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Abstract

The Gamer’s Dilemma refers to the philosophical challenge of justifying the
intuitive difference people seem to see between the moral permissibility of enacting
virtual murder and the moral impermissibility of enacting virtual child molestation
in video games (Luck Ethics and Information Technology, 1:31, 2009). Recently,
Luck in Philosophia, 50:1287-1308, 2022 has argued that the Gamer’s Dilemma
is actually an instance of a more general “paradox”, which he calls the “paradox of
treating wrongdoing lightly”, and he proposes a graveness resolution to this paradox.
In response, we argue for four key claims. First, we accept Luck’s expansion of the
Gamer’s Dilemma to be applicable to a wider set of media, but give a novel recasting
of this in terms of the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far. Second, we develop a
novel criticism of Luck in Philosophia, 50:1287-1308, 2022 graveness resolution
to this broader paradox. Third, we argue that the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too
Far helps to expose an implicit moralism in the Gamer’s Dilemma literature when
compared to relevant nearby literatures about other forms of media. Fourth, we
consider a range of non-moral, cultural and media conventions that plausibly help
to dissolve the intuitive moral gap between non-sexual and sexual violence that is
central to this paradox.

Keywords Gamer’s Dilemma - Virtual actions - Evil - Video game ethics

1 Introduction

The Gamer’s Dilemma refers to the philosophical challenge of justifying the
intuitive difference people seem to see between the moral permissibility of enacting
virtual murder and the moral impermissibility of enacting virtual child molestation
in video games (Luck, 2009). This Dilemma has generated a large philosophical
literature (e.g. (Ali, 2015; Davnall, 2021; Kjeldgaard-Christiansen, 2020; Luck &
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Ellerby, 2013; Montefiore & Formosa, 2022; Ramirez, 2020)) and a recent empirical
exploration (Formosa et al., 2023). Recently, Luck (2022) has argued that the
Gamer’s Dilemma is actually an instance of a more general “paradox”, which he
calls the “paradox of treating wrongdoing lightly”. For example, while watching a
light-hearted or comedic movie or TV show that includes murder may seem morally
permissible, watching a similarly light-hearted or comedic movie or TV show that
features child molestation may seem morally impermissible. Recasting the Gamer’s
Dilemma in this way could justify an important shift in the literature in two respects.
First, it points both to the irrelevance of the inferactive element in video games for
the Dilemma; that is, the fact that you enact the virtual action in question through
pushing buttons (and so on) rather than merely passively consuming it as with a
film or TV show. This could undermine attempts to solve the dilemma by focusing
on these interactive elements (see Ali, 2015; Ramirez, 2020). Secondly, it suggests
that further engagement with philosophical discussions of other forms of media are
essential for properly contextualising the Gamer’s Dilemma.

In this paper, we explore these issues as follows. First, we set up the debate
by exploring the relevant background literature. We then look at whether the
Gamer’s Dilemma really is an instance of a more general dilemma or paradox,
and we argue (with some qualifications) that it is. Next, we critically discuss
Luck’s (2022) proposed graveness resolution. This is an attempt to distinguish
between the moral permissibility of light, playful or comedic treatment in various
forms of media, including video games, of fair-game virtual wrongdoings, such
as virtual murder, and the impermissibility of the similar treatment of off-limits
virtual wrongdoings, such as virtual child molestation. Finally, we consider various
upshots of our argument. In particular, we argue for the importance both of looking
to the treatments of related problems in other literatures and the limitations of the
implicit moralism in the Gamer’s Dilemma debate that engagement with these other
literatures helps to expose.

2 Background Literature

The Gamer’s Dilemma (Luck, 2009) presents the problem that while some
wrongdoings enacted in video games (which we refer to as ‘virtual wrongdoings’!),
such as virtual murder, seem to be “fair-game” (or morally permissible), and others,
such as virtual child molestation, seem to be “off-limits” (or morally impermissible),
a morally relevant distinction is unavailable to distinguish the former from the
latter in terms of moral permissibility. As a result, one is left having to either
accept that off-limits virtual wrongdoings, such as virtual child molestation, are

! “Virtual wrongdoings™ are taken here to be virtual actions that take place in single-player video games,
which are directed by adult gamers towards NPCs (non-player characters) and which would, if actually
enacted in the real-world, constitute morally wrong actions (see Seddon, 2013 & Davnall, 2021 who
challenge the generalisability of this conception of virtual action). The purpose of the limitation to sin-
gle-player video games is to avoid the complicating ethical issues that arise in multi-player virtual envi-
ronments.
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counterintuitively fair-game, or that fair-game virtual wrongdoings, such as virtual
murder, are counterintuitively off-limits.

The most popular approach to addressing the Gamer’s Dilemma is to resolve it
by identifying relevant moral differences between off-limits virtual wrongdoings
and fair-game virtual wrongdoings that would justify why the former is off-limits
and the latter is not. With virtual child molestation being the paradigm case in the
literature, some noteworthy attempts to distinguish it as off-limits include: virtual
child molestation amounting to child pornography, which is itself wrong (Bartel,
2012); contributing to the harm experienced by women by its endorsing incorrigible
social norms which eroticise inequality (Levy, 2002; Patridge, 2011, 2013); or
virtue ethical approaches which consider virtual child molestation sufficiently
more harmful to a gamer’s moral character than virtual murder (Bartel, 2020;
McCormick, 2001). Some resolving attempts have promise and can (arguably)
resolve the Gamer’s Dilemma for a limited set of cases. For example, the virtual
rape in the infamous Atari game “Custers Revenge” may be morally objectionable
on the grounds that it unambiguously advances harmful and existing real-world
social norms via its eroticising the inequality of women (as well as for other reasons)
(Levy, 2002; Patridge, 2011, 2013), and this kind of moral objection may not be
applicable to a virtual murder in the same context, as social norms that promote
murder do not exist, at least to the same extent. Therefore, a morally relevant
distinction is available, and the Gamer’s Dilemma is resolved for these cases.
However, no resolution has generated consensus in the literature as resolving the
dilemma in all cases (Montefiore & Formosa, 2022).

The alternative strategy in the literature has been to dissolve the Gamer’s
Dilemma by showing that because the dilemma’s intuitions regarding virtual murder
and virtual child molestation aren’t really held, or at least aren’t morally justified in
being held in all cases, then it is not the type of virtual wrongdoing that is morally
relevant but rather the video game features that contextualise it. For example, the
type of game being played (Ali, 2015), the context realism and perspective fidelity
of the game (Ramirez, 2020), or some other non-moral feature, such as norms
regarding what is in poor taste (see Young, 2017) or unconventional in video
games (Montefiore & Formosa, 2022), may be the relevant factor(s) in determining
the moral permissibility of virtual wrongdoings. For example, following Ramirez
(2020), the conflicting intuitions of the Gamer’s Dilemma do not plausibly get off
the ground in highly realistic video game settings which produce “virtually real
experiences”,> as both murder and child molestation may be justifiably intuited
as morally unacceptable in such contexts. A recent empirical study lends some
support to these views as it shows that, while there is a significant difference
between how people respond to the moral acceptability of virtual murder and virtual
molestation, there is also a significant difference between how people respond to
the moral acceptability of high and low realism virtual actions (Formosa et al.,

2 A virtually real experience being an experience generated from a virtual action which shares a simi-
lar (even if to a different degree) psychological, physiological and behavioural character to the virtual
action’s non-virtual (real-world) counterpart (Ramirez, 2020, 147).
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2023). However, as with resolving strategies, no consensus has emerged about any
dissolving approach being considered to have solved the dilemma in all cases, but
rather only for a limited set of cases (see Luck, 2018).

To account for dissolving and resolving approaches, the literature has moved
toward focusing on a narrowed version of the Gamer’s Dilemma limited to cases
that, when contextual features are held constant, such as genre, degree of contextual
realism, perspective fidelity and so on, may justifiably trigger the competing
intuitions that ground the dilemma. Once narrowed, the Gamer’s Dilemma appears
to remain, albeit limited in scope (see Luck, 2018; Luck, 2022; Montefiore &
Formosa, 2022; Nader, 2020). Luck’s (2022) recent claim is that while narrowing
the Gamer’s Dilemma is a needed move, to maximise explanatory strength a
solution to the narrowed Gamer’s Dilemma ought to be expanded to account for not
only all instances of the narrowed Gamer’s Dilemma, but also other moral dilemmas
that share the same formal structure and which are all captured under the umbrella
of “the paradox of treating wrongdoing lightly” (Luck, 2022). Luck thereby claims
both that the Gamer’s Dilemma is an instance of a broader set of moral dilemmas
that involve fictional, rather than merely virtual, wrongdoings, and that a resolution
to this broader paradox will also resolve the Gamer’s Dilemma.’ We turn to these
claims in the next section.

