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1 Project Overview - Introduction, scope and definition of pacifism 

1.1 Abstract 

To fully understand the implications of Pacifism in Video Games, the study conducted covered 

several video game genres, titles and series. Unique gameplay aspects and methods of incorporating 

pacifistic play into the game world were analysed and compared against each other and news 

articles and written works used to back up and further invoke concepts explored. Following the 

evaluation and comparisons of pacifistic games, a level was created in order to combine several 

features from the titles observed and observe how audiences approach and react to such a concept. 

Further analysis of all the test data indicated the importance of mechanics in design and the 

congruency of genre in relation to the game. To facilitate promoted pacifism players must have 

obvious options and abilities to allow them to behave in a manner befitting their mindset - whether 

that be non-lethal forms of combat, stealth or simply running from hostility. The choice of pacifism 

in a more typical, hostile game environment however remains primarily an option - one that some 

players are always likely to seek out in search of alternate ways to play the game. 

1.2 Introduction 

Combat in its various forms, is a frequently recurring element of many modern video games, to the 

extent of providing the primary feature of gameplay. Combat and warfare are naturally paramount 

for first person-shooters, for example the Call of Duty series (2003-2012), as well as providing 

substantial exposition for third-person action games such as the Mass Effect trilogy (2007-2012). 

Many news articles and written texts decry the violent nature of such video games stating “some 

games include a ‘kill or be killed’ mentality such that if the player-character does not attack or kill 

other characters he is killed and the game ends badly." However it is also recognised that "other 

games might be designed to reward pacifist behaviour, though relatively few do” (Wolf M JP, 2002, 

p109). 

Depending on the target demographic of the title, combat and violence as a whole may be 

approached in different ways - for example games aimed at younger players will often feature 

comical violence as in the Viva Piñata (2006) and Traveller's Tales’ Lego series (2005-2013). Whilst 

this is a good way of providing solid gameplay and mechanics with the added suitability for younger 

players, there is again a less than overwhelming presence and reward for pacifistic actions. 

Pacifism can be achieved in some games through avoidance as in stealth-based games; the 

incorporation of non-lethal weaponry such as tranquilizers; as well as incapacitation – rendering 

enemies unconscious through the use of unarmed methods of attack. In other cases where non-

violent methods of combat are present, the player can circumvent combat and simply run to their 

next objective. 

For the research stage of this project certain video game genres and titles had to be overlooked and 

omitted from the study area. Games to be studied require combat to be a recurring feature and as 

such racing games and other sports and real life simulators were discounted (Figure 1). Offensive 

play such as continued tackling in a football simulator could be considered combat, however this 

somewhat complicates the classification. Research also overlooked fighting games, whether arcade 

style beat em ups or one on one fighting titles, both genres were disregarded. If matches are always 
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decided by knocking an opponent unconscious and there is no ability to kill then there is no option 

for pacifism; pacifism is for the purpose of the project interpreted as the aversion to killing 

characters whereby the ability is present. 

 

Figure 1: Though a good source for wholesome video game title, none of the games mentioned feature any form of 

combat - falling outside of the criteria for this project 

 

In titles where pacifism is not intended as an approach to gameplay, a pacifistic ‘no kills run’ or 

'Pacifist Playthrough' (GiantBomb, 2013) can be attempted as a player's "Self Imposed Challenge" – 

an optional and original approach created for the purpose of increasing the lifespan of a game (TV 

Tropes, 2012). Sandbox western RPG titles such as Fallout 3 (2008) and the Elder Scrolls (1994-2012) 

series of games feature combat as a primary gameplay mechanic but challenges such as a pacifist 
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run are commonplace. Mirror's Edge (2008) however, is one game in particular that encourages the 

player to escape combat rather than tackle the overwhelming number of enemies head-on. 

This project, Pacifism in Video Games, is an exploration of approaching typically violence-orientated 

games with the intention of incurring zero fatalities. Due to heavy focus on combat mechanics in the 

games studied, different approaches must be adopted in order to reach a satisfying conclusion. 

Research will also be conducted into how currently existing games allow for or encourage pacifistic 

play and the results this approach may have - in terms of general benefits and rewards or difficulties 

and restrictions where relevant.  

 

1.3 Literature Review 

Much of the material analysed throughout the project originates from case studies performed 

involving a number of different video game titles. As such there are cases in which points made 

cannot be reinforced due to the lack of discussion or analysis by typical sources of information. 

However in many cases the main points of a game relevant to pacifism can also be sourced from 

digital and printed works. 

A number of game series have been analysed and information collected from the accompanying 

approaches to pacifism, how difficult the approach is initially and how that may change over time. 

The Metal Gear Solid series is one example whereby the potential for pacifistic actions expand vastly 

between game releases, making them very suitable material for review. Due to the critical acclaim of 

the franchise it is often subject to analysis in written works discussing the themes of warfare and 

violence in video games such as the chapter from Joystick Soldiers (Higgin T, 2009). Individually 

conducted case studies also received supporting articles such as the Wall Street Journal report on 

pacifism in games such as Skyrim (Dougherty C, 2012). 

Though it was not one of the games studied directly, the idea of a pacifist run for the game Fallout 3 

was covered in an Escapist magazine article "Thou Shalt Not Kill Radroaches" (Peets J, 2012). Prior 

experience of the title confirmed that the actions and potential actions discussed in the article to be 

true - namely much of the game, bar the titular Radroach, can be completed without directly killing 

any human or animal NPCs. This study was then used as a guideline for pacifist playthroughs of other 

titles, most notable being The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion due to the similarities in terms of genre and 

game mechanics. 

Physical and virtual magazines were cited during the project, Official Playstation Magazine being an 

example of which both incarnations were referenced. Despite the journalistic and less formal nature 

of the articles featured, these magazines prove just as comprehensive as other printed works 

covering similar subjects. Cross-referencing articles from several sources also assures the accuracy 

and validity of any columns researched. 

For the purpose of this project sources such as the  Deus Ex, Dishonored and Metal Gear wikis were 

researched as well as less-renowned sources including GameFAQs and featured walkthroughs. While 

these sources are not considered as official or reliable as printed texts or journal articles. However, 

these sources often go into much more detail than other articles and can be used conjunction with 

the games themselves to verify any statements or statistics. 
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In response to the research sources acquired, it seemed most appropriate to individually analyse 

each game individually - any particular areas that stood out as being pacifist in nature or how it 

could be achieved by following non-conventional means of gameplay. The games as a whole could 

then subsequently be cross-referenced by the areas in which pacifism is possible, particularly 

challenging or rewarded in some way. Further analysis of techniques of implementing pacifistic 

actions as well as text-based research collected, should provide the initial design framework for the 

pacifism-themed level.  

 

1.4 The two types of pacifism - practical versus purist 

During the research stage of the project, particularly case studies, circumstances required that 

enemies were neutralised in order to surpass a level and complete the game. This resulted in the re-

classification of the initial definition of 'pacifism' and  in potential approaches. Two inherently 

different forms of pacifism have been identified, relative to the project, both of which satisfy the 

criteria of not killing any life forms. This divergence, which had previously only been speculative, was 

fully realised and initialised during a third-party pacifist run of Mirror's Edge. During chapter 7 of the 

game an impasse was reached whereby enemies had to be engaged in order to progress (however 

still only rendered unconscious). At this point the former approach of avoiding combat altogether 

was separated from the ideal of progression through solely non-lethal means of combat. 

The newly recognised approach of 'Practical pacifism' allows players to engage in open combat 

without sacrificing morals - non-lethally neutralising enemies that may pose a threat or restrict 

progress through the usage of tranquilizer weapons and pugilism. The term is in the case of this 

project an adaption from the book Practical Pacifism which defines it as " not absolute pacifism; it 

does not reject violence in all cases. Rather, it develops out of the idea that sometimes war may be 

justified" (Fiala A, 2004, p1).  The 'Practical Pacifist' approach is catered for in stealth titles, 

specifically featured in observed games such as Deus Ex: Human Revolution (2011) and Metal Gear 

Solid 2 (2001). The opposing approach 'Purist Pacifism' can only be achieved through total aversion 

to fighting - either by preventing encounters with enemies or consistently fleeing from any battles 

that may arise. This branch of pacifism was attempted for the case study of Mirror's Edge and later 

adopted during The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion as most forms of combat result in the inevitable death 

of attackers - little is available in the area of non-fatal armaments.  
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2 Case Studies 

 

2.1 Metal Gear Solid series (Konami, 1998-2008) 

For the first half of the Tanker Chapter of Konami's Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty (2001) the 

player has the inability to kill any of the enemy NPCs aboard the vessel. Indeed, much if the game's 

praise stems from "the rich set of stealth and combat systems (supporting, among other things, the 

player's ability to choose to complete the game using non-lethal measures against guards and other 

on-foot soldiers" (Higgin T, 2009, p253). Until passing a certain point in the level and obtaining a USP 

(the only lethal firearm available during the chapter) the player must survive any battles with hand-

to-hand combat and a tranquilizer pistol. This limitation is brought into effect to ensure that the first 

'boss' enemy the player encounters cannot be killed, a necessity due to her re-appearance in the 

later chapter of the game. While advancing through this area however, the player may notice some 

of the effects of a non-lethal approach. 

