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BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL?
MORALITY IN VIDEO GAMES

Geert Gooskens — Research Foundation Flanders (FWO)

Abstract

In this paper, [ investigate whether an action realized in a video game can be
considered morally wrong. 1 argue this to be impossible: Virtual actions are
unfit for moral evaluation because of their unreal nature, Still, we are not at
all comfortable with people engaging in certain unreal actions, Although no
real woman is, for example, harmed directly by an act of virtual rape, thers
seems to be something not at all right about it. This leaves the following
problem to be sclved: How are we to explain that virtual immorality’ can
disturb us, even though we are fully aware of its unreal nature?

Introduction

One of the attractions of video games is that they allow us to do
things we normally cannot do: they extend our possibilities. A virtual
tennis game like TopSpin 3 allows me to play the finale of the US Open,
although I absolutely lack the qualities even to make it to the first round
in real-life. What is perhaps even more interesting is that video games not
only enable us to do things we canmot do, but also things we should not
do in the real world. You should not, for example, shoot innocent
pedestrians: this is ethically wrong. But in the notorious Grand Theft
Auto-series, it is exactly what the player can do. And recently, a Japanese
video game caused commotion for encouraging players to rape virtual
women. Even though it is obvious that virtual rape itself does not harm
real women, the game was banned. ‘Virtual immorality’ thus provides us
with an interesting tension: On the one hand we know perfectly well that
we do not actually harm anyone when we engage in virtual violence, but
on the other hand there seems to be something not at all right about, for
example, virtual rape. This tension forms the starting point for the meta-
ethical reflection I will carry out in this paper. However, before we can
deal with the question if particular virtual acts (rape, murder, thieving...)
are immoral, we should first engage a more fundamental problem: Are
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the predicates ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ at m: applicable to actions Hmmrwmw_nﬂw
video games? Do we ever have sufficient m....oswm to judge EmBanH.w_ ¥
Or do video games rather constitute a domain ._uowojm good and evi ﬁmE
which there are no impermissible deeds? These questions are answered 11

the three sections of this papet:

1. The first section deals with the necessary oon&“aou woﬁﬁwm
application of the predicates ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ to actions
realized in computer games: freedom.

2. In the second section, I argue 9“.“; the ?E_,Ema of this
necessary condition is not yet sufficient when it comes to the
application of the predicates ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ 1o in-game
actions.

3. In the last section, I explain why we can m.ﬁs ,cm uncomfortable
with certain types of in-game behaviour, like virtual rape, even
though we cannot label it ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in the strong sense.

In-game Freedom

Tust like in the real world, agents in games should be \.ﬁ.wmm for EQM
actions to be labelled right or wrong. Of course, 2 certain momﬁombw
freedom is implied in every game: the H.u_wwdq _m.boﬂ wmmm:a@ watc ﬁm
events unfold, but acts. Still, not all actions realized in games mE.ummM .Ho
be suitable for moral evaluation. What type of ».Hmmaoﬂ is required w
judge them morally? To answer this question, two kinds of practica

ionality will be distinguished. . o
S:osmirmﬂu% %Emo mgmmﬂm@ call for Eo. kind of practical Eﬁoﬁﬂq mﬁ%mm
is usually labelled ‘instrumental rationality’. T hey set 9.; a Sn:.rn Mm
goal for the player to accomplish and Em Em.wmn acts rationally w en M
finds the most efficient means to reach it. .HE.s.F for ameEo.. of hﬂx WHQ
2000, where the player has to successfully build and run a city. S % as
to find the best way to accomplish this task, but there seem to be no

isions involved in this process. o .
EQ&MMMM_ is, however, a second type of practical ESO.EE.% Eﬂ@ is
increasingly being implemented in games: The player is mzow _mo
choice in matters that do not merely appeal to our capacity 1o m% oy
instrumental reasoning. In Call of Duty 3, for axmaw._mu. the @mmﬁm
incarnates a Russian soldier fighting its way through Berlin in 1945 an
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is confronted with a group of German soldiers who want to surrender.
She is, however, ordered by the commander of her unit to shoot them. If
she does not do so, the commander will order some of her fellow soldiers
to burn them alive with Molotov-cocktails. The designers of Call of Duty
5 use this scene to provoke some kind of ethical deliberation on the side
of the player. What is the best thing to do? Shooting soldiers that are
trying to surrender or causing them to be burned alive? The game gives
the player the space to make a decision that cannot be made on the basis
of instrumental rationality alone. To give a further example, in Grand
Theft Auto 4 the player roams a virtual city, where she can, for instance,
kill innocent pedestrians by running them over. But she does not have to
do this: it is up to the player to decide.