3 Is the Gamer’s Dilemma an Instance of the Paradox of Treating
Wrongdoing Lightly?

3.1 Luck’s Paradox of Treating Wrongdoings Lightly

The broader paradox Luck identifies is based on the intuitive moral impermissibility
of engaging with a representation of a wrongdoing in various modes of entertainment
that treat those fictional wrongdoings “too lightly” (Luck, 2022, p. 12). Engaging
with a form of media too lightly includes either: 1) “playful engagement” with a
wrongdoing, such as playfully engaging with a video game about a wrongdoing, as
opposed to being a professional e-sport gamer or a game critic who may have a more
“serious” attitude toward that engagement; or 2) the treatment of a wrongdoing
being in “poor taste”, such as a crude joke that trivialises a wrongdoing such as the
Holocaust. Note that the first condition refers to the players’ mode of engagement
with the game, whereas the second refers to the game’s treatment of a wrongdoing.
Presumably these two are linked, since the way that players engage with a game
is partly dependent on how the game presents itself, and the latter is likely to
encourage a certain mode of engagement with it by players. In any case, Luck
claims that there seems to be an intuitive moral difference such that there are a range

3 We are following Luck (2022) in distinguishing “virtual” from “fictional” wrongdoings, whereby the
former is a subset of the latter. Fictional wrongdoings are representations of wrongdoings but are not
necessarily represented virtually (via some kind of digital medium), whereas virtual wrongdoings are
necessarily fictional wrongdoings.
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of cases in which treating fictional murder lightly is permissible (a “fair-game”
wrongdoing) while treating fictional child molestation lightly is impermissible (an
“off-limits” wrongdoing), and there does not seem to be an obvious property that
fictional murder lacks and child molestation possesses that would morally justify
this intuitive difference. Since the Gamer’s Dilemma has the same structure as this
paradox, and this paradox is broader than the Dilemma as it covers a range of media
(including video games), it seems to follow that the Gamer’s Dilemma is a specific
instance of this more general “paradox”.

Is this argument plausible? To explore this point, we consider two objections to
this argument. The first objection is that the interactive element of video games is
essential to the Gamer’s Dilemma and this level of interactivity is absent in other
forms of media, and thus the Gamer’s Dilemma cannot be subsumed under this
broader paradox since it does not take interactivity to be an essential feature of cases
that fall under it. The second objection is that there are instances of the Gamer’s
Dilemma that do not involve treating a fictional wrongdoing “lightly”, and thus
(once again) the Gamer’s Dilemma cannot be subsumed under a broader paradox
that makes treating a wrongdoing lightly an essential feature of cases that fall under
it. We shall consider each objection in turn.

3.2 IsInteractivity Essential to the Gamer’s Dilemma?

A common way of differentiating video games from other forms of media is in terms
of the interactivity of the medium, which leads to greater levels of immersion and
agency (see Brey, 1999, 2003; Ramirez, 2020; Cogburn & Silcox, 2014; Murray,
2017; Ali, 2015; Davnall, 2021; Polito & Hitchens, 2021). Interactivity has
consequently played its part in some attempts to deal with the Gamer’s Dilemma
(see Ali, 2015; Ramirez, 2020; Tillson, 2018). For example, Ali (2015) argues that
virtual wrongdoings in video games, be it murder or child molestation, which are
simulated by the player through interactivity, rather than merely witnessed as part
of a game’s unfolding narrative (i.e. lacks interactivity), aligns a game’s in-game
context with the context the gamer is desiring to realise, and this feature of virtual
wrongdoings is what, according to Ali, makes them morally salient.

While interactivity is certainly an important element of video games, is it essential
to the Gamer’s Dilemma? That is, is the fact that one does not merely observe a
depiction of a virtual wrongdoing but in some way causes the virtual wrongdoing
through pushing buttons (or moving a mouse or joystick and so on) essential to
grounding the intuitions that form the basis of the Gamer’s Dilemma? For Luck’s
move to recast the Gamer’s Dilemma as an instance of a broader “paradox” that
goes beyond interactive media to work, it must be the case that interactivity is not
essential to the Dilemma.

Interactivity in video games raises several contentious issues, including: what
the nature of video game interactivity amounts to given the broad diversity of
virtual “environments” and virtual entities in those environments (Davnall, 2021);
how interactive video games can really be said to be (Cogburn & Silcox, 2014);
and whether a clear binary distinction can be drawn between video games and other
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forms of media along the lines of interactivity given the cognitive processes involved
in one’s engagement with ‘non-interactive’ media are interactive (see Walton, 1990;
Davnall, 2021; Rorty, 2006). Nonetheless, as a recent empirical study (Polito &
Hitchens, 2021) has shown, there is a clear psychological difference to be noted
between those media that have direct controls that give the perception of influence,
such as video games (labelled as “interactive media”), and those that do not, such as
film, television, and literature (labelled as “non-interactive media”). In this study,
some of the noted psychological differences for participants using interactive,
rather than non-interactive, media included “reduced agentive involuntariness, but
increased flow, presence, character involvement, and time perception” (Polito &
Hitchens, 2021).

What is unclear, however, is if these immersive features of interactivity can
underwrite the moral difference people seem to intuit between virtual murder and
virtual child molestation in video games. The property of flow (or automaticity)
and distorted time perception (e.g. losing track of time) seem less morally relevant
here (see Rau et al., 2006), whereas increased presence (i.e. conceiving of oneself as
actually present in the virtual world) (see Sanchez-Vives & Slater, 2005; Sheridan,
1992) and character identification (i.e. identifying with the character in the game)
(see Murray, 2017) do seem morally relevant. When a player controls an avatar in
an interactive medium, such as video games, as compared to watching an identical
visual representation in a non-interactive film or tv show, studies such as this show
us that they will tend to feel more “present” and feel greater “identification” with
what that avatar does in the game. Greater presence and identification will make it
feel more like the player themself is doing the wrongful actions depicted in the video
game, rather than watching someone else perform those identical wrongful actions
in non-interactive media. This may be even more of a concern in mediums such as
VR (Ramirez & LaBarge, 2018) which can potentially produce even higher degrees
of presence and/or identification (see Sanchez-Vives & Slater, 2005; Slater et al.,
2006). Insofar as this makes it more likely that an interactive medium, such as video
games, will produce a more “virtually real experience” (Ramirez & LaBarge, 2018),
that is, where we experience a simulation as if it were real (i.e. it feels like we are
really murdering or molesting someone), than in non-interactive media, and insofar
as these seem like morally relevant features, it follows that the interactivity of video
games is an essential feature of (at least some cases of) the Gamer’s Dilemma. If so,
then the Gamer’s Dilemma and the paradox of treating wrongdoing lightly (assum-
ing there is such a thing), would seem to be about different things (at least in some
cases), as the former relies (in at least some cases) on a moral concern with high
degrees of presence and identification caused by interactive mediums, such as video
games, whereas the latter does not.

We think that this provides us with a compelling reason to believe that the interactivity
of video games may, in at least some cases, be an important moral feature that may
explain why engaging with a virtual wrongdoing could be morally impermissible, since
it might be wrong to have the virtually real experience of murdering or molesting others
(for more on this line of argument, see Ramirez, 2020). However, this consideration may
not be enough to justify the stronger claim that interactivity is an essential feature of the
Gamer’s Dilemma for the following three reasons.
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First, video games that don’t produce, or produce to a high degree, a virtually
real experience with high degrees of presence and identification, may still be
intuited as morally off-limits or not fair-game. For example, imagine a highly
offensive game that glorifies the sexual abuse or murder of children, but does
so with very low-quality graphics and with a story and mechanics designed to
alienate players, such as being played from a god’s eye perspective, which
together do not encourage the player’s identifying with the perspective of the
in-game avatar (see Ramirez (2020) for discussion of the former and Davnall
(2021) for discussion of the latter factor). Nonetheless, such a game may still
generate Gamer’s Dilemma cases as people may intuit that murder, but not sexual
molestation of children, is permissible in this game, even though it produces low
levels of presence and identification in the player.

