most areas throughout the game), the Hero character 
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can encounter all sorts of enemies, ranging from demons to small fennec foxes. The human, 

or humanoid, enemies are more versatile than those of the Fable-series. A massive part of 

the plot in Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014) is the war between the Mages and their 

watchmen, the Templars. In the Hinterlands, the player can encounter rebel Mages and 

rouge Templars battling each other, or roaming around the area. Upon meeting them, they 

will—regardless of affiliations—attack the player’s character and her companions. Killing 

them will, as in Fable (2004), grant the player experience points and other rewards. 

Moreover, both Mages and Templars are regarded as individuals with feelings and reasons 

for why they are fighting, and eventually, the player even has to choose which side she 

should support in the war. Despite this, killing them does not reflect badly upon the Hero 

character or the story. It is, however, noteworthy that the player is not forced to kill the 

majority of the expendable adversaries in either of these games. In Fable (2004), the player 

can outrun the bandits if she wishes unless killing is a quest requirement. In Dragon Age: 

Inquisition (2014), the player can also run away from most enemies but while engaged in 

combat, the Hero will run much slower than usual (as opposed to Fable (2004) where the 

Hero runs in normal speed). Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014) also gives the enemies levels 

that could be higher than the player’s current level, encouraging the player to come back and 

fight once she is ready. It is also possible to find spots in both games where the player can 

always find expendables to kill in order to gain levels, which further removes any narrative 

value to the adversaries. The game design evidently wants the player to kill the adversaries, 

regardless of what the narrative says.  

It is obvious games like the Fable-series and the Dragon Age-series include several 

cues for moral disengagement, in accordance with both Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) 

and Grossman’s (1995), studies. In both games, even Grossman’s (1995) seemingly outdated 

mechanism social distance is included, making it easier to kill almost everyone since the 

Hero character is godlike to many of the game world inhabitants. Cultural distances are 

prominent in all the games of the Dragon Age-series because of the fights between the races 

and the different beliefs already established in the game narrative. Hartmann and Vorderer’s 

(2010) mechanism the severity of opponents’ misconduct is more of a rule than anything 

else in both game series as most adversaries are always on the offensive. However, in both 

game series, it is of course the moral distance and moral justification that are the most 

prominent mechanisms. After all, the Hero is a hero for a reason.  

This is, however, only two franchises out of thousands of games. It is nonetheless 

reasonable to believe that more games function in the same way as the concept of 

expendable adversaries is considered a media trope (Glas, 2015). In these two game series, it 

is evident that the player is allowed (and often even forced) to kill a large amount of human 

or humanoid enemies to proceed in the game, but the deed of killing these characters does 

not reflect upon the game narrative. Furthermore, the experience-based levelling system in 

most games is evidently dependent on cannon fodder killing as it is seemingly the largest 

source of experience points for the player, as seen in both the Fable-series and the Dragon 

Age-series. This shows again the problem with potential ludonarrative dissonance where 

even a Hero, as a protective and virtuous character, kills to improve skills and abilities. 

Therefore, it should be more appropriate to regard the cannon fodder killing seen so far as 

mechanics rather than a narrative structure.  
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3 Problem 

Sicart (2009) establishes the thought of the player as an ethical being, as someone who takes 

it upon herself to be a good player, and a virtuous player. Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) 

establish that the game characters should be seen as ethical beings and thusly hold the 

potential of evoking emotional responses in the player such as empathy and guilt. Both 

Grossman (1995) and Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) argue that there are several 

mechanisms that make it easier for the soldier to kill in war and for the player to kill in video 

games, and perhaps the easiest way for a player to rationalise the violence committed in 

video games is that it is just a game.  

But the notion that games are just that, games, is not uncommon (Shafer, 2012). The 

utilitarian looks at the problem with the act of killing in video games as unethical only if the 

activity itself results in a decrease of happiness and enjoyment instead of an increase 

(Lacewing, 2015). Lacewing also asserts that the Kantian looks at the problem from the angle 

that there might be a possibility killing in video games could lead to emotional detachment 

in real-life situations, and the Aristotelian looks at the problem from the point of virtue 

ethics, where good people do good deeds, and simulated killing is still considered to be on 

the border between just and unjust acts since it is not real. Sicart’s (2009) redefinition of the 

Aristotelian virtue ethics points in the same direction where the good and virtuous player 

makes decisions based on her ludic phronesis and her body-subject, but the issue of killing in 

video games still seems to be in the grey. In games like Fable (2009), where killing 

expendable adversaries is rewarded with morality points, the virtuous player is even 

motivated to kill in order to remain virtuous. In games like Dragon Age: Inquisition (2014), 

where the Hero is the only one who can save the world, killing in order to do so could be 

deemed as instrumental violence, a means to an end (Carroll, 2012), and incorporate the 

moral justification that it is done for the greater good. Although, in neither of these two 

games is the choice of whether or not to kill the expendables always given to the player and 

when the choice is presented, it is never an active one but rather a choice of simply avoiding 

that specific area of the game world until it becomes necessary to enter it again and 

consequently battle the enemies once avoided.  

In games, the consequences of killing expendable adversaries seldom reflect the 

narrative or the playable character in a negative way. As previously stated, the act of killing is 

encouraged in certain games and even though it is possible at times to flee from the fight, 

many scenes in which killing expendable adversaries is necessary give the player very little 

choice in the matter. The enemies, the expendable ones, are often depicted as criminals or 

monsters, which possibly makes it easier for the player to enable Hartmann and Vorderer’s 

(2010) mechanisms for moral disengagement. Thusly, the killing in video games is often 

reduced to pure game mechanical elements instead of a narrative structure that has the 

possibility to affect the player’s perception of the expendable adversaries, and the reflection 

of one’s actions.  This has led me to the question: 

 

 How do moral disengagement and narrative consequences affect the player’s decision 

of whether or not to kill expendable adversaries when the choice is given? 



 16 

3.1 Method 

To answer the question at hand, this study has taken an empirical approach, supported by 

research on different theoretical and philosophical approaches to game ethics, moral 

disengagement in video games and the narrative representation of violence in literature. The 

study method was both qualitative and quantitative and included an artefact with following 

interviews, and a questionnaire to complement and support the interviews. The artefact is a 

short game in two different versions and has served to see whether the player’s choice of 

whether or not to kill expendable adversaries could be affected by moral disengagement and 

narrative consequences. The participants’ game sessions were observed to see whether there 

were patterns as to how expendable adversaries were dealt with. The interviews functioned 

as the participants’ medium to express their feelings after the game session as well as a 

pointer on how the mechanisms for moral disengagement might have affected the players’ 

choices, and the questionnaire appealed to the general public to see if there is a pattern as to 

how the expendable adversaries in game narratives are generally perceived.  

The collected data was analysed by comparing the findings to the theoretical and 

philosophical views on game ethics and violence, and the theories of moral disengagement in 

video games, in an attempt to establish whether or not cannon fodder holds any dramatic 

value and how the consequences of killing these expendable adversaries could contribute to 

the players’ decision making and help to create a deeper and more emotional game narrative. 

3.1.1 Discussion 

It would be possible to do the study through a series of video game, film and literature 

analyses from a dramaturgical perspective to later contextualise the findings by putting them 

in comparison to established theoretical and philosophical ideas of how violence and the 

morals surrounding it are used in a dramatic way and if it has any impact on the characters 

decisions. That would, however, limit the possibilities to a purely theoretical stance. With an 

empirical approach, this research can, on the other hand, extend the ideas of the dramatic 

potential in choices regarding expendable adversaries to a standpoint supported by 

experience as well as theoretical stances. 

