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Abstract

This thesis is aimed at game designers and had the goal of investigating how moral
philosophies exist within the role-playing game Fallout: New Vegas. By using close reading
as a method the study analyses through a moral philosophical lens how Fallout: New Vegas
mechanises moral philosophy and what advantages and disadvantages it holds. The study
indicates that Fallout: New Vegas mechanises moral philosophy through a symbiosis of two
morality systems: its karma system as well as its reputation system for the factions. The
karma system is found to be inconsistent and utilises different moral philosophies. The
reputation system has the different moral philosophies of the factions, though all have some
aspect of consequentialism. The study concludes that the inconsistencies of the karma system
could be solved by focusing on one moral philosophy. It is however possible that the karma
system is inconsistent on purpose and that it may not be optimal to base a moral system on
only one moral philosophy: depending on the purpose of the system. The conclusion also
indicates that future research should be conducted to see how players interact with the moral
systems of Fallout: New Vegas and to see how immersion can affect a player's moral choices
in different games.
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Abstrakt
Denna studie är skriven för speldesigners och har som mål att undersöka hur moralfilosofier
existerar inom rollspelet Fallout: New Vegas. Genom att använda närläsning som metod
analyserar studien genom en moralfilosofisk lins hur Fallout: New Vegas mekaniserar olika
moralfilosofier och vilka för- och nackdelar det har. Studien indikerar att Fallout: New Vegas
mekaniserar moralfilosofi genom en symbios av två olika moralsystem: karmasystemet samt
ryktesystemet för spelarens rykte inom samhällerna. Karmasystemet är inkonsekvent och
använder sig av olika moralfilosofier. Ryktesystemet har olika moralfilosofier bereonde på
grupperna, dock har de alla någon aspekt av konsekventialism. Studiens slutsats indikerar att
inkonsekvensen i karmasystemet kan lösas genom att fokusera på en moralfilosofi. Det är
dock möjligt att karmasystemet är inkonsekvent med mening och att det inte är optimalt att
basera ett moralsystem på endast en moralfilosofi: beroende på syftet med systemet.
Slutsatsen indikerar också att framtida forskning bör utföras för att se hur spelare interagerar
med moralsystemen i Fallout: New Vegas och för att se hur inlevelse påverkar en spelares
morala val i olika dataspel.

Keywords: dataspel, etik, Fallout, moralfilosofi, moralsystem, systemdesign
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1 Introduction
This study intends to build upon pre-existing studies regarding morality within games while
also examining how game designers can incorporate moral philosophies into game design, in
particular through explicit morality systems inside role-playing games. Morality systems
mechanise ethical frameworks by providing and reinforcing rules and structure to the world
the player is engaging with. This study will use a close reading using moral philosophical
lenses on the digital role-playing game Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).

Digital role-playing games are particularly interesting as they focus on allowing the player to
express themselves through the means of their virtual character, often in an unrestrictive,
open-world style game space. Digital role-playing games often encourage the player to
exercise their own ethical consideration through various means but most prominently through
explicit morality systems (Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019). Explicit morality systems
consist of sets of mechanics that judge and remember the player’s actions based on one or
several ethical frameworks and provide feedback through the UI, the game world, and the
gameplay (Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019). These systems often label an action as
binarily good or bad. In this study, we will discuss the usage of morality systems within
games and their structure, using literature to explain how they are used as a means to
maintain coherent ethics within the game.

We are doing a close reading on Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) using a
moral philosophical lens. The game is a digital role-playing game set in apocalyptical,
retro-futuristic USA where some humans survived by living in vaults and would later create
societies, known as factions, in the devastated Mojave Desert (Casas-Roma &
Arnedo-Morena, 2019; Kelly, 2017; Schulzke, 2009). The game has several factions, but we
are focusing on the 4 main factions that leads to the endings. The game contains several ways
to implement morality, but primarily through two explicit morality systems which showcase
the player’s stance with the factions, societies; the reputation system, and with the world
itself; the karma system. Both of the systems take account of the player’s behaviour.