Second, virtual wrongdoings that generate a high level of presence and identification
via their being interactive may be in some cases morally unobjectionable regardless
of those features being generated, due to the kind of agency manifested by the player
(or morally objectionable in virtue of the kind of agency manifested). For example,
Mildenberger (2017) distinguishes between three kinds of virtual agency in regard
to virtual killing in multiplayer games, which we shall adapt here for our purposes to
take place in high presence, single-player video games and be applied to other virtual
wrongdoings, such as virtual child molestation. These three kinds of virtual agency
are role-playing, virtual acting, and acting. ‘“Role-play” involves a player virtually
acting as if they shared the beliefs and desires of their virtual identity (the character
of the avatar they are controlling); for example, one desires to run over an innocent
pedestrian NPC in GTA insofar as they are role-playing that this is what they qua their
avatar desires. “Virtual acting” involves a player virtually acting in the interest of their
own beliefs and desires to achieve in-game or virtual ends; for example, the desire to
run over an innocent pedestrian NPC in GTA insofar as this is what they as a gamer
desire, where their desires have in-game ends (i.e. to progress through the game).
Finally, “acting” involves a player virtually acting in the interest of their own non-
virtual beliefs and desires by using the virtual medium to realise non-virtual ends; for
example, a player desires to run over an innocent pedestrian NPC in GTA to upset their
friend who is watching and asked them not to. Mildenberger argues that, in multiplayer
video games, it is only the last kind of virtual agency—acting—which could be
morally objectionable, and not because of the content of the virtual wrongdoing (i.e.
it being an instance of virtual murder or virtual child molestation) but rather because
of it “deliberately and non-consensually evoking disagreeable emotions in others”
(Mildenberger, 2017, 185). All that is necessary to accept for our purposes is that moral
assessments of virtual wrongdoings involve more than just a consideration of how
interactive an action is qua immersive features or qua agency, which the above agential
distinctions from Mildenberger highlights. Thus, it may be the case that ‘role-play’
experiences of virtual killing are morally unobjectionable even though they qualify as
virtually real and agential via their being highly interactive.

Third, there is something importantly correct about Luck’s move, following
Davnall’s (2021) “deflationary approach”, to identify the Gamer’s Dilemma as an
instance of a broader phenomenon concerning the depiction of fictional acts qua
fictional representations, rather than virtual acts per se. This is because there is a
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consistency to be noted between the far different standards that are commonly
applied to the presence of (non-sexual) violence and the presence of sexual violence,
especially against children, in various forms of media. For example, the Australian
Guidelines for the Classification of Computer Games, 2012 (Cth) state that the
weaker condition of a game merely containing “descriptions or depictions of child
sexual abuse” are sufficient to refuse classification, whereas the much stronger
condition of “violence with a very high degree of impact which are excessively
frequent, prolonged, detailed or repetitive” is needed to refuse classification.
Unsurprisingly, these varying standards track onto similar cultural standards and
legal frameworks being applied to various forms of media, including both interactive
and non-interactive mediums (e.g. the Australian Guidelines for the Classification of
Computer Games, 2012 is based on the Commonwealth Classification (Publications,
Films and Computer Games) Act 1995). It therefore makes sense to see the Gamer’s
Dilemma as an instance of this broader phenomenon, even if the interactivity of the
medium complicates that story.

However, there may nonetheless be important differences between different
forms of media. For example, literature, as a non-audio-visual medium, may have
more scope to deal with some of these issues, such as child sexual abuse, than
audio-visual mediums, such as films and video games. The fact that books don’t
face the same sort of classificatory regime that audio-visual mediums such as
films, television and video games are subject to provides some evidence in support
of this suggestion. Further, games which promote very high levels of presence
and identification may be more morally problematic when they contain depictions
of wrongdoings as they make it feel more like the gamer is actually perpetrating
those wrongs themselves (which could harm their moral character and so on).
For example, Ramirez (2020, 144) notes that the sexual assault which fictionally
occurs in Shakespeare’s play Titus Andronicus fails “to generate the kind of
controversy that games involving murder, sexual assault, or pedophilia generate”.
While for Ramirez this may indicate an important dimension of the Gamer’s
Dilemma specific to video games, it may instead indicate that the medium via
which a fictional wrongdoing is expressed adds a contextually relevant factor for
determining its intuitive moral acceptability.*

3.3 Does a Broader Gamer’s Dilemma Need Wrongdoings to be Treated Lightly?

This leads to Luck’s second key claim, that what is going on in such cases is that we
are treating fictional wrongdoings lightly, and some wrongs are “off limits” to treat
in this way (such as child molestation) and others are “fair game” to treat in this way
(such as murder), across a range of media. However, an important objection to this
claim is that our intuitive concern with fictional representations of child molestation
can occur even when these cases are not treated lightly. Recall that treating lightly
can occur either because one engages with it in playful manner (see Seddon, 2013)

4 We won’t explore these differences here further, but they do seem important (and our call for further
research also points in this direction).

@ Springer



Crossing the Fictional Line: Moral Graveness, the Gamer’s... Page 9 0of 21 58

or because the treatment is in poor taste (see Young, 2019). Of course, it is a mistake
to think that all video games and all video game play is “playful”, insofar as this
contrasts with “serious”. Luck does not make this mistake, referring to e-sport gamers
and film (or we could add game) critics as examples not fitting the category of playful
engagement. More broadly, lots of other modes of engagement with games, such as
“superplay” which involves play orientated around game mastery, such as high score
pursuit, speedrunning, sequence breaking and pacifist play, would also seem to fit this
category of ‘non-playful’ play (see Newman, 2008). While nobody may be taking
Candy Crush Saga too seriously, other morally intense games, such as The Walking
Dead or The Last of Us, are games that many gamers play seriously (Nguyen, 2020),
demanding the same kind of serious aesthetic engagement with which one watches a
morally challenging film or play. That is, these games do not treat their content in a
light, comedic or playful manner and appropriate engagement (see Ali, 2015; Nader,
2020) with that content by gamers is also not playful, even though they are still only
“playing” the game and not, for example, “reviewing” it as a professional critic.

Building on this point, games involving objectionable depictions of child
molestation might be intuitively seen as wrong even when the games encourage
players to take the depicted act seriously (rather than playfully), and some gamers
do in fact take it seriously. For example, a game designed to allow paedophiles
to take seriously virtual child molestation might be seen as morally unacceptable
even though the game, and gamers, do not engage with the depicted wrongdoings
“playfully” (in any sense of the term). However, perhaps such cases are instead
matters of “poor taste”. But that also seems not to be the case, at least in the
sense Luck (following Young, 2019) uses the term to mean trivialising an
objectively wrong act. The above-mentioned game, far from trivialising the
objectionable depictions of child molestation, makes this wrongdoing its core and
serious focus. Such a game seeks to glorify or intensify, rather than trivialise,
the virtual wrongdoing in question, and again, this could plausibly make us see
it as more morally unacceptable because of its lack of playfulness.’ In contrast,
our intuitive concern with fictional off-limits wrongdoings may be in some cases
diffused in virtue of their fictional representation being treated lightly.® Take
for example Lubitsch’s WWII comedy film To be or Not to Be [Film] (Lubitsch,
1942) and its use of satire in exposing the ridiculousness of the Nazi’s ideology.
By treating the Nazis as a comedic object, the film (arguably) successfully shows
how in some cases making light of serious wrongdoings may be an appropriate
fictional approach (or at least not clearly an inappropriate approach) to fictionally
representing grave events.

Drawing these points together, there does seem to be an intuitive moral difference,
or at least different cultural standards, regarding how murder (and other forms of

> Which is not to say that a more playful version would be morally acceptable.

