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Violent video games and morality: A meta-ethical approach
Garry Young

This paper considers what it is about violent video games that leads one reasonably minded
person to declare “That is immoral” while another denies it. Three interpretations of video game
content are discussed: reductionist, narrow, and broad. It is argued that a broad interpretation is
required for a moral objection to be justified. It is further argued that understanding the meaning
of moral utterances – like “x is immoral” – is important to an understanding of why there is a lack
of moral consensus when it comes to the content of violent video games. Constructive ecumenical
expressivism is presented as a means of explaining what it is that we are doing when we make
moral pronouncements and why, when it comes to video game content, differing moral attitudes
abound. Constructive ecumenical expressivism is also presented as a means of illuminating what
would be required for moral consensus to be achieved.
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Introduction
When playing a single-player video game, and with reference to something within that game,
suppose I were to make the following claim: “That is immoral”. Within the context just
described, what is the demonstrative pronoun ‘that’ referring to, such that I or anyone else
might judge it to be morally wrong? In other words, what could there be within the content of
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single-player video games that one might find morally objectionable? Moreover, what should
I or anyone else be taken to mean when uttering the proposition “That is immoral”,
irrespective of what ‘that’ is referring to? Answering these questions is important if one
wishes to clarify the moral debate surrounding video game content: i.e., what it is we are
meant to be objecting to (or not, as the case may be), what such an objection means, and the
extent to which any objection is justified on moral grounds. The need for clarification on each
of these points is therefore pre-requisite to proffering a resolution to the contentious issue of
video game content and its moral or even legal prohibition (see, for example, Collier, Liddell
& Liddell, 2008; Copenhaver, 2015; Ferguson, 2008; Nauroth, Gollwitzer, Bender &
Rothmund, 2014; Rothmund, Bender, Nauroth & Gollwitzer, in press; Sjöström, Sowka,
Gollwitzer, Klimmt & Rothmund, 2013; and Smith, 2006, for recent papers discussing video
game violence and moral and legislative issues, particularly in the US and in regard to minors
playing video games and/or the perception of the validity of scientific evidence informing
such debate) The focus of this paper, however, will be on the morality of video game
violence in the context of adults and so will not involve discussion on legislation or the
exposure of minors to such content.1
Given the differing views on the morality of video games which contain enactments
of (often) extreme violence (as noted above), a useful strategy to aid the continuing debate
over their permissibility would be to understand at least some of the reasons for moral
disagreement and, based on these reasons, come to an understanding of what is required for
moral consensus to be achieved and, moreover, what form this moral consensus would take
should it be achieved. If we can better understand the cause of our moral differences perhaps
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I acknowledge that some content depicting virtual violence may be available to age-appropriate adolescents: M
rating permits 17+ years of age, for example (based on the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB)).
Nevertheless, I wish to establish, first and foremost, an ethical position relevant to adults exposed to video game
simulated violence (even in the case of games with an M rating), before considering what such a position would
have to say about the exposure of such virtual violence to age-appropriate adolescents.
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this can be used to gain greater insight into the direction we should take in any future
discussion on the permissibility of violent representations within video games. In short, we
need to be clear on what it is we are dealing with here.
The paper is divided into two parts. In the first part, I seek to clarify what the
demonstrative pronoun ‘that’ is referring to in the case of the proposition “That is immoral” –
for now, let us call it x – such that one reasonably-minded person might declare that x is
immoral while another might deny it. This part of the paper is largely descriptive, and seeks
only to illustrate different ways in which video game content may be interpreted, based on
what I am calling reductionist, narrow and broad interpretations. The examples used within
this part of this paper should not therefore be taken to represent an exhaustive account of
moral objections. What they do provide is (a) examples of different properties believed to be
realized by different interpretations of video game content (but not all potential properties),
and (b) material (qua these realized properties) for the second part of this paper, at least in
terms of a broad interpretation of video game content, which is the position I am aiming to
establish by the end of Part 1.
To be clear, then, it is my contention that only a broad interpretation of video game
content permits the realization of properties that warrant moral scrutiny; although I accept
that there are different ways to (broadly) interpret x and that these different interpretations
will realize different properties. How this affects our moral judgements – that is, whether one
asserts that x is immoral (or not), based on one’s interpretation of x and the properties it
realizes – will be discussed in the second part of the paper. In Part 1, although I may
comment on the fact that certain interpretations of video game content have led to certain
moral judgements, and although my aim in this section is to reject the reductionist and narrow
interpretations and establish the broad interpretation as necessary for moral scrutiny, I wish to
leave more detailed discussion of a normative nature until Part 2.
3

