Worldbuilding:  Creative Research


Question 1:
· Write a critique of an experience in a built world. What evidence from this critique can be used to show how this experience transforms actual world phenomenon for the audience/participant?

· Detail the impact on an audience of an experience from a built world, how does this impact the actual world?
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Creative Research SMTIV:Apocalypse

Part 1: Introduction

In this essay, we will be critiquing the audience experience of embracing the role of a villain and indulging in acts that satisfy one’s power fantasy as demonstrated in the built world of Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse. 

Shin Megami Tenseui IV: Apocalypse is a post-apocalyptic, urban fantasy, Nintendo 3DS game developed and published by Japanese video game company Atlus. It was first released February 10, 2016 and is a direct sequel to the game Shin Megami Tensei IV. The game is set in the year 2038, twenty-five years after a great war between angels and Lucifer’s army. In the last few days of strife, a gargantuan barrier was erected over the city of Tokyo in Japan to protect it from harm, however the city gradually became a harsh and perilous zone where humans struggled to survive due to lack of resources and due to the oppressive rule of many supernatural beings.




The games playable character is a teenage boy who is an amateur hunter of said supernatural entities. Early on in the game, he is killed by an arrogant demon but is offered another chance at life by a mysterious being named Dagda. The being gives the main character the ability to become a powerful “Godslayer”, capable not only of killing supernatural beings but also of summoning and controlling said beings to use for battle. From this point onward, it is the main characters duty to rise up against the numerous supernatural forces at war with each other to halt them from destroying what remains of mankind.



Part 2: Body I 

In order to fully understand why an audience would desire embracing the role of a villain or committing violent and heinous deeds in a built world, one must first analyse the roots that cause such a desire to manifest in the first place. It is important to examine why performing unethical acts in a fictional setting or scenario intrigues us, and what draws us to villainous characters/actions in the first place. There are multiple psychological and philosophical reasons as to why an audience would desire to fulfil these actions.

The psychiatrist Sigmund Freud provides us with one such reason, which is based on ideas revolving around “wish fulfilment”. Freud believed that humans were naturally antisocial, negative beings with highly selfish, destructive dispositions. These destructive behaviours would which ultimately lead to disaster if they were not reined in by society as shown in his quote:
“For masses are lazy and unintelligent; they have no love for instinctual renunciation, and they are not to be convinced by argument of its inevitability; and the individuals composing them support one another in giving free rein to their indiscipline (1927:7).” 

As a result, even when we manage to better ourselves and develop positive attitudes and beliefs, there is always an undercurrent of inherent malice that remains within us. This philosophy therefore dictates that an audience, (even if it were entirely made up of kind, rational and healthy-minded people) would on some base level, enjoy going through an experience where they can commit vile, egotistical deeds since such behaviour is ingrained within our collective psyches. 

Of course, this concept of the human unconscious being inherently selfish and immoral has been condemned by critics and philosophers alike, as this idea is perceived by many as one that is very old fashioned and pessimistic. The fact that there are critics who are aggressively against violence in video games due to perceiving them as toxic material that incites negative behaviour may in fact support this theory. Daniel K. Lapsley and Paul C. Stey point this out in the quote: “We noted at the outset that psychoanalysis has revolutionized human
self-understanding in this century. Yet, for all that, the theory is still very much
a product of 19th century conceptions of science (2011:8).”





Another reason as to why an audience may enjoy immorality in games, lies within the desire to simply have “freedom”. The actual world is full of numerous boundaries that prevent us from achieving many of the needs and wants we possess in our wildest fantasies. Through different forms of media, we are able to insert ourselves into certain characters and situations in order to live out these fantasies without consequences and go through experiences in a form or world that is not hindered by the same laws that hinder and hold us back in the actual world. The American-English author Henry James wrote “It appears to me that no one can ever have made a seriously artistic attempt without becoming conscious of an immense increase—a kind of revelation—of freedom (1888: 398-399)” to indicate this. 


The power fantasy is a third reason as to why an audience would wish to support a villainous role. The desire to dominate others is distinctly none heroic and is suited for negatively inclined characters. This relates to a part of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which dictates that individuals who haven’t had their most basic, fundamental needs attended to, will severely lack maturity in the aspect of themselves that wasn’t cherished and cultivated. For example, a man treated without kindness and love would later on develop issues regarding self-esteem and confidence. This leads to an envious desire to be able to regain the thing they missed and fantasise about living it out in order to satisfy what they required and craved. 




“There are certain conditions which are immediate prerequisites for the basic need satisfactions. Danger to these is reacted to almost as if it were a direct danger to the basic needs themselves. […] Thwarting in these freedoms will be reacted to with a threat or emergency response. […] These conditions are defended because without them the basic satisfactions are quite impossible, or at least, very severely endangered (1943: 383).”


A fourth reason can be found in the philosophy of Carl Jung’s shadow self.  The shadow self is the hidden nature or personality found within every human being. The philosophy states that it is essential to confront this shadow self in order to develop fully and understand ourselves better. Confrontations of a healthy nature result in the revelation and discovery of buried strengths that make us more secure, wise and confident. This is shown in the quote:

“The shadow […]  challenges the whole ego-personality, for no one can become conscious of the shadow without considerable moral effort. To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as present and real. This act is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge (1951: 14).” 

