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The question that I will be answering in my essay will be; 
“Critique audience experience from a narrative set in a built world. How can you compare this with another example to show a more effective transformation of an actual world phenomenon? “
I will be comparing the issue of the representation, illustration and portrayal of death in games. The real-world issue of death and why video games use this not only in its mechanics, but also to tell a story.  
Despite video games using the common “troupe” (Tocci, 2008) of a death mechanic to retry a level, it can interrupt a story.
How Jason Tocci puts it;
“…Sometimes it succeeds quite well at this sort of storytelling, according to generally positive reviews. Sometimes, however, the conventions traditionally associated with games get in the way of those associated with storytelling.”
 Despite it being a common occurrence in most games, it can get in the way of storytelling and narrative when its being used as a “retry the level” mechanic. Unless the games story kills off a character that you may not have had any control over, to further the plot. Normally through a cut scene or some form of in game narrative It stills holds significance to the narrative of a game, but only when the game decides it.
On the one hand you have the players constant death that is met with the typical annoyance of the player having to retry a level, typical in most games to start over. 
On the other hand, you have games that keep the player attached to a character, whether it be a side character or the main character themselves, using cinematic scenes and storytelling and killing them off to progress the story. This kind of death is normally met with the players feeling bad, after a character that they were attached to is then killed off.
This essay will be talking about how different video games use death in their games, the contradicting emotions from players despite being the same scenario and the real-world issue on death. 



The Last of Us

At the start of the first Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013) game the players main character is dealing with the start of a zombie apocalypse and how some governments and people would react in this scenario. As the main character is trying to escape the sudden outbreak by going to a military camp for help. Instead the character is met with a military soldier just outside and instead of helping them he opens fire on him and his child (Sarah). This ends in a very emotional cut scene in which Sarah has been shot and the main character is holding her in her last moments.
In my own personal experience with this scene for the first time, I was distraught and was heart broken from what appeared to be the first 10 minutes of the game. The scene was so powerful and impactful that it felt too real and set the scene for the game perfectly, showing how much the world has fallen apart in what appeared to be 20 minutes from the start of the apocalypse.
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The Last of Us, has been featured in multiple “top ten saddest deaths in video games” lists (Mota, 2010), (Jacobs, 2015) as it is a well-known part of the gaming community as one of the saddest deaths in video games. This of course boils down to the voice actors, storytelling and the cinematography of the scene to make it as emotional as possible.
The results of a study (Schneider.E, 2004), suggests that a game with a story impacts the emotional and motivational response of a player. The idea that a narrative in a game will change how a player will react to an in-game situation. The results showed that the player identified with the characters and their goals in a game with a story than one without a story. Using this as an example it helps support the idea that because of the built story in “The last of us” and seeing the established character lose someone they cared about, the impact would be significantly greater.

I am using this as an example for how video games use death as any other form of mass media would use it. To make a scene more emotional and getting the viewer to try and connect with the emotion of its character. 



NetHack

NetHack, (The NetHack Dev Team, 1987) came out in 1987 was one of the first games to have the permadeath function. This means that when a player dies in the game, they can’t go back to the old save and will have to play from the start again.
This is a different contrast to death in most video games. The idea that if the player makes a single mistake in this play through, would end with the player permanently dying in game. This resulted in a completely different approach to the regular troupe of death in video games and a different approach to playing the game. It moulds both versions of how death is portrayed (Death that have emotional impact, death that is just another way to retry a level) into a single mechanic, making a different feel of game.
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The idea of permadeath is another way of using the common troupe as a main mechanic in the game. Which results in a different way of playing the game, and a different reaction for the player.
I am using this game as an example of how using the death troupe can be altered to make an entirely different gaming experience. How the common disruption of death to retry a level can be changed to make an entirely different game.


