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One day, if it hasn’t happened already, you may discover people think you’re smarter than you are. I’ve found it’s because they don’t know you. When they meet you, reality will come crashing down – or, maybe more appropriately, they’ll have pulled the curtain aside and will see Oz for what Oz is, and it’s rather disappointing. (Although technically, Oz was trying to seem more than he is.) Jordan Erica Webber is the exception. She will never think you are smarter than you are. This is her philosophy.


Over my many years of growing older, I’ve had people put philosophical (and historical and cultural and . . .) labels on games I’ve worked on, asking if I’d used a certain framework, point of view. And then when I’ve given my actual answer (which is usually a stupid one), they respond with, ‘Oh, you’re an X.’


This surprises me because they rarely say, ‘Oh, you’re a game designer.’ But I am. Really.


My stupid – but truthful – answer is that I took what was given, thought about what was expected, and then (if necessary) used the game genre and franchise to help inform that decision. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t. But usually any glimmer of an expressed philosophy came from the fictional antagonists, protagonists and even a player companion’s view of the world, not from any education or real-world intent I had.


So yes, I’m stupid. But after those conversations I also felt that the need to put a concept in a box may not always be appropriate. Sure, the box can help. But if you rely on the box too much . . . well, we probably won’t see eye-to-eye. For me, mostly because of projects in the past, the box should be looked into, closed, then used as a foundation for the first step on a lo-o-o-o-ng staircase.


As an example, the ‘box’ for one of the titles quoted in this volume (Planescape: Torment) was simple, pragmatic and frightening. I was told (1) you will use BioWare’s Infinity Engine (an engine is a game’s underlying code and tools), (2) you will use the Planescape licence because the company paid a lot of money for it, and (3) you will have a small team – at the outset, it will be a team of one, and that ‘one’ is you. Congratulations. Get designing.


But even those elements don’t confine you – they’re just the first step. From there, you take the next step. Then the next. And so on.


Don’t get me wrong – the desire to quantify is essential to game design, and labels and tags assist with that. Design is all about quantifying the abstraction of fun. While fun for different game genres can have different parameters, the underlying philosophy is knowing one’s role as a developer to both the game and the player, and upholding your responsibility to the game mechanics you have provided.


On a high level, a developer’s role is as an entertainer. We are commissioned to entertain. We have a responsibility not only to the game, but also to the player’s experience with the game.


Narrowing the developer focus a bit, knowing one’s role as a developer of role-playing games is following through on the promise of allowing the player to take on a role. Sometimes this means providing game mechanics, choices and dilemmas that are either clearly good or bad, or ones where the desired outcome is unclear but can be more interesting because the dilemma isn’t clearly a good or bad choice. The player is forced to think not only, ‘Should I be good or bad?’ but also, ‘What kind of person is my player-character, and what would they choose in this abstract situation?’


From there, the responsibility comes in delivering on the promise that the player’s role-playing choices in the game will not limit their enjoyment of the game. That is because you have provided the systems – and it’s not fair to punish the player for engaging with those systems. It’s also because a game that punishes your choices through judgement is making a statement, and is arguably no longer a game. And it’s been said by designers wiser than me (and in fewer words) that themes and choices should ask questions of the player, not dictate answers.


Often, you’ll see more of the underpinnings of a design philosophy and judgement in the game systems players are allowed to engage in – and how they are allowed to define their character. It can be subtle or overt. A developer can make implicit judgements by not including a Charisma statistic. Or by not allowing you to kill a quest giver. Or including a ‘Karma’ statistic. Or by refusing to allow you to play an evil character – or by not having a morality bar at all. A developer can even make a judgement in the difficulty settings for a game – in all these instances, they are informing you of their design philosophy (and usually making a judgement as well).


Narrative is no different. For role-playing games, the question can be more overt. What kind of choice is there if you don’t present an unpleasant faction to join? Or ask if the kingdom deserves to be saved? Or ask what were the policies of the king that got him assassinated in the first place?


For me, philosophy for role-playing games is following through on your promise – allow the players to take on a role and express themselves as much as possible through the game mechanics. Narrative, prose or not, should be part of those mechanics. It’s the contract all designers make with a player. And for role-playing games, it’s one of the most important aspects.


It’s still okay if you ever meet me and ask me about games. I love games. But I won’t promise a smart answer. That’s for Jordan and Dan, and they’ve done so in this volume.


Chris Avellone





Why games? Why philosophy?
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‘All reality is a game. Physics at its most fundamental, the very fabric of our universe, results directly from the interaction of certain fairly simple rules, and chance; the same description may be applied to the best, most elegant and both intellectually and aesthetically satisfying games.’


Iain Banks, The Player of Games (1988)*


‘It should be noted that children at play are not playing about; their games should be seen as their most serious-minded activity.’


Michel de Montaigne (1533–92)†, Essays 1: 22


‘The society which scorns excellence in plumbing because plumbing is a humble activity and tolerates shoddiness in philosophy because it is an exalted activity will have neither good plumbing nor good philosophy. Neither its pipes nor its theories will hold water.’


John W. Gardner (1912–2002)‡


‘Play is an activity enjoyed for its own sake. It is our brain’s favourite way of learning and manoeuvring.’


Diane Ackerman, Deep Play (1999)





You’re probably wondering why you’re here. Not in a grand existential sense – though that certainly fits with the themes explored in this book – but a more immediate thought: ‘If you want to learn about philosophy, and what it has to say about how to live, why look at video games?’


That’s a fair question. After all, today, many people still see video games as devoid of ethical content. As the Democracy game creator Cliff Harris put it to us:




‘There’s an assumption in game development that what all people want is entertainment, which is fair enough, and that all they want is thus a very simplistic form of entertainment. I just think that the medium’s young enough that we don’t have the kind of deep thoughtful stuff yet in any great kind of mass. Like, there are a lot of anti-heroes and morally dubious people in better quality TV, but even then it’s probably on HBO.’