It is be hard to pinpoint an “exact” or “definitive” reason as to why an audience would desire to undertake highly negative actions in a fictional setting - the world of psychology is also ever changing and new speculations and hypothesis constantly come and go as science develops and the times change. Regardless, these theories and philosophies do allow us to at the very least gain a simple understanding on why we may enjoy violent deeds in built worlds.



Part 2: Body II 

The game SMT: IV Nocturne is unique due to the multiple endings and paths that can be pursued by the player. As the essay is focused on indulging in violence and immorality, the main route that will be analysed is the anarchy/massacre route. In short, the main ending of this route involves the main character betraying his friends (who wish to save the current universe) and creating a new world, free of the previous universes constant wars and strife between humanity, the fiendish and the divine. In doing so, the main character defeats many deities and casts aside his humanity to become a one true, dominant god. He erases his old universe, kills all of his old allies and resurrects two of them to become his completely loyal servants in the new world. 

The notion of not only getting away with, but being rewarded for killing humanity, casting aside your human form and erasing the current universe is immensely exhilarating and heinous to say the least. As quoted by Steven Johnson, “In the gameworld, reward is everywhere (2005:36).”

However, it may not actually be the evil deeds we are free to commit that make the game so enticing, but rather what the crimes mean to us. Going back to the idea of the power fantasy, we can see that it may not actually be the act itself of killing your allies that is so enthralling, but rather the relief of finally being a dominant, untouchable individual in a life where (perhaps due to a hierarchy of needs situation where the audience member in question was deprived of establishing dominance) submission reigned over them. 



Or perhaps it could be a situation where freedom is the ideal and the evil deeds committed in game, are not done out of done out of sadism, but rather from the desire to test how much freedom the audience can experience. Perhaps it is the sheer thrill of having the ability to annihilate the universe in your grasp that is luxurious, as opposed to the process of annihilation itself. As Jeffrey Goldstein states, “It is not necessarily the violence that makes violent entertainment appealing; it is what violence means to the audience that determines whether it will be entertaining or not (1998:6).”
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Fig 1. Screenshot of Dagda guiding the protagonist into becoming a God from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR-UavRJecU


[image: ]
Fig 2. Screenshot of the protagonist reviving his dead comrade into becoming an obedient goddess to serve him from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR-UavRJecU



[image: ]
Fig 3. Screenshot of the previous games hero Flynn being brainwashed into killing humanity by the protagonist’s side from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drcajpsB6NM
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Fig 4. Screenshot of the protagonist about to sit upon the throne and obtain godhood from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR-UavRJecU
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Fig 5. Screenshot of the protagonist ex-ally bemoaning the protagonist’s choice to erase the universe from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drcajpsB6NM
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Fig 6. Screenshot of Dagda encouraging the protagonist to kill all his former allies from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drcajpsB6NM
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Fig 7. Screenshot of the remains of humanity fighting fruitlessly against the protagonist – their former hero from the video game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drcajpsB6NM
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Fig 8. Screenshot of the previous games hero Flynn with his memories removed – no longer remembering what the fishing hook used to mean to him from the game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR-UavRJecU
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Fig 9. Screenshot of Dagda and the protagonist about to kill his closest friends to shed his humanity from the game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RGzx1q1ICyc

[image: ]
Fig 10. Screenshot of all the protagonist’s closest friends trying to stop him from ending the world from the game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RGzx1q1ICyc


Part of why the audience may feel engaged in playing through this route also lies in how much they empathise with the protagonist they play as – after all, the impact left on the audience after completing such a narrative would never be so strong without a rigid bond between character and player. In this case there are numerous reasons as to why the main character is easy to become a substitute for the player themselves whilst still being an independent character used not as a vessel to control, but as a character to feel sympathy for. 





The protagonist is somewhat of a blank slate, meaning it is easy for him to become a substitute for the player themselves. His canonical “name” is “Nanashi” meaning “no name”, and his story is one who’s outcome is entirely decided by the player as opposed to having a singular, unwavering narrative all for himself. His personality and attitude towards his teammates can also be altered according to the players desires. However, Nanashi still has enough of a background and enough of an already established relationship with his teammates to still feel like his own character; a character the audience can both relate to and assume control over.
According to Suzanne Keen, “The most commonly nominated feature of narrative fiction to be associated with empathy is character identification. Specific aspects of characterization, such
as naming, description, indirect implication of traits, reliance on types, relative flatness
or roundness, depicted actions, roles in plot trajectories, quality of attributed
speech, and mode of representation of consciousness may be assumed to contribute
to the potential for character identification and thus for empathy (2006: 216).” 