The tranquilizer darts the player character Solid Snake employs for this sequence are fast-acting but 

will take several seconds (dependant on difficulty level) to put a guard to sleep unless fired into the 

head or heart. This can be problematic if the player is too close to a guard as their suspicion will be 

aroused until the moment that they collapse, raising the chances of detection. The tranquilizer gun 

that the player receives is, as mentioned in in-game dialogue, "a little hard to work with because you 

have to reload after each shot since the slide locks". A benefit of using the tranquilizer gun however 

is the suppressor that is automatically attached, meaning enemies will not hear shots fired (unlike 

the suppressor that must be located and attached to the USP). Also an enemy NPC finding a sleeping 

guard will not raise an alert in the area, whereas the location of a dead body raises the 'Caution' 

alert level. 

Metal Gear Solid 3 allows for pacifism at all times - equipping the player with a tranquilizer gun in 

addition to traditional firearms from the outset. While the ability to kill enemies or tranquilize them 

is entirely down to the player, pacifists reap their benefits in the encounter with boss character 'The 

Sorrow'. In the sequence in question every enemy the player has killed thus far in the game 

advances towards them, sapping their health and generally creating a hindrance. Whilst it does not 

prove to be an overwhelming challenge on lower difficulty levels, the sequence will still provoke 

psychological effects on players that have killed remorselessly up to this point. The dialogue of The 

Sorrow for this sequence seeks to blame the player for their actions and challenges them to face up 

the repercussions. This level proves to be a much more dramatic and pointed way of enforcing 

restraint on players , representing in-game characters as being akin to living beings rather than just 

another number added to the 'Enemies killed' statistic. Through providing such an engaging 

experience as this, a game is able “to increase the player’s possible emotional involvement, 

moreover, non-player characters who may be wounded or killed need to be more fully 

characterised…so that the player comes to care about them as ends in themselves, rather than just 

selfishly regretting their demise because it spoils the game” (Poole, S, 2007, p234). 

Metal Gear Solid 4 frequently discourages players to adopt a stealthy approach whenever possible 

and to limit killing enemies to reduce the chances of detection. With the vast array of weaponry it is 

very possible, and apparently intentional, for players to complete the game at least once with no 
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kills to their record. In the open conflicts between two opposing forces, advice is given via the in-

game codec receiver that “neither side is your enemy.” This is another prime example of 

encouraging pacifist-friendly tactics through physical reward and narrative presence. 

Much of the Metal Gear Solid series aims to cast a negative light on the more militaristic actions of 

humans and war 'heroes' in particular. The recommendation towards stealth and avoidance of 

combat, also the later introduction of non-lethal weaponry, offer the player alternative to the typical 

'shoot first and ask no questions' attitude of many modern video games. 

 

2.2 The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion and V: Skyrim (Bethesda, 2006, 2011) 

Combat can be seen to be a key component of The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion as without pre-emptively 

attacking or defending against enemies, it is likely a player's lifespan within the game will be a short 

one. The skills available to the player also highlight the importance of fighting - Blade, Blunt, Hand to 

Hand, Destruction, Conjuration and Marksman exist for the sole purpose of destroying any 

opposition. Taking a pacifist approach to the game however, raises a few issues in terms of player 

approach and general tactics. 

2.2.1 Character setup 

Acknowledging the factors that only key allies can be rendered unconscious, hand to hand attacks 

will still reduce the health of and eventually kill a creature,  the branch of pacifism undertaken must 

be strictly Purist in nature. This means, therefore, that the only course of action acceptable in a 

battle situation is to run away from assailants and leave the fighting to any allies that may be present 

in the area. 

With their natural abilities in skills associated with the Thief class (+10 Acrobatics, +5 Athletics, +5 

Sneak) the Khajiit race is well suited to a pacifist playing style. In order to aid movement speed, 

further focus was given to Agility and Speed attributes - allowing the player to run at a heightened 

pace and jump to areas difficult for enemies to reach. It is paramount in this case, that the increase 
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of 20 Speed from The Steed birth sign is selected. 

 

Figure 2: The attributes and skill bonuses for a female Khajiit (Elder Scrolls Wiki, 2013) 

Figure 2 shows further attributes such as the -10 effect for a female Khajiit on the attributes of 

Strength and Willpower. These can be mostly ignored as character fatigue and attack strength are 

not relevant factors if the player abstains from fighting. The -10 Endurance for a male Khajiit 

however, which governs maximum health and health increase when levelling up, is a requirement to 

survive the game environment. The final bonus offered to a female Khajiit player is the increase of 

10 to Intelligence, responsible for magicka regeneration and therefore the further usage of vital 

health-replenishing Restoration spells. These factors combined dictate that the most suitable race 

for Purist Pacifism, with alterations to class skills, is that of a female Khajiit. 
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Figure 3: Attributes selected for a pacifistic approach to the game - note prominent focus on Speed 

2.2.2 Initial Approach and Strategy 

The most effective method of non-direct combat is by leading any enemies that may attack the 

player into the arms of NPCs friendly to the player. Followers that are allied with the player for 

specific quests or even city guards standing at their posts will attack any hostile individuals until they 

are subdued (allowing the player to take any belongings from their bodies they may desire). This 

tactic proves vital for the completion of quests that require a hostile-natured NPC, one that will 

attack the player upon detection, to be subdued. This indirect approach to combat can still leave 

morals questionable however - the player is leading NPCs to their death, but the fact it can be done 

with such fleeting involvement makes the nature of the act hard to classify. 

The player's 'Speed' statistic is vital to succeeding as a pacifist in Oblivion (Figure 3). By focusing skill 

points onto abilities that rely upon and benefit movement speed, a player can easily become at least 

slightly faster than most NPCs in the game. This is of use in the aforementioned tactic, leading 

groups of hostiles to Allied NPCs, as well as quickly progressing through a required dungeon or such 

area in order to achieve an important objective. However a number of magical aids are available to 

help the player in these regards. A player's movement speed can be increased through the worn 

equipment such as boots that increase Speed or Agility as well as temporary stat boosts from 

potions. A number of spells also focus on impairing the physical ability of an opponent - Burden to 

increase an enemy's weight carried, Paralyse to temporarily freeze an opponent in their tracks, as 

well as draining strength to reduce the power of attacks sustained by the player.  
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Figure 4: These abilities were selected as being the most useful to a Purist Pacifist - those selected as Major skills begin 

from 25 and determine player levelling 

2.2.3 Game Introduction 

Both Oblivion and Skyrim allow for pacifism from the outset in a number of ways. After gaining 

control of their chosen avatar the player proceeds through several small areas populated with 

hostiles but is accompanied by at least one ally, at least one of which cannot be killed and will regain 

their composure after a brief period of unconsciousness. In the case of Oblivion where the player 

must endure two rooms alone, the enemies inside will only pursue the player as long as they remain 

in these areas. This differs from the rest of the Oblivion game world in which hostiles will follow the 

player through unlocked doors whenever possible. Since Restoration can be useful for practically any 

vocation the player begins both games with a simple healing spell. This is of utmost importance to a 

Pacifist player as they are like to withstand a lot of damage from non-retaliation. After the tutorial 

sequences and the conformation of player class and skill choices, the game world is opened before 

the player and the approach to playing Oblivion and Skyrim are left open. 

