2 Computer Games as Designed Ethical Systems

Let us start with a moral assassin. It all starts 1n a beach. L have been washed
ashore. I cannot remember who I am, or how 1 got here. I have some
shredded memories, nothing that makes sense. I am helped by a lifeguard.
I follow her to a cabin. Then hell breaks fose: somebody tries to kill
me. But I am better: I can use any weapon with deadly precision. 1 am an
assassin, and my memory 1s returning.

My next step is to recover more pieces of my identity. I go to a bank. In
the vault, ghosts from the past numb my senses. A pomb exptedes, an
alarm goes off, the police come. I have to get out of here. As I walk up the
stairs, a policeman shoots at me. I shoot back. He dies. 1 read: “Game
Over.”

This 1s a brief summary of the first levels of the first-person shooter XIII.'
This game puts the player i control of an amnesic assassin, The player is
presented with fragments of a story that she will have to complete by fol-
lowing the game’s linear narrative. One of the goals of the game is to
reconstruct the story of the main character. Players are only presented with
the fact that this character 1s a skilled assassin. There is no sense, at the
beginming of the game, of this character's values.

Yet when plavers reach the the bank, they are commanded not to shoot
the police. In fact, if they do so, the game will stop and force them to
repiay. Of course, this is a contradiction with the narrative of the game: if
We are armnesic assassins, why is it that we cannot shoot the police? Why
does that (unethical) action interrupt our gameplay?

Most computer games are systers of rules that encourage plavers to work
toward goals i a virtual environment. And many computer games address
plavers by means of a story. There are, then, two fundamental elements to
these computer games: systems and worlds. These two elements have to



Figure 2.1
XII: Game Rules as Ethical Design Affordances

be coherent, creating entertaining gameplay while crafting a game world.,
The ethics of games as designed objects can be found in the relations
between these two elements.

Let’s return to XJIT: the fictional element of the game is telling the player
that her character is a ruthless, skilled killer. On the other hand, the rules
are forcng the player to behave n a specific way: police officers and inno-
cents cannot be killed. There 1s a game rule that creates the values we play
by, mn clear contradiction to the game fiction. The design of rules, then,
can create values we have to play by.

In this chapter I will explore the relations between games as systems of
rules, and the worlds and fictions they create. I will argue that the repre-
sentational aspect of a computer game—its visual and narrative elements—
1s of secondary importance when analyzing the ethics of computer games.
Games force behaviors by rules: the meaning of those behaviors, as

communicated through the game world to the player, constitutes the
ethics of computer games as designed objects.

But what are computer games as designed objects? Despite what it may
seem, thus is not a trivial question. There 1s a relatively large body of theo-
retical work that tries to address this ontological problem from different
perspectives.” This game research tradition expiamns from a variety of per-
spectives what the specificities of computer games as cuttural objects are,
and how they relate to nondigital games and other forms of expression. The
purpose of this chapter is to provide a definition of what computer games
are and how they operate, as relevant for the understanding of their ethics
as objects. This definition will illustrate how and why these games can be a
challenge to our ethical capacities and to our cultural environment.

In this chapter 1 will be writing about concepts like game rules, game
Systems, game mechanics, and game design. These concepts will illustrate
the decsion to understand games as designed systems, a key element in
the description of their ethics both as objects and as experiences. My goal
18 to strike a balanced definition of games that both appeals 1o game theo-
rists and game designers while providing a sufficient basis for claiming that
computer games are moral artifacts. To achieve that balance, T will first
review critically the computer game theory approach to the ontology of
games, providing a framework for defining game ontology that will then
be fine-tuned by applying the perspective of game designers. The result
will be a formal understanding of computer games as systems that can
have embedded ethical values, an essential eiement in the analvtical frame-
work T am introducing.

There is a caveat that needs to be made: this chapter focuses on theoreti-
cal abstractions of what computer games are. This means that players are
defined as the necessary input providers for a game to be played. I will be
writing about an implied player who always follows the rules in order to
achieve the goals of the game, Since the focus of this chapter is on games
as systems, this approach should not pose any problem. It is reasonable
and enrching to have this unplied player in mind, for it tells us much
about how games are designed, understood, and how they have historically
evolved.

This chapter will define computer games as systems of rules and mechan-
1cs guiding plaver behavior toward the achievement of goals by means of



specific actions and behaviors. I will argue that the systemic core of com-
puter games, their rules, 1s of fundamental importance 1n understanding
the ethics of games. If we want to describe the ethics of a computer game,
we should first analyze its rules: what the player 1s forced and/or encour-
aged to do. Only when we have described the rules of the game can we
analyze the game world, the narrative, and other audicvisual elements in
relation to the core values and behaviors proposed by the game system. In
other words, a computer game’s morals rest 1n its design.

Playing games 1s interacting with systems that have been created with
the intention of encouraging their users to perform a number of actions
to reach some predefined goals in pleasurable or engaging wavs. As ethical
' beings, we have to be interested in what those actions and goals are. Thus,
weneed to understand why and how computer games are designed systems
for interaction, and how that design can affect our moral fabric as ethical
players,

2.1 Game Research and the Ontology of Games

As I'have already mentioned, the question of the ontology of games has a
somewhat recent but very influential tradition. The foundational work on
nondigital games of Johan Huizinga,® Roger Cailloss,* and Brian Sutton-
Smith® brought games to the attention of a wide variety of researchers from
different fields, and their formal concepts describing games are still present
in many of the key texts of computer game studies. The cultural and eco-
nomic importance of computer games, achieved in the closing decades of
the twentieth century, contributed to the blooming of digital games as an
academic research topic of its own, becoming a legitimate area of research
1 the field of game studies.

Int this academic tradition, the ontological research of what games are 1s
a common topic. Since this book 1s focused exclusively on digital games,
despite the occastonal reference to nondigitat games, my ontological
approach will be limited to defining the nature of computer games from
an ethical perspective. Similarly, I will take mto consideration only the
research done on the ontology of digital games, leaving aside the broader
perspective on fraditional, nondigital games.

Computer game studies describes the properties that make computer
games interesting cultural objects. The focus 15 not only the fictional layer

of games, understood as its visual and narrative contents, but also, and
more crucally for this chapter, the use of interactive simulation 1n creating
their ludic experiences. Thus discipline argues that computer games are
not just some new kind of game, but a cultural object, of intrinsic value
with essentially onginal characteristics that calls for specific analytical
approaches.

What 15, then, a computer game? In one of the foundational texts of
the field, Jesper Juul's Half-Real, a game 15 defined as “a rule-based system
with a vanable and. quantifiable outcome, where different outcomes are
assigned different values, the plaver exerts effort in order to influence
the outcome, the player feels attached to the outcome, and the conse-
quences of the activity are optional and negotiable.”® And video games
would then be “games played using computer power, where the computer
upholds the rules of the game and the game 15 played using a video
display.”’

Juul aefines games as objects that have a level of systemic rules, and it
seems to consign to a secondary level of importance the computer game’s
fictional level, at least when it comes to understanding what games are.
Thus definition covers the game as a system of tules with which agents
interact, paying attention to the emotional attachment of players to games.
Rules will be, in Juul’s approach, the “real” element of games, connected
to the fictional element, the game world. This distinction means that
games can be analyzed as systems, as fictional worlds, as both, and as the
ways they interrelate, implying at least four dominant modalities of under-
standing games. These modalities, as I will argue throughout this book, are
crucial for understanding the ethics of computer games.

In the case of XIII, this distinction describes the way the developers
approacited the ethical behaviors they wanted to create: while the fictional
world 1s focusing on the character development of a killer, the game rules
force players to act in a specific way. The fictional world may describe the
main character as ruthless, but players have to play as ethical beings that
respect the innocents, or the game will end. The actual gameplay, the
actions taken by plavers, 1s forced to be ethical by the game rules.

But before unravelling the connection between rules and virtual worlds,
1L 1s necessary to argue for the specificity of computer games from a cul-
tural, historical perspective. What makes computer games different than
classic games?



Obviously, the answer 1s computers. Salen aind Zimmerman provide four
reasons why digital games are different than analog games:® first of all, a
computer provides ganiés with “immediate but narrow mteractivity,”®
meaning the game system reacts immediately to player stimuli. For example,
rhythm action games like Dance Dance Revolution'® provide a rather narrow
interaction space for players, but the game system reacts immediately to
their input, thus creating gameplay based on the same principles as dance:
measured reaction to rhythmic input. Incidentally, this type of game
shows how nariow the interactivity can be: it does not matter how plavers
play a thythm game, if they master the dance floor with the whole range
of possible bodily expressions, or if they are just barely able to follow
instructions without any sense of rhythm whatsoever; what the game
requires 1s a specific input. It does not care about how that input 1s actually
provided, or about the aesthetics and kinesthetic elements of dance.