The disadvantages, however, in choosing such an approach is that an empirical study 

of this sort does not have room for as many aspects as an extensive analysis might have. By 

studying the narrative of certain video game events, other aspects are easily excluded, such 

as how the game mechanics, the graphics and the music contribute to the player’s emotional 

experience of the game narrative. It is also important to note the fact that the results of the 

qualitative study (the artefact and the interviews) are heavily dependent on the participants 

and their opinions and experiences and therefore lack any academic basis.  

Despite the disadvantages, the main reason an empirical approach has been chosen for 

this study is the hands-on trial and error procedure of whether or not the artefact, its design 

and the thought of it works in practice. Since games are a hands-on medium where the game 

only exists as a game if a player has accepted the role as a player of the game (Sicart, 2009), 

it is fair to say that although the theoretical approaches are important, it will all boil down 

eventually to the application of the theories in actual games meant for the consumer. 

Ethically, it could however be regarded as a problem to put participants through a 

study that will undoubtedly put the morality of the participants in a seemingly central light, 

following the theories by Sicart (2009) claiming that the player cannot disconnect from the 

cultural and moral experiences outside the game. It is, nevertheless, important to underline 

the fact that the participants’ morality has never been the aim—the question of whether the 
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participants feel as though their decisions have been reflected on the game story and their 

perception of expendable adversaries, has. The participants have been granted anonymity in 

the study and they have all had the possibility to stop whenever they would like.    

3.1.2 Artefact 

For the qualitative part of the study, an artefact was made. The artefact consists of one game 

scenario in two different versions, each version incorporating critically different game 

mechanics: in the one version, the player can choose whether or not to kill expendable 

adversaries upon meeting them, and in the other, the player cannot. In the version where the 

player has the possibility to choose whether or not to kill, the choices have consequences. 

This is to see whether the consequences of killing expendable adversaries or letting them live 

could have an impact on how the player perceives the role of cannon fodder within the game 

fiction and if the player’s choices are affected. It is also to see whether the consequences 

could make the player perceive the game drama as more emotional in the version where the 

player can make a choice than in the version where the player cannot but where killing does 

not have a significant impact on the game story, following the typical presentation of cannon 

fodder in video games. The choices made by the player give no morality points and only 

affect the way the story unfolds and consequently ends. This is to prevent the player from 

feeling as though the choices have designed moral values. 

The game setting is post-apocalyptic where the majority of the human race has turned 

into mindless monsters—referred to as zombies—as a result of a pandemic disease, and the 

surviving people has to try to stay alive while the protagonist (the player) is given the quest 

to retrieve data on an existing cure from a nearby lab. Thusly, the expendable adversaries 

presented in the game are both human and monsters. The genre is generous as it allows the 

fiction to logically and rationally involve lethal violence in a scenario that is not war since the 

world as we know it has been dispersed and replaced by savage lands (Andrade, 2009).        

The game has been created using a free visual novel software called Novelty (2008), 

which makes it possible to merge interface, images, text and sound into a playable program. 

The graphics and the sound effects used are all very light and discreet, meant as a mise-en-

scène (mise-en-scène: ―the setting or surroundings of an event‖ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2016)) 

rather than an attempt at graphical and musical representation, and are all free-to-use 

resources. The game is an interactive narrative, and divided into sections, the game consists 

of combat, descriptive texts, and dialogue. 

3.1.3 Design   

The participants playing the game were split into four groups; two groups where each group 

played only one of the versions each, and the other two groups where each group played both 

versions of the artefact but in different order. Group 1 and Group 2 were to see how each 

version was experienced on its own and Group 3 and Group 4 were to see if and how the 

combinations of the two versions differ from Group 1 and 2, and if the differences could have 

an effect on the participants. Ultimately, the purpose of the different groups was to see which 

of the four circumstances created the best condition for consequences and moral 

disengagement to affect the players’ choices, and why.  
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Figure 1. Study design flowchart. 

 

3.1.4 Observation  

While the participants were playing, observations were made as to what choices they made 

while in combat and what dialogue options they chose. Any remarks made by the 

participants during the game sessions that indicated how the narrative was perceived were 

also observed. This was to keep track of each individual game experience and to support the 

interview.  

3.1.5 Interview 

Following the artefact, semi-structured interviews with pre-defined questions (Østbye, 

2003) were given to the participants on their game experience. This was to give the 

participants the freedom to express themselves but still keep it within a structure to ensure 

the data was measurable. The interviews were recorded and written down, to catch in detail 

the retelling of the game session. In Group 1 and 2, the interviews were identical, and this 

was to see whether there was a difference between the two separate versions. In Group 3 and 

4, the interviews were identical to each other but differed slightly from the interviews given 

in Group 1 and 2. This was to see whether the order of the versions had an impact on how the 

participants experienced the game. 

In the interviews, Group 1 and 2 were asked how they perceived the different main 

characters in the game, how they perceived the expendable adversaries, and they were also 

asked to share their thoughts on the different events of the game. Whether or not the test 

subjects enabled any mechanism for moral disengagement during combat if they found it 

morally correct to kill was asked with following questions as to why. Finally, they were asked 

to rank the emotional engagement they felt in the game narrative and give their thoughts on 

why they ranked it as they did. This way, the two groups gave the same amount of 

information despite playing two different versions of the game. 

Group 3 and 4 were asked the same questions as Group 1 and 2, with additional 

questions on why they made the choices they did. Once moving on to the second version, the 

participants were asked whether they felt a difference in how the expendable adversaries 
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were perceived and whether or not they felt a difference regarding their emotional 

engagement in the game narrative compared to the first version they played.    

3.1.6 Questionnaire 

To complement the qualitative part of the study, a questionnaire was published online on the 

social medium Facebook, where people anonymously could register their general game 

experiences and their experiences with, and thoughts on, expendable adversaries. The 

questions asked covered their gaming preferences as to genre, the importance of game story 

and the importance of enemies to beat. The questions also covered whether or not 

mechanisms for moral disengagement are important and if they would like to play games 

where the consequences of killing would be reflected upon the game narrative. The questions 

let the participants rank their answers between 1 and 5, 1 being the least important and 5 

being the most important. The aim of the questionnaire was to see whether there is a trend 

amongst players on how cannon fodder is perceived and if this possible trend was shown in 

the interviews given to the qualitative participants. 
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4 Implementation 

In this section, the artefact and the iterative process of creating the artefact will be 

presented. The artefact, titled Cure, is an interactive narrative in two different versions 

where one version allows the player to make certain decisions while the other version does 

not.  

4.1 Cure 

4.1.1 The game 

To create Cure, the visual novel maker program Novelty (2008) was used. Although images 

and sound were also implemented, such resources were scarce and the main focus was on 

the descriptive texts and the dialogues.  

The premise of the story is that the world has been destroyed due to a pandemic 

disease causing people to die and then resurrect as flesh eating monsters, similar to that of 

conventional and traditional zombies. The player, referred to in second person, is running 

from it all with her sister, Sarah, and they meet Dr. Ava Allwood in a camp in the woods near 

a small, suburban area. They are taken in by Dr. Allwood and her husband and it is revealed 

from the start that Dr. Allwood is working on a cure for the disease and that the already 

infected and turned can be treated and saved. Despite some differences amongst the people 

in the camp, the player will help Dr. Allwood in finding the different components needed to 

take the cure to the CDC (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention). 

After the introduction, the game takes its beginning in the camp the player and her 

sister have been invited to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Screenshot from Cure.  