Following the main quest line of either game would best define 'completion', however some of the 

Guild quest lines are similarly detailed in terms of quest depth and overall length. In the case of 

Oblivion's Mages Guild Quest line, the player is required to complete approximately half of the quest 

line in order to continue the main story. This in itself can highly benefit pacifist players - as a mage in 

training some NPCs will sell the player spells of invisibility if their skills and mana points are high 

enough.  Examples of this include the NPC Ita Renius, who will sell the player a 30 second duration 

invisibility spell "Shadow Shape" as long if they have an Illusion skill of 50 or higher; and Raminus 

Polus who will grant the player a 60 second invisibility spell once they have access to the Arcane 
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University and 75 Illusion. While the prospect of reaching Illusion skill 50, particularly devoid of the 

boost to 25 with not having it as a Major Skill, seems daunting invisibility can also be gained by 

mixing potions. Several alchemical ingredients have the shared trait of invisibility and from either 

buying or harvesting these elements, potions can be stockpiled in order to avoid combat for as long 

as the effects last. 

In both games fast travelling is an effective method of avoiding random enemy encounters along 

vast stretches of countryside - basically teleporting the player between locations chosen on the map 

screen. In Oblivion the main cities are available for fast travel from the beginning of the game, 

smaller locations such as dungeons must be located and physically reached to allow for future 

journey-skipping. Skyrim however, requires the player to reach the first city Whiterun before 

extending the purchase of fast travel to any of the other holds through a horse and cart. This 

encourages exploration for financially lacking or shrewd players as well as providing a more logical 

context for this type of action. 

2.2.4 Third-party Study 

Pacifism in games was a topic of conversation in a Wall Street Journal article (The Wall Street Journal 

Europe Edition, 2012) in which games such as Skyrim were shown to have the potential for non-

lethal pacifist runs. The approach of Daniel Mullins, Skyrim player featured prominently in the article 

and attached video, involves using 'calm' spells in order to ward off violent animals and to render 

them unwilling to fight. Calming spells are later used on human and human-type NPCs in order to 

surpass practically every variety of quest. As can be seen from the combat statistics screen shown in 

the video, a purist pacifist approach is retained and perfected with zero of any types of any enemy 

killed.  

Calming spells are also available in Oblivion, four tiers of calm spells ranging from Serenity to 

Calming Touch exist to non-violently dispel NPCs of level 2 to 7 based on spell strength (UESPWiki, 

2012). Skyrim has a number of calming spells, the base of these being Calm - reverting NPCs from 

their hostile state into typical non-aggressive behaviour. Unlike its predecessor however, Skyrim 

does not limit the potential for calm as much as a later acquisition of the Expert-level Illusion Spell 

Pacify can remove the bloodlust of any creature of animal up to a high maximum of level 20 for a 

whole minute (Elder Scrolls Wiki, 2013). Additional perks that can be purchased by players with 

suitable Illusion skill can make these spells even stronger, for example Hypnotic Gaze enables 

calming spells to be used on opponents 8 levels higher than the previous limit. Utilising tactics such 

as these, focusing on an Illusion-centred approach, combined with other pacifistic tactics could 

feasibly allow for many of the game's quest chains to be completed without harming a soul. 

 

2.3 Dishonored (Arkane, 2012) 

Dishonored succeeds in offering freedom of choice to the player at all times in terms of path through 

levels, side missions and ways of dispatching enemies. One of the primary weapons is a handheld 

crossbow that can fire regular bolts to impale enemies or special sleep-darts coated with a mixture 

that tranquilizes the enemy hit upon breaking the skin. While most of the weapons  favour lethality, 

there are several supernatural abilities that can be obtained and upgraded to enhance a player's 
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abilities. Blinking allows for frequent teleporting and combined with the ability to see through walls 

promotes stealthy avoidance and circumnavigation of combat. Vitality and agility can be increased to 

the benefit of a player as well slowing down time, another feature useful for escaping or avoiding 

guards. Whilst stealth is the main feature that owes favour to the pacifist player, enemies can be 

non-lethally choked from behind if they prove to be a unavoidable obstacle or rendered unconscious 

with the crossbow. 

Purchasing weapon upgrades and ammo is done through coins (found in safes, stash points and 

through pick pocketing or looting NPCs) and runes for magical powers. These along with the 

collectible whale bone charms that give a player new abilities when equipped, encourage the player 

to explore areas they would not usually frequent as part of the main story - potentially providing 

more hazards to a player aiming for a zero kill rate. 

As stated in Play magazine (2012, p62) "it's possible to go through the whole game without killing 

anyone. Even the targets that the game picks out for you can be reasoned with." This is a rare 

occurrence in what is otherwise a very combat-orientated game, the game world is rife with 

different ways to dispatch one's foes yet there is still the ability to be a Practical Pacifist. Pacifism can 

be a difficult endeavour however, if stealth is not incorporated into the player's approach. 

2.3.1 Opposing Approaches 

Below are a comparison of completion times and other notable statistics for contrasting 'pacifism 

only' and a more typical, 'violence allowed' playthrough of Dishonored. 

Level Time 

taken 

(h/m) 

Reloads Continues Hostiles 

killed 

Civilians 

killed 

Alarms Bodies 

found 

Ghost? Pacifist? 

Dishonored 0:25 0 0 13 0 0 3 X X 

Dishonored 0:49 5 0 0 0 0 2 √ √ 

High 

Overseer 

Campbell 

2:00 0 1 65 0 2 16 X X 

High 

Overseer 

Campbell 

2:30 2 4 0 0 0 8 √ √ 

House of 

Pleasure 

1:37 0 1 34 2 0 15 X X 

House of 

Pleasure 

1:35 5 0 0 0 0 0 √ √ 

The Royal 

Physician 

1:29 2 3 16 2 1 3 X X 

The Royal 

Physician 

1:12 10 0 0 0 0 1 √ √ 

Lady 

Boyle's Last 

Party 

0:36 0 0 7 0 3 0 X X 

Lady 

Boyle's Last 

Party 

0:24 1 0 0 0 0 0 √ √ 
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Return to 

the Tower 

1:30 0 0 45 1 3 6 X X 

Return to 

the Tower 

1:06 4 3 0 0 0 1 √ √ 

The 

Flooded 

District 

2:01 1 4 36 1 0 10 X X 

The 

Flooded 

District 

1:34 11 1 0 0 0 1 X √ 

The 

Loyalists 

0:26 0 0 27 0 0 4 X X 

The 

Loyalists 

0:24 2 0 0 0 0 0 √ √ 

Light at the 

End 

0:25 0 1 42 0 0 15 X X 

Light at the 

End 

0:45 7 0 0 0 0 1 √ √ 

 

For the purpose of the study, each level was played twice - first with a typical, more casual approach 

and the latter adhering strictly to the policies of pacifism. As can be seen the pacifistic approach 

proved successful, with all levels completed without killing any game characters and all levels but 

one completed without alerting any hostile NPCs (the 'Ghost' statistic). However, having prior 

knowledge of the level due to witnessing the initial playthrough of each level may account for some 

of the differing values in terms of time taken to complete and continues used following player death. 

A playthrough completed with zero fatalities was one of the primary targets of the study and could 

not be overlooked or abandoned at any time. Remaining undetected by enemy NPCs, ‘ghosting’ a 

level, was an optional objective that was undertaken in order to minimise the chances of needing to 

retaliate against attackers when seen. Many of the reloads from the pacifist playthrough were 

initiated after being spotted by an enemy, continues occurring only upon player death. In order to 

ghost a level effectively it was necessary to observe NPC patrols and placement – many enemies 

have set routes that they will follow continuously, allowing the player to predict and avoid enemy 

movements. Perceiving patrols and guard patterns is simple task with the early acquisition of Dark 

Vision – a supernatural power that allows the player to see characters through walls as well as their 

cones of vision and other useful items. Combining this with ability to teleport moderate distances 

makes staying undetected a fairly easy process in most areas if the player is patient enough. 

The casual approach to the game, with a moderate body count, naturally results in a higher rate of 

bodies found by enemy units. While it is possible to carry and hide enemy bodies, with kill counts as 

high as 65 for a single level it is unlikely the casual player will take the time to relocate every corpse. 

However, when not attempting a pacifist run there are several options for destroying bodies to 

prevent them being found and the resulting alert status. Bodies can be thrown into a ‘Wall of Light’ 

force field to vaporise them, thrown over ledges down sheer cliffs and into bodies of water. A useful 

enhancement for a non-pacifist player aiming to ghost or at least reduce chances of detection is 

Shadow Kill – a perk that turns enemies to ash when unaware of the player in its first level and 

regardless after that. However, this enhancement is permanent upon unlocking – after attaining the 
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second level of Shadow Kill the player will be unable to manipulate corpses to lure guards or distract 

packs of rats. 