Due to these morality systems being based on ethical frameworks, we are applying moral
philosophical lenses to the factions and the reputation system, and the karma system. We are
using 3 different moral philosophy branches: consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics.
Consequentialism branches into utilitarianism: act-utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism. We
are examining what moral philosophy could be applicable to factions using examples of
dialogue and behaviour of the faction members and evaluating how the reputation system
reinforces or contradicts the philosophy. We are also applying a moral philosophical lens to
the karma system, to understand the rules of the system and the moral philosophical basis of
these rules and principles.

Morality within games and how it is mechanised is an interesting topic for the authors for
many reasons. The authors believe that game designers have a responsibility to understand
the moral implications of our designs on the player and that it can be a tool to teach the player
about morality and ethics. We believe morality is a necessary and useful tool when building
worlds and societies within games, particularly within RPGS, to make them more cohesive
and realistic but also more complex. Systems that mechanise ethical structures; morality
systems, are common. The importance for design and story, the importance for the sake of the
player in combination with a frequent use of morality systems makes it a vital topic to study.
Though we will not examine how the player is affected by these systems within Fallout: New
Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), there is plenty of literature we will use to aid this
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study, foremost Neely (2019) and Christiansen (2017). We are using studies by Casas-Roma
and Arnedo-Moreno (2019), as well as Schulzke (2009) as their studies concern the ethical
structure, systems and moral philosophy within Fallout. This study is unique because we are
looking at the narrative aspect, the world and virtual societies, of the game using moral
philosophy, in combination with the morality systems inside one particular game.

1.1 Research Question

Our research question is as follows:
How does Fallout: New Vegas mechanise moral philosophy?

In our research, we will also be answering the following subquestions:

1. What are the game mechanics used to represent the player’s moral choices?
2. What are the moral philosophies of the main NPC factions within the game, and what

is the impact on the player’s morality system of aligning with each main faction?

2 Background
Ethics in games have been a hot topic within western media for the past two decades, in
particular games where virtual violence is a core part of gameplay (Anon, 2004; Hawk, 2021;
Leung, 2005; Moye, 2013). This concern runs like a red thread through many studies on
morality and ethics within games, where a particular focus is put on the effect on the player in
regards to violence and the effect of immersion.

There are several ways that morality has been researched and evaluated in correlation to
games, as researchers from other areas have taken an interest in games. Studies can be of a
cross-discipline nature between game research and philosophy: such as Casas-Roma et al.
(2019) and Schulzke (2009). Casas-Roma et al. (2019) argue that games can be used as a
media for ethics and simulating mass agent societies. There are also cross-discipline studies
between game research and psychology: for example, Anderson and Dill (2000) examine the
effect of games with virtual violence on the player’s violent tendencies.

Studies by game researchers themselves evaluating morality and ethics within games, game
genres and game systems have also been common (Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019;
Neely, 2019; Zagal, 2009). There are also plenty of informal blog posts regarding how moral
dilemmas and morality can be used within games by both cross-discipline professionals and
game professionals (Zoss, 2010).

In the background, we are discussing how morality is presented and used in games,
specifically in role-playing games through morality systems, using previous game research
studies and the games themselves. We will also argue the relevance and suitability of the
role-playing game Fallout: New Vegas (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008) and the explicit
morality systems for this study. We will also give a breakdown of moral philosophy in
combination with game research.
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2.1 Literature support
This study will focus on how moral philosophies are utilised in the design of factions and
morality systems. Our study is unique due to different moral philosophical lenses we are
applying to the whole game of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), meaning
the world, societies and the NPCs combined with the mechanics of the morality systems,
creating an in-depth view into the ethical principles of the game. The studies presented here
intersect with ours through the discussion of morality systems, but they focus mainly on the
morality systems themselves and their effect on the player. It is beyond the scope of this
study to examine how players are affected by the moral philosophies, but the usefulness as
well as concerns of morality and morality systems, are already outlined by authors such as
Christiansen (2017) and Neely (2019). Christiansen (2017) and Neely (2019) specifically talk
about the importance of morality in games and talk about how players are affected by
morality systems.