6 Research from Ekdahl & Osler (2023) have shown that serious engagement with video games that
leads to higher levels of skill and habituation, for example, the kind of engagement professional e-sports
players bring to video games, may cause the player to experience deeper levels of immersion. This kind
of serious engagement coupled with the professionalisation of violent video game activity may raise
novel ethical issues unavailable to lightly treated virtual wrongdoings.
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nonsexual violence), compared to how child molestation (and other forms of sexual
violence), are treated in a range of interactive and non-interactive mediums, with
much more permissive standards in the case of murder rather than in the case of child
molestation. However, whether or not the depicted wrongdoings in question are treated
lightly, or engaged with lightly, does not seem essential to this difference, since it also
holds in some cases when those wrongdoings are treated, or engaged with, seriously.
The remaining philosophical challenge then becomes to show whether some property
or feature can be pointed to that would justify the different moral standards applied to
these two cases. In the next section, we look at whether Luck’s (2022) suggestion that
the graveness of the depicted wrongdoing can successfully justify this difference.

4 Does Graveness Resolve the Paradox?

The previous section suggests that there is a more general problem here, but it
does not seem to be the problem of treating wrongdoings lightly. Rather, the
problem seems to be how to justify that, intuitively, a much wider range of cases
of murder and other forms of non-sexual violence are seen as morally acceptable
to depict and engage with in a range of different media (including video games),
compared to the comparatively narrower range of cases of sexual violence and
child molestation that are seen as morally acceptable to depict and engage with.
One way to account for this difference might be, as Luck suggests, in terms of
graveness.

For Luck (Luck, 2022, 14), “graveness refers here to something like seriousness
or solemnity”. Graveness is an “objective property” that is “sensitive to both
extrinsic and intrinsic factors” (Luck, 2022, 15). The latter refers to inherent moral
features of the act, and the former to things such as “the social context of the
wrongdoing; how long ago the wrongdoing occurred; how distanced from reality
a fictional wrongdoing may be; and who committed the wrongdoing™ (Luck, 2022,
15). Off-limit wrongs, such as “rape, molestation and homophobic insults” are, Luck
argues, also instances of “oppression”, or the long-term systematic denial of justice,
which are very grave, whereas fair-game wrongs, such as murder, are not typically
instances of oppression. The fact that they are also instances of oppression makes
off-limit wrongdoings, for Luck, sufficiently graver than fair-game wrongdoings to
the extent that it is permissible to treat the latter but not the former lightly. The other
ways that acts can be more grave is if the wrongdoings being depicted happened
very recently (the “foo soon” phenomenon in comedy), or if the depicted situations
or acts are too close to reality (the “foo close” phenomenon), or if it involves
the use of a misrepresentation of a group (e.g. black people) by another group
(e.g. white people) that has a long history of systematically benefiting from such
misrepresentation (Luck, 2022, 17). While Luck does not consider this list of ways
that acts can be very grave to be exhaustive, he clearly takes it to be illustrative of at
least the key cases.

Luck’s list includes a seemingly ad hoc range of issues lumped together under the
broader rubric of graveness, and while some of these issues clearly are morally rel-
evant, it is not clear in all cases that they really make a wrongdoing (or its depiction)
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graver to a sufficient extent. We shall start with the “too soon” and “too close” phe-
nomena. These are indeed morally relevant considerations. But the moral issue is
not so much temporal or fictional distance per se. For example, many people may
get very upset if certain religious or national figures or symbols are not treated with
sufficient reverence. But some of these depicted figures can be very temporally dis-
tant, such as Jesus or Muhammad. Time is relevant only because people tend to care
more deeply about more recent events and persons (e.g. people will likely be more
upset about a crude joke made about a recently departed loved one compared to the
same joke made 40 years later), although not exclusively as instances of depictions
of historically distant religious figures make clear. To give an inverse example, a
depiction of the humiliation of a homeless person that nobody seems to care about
might involve a matter that happened very recently (i.e. too soon) and be very accu-
rate in its depictions (i.e. too close), but the fact that it is temporally and fictionally
nearby doesn’t seem to make its depictions more morally grave than it otherwise
would be. In this case, the temporal and fictional nearness has little extra impact
because no one (let’s assume) cares deeply about this person.

What such cases reveal is that what matters, morally, is that some people will be
very upset if something they care about deeply, or is central to their self-image, is
treated in ways they see as being disrespectful. This is a morally relevant considera-
tion since actions that greatly upset others give us defeasible reasons not to perform
such actions. Of course, these considerations need not be over-riding or absolute,
since, all things considered, it may be permissible or appropriate to, for example,
mock a religious figure even if it will upset a lot of people. Similarly, these consid-
erations are also not infallible, since the fact that most people don’t seem to care
that a homeless person was humiliated (as in our above example) doesn’t make that
act morally better. However, the fact that a certain depiction will deeply upset a lot
of people is a morally relevant consideration which may require looking for more
sensitive and respectful depictions unless there are good overriding reasons not to
do so, such as because one is making an important political point. We could extend
this observation to the core cases of the Gamer’s Dilemma by noting that many peo-
ple will tend to care deeply about, and thus become upset by, certain depictions of
child molestation in video games, and they tend not to care nearly as deeply, and
thus not get as upset, about similar depictions of murder in video games. But that is
just another way of repeating the grounding moral intuitions at play in the Gamer’s
Dilemma, and it doesn’t really help us to see if those intuitions have robust moral
foundations such that we can point to a relevant feature that justifies the moral dif-
ference in question without being viciously circular.

Further, we don’t think it is correct that all intuitively off-limit wrongdoings are in
fact graver, or even graver at all, than some intuitively fair-game wrongdoings. While
Luck is right to note that the broader category of moral wrongdoing can be broken up
into other sub-categories, such as oppression, he does not also engage with the litera-
ture and category of moral evil which is deeply concerned with the issues of moral
graveness and degrees of moral wrongness (e.g. Bernstein, 2002; Calder, 2013; Card,
2002; Formosa, 2008, 2019; Garrard, 1998; Morton, 2004; Russell, 2014). Indeed, a
central focus of that literature is the nature of moral graveness and the extent to which
“evil” is reducible (or not) to an action being very, very wrong. Features typically
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discussed in that literature that make an act morally graver, and thus potentially an
evil action, include the type and degree of harm suffered by victims, such as whether
a harm is sufficiently “life-wrecking” (Formosa, 2008), the types of motives that
perpetrators of those acts have, such as whether they were motivated by sadism or
acted intentionally (Kramer, 2014), and responses of incomprehension when trying to
understand how others could act so badly (Russell, 2012).

In the literature on (real-world) evil, acts such as murder, torture, and chopping
people’s limbs off when inflicted for the sake of sadistic enjoyment or competitive
advantage are typically considered to be very morally grave and thus candidate evil
actions, given the extreme harm they inflict from reprehensible motives. However,
virtual versions of these actions are routinely considered fair-game wrongdoings in
video games and other forms of media. In contrast, actions which might not be can-
didate evil actions in the real-world, may be seen as off-limits in video games even
though they are less morally grave than some evil actions. For example, commit-
ting mild but repeated and intentional mockery of a disabled child from a misguided
desire to “impress” some friends, rather than from taking any pleasure in the act,
would probably be considered by many to be off-limits in a video game, whereas the
sadistic torture, murder, or chopping off of limbs of other characters for competitive
advantage would be considered by many to be fair-game in a video game. However,
on most (if not all) theories of evil about the real-world equivalents of these actions,
the latter actions would be the morally graver, given the life-wrecking or life-ending
harms perpetrated for sadistic purposes, in contrast to the comparatively minor harm
involved in the (still morally reprehensible) mild mockery of a disabled child. Or
at the very least, it seems that no plausible theory of evil would hold that the mild
mockery of a disabled child is so significantly morally graver than sadistic murder,
torture, or limb chopping-off that this could ground a substantive moral difference
in the permissibility of depicting the latter but not the former. Even so, many people
would find the latter (i.e. murder, torture, etc.) more morally acceptable than the for-
mer (i.e. mild but repeated mockery of a disabled child) to perpetrate and depict in
a video game, indicating that whatever may be underwriting or fuelling these intui-
tions, it does not consistently track onto the degree of the moral graveness of the
depicted act.