Across almost every stage of the game, the time taken to complete a level is less for the pacifist 

player in comparison to the casual approach. This is most likely due to levels in the pacifist run being 

completed shortly after the casual approach – approaches were alternated between to make 

effective use of time and concurrency of results. The drop in time required to complete levels can be 

attributed to having a greater understanding of the route the game intends for a player to take and 

greater awareness of the location of mission-specific objectives as well as recognised shortcuts. The 

pacifist run results in a higher number of reloads necessitated by a strictly-pacifist run, 11 in one 

level by the highest count, and the observation and planning required to avoid enemy routes and 

perception patterns. The very-limited ammunition of 10 sleep darts at any one time and the game’s 

accounting for secondary causes of death, for example tranquilized guards falling from ledges or into 

water, mean that a pacifist player must always be inherently aware of their surroundings and predict 

the effects of every action they undertake. 

As well as the different supernatural abilities there are a number of collectible bone charms within 

the game that further boost the player's skills. Some charms are of general use with powers such as 

increasing maximum player health and mana, increased speed of mana regeneration and greater 

health replenishment from different sources. (Dishonored Wiki, 2013). The player can have three 

bone charms active at any one time, this capacity can be upgraded to a total of six upon purchase of 

the upgrade from the store between missions. The bone charms that seems specifically designed to 

aid a non-lethal approach is Strong Arms - when equipped this charm increases choking speed to 

under 2 seconds. This ability is particularly useful for a pacifist run, however many of the other 

charms favour more casual gameplay - only offering effects when executing or in response to killing 

enemies.  

2.3.2 Ability Comparison 

Below is a list of supernatural abilities that can be acquired during the game through usage of runes 

and which were deemed most useful for the two opposing playthroughs. The limited amount of 

runes within the game makes players think about the abilities they want, and generally make a 

selection of complementary abilities as only " 38 runes are obtainable in a single playthrough, but 58 

would be needed to fully upgrade every ability " (Dishonored Wiki, 2013). Factoring in the hidden 

and difficult to access locations of runes as well as those presented as side mission rewards a player 

may obtain even fewer than 38 on a single playthrough. 

 Blink Dark 

Vision 

Devouring 

Swarm 

Possession Bend 

Time 

Wind-

blast 

Vitality Blood 

Thirsty 

Agility Shadow 

Kill 

Casual 2 1 X 2 2 2 X X X X 

Pacifist 2 2 X 2 2 X 2 X 2 X 

 

The table showing powers acquired for both gameplay approaches highlights which powers can be 

utilised most freely to satisfy the player's specific need. Blink is the standard power for any approach 

- being able to teleport a sizeable distance at will is necessary for staying undetected as well as 

traversing some of the more built-up areas of the game. Possession allows a player to control 
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animals and humans when fully upgraded, giving opportunity to use vents and underwater tunnels 

as rats and fish respectively, as well as bypassing defensive technology by possessing a guard. Bend 

Time, also acquired by both parties, is at its highest level an invaluable tool for avoiding or defeating 

some of the more challenging enemies in the game. Attempting to ghost a level it can be used to 

pass through patrols and secure zones undetected while times is stopped as well as making the 

toughest enemies susceptible to all manner of attacks while they are frozen in place. 

 

2.4 007: Nightfire (EA, 2002) 

A first-person mission-based action game in the vein of GoldenEye (Rare, 1997), James Bond 007: 

Nightfire (2002) features a tranquilizer dart gun, a keyring stunner gadget and the ability to 

incapacitate enemies with punches. The dart gun is only available for the mandatory stealth mission 

Night Shift, in which the player must avoid or knock out the building's security staff - though the 

NPCs are innocent civilians and non-hostile they can still raise the alarm and incur a mission failure. 

The keyring stunner emits an electrical charge like a tazer, knocking an enemy to the ground and 

making them susceptible to physical attacks. Hand-to-hand can also prove effective if the player 

employs a flashbang grenade beforehand - having the effect of temporarily disorientating and 

temporarily blinding enemies (and players) within visual range. 

All missions have target values such as enemies dispatched, enemies subdued, accuracy and time 

that must be adhered to in order to gain the highest levels of medals and the corresponding in-game 

rewards. Enemies Surrendered and Subdued are two such actions that can be executed together for 

maximum effectiveness. Approaching an enemy from behind with a weapon drawn forces them to 

surrender and allowing their weapon to be removed and the bullets added to the player's own 

inventory. Following this the player can switch to the keyring stunner gadget, temporarily drop them 

to the ground and incapacitate them with a single physical blow. Adopting this approach for on-foot 

levels (bar the 'Countdown' mission where enemies will not surrender and cannot be knocked out) 

could theoretically allow a player to complete select levels in a mostly pacifistic manner - using 

stealth to avoid or sneak up on guards and running away towards the next objective upon detection. 

 

2.5 Mirror's Edge (EA, 2008) 

Prompting running from combat as a play style practically from the outset, Mirror's Edge gives 

players control of protagonist Faith - a free-running courier referred to as a 'runner.' With the 

various parkour abilities that can be accomplished by a players it is often a simple matter to 

outmanoeuvre hostile NPCs, jumping between rooftops and climbing across seemingly 

unsurpassable obstacles. The player also has at their disposal a number of hand to hand combat 

moves which are made all the more effective by the speed at which Faith is travelling and their 

execution within a movement combo - for example running along a vertical wall and kicking and 

enemy at the end. Firearms are carried by the opposition, disarming an opponent and using a gun 

against them is possible, but in most cases focus is given to avoiding combat as it slows a player 

down. Pacifism is encouraged through the achievements/trophies 'Pacifist' and 'Test of Faith' which 
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require the player to "complete a chapter without firing a gun" and "complete the game without 

shooting an enemy" respectively (GameFAQs, 2009). 

During a third-party playthrough of the game in order to evaluate game mechanics and test the 

possibilities of pacifism therein, the player was trapped in a car parking garage with several 

competent enemies. Exit from the area was governed by a slow-to-open door and due to the heavy 

armaments carried by hostile units; the area could not be vacated until they were subdued. However 

due to the near-endgame status of this level the game can still be said as providing a good Purist 

Pacifist experience. 

During gameplay there are several occasions where NPCs can be killed without any detrimental 

effects towards the aforementioned trophies and achievements. Enemies can be knocked off 

rooftops through hand to hand attacks or inadvertently in some cases if the player runs into a guard 

standing too close to a high ledge. Another case occurs at the end of the game whereby jumping to a 

helicopter results in a scripted sequence, resulting in knocking the final boss plummeting the 

hundred plus stories to the ground. Though examples such as these would inevitably result in the 

death of the individual in question they are not recognised as such by the game, due to the second-

degree nature of death in the first instance and the presence of a scripted sequence over which the 

player has no control in the latter. 

 

2.6 Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos/Square Enix, 2011) 

Human Revolution does as the first instalment by giving the player pacifistic choices at times. Players 

can select either lethal or non-lethal weaponry and have the ability to perform fatal or non-fatal (but 

it some cases highly damaging) takedowns on enemies. Takedowns and later abilities such as 

invisibility require energy to be activated, replenished through the use of items but still finite in the 

short run. Weapons can compensate for lack of stealth prowess - the stun gun, tranquilizer rifle, 

PEPS and concussion and gas grenades all operate to incapacitate rather than kill enemies. Within 

the course of a mission the player can acquire various armaments, one example being the first 

mission after becoming a cyborg in which the player can dictate the exact nature of starting weapon 

they desire. However, these features are not relevant in the case of boss battles - the storyline 

requires that boss characters must be killed and therefore do not offer the player an option. 
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3 Potential for Pacifism - Analysing and Comparing 

 

3.1 Games that enforce pacifism 

It is a consistent theme in video games, particularly those where the player takes on the role of a 

hero, that civilians are recognised as non-combatants and therefore must not be harmed. While 

controlling the titular hero in various Spider-man games (Activision, 2002-2007) the player is unable 

to directly attack or otherwise harm civilian NPCs. It can also be presumed from the nature of the 

character that unless explicitly stated that enemies are only ever rendered unconscious. Assassin's 

Creed (Ubisoft Montreal, 2007-2012) highlights the murder of innocents as disreputable - effectively 

removing the player's health every time they kill a civilian and enforcing a 'game over' state if the 

player kills too many within a short timeframe. Few games however, extend such courtesies to 

actively hostile enemy NPCs.  