More than that, Harris points out, the perception is that when games do make people think, it’s not about deep, meaningful things – it’s mathematics disguised as puzzles. ‘When we do want people to think in games we want them to think like autistic kids, you know, so we don’t mind them getting into Factorio and doing programming, that level of thinking, but . . . philosophical thinking? I mean, I don’t actually play that many different games, but the closest I got to that in any game probably is BioShock, and that’s pretty heavy-handed, you know?’


As Harris said, for the majority of the population, video games are, at best, entertainment. At worst, yes, they’re murder-simulators. The biggest ‘hardcore’ games around do indeed involve killing humans repeatedly, and quite often the avatars of other real humans too. And it’s true that, at worst, there are games out there that would require very generous treatment to see them as anything other than unnecessary violence, whether mindless or not – the Postal series, say, or the game Hatred.


But, at best, there are games that are thought experiments compelling enough to change minds. Everybody’s Gone To The Rapture, The Stanley Parable, The Witness, To the Moon . . . these manage to stay entertaining while being beautiful, intriguing, pacifistic experiences with richly divergent, strange worlds. They’re interactive combinations of story, music, animation, fact and fantasy, which combine to prompt thought in unique ways.


If you want a real-world example of how games can make you think, look at Edward Snowden. Whatever you think of the rectitude of his actions as a National Security Agency (NSA) whistle-blower, you can’t deny that he was principled – he took a hugely brave step for something he believed in, which has trapped him far from friends and family. And, as he admitted to Glenn Greenwald, that step was inspired by the heroic morality he’d seen in video games.




‘The protagonist is often an ordinary person, who finds himself faced with grave injustices from powerful forces and has the choice to flee in fear or fight for his beliefs. And history also shows that seemingly ordinary people who are sufficiently resolute about justice can triumph over the most formidable adversaries.’*





Snowden claimed that games taught him that anyone, no matter how weak, is capable of confronting huge injustice.†


As Greenwald himself put it, ‘Years earlier, I might have scoffed, but I’d come to accept that, for Snowden’s generation, [video games] played no less serious a role in moulding political consciousness, moral reasoning, and an understanding of one’s place in the world than literature, television and film. They, too, often present complex moral dilemmas and provoke contemplation, especially for people beginning to question what they’ve been taught.’ And later Greenwald summed it up: ‘That moral narrative at the heart of video games was part of his preadolescence and formed part of his moral understanding of the world and one’s obligation as an individual.’*


That’s not to say that video games provide a moral model for everyone – after all, the Swedish nationalist and mass murderer Anders Brevik admitted to playing World of Warcraft for an entire year, partly as cover for plotting his terrorist attacks. If anything, he seemed to argue, it was a pro-social experience for him.




‘Some people like to play golf, some like to sail, I played WoW. It had nothing to do with 22 July. It’s not a world you are engulfed by. It’s simply a hobby.† [. . .] WoW is only a fantasy game, which is not violent at all. It’s just fantasy. It’s a strategy game. You co-operate with a lot of others to overcome challenges. That’s why you do it. It’s a very social game. Half of the time you are connected in communication with others. It would be wrong to consider it an antisocial game.’‡





The purpose of this book is to use video games to explain philosophy, and hence to improve your life. Through ten chapters we’ll show that video games can be philosophically complex, ethically rich and morally instructive. (But we’re not brazen enough to argue that about all of them.§) What do we hope it’ll teach you? Well, first the basics of thinking philosophically (Chapter 1). Then we’ll move on to what we can actually know (Chapter 2), and to discussing virtual reality (Chapter 3) in that context. That leads naturally on to to questions of what it is to have a mind (Chapter 4) and what it means to remain the same person over time (Chapter 5).


Once we’ve helped you learn what a person like you might be, then we move on to moral questions – that is, what you should do. First, we attempt to help you establish whether you have choice over your actions (Chapter 6). The next chapters deal with what it means to be a good person (Chapter 7), before moving on to what the good for lots of people might look like (Chapter 8), and finally how that idea of the good is actually implemented in the real world (Chapter 9). Finally, we look at the ending of life, both in the sense of killing and in the sense of dying (Chapter 10).


It’s probably also worth us challenging a hidden assumption in everything we’ve said so far: that popular philosophy itself is a good way to improve your life. Unsurprisingly, we think it is. Books like How Proust Can Change Your Life and The Tao of Pooh have reached an audience of idea-hungry people by reducing complex philosophies and academic language to simpler aphorisms and phrasing.


These easily digestible ‘philosophies of everyday life’ fit with the concerns of their readership – why are we here, why is love so painful, how can philosophy help us deal with the world’s iniquities, should I eat meat, what life’s all about, do I really have to climb that mountain or pay my tax, and so on. They are essentially the intellectual almanacs of today: practical, helpful and accessible books, with a touch of wry humour to leaven the mix. We hope that this book supplies something similar.


These pop philosophies work best when they use the familiar to explain their topics – but the problem they run into is that many media aren’t suited to explaining philosophical topics. Most media like TV and books miss the interactivity and variety that makes thought experiments compelling and hence effective. So games are excellent vectors for conveying philosophy, because they’re fantasies. They’re also terrible vectors for conveying philosophy, because they’re fantasies.


Let’s dig into that paradox. The fantasy model lets a designer set up a world along particular lines, inspired by a thought experiment, which lets him express a particular aesthetic or philosophical conceit. So Lionhead’s Fable games were about what it means to be a hero. However, the fantasy model also requires the player to be a hero – to break the rules of the world. And often that places the world as an antagonist, to be overcome.