In Part 2, I consider the meaning of moral utterances like “x is immoral”. Does the
meaning of such a proposition stem from the fact that, under a particular sort of broad
interpretation, it is describing a categorical moral truth (for example), or is it instead an
expression of one’s attitude towards x? If the latter – which is the view that will be taken here
– then how is moral consensus achievable in the absence of (i) shared interpretation and (ii)
shared attitude, and what would moral consensus achieve anyway? To reiterate,
understanding what it is that we are doing when we make moral pronouncements about video
game content should help clarify why moral consensus is not currently forthcoming
(Ferguson, 2010), and help illuminate what is required for consensus to be achieved. Whether
moral consensus is sufficiently robust to constitute a normative position with regard to video
game content will then be considered.
With regard to establishing a normative position, elsewhere, I have argued against
moral realism and in favour of constructive ecumenical expressivism (see Young, 2014). It is
not my intention to repeat this anti-realist argument here, although it is important to present
the case for constructive ecumenical expressivism in more detail. Therefore, in addition to
clarifying what the demonstrative pronoun is referring to when one utters “That is immoral”,
and in addition to arguing that different people may well be referring to different things when
making moral pronouncements about the same virtual event, a further aim of the second part
of this paper is to show how constructive ecumenical expressivism is not only able to explain
the meaning of moral utterances but why, given this meaning, there is moral disagreement in
the case of video game content. It is my contention that constructive ecumenical expressivism
is able to provide insight into how moral agreement might be achieved. It is my further
contention that such an approach is therefore able to aid continuing debate and perhaps even
future legislation on video game content (although discussion on legislation is beyond the
scope of this paper).
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Part 1: Three levels of interpretation

1.1 A reductionist interpretation
Fundamentally, x is nothing but the manipulation of pixels (see Klimmt, Schmid, Nosper,
Hartmann & Vorderer, 2006, p.313). Thus, when playing a video game in which it is possible
(virtually) to kill children (e.g., BioShock)2 or sexually assault/rape women (e.g., RapeLay) or
massacre innocent people in an airport (e.g., Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2), where these
activities are described using a reductionist interpretation – as nothing but the manipulation
of pixels – one might find it hard to justify the claim that x (qua the manipulation of pixels) is
immoral. For just as one might struggle to find the offence in a joke about torture if the
comedian’s utterance were to be described simply in terms of the manipulation of sound
waves – after all, how can the manipulation of sound waves be offensive (or a joke, for that
matter)? – one might likewise struggle to locate the legitimate object of moral inquiry in any
of the above examples when presented solely as the manipulation of pixels.
This reductionist strategy has been employed as part of an amoralist rebuttal of
attempts to make moral pronouncements about the content of video games (see Young,
2013). Such an approach has limited appeal, however, and tends to be easily quashed by the
fact that computer-generated pixels or sound waves (qua the vocalisation of a language), or
even the ink on the page which forms words, are all examples of representational vehicles
(Dretske, 1995). What is ‘carried’ by these vehicles is representational content, and this is
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Within the game, the ‘children’ are in fact creatures called Little Sisters. They do, however, resemble young
girls.
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meaningful. Representational content, in being meaningful, is a legitimate target for moral
scrutiny (Powers, 2003).

1.2 A narrow interpretation (of meaning)
In the case of Postal 2 (for example) – a video game said to contain some of the highest
levels of virtual violence available commercially (if not the highest level)3 – the
representational vehicle (qua computer-generated pixels) is used on numerous occasions to
represent the murder of innocent people. Similar representational content can be found in a
number of other video games (e.g., the Manhunt and Grand Theft Auto series, to name two
leading exponents; and, more recently, Hatred). What is being represented by these pixels is
an example of what Young (2013) calls prohibited offline taboo activity (POTA): a term I
shall adopt here. POTAs refer to any offline (qua real-world) taboo activity: e.g. murder,
assault, paedophilia, bestiality, incest, etc. The virtual enactment of murder is arguably the
most common POTA represented within violent video games. Other enactments include
assault and torture, even rape. Collectively, following Whitty, Young & Goodings (2011), I
shall refer to these as symbolic taboo activities (STAs). Where x is the virtual enactment of a
POTA (e.g., the sexual assault of a virtual character), to declare “x is immoral” is to declare
that that particular STA is immoral. What is the basis for this claim and, given this basis, is
the claim justified?
By way of a response, let us focus on video game representations of murder. Following
Di Muzio (2006), it would be unsound to hold that such content is immoral simply because it
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See http://uk.askmen.com/top_10/videogame/top-10-most-violent-video-games_1.html (accessed 15/4/14)
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depicts extreme violence and therefore represents a POTA (see also Staiger, 2005, p.171).4
As Di Muzio notes:

[O]ne would want to resist the thesis that it is wrong to read and enjoy Homer’s Iliad because it contains
violence, gore and death. Depictions of violence do not per se belong in the category of the morally
objectionable only because many instances of real violence do. (2006, p.280)

In keeping with Di Muzio’s example, if we adopt a narrow interpretation of STAs, then the
type of enactment mentioned above, with reference to video games like Postal 2, is simply
the virtual enactment of actual prohibited behaviour (an STA depicting a POTA). But in
representing a POTA, the STA does not possess intrinsic immoral properties; there is nothing
inherently immoral in the act of representing murder, for example.5 A common way of
morally objecting to STAs therefore involves moving beyond a narrow interpretation. As a
segue into this broader interpretation, then, let us consider what Di Muzio means when he
says that we would want to “resist the thesis that it is wrong to read and enjoy Homer’s Iliad
because it contains violence, gore and death” (ibid.).
It is possible to enjoy the Iliad for reasons other than that it contains depictions of
violence, gore and death. For some, it may be possible to enjoy the Iliad despite the violence.
4