The inability to access any lethal weapons for the initial half of MGS2's Tanker chapter could prove 

potentially frustrating for a player if they were to become surrounded as the result of an alert phase.  

However the larger groups of soldiers are present on the lower decks of the ship, accessed after 

defeating the first boss and obtaining the standard-ammunition pistol. In this way the player is made 

aware of the benefits tranquilizing enemies can have - necessary for new and returning players as 

Sons of Liberty is the first in the Metal Gear Solid series to feature non-lethal armaments. 

 

3.2 Games that cater for/allow pacifism 

Team Fortress 2 (Valve, 2007) is a rare example of not only encouraging players towards pacifism but 

also healing a player's own teammates when utilising the Medic class. While equipped with a melee 

and primary weapon as well as the healing "Medigun", many extra weapons have been released 

through updates that are only capable of healing and allow for true pacifism in play. Multiple Steam 

achievements exist specifically designed for the Medic class and his healing-only items. The Scout 

class also has the achievement "No-hitter" for capturing the "flag" for the map without firing a single 

shot. Achieving this goal requires the player to utilise the class' superior movement speed and 

tactically evade enemies rather than engaging in the combat that forms most of the gameplay (TV 

Tropes, 2012). 

Dishonored is a prime example of offering a morally-conscious route of pacifism for the duration of 

the game while still providing a more typical action game experience depending on player 

preference.  Blinking proves itself to be the most useful ability for a pacifist by far - moving across 

rooftops to find the safest and quietest route is made more effective with the ability to teleport. 

Nightfire's inclusion of non-lethal weaponry and 'enemies subdued' statistic can partially direct the 

player in a direction of pacifism or at the very least, discrete killing. Most on-foot levels make the 

stunner gadget available to the player and in this way most lethality can be avoided, some enemies 

completely circumvented if stealth tactics are employed. The game however, only rewards the usage 

of these pacifist-friendly tools on rare occasion. The 'enemies subdued statistic' is only a factor in 

gaining the better medals on two out of the game's seven on-foot missions and apart from these 
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occasions the pacifist approach goes somewhat unrewarded (GameFAQs, 2004). Comparing this to 

games such as the Metal Gear Solid series and Mirror's Edge there is the potential for expansion in 

order to make the game more balanced for players of different approaches. Including a dart gun in 

more levels and rewarding non-lethality more frequently could create two distinct styles of 

gameplay, similarly to Dishonored, with both approaches providing their own benefits and downfalls 

in terms of difficulty and narrative consequences. 

3.3 Benefits of pacifism 

A pacifist approach to games can, depending on the title and difficulty level, prove to be a more 

effective and easier way to complete a game. Metal Gear Solid titles 2 through 4 have an 

increasingly improved non-lethal set of armaments for the pacifist player. Despite its difficulties with 

single-shot reloading and knockout time, the tranquilizer pistols introduced in MGS2 are a method of 

silently incapacitating enemies without drawing attention to the player if their bodies are found. The 

third MGS title introduces a tranquilizer sniper rifle for long-range pacifism - the weapon is not 

starting equipment and opens new tactical options for a player once it is obtained. In MGS4 the 

pacifist armoury has reached its peak with the inclusion of remote-activation and proximity sleeping 

gas mines; the returning tranquilizer dart firing pistol and sniper rifle; a tazer function embedded 

into the combat knife; incapacitating air rounds for all shotguns; non-lethal thrown and launched 

grenades and achievement-based unlocks - these are not available on the player's initial playthrough 

(Metal Gear Wiki, 2011). The sheer amount of non-lethal options available to a player makes a 

pacifist run of MGS4 a less foreboding challenge than previous titles, the game rewards such 

behaviour with a special unlockable reward for doing so. 

In stealth titles non-lethal weaponry is often silent, for example tranquilizer guns seen in the Metal 

Gear Series frequently come equipped with suppressors - in MGS2 the tranquilizer is preferable 

alternate to the handgun until the separate suppressor item is found and combined with it. Pacifist 

weaponry featured in Deus Ex: Human Revolution is also more suited to stealth than larger guns - 

silent weapons such as the tranquilizer rifle and stun gun are both silent-firing (Deus Ex Wiki, 2013). 

Though difficult to quantify, narrative consequences can be seen as a benefit to the story of a game, 

in cases where sparing the virtual lives of characters provides some kind of positive response later. 

The first Deus Ex is an older example, that, may well have inspired the concept of pacifism and moral 

choices in later action titles and first person shooters. Deus Ex "encourages pacifism in the first level 

by having characters react positively to you if you don't slaughter everything in sight" (TV Tropes, 

2013). Later release Human Revolution follows its predecessor's example by having a positive 

response from the player's support team when major characters such as Zeke Sanders are spared; 

talking him down from a hostage situation and allowing him to escape will result in the player 

receiving his aid later in the game (Silicon Era, 2011). 

Narrative consequences are also present in the Metal Gear Solid series as well as modern action 

games that incorporate morality choices such as Mass Effect. The previous example of MGS3's boss 

battle with The Sorrow is one case of narrative consequence as well as a physical response by the 

game - the more enemies the player has killed, the more the Sorrow will chastise the player for their 

violent nature and the more difficult the section will be to complete. Ways to make players "care 

about them [Non-Player Characters] as ends in themselves" (Poole S, 2007, p234) are explored in the 

interactive drama Heavy Rain (2010). 
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For Heavy Rain's 'The Rat' trial, protagonist Ethan Mars is instructed that he must kill a drug dealer in 

his home in order to receive the next clue to his kidnapped son's whereabouts. Following a chase 

through the dealer's house Ethan corners the man in a child's bedroom, the man pulling out a photo 

of his family to show Ethan, and the player is faced with the following moral choice. The player can 

either kill the man, despite his pleading with Ethan that he is a father and wishes to see his family 

again, or spare the man's life and lose a potentially vital clue to finding his son. In suddenly changing 

the nature of the target, initially depicted as a drug dealer and suddenly a father just like the 

protagonist, the game provokes a prompt re-evaluation of player priorities - the depth of characters 

is what makes them relatable and therefore of significance to the player. 

Moral choices also appear in Grand Theft Auto IV (2008), as targets designated for assassination by 

the player in some missions can either be killed or allowed to flee the area. This can have later 

narrative repercussions for the player as these NPCs can return later as random encounter missions - 

characters will offer reward or present a mission to the player or conversely attempt to kill them for 

their previous humiliating defeat. These unique characters display some level of interactive depth, 

the positive as well as negative side-effects of sparing them make these more engaging karma 

choices than in other titles - "If Niko does not kill [an interrogated individual] after he gets the 

information, the victim calls for help and makes life more difficult later.” (Embrick D, Wright J, Lukacs 

A, 2012, p14) 

 

3.4 Rewards for Pacifism 

Bethesda's first-person stealth game Dishonored (2012) features rewards specific to pacifism within 

the Playstation Trophies, Microsoft and Steam Achievements. The risk to reward ratio can be best 

observed with Xbox 360 Achievements - completing the game only killing key targets awards the 

player 30 Gamerscore. Comparing this to the 100 Gamerscore awarded from "Clean Hands", 

obtained by killing no-one in the course of the whole game, this highlights the amount of effort 

required for such an accomplishment and is a good case of making pacifism a desirable objective for 

the player. Other games such as Silent Hill: Downpour (2012) feature trophies as rewards for a no-

kills run - in Downpour's case it is "'Good Behaviour', which requires you to play through the game 

without killing a monster." (Play magazine, 2012, p85) However the reward aspect of this particular 

example relies on the player's desire to collect achievements and Gamerscore points, which many 

players decry as being an unnecessary addition to many modern games (Marshall S, 2012). 