More and more video games allow the player to act freely, thereby
fulfilling the necessary condition for labelling actions ‘right’” or ‘wrong’.
So why not simply apply our daily, non-virtual ethical paradigms to in-
game actions without further ado? Why would the necessary condition to
morally judge in-game actions, i.e. freedom, not be sufficient?

The Amorality of In-game Actions

To show what remains problematic with regard to the application
of the predicates ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ to in-game actions a small detour
must be made.

From a phenomenological perspective we can describe our being-
in-a-virtual-world as a form of image-consciousness. We are dealing with
objects through a mediating object: the image (Husserl 2005, p-27).1tis
only because of the screen that the world of, for example Call of Duty,
can be disclosed. Image-consciousness is characterized by neutrality, or
the so-called ‘as-if"-modification (Husser! 2005, p. 617). When I look,
for example, at a painting of Napoleon, I do not really perceive him; it is
only ‘as if” I do. Objects intended in image-consciousness are ‘beings-as-
if’; not actually but only virtually present. Besides this, in image-
consciousness not only the objective correlates of my acts are neutralized,
the mental acts themselves are too. Not only Napoleon has the ‘as-if-
modality, also my seeing of him is neutralized and unreal. To put it in the
words of Kendall Walton: I am enly fictionally seeing Napoleon (Walton
1990). Immersed in the virtual world nothing really happens, as
everything that occurs is fictional and unreal.

Let me return to the problem of morality in games. I discussed the
effect of the ‘as-if’-modification on acts of *virtual perception’, using the
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example of the painting. But how does it affect actions realized in a game
environment? 1 will argue that the ‘as-if -modification challenges both
consequentialism and deontology as paradigms to validate virtual actions.
Consequentialism judges particular acts by their consequences; by
what they bring about. In computer games, however, everything brought
about by an action is brought about ‘as if’. When I kill a character in
Grand Theft Auto, I do not actually kill someone. In the strict sense,
‘nothing is actually brought about in the game world, which explains why
one cannot be convicted for something like virtual murder. Hence, maybe
we should resort to an ethical framework that focuses not so much on the
outcome of actions, since in virtuality there are no true cutcomes, but on
the intentions grounding action. However, the ‘as-if-modification not
only encompasses the correlates of acts, but also the acts themselves.
When I ‘kill’ someone in Grand Theft Auto, there is Do intention 10
actually kill someone, it is only as-if I am going to kill a virtual life form.
Actually, I am not pulling a trigger to fire a bullet when I play a game: 1
am only touching the mouse.

This leads us into another problem with regard to morality in video
games. Immersion in the game environment renders the question
concerning the identity of an agent, and thereby the one concerning
responsibility, problematic. At first sight, it seems clear who is the
subject corresponding to the ‘as-if’ -intentions: me. Things are, however,
a bit more complicated. [mmersed in an image-world, I do not only lose
track of the actual world surrounding me, but also of my actual self.
Husserl makes a helpful distinction between the actual T and a so-called
image-world-T (Husserl 2005, p. 556). In Call of Duty 2, also situated in

. World War II, the player incarnates the character of Corporal Taylor.
While playing, I become Corporal Taylor in 2 way; I respond to artificial
teammates shouting “Taylor, get your ass OVer here” by coming their
way. Whereas the actual 1 sits in front of the screen using the controller,
the image-world-1 (Corporal Taylor) is in France around 1944, firing at
German soldiers. The actual I and the image-world-I are separated by an
abyss.

The neutralization implied in every form of image-consciousness

modifies everything: intentions, consequences, and even the subject
responsible for all these things. In the virtual image-world nothing really
counts: every action seems to escape the grasp of ethical verdicts. Does
this imply that game environments constitute not so much an unethical,
but rather an ‘a-ethical’ domain of action? But why then are we disturbed
by excessive violence or perverted sexual acts in computer games? Why
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are we i i
not at ease with people engaging in, for example, virtual rape