Both games, that I have used as examples, use death in some way or another. The Last of Us, still has the death mechanic in its game. If a player were to lose all of their health, they would need to restart at the last checkpoint. But it also uses it as a way of progressing and telling a story in its game, using cinematic scenes.
NetHack however, took a different approach to the common death mechanic. It doesn’t use checkpoints in its game, if the player loses all of their health, they can’t use that character anymore and will need to start a new game.
Despite both using a death mechanic they have a huge contrast on how it’s done and used.
But how does this contrast with the real world? Why do video games and other forms of entertainment use something that is considered morbid or taboo?  These are a few questions I will be trying to answer.






This is where my main question comes through, “why do video games use death in the first place?” The real-world issue on death is commonly seen in video games as a problem because of violence in games. As many have researched the effects of violence in video games on the real world and a younger audience. (Wei.PhD, 2006), (Ferguson, 2018). It is still a highly debated topic.
 But in my essay, I will be talking about the reason why it’s used in games, rather than talking about violence in video games and its connotation of death. 
The real-world issue I am referring to is the idea of using death in video games and other forms of media. Why people don’t mind reading about death in the newspaper, or seeing it being used in video games. But when the topic itself is quite morbid or taboo (Walter, 1991);
“Popular assertions that death is taboo in the modern world have their academic counterparts”
But people still use it as a form of entertainment, to keep an interesting story going or to inform us. 
Comparing the idea of death form a real-world sense to a fictional world and how it contrasts between the two.


Why use death in video games?

Video games and many other forms of media use death to make a story more interesting, entertaining and emotional for the viewer. This is due to the fact that death is something everyone can relate to in some form or another, whether it is an emotional attachment or not.
Geoffrey Gorer (Gorer, 2018), put it nicely when he was talking about why so many authors use death in their books;
“I imagine, for this plethora of death-bed scenes…”
“…was that it was one of the relatively few experiences that an author could be fairly sure would have been shared by the vast majority of his readers.”
Video games however, uses it quite differently. Using it as a way to tell the player that they have runout of lives/health and resetting the level. Giving it context as to why they have to start again, only if it isn’t being used as a way to drive the story. 
Like in “The Last of Us”,  the player has lives and checkpoints throughout the game, but also has very powerful scenes where main characters are killed off to progress the story. While NetHack uses it as a way to make the game harder and to attach the player to their character.


Oatley (1994) concludes in his article on identification with characters, that; 
 “We may witness events and experience sympathies and antipathies, we may be stirred by reliving emotion memories, and we may experience emotions that derive from identification with one or more characters as we adopt their goals, run their actions on our planning processes…”
He says that as people identify with a character in a story, we take on their experiences, their sympathies and their goals. It is how people understand the plot and the reason we get sad when the character gets sad. It is because of there is a narrative and a main protagonist that we can identify with.
Due to video games having story and narrative, using death will help the player feel more attached to the main character or protagonist. In “The Last of Us” the opening scene is quite powerful due to the strong narrative, of an apocalypse,  that is forced on the player. In NetHack it is still a self-driven story, but the consequence of death is always apparent if the player makes the wrong move.

The reason why death isn’t an issue when you read about it or watch it is that the main ideology of death is morbid and taboo. Most people don’t want to talk about it or it is hard to bring up the subject in conversation since it is hard to find the right time and place.
The fact that death is almost constantly used in the media doesn’t bother people, its everyone’s own idea of dying and the loss of a loved one is taboo. A thesis by Blauner (Walter, 1991) argues;
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“Death in modern society is not taboo; rather, it is simply no great deal. It is not forbidden, it is hidden.”
This links with how people do not mind reading about death in the newspaper or seeing it in a form of media. How death is not entirely taboo but its hidden from modern society.
If we see it in a form of entertainment, like in video games, it is still sad, but it has no real-world consequences. Compared to death in real life, where friends and families are affected by it. But everyone is affected by it in some way or another, so it is not uncommon occurrence.

Conclusion

In conclusion, despite the real-world issue of death and it still being controversial. It is still used in many forms of media and video games to make a more interesting and entertaining story. That death is not entirely taboo and that it is used as a way of connecting to almost every audience member, since everyone has had some experience with death or loss. Which comes under storytelling and how a game director, game writer can use it to make a scene more powerful and impactful for the players experiencing it.
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