This means that embedded philosophies in game worlds are often simplistic from both sides, to make the narratives accessible to a wider audience. When Dr Robotnik or Bowser kidnap innocents and cackle as maniacally as silent-movie villains, we don’t expect to find coherent or complex philosophies behind their plans. Similarly, we don’t expect our heroes to be defeating the villains for many reasons beyond the fact that they’re heroes and that’s what heroes do – in the extremely unlikely event that they pause from pounding goombas to ponder it. We could force an interpretation onto those characters – like The Tao of Pooh did onto A. A. Milne’s works – but it’s a stretch and not intellectually interesting.


And not all game designers, even if they’re interested in ideas, see games generally as a good vector for philosophical ideas. William Pugh was co-designer on The Stanley Parable, one of the more pensive games of the last few years.




‘I think attempting to make a grand philosophical statement with a game is a terrible idea. Games made with a grand philosophical statement at their centre often come across as about as meaningful and considered as a Facebook Plato quote overlaid on top of several minions from Despicable Me. I approach game design as designing a space for your game and your player to have a conversation, after which a player can take away their own interpretation and meaning. This is more compelling than having Aristotle audio diaries and Ayn Rand environmental storytelling.’





Some games do go further, however. And some games go further still, intentionally or not, and provide superb examples of the merits and flaws of particular philosophies. From BioShock to To the Moon, from Soma to The Swapper – this book explores and eulogises those games that can teach you the lessons that should improve your life.


__________


* Iain M. Banks (1954–2013) was a prolific author of science fiction and also a keen gamer – as he told SFX magazine, he had to delete the grand strategy game Civilization off his hard drive when started a book.


† Montaigne was a statesman, storyteller and essay writer, whose work remains remarkably accessible to modern readers. He was also, as he himself admits, a player of games, though he was a stickler for the rules: ‘. . . there is no game so small wherein from my own bosom naturally, and without study or endeavour, I have not an extreme aversion from deceit. I shuffle and cut and make as much clatter with the cards, and keep as strict account for farthings, as it were for double pistoles; when winning or losing against my wife and daughter, ‘tis indifferent to me, as when I play in good earnest with others, for round sums.’


‡ Excellence: Can We Be Equal and Excellent Too? (1961).


* Glenn Greenwald, No Place to Hide: Edward Snowden, the NSA and the Surveillance State (2014).


† Snowden’s favourite game was the martial arts beat-’em-up Tekken, according to Ted Rall’s illustrated biography of him. Internet hearsay has him praising its morality, but we’ve had trouble finding a source for that.


* http://www.gq.com/story/glenn-greenwald-edward-snowden-no-place-to-hide


† https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/apr/19/anders-breivik-call-of-duty


‡ Brevik also spent much time using Call of Duty: Modern Warfare to train himself for his attacks, combined with a holographic aiming device. ‘It consists of many hundreds of different tasks and some of these tasks can be compared with an attack, for real. That’s why it’s used by many armies throughout the world. It’s very good for acquiring experience related to sights systems.’ But he still didn’t learn any philosophical lessons from it.


§ If you want to know which games we recommend and which ones we’d avoid . . . ask us on Twitter.





Limbo, yesterday.
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Luisa: Oh! Maria, are you there? Where are we?


Maria: I’m here. We appear to be in . . . yes, it’s a dialogue.


Luisa: A dialogue? Like a conversation? But there’s nothing here to talk about? There’s nothing at all, in fact. Just whiteness stretching to infinity . . .


Maria: Ah, I mean a philosophical dialogue. It’s a traditional form of didactic writing which thinkers used to get across their ideas (and to gently bias the reader in favour of the thinker’s belief system).


Luisa: Well I never. I wonder what it is that we’re meant to be explaining.


Maria: On closer inspection, this is something like a meta-dialogue. A dialogue about dialogues, so I assume that we’re explaining about dialogues themselves. Or rather I am.


Luisa: Well, we’d better get on with it [shivers]. I’d hate to think what’s going to happen to us if we stop. What am I meant to do then?


Maria: Well, dialogues were popularised by Plato from around the fifth century BC. Traditionally they took the form of one know-it-all person explaining everything at great length, whilst the other, uh, less-aware person interjected with praise. Like . . .


Luisa: That’s astounding!


Maria: You’ve got it! To be fair, the interlocutor – that’s you – would sometimes bring up ideas of their own, to be knocked down by the leading speaker – in this case, me.


Luisa: Why not simply write it as a non-fiction book? Instead of all this waffle and frankly terrible characterisation?


Maria: Drama! Let’s imagine that, you, Luisa, are in an abandoned manor, and discover it to be full of intangible spirits, which you then interrogate about their opinions on the afterlife. Isn’t that a much more exciting way to discuss the possibility of life after death than a dry, academic explanation?


Luisa: Well, I suppose so. But, you see, I do quite like books.


Maria: Luisa, I think you might be in luck. It looks like a chapter’s incoming. Take cover!





CHAPTER ONE



Video games as thought experiments
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‘If you would read a man’s disposition, see him game. You will then learn more of him in one hour than in seven years’ conversation.’


Richard Lingard (1670)*





WHY VIDEO GAMES? LESSONS FROM THIS SOLAR SYSTEM AND BEYOND


Mass Effect 3 (BioWare, 2012) is an action game with a science-fiction narrative. It tells the story of one human commander’s quest to gather enough military resources to protect all sentient life in the galaxy from intentional extinction by giant synthetic-organic hybrids called Reapers. One of these resources is a member of the Quarian race called Admiral Zaal’Koris vas Qwib-Qwib (named, in the Quarian tradition, for his ship the Qwib-Qwib), who leads the several thousand-strong collection of Quarian spacecraft known as the Civilian Fleet.


One of protagonist Commander Shepard’s missions in Mass Effect 3 is to fly to the former Quarian homeworld, a planet called Rannoch, and rescue Admiral Koris from the Quarian-created synthetic beings known as the Geth. When you get there, however, Koris begs Shepard to leave him to die and save his small crew of non-combatants instead.


