
Philosophy & Video Games 
(Course 55-161.23) 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Montag 14:15-15:45 
Phil 1009, Von-Melle-Park 6  
Begin.: 12 Oktober 2015 

Dr. Nathan Wildman 
nathan.wildman@uni-hamburg.de 

Office hours: by appointment 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Description 
In the space of about five decades, video games have evolved from rudimentary programs to a new 
and sophisticated form of popular art which supports a multi-billion Euro industry. Along the way, a 
range of metaphysical, aesthetic, ethical, and phenomenological questions about video games have 
emerged. This course explores many of these questions. Its primary aim is to both work through 
some issues specific to video games, but to also use these points as a launch-pad for approaching 
broader philosophical questions. 

The course has three broad sections. In the first, we explore questions about demarcating 
video games from other media types. Questions here include: what are video games? Are there 
necessary and sufficient conditions which we can specify that something must satisfy if it is to be a 
video game? Are video games a kind of art? If so, what kind? Relatedly, video games are frequently 
said to be essentially interactive – playing a game involves a kind of active participation from a player 
that is distinct from what’s involved in merely passively watching a film. But how exactly should we 
understand this notion of interactivity? Is it genuinely essential to video games? 

Building off these investigations, the second section concerns the relationship between video 
games, narrative, and other forms fiction can take. Topics include the (apparent) tension between 
games’ interactive nature and the requirements for constructing a narrative, emotional responses to 
video games (e.g., should players be afraid of the ghosts in P.T., or feel guilty for brutally murdering 
someone in the ‘murder-hobo simulator’ Manhunt?), and whether video games offer any novel 
insights into the puzzle of imaginative resistance. 

The third and final section looks directly at questions about morality both in and of video 
games. For example, Grand Theft Auto 5 is notorious for its violent content and sexual themes, and it 
is undeniable that GTAV involves its players in (fictional) immoral activities. But are players morally 
blameworthy for what they do within the fictional world of the game? Further, are violent games like 
GTAV psychological and behaviourally injurious to their players, desensitizing, if not out-right 
inclining, them to violence? Finally, numerous feminist critics have raised concerns about the 
masculine-centric focus prevalent in the production and consumption of video games, arguing that 
games promote and support harmful conceptions of women. Granting this, how should games and 
‘game culture’ be changed? What would a properly feminist game look like? 

Over the course of the next fourteen weeks, we will address these questions. As this is an 
advanced course, a minimal familiarity with basic philosophical concepts and notions is pre-
supposed. Further, because they are the central topic, some familiarity with video games is expected, 
though not required. Alongside weekly readings, students will be asked to watch short videos and, 
on occasion, play specific games. 
 
Objectives 
This course is intended to explore philosophical topics through and about video games, and, in so 
doing, prepare students for future independent research on these matters. 
 



Outcomes 
Students taking this course will  

1. Acquire knowledge regarding several major issues in metaphysics (e.g. the existence and nature 
of fictional characters, conceptual analysis, and truth in fiction), aesthetics (e.g. the nature of art, 
and emotional responses to art) and computer ethics. 
2. Engage closely & critically with cutting-edge literature in these areas. 
3. Develop their ability to think & write philosophically. 

 
Requirements 

 Reading. Students are expected to read all specified material prior to attending class. You must have 
read the required readings before class; otherwise you won’t be able to follow/participate in the 
discussion. Readings will general be approximately 20-30 pages. All readings will be made 
available on the course webpage (details below). 

 Videos Links. For many weeks, alongside the readings are links to relevant videos (typically ‘let’s 
play’ videos on Youtube). Like with the weekly reading, watching the associated videos prior to 
attending class is, unless otherwise specified, mandatory. This is because the games detailed in the 
associated videos will serve as the centre-piece of our in-class discussion; so, if you don’t know 
the game, you won’t be able to follow/participate in the discussion. 

 Game Links. Occasionally, links will be provided to specific, relevant games. If the games are 
freeware, the link will be to a site where you can download the game; otherwise, the link will be 
to a website where the game can be purchased. While playing these games is not mandatory, if 
you can, it is highly suggested that you give them a try – after all, it’s a lot easier to talk about 
certain issues that come up with regards to video games when you’ve experienced them first-
hand! 

 Attendance. University regulations state that students are expected to attend a majority of a 
course’s meetings in order to receive credit for participation (maximum 3 classes missed).  

 Quizzes. Each class will begin with a very short, 5 minute, ‘open-book’ (you can use your notes 
and the reading itself!) quiz on the week’s reading. Note: all students (including those only taking 
the course as an elective) must complete the quiz. 

 Participation. Students are expected to participate in in-class discussion or email contact with the 
instructor (in case you're shy about talking in class). With discussion, seminars can be lots of fun; 
without discussion, seminars are boring. Let’s have fun, rather than be bored! 

 Hausarbeit. Students taking this as a Kernseminar for a BA module will need to write a 
Hausarbeit. Paper topics, as well as final submission dates, must be discussed and settled by 
week 7. Please contact the course instructor if you are interested. Note that a list of suggested 
topics will be posted by the end of week 4; though these are only suggested topics – feel free to 
pick something that interests you!  