Of course, Hume ([1739] 1978) would argue that no objects (whether representations or otherwise) have
inherent (im)moral properties (See Section 2.3).
5
One may object to the claim that there is nothing inherently immoral in representing murder or other POTAs.
As evidence for this rebuttal, one might cite examples of ‘gore porn’ (Tait, 2008) – that is, reality Internet sites
which show graphic real-life footage of crime scenes, road traffic accidents, executions or suicides (etc.) – or
even art exhibitions such as Body World which present for viewing the skinned dead bodies of consenting adults
in various ‘artistic’ poses (Moore & Brown, 2007). In response to such an objection, I would still argue that the
moral objection is not based on any inherent immoral property of the representation but on the broader context:
in this case, the purpose of the site or presentation. Is it to satisfy ghoulish delight or is its purpose educational?
The former is vulnerable to a charge of immorality, the latter less so (if at all). A similar argument (regarding
purpose) has been made in the case of ‘dark tourism’ (Lennon & Foley, 1996); Stone, 2006): namely, the
marketing of sites of death/atrocities as tourist destinations (e.g., Auschwitz-Birkenau, the former site of the
twin towers in New York, the killing fields of Cambodia). In addition, any broader context should also include
the age of the viewer (minor or adult).
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Nevertheless, I accept that there are those who enjoy it because it contains such depictions.
But even if one enjoys the book for the latter reason, the Iliad is not simply a book about
violence, gore and death even if it depicts this in abundance. A similar view is expressed by
Kreider (2008) when discussing works of art. Kreider argues that “most people would agree
that an artistic context does justify or at least mitigate some things that we would otherwise
find objectionable” outside of that context (2008, p.153). Likewise, Poole (1982) claims that
the depiction of “morally and emotionally shocking situations might be tolerable if the author
intended to create a work of art” (p. 40).
In contrast to these mitigating (art-related) circumstances, or simply by way of
adopting a different broader interpretation, one might object on moral grounds to video
games like Postal 2 or the Manhunt series, Hatred (etc.) because they “not only contain
representations of violence and death, but are devoted primarily or solely to representing
violence and death” (Di Muzio, 2006., p.281; emphasis in original) to the extent that such
video games, one might argue, “makes the point of having no moral point” (ibid., p.290).6 Of
course, one might retort: Is intentionally (or otherwise) having no moral point an immoral
thing to do? In claiming that an STA is not immoral, one does not have to champion the
moral value of STAs or video games that are devoted to their expression. One could accept
that STAs are not morally praiseworthy, but this does not entail that they are morally bad and
therefore should be morally condemned. After all, one might consider STAs to be amoral
(based on one’s interpretation, of course).
Instead of a criticism based on negation, then – whereby one objects to the absence of
moral worth – or instead of simply objecting to the alleged fact that such games are focused
solely on representations of violence and death (which implies a lack of moral worth), one

6

Di Muzio’s argument was originally directed against ‘slasher’ films such as the Texas Chainsaw Massacre.
However, it seems clear to me that the same argument can be applied to video games like Postal 2.
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might criticize certain gaming content on the basis of what it appears to promote, especially
in virtue of the simulated actions it affords. In other words, virtual content (including what
we are afforded the opportunity to do) is not morally problematic simply because it depicts
violence; rather, it is morally problematic whenever (and therefore because) it conveys or
appears to convey the idea that one should delight in murder and other forms of extreme
violence. Such an objection is based on a broader interpretation of STAs.
To illustrate the form this objection might take, in 2011 the British Board of Film
Classification (BBFC) refused to issue a classification for the film Human Centipede II
because, in their view, the film focused on: “the sexual arousal of the central character at both
the idea and the spectacle of the total degradation, humiliation, mutilation, torture and murder
of his naked victims” (see Shoard, 2011, p.1). The BBFC’s objection signalled that a
representation can be proclaimed morally wrong because of what it intends to promote; in
this case, that we should delight in the morally proscribed. Similarly, in the case of the video
game, Manhunt 2 (some years earlier), the BBFC objected to some of its content owing to
(again, in their view) the representation of “casual sadism” and the game’s “unrelenting focus
on stalking and brutal slaying”, as well as the fact that the gameplay “constantly encourages
visceral killing” (MailOnline, 2007, p.1).
It would seem that when adopting a narrow interpretation, one could argue that
representations of extreme violence (whether they appear in a book or a play, a film or even a
video game) are not in and of themselves immoral, as Di Muzio (2006) makes clear. They do
not possess intrinsic immoral properties. Nor, I contend, for a claim of ‘immoral’ to be
upheld is it enough simply for a representation within a video game to be devoid of moral
worth. Instead, one way for the term ‘immoral’ to be applied is to adopt a broader
interpretation of x and hold (for example) that the purpose of the representation is to
commend us to delight in that which is immoral. Given that an STA is a representation of a
9

POTA, where one is commended to delight in what the STA represents, therein lies the
immorality, or so one might argue.
In the Section 1.3 and 1.4, I present two properties which one might identify as
properties one finds morally objectionable, one of which I have already introduced above:
namely, ‘commending one to delight in what the STA represents’. The other (presented in
1.4) is a property broadly construed as ‘that which has a detrimental effect on the human
condition’. These two properties are used for illustrative purposes only and are in no way
meant to be exhaustive of the potential properties available under a broad interpretation, as I
shall make clear in Part 2.