 

In the camp, the player can speak to eight different people and the ones where the player can 

find the beginning or continuation of a quest are marked with an exclamation mark. Every 
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time the player returns to the camp after a quest, the dialogues will be new and reflect 

whatever happened during the quests. 

Three of the Allwood Campers are against the cure and the idea that the monsters are 

still human and will continually attempt to convince the player that they are right. The other 

four believe in the cure and the idea that everyone deserves a second chance. Their 

conviction is further strengthened by Dr. Allwood’s husband, Kenneth, who is the first to 

have tried an early version of the cure and has been successfully reversed from monster back 

to human, even though there might still be traces of the monster inside of him. The player’s 

sister, Sarah, is sceptic at first but will eventually believe in the potential of the cure. 

The player has to do one main quest in three parts and one side quest. In the main 

quest, the player will have to retrieve Dr. Allwood’s research on the cure so that it can be 

brought to the CDC. In the side quest, the player can choose whether to help gather weapons 

or find the infected landlords of one of the campers. In the end, the Allwood Campers will 

disperse as some of them are kicked out because of their negative attitudes towards the 

infected and the cure.  

4.1.2 The characters 

As previously mentioned, the player can speak to eight different characters and they all say 

new things every time the player re-enters the camp. Five of them are positive towards the 

idea of the cure while three of them are negative towards it. Their dialogues differ depending 

on the player’s choices in the version where the player can choose whether or not to kill. 

Dr. Ava Allwood is the character the player interacts with the most as she accompanies 

the player in two of the three parts of the main quest. She is also the inventor of the cure and 

therefore naturally the one who is the most invested in the project. She could also be 

considered the leader of the Allwood Campers.  

Kenneth Allwood is the husband of Ava. He was bit in the beginning of the outbreak 

but was treated with an early version of the cure and is now successfully reversed from 

monster to human. When speaking with a few of the others, however, the player can find out 

that he is still not entirely well.  

Janice is the daughter of Ava and Kenneth and is very negative towards the cure even 

though her own father has been saved by it. She argues that her father is not the same man 

as he was before and does not think he will ever be the same. She does not believe the 

infected could ever be cured.  

Millie rented a basement from a middle-aged couple from Allwood’s neighbourhood, 

and she now worries a lot about them. She is very positive towards the cure since she 

believes it could cure her landlords. She is one of the two characters the player can choose to 

help in a side quest and thusly also one of the characters the player can do the last part of the 

main quest with. 

Eduardo is genuinely concerned about the current situation. He does not believe a cure 

could save the world and he is very reluctant towards the idea of treating the monsters as any 

other human being. He is the other one of the two characters the player can choose to help 

through a side quest and thusly also the other one of the two characters the player can do the 

last part of the main quest with.  

These five characters are what one could consider as the key characters. Apart from 

them, Thommy is a character negatively set towards the cure while John is positively set 

towards it. The player can also speak with her sister, Sarah.   
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4.1.3 Linear versus choice  

In the linear version, the player is not able to choose whether or not to kill. The only choice 

she has is what side quest to take on. There are choices as to who to speak to and what to say, 

but none of those choices has designed consequences. The linear version is designed to be 

the pure storyline from beginning to end without the player’s input. 

In the version with options, however, the player has just that—options. The storyline is 

the same and the setting is the same, but the player is allowed to choose whether or not to 

kill. Her decisions reflect upon the dialogue and the descriptive texts further on in the game, 

and eventually also the ending. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Linear version fight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Choice version fight. 
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In the linear version, the characters still speak about their differences in their opinions about 

the cure. Even though the player might prefer the one or the other side of the conflict, the 

player remains with Dr. Allwood in the end, despite having killed three times. The linear 

version is designed to somewhat resemble the traditional video game where the expendable 

adversaries are generally seen as nothing but obstacles to overcome (Glas, 2015; Schrank, 

2014:79). For this reason, there are no direct comments from the other characters about the 

player’s actions, more than that the player is helping Dr. Allwood with the cure.   

In the other version, where the player is allowed to choose whether or not to kill, the 

same differences are expressed by the others. In this version, however, the choices are 

reflected in the answers and ultimately also in the end. If the player fends off the adversaries 

without killing them, the people positive about the cure praise her while the people who are 

against the cure question the player’s actions and vice versa. There are, in total, four 

different endings the player can experience: one for a full session without killing and one for 

each number of kills where three is the total. The first and the second—given when the player 

kills none or one—are very similar; the player stays with Dr. Allwood and those positive to 

the cure while the three opposing the idea leaves. This is also the ending given in the linear 

version. If the player kills twice, she has to choose whether or not to stay. If she chooses to 

leave, she tries to convince her sister to come with her, but Sarah stays with the Allwoods. In 

the final end, where the player has killed three times, the player is one of those who are 

kicked out of camp. Once again, the player tries to convince her sister to come with her and 

once again, her sister decides to stay.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Dialogue options: no kills and three kills comparison. 

 

4.1.4 Setting, genre and language 

As earlier mentioned, the story takes place in a future where a pandemic disease has turned 

the majority of the human race into flesh eating monsters. The player refers to these as 

zombies, but they are also referred to as biters by some of the characters. Even though it is 

never revealed, the story takes place somewhere in the U.S. The reason for this is that many 

of the contemporary film and TV shows in the zombie and apocalyptic genres take place in 

the U.S., such as The Walking Dead (2010—), Zombieland (2009), Dawn of the Dead 

(2004) and The Evil Dead (1981). The language used is therefore naturally American 

English.  

In choosing an apocalyptic setting where the world as we know it has dispersed, the 

laws we abide to have also somewhat logically dispersed. Killing as an act is no longer 
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reduced to murder or a necessity of war (Jones, 2006; Andrade, 2009), and can thusly be 

used much more freely. Lethal violence can, in these specific genres, be generously 

considered as a means to survival. It is also reasonable to believe this specific genre raises 

the sense of danger and survival and gives purpose to the quests given to the protagonist. 

The areas included in the story are the woods and a small, suburban area. This is to 

prevent any logicality problems such as distance, danger and the size of the group of people 

in the camp. A smaller neighbourhood would presumably produce a smaller community of 

survivors and also fewer adversaries. Narrative illogicality such as a greater threat of a large 

zombie horde would therefore not be a problem. A smaller neighbourhood would likely also 

create an easier accessibility which gives the quests a more focused objective.  

4.2 The iterative process 

4.2.1 Design and gameplay 

The first draft of the artefact looked somewhat different to how the product turned out in the 

end. The first thought was to create the game using nothing but text. That idea was, however, 

quickly dismissed and the focus was then aimed at creating an interesting setting using very 

little means.  

More images and sound were initially meant to be included in the artefact. The point 

was to represent the zombies using graphical free-to-use images with feedback in the form of 

blood splatter whenever the player killed (as seen in figure 6). Sound effects were to be used 

in the same way to create a more detailed and interesting setting for the player.  

In an early version of the fight scene, the player had to fight more than one zombie, 

and if the player were to kill, she would only be able to kill one at a time. To fight, the player 

would have to repeatedly click on the small button on the adversary’s head to kill it. If the 

player was to run, she would have to manually navigate a street map by clicking her way 

forward where the black dot represented where the player was and the green dot represented 

where the player was heading (as seen in figure 7). No matter the choice, a timer would be 

ticking down, visible as a red bar at the top of the screen. If the player would not have 

succeeded with whatever she would choose before the red bar had disappeared, the player 

would fail and face a fail screen and be forced to do the fight again or quit the game. 

 

 

    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. First draft fight scene: kill. 
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Figure 7. First draft fight scene: run. 