Second, computer games excel 1n the storage and mampulation of the
data required to run that same computer game. For example, a game like
the massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) World of
Warcraft' 15 a number of files that add up to 1.5 gigabytes of data, com-
prising a whole world of graphics and textures, plus all the other elements
that make it work, from the memory management software to the client-
server protocols allowing multiplayer gaming. A computer stores and
manipulates that information with almost no effort, allowing the player
to experience a world of vast proportions in an almost seamless fashion.

Thurd, the computer 1s capable of mamipulating that data at a migh speed
and often without hampering the user experrence, allowing for some inter-
esting evolution of game genres in digital media. For instance, a very
popular game engine' is the Wizards of the Coast’s D20 system, which
uses, 11 its analog version, the roll of a 20-faced die against some statistical
tables in order to evaluate success, failure, and the different degrees of each.
While playing a game like Kmghts of the Old Republic it is difficult to pet-
cetve that in the background the game engine is doing calculations based
on a digital simwation of that engine, vet that 1s the way combat is
resolved.

Finally, computers are very good networking machines, a feature that
translates into gaiees that can be simultaneously experienced by thousands
of players, creating new types of gameplay that could not be 1magined
pnor to the use of networked computing technology—online games,

online communities, and digital distribution channels are examples of the
scale and importance of computers in turning the games they run into
interesting, innovative cultural objects.

Nevertheless, there 15 one element that clearly distinguishes computer
games from analog games and that has a strong mfluence i the undesr-
standing of computer games as ethical objects: when games use computers
to uphold the rules, it i1s not possible to discuss the rules dunng play.
Except in professional settings, nondigital game rules are often the subject
of discussion among the players, resuiting in unconventional rules being
applied only at the moment of plaving.” It could be said that rules in
analog games are seen as negotiable mstitutional conditions: all the players
have to agree about the rules by which the game 15 going to be played.
Computer games nimpose the tules: they are not subject to discussion, Com-
puter game rules are msurmountable laws the player has to acknowledge
and surrender to in order to enjoy the game. The possibility of bending
the rules jumps outside the formai aspect of the game and belongs exclu-
sively to the social levet. Players of a multiplayer game can discuss which
rules they will implement, how they will mterpret the outcome of the
game, or the specific gameplay. But they all have to submit to the hard-
wired set of rules, which are beyond interpretation or discussion.

For mstance, with regard to the classic game Warcraft: Orcs & Humans, ™
game designers Andrew Rollings and Ernest Adams noted that “the Orc
plaver producing warkock units would almost always win.”'s There is an
imbalance in the game due to a combination of game rules and unit
parameters that provides an unfair advantage to one player over the other.
And because it i1s a computer game, and those rules are mnaccessible and
mnpossible to marupulate by players, there 1s no way of solving this design
problem. Players can talk and agree about rules for how fo play the
game, but that does not contradict the fact that they cannot modify
these rules.

Another ethically interesting outcome of the use of computers for plaving
games is the “black box syndrome,”'® which describes how digital technol-
ogy applied to computer games obscures the actual presence of a system
of rules that determines the victory conditions and the mner workings of
the system. By not showmg how the games’ rules are enforced, digital
games tend to strengthen the supremacy of the rules system in the experi-
ence of the game.



Nonetheless, there are examples of players overriding the obscurity of
the box to see, and expioit, the workings of the system. For example, it 15
not strange to read dedicated players of World of Warcraft discussing in the
official forums the differences in skill attributes that provide advantages in
combinations of actions and objects. These advantages are i the 1 to 2
percent range, which 1s nevertheless quite significant when engagmg in
player-versus-plaver gameplay. These players are consciously aware of the
complexity of the algorithmic calculations that determine their possibili-
ties for success in that online world—other plavers just experience the
game without requiring a deep understanding of the mathematical models
that construct the game experience,

Besides their implementation of digital technologies, computer games
are reasonably similar to traditional games. It is precisely the use of these
technotiogies that brings forth some of the interesting ontologicat proper-
ties of computer games as formal svstems: the black box syndrome, and
the difficuity for players to modify rules m the best interest of a specific
group in a specific situation. Computer games are just one more of the
Western waorld’s cultural objects whose ethical implications and nature
have been affected by digital technologies. What has been affected is the
formal nature of the game, its systemic core,

This systemic core has to be understood as the rules of the game, which
have an extraordinary importance when describing the ethics of computer
games. Since rules are the operational parameters that encapsulate and
guide both player behavior and the nature of the virtual wortld, it 1s of
crucial importance to understand the ontology of rules. What then do we
mean by rules?

In Salen and Zimermann’s approach, rules are “the inner, formal struc-
ture of games.”’” The properties of rules are their unambiguous, explicit
nature; their commonality to all the players of the game; and the fact that
they are fixed and binding. Rules have also operational values; they limit
what plavers can do, and they also reward certain actions; they create the
wmning conditions and the limits and boundaries of the games. The rules
of a game create the possibility of the game by being easily shareable state-
ments that limit and reward players’ actions.

Salen and Zimmerman define three kinds of rules: constitutive (abstract,
mathematical rules), operational (behavior rules for players—directly expe-
rienced by them), and implicit (rules of etiquette and sportsmanship).*®

For example, the constitutive rules of the oriental board game Go would
be the mathematical Jogic and combinations that allow gameplay; the
operational rules of Go would be those printed in the game’s box; the
implicit rules would be thhose created during the game experience between
a master and a student, which would allow the latter to learn the game
by, for mstance, correcting her mistakes, In computer games, the rules
contamed in the code are the constitutive and the operational, while the
mmplicit usually derive from the piayer repertoire and the player communi-
ties, which 1 will explain 1n more detail when T focus on the ethical
plavyer.

Game researcher Espen Aarseth defines the systemic layer of digital
games as “game-structure;” that 1s, “the rules of the game, including the
simulation rules.”” According to Aarseth, a game 1s a process that has a
structure formed by sets of rules and that can only take place when there
are players experiencing it. The reference to the rules of the simulation is
rather mtevesting. As it turns out, most contemporary computer games use
the processing power of the machines they run on not only to uphold and
enforce the rules (among other things such as facilitating plaver commu-
nication), but also to create a simulation of environments and/or physics.
While not every game 1s a simulation, and therefore need not have simula-
tion rules, it 1s of particular interest to note the assumption that if a game
1s a simulation, then those stimulation rules are a part of the game structure
just like the game’s tules are,

An example in which the rules of the game and the rules of the simula-
tiont operate alongside eacn other can pe taken from Half~Life 2.7° In this
game, the rules that determine the simulated world are at least as impot-
tant as the rules of the game. For instance, there is a moment early 1n the
game in which the player is cornered in what seems to be an mdustrial
pool. The only way of getting out 15 to flood the pool so the nearby wood
crates will float high enough that the exit can be reached. Plavers have to
understand the rules of the simulation in order to solve some of the puzzies
and explore the game within its rules.

Additionally, it 1s worth mentioning that the rules of the simuiation are
often limited by the rules of the game. For example, I have several times
tried to shoot the nonplayer characters that try to help me in my quest in
Half-Life 2. But it is not possible: every time I point the gun at them, my
avatar unmediately lowers the weapon and does not respond to the firing



Figure 2.2
Half-Life 2: Don’t Shoot Your Allies

command. There 15 a game rule—no friendly fire allowed—that supersedes
a sumulation rule. And these types of overrulings, as | will argue later, are
key elements for the understanding of computer games as ethical
objects.

Up to this stage, 1 have focused on games and rules from a formal per-
spective, thus describing them merely as objects. Nevertheless, games are
ontologically both objects and experiences; they are objects designed to be
experienced, and they only exist fully in that process. Computer games
can be described from a formal, procedural perspective, but the complete
understanding of games and their capabilities 1s only possible when
described as experiences. Those experiences have a formal, material sense
that conditions the possible ways the users perform those experiences. In
game research terms, games have an ergodic nature,

Ergodics, a term comned by Aarseth,” 1s a fundamental concept in the
ustory of computer game researchi. Ergodics 1s the property of a system
that evaluates the interaction according to some rules, most of them
known by the user, and that determines a success state that the player
strives to achieve. In the case of games, that process 15 playing. Ergodics 18
a structural property of an object: there are certain layers in the object that
contain the ergodicity of the object.

What do these lavers consist of? Sucanctly phrased, these layers com-
prise the rules for the interaction with the game and the criteria for the
success and/or failure while experiencing it. This statement implies that:

1) ergodic objects always have rules, and they tend to create systems with

winning criteria; and 2) those rules are hardwired 1n the matenal level of -
the object. These rules are discrete and nonambiguous because they enable
the system to discruminate between successful and unsuccessful users. As
the system we are analyzing 1s a state machine,” the instructions it runs
have to be formal, discrete, and unambiguous.”