1.3 Using a broad interpretation: An a priori argument
An STA is a fiction – a make-belief – which amounts to the virtual enactment of a POTA.
Prima facie, the author of the fiction (the game-designer) is inviting the player to makebelieve some event: say, that I (in the guise of an avatar and within the fictional world)
brutally assault and slay a number of innocent people represented by non-player characters
(NPCs). However, based on a broader interpretation of the STA, in which the virtual
enactment is said to realize the property broadly construed as ‘commending one to delight in
the idea of what the STA represents’, one may object on moral grounds to the virtual content.
More formally, one may object, morally:

1. (a priori) Whenever an STA is used, either overtly or covertly, as a means of
commending one to delight in the idea of what the make-believe represents: namely, the
corresponding POTA.
10

Where commercially available gaming content invites us to make-believe extreme acts of
violence, there is nothing to indicate that the game designer is using the make-believe to
promote their actual beliefs (overtly or covertly). Nevertheless, one might still wish to claim
that a reasonable interpretation of the content of such violent video games would lead one to
believe that it is commending us to delight in the idea of such acts for real; or even, at the
very least, that such virtual content is vulnerable to misunderstanding. As such, one could
argue that where the likelihood exists that the make-belief could be misconstrued as
endorsing (1) then this is sufficient, morally, to condemn the STA. Either way, the point I am
making is that, under different but similarly broad interpretations, what one believes the
virtual enactment is realizing is a particular property that one finds morally objectionable (a
point I will return to in Part 2).

1.4 Using a broad interpretation: An a posteriori argument
Where it is not the game designer’s intention to commend me (or anyone) to delight in what
the STA represents, and where I do not reasonably interpret or even misconstrue this to be the
case, nevertheless, when playing a video game like Postal 2, even if it is just for its
entertainment value (see Nys, 2010), as a result of engaging in such make-believe I may
come to delight in the idea of violence for real. This seems to be part of the reasoning and
therefore concern behind the BBFC’s objection to Human Centipede II (mentioned earlier)
and even aspects of British obscenity law (see Young & Whitty, 2012). In addition, such
reasoning forms the basis for virtue theory objections to violent video games: grounded on
the idea that the simulation of vice will lead to moral corruption (see McCormick, 2001).
Proponents of such an objection (or even similar consequentialist-style objections based on
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negative utility: see Markey & Markey, 2010; Schulzke, 2010; Singer, 2007; and Waddington
2007), often cite research findings which correlate playing violent video games with
increases in various forms of anti-social behaviour, or decreases in one’s sensitivity to such
behaviour or propensity to engage in pro-social behaviour (Adachi & Willoughby, 2011;
Anderson, 2004).
It would be erroneous to ignore findings supporting the view that playing violent video
games is associated with increased violent or otherwise anti-social behaviour (Greitemeyer &
Mügge, 2014). Anderson, Shibuya, Ihori, Swing, Bushman, Sakamoto et al. (2010), for
example, on completing a meta-analytic review of literature on video game violence and its
effects, claimed to have found that exposure to video games with violent content is a causal
risk factor for increased aggressive behaviour, cognition, and affect, and decreases empathy
and prosocial behaviour. Ferguson (2007a, 2007b), however, in his meta-analytic review on
video game violence, warns us to treat many of the findings supporting a connection to antisocial behaviour with caution, arguing that the measures of aggression used in most studies
lack validity and that often the effect sizes are close to zero. He also suggests that there is a
bias in the academic literature in favour of those papers which report statistically significant
differences between groups. Because of this, and based on conflicting evidence found in the
literature, any attempt to posit a direct causal link between video game content and violent
(real-world) behaviour should be regarded as overly simplistic, largely uncorroborated, and
ultimately contentious. Indeed, for dissenting voices and further critical discussion on
Anderson et al.’s conclusion, see Bushman, Rothstein and Anderson (2010); Ferguson and
Kilburn (2010); and Huesmann 2010 (see also Bensley & Van Eenwyk 2001; and Ferguson
2011). Moreover, Markey, Markey and French (2014) following a meta-analytic review of
data, including FBI crime statistics and video game sales, report:
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Contrary to the claims that violent video games are linked to aggressive assaults and homicides, no
evidence was found to suggest that this medium was a major (or minor) contributing cause of violence in
the United States. Annual trends in video game sales for the past 33 years were unrelated to violent crime
both concurrently and up to 4 years later. Unexpectedly, monthly sales of video games were related to
concurrent decreases in aggravated assaults and were unrelated to homicides. (pp.14-15)

In terms of the findings of research currently undertaken, then, there is no consensus
on what the effects of playing violent video games are (see Ferguson, 2013; but also
Bushman, Gollwitzer & Cruz, 2015, Bushman & Huesmann, 2014, and Krahé, 2014, for a
rebuttal of Ferguson’s claims, and therefore as a means of reinforcing my argument for a lack
of consensus).7 Having said that, one may nevertheless feel justified in objecting morally:

2. (a posteriori) Whenever engaging in an STA is shown to result in a detrimental effect on
the human condition such that, irrespective of (1), one acquires (for example) the
propensity to delight in the idea of POTAs generally or the corresponding POTA in
particular.