To further strengthen this last point, consider as another indication of moral
graveness the severity of punishment for different crimes. While the relationship
here is far from perfect, for most penal codes and retributivist lines of thinking (e.g.
Corlett, 2001), the moral graveness or seriousness of the crime or wrong in question
typically bears at least some degree of proportionality to the punishment it warrants
(even if there are other relevant considerations, such as deterrence or remorse, that
are considered). Murder is typically considered in penal codes to be a very serious
wrong deserving of some of the harshest punishment. While various forms of sexual
violence, such as rape or child molestation, are also considered very serious crimes,
they are typically not punished more severely than murder (see, for example, sec-
tion 19(a)(1) & section 66(a) to 66(d) of the Crimes Act 1900 (NSW); Holmes, 2013;
Taussig, 2012). Again, while in no way conclusive on its own, it adds some prima
facie weight against the claim that child molestation and other off-limit wrongdo-
ings are significantly morally graver than murder and other fair-game wrongdoings.
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Indeed, our sentencing regimes seem to suggest, in line with much of the literature
on evil, the opposite view, namely that murder is more morally grave, or at least
not significantly less morally grave, than molestation (all else being equal). This
suggests once again that, whatever is underwriting the differing intuitions people
have about the moral acceptability of depictions of murder and molestation in video
games and other forms of media, it is not, contra Luck, the significantly different
degrees of moral graveness of the depicted actions that is doing that work.

5 From the Gamer’s Dilemma to the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too
Far

Thus far, we have agreed with Luck’s (2022) move to expand the Gamer’s Dilemma
into other fictional settings to bolster the Dilemma’s explanatory scope. This
endorsement, however, comes with the caveat, argued for above, that those fictional
instances need not be treated or engaged with lightly to trigger the intuitions ground-
ing the Gamer’s Dilemma. This shifts the problem from one of being unable to
rationally explain why virtual murder is justifiably intuited to be morally acceptable
and virtual child molestation morally unacceptable in video games (i.e. the Gamer’s
Dilemma), to the problem of being unable to rationally explain why some fictional
wrongdoings are justifiably intuited as fair-game, such as many fictional instances
of murder, and others are justifiably intuited as off-limits, such as many fictional
depictions of sexual assault or the molestation of children. To make it distinct, we
shall call this latter problem the “Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far” (which is a
slight modification of Luck’s (2022) “paradox of treating wrongdoing lightly” that
removes the focus, argued for above, on treating wrongdoings lightly). This move
allows us to see the Gamer’s Dilemma as an instance of this broader paradox applied
to specific examples in the context of video games.

One of the main benefits of recontextualising the Gamer’s Dilemma as an
instance of a broader paradox is that we can both reuse the resources of the Gam-
er’s Dilemma literature and apply them to this broader paradox, and we can reuse
the resources of a range of other literatures that are relevant to the broader paradox
and apply them to the Gamer’s Dilemma. We hope to demonstrate these benefits by
attempting to expose a largely implicit moralism in the Gamer’s Dilemma literature
(but, for a recent exception, see Luck, 2023) that a focus on the broader paradox
may help to disabuse us of and thereby open us up to new alternatives. We argued
above that Luck’s attempt to resolve the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far by
appealing to a moral property, that of the graveness of actions, fails to account for
the (purported) intuitive difference between fair-game and off-limit fictional wrongs
in all relevant cases. One response to this argument might be to search around for
some other moral property (or properties) that can account for this intuitive differ-
ence. However, to assume that we need to look for a moral property to explain this
intuitive difference is the implicit moralism that we wish to contest here. We can
see a similar move in recent discussions of the Gamer’s Dilemma where it has been
argued that the lack of consensus around any successful resolution or dissolution to
the Gamer’s Dilemma that appeals to moral properties might suggest that we need to
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look to something else besides moral properties to explain what is going on with the
Dilemma and its grounding intuitions (Montefiore & Formosa, 2022; Young, 2016).
This leads to an analogous view that a moral explanation may not be able to account
for the intuitive difference between fair-game and off-limits fictional wrongdoings
that grounds the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far. While by rejecting the grave-
ness resolution to this paradox we have not ruled out the possible success of other
moral approaches to resolving this paradox, we do claim that its failure and the cur-
rent state of the Gamer’s Dilemma at least motivates us to explore the alternatives,
which we shall now do.

If differing moral properties cannot explain the intuitive difference between off-
limits and fair-game wrongdoings in fictions, what else can? Here we claim that a
focus on aesthetic, cultural, and conventional norms that function both in and across
different media, and which are a common feature in other literatures, can help us
to provide plausible answers to this question. This appeal harks back to Luck’s ini-
tial, and quickly dismissed, proposed resolution to the Gamer’s Dilemma concern-
ing social convention. Luck was right to reject this approach to the extent that an
appeal to conventional normativity won’t necessarily entail a moral norm (see Kass,
2002; Luck, 2009; Luck, 2019; Young, 2016). However, this is only a problem if
we seek to resolve the dilemma by providing a morally relevant distinction between
fair-game and off-limits fictional wrongdoings. Instead, one might, in the same spirit
as dissolving approaches in the literature (e.g., Ali, 2015; Ohman, 2020; Ramirez,
2020), appeal to the normativity of various cultural and aesthetic conventions to fur-
ther contextualise our intuitions to the extent that their seeming moral force is (argu-
ably) explained away on other non-moral grounds.

We turn first to cultural norms. It is easy to treat our intuitions as if they are infallible
trackers of morality (see Singer, 2005) and ignore the extent to which non-moral
normative concerns, such as our cultural context, tend to shape our intuitive appraisals.
For example, via this approach we can note that conventional permissibility around
fictional representations will likely differ from culture to culture, and as a result the
intuitions that ground the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far may only get off the
ground in certain cultural contexts. For example, Young (2016, 22) argues that if “we
take Japan as a contemporary example of a society with different social conventions
regarding sexualized imagery,” then it is not hard to see how those in other cultural
contexts either might not intuit virtual child molestation as morally impermissible or
might not be so ready to intuit virtual murder as morally permissible (for empirical
support for the claim that virtual murder may not be seen as morally acceptable,
see Formosa et al., 2023). Of course, we may just bang the table and insist that our
intuitions are morally correct and that everyone else’s are mistaken, but at the very least
we should concede that it is at least possible that our so-called moral intuitions about
such cases may either be mistaken or may in fact not really be moral intuitions but
rather may be misinterpreted cultural intuitions (or something else).

We can add further weight to this suggestion by considering individual differences.
A recent empirical study (Formosa et al., 2023) has shown that intuitions about the
moral acceptability of virtual murder and virtual molestation in video games vary by
individual gaming experience. In particular, participants with high levels of gaming
experience found virtual wrongdoings, including both murder and molestation cases,
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to be more morally acceptable than those with lower levels of gaming experience
(Formosa et al., 2023). Intuitions about the Gamer’s Dilemma therefore seem to vary
according to the amount of gaming experience an individual has, with more experienced
gamers taking a less moralising view of virtual actions. Whether this is because they
are desensitised to the morality of virtual violence or because they are better able to
see that virtual actions are “just a game” and therefore morally acceptable is, however,
unclear (Formosa et al., 2023). What this suggests is that a further non-moral feature,
namely gaming experience, impacts the intuitive acceptability of fictional wrongdoings
for individuals, and this raises the broader puzzle of whether those with high or low
amounts of relevant experience are in a better or worse position to be making moral
judgements regarding the moral acceptability of fictional wrongdoings.

Further, what may be intuited as fair-game or off-limits fictional wrongdoings in
one medium, or within one genre of a medium, may differ when placed in a dif-
ferent media context. Consider, for example, the varying, while all controversial,
receptions of Nabokov’s (1955) novel Lolita and the subsequent Kubrick (1962) and
Lyne (1997) film adaptations. Kubrick’s adaptation was edited by censors to make
it “appropriate” for film audiences by lessoning the erotic aspect of Humbert’s rela-
tionship with Lolita (see Green, 2020), which is informative as to the different kinds
of presumed limits afforded to representations of immorality across media. One way
to account for these differing limits may be due to intrinsic features of the medium.
Perhaps, for example, fictional depictions of child molestation are less confronting
in non-audio-visual media such as literature (as compared to video games or films),
and this may allow for more nuance and scope for tackling morally challenging con-
tent in literature (as opposed to video games or films), thereby justifying a more
morally permissive attitude toward fictional wrongdoings in that media context.