 

The images were manipulated to have a bit more of a drawn look, similar to that of comic 

books, and this was done first and foremost to create a coherency throughout the series of 

images. The earliest draft also included scenes where the player could explore the 

surroundings. The images and the excess gameplay were, however, cut from the final version 

because of irrelevance and to make room for a simpler design. The focus of the research is 

not on graphics, sound or mechanics, and thusly the gameplay now exclusively consists of 

clicking once to move forward in the narrative without feedback through graphics and 

sounds.   

It would have been possible creating the artefact by sticking to the original idea of only 

using text, using nothing but a plain white background with a black serif font. However, a 

background resembling an old, stained paper was finally chosen together with a rugged 

typewriter font to create a sense of a crumbling and darkened world (see figure 5). In the 

fight scenes, instead of the graphical images, a plain black background was chosen together 

with a red silhouette of a zombie (see figure 3 and 4). The images of the zombies are online 

free-to-use brushes, used in Adobe Photoshop (1990—). The colour red was chosen to create 

a contrast to the black background, to resemble blood and to add to the melancholic feel of 

the game. This also corresponds with the cover image shown in the very beginning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Cover image. 
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In the first version of the camp, an old image of eight people sitting by a camp was chosen. It 

was however exchanged with a snapshot of an online map with added shapes to resemble 

tents. The characters are represented by buttons and their names (see figure 2).   

The sound effects were initially meant to represent footsteps, hits, kills and zombies. In 

the final version, however, only the zombie sound effect was kept. Ambient music—

instrumental, emotional free-to-use pieces—was also kept in the final version to add to the 

overall mood.    

4.2.2 The narrative 

When creating the narrative, the first question was how to address the player. Should the 

protagonist have an already defined and designed character? Should the protagonist have a 

name? What would make the player feel the most invested in the game the fastest: a 

character with an established background or a blank character? In the end, a semi-designed 

character was chosen as the protagonist. The playable character is referred to in second 

person and is thusly without a given name; a brief background is given in the beginning 

where it is clear that the playable character has, together with a sister, been fleeing for some 

time and has recently found Dr. Allwood and her small community; it is implied that the 

character has, at some point previous to finding Dr. Allwood, been forced to deal with 

zombies but it is unknown whether or not the character has killed before. With such subtle 

information and with the player as the protagonist, it is reasonable to believe that the player 

could easily and quickly be immersed into the given role of a zombie apocalypse survivor 

(Sheldon, 2004). Through dialogues with the sister, the player can also find out a bit about 

their family and the fact that they have lost their parents and a brother. This gives a richer 

background to the otherwise somewhat blank protagonist (Lebowitz & Klug, 2011).  

But if the player is a survivor in a world where killing is no longer deemed as murder 

(Andrade, 2009), there has to be something that puts the player in a moral dilemma when it 

comes to the decision of whether or not to kill. For that reason, it was decided that the 

narrative was to revolve around the discovery of a cure that would make it possible to turn 

zombies back into humans. That way, it would be possible to put the player in a position 

where killing is neither positively right nor positively wrong and it also allows the adversaries 

to be considered sociable characters. This is further strengthened as Dr. Allwood’s own 

husband, Kenneth, has been cured, even though it is somehow implied that the cure that 

Kenneth was given might not have been entirely efficient.  

The characters are the ones that are carrying the narrative. Their opinions about the 

cure and the tension that is rising at camp is essentially what the whole story is all about; no 

matter what choices the player makes, the camp dissolves in the end because of their 

differences. The only thing the player can affect is whether or not she stays with Dr. Allwood 

and helps her all the way to the CDC.  

It was decided already from the start that there would be three instances of fighting 

and that the fights would be connected to quests. Later on, the idea of two different side 

quests was implemented into the story and the artefact. The two side quests are divided 

between the two different opinions in the camp, but no matter what the player chooses, it 

does not have a significant impact on how the story ends. It was thought at first that whoever 

the player decided to bring on a side quest would eventually die. It was later thought that the 

character would die only if the player chose to parry the attack. In the end, the idea was 

abandoned to remove as much abundances as possible; the choice of whether or not to kill 

adversaries in this case should not result in an ally dying but simply be the choice between 

killing and not killing.     
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4.3 Pilot study 

Two pilot studies were conducted to test whether or not the artefact and the method of 

evaluation could be used to answer the question at hand. The artefact was tested more or less 

in its current form. Overall, the studies proved that the method was adequate, but both 

studies gave reason to change a few things in the artefact, albeit only details to perfect the 

narrative and the design.  

The first pilot study proved that the order of the versions did have some significance in 

how the story was perceived. The linear version was played before the version where the 

player gets to decide whether or not to kill and the results showed that the player did 

perceive the expendable adversaries differently due to reactions from the other characters, 

and mechanisms for moral disengagement following the arguments of Hartmann and 

Vorderer (2010). The results, however, also showed that some clarification as to what to do 

and where the player was would be beneficial. It was not something that in any way 

prevented the player from doing what was expected and was only mentioned as a detail. In 

the end, a header was placed at the camp scene to clarify that it is the camp.   

In the second study, only the version where the player is allowed to choose was played. 

The linear version was discussed afterwards and the artefact as a whole proved to be 

sufficient for this study. The results of the second study, however, showed that it would be 

beneficial to have a bit more danger coming from Kenneth to push the two sides of the 

narrative’s conflict further into the moral grey zone. There were some questions about 

whether or not Dr. Allwood should be the one accompanying the player on the two first 

quests as the player felt more reluctance towards killing when Dr. Allwood was there since 

she is clearly against killing. Small changes regarding Dr. Allwood’s dialogues were made to 

prevent this. 

Both pilot studies showed that there might be a small confusion as to what the 

different options during the fights really meant. In the versions used during the tests, the 

―parry‖ option was named ―run‖. This caused both testers to believe that if they picked ―run‖, 

they would do just that. The option, however, simply means that the player deals with the 

adversaries and gets out of the situation using minimal to no violence. For this reason, the 

word ―run‖ was exchanged for ―parry‖. 

The pilot studies as a whole proved that the method of evaluation was sufficient to 

produce and answer for the research question.  
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5 Evaluation 

In this section, the results from the study will be presented and analysed, followed by a 

conclusion that aims to give an answer to the research question at hand.  

5.1 The Study 

The study, consisting of a questionnaire and an interactive narrative in two different 

versions, had in total 141 countable participants. The questionnaire took up to ten minutes to 

complete and the two different versions of the interactive narrative followed by interviews 

took between 40 to 80 minutes to complete, depending on what group the participants were 

included in and whether they played only one version or both. All participants are 

anonymous in this research and in the following part the results from the study will be 

presented.  

5.1.1 Participants  

The participants for this study were mainly Computer Game Development students at 

University of Skövde. As such, most participants have a great deal of experience in video 

games and killing expendable adversaries. Since experience has no part in the research 

question, this fact does not impact the results.  

The questionnaire was posted on social media and thusly it is difficult to pinpoint any 

demographics regarding the participants. It was initially posted on a group site for Computer 

Game Development students at University of Skövde but it is, on the other hand, impossible 

to say that the participants of the questionnaire were exclusively from that group site since it 

was public and further shared outside the group by the participants.  

When testing the interactive narrative, convenience sampling was used to pick out 

participants. This was mainly because of time and availability. As two of the four test groups 

played through both of the versions and were interviewed twice, the participants had to have 

enough time to put into the testing in order to commit. It is noteworthy that there is some 

inequality when it comes to gender representation where about 70% of the participants were 

female. Gender is, however, not an aspect of the question and thusly not an issue at this 

point. All participants are, or have been, students at University of Skövde.  