If you obey the admiral’s wishes, the loss of their leader later leads some captains from the Civilian Fleet to panic and attempt to flee. The fleeing ships are cut down by the Geth, which reduces the size of the fleet and thus also the Quarian population and their ability to contribute to the war against the Reapers.


If you convince the admiral to give up his location so that he can be rescued instead of his crew, those non-combatants die at the hands of the Geth. With Admiral Koris at the helm, however, the Civilian Fleet remains an effective war asset, boosting the chances of thwarting the Reapers.


The question of whether to sacrifice the few to save the many is a common trope in fiction. Shepard’s decision on Rannoch is an interesting version of the quandary because it poses the question on two levels. Initially it asks whether to sacrifice one Admiral Koris to save several non-combatants, but the real question is whether to sacrifice several non-combatants to save an undisclosed number of civilian crew and however many they might otherwise protect from the Reapers. Yet the underlying format is familiar. So familiar, in fact, that you’ve probably already heard of philosophy’s canonical version: the Trolley Problem.




Philippa Foot’s trolley problem


The trolley problem first appeared in a 1967 paper by philosopher Philippa Foot, as part of a discussion of abortion. Specifically, it explored the doctrine of the double effect: a principle by which it’s sometimes okay to cause harm as a side effect of bringing about a good result, but not as a means by which to bring about that result. Foot constructed the initial case so as to compare it with a situation in which a judge prevents a riot, which would have many casualties, by framing and executing one innocent man:




‘To make the parallel as close as possible it may rather be supposed that he is the driver of a runaway tram which he can only steer from one narrow track on to another; five men are working on one track and one man on the other; anyone on the track he enters is bound to be killed. In the case of the riots the mob has five hostages, so that in both the exchange is supposed to be one man’s life for the lives of five. The question is why we should say, without hesitation, that the driver should steer for the less occupied track, while most of us would be appalled at the idea that the innocent man could be framed.’*





Many variants of this dilemma have been proposed since, and the general format has come to be known as ‘the trolley problem’. The language Foot uses at the end of this extract illustrates why stories like these are so popular in philosophy. When she says that ‘we should say, without hesitation, that the driver should steer for the less occupied track’, Foot is making assumptions about our intuitions and exploring their implications, just as we do when we say that Shepard should save the admiral rather than his crew.





Other thought experiments


The trolley problem is one of the best-known examples of a popular philosophical device: the thought experiment. As the name suggests, thought experiments involve testing out theories in our minds to discover these intuitions, often when it would be impractical or (as above) downright unethical to conduct these experiments in real life.


Like many of the activities we undertake in video games, the scenarios presented in philosophical thought experiments would often be unviable in the real world, whether for practical or ethical reasons. Just as it would be expensive and illegal to conduct oneself like Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft or Uncharted’s Nathan Drake, so too would it be financially and morally unsound to tie six people to some train tracks and set up a train on a crash course.


Other famous philosophical thought experiments are also best left in the realm of the theoretical. Take for example the Ship of Theseus, one of the oldest thought experiments still regularly discussed (see Chapter 4). This explores identity by asking whether, if you replaced all of the components of an object one by one, it would remain the same object. It would be a huge task to construct a real ship, progressively replace each constituent part, and question people about the ship’s status at each stage in order to figure out if there’s a consensus on when it becomes a new ship.


More recently, a living philosopher called Frank Jackson proposed a thought experiment called the Knowledge Argument about a scientist, called Mary, who knows everything there is to know about the science of colour vision but has spent her entire life in a black-and-white room. Jackson asked what would happen when Mary left the room and saw in colour for the first time, and suggested that our intuition is that she would learn something new. This intuition is meant to discount the physicalist theory that there is nothing more to the world than the physical, based on an assumption that the physicalist would say that knowing all the physical scientific facts of colour vision is the same as knowing everything about it. Whether or not Jackson was right to draw that conclusion, the experiment would be impossible to conduct in real life.


Given the abstract nature of philosophy, thought experiments are an important part of its study. In fact, in the Stanford Encyclopedia entry for ‘thought experiment’*, philosopher James Robert Brown says that, ‘Philosophy without thought experiments seems almost hopeless.’ And a standard format for thought experiments, as in the case of the trolley problem, is an imagined scenario followed by a question of what the listener/reader would do or what would otherwise happen: narrative plus action.


Sound familiar?




Simulating philosophy, by Marcus Schulzke


Before he became a lecturer in Politics at the University of York, Marcus Schulzke wrote a paper called ‘Simulating Philosophy: Interpreting Video Games as Executable Thought Experiments’.† Here he argued that video games can perform the same function as narrative thought experiments and even have some advantages over more traditional written and spoken formats. As the existence of this book should suggest, we’re inclined to agree, and so – we’ve discovered – are many video game creators.


With the kinds of philosophical theories that can’t be tested scientifically, thought experiments are the next best thing. And since they consider such a wide range of interesting topics and are often presented in a narrative form, they’re a great inspiration for books, films and video games. Given the nature of our chosen medium, however, games may have the edge.


Schulzke’s argument that video games can be interpreted as thought experiments relies on the duality that lies at the heart of the medium: narrative and play. He references two approaches to the academic study of games – narratology and ludology – each of which focuses on one of these aspects. Video games thus seem better placed to consider thought experiments properly, to cover not just the thought but the experimental aspect too.





NARRATIVE


Even on the narrative side of things, however, video games have several advantages. While video game storytelling clearly has a long way to go before it reaches the kind of quality commonly found in literature and film, more and more game developers are taking an interest in narrative and prioritising it in a way that was rare when the medium began. And more and more people are choosing to play games not for the skill but for the story.