In the case of a game like Deus Ex, the game evaluates the player’s mter-
actions with the nonplayer characters and reacts in consequence. There
are three possible endings for that game, and a large but limited number
of distinct outcomes for different situations. Deus Ex is a game that takes
the ergodic component that 1s present i every game and makes it a key
element in how the game 1S played. By acknowiedging that games are
played by interacting with an ergodic structure that reacts to the input of
the player as agent, Deus Ex proposed a branched structure mn which the
choices the player made would affect the cutcome of the game. And those
choices were of a moral nature: shall 1 kill the enemy, or avoid it?

Computer games, though, are not exclusively an algoritnmic system of
rules with which piayers interact, and as such these moral dilemmas have
to be seen in the larger perspective of a game played in a game world. In
fact, what players usually reckon as mteresting in a game 15 precisely the
world where they can play. That world is also a part of the ontology of the
game, and its feedback mechanisms with the systemic layer of the game
offer interesting msights for the ethical analysis of computer games.

Let’s start with. a general assumption: the rules of a game tailor thew
world according to the challenges and goals of that game, This implies that

Figure 2.3

Deus Ex: Ethical Gameplay Choices



a computer game need not simuiate the compiexity of the world: it 18
enough to create a sumulated world where play 1s interesting. Nevertheless,
because rules configure the interaction possibilities 1 the game world, it
is not possible to understand a game by only looking at 1ts virtual world
or aesthetic layers, as-the world 1s largely determined by the rules of the
game. This implies that the formal structure of the game, understood as
1ts rules and mechamcs, 1s to some extent accountable for the end result
of the fictional world. This also means that level design and world design
are also determinant when it comes to constituting the ethical values of a
" game, and therefore they may be considered as ethically relevant.

For example, a game like Burnout 3: Takedown?* presents the players with
a Closed circutt in which car races take place—nothing new here. These
Qrcuits are not oniy designed to be dangerous, but also to be the only
possible circuit in what seems to be a big city, an example of the notion
of incomplete worlds that Juul applies to games.” In addition, these tracks
have been designed to facilitate crashes between players, as there is a game
rule that grves points and an extra speed boost to those players who make
Other cars crash without crashing themselves. The formal structure of the
game—that 1s, the need for closed circuits where the rules of the game can
be easily implemented—has determined the way the fictional racing world
of Burnout 3 can pe experienced. And it has also determined that, i the
competitive world of this game, making other players’ cars crash 1s a desir-

able action, thus defining some actions as desirable or interesting to

perform.

The virtual environments of games, then, are affected by the rules the
players live by, as well as by the simulation rules that shape that world. In
Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas,® some areas of the game world are locked
at the beginning of the game, with the clear intent of guiding the player
through a predefined gamepiay progression. Nevertheless, if the player
warits to explore those areas, she will be able to do 80, sintce this game
allows players to toy with the environment and game props in ways that
are not predefined. So, for example, a plaver can climb the walls to the
arrport, steal a plane, and fly to those parts of the game world. But there
Is a game rule that states that before accessing those areas, the player has
to complete a number of missions. This rule 15 enforced by a computer-
controlied fighter jet that hunts down the player if she flies to those tem-
porarily forbidden zones. The fictional wozld is limited by a game ruie,

showing the mntertwining of rules and fictional worlds. Rules create the
game; the fictional world contains it.

The mmportance of this linking of the virtual world to the simulation
rules is that the virtual environment where the game happens or takes
place 1s constrained, Jimited, and conditioned by the rules of the simula-
tion. That 1s, the simulation rules determine what is possible and what 15
not--without needing to explain why—in the virtual environment where
the game takes place. This ontology can be explaned by using Juul's
concept of computer games as falf-real: thewr reality 15 provided by the
rules, but the fictional element 15 also of relevance 1n the configuration of
the game’s actuality, in its expenience.?

If the rules of the game have the ontological status of reality due to their
objective existence, then there must be something else computer games
that 1s not real. According to Juul, that element 1s the fictional world. The
fictional world 1s the instantiated world in which the game takes place,

‘and that 1s created by means of several props, such as graphics, sounds,

texts, cut-scenes, and all the other paraludic objects (the box, the advertise-
ments) that shape what a game is.?®

The worlds a game creates are fictional; that 1s, mcomplete and possible
worlds where the gameplay takes place. By mcomplete, Juul means that
fictional worlds created by games do not provide all the information about
those worlds.” Some games use such incompleteness as a creative asset:
Shadow of the Colossus 1s set 1n a world about which the player kKnows very
little, and that lack of information becomes ethically relevant, since, as I
will argue later, it empowers players to act like ethical agents within a game
world governed by ethically designed rules.

Rules might create ethical discourses that are then implemented in the
game world. But the fictional world, despite its incomplete nature, might
also create some ethical instances that are not related to the rules, but to
the cultural expenience of the game. For instance, the player community
around the first-person shooter Counter-Sirike: Source® only accepts camping,
understood as the act of staying still in a privileged space 1n order to
ambush the opponents, in certain maps, even though there are no built-in
game rules forbidding, limiting, or controlling that behavior. The world is
also mterpreted and experienced by the player, who can afford ethical
discourses 1nto the gamme that are not predicted or controlled by the rules
of the game. For example, take harassing newbies in Waorld of Warcraft



while there are no rules against that pehavior, players tend to view the
practice as undesirable, and thus try not do it, or they publicly complam
apout those plavers who do it.

Game worlds are where gameplay occurs. A game world, in the case of
computer games, is either the simulation of the matenal conditions of a
game, like in the case of computer-ssmulated board games, or a simulation
of another world. That simulation presents both sunulation rules and game
rules: in fact, virtual environments are constrained by the game rules, since
all the elements that are not fundamental to the game are a mere setting
for the actions of the game.*' There can be simulated objects that have no
game relevance, but interaction with those objects is usually guided by the
Sunulation rules: for example, the wood crates in Half-Life 2 are breakable
and float, but except in some physics puzzies, they have no direct role 1n
the gameplay (understood 1n this case as the optimal actions taken to
achieve the winning condition).

A game world 1s of lesser complexity than the real world. But the com-
plexity of these worlds cannot be stated in comparison with the reai world,
because they are fabricated worlds largely constrained by the boundaries
of the game and simulation rules. As players, we compare the virtual envi-
ronment with the reai world because pnysical reality 1s a reference point
that makes the learning process easier. We mtuitively know that falling
from a.certain height 1s bad, and so we behave accordingly in virtual envi-
ronments, unless there are some clues in them that explicitly break this
assumption, o1 if we know from our previous experience in sumilar games
that falling is not dangerous. This comparison implies that there are actu-
ally connections made between the real world and the game world in the
mind of the player. These connections are related not only to the game
world as a system (the physics simulation, the level design), but aiso to the
player as an embodied being. This will be crucial when explaining the ways
a moral player interacts with a game.

For understanding the ethics of computer games, it 1s necessary to keep
in mind that these game worlds are, in Juul’s terms, “optionai worlds"*%—
worlds with a fictional layer that can be called off by the players for dif-
ferent purposes. One study of Quake H** hard-core plavers™ shows that the
more expert a Quake player is, the less the graphics matter, as the player
tunes out all superfluous visual information, getting faster and better
machine performances in order to master multiplayer conflict. It could be
said that rules overtake the importance of the detailed Quake world, and

that the plavers in the study focused only on the visualization of a formal
system of rules. The plavers were only mnterested mn the mformational
aspects of the computer game: playing a video game mught be primarily
understood as interacting with a formal system of rules hosted and refereed
by a computer.

The game world, on the other hand, can also medify gameplay. That is,
the rules are localized in a space that can also dictate behaviors. The game
world has a certain pull over the way the game 15 expernienced because it
1s the representation of the rules as well as their container. The game world
15 the immediately accessible system of rules information for the player.
Rules are experienced through the game world in the process called game-
play. In the case of Burnout 3, the design of the game world guides and
encourages players to crash mto other vehicles, and specific parts of this
world, like tunnels or bridges, are particularly effective since they give more
points to the aggressor.

Once we have understood the importance of game worlds, it 1s time to
briefly turn to the concept of gameplay. I will define gameplay for digital
games as the phenomenological experience of interacting with a computer
game, restramed by the formal structure of the game and its technological
layout. The phenomenological experience of the game is what Salen and
Zimmerman define as “interaction:” to interact with a system 1s to create
meaning. The interaction we find 1n games is “explicit mteractivity; or
participation with designed choices and procedures,”> Games are objects
designed to be imteracted with by accepting some rules that can/will grant
a ludic experience. This design needs to bring ethical values to that experi-
ence, values that will be accepted and analvzed by the players in order to
successfully experience the game.