Christiansen (2017) believes the players have a right to experience different moral
philosophies to expand their own morality. Christiansen (2017, p. 1) states “games can be
designed with explicit ethical reasoning as an important part of the game itself” even if that is
not the purpose of the designers. They believe the designer can give the player a lesson
within morality by giving them a moral dilemma to solve, but also by taking away agency,
meaning they have to experience a difficult situation where they cannot influence the
outcome. An example of the latter would be the ‘By the Book’ mission in Grand Theft Auto 5
(Rockstar Games, 2013), where the player has no choice but to torture a foreign man who
repeatedly proclaims his innocence and is willing to talk without the torture, but the player
character is ordered and forced to do so anyway by their employer (Smith, 2022). One of
Christiansen’s (2017) core arguments is that morality systems can be found in games where
ethics remain a theme throughout the game, but argues that for these systems to serve their
purpose of teaching morality, they must hit a sweet spot of being consistent without being too
rigid.

Neely (2019) specifically talks about the effect of morality in games on actual players. They
delve much deeper into whether players engage in ethical considerations and the effects of
those when ethical game tools are present, such as a morality system. Neely (2019) argues
that having the possibility to strategise moral choices is not much of an issue as it can still
teach morality. The existence of obvious systems is not detrimental to well-designed morality
systems, rather it is a matter of the player experiencing meaningful consequences for the
choices they make. Neely (2019, pp. 343-354) strengthens our study’s purpose by saying
“many games with sophisticated conceptions of morality specifically encourage the player to
deliberate among the possible choices.” but follows that up with “while ideally players will
engage in self-reflection, actual players do not always do so”. It is thus stressed that it is
important to design the ethics with care through knowledge.

Some authors, such as Hayse (2010, as cited in Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019)
although argue there is no moral consideration for the player when presented with an explicit
morality system. Švelch (2010, p. 66) is critical to different designs of morality within games
in general, including morality systems, believing there needs to be an emotional connection
for the player and states that “we cannot automatically consider video games as superb tools
in moral development”, but also argues that games can provide situations that help the player
explore their “moral emotions”. General concern regarding how explicit systems enforce and
affect morality within the player is brought up by previously mentioned Neely (2019) and
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Christiansen (2017) as well as Casas-Roma and Arnedo-Moreno (2019) and previously
mentioned Švelch (2010).

Schulzke (2009) and Casas-Roma and Arnedo-Moreno (2019) will be used as support for this
study as they are centred around the moral philosophy in the Fallout game series, but they do
not give a grander analysis on Fallout: New Vegas (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008).
Casas-Roma and Arnedo-Moreno (2019) talk about the morality system within Fallout
games, and Schulzke (2009) specifically talks about moral philosophy inside the game series.
They also speculate that moral philosophy is particularly useful when the purpose is to design
two or more societal structures within role-playing games, both for efficiency and as an aid
for complexity, while also giving the player more morality to consider. Like Christiansen
(2017) and Casas-Roma and Arnedo-Moreno (2019) argue, we can use games as vessels for
ethics.

2.2 Role-playing games and morality
The game we have chosen to examine is Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010),
a digital role-playing game wherein humanity tries to survive after a nuclear apocalypse.
Digital role-playing games are often single-player games where narration, expression and
adventure are the top aesthetics (Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019; Christiansen, 2017).
Role-playing games, or RPGs for short, have an open game world which is often filled with
NPCs, at least some levels of player customisation and often provides the player with a lot of
affordance in regards to their actions and interactions with NPCs (Casas-Roma &
Arnedo-Moreno, 2019). This is true for both analogue and digital RPGs.

Digital RPGs are heavily based on analogue RPGs, such as Dungeons & Dragons (Arneson
& Gygax, 2014) which has the player choose, among enhancements of character such as
skills and a moral alignment of their character (Scott, 2020). Interestingly, the moral
alignment is one of many narrative restrictions the player agrees to adhere to, unless
discussed with the game master, and is meant to create consistency and realism but also
enhance the players’ experience. The worlds inside Dungeons & Dragons (Arneson &
Gygax, 2014) often have certain ethics the player will have to abide by, like our societies,
which may conflict with the player’s moral alignment. Though digitised RPGs do not put
these direct moral restrictions on the player by having them choose a moral alignment,
digitalised RPGs still utilise the ethical school to design the world around the player for
immersion and player agency (Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019). When we discuss
RPGs in this study, we are only focusing on digital RPGs.
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Figure 1: Example of how games can inform the player of the consequences of their
actions, from Assassin’s Creed Odyssey (Ubisoft Quebec, 2018).