5.1.2 Questionnaire 

A questionnaire regarding the players’ experiences with expendable adversaries and 

mechanisms for moral disengagement was posted on the social network Facebook and there 

were 128 participants in the questionnaire. The questionnaire was divided into two parts 

where the first part asked general questions about average gaming time per week, preferred 

game genres, the importance of game story and killing, and how the participants would 

justify killing in video games following the theories of mechanisms for moral disengagement 

by Hartmann and Vorderer (2010). In the second part, the participants were faced with three 

different textual game scenarios where they would have to choose between kill or not to kill 

(see appendix A). Killing would lead to a question where the participants were asked to 

justify their actions using the mechanisms for moral disengagement. Hartmann and 

Vorderer’s (2010) four categories were explained according to situation rather than named, 

and the participants could leave comments regarding their answers if they wished.   
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51.6%

67.2%

21.9%

45.3%

22.7%

Killing is justified 
when it is done for 
the greater good or 
for another morally 

superior reason.

Killing is justified 
when self-defence is 

needed as the 
adversaries are the 

first to attack.

Killing is justified 
when the adversaries 

are not human.

Killing is justified 
when the direct 

consequences are not 
realistic. 

None of the above is 
true.

Which of the following statements are true when killing expendable adversaries in video 
games?

About 74% of the participants of the questionnaire spend five hours or more per week 

playing video games and 80.5% prefer to play role-playing video games. About 70% think 

that the game story is rather or very important (4-5 on a scale of 1-5) and 46.1% think that 

violence in video games is not important at all. Although, as much as 62.5% argue that there 

is no moral difficulty killing in video games.  

57% argue that it is a bit or rather important that the NPC’s (non-playable characters) 

think well of them in the game (3-4 on a scale of 1-5) and 53% argue that they would find it 

more difficult or much more difficult to kill if the NPC’s disliked their characters for killing 

(4-5 on a scale of 1-5).   

When being asked the question ―Which of the following statements are true when 

killing expendable adversaries in video games?‖ in the first part of the questionnaire where 

the participants could choose more than one option, 67.2% of the participants chose to 

answer that killing is justified when self-defence is needed. Approximately half of the 

participants—51.6%—chose to answer that they had a morally superior reason, and only 

21.9% argued killing expendable adversaries in video games is justified when the adversaries 

are not human. 45.3% argued that killing in video games is justified because it is a game and 

22.7% did not find any of the options to be true.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Results from questionnaire. 

 

In the second part of the questionnaire, the participants were faced with three different 

scenarios. In all three, the participants were asked whether or not to kill and if they chose to 

kill, they would be asked to justify their actions through the same categories as in part one, 

and the participants could once again choose more than one option. In two of the three 

scenarios, the majority chose to kill the adversaries. Altogether, 56% (215 out of 384) of all 

the choices were in favour of killing. If they chose to kill, they would be asked to justify their 

actions through Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) four categories; (a) moral justification, (b) 

the severity of opponents’ misconduct, (c) dehumanisation of victims and (d) disregard for 

or distortion of the consequences of violence. A last option (e) was added if the participants 

had other thoughts. In the first scenario, 57.8% argued that killing was justified because it 

was only a game and 48.9% added their own reasons for killing. In the second scenario, 

58.4% found killing to be justifiable because it was only a game and 54.5% argued that killing 



 30 

was justified because the adversaries would not hesitate to kill. In the third scenario, 

however, the majority of the participants found that a morally superior reason—such as the 

importance of the mission—was the best way to justify killing. 56.5% chose this option. The 

second most popular choice was once again that it was only a game with 47.8% choosing this 

option. For the detailed descriptions of the different options, see appendix A.    

 

 (No Kill) Kill A B C D E 

Scenario 1 (83) 45 3 11 2 26 22 
Scenario 2 (27) 101 36 55 4 59 36 
Scenario 3 (59) 69 39 22 9 33 19 
TOTAL (169) 215 78 88 15 118 77 
Total 
percentage 
(~)  

  
100% 

 
36% 

 
41% 

 
7% 

 
55% 

 
36% 

  

Table 1. Summary of results from part two of the questionnaire. A) Moral justification; b) 

The severity of opponents’ misconduct; c) Dehumanisation of victims; d) Disregard for or 

distortion of the consequences of violence; e) other.  

 

In the last question of the questionnaire, the participants were asked to answer how 

interested they would be in playing a game where every kill would reflect upon the game 

world and the character, and as much as 71.1% said that they would be very interested in 

playing such a game. 

5.1.3 Linear version 

The linear version of the artefact, where the player had little to no influence on the game 

story, was played by nine participants in three different groups, and three of the participants 

played the linear version only. When asked about whether or not it felt wrong to kill—even 

though they had no other choice—three argued that it did indeed feel wrong to kill. Two 

could not give a clear answer and the remaining four participants did not feel wrong killing. 

In the interviews, the people unable to answer yes or no were asked the same follow-up 

questions as those who said killing was not wrong. In the follow-up question, the same 

categories as in the first part of the questionnaire were used (see figure 11). Four participants 

said that killing is justified because of a morally superior reason and they all argued that 

killing is justified because they felt an obligation to protect themselves or someone else. Two 

argued that killing is justified because it is only a game. Only one claimed that killing is 

justified because the adversaries are not human.   

When asked to rank their emotional engagement in the game between 1 and 5, where 1 

is the lowest score and 5 the highest, 44.4%, ranked their engagement as a 3, making it the 

number with most votes.   

5.1.4 Choice version 

The choice version, in which the player could decide whether or not to kill, was played by ten 

participants in three different groups, where four participants played the choice version only. 

After playing this version, the participants were asked the same questions as those playing 

the linear version but with a few additional questions. When asked whether they felt wrong 

killing, only one answered that it did indeed feel wrong to kill. Three participants did not 

find it wrong to kill and as much as six people could not answer. Out of the nine participants 
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that did not consider killing to be wrong or simply could not say, eight people justified killing 

by claiming that they had an obligation to protect themselves or someone else and five 

argued that killing was justified because of a moral superiority. Four claimed that it was 

justified because it was only a game and one gave an answer that could not fit into any of the 

categories. For detailed descriptions of the different options, see appendix A.  

 

 (Not okay 
to kill) 

Okay to kill/ 
Unable to answer 

 
A 

 
B 

 
C 

 
D 

 
E 

Linear 
version 

(3) 6 4 5 1 2 0 

Choice 
version 

(1) 9 5 8 2 4 1 

TOTAL (4) 15 9 13 3 6 1 

Total 
percentage 
(~)  

  
100% 

 
60% 

 
87% 

 
20% 

 
40% 

 
6,7% 

 

Table 2. Summary of the results from the interactive narrative. A) Moral justification; b) 

The severity of opponents’ misconduct; c) Dehumanisation of victims; d) Disregard for or 

distortion of the consequences of violence; e) other. 

 

In comparison to the linear version, the participants playing the choice version could choose 

whether or not to kill the adversaries they encountered while playing. They had three 

encounters in which they could choose, and over all, there were thirty instances where the 

ten participants could choose whether or not to kill. 67% of the times, the participants chose 

to parry the attack and thusly not kill, as opposed to the 33% of the times that they did kill. 

The number of kills decreased after the first fight, as seen in figure 10.   

In the choice version, the responses the player receives alter depending on what 

choices the player has made. When asked if the responses affected the participants’ decisions 

when choosing whether or not to kill, 60% claimed that their decisions had indeed been 

affected by the characters and their responses in one way or another, and 30% said that their 

decisions had not been affected by the responses from the NPC’s. The other 10% could not 

say whether or not their decisions had been affected.  