In the case of (2), the focus of the moral objection is the effect enacting particular content
has. This can occur in conjunction with (1) but need not: for (2) can be satisfied logically and

7

Although my interest in this paper is directed at adult engagement with video games, one may nevertheless
wish to contrast any alleged risks associated with playing violent video games, particularly for children in the
US, with the comparatively increased risk associated with playing (American) football (I thank the anonymous
reviewer for drawing my attention to this point). Boden, Breit, Beachler, Williams, and Mueller (2013) recorded
the number of reported child fatalities associated with playing (American) football during the period 1990-2010.
They found around 12 fatalities occurred per year during this period. In addition, see Shankar, Fields, Collins,
Dick & Comstock (2007) for a report on the number of school and collegiate fractures and concussions reported
during the 2005-06 season.
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empirically independently of (1). Someone who endorses (2), in effect, believes that a given
STA realizes a property which (broadly construed) is ‘detrimental to the human condition’.

1.5. A brief review
Returning to the utterance “That is immoral”. In the context of single-player video games,
what the demonstrative pronoun refers to is dependent on one’s level of interpretation.
Therefore, where moral pronouncements appear to differ – such that A may declare that to be
immoral and B may hold that not to be immoral – this does not necessarily denote a
difference in one’s moral stance; rather, it may simply be the result of differing
interpretations of what ‘that’ represents based on a reductionist, narrow or broad
interpretation. I quickly dismissed reductionist and narrow interpretations of video game
content in favour of a broad interpretation, which I claimed was the only interpretation suited
to moral scrutiny.
Imagine, then, that A is adopting a broad interpretation of some virtual gaming event
– say, the random murder of a passerby – whereby the STA (random murder) is taken to be
commending one to delight in the idea of actual murder (or is in danger of being
misinterpreted as promoting this); it is believed, by A, to realize this property. B does not
hold that the virtual event is immoral because B does not interpret the event in the same way.
In contrast to A, B does not believe that this property is realized. In failing to concur with A
that “That is immoral”, B is not necessarily failing to share A’s view that commending one to
delight in the idea of murder is immoral; rather, it is that B does not accept that this is how
one should interpret the virtual event and therefore that such a property is realized by this
virtual enactment. The point of this example is that it highlights how seeming moral
disagreement could in fact stem from a lack of consensus regarding the object of the moral
14

judgement – expressed, in this case, as a failure to agree on what the demonstrative pronoun
(‘that’) is referring to – and not necessarily from differing views on morality.
In the next part of this paper, I consider what it means to declare that “That is
immoral”. I do this, initially, irrespective of one’s particular broad interpretation of what that
is referring to. Next, I aim to show how the explanation proffered for the meaning of a moral
utterance – notably, constructive ecumenical expressivism – not only helps account for why,
using a broad interpretation, there is a lack of moral consensus when it comes to video game
content, but provides insight into what is required for consensus to be achieved.

Part 2: Towards a normative account

2.1 Constructive ecumenical expressivism
Constructive ecumenical expressivism, very much like its forerunner – ecumenical
expressivism (Ridge, 2006) – holds that, when uttered, the proposition “That is immoral”
reveals two interrelated facts about the mental states of the subject. The first concerns an
attitude. The second relates to a particular belief that is said to make anaphoric reference to
this attitude.8 Importantly, though, the subject does not hold a negative attitude (in this case)
towards the particular act referred to by the demonstrative pronoun. Instead, in the case of
“That is immoral”, the subject disapproves of some property – call it P – and believes that x
(which represents what ‘that’ refers to) realizes P. Thus, in declaring that murder is immoral,
8

An anaphoric reference occurs when a word in a text refers to a previous idea in the text for its meaning. In the
sentence “Fred always looked unkempt but this never seemed to bother him”, the word ‘him’ clearly refers to
Fred and therefore makes anaphoric reference to Fred.
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the subject holds a negative attitude towards P (some property yet to be described) and
believes that an act of murder realizes P. Moreover, in stating that murder is immoral, the
subject is not (should not be) declaring only that this token act of murder is immoral but,
rather, that the type of action, of which this particular act is a token, – in virtue of realizing
property P – is immoral. Where a different type of act realizes the same property, then one
should disapprove of any token act of this action-type. If kidnapping, for example, realizes
property P then, if one disapproves of murder (in virtue of property P), one should disapprove
of kidnapping, also.
So what is property P? Property P can and does amount to different things to different
people. S1 may view P in terms of negative utility – for example, the realizing of more
displeasure than pleasure which is a posteriori discoverable – while S2 may hold it to be a
violation of God’s law, or constitutive of a failure in one’s duty to others. S3, in turn, may
characterize P as a vice rather than a virtue, and so on. Declaring that “x is immoral” – where
x equates to murder – reveals the following:

(CEE) S disapproves of P and believes that x realizes P (thus making anaphoric reference to
that of which S disapproves).

