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Foreword

Itis a great privilege to be able to write a few prefatory words about Designing Games for Ethics: Models,
Techniques, and Frameworks. Games are one of the most powerful and durable new forms of popular
culture for the information age. More and more, the challenging models of mastery, which are embodied
in all games, are being explicitly applied to games for learning. What Karen Schrier and David Gibson
have done in bringing these contributions together is asked us to think about the ethics of what it means
to design games and to think of how we can design games that help us to explore and understand ethics.

Media theorist Henry Jenkins has addressed the dual challenges of encoding a moral vision into a
game and developing moral frameworks around the experience of playing a game. He notes that “...the
first requires an intervention on the level of design, or encouraging the people who make the games to
take seriously their potential as a medium for exploring ethical issues. The second requires an intervention
on the level of education, or fostering a mode of play that encourages players to use games to perform
meaningful thought experiments and using them as a vehicle through which to explore and refine their
own emerging ethical perspectives.” This collection of articles expands upon the designer-educator theme
and brings to readers the personal journeys of researchers, developers, and explorers.

The essays in this collection focus on the challenges Jenkins identifies, and also extend beyond those
to other different, interlocking issues and questions. How do we design the best possible games for
fostering ethical thinking in an urgent and timely manner? What theories help us understand the ethi-
cal imperatives of the stories, rules, systems, worlds, and images we design? Are there methodologies
developed in other fields that we might appropriate for the study of the ethics of game design? How do
we weigh the relative impact of images and narrative, and rules and systems, and what is the relationship
of all of these to the actual experience of playing a game, including the mechanics and qualities that
make a game exciting? Since both narrative and game rules are intertwined, what are the signs of effec-
tive integration? How do we measure “effectiveness” in ethical terms? What about the social aspects of
play—how do the norms and values of an online world or offline peer group inform our experiences?
What are the inherent dangers as well as potentials?

There are also specific cultural factors to be included. For example, how are marginalized groups
served or harmed more by a game that focuses on their characteristic struggles? One ethical issue all
game designers confront relates to violence in games. What is the line between realism and violence,
especially when portraying those in economically-disadvantaged worlds? Is there a way for violence to
be a subject of ethical inquiry for the game player without being exploitative? Why is the very notion
of violence in games so controversial in our society?

Similarly, in what ways does gender factor into the discussion of ethics in gaming? A world without
girls and women is hardly ethical, but how does one represent females in games in a way that is egalitar-
ian and appropriate given the way that many forms of popular culture, including game culture, feature
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and sometimes exploit sexuality so flagrantly? Simply representing females without conventional beauty
prescriptions circumvents one set of problems, while introducing equally problematic ethical concerns.

None of these are easy questions, and none of the answers are simple either. These essays often
combine the scholarly with the experiential, and, in some cases, game designers learn lessons in the
course of trying to teach ethics. More than one author, for example, sets out on the educational path,
determined to “teach an ethical lesson” through a game, only to wind up learning a lesson instead. That
experience helped them to add complexity and nuance to their original conceptions, and perhaps even
to their early idea of what does or does not constitute an “ethical” game dilemma. What will their next
game development idea involve as a result? Will they begin with an historical event or a situation where
history will be made through peer-to-peer pedagogy? Other authors examine the impact of immersive
reality on deciding among multiple perspectives. Such an experience can heighten the discomfort of
leaving aside one’s initial ethical positions, to accept the legitimacy of another’s point of view. Does
such an experience expand the definition and cultural value of a game?

We have entered a new era, with constantly evolving platforms for communication and learning, and
we concomitantly innovative ways to think about game design, game play, game practice, and game me-
chanics. These essays lead the way, offering us many new possibilities in digital games and simulations.
No one can predict what the games of the future will be. That’s as it should be. Uncertainty, intrigue,
problems, and challenges that require on-the-spot decision making are the heart of game mechanics
and are also at the heart of this serious, thoughtful, imaginative, and challenging inquiry into Designing
Games for Ethics.

Cathy N. Davidson

Ruth F. DeVarney Professor of English and John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute Professor of In-
terdisciplinary Studies

Duke University

www.hastac.org

www.dmlcompetition.net

Cathy N. Davidson is the Ruth F. DeVarney Professor of English and the John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute Professor of
Interdisciplinary Studies at Duke University. Her work for the last decade has focused on the role of technology in the twenty-first
century. In 1999 she helped create ISIS (the program in Information Science + Information Studies) at Duke University and, in
2002, co-founded HASTAC (Humanities, Arts, Science, and Technology Advanced Collaboratory, pronounced “haystack”), an
international network of networks with now over 4500 members. Her MacArthur research (with HASTAC co-founder David Theo
Goldberg) was hosted on the interactive Institute for the Future of the Book website and then published as MacArthur report,
The Future of Learning Institutions in a Digital Age (MIT Press). From 1998 until 2006, Davidson served as Vice Provost for
Interdisciplinary Studies at Duke and she was a founding co-director of the John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute. Davidson
is the author or editor of some twenty books on wide-ranging topics including technology, the history of reading and writing,
literary studies, travel, Japan, Native American writing, electronic publishing, and the future of learning in a digital age. Her
forthcoming book is Now You See It: The Science of Attention in the Classroom, at Work, and Everywhere Else (forthcoming,
Viking Press, 2011). Davidson blogs regularly on new media and learning as Cat in the Stack at www.hastac.org.



	Foreword