When asked to rank their emotional engagement between 1 and 5, where 1 is the lowest 

and 5 the highest, 40% chose number 4, making it the number with most votes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Number of kills versus parries from Choice version. 
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Figure 11. Group results of total kills versus parries, Choice version. 

5.2 Analysis 

5.2.1 The mechanisms for moral disengagement  

When looking at this study, one of the most prominent findings is the difference between 

what mechanisms for moral disengagement the participants of the study found the most 

efficient and the mechanisms that are the most prominent in role-playing video games, such 

as Fable (2004) and Dragon Age (2011). While Grossman (1995) argues that it is the moral 

justification or moral distance—such as doing something for the greater good—that is the 

biggest and most frequently used mechanism, especially in war (which can also be applied to 

games when looking at many of the role-playing video games where the Hero character’s 

despicable actions are justified because her quest is often the objective) the majority of the 

participants of the study claimed that it is the sense of obligation to protect oneself or 

someone else that is the best mechanism for moral disengagement, as seen in figure 9 and 

table 2. The three scenarios in the questionnaire, on the other hand, stand out in this 

particular matter. As seen in table 1, the majority of those choosing to kill the adversaries 

argued that the most efficient mechanism for moral disengagement is that it is only a game, 

which could be placed within Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) category disregard for or 

distortion of the consequences of violence. The notion that it is just a game is rather 

thorough throughout the study; in the questionnaire when the participants were asked to 

choose which of the mechanisms for moral disengagement are the most usable (see figure 9), 

as much as 45.3% argued that killing is justifiable because it is only a game. In the very same 

question, however, 22.7% of the participants chose to answer that none of the categories 

were true, but more than half of the comments left by the participants choosing this 

particular option could also be placed within the category disregard for or distortion of the 

consequences of violence because the comments claimed that killing in video games should 

not have to be justified because it is no real. This brings the whole category up from 45.3% to 

58.6%, making it the second largest mechanism for moral disengagement in the 

questionnaire, pushing moral justification back another step. The category dehumanisation 

of victims did not seem to be very popular whatsoever, and it might point at the idea that 

players seldom use dehumanisation when justifying their actions. 

In both the questionnaire and the interactive narrative, a few participants did say that 

the only way they could justify killing was if it was the only way to survive. This particular 

reason does not really fit into any of the categories, even though it might seem possible to 
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include it in the category the severity of opponents’ misconduct. There is, nevertheless, 

reason to believe there is a distinction between self-defence and self-defence—there is an 

obvious difference between the ultimate choice of kill or die, and the choice of kill or not 

necessarily die (there might be other solutions to the situations the player faces). In games, 

in particular, survival is often the very objective of the game where the player cannot 

proceed if she does not survive, and killing is often a great part of it. In the questionnaire, 

one participant writes, ―[k]illing is never justified but may be necessary for survival, because 

the game gives you no other choice than to kill to survive‖, and another one writes, ―[k]illing 

is justified if it’s the only way out.‖ A participant from Group 2 (who only played the choice 

version) said in the interview that the participant would have killed for survival, even though 

this participant chose to parry all the attacks. A participant from Group 3 (who first played 

the linear version and then the choice version) said after playing the choice version that it 

would not be morally incorrect to kill if there was no other choice. It would thusly seem 

rather unfair to turn an act that is forced by the game into something to justify, if there is no 

other way for the player to get out of the situation and still play the game. Sicart (2009) does 

however assert that the rules of the game help to create the ethical tension, but it might not 

be entirely reasonable to expect the players to put any greater thought into their actions 

when they feel as though they have no other choice. This could, nonetheless, be the reason 

the severity of opponents’ misconduct received the highest ratings amongst the participants 

of this study—because self-defence was many times added into the definition and because 

killing in video games is often what must be done to move forward in the game.   

5.2.2 To kill or not to kill 

The results from the interactive narrative, in comparison to the results from the three 

scenarios in the questionnaire, show that there is a distinct difference in how the participants 

chose to act. More than half of the choices in the questionnaire (56%) were in favour of 

killing whereas only a third (33%) of the choices in the interactive narrative was in favour of 

the same thing. However, when asking the participants of the interactive narrative whether 

or not it felt morally wrong to kill, they answered that it was either morally ambivalent to kill 

or morally correct 87% of the times. Interestingly enough, more people considered it to be 

morally correct to kill when they had a choice (even though the majority did not make that 

choice), than when they did not. As little as one in ten playing the choice version claimed it 

felt morally incorrect to kill, as opposed to one in three playing the linear version (see table 

2). A few participants playing the linear version tested the limits of the game and did not 

click the ―kill‖-button when facing an adversary. The game has an invisible timer and if no 

action has been made before the timer ticks down, the player will face a fail-state and will 

have to do the fight again or stop playing the game altogether. When asked about their 

decisions and how they reacted once facing the fail-state, they all said that they were a bit 

disappointed but all continued playing by accepting the rules of the game and by accepting 

that the clear goal of the fights was to eliminate enemies (Glas, 2015; Schrank, 2014:79). 

Some, however, had hoped that something else would have happened when facing the fail-

state, because killing was clearly not the morally correct choice and did not fit into the game 

story. A ludonarrative dissonance was thusly highlighted by the participants, even to a point 

where the players actively went against the mechanics to solve the apparent dissonance. This 

corroborates Sicart’s (2009) theories on the body-subject and the ludic phronesis and that 

the ethical potential of a game lies in the tension between the morals of a game narrative, its 

rules, and the morals of the player.     
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The choices of whether or not to kill in the interactive narrative was however very 

divided in the three different groups playing the choice version. As seen in figure 11, Group 3 

(in which the participants played the linear version before playing the choice version) had no 

kills whatsoever, whereas Group 4 (where the participants played the choice version before 

playing the linear version) killed more often than they parried the attacks. In the interviews, 

participants in Group 3 claimed that they felt as though the game mechanics in the linear 

version did not fit the game story—again lifting the problem with ludonarrative dissonance—

and that it felt much better when they were able to make choices. The participants in Group 

4 were generally more cautious when making their decisions and two out of three argued 

that the survival of themselves and the NPC’s at camp was prioritised. Group 3 generally 

seems to have been more focused on the moral aspects of the story, knowing what happened 

in the linear version where they had no other choice than to kill, while Group 4 had to think 

about strategy and the unknown consequences of the choices they faced. Out of the four 

groups, Group 4 was the most contributing group for the votes in the category the severity of 

opponents’ misconduct, which further points at the correlation between the popularity of 

that particular mechanism and the belief that killing is the only—or at least the safest—way 

to move forward in a game.  

When asking the participants playing the choice version whether or not the responses 

from the NPC’s affected the players’ choices, 60% answered in the affirmative. In the game, 

the players can help Millie to find her old landlords who have been turned into zombies. 