To recap, game research has argued that a computer game is both a
formal system and a ludic expenence. It 1s possible to describe a game as
a formal system that will then generate an experience when played. Given
these conditions, what are the most relevant characteristics of a computer
game, from an ethical perspective?

Gamne systems are designed systems, rules and procedures that create a
ludic-experience. Understanding the ethical implications of playing a com-
puter game and how computer games can actually be moral objects requires
an ethical analysis of the formal structure of the game.

Rules, defined as formal systems that arbitrarily constrain possibilities in
a game, can create ethical values that are afterward enacted, interpreted,



and judged by the piayers.** The rutes forming the ontological structure of
the game are not only the obvious rules of the game (what 15 right and
wrong, tow to win), but also the ruies of the simulation: what the world
15 capable of, and how the player can mampulate it and inhabit it. This
ontology of games calls for an expansion of our moral universe to take
mto account the simulated environment where a game takes place, because
it 15 not about how we inhabit a world, but how that world allows us to
inhabit it.

Rules can have embedded values determuning how the world 1s consti-
tuted, like in the case of Half-Life 2 not allowing players to shoot nonplayer
characters who are supposed to be allied with them. Therefore, rules are
relevant for the understanding of the ethics of computer games. If games
as ethrcal objects were only their rules, then the values imprinted and
interpreted from those rules would be the ethical values of the game. But
Pblayers interpret the rules and they create rules. Though plaving a game 1s
an experience patterned by a formal and fixed set of unambiguous rules,
it is also an experence of evatuating the game and creating unplicit rules.
Computer games seem to obscure and impose the rules due to their digital
nature, but players are still empowered when playing a game, and the game
experience 1s always under the sign of those rules that are not written, but
that tell us how to play the game,

This concept of empowered piayers explains why in any massively mul-
tiplayer online role-playing game, users who particzpate n “ninja-looting”
tend become social pariahs.” When a plaver, individually and without
permission, loots the monsters killed by a larger group of characters, her
avatar’s name is publicly exposed so that other players will not party with
her. Players understand that even though ninja-looting is allowed by the
constitutive and operational rules of the game, it 15 etiucally problematic
and so0 they have to create rules governing that behavior within the
world.

This does not rule out the anatysis of the game as an object. A closer
look mnto the ethics of the formal system of the game can vield only a
partial knowledge of what the game as an ethical expenence might be. But
understanding what kind of values are embedded in the formal system can
illustrate how games are experienced from a moral standpomnt. The formal
system of ruies is determuned by its ergodic nature. Those rules are formal,
nonambiguous parameters that include the criteria for success or fajlure

within the game expenence, and these criteria are also of an ethical
nature.

When considenng games as designed systems from an ethical pont of
view, it is possible to conclude that those systems might have been designed
with certain embedded values. Rules are restrictions that encourage behav-
iors and reward actions. If we want to understand the ethical nature of
computer games, we need to pay attention to the ways their rules and their
worlds are presented to the player. It is not only a matter of what the fic-
tional world looks like—it is also, and more importantly, a matter of what
kind of choices and constraints the players are presented with, and what
these mean.

Ethically mteresting games are those in which the existence of the rules
predicts a game world 1 which ettucal values can be deduced from the
actual gameplay. If XIII fails to be an mteresting ethical experience it 1s
because there is an inherent contradiction between the game world and
the system’s ethics. As players, we are deprived of the ethical reflection
that the fiction prormsed us. This process can be ultimately defined as
unethical game design.

In summary, game research can be used to define a game object as a
system designed to be interacted with mn order to achieve an experience
that is entertaining and absorbing. It is thus crucial to pay attention to the
work done by game designers. Their reflection on thewr own practices will
enlighten the theoretical approach taken by game research, and can be
used to strengthen the notion that games, as designed systems, can have
embedded values encapsulated in their rules and game worlds, where they
are experienced by players who can morally relate to those design affor-
dances and constraimnts. Besides, since game designers are responsible for
the creation of computer games, it 1s also worth presenting an nitial reflec-
tion on their responsibility regarding the ethical nature of computer games,
and what types of morally driven decisions they take when creating a
computer game.

2.2 Game Design and the Craft of Making Systems
Game design 15 a crossover discipline of many other fields, from software

engineering to psvchology to mathematics. We could broadly define game
design as the discipline that focuses on the creation of successful ludic



experiences with the use of different arts and technologies. For understand-
Ing the ethics of computer games as designed objects, then, it 1s crucial to
understand how game designers think about their practice, and what tech-
nmques and thoughts inform the process of creating rules and game
worlds.

I will now focus on two: crucial questions: what have game designers
written about the nature of games as designed systems, and what are the
ethical responsibilities of game designers as creators of game rules and
worlds with embedded ethical values?

Game designers create an object and try to map and predict the ways its
users will experience it. In this sense, game designers are somewhat behav-
10ral engineers: they craft objects that will afford behaviors 1n therr users,
But games can transmit more than just behaviors: the rhetoric possibilities
of games, from Monopoly to Counter-Strike, are an almost untapped source
of political, social, and cultural commentary, Though games have tradi-
tionally been identified with the very fuzzy concept of fun, games like
September 12th* exemplify the powerful tools that games provide for engag-
Ing playvers in critical thinking. Thus it also puts game designers in the role
of culturai opmnion makers, of creators with a large role and responsibility
m the shaping of our culture.

Game designers face the problem of creating meaningful gameplay
through formal systems that generate the virtual worlds in which gameplay
takes place. For designers, a game is the outcome of a creative process, an
oObject that will be judged and evaluated by players. Most game designers
have approached the ontologrical question of games trying to find the key
to developing successful games. The computer games industry demands
success, and designers have tried to distill what makes a game successful
by answering these essential questions: what is a computer game, and what
is computer game design?

Greg Costikyan and Chris Crawford, two well-known designers inter-
ested in the theoretical aspects of their craft, have provided definitions that
prove interesting for arguments on the ethics of computer games. Crawford
defines games as “conflicts int which the plavers directly interact mn such a
way as to foil each other’s goals,”* while Costikyan argues that games are
“a form of art in which participants, termed players, make decisions in

order to manage resources through game tokens in the pursuit of a
goal.”*®

Games are, then, an activity for players where goals are important. Even
though designers tend to praise what appear to be goal-less games such as
The Sims®' or pen-and-paper role-playing games (RPGs),2 most of the
theory on game design® insists on the presence of goals (or success criteria)
m their definitions: games tend to have goals, and if they do not, players
will most likely provide them. In Crawford’s definition, the presentation
of the goals and the different strategies for succeeding are limited to
stating that games consist of conflicts that need to be resolved by the
plavers, using their creativity. These conflicts, in general, set players
m opposition to one another, meamng either that single-player games
are an anomaly, or that the game system 1 itself 1s a player, an opponent
n the field. Costikyan solves this problem by not constraining the conflict
to players, but presenting the conflict in a more abstract way. In any
case, games have goals in the shape of challenges that have to be solved
by players.

These two definitions mclude as well a crucial element for the under-
standing of the ethics of games: the responsibility of the players. Players
are present in every game, but their presence 1s oriented towatd their
decision-making activities within the game experience. They decide which
weapons to use in Counter-Strike: Source, or how to hit the controllers at
the right time 11 Dance Dance Revolution, whether dancing or just sticking
to the most effective strategy for achueving points. In clearer terms, a
plaver’s role n the game 1s to make choices. Games present a delimited
set of choices to players, who have to find strategies, mostly optimal but
i cases also aesthetic, to achieve these goals.

Following this same line of thought, game designer Raph Koster has
compiled a list of the characteristics of games that summarizes the previous
definitions:

. [Gamesj present us with models of real things—otten highly abstracted.
= They are generally quantified or even quantized models.

= They primarily teach us things that we can absorb into the unconscious as opposed
to things designed to be tackled by the conscious, logical mind.