Declaring that x is immoral does not denote the truth of the proposition “x is immoral”;
rather, it denotes the truth of (a) S’s disapproval of P, and (b) S’s belief that x realizes P.9

9

In a slightly more complex version of the original ecumenical expressivism, (see Ridge, 2006), S’s moral
approval or disapproval is said to coincide with that of an ideal advisor. Where S disapproves of x, S’s belief
that x realizes P is a belief that x realizes some property that the ideal advisor disapproves of. What counts as an
ideal advisor can vary. Where one’s ideal advisor is a staunch advocate of God’s law, S may disapprove of x
because S believes that P, which is realized by x, amounts to a violation of God’s law and so would be
disapproved of by the ideal advisor. Alternatively, where S’s ideal advisor adheres to utilitarian principles, S
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In the context of single-player video games, where A declares “That is immoral” and B
denies this, both A and B are expressing a moral attitude. A disapproves of that (whatever
‘that’ happens to be) and B does not. More specifically, A disapproves of p and believes that
that (whatever ‘that’ happens to be) realizes p (thus making anaphoric reference to that of
which A disapproves). Why does B not disapprove of that? (Before moving on, note that I
have used the lowercase p in italics to denote the specific property of which A in particular
disapproves. This should be contrasted with the uppercase P used earlier, which refers to
some unspecified property of which a subject disapproves.)10



When considering why B does not disapprove of that, it could be that both A and B
disapprove of property P (where property P refers to the same thing). Nevertheless, it
could also be that they are employing different interpretations of x: the event within the
game. How each interprets the virtual event (x) will shape whether they come to believe
that x realizes P. In this case, A does believe this, whereas B does not.

Alternatively, it could be that both A and B consider x to be immoral. In other words, both
agree that “That is immoral” in relation to the same virtual event. How might this be
achieved?



In this case, moral agreement (or shared moral attitude) is achieved because both believe
that x realizes some property P which they each disapprove of. It could be that P is the

may disapprove of P because it equates to negative utility, as disapproved of by the ideal advisor. This more
complex version of ecumenical expressivism should not affect the argument for constructive ecumenical
expressivism presented here.
10
I thank the anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to the need for terminological clarification here.
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same for both players. However, it could also be that what counts as property P is
different in each case. Suppose A and B adopt a broad interpretation of the virtual event,
x. Owing to the nature of their respective interpretations, A believes that x realizes p:
where p equates to commending one to delight in that which is immoral (the actual POTA
the STA represents). B, on the other hand, does not believe x realizes the property just
described but still considers x to be immoral because B interprets x as realizing q, where q
equates to an increase in unpleasantness (increased negative affect/attitude/behaviour)
which is something B disapproves of.

According to the explanation just described, both A and B consider x to be immoral but
for different reasons. It is not that A does not disapprove of something which causes
increased unpleasantness, or that B does not disapprove of something which commends us to
delight in the immoral; rather, it is that A does not believe that increased unpleasantness is a
property realized by x, or does not prioritize it above a different property (commending one to
delight in the immoral) which is held to be the main reason for A’s moral disapproval.
Mutatis mutandis, the same goes for B. After all, in the case of B, it is possible to believe that
x does not commend one to delight in the immoral but still believe it can lead to increased
unpleasantness. Conversely, one can believe that x commends us to delight in the immoral,
and that this is reason enough for disapproval, irrespective of whether it causes an increase in
unpleasantness. In short, in this scenario, both A and B express a negative attitude towards x
but for different reasons: that is, in virtue of believing that x realizes some property (P) which
equates to something different in each case (p or q), but nevertheless serves the same reasongiving function. To illustrate:
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(CEE a)

A disapproves of p (where p equates to commending one to delight in the

immoral) and believes that x realizes p (thus making anaphoric reference to that of which
A disapproves).

(CEE b)

B disapproves of q (where q equates to increased unpleasantness) and believes

that x realizes q (thus making anaphoric reference to that of which B disapproves).