Several of the participants felt as though Millie and her search for her landlords (they are 

also described as her parents-away-from-home in the interactive narrative) somewhat 

affected their choices when it came to killing the adversaries because they feared it could 

have been the landlords they were facing. Other popular contributing responses were 

Kenneth and his previous experiences as a zombie and Ava and her quest to save the human 

kind. Some participants argued that even though they might not entirely agree with many of 

the NPC’s, their responses triggered reactions in the players, causing them to make choices 

as to show the NPC’s that certain things were possible, such as surviving without killing. By 

looking at figure 10, it is also evident that the number of parried attacks increased and the 

number of kills decreased after the first fight when the reflective responses first appear, 

which confirms that the players could very well have been somewhat affected by the 

responses. According to the participants, the responses also affected the way they perceived 

the adversaries to some degree. Traditionally, zombies seldom fall into the scope of justice 

even though they do fulfil Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) criteria to be quasi-social beings, 

because the conventional zombie is mindless and not at all human. As many as half of the 

participants playing the choice version, however, saw the adversaries as humanised because 

of the responses from the NPC’s, and from the fact that there was a cure, whereas only a 

third of the participants playing the linear version felt the same. Some even compared 

Kenneth’s struggle with a person recovering from a stroke. This is rather interesting 

considering that less people found it morally incorrect to kill in the choice version. So despite 

the fact that half of the participants playing the choice version saw the expendable 

adversaries as humanised, a clear majority did not find it morally incorrect to kill. This may 

point at the idea that the players without a choice have more room to think about morals 

than the players who have to think about strategy first. 

As a final comment, it seems as even though there were no moral pointers in any of the 

choices the players could make in the interactive narrative, the few players receiving the end 

where they were kicked out of the camp felt as though it was a fail-state in its own, even 

though no such thing is in any way hinted in the game. This might be connected to Sicart’s 
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(2009) theories of the virtuous player and the player’s endeavour of being a good player. To 

be kicked out from the group that the player was initially supposed to help would thusly 

seem like a reasonable fail-state for the virtuous player. Perhaps the ambition of being a 

good and virtuous player seeps into the players’ actions when it comes to the decision of 

whether or not to kill expendable adversaries. In combination with the idea that killing 

might be the best strategy to survive when playing, players might believe that killing 

expendable adversaries is the only, or best, way of saving themselves and the NPC’s they care 

about which also morally justifies their actions. Being kicked out would then, once again, 

seem like a reasonable fail-state for the virtuous player. 

5.3 Conclusions  

From the results in this study, it is reasonable to claim that the expendable adversaries are 

mostly seen as obstacles if there is no substance to their roles and presence in the game 

narrative, such as a provided choice. The interactive narrative tested in this study uses 

zombies as expendable adversaries, but humanises them by adding a working cure and 

people who care about them. The results clearly show that the humanisation does have an 

effect on how they are perceived by the player and it can also affect the player’s choice of 

whether or not to kill. It is, however, clear that it is not the humanisation of the adversaries, 

or the cure, alone that affected the player’s choices the most in the interactive narrative Cure, 

but the combination of both elements. As for the mechanisms for moral disengagement, it is 

unclear if the category which is the most efficient according to the participants—the severity 

of opponents’ misconduct—was chosen because of an error in the definition in this study or 

simply because the participants truly felt as though it was the best way to justify their 

actions. It is, however, difficult to tell exactly how the mechanisms for moral disengagement 

affected the choice of whether or not to kill expendable adversaries.  

In conclusion, the question for this study was: how do moral disengagement and 

narrative consequences affect the player’s decision of whether or not to kill expendable 

adversaries when the choice is given? This study has proven that the player can be affected 

by the non-playable characters if the responses they give are dynamic and change depending 

on the actions of the player, even such actions as the killing of expendable adversaries, and 

the effect of the responses can cause the player to reconsider killing if a choice is provided 

because the responses could help to humanise the adversaries and make them less of a 

threat. It is also very likely the player’s choices will be affected if the game narrative gives the 

player reason to question her actions, such as the usage of a cure in the interactive narrative 

used for this study, no matter what choice the player decides to make. The decisions the 

player makes can also be affected depending on what mechanisms for moral disengagement 

that are enabled, but it is very probable that the player will make whatever choice that is 

deemed the best strategic choice at the time. Some choices in video games will perhaps come 

at the cost of immorality, or perhaps we find it easier to justify an act, saying that it not 

morally incorrect, when we feel as though the choice we make is the safest way forward no 

matter how humanised or how much we feel for the adversaries we face. In the end, the 

objective of a game is often what drives the player forward, and that objective is more often 

than not the idea of surviving to the very end.  
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6 Concluding Remarks 

6.1 Summary 

This study has been conducted as an attempt to explore the role of the expendable adversary 

and to see if there is a way to turn the expendable adversary into anything else in the eyes of 

the player, and perhaps make the player reconsider doing something that would turn into a 

massacre in most games, with the help of game ethics and mechanisms for moral 

disengagement. The study’s main focus has been the decision the player makes on whether 

or not to kill an expendable adversary when the choice is given, and to see how the decisions 

are affected by the game story, the dynamic responses from the NPC’s, and from the 

mechanisms for moral disengagement enabled by the player herself. 

Grounded in the theories on game ethics by Sicart (2009) and the mechanisms for 

moral disengagement by Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) and Grossman (1995), the 

foundation for this study has been game ethics and the general usage of morality in violence 

in video games and literature. Four different groups played an interactive narrative in two 

different versions, designed in the visual novel maker program Novelty (2008), and a 

questionnaire was published online as a complement. The results showed that the decision of 

whether or not to kill expendable adversaries could be affected by humanising the 

adversaries and by not directly antagonising them in the game story. More than half of the 

participants playing the choice version claimed that the dynamic responses from the NPC’s 

had affected their decisions of whether or not to kill. Half of the participants saw the 

adversaries as humanised in the choice version, but only one in ten found it to be morally 

incorrect to kill even though two thirds of the choices favoured parrying the attacks and 

thusly not kill. The most popular mechanism for moral disengagement was the severity of 

opponents’ misconduct because the players felt as though they killed—or would have killed—

to save themselves and whoever they brought with them because they were attacked, no 

matter how humanised they found the adversaries to be.     

6.2 Discussion 

The results shown in this study have been both interesting and, to some degree, even 

surprising. The popularity of the different categories for the mechanisms for moral 

disengagement was not as first expected. It was guessed beforehand that moral justification 

would be the most commonly used mechanism, because the player would feel as though she 

did what she did because of a moral superiority as in many other games, but surprisingly 

enough, it was the category the severity of opponents’ misconduct that was the most 

commonly used mechanism as according to the study. Whether this is because of a 

misconception of what the category truly includes or if it is a misconception that the player 

would use a moral high ground to justify her actions is impossible to tell at this stage. It is 

possible that the narrative and the reflective responses from the non-playable characters 

made moral justification somewhat of less relevant mechanism because the greater good 

might have been pushed aside to make room for the protection of or approval from others, or 

perhaps the player felt as though it is easier to justify her actions by telling herself that killing 

is the only way of survival. Perhaps further research should be made to separate self-defence 

and survival, because while an action might have been made in self-defence, it might not 

necessarily have been the only way of survival. What is rather interesting, though, when 
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looking at the use of the mechanisms for moral disengagement, is the fact that 

dehumanisation of victims was a category that was rarely used. It seems as though the 

players simply do not find it effective to think of the adversaries as less difficult to kill 

because they are non-human. Then again, the usage of monsters per se was very sparse 

throughout the study and perhaps dehumanisation of victims would be used more 

frequently had the adversaries been more like conventional monsters, such as spiders or 

demons. Zombies (and in this case, even zombies with the potential of turning back into 

living humans), despite being seen as mindless monsters, might be too deep in the scope of 

justice to make such a category relevant.   

The participants who played the interactive narrative Cure in this study gave very 

interesting results. Apart from providing a satisfactory answer to the research question at 

hand, the results also showed that the player is more likely to find it morally ambivalent or 

morally correct to kill if she is faced with a choice of whether or not to kill, than if she does 

not have a choice at all. This was rather unexpected, but even more interesting. Why this is, 

on the other hand, is difficult to tell, but there might be a possibility the choice alone enables 

the mechanisms for moral disengagement already before the player makes the decision that 

would be considered immoral. This somewhat counters Shafer’s (2012) theory that states 

that the mechanisms for moral disengagement are enabled once the player has made a 

morally questionable choice. Perhaps it is truer that the mechanisms are enabled once the 

player stands in front of a morally challenging choice to help the player make an informed 

decision and this could hold some significance in exactly how the mechanisms affect the 

choices made. This aspect would have been interesting to explore in this study. 