In a way, Nanashi could manifest as the players potential shadow-self; a character who, when starting the massacre route, will confront the audience player’s emotions and actions, forcing them to come to a realisation on how they feel about betraying their comrades and erasing the world.
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Fig 11. Screenshot of the protagonist being addressed by his canonical names from the game Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse, Atlus, 2016, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pyqcolR-Bi4&list=PLAV-xzjVBR0UjxKoZHVGrkRYDoY_IfPe7 


One may wonder if enjoying such immoral activities in a video game is correct, or beneficial or appropriate. Critics often denounced video games that are violent and aggressive as inherently harmful and destructive to the minds of the youth that play them, however, like all things, the key is in maintaining balance. In a way, violent video games are so enjoyed and liked because they are a negative outlet that can be used to induce feelings of stress relief and catharsis in the audience member playing them. By controlling and directing negative feelings into completing a goal in a built world, a player is capable of removing said negative feelings in a safe manner as opposed to unleashing them in a way that could prove unhealthy.  The quote, “the pretend context of video games may be real enough to make the accomplishment of goals matter but also safe enough to practice controlling, or modulating, negative emotions in the service of those goals (2013:72)” highlights this idea. 
By and large societal data do not appear to support this
contention. Indeed, despite an explosion in the availability of mass media and liberal-
ization of violent content in the same, we are living in what is likely the most peaceful
epoch in human history (Pinker, 2011). Further, preliminary analyses suggest that
nations with the highest level of violent media consumption are among the most
nonviolent (Washington Post, 2012)
C. J. Fergurson’s quote, “By and large societal data do not appear to support this contention. Indeed, despite an explosion in the availability of mass media and liberal-isation of violent content in the same, we are living in what is likely the most peaceful epoch in human history (Pinker, 2011). Further, preliminary analyses suggest that nations with the highest level of violent media consumption are among the most nonviolent (2014:18)” also debunks the theoru of games causing violence and aggression in the youth that plays them.



Conclusion:

Ultimately, there are many varied reasons as to why an audience would be impacted by the 
experience of killing of humanity and becoming a god in Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse. These manners of impacting the audience include giving them exhilarating repreavals from real life through embracing the ultimate ego-trip inducing, power fantasy or indulging in the sheer creative freedom of being able to go down a path of depravity and selfishness. Others involve the audience learning more about themselves as a person by confronting their shadow self when playing the game by making unpleasant or sadistic choices.  
Whilst more research does need to be done on the subject of the impact video games have on am audience overall, it has been proven that violent games such as SMT IV: Apocalypse are not only capable of harm but can be useful in directing stress and negative emotions into a healthy direction. 


Sources - 
Screenshots/Figures/Stills:

     Video: Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse - Claiming the Cosmic Egg (Apocalypse Mode)
· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aR-UavRJecU (Figures 8, 4, 2 1)



Video: Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse - Boss: Fujiwara and Skins (Apocalypse Mode)

· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=drcajpsB6NM (Figures 7, 6, 5, 3) 




Video: Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse - Joining Dagda (Apocalypse Mode / Neutral Anarchy)

· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RGzx1q1ICyc (Figures 9, 10 )




Video: Shin Megami Tensei IV: Apocalypse - Beginning: "Previously on SMTIV..."

· https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pyqcolR-Bi4&list=PLAV-xzjVBR0UjxKoZHVGrkRYDoY_IfPe7 (Figure 11)













Bibliography:

· Daniel K. Lapsley and Paul C. Stey. (2011). Id, Ego, and Superego. USA: University of Notre Dame. p.8
· Dufrense, T. (2007). Against Freud: Critics Talk Back. USA Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. p.7

· Fergursons C. J. (2014). Does Media Violence Predict Societal Violence?. USA: Journal of Communication. p. 18

· Freud, S. (1927). The Future of an Illusion. London: Hogarth Press. p.7
· Goldstein,  J.  (1998). Why We Watch: The Attractions of Violent Entertainment. USA: Oxford University Press. p.6
· Granic, I., Lobel, A., Rutger C. M. E. Engels. (2013). The Benefits of Playing Video Games. USA: American Psychological Association. p.72
· James, H. (1888). Partial Portraits. United Kingdom: Macmillan and Co,.London. pp. 398-399

· Johnson, S. (2005) Everything Bad Is Good for You. USA: Riverhead. p.36
· Jung, C. (1951). Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the Self. United Kingdom: Routledge & Kegan Paul. p.14
· Keen, S. (2006). A Theory of Narrative Empathy. USA: Ohio State University p.216
· Maslow, A. (1943) A Theory of Human Motivation. Psychological review. 50(4). 370-396. p. 383







image2.png
~ Let us go, then. We shall create a

new world with our own hands.




image3.png
a,,.wﬂ

My master has surpass!
become a god.




image4.png
Take the throné“ldd It's yours.

Autod




image5.png
You're so powerful... Imagine the
good you could do with such power!




image6.png
~ .

Kill them aII Show no mercy.




image7.png
L

”
o
- —
o
o
—
w
o
>
©
(]
r—
v
-
e
—“~
=
{
4




image8.png
%
- . '
2 A

Thisisa !is'hinq

supposed to mean?




image9.png
He will transcend the limitations of
humanity through his own will.
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