The worlds inside RPGs can both be completely made up, or semi-historical - respectively
seen in the nuclear apocalyptical, retro-futuristic Fallout game series (Bethesda Game
Studios, 2008; 2015; Interplay Entertainment, 1998; Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), where
the player can take stances to different regional and social factions through their actions, and
the mythical ancient Greece in Assassin’s Creed Odyssey (Ubisoft Quebec, 2018) where the
player can align themselves to the two ruling and brutal forces of Sparta or Athens (Ryan,
2018; Schulzke, 2009). This malleable world around the player thus allows them a way to
express themselves beyond aesthetics, strengthening expression as a cornerstone for
role-playing games (Casas-Roma et al., 2019). Role-playing games use various ways to give
feedback and represent the consistent moral impact of the player’s behaviour and alignments
during moral challenges, to raise player reflection, commonly through explicit morality
systems and through the world (Casas-Roma et al., 2019; Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno,
2019; Christiansen, 2017; Neely, 2019).

Moral challenges are often an important part of role-playing games but are also used in other
genres, for example, in the first-person action game series Bioshock (2K Australia & 2K
Boston 2007; Irrational Games, 2013). In the first Bioshock (2K Australia & 2K Boston,
2007), the player can choose to save or kill harmless, genetically altered little girls for their
ADAM, a substance needed for improving character abilities, apparently gaining a much
more ADAM when killing the children, which has been considered a controversial design
choice (Friedman, 2016). Children are often designed to be a protected entity, particularly in
RPGs where the player is free-roaming, and cannot be directly harmed by the player, such as
in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), or are completely absent, such as in
Grand Theft Auto 5 (Rockstar North, 2013) (Reay, 2022). Controversially, Fallout 3
(Bethesda Game Studios, 2008) does allow the player to kill children, but after killing enough
children, they are given a ’child killer’ label which causes them to be hunted by bounty
hunters (Schulzke, 2009). Games where violence, and particularly violence towards children
is present, will also have an age rating of ‘Mature’ or ‘+17’, by organisations such as PEGI
(PEGI, 2020), meaning it will restrict the public availability of the game. None of these
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games mentioned, whether they are allowed to harm children or not, has a higher age rating
than ‘+17’ (PEGI, 2020).

Figure 2: The choice at a raffle in Bioshock Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013) where the
player is forced to make a choice of blending in with society or rejecting it.

An implicit design can also be used to achieve player reflection compared to a consistent,
explicit system, with the former being present in Bioshock Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013),
which is set in an alternate USA 1912 (Schubert, 2018). The player can choose to throw a
ball at a tied-up interracial couple, after unwillingly winning a raffle, or refuse or retaliate
(Figure 2) (Schubert, 2018). The player has earlier in the game been urged to blend in,
enforcing a choice between complying with the society’s rules and compromising their own
morality, or refusing to compromise their own morality at the cost of their own security. The
player will be caught before the player character can comply with their choice, but it is clear
that it is the moral reflection of the player which truly matters (Schubert, 2018). Throughout
Bioshock Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013), they can also choose to kill or spare NPCs, but
sparing them does not guarantee the safety and happiness of that NPC. Bioshock Infinite
(Irrational Games, 2013) engages in a conversation with the player through the story, and
though all actions taken by the player lead to the same end, the main purpose is to engage the
player’s own reflection (Lenz, 2013). Bioshock Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013) contrasted
with role-playing games shows the range of the versatile ways that morality can be used for
narrative purposes but also to engage the player’s own ethical considerations that extends
beyond their virtual self.
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2.3 Morality Systems
To help educate and guide the player on the virtual, moral implications of their actions, the
game can contain an explicit ethical system, where mechanics evaluate the player’s behaviour
in relation to a set of moral values, usually based on the game world’s ethical structures
(Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019). These systems are often binary, meaning they will
judge the action as either ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ and can remember the individual summary
or the overall summary of the two (Heron & Belford, 2014). Christiansen (2017, p. 6) argues
that “an overarching ethical system can prevent the player's moral engagement from
becoming “fleeting and erratic””.