even if we know ver
o y well that, actually, they are not doing anything

Discomfort and Relief

. In this section, a possible ground for our discomf: i
thi . : ort w i
w_wmwb MM mEmmmoHMo N_o:%um will be put forward. Hopefully, this s_‘mp_ WH_N
o nuanced accc wcs Ho\H. the problem of morality in video games that does
et ov relative _.pmuumowmsomm of virtual actions, but still explai
y HM mm.oawoﬁ at ease A:E certain types of in-game behaviour P
- behind ™S M MH_HM MW this, I leave n.pm high-tech world of video games
e ne for @ &oﬂwﬁp to oo_umaﬂ a more traditional example of
nevtalized & -Eom..w ¢ theatre. Everything that happens on stage, happens
carry out actent ._H_om_m_oﬁ. The actor never really acts, i.e. she does not
oy out acty EE entions. m.?w rather depicts actions. In Shakespeare’s
Jutus Cac u.ﬁ M actor playing the part of Marcus Brutus is, of course
Sepictod Hﬂonoc_.a onﬂm Eo. actor playing Caesar; the murder is oua“
o Q.Hn e 8 H,M clear distinction here between the actor as an actual
persor onoﬂ omww ; Mmcm Brutus) mH.a his image-world-I (Marcus Brutus)
i iome does oo ow that one Hm._ooﬁﬂm at a play, the revelation om.
o sinction ¢ M_u come as a R.:om. In the British comedy series
. or a brain’ — attends Sh ’
MWMMM?@WWHPMSE@E wH_.cEm stands behind Caesar with a gwww Mwﬂﬂmmmﬁm :
oobok bel T.EVBF HMEEQ Caesar!”, and after Brutus has Eﬁmm_.om.
sa uoéocoaow calls in the mrmam to arrest the actor playing Brutus
the mm_no_. E&:.m_m omMMM“w HHW MMu_MMHMH Ew.ﬂ M Mo e % Play, and Emﬁ.

; : upright on the sta iti
Mﬂ.ﬂ”ﬂﬁﬂwﬂﬂwﬁ ::mm_.% relieved. The relief the Prince feels HmM MHHMMMW
oerent fom e relief one Eo.cE feel when an actual attempt to Eﬁmnm
someone b _.aopwmwu_wﬂmmm_wwhmmﬂﬁﬂ. In the context .ow the theatre namely,
anamﬂm. presentation: the .mm-m%.ho%mﬂ”ﬂoﬂ ? diforent ight, in a new
game o M %MMEMM mMMM.MHSUM:mWMMHﬁ% Enm&&mﬁ ‘actions-as-if’, like in-

: , ed ‘right’ or ‘wrong’.
MM“MHMW Mw_nnm:w condemnable seems to happen on %o MWMWoMNW
aseomiort ,Om_m:wmu\ to make place for relief once we are aware oum the
o hat 1t mu y’ a play. We should, however, dwell a little longer on

ple of the theatre, for we have left a possibility :bmeomHoa. a
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movement not from discomfort to relief, but the other way around, from
relief to uneasiness. The exploration of this other possibility might help
us understand why we are so uncomfortable with excessive viclence or
sexual perversity in computer games.

In an essay on pictures, Robert Sckolowksi argues that an actor
needs an audience to act (Sokolowski 1992, p. 17). He gives the example
of an actor playing Richard JII without an audience. A possible effect of
this could be that the actor starts loosing himself in the role. No longer
does he merely depict Richard III, but he starts to act and feel like him.
According to Sokolowski, the actor now imagines to be Richard 111, and
this is a far more serious activity than depicting him. Whereas in
depicting the emphasis is on difference (I am depicting someone else), in
imagination it is on identity (I coincide with the person I depict). The
example of Shakespeare’s Caesar started with a feeling of relative
uneasiness (‘Someone is being murdered!’) and ended with relief (It was
only a play’). Here it is the other way around: what scems to be ‘just
acting’ starts to swallow the actor. Whereas she is normally in a position
best described as ‘disengaged” - she does not coincide with what and
whom she is depicting - this disengagement seems totally lost here. The
actor is no longer depicting Richard III, but rather coincides with him.
This strikes us as worrying and we might interfere to re-establish the
distinction between the image-world-I and the actual person. In doing so,
we aim to re-neutralize the de-neutralized sitnation.

Let me now Teturn to my theme proper: the moral status of in-game
actions. Although I have argued that it is hard to label these acts ‘right’ or
‘wrong’, some of them seem not right at all. I appealed to the somewhat

_ vague concept of ‘discomfort’ to indicate this. Qur discussion of this
concept in the context of theatre and play has hopefully contributed to its
clarity. We feel discomfort when there is no clear distinction between the
actual person and the (‘immoral’) image-world-I. The hypothesis I would
like to put forward is that something similar bothers us about, for
example, people who are engaging in virtual rape.

Our problem with the virtual rapist is that we suspect her of not
being in a disengaged state. We suspect her, in other words, of not
metely depicting a rapist in a game, but of imagining being one while
performing acts of virtual rape. The virtual rapist is probably not only
aroused ‘as if® by her actions; she is actually aroused. This causes the
difference between her actual personality and her immoral image-world-I
to collapse. In a way, these two distinct personalities start to coincide,
which makes the in-game action more than just virtual. The knowledge
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MMNM “Mwﬂmowwﬂwﬂmmﬂw in virtual rape makes us feel uncomfortable not
¥ harms someone - it does not - but be i
. rm; cause we t
MHEM Monmmo?wr @oﬁm this is mmEm.:% aroused by it. This makes it very WMMM
s M:Q.mﬁ 15 person is just depicting a rapist in the world of the
puter game. It is more likely that she imagines being one, and this is

as made clear by the example (
far less playful activity. ples about the theatre, a far more serious and