Science-fiction survival-horror game Soma (Frictional Games, 2015) takes place in a future in which a comet has wiped out most of humanity, except for a few survivors in an underwater research base. The protagonist is a digital copy of the mental states of a man called Simon Jarrett who died a century ago, housed somehow in a human corpse in a diving suit, all powered by a magical future technology called ‘structure gel’. The game raises lots of questions about personal identity (see Chapter 5) and what it means to be human, but already this premise makes certain assumptions about the philosophy of mind (see Chapter 4), for example apparently denying the existence of a soul. As creative director Thomas Grip says:




‘If I spelled everything out – what the game assumed, and that sort of stuff – then someone with these beliefs would have stopped reading, like, a page in and said, “You know, this is not for me. I can’t agree to this premise.” But since it’s a game, and a story, they sort of agree to the premise because there it’s obviously true. You know, “I’m playing it. I’m experiencing it. Therefore there is some truth to it.”’





In other words, games are compelling in a way other media aren’t.


Try to present someone with a traditional narrative thought experiment and you’ll often find that the first thing they do is question the premise, especially if they’ve never studied philosophy and aren’t used to the device. With the trolley problem, for example, it’ll probably take a while for you to subdue arguments about how unlikely it is that something like that could ever happen and convince your listener to accept that, for the purposes of the discussion, that’s just the way things are. That willing suspension of disbelief is core to thought experiments, and it’s natural to games.


‘What if?’ – on counter-factuals


Narrative thought experiments are usually about counter-factuals; they ask you to imagine a scenario that hasn’t actually happened, a way that the world could have been. Books and films present counter-factuals too (except in the case of non-fiction and documentary), but video games have something special about them that makes these counter-factuals easier to accept.


Joey Jones think he knows why. He and fellow writer Harry Giles created a text-based game called The Chinese Room (2007) that takes players on a comical adventure through several philosophical thought experiments, including Mary’s room and the Ship of Theseus mentioned above. Jones has a theory for why video games are a good medium through which to explore philosophy:




‘I think video games in general are a good medium for philosophy in that philosophy is often about presenting counter-factual situations. In a sort of counter-example sense. And you can obviously do those in film and in literature and things, of course, but in video games you have the extra element of the fact that player has to actually kind of live these experiences.’





Of course, playing a video game isn’t quite the same as actually undergoing the experience yourself (and usually that’s a good thing), but a narrative surely feels more real when you’re navigating an avatar through a highly-detailed simulation of it rather than sitting in a classroom listening to somebody tell you about it. Video games present you with a counter-factual situation, a world in which things are different from how they are in the world in which we live, and let you experience it at your own pace.


Immersion vs abstraction


Because of the richness of video games as a medium, those narratives are often contextualised within a detailed world. As Schulzke writes in his paper, ‘Even the simplest video game worlds tend to include far more detail than narrative thought experiments.’ One of the video games industry’s favourite buzzwords is ‘immersion’, and for players to feel immersed in a narrative it had better take place in a rich and detailed world.


Traditional narrative thought experiments, on the other hand, are often rather dry and abstract, which Schulzke suggests can bias the listener towards particular philosophical approaches in their responses:




‘Abstraction may lead thought experiments to give tacit support to consequentialist and deontological moral philosophies that tend to offer abstract, decontextualized guidance while detracting from contextually sensitive moral theories, such as virtue ethics.’





That is, he thinks that when presented with an abstract scenario the listener will lean towards responses that consider the consequences of their actions or some notion of duty respectively. (For more on how video games tackle those ethical positions, see Chapter 7.)


Present a class full of philosophy students with a thought experiment like the trolley problem, without any context, and they’ll probably find it relatively easy to commit to a particular course of action. When there’s nothing really at stake, and when the people and events in the experiment were only brought into hypothetical existence mere moments ago (and will probably go out of the students’ minds the moment they leave the classroom) it’s easy to damn them to whatever fate. With the trolley problem and other ethical thought experiments in particular, a listener this far removed from the situation under discussion will likely opt for what seems like the logical answer. Kill the one to save the many. It’s probably what Spock would do.


Perhaps part of the problem is the lack of consequences. On an abstract level you know what it means to kill someone via a runaway train, but you don’t have to witness it or deal with the aftermath. You don’t have to explain to the person’s family why you let them die (or, in the case of some variants on the problem, pushed them onto the track so as to save the other five).


Back on Rannoch


Elect to save Admiral Koris rather than his crew, however, and you have to watch him deal with that decision and with the inevitable loss. ‘Ancestors, forgive me,’ he says as he uploads the coordinates you’ll need to find and rescue him and thus damn his group of non-combatants. As soon as you get him on board the shuttle, he greets you with, ‘Shepard . . . my crew. Perhaps there’s still time,’ and rushes to a communication device, but – of course – nobody answers. He sits and clasps his hands together. ‘I pray they found comfort in the homeworld’s skies.’


If you decide to save the crew instead of their leader, Koris will set an explosive and run with it towards the group of advancing Geth, blowing himself up in order to take them out. Shepard hears the explosion over an earpiece, but the player actually sees the consequences of the decision on screen. Once you get the group of non-combatants onto the shuttle, you also have to witness Shepard telling them the bad news. ‘Have you heard from the admiral?’ one asks. ‘He was trying to meet us. Did you see him?’ Shepard turns away from her, and the Quarian drops her head: ‘No . . .’


On top of that, choosing to respect Koris’ wishes and leave him to die also has consequences in the longer term, for the overarching goal of the game. Before the mission, another Quarian admiral called Admiral Xen warns you, ‘Without him, some of our non-combatants are planning to leave the flotilla. Picture the consequences, if you will.’ But if you actually make the decision to leave Koris behind you no longer have to picture those consequences; they’re written down in your inventory of war assets: ‘When Admiral Zaal’Koris’s ship was destroyed, some Civilian Fleet captains panicked and attempted to flee the system. They were cut down by the Geth before they could escape through the mass relay.’ And your total military strength, the quantitative measure you’re trying to maximise for the best chance against the Reapers, is reduced. ‘When you look at a thought experiment in a philosophy book,’ says Grip, ‘many of these are really grim things. So something like the trolley problem, you know, you have discussions on it, “Would you push the man on the rails?”, but I think it’s very different, discussing it, from actually living it.’