It is, of course, always difficult to measure why people make certain choices when the 

scenarios are not real, and especially when the choices are about whether or not to kill (and 

in this case, whether or not to kill zombies). Most people will probably never have to make 

such a decision in real life and so their decisions must be based on guesses like, ―I would 

probably do this in a situation like that‖, even though the reality might be vastly different. 

Perhaps this is where Grossman’s (1995) and Hartmann and Vorderer’s (2010) mechanisms 

differ the most; Grossman (1995) bases his ideas in real life war situations and makes a point 

out of the fact that without moral conviction, the soldier would probably not kill. Apart from 

war situations, killing another human being is considered a crime (Jones, 2006), and it 

might even be considered as the worst crime one could commit. In video games, however, 

killing is often a part of the game and sometimes even justified by the narrative. It is 

therefore not strange at all that some might feel as though killing in video games should not 

be something one has to justify because it is not happening in real life. Knowing why people 

feel as though it should not have to be justified, and how they actually do justify their 

actions, could nevertheless help to create a deeper and richer game experience.        

This research has been strictly focusing on the narrative aspect of video games, so 

graphical representation, mechanics and sound were used very sparsely. Adding these 

components would undoubtedly impact the results in one way or another and probably 

positively affect the players’ immersion. Some participants of this study did even mention 

the few graphical details, and even more commented on the ambient music in the 

background, claiming that it added to the atmosphere and even affected their immersion to 

some degree. Perhaps it would be too difficult to measure all the different aspects at once, 

but they should nevertheless be measured for a more accurate view on how the player’s 

choice could be affected by narrative consequences and mechanisms for moral 

disengagement. It is also noteworthy to mention that the genre alone in this particular 

matter (role-playing games) could have an impact on the results. Role-playing, as used in 
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this study, refers to a strong narrative structure and to the fact that the player is playing a 

role in the game. Possibly, the results would have been different if another genre had been 

used, and it is also possible that the format of the interactive narrative (as a point and click 

game) might have affected the outcome of the study. A game where everything happens in 

real-time would undoubtedly produce different data. Whether the final results would have 

been any different, on the other hand, is, of course, impossible to say.    

In the interviews, all participants that did not find it morally incorrect to kill were 

asked which of the four different mechanisms for moral disengagement they thought fitted 

the situation. In retrospect, it might have been better to only ask the participants that 

actually killed, as in the questionnaire, because then there would be no speculation as of 

what mechanism one might use if one had killed. It would, on the other hand, have been 

difficult to exclude the participants that did not kill but did not find it morally incorrect to do 

so, because the question why would always be present and prominent and the question why 

might hold answers to how their decisions might have been affected by the different 

mechanisms.  

As always with qualitative studies where the primary data comes from interviews, one 

has to consider the human factor; the data collected will never be black or white and the 

answers from the participants hold more complexity than what can be measured. Therefore, 

it is nearly impossible to give an exact and absolute answer to the question of this research. 

The only thing such a study can give a clear answer to, is that these factors could, in fact, 

have an impact. It is, however, reasonable to say that such a study could also help to give at 

least some insight as to how these factors could affect the player’s decision of whether or not 

to kill, her emotional engagement, and how she perceives expendable adversaries. Using 

such findings could also help designers to create a more complex game narrative and give 

games a greater potential of being ethical experiences.        

6.3 Future Work 

It is unfortunate that this study had as short a timeframe as it did. Had there been more 

time, it would have been possible to have more participants, and to create a longer game the 

participants could test, with more choices and more reflections, and thusly create a greater 

immersion. It would also be interesting to explore how graphics and music affect the choices 

of whether or not to kill expendable adversaries, because the different aesthetic aspects will 

undoubtedly have an impact on the results. This study only revolved around the narrative 

and there is, without question, more to be gained from exploring the importance of graphics, 

sound, music and gameplay.  

Despite the fact that the study has been adequate to produce enough data to give a 

satisfying answer to the question, it would be quite interesting to explore the moral potential 

in expendable adversaries even further and to see if it is possible to explore the stereotypical 

role alone. This research has shown that the game narrative and the dynamic responses from 

NPC’s can passively affect the role of expendable adversaries, but it would be exciting to see 

if the adversaries alone could inspire a moral dilemma. It would also be interesting to further 

explore the moral tension in a game where the player does not have the choice to not kill, as 

in the linear version of this study, but instead place the choice between doing what the game 

tells the player to do, and not doing it. In the linear version of the interactive narrative used 

in this study, the player faces a fail-state if she makes the active choice not to follow the 

mechanics, but seeing as some participants chose to go against the mechanics because it felt 

morally wrong to follow it, it would be interesting to explore that ethical tension. In 
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combination with further studies on how the expendable adversaries can carry their own 

moral potential, this might be a step even further towards the truth about the moral and 

dramatic potential of expendable adversaries in role-playing video game narratives.  
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Appendix A -  Complementary information 

Scenarios from part two of the questionnaire: 

Scenario 1 

You’re playing as a hero whose objective is to save the world from imminent danger. You’re 

walking on a path towards your next quest point but bandits are standing in your way. If they 

see you, they will most certainly attack. You could kill them, but you could also sneak past 

them. What would you rather do? 

1. Kill them 

2. Sneak past them 

Scenario 2 

You’re playing as the survivor in an apocalyptic world. You’re inside a crumbling apartment 

complex looking for food for your community. You walk into an apartment and find several 

cans of beans and soup but you suddenly hear footsteps and have to hide. A gang enters the 

apartment. You know they are mean people who kill without a second thought. They start 

putting the food into bags. You know you could take them, but they probably need the food 

as much as you do. What will you do? 

1. Kill them and take the food 

2. Sneak out and look for food elsewhere 

Scenario 3 

You’re playing a soldier who is trying to protect a small community during an alien invasion. 

You are out on patrol when you suddenly run into a lonely alien. It stands with its back 

towards you, humming a lullaby while it gently sways back and forth. If it sees you, it will 

probably attack. You could kill it and prevent it from getting into the community, but you 

could sneak past it without it noticing you. What would you do? 

1. Kill it 

2. Sneak past it 

Complementary information for table 1: 

A (Scenario 1): Your quest is bigger than all of you; what are a few lives to many? 

A (Scenario 2): They are bad people and you and your people aren’t; you deserve food more 

than they do. 

A (Scenario 3): Your quest is too important to leave anything up to chance; you were 

chosen to protect your people. 

B (Scenario 1): They were offensive and would attack you first. 

B (Scenario 2): They would not hesitate to kill you. 

B (Scenario 3): The alien would probably attack if it saw you. 

C (Scenario 1 & 2): They should not be seen as human. 

C (Scenario 3): The alien is not human. 

D (Scenario 1, 2 & 3): It’s only a game. 

E (Scenario 1, 2 & 3): Other.   



 II 

 

Complementary information for table 2: 

 

A: Your actions were justified because your quest was more important than sparing a few 

lives, or because you had another morally superior reason. 

B: Your actions were justified because the adversary was the first to attack and because 

you felt an obligation to protect yourself or someone else. 

C: You actions were justified because the adversary was not human. 

D: Your actions were justified because it was only a game. 

E: None of the above is true. 

 

 

 

 

 