* They mostly teach us things that are fairly prunitive behaviors, but they don’t
have to.*

Koster suggests that games are systems that are quantified or quan-
tized—similar to what the concept of ergodics implied, games have the
rules for success built into their systems. If ergodics meant that computer



games are systems with built-in rules for their manipulation and the
evaluation of input, Koster’'s approach considers games as systems that
use algorithms and computer code to model a reality, thus converting
the act of playing mto the process of interacting with that model in
ways predefined by the tools used precisely to simulate the real thing
as a model. )

These systems simulate féality, albeit a mghly abstracted one, The fiction
of games has its roots 1n a model of the real world that 15 present in the
ergodic core of the game; in other words, there 15 a relationship between
the game fiction and the rules that are determined by the game’s ergodic
system. In the game Mannunt, for example, the fictional world in which
the game 1s set simulates the grim industral landscapes of a modern city,
but that city 1s not totally open for exploration, so in fact the game world
as experienced by the player is rather narrow. Furthermore, the model of
those mndustnal landscapes is configured to enhance the game’s gameplay:
there are plenty of hiding spaces, shadows, and, ir some situations, pre-
defined optimal routes through which the player can actually sneak up on
enemies and slaughter them. Conditioned by the design of its space, there
15 no other possible way for a player to inhabit the world of Manhunt than
that which 1s sanctioned by the model—n this case the game world con-
stramned by the game rules. To play Manhunt, to inhabit that world, 1s to
play m a limited universe where the only means of interaction 1s savage
murder. And, as 1 will argue later on, this makes Manhunt one of the most
Interesting games as an ethical experience,

Returming to the work of game designers, there seems to be an agreement
on considering games as systems modeled with built-in success criteria,
experienced by players who have to overcome a series of challenges
by manipulating the system in order to achieve certain goals. A game
designer takes an ideal model of players into consideration when creating
a rule system, which has to ensure a successful experience and generate
an engaging world where the player 15 voluntarily forced to follow the
steps the designer plots.* A game designer 1s both an architect and an
engineer, someone who lays the foundations of an experience, but
who gets her hands dirty with the puilding itself by designing the
rutes and the success criteria. A game designer creates artifacts that

are experienced by plavers wn search of a particular emotional, rational,
or moral outcome.

As Langdon Winner® has argued, artifacts can have political affordances.
I am using the concept of affordances in the same line as Norman: “the
term affordances refers to the perceived and actual properties of the thing,
primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how the thing
could possibly be used.”¥” These “percerved and actual properties of the
thing” actually have ethical properties too, for the design of an object’s
use 15 ultimately decisive in how we experience that object. Games can
nave ethical affordances because they are designed and experiericed by moral
agents immersed in specific cultural situations and times.”® The game
designer is responsible for most of the values that are embedded in the
system and that play a significant roie durmng the game experience, in a
similar way as industrial engineers are responsible for the proper function-
ing of the objects ihey create.*

This does not mean that designers are exclusively responsible for the
entire value system of a game. As a matter of fact, their ethical responsibil-
ity is rather limited: a designer is responsible for the object, but the players
and their communities are ultiumately responsible for thé experience. What
ethical values a designer hardwires in a system are only relevant when
seeing the game as an object—when it comes to the act of playmng, and
being a player, those values are only relevant if they directly affect the
experience. For instance, the developers of a game like Courter-Strike: Source
are not responsible for the levels and content that players may create using
the software development kits distributed by the developers. In the case of
the Counter-Strike modification Velvet Strike,” a group of players decided to
implement the game’s spray function to flood this first-person shooter with
antiwar and pacifist graffiti, in a subversion of the game’s dominant dis-
courses. The choice of implementing ethical discourses in the game was
open to players, and the Velvet Strike team did use it to subvert the man
discourse of the game.

Game designers and game researchers agree that ultimately, games are
systems. That is, from a formal perspective, and ignoring the act of playing,
games are a set of unambiguous rules projected to the player and designed
to create a user experience. The role of a designer goes beyond implement-
ing the rules: a designer has to create the rules and the settings and the
props for the activity of playing, predicting also the strategies and tech-
nigues players might want to use to achieve the given goals. Garne design-
ers have to create gameplay.



Figure 2.4
September 12th: Winning 1s Not Plaving

Sid Mezer defined gameplay as “a series of interesting choices,”*! a popular
notion in the game design literature. Even Rollings and Adams built their
format definition of gameplay on Meiet’s classification: “one or more caus-
ally linked sertes of challenges in a simulated environment.”** Choices are
the core of game design. The designer’s task 1s to create a space of possibil-
ity, plotting a number of decisions the player has to take, from which her
strategies originate. A designer presents these choices to the player, usually
with clues as to which choices are actually better than others for achieving
the game’s goal. But these choices are only created and presented by the
designer, and thus they exist exclusively in the game as object. tt is up to
the players to understand these choices as relevant, and make them., Players
are responsible for the choices made, and designers are responsible for the
ways these choices operate within the game system.

Designers seem to have, then, responsibility over the way their systems
are expenenced by players. For example, the graphic adventure Grim Fan-
dango™ presents the player with the challenge of navigating through a

story that can be solved i only one way, following one linear path. On
the other hand, the more recent Fahrenheit™ presents the player with the
same genre conventions, but a branched game architecture based on reac-
tion to player's choices makes players think about the consequences of
their decistons. In Grim Fandango, the game designers are ethically respon-
sible for how they limit the players’ choices: there is one fixed path, but
players should not get stuck, for example. In Fahrenheit, designers are
responsible for the choices given to the plaver, and how those configure
the experience of the game.

In computer games, the player must believe she is free when she is actu-
ally not; she must also believe in the inevitability of the choices she is
presented with. What game designers do 18 mampulate this dialectic, pre-
senting the choices they offer as the only possible solutions for the player
to take 1nto consideration. Games are systems m which we are voluntarily
mmmersed with the clear goal of being manipulated—we believe in the
freedom the game designers give us in order to achieve the successful ludic
experience.

A computer game like Septernper 12th plays with these conventions in a
way that illuminates the understanding of the ethics of game design. In
this game, the player controls what seems to be a smiper crosshair that can
scroll through a simulated Middle Eastern village where civilians and ter-
rorists move freely. The player will frv to shoot, most likely at a terrorist.
Then there 15 a conscious break of the game rhetoric: it is not a sniper rifle
but a mussile launcher that the player 1s using. When the mussiles hit the
village, terronists and civilians die. For each civilian dead, a group of other
civilians will gather, mourn, and then transform into terrorists. The game
has no end. By removing the winning condition and marnipulating the
ergodics of the sunulation (the action that could lead to a conciusion of
the game 1s actually punished by multiplying the enemies), Septermber 12th
makes a powerful ethical statement: the only way of surviving this game
1s not playing it. .. but not playing it means letting those simulated ter-
rorists “live.” The Brecntian® destruction of the convention and the illu-
sion 1mplies a strong ethical discourse, a discourse that limits the choices
given to the plaver via a conscious manipulation of the game ergodics and
the fact that games tend to have winning conditions, and need to be
played to win. In Septernber 12th there is no victory, and the most valid
strategy 1s not playing,



Game designers have reflected on the ethics of the objects they produce,
paving attention to these moral 1ssues as they are related to the media
attention that computer games have attracted. Some game designers have
even elaborated on how to apply ethrcs to the intended expertence of
the game. Chris Crawford points out the mamn reason why ethics 15 an
interesting parameter to consider when destgning a computer game:
“the fascinating paradox of play is that it provides the player with danger-
ous experiences that are absolutely safe.”* Furthermore, “the sense of
underlying safety amid horrific dangers is an irresistible allure in a
movie . .. games should do the same.”% Play 1s engagmg in an experience
based on the controlled subordination of the player to a game’s system of
rules and the virtual world it provides—that is, engaging in a world that
1s not real. This lack of reality is perceived both as the great advantage of
games and its great danger. Much of the research done on the effect of
computer games on their users®® shows a related concern: the “unethical”
actions that take place in a game, because they are not real, desensitize
the users to the real consequences of those same actions. I will formulate
a critiqgue of these analyses from an ethical theory perspective in
chapter 6.

What Crawford calls for seems to be what Juul defines as the emotional
attachment to the outcome:™ we enjoy mastering a game, and we might
get sad or disappomnted when we lose. The experience of the game 15 so
real that it affects our well-being. That experience 1S mediated, encapsu-
lated 1n a fictional environment—the game world. The choices we take,
our actions, all take piace 1 the world of the game. They are real actions
that take piace and affect a fudic environment, a virtual world where inter-
action 1s limited by game rules. A game gives us the possibility of engaging
without risk in ethical decision making in which we would otherwise never
engage. From this pomnt of view, the chorces the designer creates in the
game do not suppose any kind of moral risk for the plaver, as they are only
relevant in the game world.

In multiplayer games like Counter-S trike, players usually die. Furthermore,
the less skilled the player 1s, the more she dies. And even though there is
a penalty for dying—waiting until the game round 1s over before being
able to play again—death is quite safe, since 1t only means a temporary
mability to interact with the system. The player’s chowces and actions in a

game are real, because they have infiuence in the interaction with the state
machine. The actions are real as well, but they take place and have conse-
quernces 1n a virtual environment and on their users, placing the plaver in
an optimal space for explonng the possibilities of the system.