Player as protagonist


Books and films are able to contextualise thought experiments within a larger narrative, but there’s a sense in which a player is closer to the story in a video game than readers or watchers. When you’re playing a game, you’re experiencing that narrative through one of its characters, an avatar whose movements and decisions are under your control. In many cases, like with Soma, you even view the world that contextualises this narrative through that character’s eyes. Says Grip:




‘So why make a game about it? Why not just, you know, sit in a corner in a room and ponder these things? The interesting thing for me was that there’s all of these philosophical thought experiments, and I was very interested in, you know, could you play through this in a first-person manner? Because it feels like a first-person game is very interesting and very, very different from a book or a movie, because you’re in a sense the consciousness of that experience, in that you take certain decisions that we all put on the role of consciousness.’





In a book or a film, the protagonist has their own will as ordained by the writers. In video games, to varying degrees, you are that will. Like Grip says, it’s as if you – the player – are in control of that character’s thoughts, and because of that close connection the narrative has the potential to be a lot more effective. It’s as if we experience the events for ourselves, albeit at a safe physical distance. As Schulzke puts it: ‘Video games allow players to encounter and resolve thought experiments as engaged actors rather than as disinterested spectators.’




Scientific evidence


Psychologists have studied the effects of narrative immersion on beliefs and judgements. Melanie C. Green, for instance, writes that ‘transportation into a narrative world’ led participants to report that they had more story-consistent beliefs than those who were less highly transported.* It seems that the more immersive a narrative is, the more useful the judgements we can make about resulting beliefs. And while Green had her participants read the story, we know that video games can be particularly effective at encouraging this sense of immersion.


A team of researchers led by Indrajeet Patil compared the effectiveness of different modes of presentation.† In their study, they found that participants responded differently to moral dilemmas when presented via text versus in a ‘desktop virtual reality environment’ (by which they mean an interactive simulation presented on ‘a common LCD monitor’ as opposed to a head-mounted display like an Oculus Rift, HTC Vive, or PlayStation VR). The researchers presented their participants with four moral dilemmas, including a version of the trolley problem, and they also measured their participants’ electrodermal responses (skin conductance, to do with sweat) to judge their emotional arousal.


Patil et al found that participants acted according to utilitarian principles (i.e., ones that maximise utility, or happiness; see Chapter 8) in these simulations, which they also found far more emotionally arousing, even when they had made non-utilitarian judgements when the same dilemmas were presented in text. This seems to imply a difference in how people think they would act versus how they would actually act, and suggests that an interactive medium can bring us emotionally closer to the latter. In their summary, the researchers write:




‘This change in decisions reflected in the autonomic arousal of participants, with dilemmas in virtual reality being perceived more emotionally arousing than the ones in text, after controlling for general differences between the two presentation modalities (virtual reality vs text). This suggests that moral decision-making in hypothetical moral dilemmas is susceptible to contextual saliency of the presentation of these dilemmas.’





People respond differently to ethical thought experiments (‘hypothetical moral dilemmas’) when they’re presented in different formats, and ‘transportation into a narrative world’ can affect the consistency of a person’s reported beliefs. The experiences we have while playing a video game are still far removed from real life, and the medium has its own particularities that affect how players approach them (as we’ll discuss later in this chapter), but when you want to contextualise your thought experiment in an immersive narrative a game is a great format to try.





PLAY




‘There’s a different kind of thinking that you can do when you have to act through games, when you actually have to do something.’


Harry Giles





Of course, where video games really set themselves apart from books and films is in their interactivity. You don’t just absorb the story, you participate. You don’t just learn about the events, you carry them out for yourself. The fact that video games are played, rather than simply read or watched or listened to, gives them an advantage when it comes to using them to explore philosophical thought experiments.


The word ‘experiment’ suggests action, whether that’s choosing how to respond to a proposed situation or just setting things up and seeing what happens. And while you can certainly think about how you would act in the situation presented by your philosophy lecturer or in a book or film, or what would happen if the world was set up that way, there’s no physical event to accompany that decision or mechanical system to represent those consequences.


Central to the trolley problem and its popular variations is the notion of action. Often the first question is whether you would pull a lever to physically, intentionally switch the train over to the track with only one victim so as to save the other five. And if that amount of required action wasn’t enough, a popular follow-up is to ask whether you would instead stop the train from running over the five by pushing somebody (usually described as ‘a fat man’ so that we can be sure his body would stop the train) on to the tracks.


But it’s far easier to say that you would pull the lever or push the man than – we can only imagine – it would be to stand by the side of the tracks, watching the train approach and hearing the pleas of its potential victims, and actually wrap your hands around that lever or place them on somebody’s back and push.


The execution element


Video games can’t give you that level of physical commitment, at least not until virtual reality becomes a lot more advanced (which will surely come with its own ethical questions). But they can force you to carry out a physical action of some kind, to make your decision and then follow through by choosing which button to press and actually pressing it. Schulzke calls this the ‘execution element’. You can’t just voice your plan; you have to execute it.


Games, says veteran designer Brenda Romero, ‘can show complicity. You know, if you really want to hit somebody, to make them feel something, make them feel a part of it, there’s no other medium that can do that. There’s no other artistic medium that can.’ Her series of analogue (physical, non-digital) games, The Mechanic is the Message, demonstrate how game systems can bring forth this complicity. Romero thinks the best example is probably Train (2009), which makes the player an unwitting participant in a representation of the Holocaust. ‘I set up these systems,’ she says, ‘but then I left these procedural gaps in the rules where I force you to figure out, “Now what are we gonna do?” I’m forcing interaction between the players to do rules-lawyering. And that complicity, and the time it takes as well to take in the experience, it forces you to develop some sort of attachment.’


