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How Moralistic is the Usage and Portrayal of World War Two in Video Games?
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This essay will be looking into the representation of modern war in video games, focussing on World War Two. This will allow an exploration on how historical events are modernly portrayed and whether this is done primarily for accuracy or to cater to the audience. The morals surrounding these issues will be the main focus of the essay. Areas such as how moralistic are the following – profiting from modern war, interactivity with violent content, inaccurate representation of war, and army recruitment of people using games – will be examined. Doing this will allow a more critically analysis of whether such games are primarily about knowledge or action, whether this is moral, and what purpose the setting of World War Two serves that a fantasy war or world could not.

Violence in video games is something that has been in discussion for a number of years, given as the reasoning behind many deplorable acts. Bearing the brunt of this reputation is First Person Shooter games. Although these games are violent in nature, and many blame them for violence in people, it is questionable as to whether the two forms can be compared. First Person Shooter, often abbreviated to FPS, games are a genre of game where the player sees from the first-person angle, as the character would see, with the aim to shoot and kill enemy npcs (non-player-characters) or players. It is one of the most popular game genres in the 21st century and has been commercially available for several years.
The original Castle Wolfenstein (1981) is a stealth game that involves sneaking around, impersonating, and killing enemy soldiers whilst attempting to find and escape the castle with secret war plans[footnoteRef:1]. There are eight difficulty levels alongside new military ranks, each gained by completing the previous one[footnoteRef:2]. Castle Wolfenstein and its sequels inspired the development and popularity of several game genres, most importantly here are the World War Two and First-Person Shooter (FPS) genres[footnoteRef:3]. First released in 2003[footnoteRef:4], Call of Duty is a team-oriented FPS game set in World War Two, including American, British, and Russian campaigns as the player fights across Europe against enemy German forces[footnoteRef:5]. The series is heavily involved in the popularisation of the World War Two FPS genre and is perhaps best known for its multiplayer combat option - though this is not necessarily a positive reputation for many. [1:  http://strategywiki.org/wiki/Castle_Wolfenstein - accessed 20/04/2022]  [2:  http://strategywiki.org/wiki/Castle_Wolfenstein - accessed 20/04/2022]  [3:  Allison, T., 2010, pp.185]  [4:  http://strategywiki.org/wiki/Call_of_Duty - accessed 20/04/2022]  [5:  http://strategywiki.org/wiki/Call_of_Duty - accessed 20/04/2022] 


Unfortunately, the reputation of many games, especially FPS’s, is poor for women. Rampant oversexualisation of avatars and players alike, although women made up 45% of video game players (in the US) in a 4000-person survey in 2021[footnoteRef:6], they consistently face more issues than men. In an online survey taken by 874 people in 2012, it was found that 67.5% of women hid their sex whilst playing to avoid harassment[footnoteRef:7]. In 2021 a different study of 900 women placed this figure to 59% - but 77% still faced discrimination based on their gender[footnoteRef:8]. Although some may brush this off as something that only happens in virtual realities and therefore not a problem, in the 874-person study, 19.5% of women reported that the harassment continued even after the game had finished[footnoteRef:9], meaning they were not safe even after leaving the game. Additionally, despite accusations of women using their sex as leverage being common on online spaces, the 2012 study showed that only 9.9% of female participants had done, whilst 12.9% of male participants had lied that they were female to use as leverage at least once[footnoteRef:10]. In a study of 163 games, it was found that the skill level of a male player impacted how he reacted to other players[footnoteRef:11]. Figures could not be found for female players, as none spoke during the matches[footnoteRef:12] – unsurprising when the collected data is taken into account. The study showed that the lower the skill level of a male player, the more likely he was to respond aggressively to pre-recorded messages in a woman’s voice, despite them being harmless – e.g “I like this map” and “nice shot there” [footnoteRef:13]. However, the same scenario with a male voice had fewer less aggressive responses and higher skilled male players were found to react more positively to the female messages. The study suggested that these patterns were a result of the lower skilled men being afraid of being labelled unmasculine, and the higher skilled men attempting to impress the women[footnoteRef:14]. Interestingly, when we look at negative messages received by men and women, it has been found that for men they are more likely to be based off of a perceived lack of masculinity, and for women off of nothing more than their gender – and women are four times more likely to receive such messages than men[footnoteRef:15]. [6:  https://www.statista.com/statistics/232383/gender-split-of-us-computer-and-video-gamers/ - accessed 10/04/2022]  [7:  https://blog.pricecharting.com/2012/09/emilyami-sexism-in-video-games-study.html - accessed 10/04/2022]  [8:  https://www.reach3insights.com/women-gaming-study - accessed 10/04/2022]  [9:  https://blog.pricecharting.com/2012/09/emilyami-sexism-in-video-games-study.html - accessed 10/04/2022]  [10:  https://blog.pricecharting.com/2012/09/emilyami-sexism-in-video-games-study.html - accessed 10/04/2022]  [11:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4503401/ - accessed 10/04/2022]  [12:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4503401/ - accessed 10/04/2022]  [13:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4503401/ - accessed 10/04/2022]  [14:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4503401/ - accessed 10/04/2022]  [15:  https://blog.pricecharting.com/2012/09/emilyami-sexism-in-video-games-study.html - accessed 10/04/2022] 