Previous games in the Silent Hill (1999-2012) series had the particular ending gained affected by 

player behaviour during a playthrough. Most relevant is Silent Hill 3 (2003) in which the ending can 

be affected by number of enemies killed from the first playthrough. Figure 5 shows a table of all 

possible endings - the bad 'Possessed' ending results from a player killing over 100 enemies in a 

single playthrough as long as the other conditions are met. A similar example occurs in Silent Hill: 

Origins (2007) whereby killing over 200 enemies on the second playthrough results in the bad 

ending, however this can only be done after a first completion and viewing the good ending (Silent 

Hill Wiki, 2013). In these cases, it is violent behaviour that is being punished rather than pacifism 

being rewarded but the approach can be noted discouraging a high fatality rate. Punishing ill 

behaviour such as murder is a recurring theme in the Silent Hill series and therefore the inclusion of 

these endings is quite just. 
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Figure 5: The three possible endings in Silent Hill 3 (GameFAQs, 2003) 

More tangible rewards for pacifism are included in the Metal Gear series (1987-2012), specifically in-

game items that can be unlocked and used for subsequent playthroughs. Defeating each of the 

bosses in Metal Gear Solid 3 non-lethally, through usage of tranquillizer weapons, awards the player 

different camouflage uniforms that grant special abilities when worn. The concept is fully realised 

later in Metal Gear Solid 4 in which completion of the game without a single kill grants the player the 

bandana - an item that allows for infinite ammo when worn and otherwise costs the player 5 million 

in-game points. In both of these cases the reward offered is so desirable, and far more preferable 

than the alternative cost in MGS4, that the player may opt for pacifism on the initial playthrough of 

the game. 

Non-lethal subduing of enemy units will reward additional XP in games such as Deus Ex: Human 

Revolution. Combining this with a stealthy approach to highly guarded areas will increase the chance 

of success for a pacifist playthrough as well as maximise XP output - points required to level up 

player abilities and generally succeed. Choosing to spare or subdue certain combatants can also yield 

benefits to the player such as the hostage negotiation sequence - this can result in better rewards 

further into the game, XP rewards upon completion of the speech challenge and greater praise from 

the game through NPC interactions.  

 

3.5 Challenges of pacifism 

Skyrim, appearing on the surface to operate similarly to its predecessor Oblivion, proves to be a 

considerable challenge for the pacifist player due to changes statistically and physically. The stats 

tracked for a player character's virtual lifespan accommodate for combat assistance provided by 

player-initiated sources. Namely, creatures conjured through magic to fight on the player's behalf, 

mercenaries and other followers the player instructs to accompany them and zombies created from 

deceased NPCs are all relative to a player's statistics - one when of the aforementioned agents 

initiates a kill it is recorded as a creature or human killed by the player. While recognising a moral 

loophole present in previous games, this change makes it increasingly challenging for a player to 

traverse any dungeons alone and survive. 

Dishonored provides a stand-out point for Practical Pacifism - allowing completion without the 

murder of any NPC, even targets specifically designated for assassination by the player. This is a step 

beyond titles such as the Hitman series (2000-2012), in which players were awarded a 'Silent 

Assassin' rank and the inclusive monetary and weaponry rewards by only killing the designated 

assassination targets of a level. The distinct lack of non-lethal armaments in Dishonored however, 



23 | P a g e  

 

sleep darts and chokeholds provide the few methods of incapacitation, makes stealth the most 

reasonable option when attempting a pacifist approach. Compared with the extensive pacifist 

armoury offered by MGS4, it is considerably more difficult to complete the game with zero kills to a 

player's name. Upgrading player equipment also provides additional challenge - ammunition 

capacity can be increased for the lethal crossbow darts but sleep-inducing tranquilizer darts are 

permanently capped at a maximum of 10. Despite this however, the challenge of avoiding and 

sometimes tranquilizing enemies however can prove just as rewarding as finding new, even more 

visceral ways to dispatch enemies.  
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4 Creating the Level 

 

4.1 Design Ideal 

The pacifism-themed level will be create in the Unreal Development Kit (UDK) Editor, in order to 

make use of Kismet, any requirements in terms of custom scripts and the moderate library of static 

meshes available for use. The game will be played in first-person view in the style of Mirror's Edge, 

potentially including some form of non-lethal weaponry, for example the tranquilizer guns seen in a 

number of Metal Gear Solid titles, as well as typical firearms. 

 

 

Figure 6: A very rough, approximate level plan of the second portion of the level, enemy vision are represented by 

player cones and paths follow dotted lines 

 

4.2 Level Plan 

The level should begin with the player devoid of any weapons - though enforcing helplessness on the 

player initially seems biased, it will allow for a comparison of approach when weapons are made 

available. Reasons for this could include awakening from cryogenically-frozen stasis, a 'naked' drop 

into the environment as in MGS3, loss of or damage to equipment or escaping a prison facility. many 

action game titles feature a level in which player equipment is removed so as to provide a different 

kind of challenge - Tomb Raider 1 through 3  (1996-1998)  and the first three games in the Metal 

Gear Solid series feature a level in which the player is imprisoned and must escape their 

confinement and reacquire their gear. This is also represented somewhat in The Elder Scrolls games 

Oblivion and Skyrim, whereby the player begins their adventure without any equipment or skills 
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because of their confinement. Stealth will be recommended to the player due to the advantage 

enemies will have against them - vents, darkened areas, immobile cover and high ledges will be 

available as appropriate. 

As in the previous examples players could start in a non-descript cell, able to see a guard directly 

outside of or possibly patrolling in front of their cell door as in MGS3, instructed to escape from their 

prison by some of radio communications system. In the level prototype, dialogue is exempt and 

instead replaced by instructions and hints written directly to the log when the player enters the 

appropriate area. Typical means of escape could include a panel removable by the player to access a 

ventilation duct or a way to climb up and out of the room. 

As seen in stealth titles such as Dishonored the height that a player character can reach provides 

many potential routes for stealth - Dishonored features many areas where enemies can be 

circumvented by traversing rooftops or elevated platforms. This is recognised by the walkways in the 

first room entered upon leaving the cell, with railings to communicate to players that it is not yet 

safe to drop down, as well as the in final room leading to the ventilation shaft shortcut to reach the 

laser grid switch. 

Enemies will have designated patrols (back and forth or in a circular motion around an area) so 

players can predict and avoid them as necessary. POV or detection fields could be incorporated to 

make it more obvious when the player will be detected. This should be limited however to the 

stealth sections alone, possibly drawing from a battery meter, to prevent over-usage and make the 

first stage of the level too easy. The radar featured in MGS that shows enemy positions and vision 

cones inspired cone-shaped detection volumes to be used for enemies - entering into the trigger 

volume causes static actors and bots to open fire on the player. Being able to see these trigger zones 

could be used as a temporary ability, as demonstrated by the Dark Vision power in Dishonored which 

displays enemies through walls, their vision areas and sounds created by the player. Figure 6 shows 

some of the enemy patrol routes and vision alternations incorporated into the second stage of the 

level - the increased difficulty in avoiding patrols makes it clear the gameplay will be more 

challenging from this point on. 

Upon finding the non-lethal weapon - be it a tranquilizer dart gun as in MGS games or an energy 

projection unit like Human Revolution's PEPS - the player should have the ability to avoid the 

subsequent areas of guards without using any weapons. However the choice of which branch of 

pacifism to follow should be left to the player's interpretation - the player should not feel forced in 

either direction. Due to usage of both static mesh actors and moving Ai scripted 'bots' in the level, 

enemies are a mixture of more humanoid standing guards and patrolling bots with a more artificial 

or robotic appearance. One approach to non-lethal weaponry that could be incorporated is a 

weapon that uses Electro Magnetic Pulses, with the common abbreviation of EMP, to disable robotic 

looking enemies but leave humanoid enemies untouched - somewhat similar to PEPS in design but 

not affecting organic life forms. 

Apart from the non-lethal weaponry, equipment that has the potential to appear in the level 

includes vision based augmentations from the player. Previously mentioned abilities to see enemy 

vision cones could be joined or replaced by the more realistic glasses that allow player to see infra-

red lasers when active, as in the Night Shift level in 007: Nightfire these lasers would trigger alarms 

and make the level instantly more difficult to complete. 
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The number of enemies present along the players path is not overly large but sufficient to invoke 

some forethought on the player's part - how to avoid the guards and whether it is necessary at the 

current time to use the very limited non-lethal weaponry if any is available. As mentioned in the 

design document (Appendix 5) a gun jam could occur at the beginning of the final stage of the level, 

preventing any further uses of the weapon, and enforcing upon the player the pacifist principal of 

outright fleeing from open combat. 