Testing the theory


In Soma, the player has much more information upfront. Grip explains:




‘What I wanted to do with Soma . . . is that people are going through this game and being constantly injected with all of these ideas, and then when they’re put to the test in various moments, like when you have the option to kill your original or not at Omicron after making the body swap, you start thinking about the suicides, you start thinking about the other things that you’ve been through, and suddenly you can see the suicides in another light, you see your option in another light, and all of these insights come to you. I think that’s the sort of thing that I wanted most of all when creating the game.’





Grip wanted to test his players, to present them with a counter-factual, contextualising world and see what they would do. So he showed them the facts – that in the world of Soma people’s mental states can be stored digitally and copied into new locations (see Chapter 4) – and offered them several opportunities to express their intuitions as to the implications.


You discover, for example, that some of the survivors who agreed to have their mental states transferred to a virtual simulated reality to be sent into space (see Chapter 3) killed themselves as a way to ensure their minds would only live on in one place; that there would only be one canonical individual to be their one true self. When the protagonist has his mental states copied into a new physical form he realises with horror that there are now two people with his memories, at which point the player has the choice to switch off the machine keeping the first body alive. Here, as in many video games, the execution element is literal execution: to kill or not to kill.


Programmer as legislator


That video game players often have few activities available to them besides murder is one of the format’s unfortunate limitations. But in general, limiting your player can be a boon, especially if you’re trying to test their intuitions under specific circumstances. Present a class of empathetic philosophy students with the trolley problem and they may try to find a way around it. Surely, as many a hero has said, ‘There has to be another way.’ But for the sake of the experiment, you need to restrict them to the choices you’ve offered: kill one person, or let five die.


In video games, of course, there’s no point even trying to argue. Players may find it frustrating that Mass Effect 3 lacks the freedom to let you figure out a way to save both Admiral Koris and his crew, but there’s nothing they can do about it. Particularly determined players could in some cases modify these games (use tools to create new content or change what’s already there) in order to forge a new path, which in itself might be philosophically interesting, but most will be left with just the options the creator has provided.


Experiments have to have limits, or they can’t provide us with any useful information. Thought experiments have to contend with the power of the imagination, which is useful for providing answers we can’t get anywhere else but also has a tendency to exceed the scope of the experiment. Video game players are just as imaginative as everyone else, if not more so, but the games they play are necessarily restrictive.


Video games are written in code. The developers decide what they want the game to be, and then they use a programming language – often within the confines of a ready-made game engine like Unity – to write its rules: rules about what the world looks like and how its objects behave, rules about what computer-controlled characters can do, rules about what the player can change, etc.


Thinking, fast and slow


Those rules and the requirement to work within them are useful when interpreting or creating video games as thought experiments. As well as restricting the number of choices a player has for how to act at a particular moment, rules can be used, for example, to enforce time limits. A philosophy student may have a week to think about the trolley problem and write an essay for their next seminar. But if we want to test more instinctive intuitions, video games allow us to force a player to make a quick decision.


In Telltale Games’ episodic interactive story The Walking Dead (2012–), for example, much of the player’s interaction with the world and its characters is in timed decisions. In conversation, failing to pick a response before the timer counts down means your character just stays silent. In the action sequences, failing to pick a side will often lead to death. While the player could still pause the game to gain some thinking time, the use of a timer at least gives the sense of raised stakes and feels slightly closer to a real-world parallel than discussing the dilemma in question in a classroom.


Jones thinks that video games without time limits can be useful too, as they enable the player to ‘take all the material at your own pace but explore it in different ways’, which he thinks elevates games above books and films as far as their potential for learning. But the restrictions inherent to video games are important there too, because they force a player to understand the system – however long that takes – in order to progress: ‘A puzzle forces the player to learn something about the world in order to solve it.’ Video games allow for thought experiments with multiple stages, for which a player must necessarily understand each in turn to progress to the next.


Facing the consequences


And when you want to consider thought experiments in a narrative context rather than in isolation, the systemic nature of video games provides another benefit: consequences. As well as limiting the choices a player has at a given juncture, developers will also write rules that govern the consequences of those choices. These rules vary in complexity, from simple branching paths to interacting systems that may result in outcomes even the developers themselves couldn’t predict.


Tom Jubert, a writer known for writing philosophical games like The Swapper (Facepalm Games, 2013) and The Talos Principle (Croteam, 2014), seems to think that this power that video games have is old news, but he describes it well:




‘Games obviously have this fundamental ability to involve the audience, which we all know plenty about and it’s not very interesting to talk about anymore really, because we know that we can ask them questions and get their responses, and change the way the story works based on that, and that makes video games much closer to actual real-world relationships and interactions than any other medium, really.’





This ability to present the player with the consequences of their actions is another advantage games have over books and films. We get to see consequences in those other narratives, of course, but only ever those for the choices the creator has already made, with no option to explore other avenues and see what else could happen. And the vastness of some video game worlds means that we can see those consequences interact, as Giles points out when comparing BioWare games like the Mass Effect series to the more restrictive BioShock (2K Games, 2007): ‘Because it’s an open world in a way that BioShock isn’t, you actually get to experience some of the, sort of, socio-political ramifications of your actions, and there’s often much more a grey moral choice. It’s less binary. You’re asked to enact and think through your ethical behaviour.’


Those ramifications needn’t be straightforward, either. A common factor in role-playing games like those from BioWare, which dates back to the pen-and-paper role-playing games – like Dungeons & Dragons (Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, 1974) – from which many early examples drew inspiration, is luck. Dice rolls have been replaced by random number generation, but the principle is the same: some actions have multiple possible consequences that may each be more or less likely than others. It’s difficult for people to factor in chance when considering traditional narrative thought experiments, but video game creators can program probability in.