Rollings and Adams discuss ethics and the ethical role of the designer
from a wider perspective. Without contradicting Crawford’s reflections on
the assumed safety of the risks in computer games, these authors do place
a certain moral responsibility on the designer: “as designers, we are the
gods of the game’s world, and we define its morality.”® Game designers
should consider how the possible means of winming the game are pre-
sented to the player, and the nature of those choices, as they set the moral
tone of the game. By stating tis, Rollings and Adams are effectively
extending the moral responsibility for the design of the game as an object
to the developers. Their perspective empowers them, at the cost of, at least
rhetorically, placing players i the role of ethicai puppets with little judg-
ment apout the actions they are taking. They seem to deny the possibility
of the player to actively participate and elaborate on the ethiics of the game
experience.

Rollings and Adams also t1y to define and categonze what they
call “moral challenges”—that 1s, those choices the ptayer has to make
using her moral reason.” In thewr praise of The Sims they argue that
this game 13 interesting because it leaves the player the freedom to
sclf-evaluate the moral reasons for her choices. The problem is that
Rollings and Adams create only one category of decisions that can be
made in a game and that could be labeled as ethical, and those are the
decisions that imply meta-ethical thinking by the player. While there are
certainly those kinds of games in which the choices given to the player
are those of an ethucal nature, the ethics of games cannot be reduced
to a single set of morally engaged challenges. The ethics of computer
games do not necessarily depend on the nature of the choices presented
fo the player, but in the whole set of design and gameplay practices
games encourage.

Raph Koster's work offers insights on the nature of the formal system
of the game, which can be used to understand the ethicai role of
designers, and overcomes these criticisms m an elegant way. In Koster's
model, fiction plays a secondary, vet quite important role: “Players



see through the fiction to the underlyiulg mechanics, but that does
not mean the fiction 15 unimportant.”s? Koster states that the fiction is
an important part of the game, but if we need to consider them as
artistic objects, then “the art of the game 1s the whole,”® and that 15 so
because what constitutes games 1s a core of game mechanics and what
Koster calls a “dressing,” a fictional world.** Koster's perspective 15 that of
Integration. It 15 not enough to look at the fiction; we also need to 100K at
how the game’s formal system 1s designed, and how that affects the game
as a whoie. o

Nevertheless, Koster's approach is somewhat 1eiéking because 1t 1mplies
that ethics are a semantic quality® of the game, while they have much
more to do with the ontological nature of the game, as well as with the
phenomenological experience of games. A game is not exclusively an
object to which we can assign certain semantic values, even if we can do
SO to its formal system. A game is the experience of a system by a player
or players in search of achieving goals that are coded in the game. Any
game presents design affordances and constraints, some of which can be
of an ethical nature, The designers are responsible for those affordances
and constraints, since their task is to create Interesting mteraction modes
in virtual environments that challenge players.

A game 1s a device created with the intention of providing a user or users
with a series of challenges and the tools to conquer those challenges, limit-
ing them by a set of rules hardcoded in the design. This design has to be
tnvisible: the player has to be offered the feeling of freedom, but the
designer must make clear which paths and choices are offered to the player,
Computers are used to exert force on the player by therr rigid implementa-
tion of the ruies of the game and the limitations, constraints, and affor-
dances of the game design.

Game designers are ethically responsible for the ways they have created
the formal system of rules; that 1s, according to the behaviors they want
to encourage in players. The rules of games are strong and constraining,

formal models that force users to behave m certain ways by rewarding or -

punishing them. Designers are responsible for those player behaviors their
game design encourages as a formal system,

Game developers define the products they create as objects that
create experiences by [imiting players’ behavior, and by encouraging
behavioral strategies that are immediately rewarded by the system itself.

In this sense, designers aspire to guide their users with an nvisible hand
through the limited possibilities of the world they present to them. The
task of the developer, then, 1s to create behaviors in plavers by means
of constrarning and encouraging their actions. This task is, aimost by
definition, an ethical task, and as such game developers have to both be
aware of and bear the responsibility for the etiucs of computer games as
designed objects.

1 have presented the basic arguments for understanding games as
designed objects, using concepts from computer game research and from
computer game design theory. T have argued that computer games can
be understood, from a formal perspective, as systems of rules designed
to create a game world with which plavers will interact in interesting
ways. Those mteractions will be regulated by the game rules, which
allow or disallow actions in the game world, and reward or punish
accordingly. Game worlds are fictional, while game rules are real—
and the uniqueness of games as designed objects 15 that they are
ergodic: they mclude as part of their ontology their rules for use and
success criteria.

So what are games as designed objects? Computer games are systems of
rules that create and are experienced through game worlds in which the
rules, a syntactic element, are often coupled with a fictional, semantic
layer, 1 order to communicate with the plaver the ways in which she
should successfully interact with the system. These rules are also coupled
with a system of rewards and punishment for actions that guide the player
experience. A computer game 1s also the space of possibility for player
interaction created by those rules 1n that game world.

All these elements are essential components of games as designed
systems created for ludic wnteraction. I will now explain in more detail
how can we understand the ethics. of computer games as designed
systemns, both in relation to what was presented 1n this chapter, and the
larger theoretical approach of this book. Understanding games as ethical
objects will also be of crucial importance when prescribing what good
game design 15 and how it can be achieved. For now, though, it 15 enough
to understand that games are designed systems for interaction that create
a game world ready to be expenenced by a player. The rules we play
by in those worlds confirm the interesting aspects of computer games as
ethical objects,



2.3 The Ethics of Computer Games as Designed Objects

So far I have defined computer games as objects, focusing on how they
are systems of rules and means for interaction that create a game world,
which players will experience in ways predetermimed or preconceived by
game designers. I will now present the conditions for undesstanding games
as moral objects and what limits we might draw when considering the
ethics of computer games. I will aiso analyze the mamn argument for
considering games as moral opjects: that they can have ethical values
hardwired n therr design, which condition and affect the player's
experience,

The first question to ask 1s: can all games be considered ethically
ielevant? In other words, do all computer games, by nature, create
ethical issues that need to be explained, addressing their formal properties
as a designed object? If the answer 1s “no,” a logical question follows:
which games can be considered Interesting moral objects, and why?
I have already argued that for understanding the ethics of computer games
It 15 necessary to pay attention both to the game world and to the game
as an object, to the system of rules and mecharnics. My approach has been
mnclustve: not only 1s the game world subject to ethical analysis, but
also to the set of rules as a pattern for behaviors., As a matter of fact,
we need to analyze games as systems in order to define the ethics of games
as obyects.

I have suggested that we have to extend the moral responsibility of
computer games from the fiction to the rules, from taking nto account
exclusively the game world to Including the game system and its
design. Of course, this implies that computer games such as Tetris® or
Space Invaders” are ethical objects, because they have rules. But the
rules of Tetris or the rules of Space Invaders do not afford any kind of
ethical values that have to be enacted, interpreted, or experienced when
playing the games. Thus, these games are not interesting from an .ethical
perspective.

Comparing these games with a title that Clearly calls for moral reasoning,
like Carmageddon,*® shows the conceptual difference between these two
types of experiences. Carmageddon Places players 1n a world where the
meaningful, rewarded action 1s to run a car race, but with a twist: running

over pedestrians will grant extra time and help achieve a higher score. The
rutes of the game afford certain behaviors that are cuiturally considered
unethical. Similarly, Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas 15 a game about carjack-
Ing, crimes, and violence, in which having virtual sex with prostitutes is
rewarded with extra health.

What makes both Carmaggeddon and Grand Theft Auto ethically interest-
g 15 that the rules afford player behavior that 1s violent, and player
behavior that 1s not wiolent. In Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, the player
can only totally complete the game by performing vetucle stunts that are
rewarded with points and complietion percentages, among other harmless
collection activities. And it 1s possible, though quite difficult, to play Car-
mageddon without actually running over any pedestrians. Therefore, both
games can be understood as games that might have unethical affordances,
but that are not necessarily unethical—-it depends on the player’s perspec-
tive and experience. |

I will define an ethically relevant game object as a game in which the
rules force the player to face ethical dilemmas, or in which the rules them-
selves raise ethical issues. An ethical game as object presents a game world
that 15 ethically mfluenced by the rules in the way it is presented to the
plavers. In other words, to understand the ethics of computer games as
designed objects, we need to analyze first the rule systern, then how those
rules are actually experienced by the plaver and mediated within the game
world.