First released in 2002, the America’s Army video game series is a free to play tactical shooter game, combining both fps play and more mundane aspects of military life like medical training and driving[footnoteRef:16]. The series was funded and developed by the US Army for use as a promotional tool, aiming to attract new young recruits and improve the view of the army in the publics eye. It did indeed succeed, and had more impact on recruitment than all other advertisements combined[footnoteRef:17] - 4/100 recruits had joined the army specifically because of the game[footnoteRef:18], and in 2008 a study found that 30% of 16-24 year old American’s thought more positively of the army because of the game[footnoteRef:19]. Despite this, the games online servers will close on the 5th of May 2022, as the army is looking into other methods of recruitment[footnoteRef:20]. [16:  http://pcgamer.com/uk/americas-army-is-finally-closing-for-good/ - accessed 18/04/2022]  [17:  http://pcgamer.com/uk/americas-army-is-finally-closing-for-good/ - accessed 18/04/2022]  [18:  http://web.archive.org/web/20130714065157/http://www.aclu.org/files/pdfs/humanrights/crc_report_20080513.pdf - accessed 18/04/2022]  [19:  http://pcgamer.com/uk/americas-army-is-finally-closing-for-good/ - accessed 18/04/2022]  [20:  http://nme.com/news/gaming-news/u-s-army-funded-game-americas-army-to-shut--down-after-20-years-3157644 - accessed 18/04/2022] 


There are many moral issues surrounding this game series and its usage for recruitment. Proposed by the UN in 2000, the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict suggested the establishment of 18 as the minimum age for all recruitment and service in the armed forces, though several countries opposed this and established their own ages, the US setting theirs to 17[footnoteRef:21]. Despite this, the US armed forces routinely target children under the age of 17 through schools, campuses, and more – the America’s Army games being one such example. Age rated at teen, the developers of the games chose to adhere to such standards that the game would not be moved into a higher age rating[footnoteRef:22], meaning that they could continue targeting younger children. In order to create an account and log in, players have to connect through the army’s recruitment website where they must give their information[footnoteRef:23]. [21:  http://web.archive.org/web/20130714065157/http://www.aclu.org/files/pdfs/humanrights/crc_report_20080513.pdf - accessed 18/04/2022]  [22:  http://web.archive.org/web/20130714065157/http://www.aclu.org/files/pdfs/humanrights/crc_report_20080513.pdf - accessed 18/04/2022]  [23:  http://brookings.edu/articles/meet-the-sims-and-shoot-them/ - accessed 18/04/2022] 


However, these games give players a false perception of war. Framed to be clean, fast-paced, skill-based, with confirmed kills and more, games suggest war to be something that can be mastered, without the risks of injury, PTSD, and death. Additionally, the majority of these battles are scripted, their outcomes are prewritten in history and code. The player is supposed to win and so they do - if the player’s character is to die, they can simply respawn. There are no true consequences to war in video games, and if it gets too much the player can simply turn off the game. Furthermore, they only show a small glimpse of the full battle – the killing. The political and strategical elements are discarded and the whole act of war is simplified to simply kill and die. 

In some cases, these types of video games have become used as tools for training soldiers, or even treating psychological disorders caused by combat[footnoteRef:24], such as PTSD. Usage as a training tool raises a number of concerns regarding the difference between video games and reality, and the previously mentioned issues of the sanitising of war. However, more crucially there is the concern of real-life training being neglected in place of virtual training[footnoteRef:25]. Whilst useful, have the trainees really learned the skills taught, or have they simply learned to play the video game? The most effective treatment for PTSD is prolonged exposure therapy, where patients are helped to recall their trauma and over time become more desensitised to their triggers[footnoteRef:26]. Virtual reality exposure therapy is the usage of virtual reality to do this, something especially effective as it allows for adjustable conditions and interactivity in a safe environment - licensed therapists are able to gradually introduce patient specific triggers and coping skills are worked on[footnoteRef:27]. Virtual Vietnam and Virtual Iraq are two examples of this[footnoteRef:28]. Not only has this method been proven effective, but more ex-soldiers are also willing to try it as opposed to traditional therapy[footnoteRef:29], something many avoid due to fears of being labelled as weak, unmasculine, or admitting that they have a disorder. [24:  http://brookings.edu/articles/meet-the-sims-and-shoot-them/ - accessed 18/04/2022]  [25:  http://brookings.edu/articles/meet-the-sims-and-shoot-them/ - accessed 18/04/2022]  [26:  https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4704/4209 - accessed 25/05/2022]  [27:  https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4704/4209 - accessed 25/05/2022]  [28:  https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4704/4209 - accessed 25/05/2022]  [29:  https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/4704/4209 - accessed 25/05/2022] 


The three main examples of real-life used in video games in this essay are for entertainment, for soldier recruitment and training, and for the treatment of combat caused psychological disorders such as PTSD. The usage of real-world combat in video games serves no purpose other than entertaining the players, and very much simplifies the act of war to kill or be killed. Based off of the usage of traumatic real-world events that caused the deaths and suffering of millions, despite a fantasy setting being just as if not more capable of creating compelling stories, this can be seen as an immoral usage. Using games to train soldiers has issues with lack of real-life skills, and the usage for recruitment has numerous problems in regards to concerns of indoctrination of children. Although their usage in this manner does have a purpose, the false perception of war that they push is essentially a lie, and so this can also be seen as an immoral usage. However, the usage of real life conflicts as a treatment for psychological disorders such as PTSD has both a purpose and has been proven to be effective. Although the patients taking part will experience discomfort, this is necessary to help them to learn to cope with the symptoms caused by, and by extension, their disorders, so therefore can be called morally just. However, these are all interpretations of opinion, which can differ throughout time and person. To conclude, the morality of using real life war and conflict in video games can be dependent on the context in which it is done.
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