In conclusion


Schulzke summarises all of these features of video games that can make them effective thought experiments: ‘Video games have several advantages over traditional narrative thought experiments. They provide more complex decision-making environments, incorporate the effects of probability and luck, and make players active participants in the narratives.’


These features can be found in video games of all shapes and sizes. Whether the genre is role-playing or action or simulation or strategy, the player can still get attached to its characters. Whether the narrative is told through photorealistic graphics or just through text, the programmed rules that make up the game’s system can still incorporate restrictions and consequences and luck.


Of course, perhaps the most immediate advantage that video games have over not only traditional narrative thought experiments but also those found in books and films is that they’re more fun, especially for those of a certain age. Few governments take philosophy seriously enough to make it compulsory in schools, and we can hardly expect children and teenagers to study the subject in their spare time. But so many young people choose to spend their time playing video games that it’s the perfect medium in which to introduce basic philosophical ideas.


GAMES YOUR PHILOSOPHY PROFESSOR WOULD LOVE


While aspects of Mass Effect 3 and The Walking Dead can be interpreted philosophically, they’re not marketed as philosophical games. But more and more creators are recognising the strengths of video games and are choosing to make explicitly philosophical games. While some, like The Talos Principle, are polished video games that don’t look so different from the relatively brainless big-budget action games that make millions, many are far more modest; philosophical intentionality tends to be conversely correlated with budget.


Alongside his work on games like The Talos Principle and The Swapper, for example, Jubert has created his own smaller game about propositional logic: Ir/rational Redux (2012). The game features basic graphics and arguments in text, with drop-down boxes to select the correct line to complete each argument and make it valid. Over the course of ten of these puzzles, the game teaches you basic tenets of propositional logic, such as that an argument can be valid even if one or more of its premises is false. It’s simple and short, but more fun than watching a professor scribble the corresponding arguments on a whiteboard.


Castle, Forest, Island, Sea


But games don’t need to be an alternative to an academic philosophy. They should be a supplement, or even an introduction. One institution that recognises the power of games to introduce potential students to philosophical ideas is the Open University, which commissioned design studio Hide&Seek to create a game for them. The designer, Holly Gramazio, explains:




‘They wanted an online thing that would help people to explore ideas around action and reason in philosophy. We proposed the idea of this adventure through a derelict castle where you come across arguing blackbirds, and express through whom you agree with and the decisions you make which schools of philosophy you’re more likely to be in agreement with, so that you can get to the end and it can go, “Oh, you might like this philosopher and you might like that philosopher. You’d probably really hate this guy. If you want to find out more, here’s some info about the Open University’s philosophy course.”’





The result was Castle, Forest, Island, Sea, a text adventure with illustrations by Martina Paukova, based on extensive research by Hannah Nicklin into some basic philosophical themes. Over about thirty minutes of play, the player reads descriptive text of a journey through a castle (in a forest, on an island, in the sea), clicking on highlighted text to read more detail or to choose a course of action. Early in the game you meet some talking birds that have opposing viewpoints about various topics, and whether you agree or disagree with them affects which philosophers you’re recommended at the end.


Perhaps the Open University might instead have simply provided a webpage with examples of different philosophers’ views. Those interested in studying philosophy could have just clicked on a philosopher’s name to read a summary of their thoughts on a particular subject, and decided which they were most interested in learning more about. But while the subject matter is interesting, the experience would have been much more dull than the game Hide&Seek created.


Gramazio says that interactivity was important for an introduction to philosophy in particular because of the nature of the subject:




‘So they’re interested not in just going “Here are some facts about philosophy” but a bit about “Here is why you might want to study it yourself. This is part of what the process might feel like, some of the sorts of things you might be doing with your brain.” I think that pretty much of necessity has to be interactive because it’s an active field. My understanding is it’s a very process-based thing where you have to balance all of these different thoughts and their dependencies and where they come from in your head, and not just learn a thing but learn about learning.’





Philosophy isn’t really a subject about facts. Sure, you read the works of particular philosophers and try to remember what each of them had to say on different subjects, but more importantly you try to understand how those philosophers came to their conclusions in the first place. You learn the tools required to counter philosophical arguments. You learn the process. As Gramazio explains: ‘I think there’s something about the way that video games can be process-based that means they’re really well suited to taking you through something where it’s not enough to understand the conclusions but you also need to know how they were reached.’


Like Schulzke, Gramazio also points to the power of games to present counter-factuals and test our intuitions about them:




‘A lot of philosophy comes at some point down to these hypothetical situations, like positing a situation that is not existent in the world and then going, “Well, what would we think about this? How would we feel? What would this mean? Would it still be the same boat?” And yeah, video games are really good at hypotheticals, at presenting you with a situation that’s entirely invented and making you care about it. That’s what they are, in a way, they’re these “hey, what if” questions with answers that they’ve tricked you into feeling invested in.’





Something about the format of games, the way they present a counter-factual world and immerse the player as an active participant, makes people more invested in the events that occur and the questions they raise. Even in their text-based game with a handful of illustrations, in which the particular counter-factuals involved – among other things – having discussions with talking birds, Gramazio found that players still felt that investment: ‘Based on player feedback and what people told us, it did an okay job at making people feel invested in their decisions about how they felt about different fairly abstract philosophical concepts, which I’m really happy with.’


Castle, Forest, Island, Sea manages through an interactive collection of text and illustrations to introduce a counter-factual world, get the player invested, and teach them a little something about the process of philosophy before presenting them with a personalised map of where their philosophical interests might lie. And even on the development side, Gramazio found the experience enlightening:




‘It was interesting to make a game where the output for you as a player isn’t, like, whether you were good at it or not, or how wrong or how right you were, but just a matter of staking out and exploring your position. That’s not a thing I’d done in game design before, and I think it’s something that the philosophical framework really encouraged, that you don’t get to the end of the game and get told, “Well done, you were eight Socrates out of ten.”’
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