Let’s take a nondigital example: a game like boxing can be ethically
questionable because the only way of playing it according to the rules is
by hitting another human being. The rules are there to make the game
possible, for it would otherwise be sheer vioclence. Yet those rules encour-
age controllea viclence toward another person with the goal of knocking
them down. It would be possible to argue that boxing 15 a game that raises
ethical questions due to its rules.

On the other hand, a game like Grand Theft Aulo: San Andreas raises
ethical questions because of its game world and how we can play 1n it.
Not, as it would seem at first, because of the representation of violence and
urban decadence, but because of the ways the game as a system allows for
player interaction within the game world. It is true that players are encour-
aged to interact with the world of Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas by means



of what we would consider simulated unethical acts, but as a matter of
fact, crime 15 penalized 1 the world of Grand Theft Aufo. Committing a
crime 1n the streets of San Andreas might raise the awareness of the police,
and if the player is caught, then she will lose some money and all of the
weapons she was catrying, which 1s a considerable gameplay penalty. Thus
the rules of the game modify the player’s interaction with the world,
because if the player wants to survive, she has to take into account the
police punishment. It is not a game about gratuitous violence, for each
crume has a punishment.

How can we then analyze games as moral objects? The ethics of games
are related to the wavs players experence them, so it could be counterar-
gued that considermg games as moral opjects is futile—the players will
ultimately make the experience moral. This countei‘argument does not
explam why some games are more prone to the construction of complex
ethical discourses than others, and why abstract games® tend not to create
ethical discourses (though remember that piayer communities can always
create ethical discourses out of any game expertence). There 1s something
In games that cues the ludic experience, and makes it successful. That
something is contained in the intertwining of the rules and the game
world, in the space of possibility. As the space of possibility 1s partially
defined prior to the game experience, and it is the outcome of the design
process, this.is where the ethics of computer games as objects has to
be found.

Let’s return to XII: the game rules do not allow shooting the police,
and thus there is a constramnt in the plaver behavior, a constraint that
clearly enforces an ethical discourse. To put it in the terms I have been
using, XIiT's space of possibility 1s delimited by a set of ethical values
afforded in the rules, which constrain the plaver’s experience of the game
world. Therefore, it is not correct to say that the XIII gamne world contains
ethical values;, neither 1s it correct to say that the rules of X are
the embodiment of that specific ethical discourse. XIiI is a moral object
because it creates a space of ludic possibility that is determied by a set
of ethical values.

As | have aiready stated, not all games are moral objects. Abstract games,
which mnclude a vast number of different genres and gamepiay types, often
carmot be considered moral objects because understanding their rules or
their game world or both, from an ethical perspective, 15 an exercise of

interpretation of the game world. Janet Murray read Tetris as a social alle-
gory.”® But it 15 a metaphorical mterpretation: it 15 possible to play Tetris
without understanding it as a moral object; furthermore, the possible
“ethic” of Tefris does not affect gameplay, nor does it come from gameplay.
Therefore, while it could be valid in some contexts to understand Tetris as
an ethical object, the game 18 not ettucal from a rules perspective. And
even so, understanding Tefris as an ethical object is not productive in terms
of explaining the ethics of computer games, or what ethical ludic experi-
ences may be, since this understanding is, as I have said, a metaphorncal
reading of the game world.

This 15 not to say that it is impossible to have an abstract ettucal game.
The way the game system is designed, and its implications for the partici-
pation of different agents 1n the game experience, can bring an ethical
dimension to an abstract game. Since game systems can be designed with
embedded ethics, it 1s possible to think about abstract ethical games,
though these are not commorn, and will most likely be confined to multi-
player games. So far I have not found interesting examples of ethical
abstract games, but there are some examples that pomt at this possibility.
Thinking about the online game Cursor * 10 and its core mechanic,”” based
on cooperating with oneself in different iterations of time, the idea of a
game 1 whach playvers are faced iteratively with the consequences of their
previous actions could possibly be an approach to abstract ethical games.
In fact, it could be argued that Cursor * 10 can pbe played as an ethical
game, given the sudden detachment from the former self that the game
encourages. Nevertheless, that would be another application of a meta-
phorical analysis of games as ethical experiences. So for now, it suffices to
say that although it 15 not unttunkable that abstract games can be ethical
objects, there are no convincing games of this kind vet.

With this in mind, I argue that the games that can be considered moral
objects are those m which ethical discourses and values can be found
embedded m the practices suggested by the rules and that take place in
the space of possibility. If the space of possibility of a computer game can
be analyzed using the tools of ethics, and if that analysis is corroborated
by actual gamepiay, then we can say that a specific computer game 1s a
moral object.

- Let’s take two examples: the game Manhunt presents a set of rules
that encourages violent acts, and the fictional world 1s geared toward
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Figure 2.5

Cursor * 10: Single-player or multipiayer?

encouraging that gamepliay, The game setting puts the player 1n control of
a morally despicable character who is forced, by some mysterious deus ex
machimna, to commit unspeakable acts of cruelty 1 order to escape alive
from the making of a snuff movie. And, i the fictional world, the player
bas no other chowce: it 15 either kill, or be killed, Mantunt Works ethically
as a mirrox structure, for the game design, the rules, and the levels are
constructed to reflect this moral situation. There is only one way of
winning tie game, and that is to comply with the mstructions given in
the fictional world and commit these crimes. Both the levels and the rules
are designed to encourage those actions while making any other choices
mmpossible for the player. By creating a game world with a set of rules and
a level design that limits the player’s choices, Manhunt creates an ethical
experience.

On the other hand, a game like The Sims can also be understood
as a moral object, but 1n a significantly different way. While Manhunt
Creates a moral experience by constraining the plavers’ actions accordingly
to the fictional world, The Sims offers a large degree of freedom to the
plavers—the rules only determine the context in which actions have
game meaning, and the game system reacts to them. But this freedom is
encapsulated precisely by the rules. While playmg The Sims 1 decided

Figure 2.6
Manhunt: An Ethical Game about Murder and Gore

to create an avatar heavily inspired by the grunge rock musician Kurt
Cobain. My avatar would have a large amount of money and a big house,
but he would do nothing at all except lie on the sofa, play guitar, eat junk
food, and drink alcohol. At some moment during this experience, my
avatar refused to comply with my instructions. He started cleaming
the house, adopted a healthier diet, and slept more. In the world of The
Sims, the rules are there to enforce a certain ethical system behind the
simulation, to the extent that the player is relieved of her interactive duties
if the avatar’s sumulated existence cannot be accepted as a part of what the
simulated environment ought to be, according to the rules and therr
ethical affordances.

Nonetheless, recognizing that the rtules of a game can present
ethical affordances 1s not enough to understand the ethics of computer
games because this perspective does not take into account that players
experience games. Yet it 18 crucial to acknowledge that the ethics of a
game are partially determined by its system, by the game as object. This
may also serve as a design paradigm for the development of games m
which ethics play a coherent role in the gameplay, as 1 will argue later
on. Games are not only objects, but also experiences triggered by that
object, Tt 15 necessary to understand not only which games are ethically
nteresting, but also how we can understand their moral nature. Given
the condition that ethically relevant games are those in which moral
values are embedded m the space of possibility, it 15 necessary to
understand how that space of possibility has an ontological existence,



and how it relates to the phenomenological nature of games as
experiences.

This perspective implies a latent distinction between games as objects
and games as experiences’ or, in Aristotelian terms, the potentia and the
actio of games.” [ will explain this difference more carefully: I can take the
rulebook of any game, like chess, and read it. Holding that book in my
hands, T can say: this is chess, and I am not making a mistake. On the
other hand, 1 am neglecting not only the whole history of chess, but also
many things that are a part of the game but that are not in that rule book:
the physical presence or absence of the piayers, or the sudden glimpse
of a flaw 1n the opponent’s strategies. A game, we can agree, 1s not only
Its rules, its material aspect, but also its experience—the act of playing
the game. A game 15 both its rules and the practical expression of
those rules.

According to Anstotle’s metaphysics, things present a pbtentiality,
the capability of reaching a different and more complete state, which
would be the actuality of that thing. The classic example 15 a boy
being the potentiality of a man. In computer games, as in any' other
kind of game, this would mean that the rules of a game contam the
potentiality of the game. But only when the game 1s plaved can we
actually say something about the game as such. In a game like Tefris, the
rule set {geometrical pieces fall down at an increasingly fast pace, and if
the screen is filled with pieces, the game is over) presents the conditions
for the game that the players have to accept mn order to play. The rule set,
on its own, contains the ways the game can be playved, but only the
presence of a player will activate those potentialities and make them
become a game.