Alternatively, there may be nothing fundamentally remarkable about literature
that makes morally challenging content fair-game in that media context and not in
other media contexts. It might instead be historically contingent associations with
literature, and now cinema, as ‘“artistic” mediums able to tackle morally chal-
lenging ideas, while other “non-artistic” mediums, such as video games, that are
not conventionally seen in this way, that guides conventional norms concerning
the acceptability of fictional wrongdoings across different mediums. For exam-
ple, the video game Heavy Rain, while arguably not comparable as a work of art
with the novel Lolita, attempts to achieve a similar kind of sympathetic attitude
towards fictional wrongdoers in a way that video games seem primed to do, and
in principle capable of, through their capacity to produce heightened levels of
perspective fidelity. Of course, these historically contingent associations are mal-
leable, and over time, video gaming may take on the associations as a medium for
artistic expression (at least more so than it currently does) (see Nguyen, 2020).
Therefore, it is unclear why it is morally acceptable, if done in similarly taste-
ful and mature ways, for fictional wrongdoings to be explored in one medium
but not another. In any case, seeing the Gamer’s Dilemma as a sub-problem of a
broader Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far should encourage us to look more
broadly at the treatment of, and changing moral, aesthetic, or cultural judgments
about both violence and sexual violence against adults and children in a range of
mediums.
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An important objection to our suggestion here that there may be a range of non-
moral features, such as cultural norms, individual differences in familiarity with
media, and various medium-specific norms, that may account for our intuitions
about what constitutes fair-game and off-limits fictional wrongdoings is: why then
do these intuitions appear to many people to be at least prima facie moral? Why, to
at least some people, do off-limits fictional wrongdoings appear morally off-limits
and not merely conventionally off-limits? Luck (2023), in response to Montefiore
and Formosa (2022), answers by appealing to what appears to be the simplest expla-
nation, namely that our moral intuitions are indeed morally grounded. Without clear
evidence it is hard to answer this question, but drawing on the only empirical study
so far of this question suggests four explanations. There may be others.

The qualitative component of the study by Formosa and colleagues (Formosa
et al., 2023) found that the three most common negative themes participants used
to explain why the relevant virtual action was morally unacceptable was that “it
was just wrong”, that it is “disgusting or sickening”, and that it “makes us morally
worse”. The most common positive theme in support of the virtual action being
morally acceptable, and indeed the only positive theme widely mentioned in
the study, was that it was “just a game”. The first theme mentioned above points,
according to the study, to the potential problem of “moral dumbfounding”, that is,
of “maintaining a moral judgement, without supporting reasons” (McHugh et al.,
2017), since participants did not clearly explain why the virtual action in question
was wrong. One potential reason why people might not be able to come up with
moral reasons in support of their judgment is that they are confusing what might be
a conventional norm, such as the prohibition against incest (see Haidt et al., 2000),
for a moral one. The second theme points to a related issue, which is the (contested)
role that disgust responses might have in colouring moral judgments (see Haidt
et al., 1993). Some people may be confusing a disgust response to, for example,
virtual molestation, for a moral assessment (See Kjeldgaard-Christiansen, 2020).
The third negative theme points to the problem that people might be basing their
moral assessment of fictional wrongdoings on either an unproven or false belief, in
this case about the causal role that playing video games with objectionable content
will have in making us morally worse. As discussed in much detail in the Gamer’s
Dilemma literature, we lack good evidence for this claim, which is not to say that
the claim is false, merely that it is unproven (see Young, 2016). Finally, the most
used positive theme that “it is just a game” points back to a range of amoralist views
in the literature that argue that virtual actions take place inside a morally insulating
magic circle and should not accordingly be appraised through a (real-world)
moral lens (see Huizinga, 1944; Juul, 2008; Nguyen, 2017; Salen & Zimmerman,
2003; Stenros, 2014a, 2014b). This leaves open the view that off-limits fictional
wrongdoings might be what Patridge (2011, 306) calls “juvenile, or in bad taste, or
even boring, but not morally objectionable”. In other words, some people may be
confusing violations of conventional or taste norms in different fictional contexts,
such as their being in bad taste, with their being a violation of moral norms because
the off-limits fictional wrongdoing appears to be morally charged.

It is of course still possible that we may yet find moral grounds for the prima
facie intuitive immorality of off-limits fictional wrongdoings. Further, individuals
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may simply have been unable to expand upon, or articulate in an experimental
condition, the moral reasons that they may have had that provide the justificatory
grounds for their moral intuitions (see Luck, 2023). However, what we have shown
here is that by considering the available empirical evidence and the paradox across
a range of media, a stronger candidate for what is causing the prima facie intuitive
immorality of off-limits fictional wrongdoings in many, if not most, cases of the
Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far seems to be non-morally relevant features
of the fictional wrongdoing (such as its violation of medium-specific conventions)
and the observer of that wrongdoing (such as their cultural context or experience
with a medium).

Further, a refocusing of the Gamer’s Dilemma in the context of the Paradox of
Fictionally Going Too Far may also illuminate interesting points of comparison as
to how fictional wrongdoings are treated across a range of media. In particular, there
seems to be an asymmetry whereby the moral status of video game wrongdoings
is being subject to moralist assumptions in the Gamer’s Dilemma literature much
more readily than other fictional wrongdoings, such as those in film or theatre,
are in other literatures. Consider the following three nearby examples alongside
the Gamer’s Dilemma. In the film studies literature concerning the Paradox of
Horror’, an amoralist approach is commonly assumed (e.g., Carroll, 1990; but see
Woodcock, 2013 & DiMuzio, 2006 for exceptions), followed by a consideration of
what it is about fictional wrongdoings (which involve horrific imagery), that make
them appealing. In the philosophy of fiction literature on the puzzle of imaginative
resistance® (see Gendler, 2000; Gendler & Liao, 2015; Levy, 2005) an amoralist
approach is once again commonly assumed, followed by considerations about why it
is that some fictional wrongdoings provoke imaginative resistance more than others.
Finally, in the analytic aesthetics literature on the Paradox of Fiction, an amoralist
approach is once again commonly assumed, followed by a consideration of whether
it is rational to be emotionally moved by fictional events at all (e.g. see Friend, 2008;
Radford & Weston, 1975).°

In contrast, in the Gamer’s Dilemma literature it is not only commonly implied that
it is rational to be emotionally (or at least morally) moved by off-limit video game
wrongdoings, but it is also rational to be so moved on justified moral grounds. The
treatment of fictional wrongdoings in these other literatures therefore make their

7 The Paradox of Horror is the puzzle that “that audiences are attracted to horrific subject matter in fic-
tional contexts despite the fact that they would never seek to experience this subject matter in real life.”
(Woodcock, 2013, 316)

8 The puzzle of imaginative resistance can be broken down into several distinct problems (see Gendler
& Liao, 2015), however the central puzzle is that there seems to be a limit to what an author can claim
to be fictionally true. Fictional claims which violate this limit, and therefore have their fictional truth
resisted, usually centre around authorial claims concerning moral permissibility which conflict with our
real-world intuitions concerning moral permissibility.

° The Paradox of Fiction is not necessarily concerned with fictional wrongdoings, but fictional events
generally. However, we can happily apply the paradox of fiction to fictional wrongdoings for our pur-
poses here. The Paradox is that if we believe it is only rational to be emotionally moved by non-purely
fictional events (we ought to not feel emotionally concerned for people that are completely imaginary, for
example), then it is irrational to be emotionally moved by purely fictional events, yet we feel as though
emotional responses to purely fictional events are rational.
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central foci weaker claims concerning whether it is rational to have a particular emo-
tional response to, find appealing, or imaginatively resist (off-limits) fictional wrong-
doings, whereas the stronger claim of whether engaging with an off-limits fictional
wrongdoing is immoral over and above its being fictionally immoral is largely not
entertained (see e.g. Brey, 1999; but see Young, 2015 for an exception). This suggests
that if the Gamer’s Dilemma is an instance of the broader Paradox of Fictionally Going
Too Far, and we ought to therefore treat off-limit video game wrongdoings as a subset
of off-limits fictional wrongdoings, then we are either overestimating the importance
of moral intuitions in video game contexts or underestimating their importance in
these other literatures. However, given that we have argued above that we seem to have
stronger grounds for suspecting that there are non-moral rather than moral bases that
can best explain the intuitions that ground the Gamer’s Dilemma, we therefore have
little reason to hold that, for example, imaginative resistance to an off-limits fictional
wrongdoing entails the immorality of engaging with that fictional wrongdoing.