In each case, the moral attitude towards x is the same: namely, “it is wrong”. This is
because some property (P), of which A (qua property p) and B (qua property q) disapprove,
is believed by A and B, respectively, to be realized by x. There can be any number of reasons
for one’s attitude towards something. What constructive ecumenical expressivism teaches us
is that moral attitude is no different.
Before continuing, a further point of clarification is required. To state that A and B have a
shared attitude towards x, such that they both hold that x is immoral, is to declare that they
have the same de re attitude. When considering the act that A and B’s attitude is directed
towards (the intentional object), their attitude towards that act (the thing in itself) is the same.
But this shared de re attitude exits in virtue of the belief that x realizes some property (P)
which they both disapprove of, but which can be (and is) different for A and B: A believes
that x realizes p and B believes it realizes q. Their differing belief about which property is
realized by x means that they have different reasons for their shared de re attitude. One could
say that they have different de dicto attitudes regarding x and hence the immorality of murder
(namely, different beliefs about why it is immoral).11

11

Again, I thank the anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to this distinction.
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2.2 What is constructed in constructive ecumenical expressivism?
Like ecumenical expressivism, constructive ecumenical expressivism explains what the
subject means when declaring that x is immoral. By referring to property P as that of which
one disapproves, the content of one’s disapproval and with it the reason for one’s disapproval
of x (which one believes realizes P) can vary from subject to subject (or gamer to gamer).
Importantly, what ecumenical expressivism does not provide, which constructive ecumenical
expressivism does, is a means of identifying the ‘correct’ (qua most justified or even
‘objectified’) moral position regarding x (one’s de re attitude). It could also explain how
(possibly) a shared de dicto attitude is achieved regarding P, although this is not as important
or even necessary for moral consensus.
What an endorsement of ecumenical expressivism entails, as the forerunner to the
position I am prosing here, is the negation of moral realism; what it suggests is that
established or alleged objective moral thinking is nothing but the elevation of one particular
attitude over contrasting others. Yet it seems that in cases of prototypical POTAs such as
murder or assault or torture or rape, to name a few, we do typically achieve moral consensus
in the form of a shared de re attitude. Why, then, is moral consensus (likewise, in the form of
a shared de re attitude) not forthcoming in the case of STAs which represent these
prototypical POTAs?

2.3 Constructive sentimentalism
As a means of understanding how moral consensus (qua a shared de re attitude) has been
achieved in the case of POTAs and, conversely, why it is absent in the case of STAs, I draw
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on Prinz’s (2007) constructive sentimentalism. This is the view that although moral
judgements stem from sentiment, or what Hume ([1739] 1978) refers to as feelings of
disapprobation or approbation, they nevertheless form the basis for rules which have their
own objective status within the socially constructed space they occupy (Copp, 2011, likens
this view to what he calls realist expressivism; see also Copp, 2001). As Prinz states: “Things
that we construct or build come from us, but, once there, they are real entities that we
perceive” (2007, p.168). Prinz’s position is compatible with the neo-sentimentalism proffered
by Gibbard (1990), who argues that wrongful acts are judged to be so, not simply because
one has a negative feeling towards the act but because such a feeling is appropriate. The
addition of this normative element – that the negative feeling of guilt (for example) is not
simply something we happen to feel but what we should feel – means, for Nichols (2008),
that “even if one has lost any disposition to feel guilt about a certain action, one can still think
that feeling guilty is warranted” (p.258; emphasis in original) within the socially constructed
space one occupies. Nichols goes on to argue that the emotions we feel in relation to a given
action have helped shape our cultural norms, by determining which are sustained and which
are lost. His affective resonance hypothesis essentially states that: “Norms that prohibit
actions to which we are predisposed to be emotionally averse will enjoy enhanced cultural
fitness over other norms” (ibid., p.269).

2.4 Constructing a shared moral attitude
One can borrow from neo-sentimentalists like Prinz and argue for constructive ecumenical
expressivism. Such a position is not incompatible with constructive sentimentalism; it does
however have a wider scope owing to the fact that it does not describe moral utterances
exclusively in terms of sentiment but, rather, in terms of one’s attitude; although I accept that
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this may be shaped in part by some form of association with sentiment. As such, if it is the
case that one ought to find x immoral, in virtue of the fact that doing so is an established
cultural norm (an objectification of the de re attitude towards x in virtue of realizing some
property P),12 and as an individual I find x moral or even amoral, and so out of step with the
cultural norm, then it would seem that a change in my de re attitude is warranted.
In addition to providing a normative component to one’s moral utterances,
constructive ecumenical expressivism allows individuals or subgroups to share the same (de
re) attitude with others (either other individuals or others within the same subgroup or even
across different subgroups), but not necessarily for the same reasons (one may still have a
different de dicto attitude to those with the same de re attitude). Thus, in the case of the
following utterance – “Murder is immoral” – one can share with others one’s disapproval of
murder in virtue of the fact that it realizes some property P, but disagree over what P is.
Constructive ecumenical expressivism does not require that one has a negative moral attitude
towards x for the same reason as everyone else; rather, it demands only that one’s de re
attitude reflects the established cultural norm, irrespective of how, as an individual, it was
acquired. If one’s de re attitude does not reflect the cultural norm, then it does not make one’s
attitude untrue (for attitude lacks truth-aptness); rather, it makes it unwarranted (again, as
dictated by the norm within the socially constructed space one occupies).
In the case of “Murder is immoral”, I may share this de re attitude with a neighbour.
Unlike my neighbour, however, I am not interested in what constitutes a violation of God’s
law and so cannot be said to have a disapproving de re attitude towards murder because it
violates God’s law. Despite our (de dicto) differences we express a shared negative (de re)
attitude towards murder. How we (broadly) interpret the act leads us to draw the same