Conclusion

&%oﬁﬂﬂﬁﬁ% in my argument is that in-game acts are not in themselves
orting, It is not the case that virtual rape is intrinsically more
der, as some have tried to ar
Mwmuo%:w%%w.w mﬂ aQMMM%oa wu argument referring to the ng.momHM
: on performing the in-game act, N i
case of virtnal rape but also in th i e o e b
Tstattod ool 1ape i ¢ one of virtual murder can we be
gent 1s swallowed by th i
becomes impossible to distingui ] serson Som oo joat it
inguish the actual person from the i
_ - . - H.E B
MMHHW”HH%B _m.moBmEEm discomforting about someone who wnmmwmwm
i Eomﬂw e M_r w_z.mb instead of ‘merely’ depicting one in the context of
At nMMmoM Sﬂﬁ._wao mmmBm. ﬂmmn players of violent games seem aware
: . They do not of themselves as killers: i§ sti
a wide enough gap between themsel o et v
: noug ves as actual persons and their vi
Incarnations in the computer generated wo i o i the
. ) : rld. They are immersed i
Wmmmﬂ_ﬂﬂ% MMM_ _Moumo“_mcw M,M this immersion and of the abyss m%m“”m_wm
! e actual. They may be depicting immoral
are not imagining to be really en i i this Tast car s
: 1 gaged in them. In this last i
HMEE start to contaminate the actual person. What Mwﬁmwmummv MQMHE
I mhpww-im%w starts to affect her own personality. Tt becomes oHoE.o
¥, that she not only takes pleasure in depicting murder or rape gm

is interested in these activities th i
emselves, u i
for what she actually wants to do. Fine the game as a substinte

© @ Philosophical Writings




44 Beyond Good and Evil? Morality in Video Gares

Bibliography

Husserl, Edmund, 2005: Phantasy, Image-consciousness, Memory (1898-

1925). Dordrecht: Springer. .
Luck Zowmmp 2009: ‘The Gamer’s Dilemma: bb. Analysis of the
_?.mﬁuga for the Moral Distinction between Virtual Murder and

Virtual Paedophilia’ in Ethics and Information T echnology, 11, pp.

31-36. . S
Sokolowski, Robert, 1992: Picturing, Quotations, and bﬂ::n.:c:m.m
Fourteen Essays in Phenomenology. Notre Dame: University o

Notre Dame Press. .
Walton, Kendall, 1990: Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of

the Representational Arts. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press.

Geert Gooskens

Department of Philosophy

Grote Kauwenberg 18 (office: D-412)
2000 Antwerpen

Belgium

geert.gooskens@ua.ac.be

© b Philosophical Wrifings

—

© @ Philosophlcal Writings
Proceedings of the Fourteenth Annual British Postgraduate Philosophy Conference

CONSCIOUSNESS, IGNORANCE
AND THE EXPLANATORY GAP

Tom McClelland — University of Sussex

Abstract

Primitivism is the view that phenomenal properties - the qualities that
characteriss conscious experience - are ontologically basic. A premise of the
Explanatory Argument for Primitivism is that consciousmess cannot be
explained in non-phenomenal terms. The ‘Missing Concept Hypothesis®
secks to deflect this argument. It claims our conception of the nom-
phenomenal world is impoverished, and that with a complete conception the
explanatory gap would disappear. This position must mest two key
conditions. The Ignorance Condition demands reason to believe that our
current conception is incomplete. The Relevance Condition demands that
-our ignorance is plausibly relevant to consciousmess. 1 suggest that the
Ignorance Condition is satisfied by Quidditism: the view that we have no
conception of any intrinsic non-phenomenal properties. The relevance of
these unknown properties, however, is limited. I argue that the Missing
Concept Hypothesis provides half a response to Primitivism, so must be
supplemented by ideas from other positions.

Introduction

The question of the metaphysical status of consciousness is among
the most hotly contested issues in the philosophy of mind. The term
‘consciousness’ is notoriously polysemous, but the salient variety is
captured by the phrase phenomenal consciousness (Block 1995). A state
is phenomenally conscious iff it is a staie of subjective qualitative
awareness. There is something it is like to be in such a state, and the
qualities that characterise whar it is like to be in that state are phenomenal
properties (Nagel 1974). Think of the specific character of an experience
of redness, or of the smell of bacon, or of a sharp pain. These are all
examples of phenomenal properties, or ‘qualia’, The question is whether
these phenomenal properties are ontologically primitive, or explicable
purely in terms of non-phenomenal properties. Primitivism advocates the
first option, but it is widely agreed that this position is deeply




