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Extended Abstract

In recent years, video games have evolved into potent cultural and cognitive
artifacts that transcend mere entertainment. They immerse players in rich, deci-
sion-driven experiences involving moral dilemmas, philosophical reflection, and
identity exploration. Central to these experiences is the notion of user agency—the
player’s capacity to make meaningful choices that influence the game’s narrative
trajectory and virtual environment. Particularly in genres such as role-playing and
narrative-driven adventure games, players transition from passive recipients to
active co-authors of the game world. This shift has attracted interdisciplinary at-
tention across philosophy, game studies, and media theory. This paper critically
examines user agency through philosophical, social, and political lenses, high-
lighting its implications for understanding freedom, ethical responsibility, identity
formation, and sociopolitical critique in digital game environments.
Introduction: Interactive narrative games, with their emphasis on branching
storylines and moral consequences, offer a fertile ground for philosophical and
ethical inquiry. Unlike linear media, these games grant players significant influ-
ence over story outcomes, character development, and thematic progression. This
interactivity transforms gameplay into a site of existential exploration—raising
questions about autonomy, authenticity, and the construction of meaning in both
virtual and real worlds. Games such as The Witcher 3, Detroit: Become Human,
and Papers, Please reflect this complexity, demanding player choices that echo
real-life moral and political dilemmas. The growing academic interest in these dy-
namics situates user agency at the core of debates surrounding digital subjectivity,
ethics, and narrative engagement.

Objectives: This study seeks to analyze the philosophical underpinnings and so-
ciopolitical consequences of user agency in interactive narrative video games.
It explores how such games function as reflective arenas for grappling with key
philosophical themes—freedom, ethics, death, and identity—and how they enable
players to rehearse and internalize moral reasoning, social critique, and political
consciousness.

Methodology: A qualitative, analytical-hermeneutic approach forms the meth-
odological backbone of this research. Drawing from phenomenology, the study
investigates players’ lived experience within game environments—how they per-
ceive, interpret, and navigate virtual spaces. From an existentialist standpoint, the
research interrogates freedom, responsibility, and self-formation through in-game
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decision-making. Conceptual analysis focuses on a set of narrative-rich games
(The Witcher 3, Detroit: Become Human, Dark Souls, and Papers, Please), sup-
ported by relevant scholarship from game studies, narrative theory, and the philos-
ophy of technology.

Results: The findings indicate that user agency in games operates on four inter-
connected levels:

1. Technical: The design architecture enables or constrains user interaction.

2. Narrative: Player decisions influence story progression and outcomes.

3. Interpretive: Meaning-making emerges from the player’s engagement with
morally charged scenarios.

4. Ethical: Games simulate moral tension and accountability through choice-driv-
en gameplay.

Philosophically, this interplay confronts players with the paradox of freedom: de-
spite the illusion of agency, choices are bounded within coded structures, echoing
themes in determinism and compatibilism. Ethically, players must navigate di-
lemmas—e.g., justice vs. loyalty—highlighting the potential for moral reflection.
Identity-wise, role-playing allows for the exploration of alternative selves and
moral standpoints, turning gameplay into a rehearsal space for ethical experimen-
tation.

On the sociopolitical front, certain games simulate structural inequality, bureau-
cratic control, and crisis governance—as in Papers, Please—exposing players to
systems of power, surveillance, and moral ambiguity. Multiplayer and commu-
nity-driven games also foster collective agency and deliberation, broadening the
social dimensions of user choice.

Conclusion: User agency in interactive narratives extends far beyond game me-
chanics; it serves as a dynamic platform for philosophical engagement and socio-
political commentary. By enabling reflective decision-making, video games offer
players a virtual space to wrestle with real-world ethical, existential, and political
challenges. This underscores the need to view games not merely as entertainment,
but as evolving cultural forms with significant epistemological and pedagogical
value.

Keywords: Video Game Studies; Interactive Narratives; User Agency; Moral
Choice; Philosophical Reflection; Digital Ethics
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1. non-player character (NPC)
2. Final Fantasy VIl Remake
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