12

This position is able to provide the ideal advisor noted in the more complex version of ecumenical
expressivism (see footnote 9) with a culturally shaped and socially endorsed status.
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conclusion regarding our approval or disapproval, even if how we (broadly) interpret the act
differs in terms of our belief about certain properties it realizes, or how we prioritize these
properties: a violation of God’s law or something else (say, violating Kant’s categorical
imperative or increased negative utility, a vice rather than a virtue, etc.).
Moral consensus is forthcoming in the case of POTAs because POTAs realize a
selection of properties at least one of which, but possibly more, the majority of people are
willing to condemn, morally: e.g., negative utility, a violation of God’s law or Kant
categorical imperative, a vice rather than a virtue. In essence, with POTAs, if one endorses
constructive ecumenical expressivism, such is the array of properties to disapprove of that it
is simply a case of taking one’s pick. In contrast, it is far less clear which properties are
realized by STAs: for what counts as a correct interpretation, given the possibilities available
under a broad interpretation, is more easily contested (as noted in Part 1). Therefore, which
properties are genuinely realized by x and which are genuinely available for one’s
disapproval is not so easy to establish. A lack of de re consensus regarding STAs is the result
of an interpretational ambiguity regarding those properties available to approve or disapprove
of. If one cannot agree on what that is then it becomes easier to see why we might find it
harder to agree on whether that (whatever that is, broadly construed) is morally good or bad.

2.5 What does consensus achieve?
Having presented constructive ecumenical expressivism as a means of explaining why moral
consensus is not forthcoming with regard to video game content (qua an agreed de re
attitude), the way to moral consensus is perhaps now more illuminated. First, as an
acceptance of constructive ecumenical expressivism negates moral realism, consensus cannot
denote one’s acceptance of a moral truth in the moral realist tradition; rather, for moral
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consensus to be achieved, one must acquire a shared moral attitude. Second, for one to
acquire a shared moral attitude – let us say, in this case, a negative attitude – then one must
interpret the virtual event (x) in such a way as to concede that x realizes some property P of
which one disapproves. Where sufficient numbers accept that x realizes P (even though what
counts as P may vary between individuals) then one’s (de re) attitude towards x becomes
warranted within that socially constructed space and a social norm is established and
objectified, as in the case of POTAs and in the sense described by Prinz’s constructive
sentimentalism.
Returning to Postal 2 (or any game of that ilk), where one randomly murders a
passerby. To be able to condemn morally such an STA, at least with justification, requires not
only that one adopt a negative (de re) moral attitude towards the virtual event but also that
one has established that such an attitude is warranted. To do this, one must interpret x in such
a way as to believe it realizes property P (a property one disapproves of). It is not necessary
that everyone interpret x in exactly the same way, only in a way that realizes some property
that the individual in question disapproves of. By interpreting x in this way – as realizing
some property P that one (qua a given individual) disapproves of (which equates to their de
dicto attitude) – a negative (de re) attitude towards x is generated. When this is shared by
others, to the point where it becomes established as a moral norm, it acts as an index of what
is warranted and, in doing so, denotes what the moral attitude ought to be. Such a shared
moral attitude – qua an objectified moral norm – although incapable of delineating a moral
truth (which is not its intention, anyway), could nevertheless inform gaming industry and
legislation with regard to morally appropriate content based on accepted norms.

A few concluding remarks: Is an agreed moral position achievable?

24

With reference to the content of single-player video games, as things stand, there is
insufficient consensus in terms of interpretation and attitude (whether de dicto or de re) to
establish a social norm that “That is immoral”. A priori, there is no reason why a shared (de
re) attitude could not prevail; although whether one will is ultimately an empirical question.
What I hope to have achieved here is to have provided an explanation for why, at present,
consensus is lacking and what is required for consensus to be achieved. For proponents of
moral realism, no doubt constructive ecumenical expressivism is insufficiently robust, in
terms of its depiction of what counts as a moral reason, to provide a credible normative
account. As noted earlier, it was never my intention to defend my anti-realist position. If one
accepts that there are no inherent moral truths, then I believe that ecumenical expressivism
adequately explains why, typically, we have a shared (de re) moral attitude towards POTAs
and why we do not in the case of their virtual counterparts within gamespace.
It could be, of course, that a particular moral position is adopted by legislators and
even the gaming industry, without this being shared by the majority of gamers, or at least the
majority of those who play video games of the kind discussed here. Where such a position is
sincerely adopted (hypothetically speaking) – meaning that it does not occur simply as the
result of obedience to an authority – then it is my contention that this is best explained by
constructive ecumenical expressivism in terms of the legislators’ and/or industries’ shared (de
re) attitude towards x based on the belief that it realizes some property P that they disapprove
of. Alternatively, such legislation may eventually come to reflect the shared attitude of the
gaming and even wider community. While we are not at that point yet, should such an event
occur then, once again, it is my belief that constructive ecumenical expressivism is in the best
position to explain what is underpinning such consensus.
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