6 Conclusion

In this paper, we have argued for four key moves. First, we have accepted Luck’s
expansion of the Gamer’s Dilemma to be applicable to a wider set of media, but given
a novel recasting of this in terms of the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far. This
move was motivated by a rejection of Luck’s requirement that fictional wrongdoings
need to be treated lightly to be subject to the paradox. Second, we developed a novel
criticism of Luck’s (Luck, 2022) graveness resolution to this broader paradox. Third,
we argued that the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far helps to expose an implicit
moralism in the Gamer’s Dilemma literature when compared to relevant nearby litera-
tures about other forms of media. Finally, we considered a range of non-moral, cultural
and media conventions that plausibly help to dissolve the intuitive moral gap between
non-sexual and sexual violence that is central to the broadened paradox. However, fur-
ther research is needed to support our argument about the role different forms of media
and degrees of expertise in these forms of media may play in influencing intuitions
concerning the moral and non-moral acceptability of fictional off-limits wrongdoings,
and to explore the practical implications (if any) of our claims for classificatory guide-
lines and the social acceptance of morally confronting video games.

Author contribution TM & PF provided an equal contribution in writing this manuscript.
Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and its Member Institutions
Data availability Not applicable.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate Not applicable.

Consent for publication Consent from authors obtained.

@ Springer



Crossing the Fictional Line: Moral Graveness, the Gamer’s... Page 190f21 58

Competing interests The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licen
ses/by/4.0/.

References

Ali, R. (2015). A new solution to the gamer’s dilemma. Ethics and Information Technology, 17(4), 267—
274. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-015-9381-x

Bartel, C. (2012). Resolving the gamer’s dilemma. Ethics and Information Technology, 14(1), 11-16.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-011-9280-8

Bartel, C. (2020). Video games, violence, and the ethics of fantasy: killing time. London: Bloomsbury
Publishing.

Bernstein, R. J. (2002). Radical evil: A philosophical interrogation. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Brey, P. (2003). The Social Ontology of Virtual Environments. American Journal of Economics and Soci-
ology, 62(1), 269-282. https://doi.org/10.1111/1536-7150.t01-1-00011

Brey, P. A. (1999). The ethics of representation and action in virtual reality. Ethics and Information Tech-
nology, 1(1), 5-14. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010069907461

Calder, T. (2013). Is evil just very wrong? Philosophical Studies, 163, 177-196. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11098-011-9806-2

Card, C. (2002). The atrocity paradigm: A theory of evil. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Carroll, N. (1990). The philosophy of horror: Or, paradoxes of the heart. New York: Routledge.

Cogburn, J., & Silcox, M. (2014). Against Brain-in-a-Vatism: On the Value of Virtual Reality. Philosophy
& Technology, 27(4), 561-579. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-013-0137-4

Corlett, J. A. (2001). Making Sense of Retributivism. Philosophy, 76(295), 77-110. https://doi.org/10.
1038/scientificamerican0906-84sp

Davnall, R. (2021). What Does the Gamer Do? Ethics and Information Technology, 23, 225-237. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10676-020-09558-8

DiMuzio, G. (2006). The Immorality of Horror Films. International Journal of Applied Philosophy,
20(2), 277-294. https://doi.org/10.5840/ijap200620222

Ekdahl, D., & Osler, L. (2023). Expressive avatars: Vitality in virtual worlds. Philosophy & Technology,
36(2), 24. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-023-00628-5

Formosa, P. (2008). A Conception of Evil. The Journal of Value Inquiry, 42(2), 217-239. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10790-008-9118-8

Formosa, P. (2019). Difterent substantive conceptions of evil actions. In T. Nys & S. de Wijze (Eds.), The
Routledge handbook of the philosophy of evil (pp. 256-266). Routledge.

Formosa, P., Montefiore, T., Ghasemi, O., & McEwan, M. (2023). An empirical investigation of the
Gamer’s Dilemma: A mixed methods study of whether the dilemma exists. Behaviour & Informa-
tion Technology, 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2023.2178837

Friend, S. (2008). Imagining Fact and Fiction. In K. Stock & K. Thomsen-Jones (Eds.), New Waves in
Aesthetics (pp. 150-169). Palgrave-Macmillan.

Garrard, E. (1998). The Nature of Evil. Philosophical Explorations, 1(1), 46—60.

Gendler, T. S. (2000). The Puzzle of Imaginative Resistance. The Journal of Philosophy, 97(2), 55-81.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2678446

Gendler, T. S., & Liao, S. (2015). The Problem of Imaginative Resistance. In N. Carroll & J. Gibson
(Eds.), The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Literature (1st ed., pp. 405—418). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315708935-35

@ Springer


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-015-9381-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-011-9280-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/1536-7150.t01-1-00011
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010069907461
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-011-9806-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-011-9806-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-013-0137-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/scientificamerican0906-84sp
https://doi.org/10.1038/scientificamerican0906-84sp
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-020-09558-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-020-09558-8
https://doi.org/10.5840/ijap200620222
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-023-00628-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10790-008-9118-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10790-008-9118-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2023.2178837
https://doi.org/10.2307/2678446
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315708935-35

58 Page 20o0f21 T. Montefiore, P. Formosa

Green, S. (2020). Teenage kicks: Kubrick’s ‘Lolita’ versus Lyne’s ‘Lolita.” The Indiependent. https://
medium.com/the-indiependent/teenage-kicks-kubricks-lolita-versus-lyne-s-lolita-abOb3ae8756d.
Accessed: 08/02/2023

Guidelines for the Classification of Computer Games 2012 (Cth). Available from: https://www.legis
lation.gov.au/Details/F2012L.01934. Accessed 10 Feb 2023

Haidt, J., Bjorklund, F., & Murphy, S. (2000). Moral dumbfounding: When intuition finds no reason.
Unpublished Manuscript, University of Virginia.

Haidt, J., Koller, S. H., & Dias, M. G. (1993). Affect, culture, and morality, or is it wrong to eat your
dog? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65(4), 613—628. https://doi.org/10.1037//
0022-3514.65.4.613

Holmes, J. (2013). Sentencing snapshot: Child sexual assault, 2009-2010. NSW Bureau of Crime
Statistics and Research.

Huizinga, J. (1944). Homo ludens: A study of the play-element in culture. New York: Angelico Press.

Juul, J. (2008). The magic circle and the puzzle piece (pp. 056-057). University Press.

Kass, L. (2002). Life, liberty, and the defense of dignity: The challenge for bioethics. New York:
Encounter Books.

Kjeldgaard-Christiansen, J. (2020). Splintering the gamer’s dilemma: Moral intuitions, motivational
assumptions, and action prototypes. Ethics and Information Technology, 22(1), 93—102. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10676-019-09518-x

Kramer, M. H. (2014). The Nature of Evil. The American Journal of Jurisprudence, 59(1), 49-84.

Kubrick, S. (1962). Lolita. Seven arts.

Levy, N. (2002). Virtual child pornography: The eroticization of inequality. Ethics and Information
Technology, 4(4), 319-323. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021372601566

Levy, N. (2005). Imaginative resistance and the moral/conventional distinction. Philosophical Psy-
chology, 18(2), 231-241. https://doi.org/10.1080/09515080500169660

Lubitsch, E. (1942). To be or not to be. United Artists.

Luck, M. (2009). The gamer’s dilemma: An analysis of the arguments for the moral distinction
between virtual murder and virtual paedophilia. Ethics and Information Technology, 1, 31.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-008-9168-4

Luck, M. (2018). Has Ali dissolved the gamer’s dilemma? Ethics and Information Technology, 20(3),
157-162. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-018-9455-7

Luck, M. (2019). Can Young’s constructive ecumenical expressivism resolve the gamer’s dilemma?
Journal of Information, Communication and Ethics in Society, 17(1), 31-41. https://doi.org/10.
1108/jices-02-2018-0017

Luck, M. (2022). The Grave Resolution to the Gamer’s Dilemma: An Argument for a Moral Dis-
tinction Between Virtual Murder and Virtual Child Molestation. Philosophia, 50, 1287-1308.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11406-021-00455-y

Luck, M. (2023). Has Montefiore and Formosa resisted the Gamer’s Dilemma? Ethics and Informa-
tion Technologies, 25(31), 1-6. https://doi.org/10.1007/3s10676-023-09705-x

Luck, M., & Ellerby, N. (2013). Has Bartel resolved the gamer’s dilemma? Ethics and Information
Technology, 15(3), 229-233. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-013-9322-5

Lyne, A. (1997). Lolita. Pathé.