 
Texts 
Throughout the course, we will read a variety of journal articles, chapters from books, and 
blog/webpage postings. As such, the closest thing we have to a primary text is 

 Tavinor, G. (2009). The Art of Videogames. Wiley-Blackwell. 
 
A copy of this book has been ordered, and, once it arrives, will be on reserve in the department 
library. To facilitate ease of access, readings for the course will be distributed via the course 
webpage: 



https://goo.gl/c0ILIr 
 

Readings will be uploaded as pdf’s to the associated ‘Readings’ page, which is password protected. 
Note that the password is ___________________. Should you lose the password, please contact 
the course organizer for a reminder! 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Preliminary Schedule 
(Note: schedule/readings are subject to change. Check the webpage for up-to-date listings!) 

 
Week 1 (Oct 12) Introduction & Organizational Matters 

 TAVINOR, G. (2010). ‘Videogames and aesthetics’. Philosophy Compass 5(8): 624-34. 
 

§ I. WHAT *ARE* VIDEO GAMES? 
Week 2 (Oct 19) In Search of a Definition 

 TAVINOR, G. (2009). The Art of Video Games. Chapter 2. 

 
Week 3 (Oct 26) Definitions & the categories of Art 

 WALTON, K. (1970). ‘Categories of art’. Philosophical Review 79(3): 334-67. 

 LAETZ, B. (2010). ‘Kendall Walton’s ‘categories of art’: a critical commentary’. British Journal 
of Aesthetics 50 (3): 287-306. 

 
Week 4 (Nov 2) Video Games as Art? 

 SMUTS, A. (2005). ‘Are video games art?’ Contemporary Aesthetics 2. 

 TAVINOR, G. (2009). The Art of Video Games. Chapter 9. 

 
Week 5 (Nov 9) Characterizing Interactivity: Definitions 

 LOPES, D. (2001) ‘The ontology of interactive art’. Journal of Aesthetics Education 35 (4): 65-
81. 

 SMUTS, A. (2009). ‘What is interactivity?’, Journal of Aesthetics Education 43 (4): 53-73. 

 
Week 6 (Nov 16)  Interactivity & the Puzzle of Multiple Endings 

 PRESTON, D. (2014). ‘Some ontology of interactive art’. Philosophy and Technology 27 (2): 
267-78. 

 COVA, F. & GARCIA, A. (2015). ‘The puzzle of multiple endings’. Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism 73 (2): 105-14. 

 

§ II. VIDEO GAMES, NARRATIVES, & FICTION 
Week 7 (Nov 23)   NO CLASS 
 
Week 8 (Nov 30) Narrative vs. Player-Freedom: a tension? 

 TAVINOR, G. (2009). The Art of Video Games. Chapter 6. 

 LIVINSTON, P. (2001). ‘Narrative’. in Gaut, B. & Lopes, D. (eds) The Routledge Companion to 
Aesthetics. 

https://goo.gl/c0ILIr


Week 9 (Dec 7) Affective Responses to Fiction 

 WALTON, K. (1978). ‘Fearing fictions’. Journal of Philosophy 75 (1): 5-27. 

 HARTZ, G. (1999). ‘How we can be moved by Anna Karenina, green slime, and a red pony’. 
Philosophy 74 (4): 557-78. 

 
Week 10 (Dec 14) Responses to Video Games 

 TAVINOR, G. (2009). The Art of Video Games. Chapter 7. 

 GENDLER, T. (2000). ‘The puzzle of imaginative resistance’. Journal of Philosophy 97 (5): 55-
81. 

 

-------------------- Christmas Break -------------------- 

Dec. 19 – Jan. 3 

--------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
§ III. MORALITY IN AND OF VIDEO GAMES 

 
Week 11 (Jan. 4) Ethics and Games: general issues 

 TAVINOR, G. (2009). The Art of Video Games. Chapter 8. 

 KIERAN, M. (2006). ‘Art, morality, and ethics: on the (im)moral character of art works and 
inter-relations to artistic value’. Philosophy Compass 1 (2):129-43. 

 McCORMICK, M. (2001). ‘Is it wrong to play violent video games?’ Ethics and Information 3 
(4): 277-87. 

 
Week 12 (Jan. 11) What (if anything) is wrong with playing ultra-violent video games? 

 WADDINGTON, D. (2007). ‘Locating the wrongness in ultra-violent video games’. Ethics 
and Information 9 (2): 121-8. 

 SCHULZKE, M. (2010). ‘Defending the morality of violent video games’. Ethics and 
Information 12 (2): 127-38. 

 
Week 13 (Jan. 18) The ‘Gamers Dilemma’ 

 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 11 
(1): 31-6. 

 BARTEL, C. (2012). ‘Resolving the gamer’s dilemma’’ Ethics and Information Technology 14 (1): 
11-16. 

 PARTRIDGE, S. (2013). ‘Pornography, ethics, and video games’. Ethics and Information 
Technology 15 (1): 25-34. 

 LUCK, M. & ELLERBY, N. (2013). ‘Has Bartel resolved the gamer’s dilemma?’ Ethics and 
Information Technology 15 (3): 229-33. 

 
Week 14 (Jan. 25) Feminist Critiques of Video Games 

 TBD 
 