The potentiality of the game is then a designed formal system that pre-
dicts a certain experience by means of encouraging users to make some
choices using predetermined game mechanics. We can analyze the rules
of a game as ethrcal objects because they constitute the potentiality of a
game, Nevertheless, we cannot say that it is the game’s rule set or its design
that sets its ethical values. A game 15 not the object we describe when we
write about the rules and the game world, but the experence constructed
by the mteraction of a user with that world. In order to be able to under-
stand the potentiality of a game, or a game as an object, we need to have
experienced it first as a process. The understanding of games as objects

provides an extraordinary insight into the formal aspects of the ethical
capacities of games.

The distinction between potentiality and actuality provides an adequate
framework for understanding games as objects without 1gnoring their
procedural nature and the presence of players expenencing the game. 1
define the potentiality of a game as the materiai conditions of a system
composed of rules intended to create a ludic experience. In other words,
a game’s potentiality 1s its formal system of rules and the game world it
can create, without any agent experiencing them.

This game object has the potentiality to become something different yet
related, and more complete; a game experience. The game experience is
different from the game object because it presents a moral agent interacting
with it, and it ceases being purely an object to become a procedural experi-
ence. And it 15 more complete because a game cannot be understood fully
without bemng plaved. And so, a game as object can be understood as the
potentiality of a more complete and different ontological entity, the game
as experience.

We can use an anatogy from architecture to explam this concept: blue-
prints predict to a large extent how the building wili look and how it will
be used. By looking at the blueprints, the skilled eye can imagme the
building’s possibilities, its constraints, and how those are projected into a
concrete expenence of architectural relevance. On the other hand, there
are things that the blueptints do not predict. There are building uses that
are not predetermined by the architect’s blueprints, but that evolve from
the use of the space. Similarly, there are uses of computer games that are
not predicted by the formal system of rules, even though a skilled eye can
predict to a certain extent, from the system of rules of the game, how it 1s
gomg to be expenienced by an ideai player.

Then again, the knowledge of games we can infer from their formal
system 1s too limiting—the system of rules and the fictional world of the
game say little or nothing about how the game is experienced, how the
players will actually act, and what kind of behaviors will be enforced or
will be considered unethical by the community. Even though games are
objects, even though we can think and analyze the potentiality of the
games, our mnguiries must not stop there. We have to expenence the
games; we have to see them as actuality 1n order to understand what kind
of ethical experiences they create,



Computer games can be morai objects because they fulfill a number of
matertal conditions that predispose their users to experience a certamn
ethical reflection or behavior, because of therr system of designed ang
engineered rules that create a world in and with which agents mteract; a
system designed to create a certain kind of experience determmed by how

the tnteraction 1s presented to the Player and how the

system reacts to the
user’s input,

Rules create affordances and constramnts for interaction, The affordances
of a designed object optimally show how the object should be used,
and what its properties are. For Instance, it 1s 1n the rules of The Sims
and the therem-contamed mmpossibility of playing a depressed character
where we can find ethical affordances that determine the game values
from a moral perspective—where we will find a first clue to understanding
how the game was infended to be experienced. In the context of etliics,
affordances have to be understood as those design elements that narrow
any action the player can take. In the case of Manhunt, the iével
general presents a number of affordances cuin
the game in a certain way:
murders,

design in
g the piayer to experience
it eases the practice of the most brutal
which vield a better surviva) probability,
piacing some architectonic Spaces and objects where n
ters’ paths are. It could pe said that levels are desig

these simuiated brutay murders, the core of the ethi
Marnhunt.

by strategically
onplayer charac-
ned to facilitate
cal gameplay of

Computer games are designed with a set of affordances and constramts
that can create or be determmed by ethical values, thus making the game
a designed moral object. These ethical affordances and constraints consti-
tute the game as an object, the formal system of the game and the game
world it creates. The formal system of a game is its rules, both the game
fules and the simulation ruies. The ways those rules control the player's

mmteraction with the system and the response to that int

eraction can be
ethically relevant,

But games as objects are not exclustvely theur formal systems of rules, In
considering what 1s relevant when analyzing games as moral objects, it 15
fundamentat to include the game world. For a computer game to be ethi-
cally relevant we need a simulated game world with which the player can
feel a certain affinity. In other words, the representational laver of the

simulation needs to be familiar. I am using “representational” to (:?ﬁnati
the semantic laver of the simwation (what Juul would call the fic 12;1‘1 !
world); that 1s, the signs that make it possible for the player to unders
that world as coherent within the gameplay.’ 7 e
For a game world to be ethically relevant, the representatlor_l aml ne
actions afforded to the player raise ethical issues by me:‘ans of their lﬂreci o
to the perceived real world. Let’s take the infamous “prostitute an o
Grand Theft Auto: Vice City™ as an example. In this game, a player ca e
virtual sex with a prostitute, thereby gaining some extra health, and- _
kill her to recover the money. Here the simulation layers and the 1?1138
sentational layers of the game raise the ethical 1s§ues: the morals of m
rules as well as the morals of the representation. It is true that this s, ;t:cn
a formal pomnt of view, an action allowed by the rules of tne_game,t t:\irca“
gives the playet a game-relevant advantage. _Nevertheless, it 1; e ma};
questionable because of what it sumulates and how it communicates
i i representational layer. _
SuiuglzﬁlznczljlshaelsoE::elate to players in ways 1n which the etl;ical 15311;1;5
arise from the game situation, and not the rules or thre system of the gz; ™ .
The game machine Painstation™ is a total modiﬁcatlf)n of the gamt; o i
that has to be plaved using a specific cabinet. This cabinet s eqmppef
mstruments that, if a player fails, will inflict a moderate ampunt o palné
Painstation 15 an example of how to embed ethical values 1 a gafme o)
abstract content. By physically pumishing the players th_at comumit mlz;
takes, this game mod gives a moral dimension to its design. Wh=at rarlsn
etnicél 185ues 15 not the rule system of the game, but the physical punis ;
ment that plavers suffer when failing one of the goals. In otf*ler Words,11_
1s not the rule system that raises ethical 1ssues, but the particutar imple
i ame cabinet.
mizzin:iuiltzs {E(III and perform a brief ethical analysis of the gar;ler
as a designed object: the game fiction presents to the player the charac '
of an amnesic assassin. The player controls ts character. There 13
rule that states that if a police officer 1s Killed by the plaver, the progresfsmn
m the level will be stopped and the player will be_ forced to starfc r;;
the beginning. Thus, on a first layer, there 1s ethical meanmgfm -
as a designed game: a rule conirols benavior on grounds of m

reasoning.



If we take mto consideration the relations between the game world and
the game system, the game shows a lack of coherence: if the player is an
assassin, why can’t she shoot policemen? Why is the game system evaluat-
Ing the way the player experiences the game world? This contradiction
shows how a rule can have ethical values. It exemplifies the prevailing of
rules over game world representation in the ethical analysis of games. But
the contradiction 1s suggesting that we need to take another step: if the
police-shooting rule is ethical, yet it contradicts the game world fiction,
how will players experience the game? In other words, is it enough to say
that because a rule can be interpreted as an ethical statement, the game
design 1s ethical?

I will answer these questions 1 more detail in the following chapters.
For now, it suffices to say that an ethical game design can only be so if the
values embedded in the design are coherently presented to the player. A
player of XIIT can feel that the police-shooting rule is actually depriving
her of her moral reasoning, of her experience of the garné- world as an
ethical agent. The design has vatues, but are those values creating
an ethical expertence? The answer is no, because players are deprived of
their ethical thinking capacities. Motally embedded game design 1s a neces-
sary but not suffictent condition for the understanding of the ethics of
computer games.

In tms chapter I have argued that the ethics of computer games as
objects are the ethics of their design, including the rules and the game
world. In order to understand and describe how a game can potentially
raise ethical issues, or how it could enhance the experience of the game
world by including ethical gameplay, we need to pay attention to
its undetlymg rule structure and how it is projected into the game
world. Given that computer games are designed objects, their ethics are
present in the formal elements that constitute the game as an experience.
Thus, game design can be considered as the task of creating an ethically
relevant system. This also tmplies the possibility of creating games that
are conscaous about thewr own ethical ontoiogy, their nature as moral
objects. _

A computer game is a designed system of rules that creates a game
world. These rules and that garme world can have embedded ethical values:
the behaviors they create, and how those are communicated to plavers,

constitute the ethics of computer game design. The creators of games
are then ethically responsible for the design of the rules and world,
while players are rtesponsible for theiwr experience of the game—the
ways they interpret and enact the embedded ethical values of a computer
game.

Ultimately, the ethics of computer games are the ethics of its system and
how players experience that system. In the next chapter I will introduce
an analvsis of plavers as independent ethical beings capable of understand-
ing and enjoving the experiences they go through when interacting with
computer games from a moral perspective, which will compiete this initial
approach to the ethics of computer games.
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