Towards the end of the level, a scripted event will force the player into an unavoidable alert phase 

for the rest of the level. An influx of enemies will appear at this point, following the player as they 

escape and creating obstacles to gradually guide the player in the direction of the level end. 

Ammunition for the non-lethal weapon will likely be depleted to naught by this point so the player 

should realise that running is their only viable option to survive. Ideally the player should be guided 

towards and obvious escape point - an elevator, garbage chute, escape pod etc. 

 

Figure 7: The design for the Pacifist level, blocked out in UDK 
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5 Play Testing and Level Feedback 

 

5.1 Testing Stage 

Testing sessions were conducted to assess how well the level addressed the key features of pacifism, 

whether gameplay was presented suitably in a first-person format, the general lack of items and 

presence of enemies. In order to gain a decent insight into the success of the level, 20 external 

surveys participated in a playthrough followed by a short questionnaire - Appendix 4 shows the 

finalised questionnaire. While 20 participants is not an ideal figure it is enough to speculate on a few 

potential trends based on the testing data collected. 

The level made available to participants was not ideal in terms of completion - due to faults in time 

planning and execution the third stage of the level where the player is forced to run from enemies 

was not present. Also exempt from the level was the tranquilizer gun weapon - it was decided that 

complete removal of weapons from the game would provide the most different game experience to 

what players are accustomed to and their expectations of a first-person game. The armour pickup 

was added at the final room of the first stage to replace the tranquilizer gun and give players some 

kind of physical reward for their progress up to that point. 

5.2 Possible Trends  

All participants were able to complete the level, most of which had little difficulty doing so - 70% of 

participants died between one and five times and twelve out of twenty player considered the 

gameplay to be balanced in its execution (Appendix 2 and 3). In this way it is fair to conclude that the 

game experience was not too difficult, despite the lack of any firearms or defensive measures other 

than a single armour pickup. Conversely the level was also not too easy with concerns to enemy 

ability and player health limitations - at least one death per player enforces the idea that it should be 

somewhat challenging whilst fewer than five deaths ensures gameplay does not become overly 

frustrating to the point of submission. 

Player behaviour during the level varied but 75% of participants stated that they did not feel 

compelled to attack the enemy units present (Appendix 1). This figure combined with the 14 out of 

20 participants that agreed 'gameplay felt natural unrestricted' suggest that as long as enemies are 

not too powerful and relentless in their attacks, a player can perform adequately to their desires and 

are not in a constant state of frustration (Appendix 2). This could be due to the number and possibly 

placement of enemies - a maximum of three hostile soldiers per room ensures that potential hazards 

are distributed effectively. For example, a typical first-person shooter would include far more than 

16 enemies in a single level - rather more considering the firepower often available. In reducing the 

amount the level comes to resemble a first-person action/stealth game such as Human Revolution.  

Player tactics were for the most part unchanged concerning FPS titles - apparently 65% of 

participants had the same approach to a more typical shooter titles (Appendix 2). This may involve 

running from and trying to circumvent waves of enemies due to their superior number - an FPS may 

sometimes recommend this course of action in favour of spending the time fighting large quantities 

of combatants. The ability to run through much the level, disregarding stealth tactics, was capitalised 

upon by several players during the testing session. This was not entirely unplanned for as the third 
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stage would have promoted the idea of running from an endless number of hostiles. The fact that 

this behaviour was recorded as occurring reinforces the idea of running as an actual method players 

may resort when faced with lack of weapons. Since the level was not designed to be an exclusively 

stealth-orientated title, the amount of players that attempted to simply flee from combat altogether 

is a redeeming quality of pacifism - players are allowed to act in the ways they may in real life 

situations. 

For the eighth question in the survey, 60% of players considered the pacifistic level to be an 

interesting alternative FPS titles but only 20% of those surveyed began to appreciate pacifism as a 

concept (Appendix 3). One of the main features of pacifism is that it is not easily forced onto a player 

without some level of frustration or rejection. Though well implemented in the first half of MGS2's 

Tanker Chapter, the inability to kill any characters throughout the entirety of a game such as 

Dishonored would doubtless not be as appealing to players. A more suitable test for this area of 

feedback could involve half of the participants playing the level as normal and the other half playing 

an altered version in which weapons are available from the start. In comparing player approaches to 

the two situations, results could be used to analyse how best to alter the game space and mechanics 

in order to create an environment where pacifism still feels natural but in which the ideals are 

imposed upon the player further in order to evoke a greater emotional and empathetic response. 

5.3 Identified Improvements 

Further improvements that could be made to the level include non-lethal weaponry such as 

tranquilizer pistols or flashbang grenades. Despite players stating that they did not always feel 

compelled to attack enemies, non-lethal weapons could provide ways to get round the more difficult 

areas of the level. A strictly limited ammunition count could make players consider the situation and 

save combat for only when it is most necessary, still provoking the ideas of when force should be 

used or avoided.  

The survey results suggest that the single most useful addition from the four suggestions, is that of 

either more options for stealth in general or the ability to see where enemy vision cones fall 

(Appendix 3). Either of these features would grant the player greater ability to avoid enemy patrols 

and guard patterns - though the detection zone of rotating guards can be estimated from observing 

their movement, a visual indicator would assure the player of how far they can see and which areas 

are definitely safe. 

An expansion on the story of the level and characterisations would create a better environment for 

which to tell a story as well as making a point in regards to pacifism. Characters in the Metal Gear 

Solid series often engage in conversations regarding the nature of war and conflict and their own 

personal opinions and reflections on such matters. The level could also attempt to convey the 

themes of pacifism through portrayal of characters and their advice through radio contact with the 

main character - instructions and hints that are currently displayed in the log could be fully voiced 

and scripted to give them greater meaning and emotion. Though it is not as necessary to create the 

narrative effect, background music would aid in creating a better game environment for the player 

to experience - creating tension when under attack as well as preventing silence when action is not 

underway. 
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The intended third area of the level would enforce upon players the third ideal of pacifism. In the 

original plan for the level it was separated into three distinct segments that would each present a 

different tactical approach and method for making pacifism possible. The first area, beginning with 

the player in the jail cell, is the typical prison escape routine whereby all the player's weapons have 

been confiscated and they must use stealth to avoid being detected and killed by the enemy. The 

second area would provide the player with the tranquilizer pistol, with only enough ammo to use 

defensively, and showcase to possibilities of combat whilst still retaining a Practical Pacifist approach 

- only engaging the opposition when it is most necessary to do so. The final area which was not 

completed in time for the test playing, would have presented the concept of fleeing from battle 

when the odds are not in the player's favour. Enemies that are unable to be defeated would provide 

the main challenge in this sequence, due to either lack of ammunition or lack of presence - dummy 

fire providing the incoming damage but giving the player no target bodies to aim for. Branching 

paths would give the player the illusion of choice , both paths leading to the same outcome, and 

promote quick decisions whilst under pressure. A cinematic sequence would also end the final area - 

providing closure for the player and a greater sense of context a reward, something the game may 

have been lacking when tested. 
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6 Conclusion 

With the exception of simulators and games aimed at younger children, it is becoming more difficult 

to find games titles that actively encourage pacifistic behaviour. Recent release Dishonored (2012) 

however, was an expected example of a game that provides a first-person action-heavy experience 

but also has the option of completion with literally zero human casualties. The recent critical success 

of the game (OPM UK, 2012, p62) has managed to inspire other game franchises to experiment in 

the ways of pacifism. Recent announcement Thief 4 is apparently set to continue in Dishonored's 

footsteps in that "it will be possible to ghost the game non-lethally" (Hurley L, 2013) meaning this 

may be a recurring theme in years to come. 

The testing of the level did not yield any concrete evidence due to the sample size, however the 

possible trends noted could potentially identify the key features of a suitable pacifist game. As 

identified from the research conducted, successful games to incorporate pacifism include it as a 

choice - valid since it is only a possibility in real-life if conflict is present. Games to showcase non-

lethality as a key feature must also be back up by an opposing approach of significant action - 

without the ability to fight or kill, there is nothing to abstain from. Pacifism as a choice can be 

rewarded through physical means and additional narrative - Dishonored has several storyline 

divergences depending on approach as well as presenting the player choice between upgrades and 

abilities to purchase. Pacifism is shown to be rewarded in titles such as Metal Gear Solid  4, in which 

the player can earn infinite ammo, as well as the less-conventional first-person Mirror's Edge, 

trophies or achievements providing the incentive providing the reward in this case.  