McCormick, M. (2001). Is it wrong to play violent video games? Ethics and Information Technology,
3(4), 277-287. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1013802119431

McHugh, C., McGann, M., Igou, E. R., & Kinsella, E. L. (2017). Searching for Moral Dumbfounding:
Identifying Measurable Indicators of Moral Dumbfounding. Collabra: Psychology, 3(1), 1-24.
https://doi.org/10.1525/collabra.79

Mildenberger, C. D. (2017). Virtual killing. Philosophical Studies, 174(1), 185-203.

Montefiore, T., & Formosa, P. (2022). Resisting the Gamer’s Dilemma. Ethics and Information Tech-
nology, 24(3), 31. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-022-09655-w

Morton, A. (2004). On Evil . New York: Routledge.

Murray, J. H. (2017). Hamlet on the holodeck: The future of narrative in cyberspace (Updated Edi-
tion). MA: MIT Press.

Nabokov, V. (1955). Lolita. Olympia Press.

Nader, K. (2020). Virtual competitions and the gamer’s dilemma. Ethics and Information Technology,
22, 239-245. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-020-09532-4

Newman, J. (2008). Playing with videogames. London: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/97802
03892619

@ Springer


https://medium.com/the-indiependent/teenage-kicks-kubricks-lolita-versus-lyne-s-lolita-ab0b3ae8756d
https://medium.com/the-indiependent/teenage-kicks-kubricks-lolita-versus-lyne-s-lolita-ab0b3ae8756d
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2012L01934
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2012L01934
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.65.4.613
https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.65.4.613
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-019-09518-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-019-09518-x
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021372601566
https://doi.org/10.1080/09515080500169660
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-008-9168-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-018-9455-7
https://doi.org/10.1108/jices-02-2018-0017
https://doi.org/10.1108/jices-02-2018-0017
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11406-021-00455-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-023-09705-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-013-9322-5
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1013802119431
https://doi.org/10.1525/collabra.79
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-022-09655-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-020-09532-4
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203892619
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203892619

Crossing the Fictional Line: Moral Graveness, the Gamer’s... Page210f21 58

Nguyen, C. T. (2017). Philosophy of games. Philosophy Compass, 12(8), €12426. https://doi.org/10.
1111/phc3.12426

Nguyen, C. T. (2020). Games: agency as art. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Ohman, C. (2020). Introducing the pervert's dilemma: A contribution to the critique of Deepfake
Pornography. Ethics and Information Technology, 22(2), 133-140. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10676-019-09522-1

Patridge, S. (2011). The incorrigible social meaning of video game imagery. Ethics and Information
Technology, 13(4), 303-312. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-010-9250-6

Patridge, S. L. (2013). Pornography, Ethics, and Video Games. Ethics and Information Technology,
15(1), 25-34. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-012-9310-1

Polito, V., & Hitchens, M. (2021). Digital media impacts multiple aspects of self-representation: An
investigation of flow, agency, presence, character identification, and time perception. Psychology of
Popular Media, 10(3), 303—-318. https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000330

Radford, C., & Weston, M. (1975). How Can We Be Moved by the Fate of Anna Karenina? Aristotelian
Society Supplementary, 49(1), 67-94. https://doi.org/10.1093/aristoteliansupp/49.1.67

Ramirez, E. J. (2020). How to (dis)solve the Gamer’s Dilemma. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice,
23(1), 141-161. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-019-10049-z

Ramirez, E. J., & LaBarge, S. (2018). Real moral problems in the use of virtual reality. Ethics and Infor-
mation Technology, 20(4), 249-263. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-018-9473-5

Rau, P.-L. P, Peng, S.-Y., & Yang, C.-C. (2006). Time distortion for expert and novice online game play-
ers. Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 9(4), 396—403. https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2006.9.396

Rorty, R. (2006). Is Philosophy Relevant to Applied Ethics? Business Ethics Quarterly, 16(3), 369-380.

Russell, L. (2012). Evil and incomprehensibility. Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 36(1), 62-73. https://
doi.org/10.1111/1.1475-4975.2012.00234.x

Russell, L. (2014). Evil: A Philosophical Investigation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Salen, K., & Zimmerman, E. (2003). Rules of play: game design fundamentals. MA: MIT Press.

Sanchez-Vives, M. V., & Slater, M. (2005). From presence to consciousness through virtual reality.
Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 6(4), 332-339. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn1651

Seddon, R. F. J. (2013). Getting ‘virtual’ wrongs right. Ethics and Information Technology, 15(1), 1-11.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-012-9304-z

Sheridan, T. B. (1992). Musings on Telepresence and Virtual Presence. Presence Teleoperators and Vir-
tual Environments, 1(1), 120-126. https://doi.org/10.1162/pres.1992.1.1.120

Singer, P. (2005). Ethics and Intuitions. The Journal of Ethics, 9(3/4), 331-352.

Slater, M., Antley, A., Davison, A., Swapp, D., Guger, C., Barker, C., Pistrang, N., & Sanchez-Vives, M.
V. (2006). A Virtual Reprise of the Stanley Milgram Obedience Experiments. PLoS One, 1(1), €39.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0000039

Stenros, J. (2014a). In Defence of a Magic Circle: The Social, Mental and Cultural Boundaries of Play. Trans-
actions of the Digital Games Research Association, 1(2), 2. https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v1i2.10

Taussig, I. (2012). Sentencing snapshot: Homicide and related offences. NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics
and Research

Tillson, J. (2018). Is it distinctively wrong to simulate doing wrong? Ethics and Information Technology,
20(3), 205-217. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-018-9463-7

Walton, K. (1990). Mimesis as make-believe: On the foundations of the representational arts. Havard
University Press.

Woodcock, S. (2013). Horror Films and the Argument from Reactive Attitudes. Ethical Theory and
Moral Practice, 16(2), 309-324. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-012-9338-7

Young, G. (2015). Violent video games and morality: A meta-ethical approach. Ethics and Information
Technology, 4, 311. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-016-9386-0

Young, G. (2016). Resolving the gamer’s dilemma: Examining the moral and psychological differences
between virtual murder and virtual paedophilia. New York: Springer International Publishing.

Young, G. (2017). Integrating Poor Taste into the Ongoing Debate on the Morality of Violent Video
Games. The Computer Games Journal, 6(4), 227-237. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40869-017-0044-5

Young, G. (2019). An Expressivist Account of the Difference Between Poor Taste and Immorality. Ethi-
cal Theory and Moral Practice, 22(2), 465-482. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-019-09998-2

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12426
https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12426
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-019-09522-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-019-09522-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-010-9250-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-012-9310-1
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000330
https://doi.org/10.1093/aristoteliansupp/49.1.67
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-019-10049-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-018-9473-5
https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2006.9.396
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4975.2012.00234.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4975.2012.00234.x
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn1651
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-012-9304-z
https://doi.org/10.1162/pres.1992.1.1.120
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0000039
https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v1i2.10
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-018-9463-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-012-9338-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-016-9386-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40869-017-0044-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-019-09998-2

	Crossing the Fictional Line: Moral Graveness, the Gamer’s Dilemma, and the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Background Literature
	3 Is the Gamer’s Dilemma an Instance of the Paradox of Treating Wrongdoing Lightly?
	3.1 Luck’s Paradox of Treating Wrongdoings Lightly
	3.2 Is Interactivity Essential to the Gamer’s Dilemma?
	3.3 Does a Broader Gamer’s Dilemma Need Wrongdoings to be Treated Lightly?

	4 Does Graveness Resolve the Paradox?
	5 From the Gamer’s Dilemma to the Paradox of Fictionally Going Too Far
	6 Conclusion
	References