Many of the games studied are stealth-orientated titles - the Metal Gear Solid series, Deus Ex: 

Human Revolution and Dishonored feature both combat and stealth as major elements of gameplay, 

the former can be integral to avoiding the latter if used well. While still possible through imaginative 

methods in open world games such as Skyrim, the lack of any recognition or reward from the game 

may discourage players from this approach, reaffirming its status as a Self-Imposed Challenge in such 

cases.  

In order to facilitate pacifistic play, characters should react in response to how players conduct 

themselves throughout the course of the game. In Dishonored for example, members of the 

underground resistance will generally act courteously and politely towards Corvo as long as the 

game remains in Low Chaos, becoming more blunt and judgmental if Chaos reaches High. 

Characterisation is also important for 'enemy' characters; despite the opposing ideals in conflicts, 

NPCs can be made more relatable and inspire empathy in a player if the level of characterisation is 

deep enough - Ethan's target in the later stage of Heavy Rain is made more relatable by their shared 

affection towards their families. Player characters morals are often best reflected by pacifistic 

gameplay - protagonists in the Metal Gear Solid series, Heavy Rain and Mirror's Edge are shown to 

have reluctance to kill their enemies, Solid Snake in particular having the strongest feelings against 

warfare. The other side to this is the more open, accessible protagonists from Dishonored and the 

Elder Scrolls, reflecting the behaviour of the player controlling them and being whoever the player 

wants them to be. 

Attempting to finish a typically violence-orientated game, some of those studied being prominent 

examples, can be a challenging but eye-opening experience. Games are worlds of their own and by 

abandoning the combat element, looking deeply into the statistics and gameplay mechanics a player 
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will gain a greater insight into how the virtual worlds work. In a game with a levelling-system this can 

result in vastly different characters when violence is take out of the equation; "In doing so I 

discovered a side to the game I likely would not have noticed otherwise. New and interesting paths 

were opened by completely shifting the focus of character-building choices away from becoming the 

most efficient killing machine." (Peets J, 2012) 

Ultimately, pacifism can never be anything other than a choice - the option to defy conventional 

forms of combat can be open to the player, recommended or otherwise. Pacifism is not always easy 

when approaching a video game - reluctance to kill can result in many deaths and failures , self-

imposed or rewarded the challenge is always present. In many cases studied, the narrative will not 

affected by the amount of enemies not killed unless they are very explicit moral choice sequences. 

However for as long as games allow players to kill enemies in endless swathes, there will likely 

always be players that experiment with alternative methods of gameplay in order to attempt the 

Pacifist Run.  
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9 Appendix 

Appendix 1: The results collected from the survey 

 



37 | P a g e  

 

Appendix 2: Game performance and player behaviour
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Appendix 3: Player consensus and opinions on the level design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



39 | P a g e  

 

Appendix 4: The survey that was used to gauge how well the level performedAppendix 4: The survey that was used to gauge how well the level performed 
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Appendix 5: The design document used to rough out a plan of the Pacifist level 

Starting area: Prison cell/awaken from cryostasis/break-in point 

Prison cells are a good way of explaining the lack of equipment and general powerlessness 

experienced at the beginning of the level – many action games feature a point where the play is 

imprisoned and must escape and survive until their equipment can be relocated e.g. Metal Gear 

Solid series, Tomb raider series, opening of Oblivion. 

Start in an unremarkable cell with no weapons/gear. Could incorporate a codec/inbuilt radio device 

– player is told where they are and how to escape. Player can look through slit in cell door to see 

guard outside. Vent grate can be opened (fall down through scripted event etc) and player can climb 

in a crawl into the next room (hangar).  

Walkway is directly above cell-guard – cone of vision covers a reasonable distance. Enemy Vision 

Cones (EVCs) for the beginning should be assumed and be made visible later when gear is acquired. 

(Visual equipment will highlight the area an enemy can perceive).  Static guards will have in front of 

them a collision area – entry of this zone by the player will inflict instant game over via detection. 

This is later to be made into a combat phase when the player has a weapon/s available. 

The walkway should have handrails until the far end, at this point the player can jump down to hide 

behind a vehicle/crates etc that obscure them from the first guard’s vision. Since only first area, one 

guard is enough of a challenge for the player. A steady difficulty ramp will accompany the player’s 

adaption to the game. The stairs at the far side of the room lead onto the next area. 

Two static enemies guard the next room, standing along one side. Their EVCs cover the only exit 

path from the room. A supply sled/train moves back and forth, dissecting their combined vision 

(movement via Kismet). The player is required to hide behind the sled and move as it moves, so as 

not to expose themselves to the enemies. Upon reaching the far side of the room, the exit door is 

easily reachable. 

Room 3 has one enemy patrolling around a large crate (filler obstacle), their EVC is always ahead of 

them as they move around the box. The path they take is fixed – one circuit every few seconds. The 

player can therefore, follow along behind the guard to stay out of their sight until they leave the 

room. 

The three enemies are static and will not move from their posts but will turn to face one of two 

directions every few seconds. The player must observe where their vision falls and move to a safe 

position whenever the guards are looking away. Blocking structures ensure the player must follow 

along a set path, working out the timing of when to move is the challenge at this point. Perception 

fields could rotate to cover a wide area or have two set areas and alternate on/off as necessary. 

Rotating a single perception field would cover the appropriate distance and be more realistic but 

may be more difficult to implement. 

Following this sequence the player find themselves in the armoury/confiscated items room. 

Reacquiring their tranquilizer gun and visual equipment, the player will henceforth be able to put 

enemies to sleep and see where their EVC falls. After this point enemy placement and stealth 

challenges shall be of similar, if not greater challenge.  The patrol routes and guard placement 
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should make them passable with the use of stealth if the layer opts not to use their tranquilizer 

pistol. 

� May be useful to incorporate invisible laser beams that can be seen after the player’s glasses 

are obtained (like 007 Nightfire) – may make more sense than seeing people’s field of vision. 

Nanomachines in soldier’s bodies could explain this – guards work like security cameras with 

the things they see uploaded into one mainframe which the player can hack into to see 

detection zones physically.  

Further areas feature rotating vision zone guards, guards that patrol in circuits and a number of 

shortcuts. A hollow crate with a path through the middle, ventilation shafts and stairs to walkways 

provide alternate ways around enemy patrols. Though these areas can be passed with pure stealth, 

they are more difficult than those in the former zone – testing will confirm whether or not players 

find it necessary to tranquilize any of all of the guards in the area. The final room has a laser grid 

blocking the exit door – visible due to the PC’s extra-vision glasses – which can be turned off with a 

switch. Lasers can be incorporated in later rooms to block off walkways/directions of escape to 

effectively guide the player in one direction while they are forced to run away. 

The limited tranquilizer darts supplied to the player should number 9 at most – 1 for each enemy. 9 

is a clip size in some standard handguns and the strict limitation will ensure the player does not have 

enough ammunition to put all the enemies in the final zone to sleep (when they are pursued during 

the alert status). A gun jam could also be implemented to enforce “running is the only option”. 

The beginning of the final stage gives the player an initial choice of paths – left along a walkway, 

down the stairs and returning to the platforms via and elevator or the right track up the stairs and 

along to join up the two paths. A laser grid blocks off one half of the walkways initially, this and the 

appearance of guards from various direction will force the player in one direction, guiding them to 

the level end. The level can be completed in one of two ways: passing the shutter before it closes 

and diving into a garbage/laundry chute or duct of some variety. If the player does not pass the 

shutter before it closes, they will be guided to a lower platform and out of a player-sized window. 

Guards will spawn at the beginning at the half-way point of the level, strategically placed in a way 

that funnels the player to the exit. Doors and other exits will be visible closed and guards will 

enforce extra discouragement – it will be obvious the player is not meant to go in that direction. 

Guard AI should not be complex – upon spawning, triggers will activate continual gunfire directed at 

the player. To this effect, enemy units do not even have to be included – smoke particle effects 

could mask the non-existent guards under the guise of a defensive smoke grenade. Similarly to the 

static laser grid, more dynamic methods of route-blocking that do not require enemy AI could 

include doors that explode outwards as the player approaches (implying enemy desperation without 

featuring them physically). 
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Appendix 6 - 9: Screenshots of the Pacifist level in progress 
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Appendix 10 - The layout plan for the unfinished third stage of the level 

 

 