Table 1: Table over classifications of morality systems by Heron and Belford (2014).

Morality systems can be presented in several ways as seen in Table 1. They can be single-axis
exclusive or diegetic meters, but a more complex system can be presented as a multi-axis
complementary or exclusive (Heron & Belford, 2014). Single-axis exclusive is also described
by Neely (2019, p. 344) to be a “single-stream morality meter” that will move either to the
‘positive’ or ‘negative’ based on player behaviour in a dynamic meter where good deeds
cancel out evil deeds and vice versa. A single-axis complementary system will remember
both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ behaviour within the same axis. Cancelling out bad deeds by
performing enough good deeds is known as moral offsetting (Foerster, 2019). Multi-axis
exclusive morality systems are similar to their single-axis counterpart, but with multiple axes
to give one or several alignments (Heron & Belford, 2014). Whether an action or the player’s
behaviour impacts the morality system can depend on whether an entity within the game
witnesses the act, or if the morality system maintains a god-view of all the player’s acts.
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One of the earliest examples of a complex morality system often cited in academic literature
is Ultima IV (Origin Systems, 1985) (Christiansen, 2017; Heron & Belford, 2014). The game
uses a multi-axis complementary system with 8 different virtues. The entire purpose of the
game was to reach the maximum score within all virtues by engaging in behaviour deemed
virtuous by the game. Contrary to many modern titles with morality systems, the game would
hide the morality points until the player accumulates enough points and becomes virtuous
(Origin Systems, 1985). While the sort of multi-axis morality system Ultima IV applied is
rare to find in modern titles, Single-axis exclusive morality systems are utilised in several
modern titles including the ones found in Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Studios, 2018),
Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008), Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (Bioware,
2003) and Infamous (Sucker Punch Productions, 2009) (Heron & Belford, 2014).

2.3.1 Morality within Fallout
Video games, especially RPGs, make it possible for the players to participate in the story
through choices given to the player. As mentioned previously, the Fallout franchise mainly
consists of RPGs with a morality system implemented. These two reasons, as well as Fallout
being a prominent game franchise used in academic studies regarding morality in video
games are the main reasons why the Fallout franchise was chosen to be used in this study
(Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno, 2019; Christiansen, 2017; Schulzke, 2009).

Within the Fallout franchise, the morality systems are implemented in the quests in different
ways. For example, in Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008) the moral dilemmas are
more clear good or evil choices. An example of this in the game is the quest ‘The Power of
the Atom’ in the town Megaton in which the player has to choose between detonating or
disarming a bomb in the middle of a town. Detonating the bomb will give the player negative
karma while disarming the bomb will reward the player with positive karma (Schulzke,
2009). According to Casas-Roma and Arnedo-Moreno (2019, p. 8) “With regards to its
predecessors, Fallout: New Vegas is a step forwards in terms of morality systems, recovering
some of the nuances found in Fallout 2.”. This is because while Fallout: New Vegas
(Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) has a karma system like Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios,
2008), it also has a reputation system. Following Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008),
Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) and Fallout 4 (Bethesda Game Studios,
2015) have both had a multi-axis exclusive reputation system with the factions. This means
that each town and faction has an opinion of the player independent of the karma system
(Casas-Roma and Arnedo-Moreno, 2019).

2.4 Fallout: New Vegas
Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) is set in 2281, in a retro post-apocalyptic
Mojave Desert, North America where the inhabitants struggle after having lived in vaults for
over 100 years to shield themselves from the nuclear fallout caused by a great war (Kelly,
2017). The player is a Courier, who is set to travel to Las Vegas, now known as New Vegas,
in search of the thief who stole their package and shot them in the head, leaving them with
amnesia (Burgar, 2017). Without any backstory and bias of the character themselves and a
variety of dialogue options, the player can take on any role between peacekeeper or mass
murderer, as almost every NPC is killable, and align themselves to almost any or no faction
(Bailey, 2017).
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The story revolves around four main factions or paths the player can take to get to the end:
the New California Republic, NCR for short, Caesar’s Legion, Mr. House and Yes Man, all of
which we are looking at in this study. There are some other factions that we will briefly
mention when relevant. The player first encounters a neutral town, and will gradually meet
the factions. The map is based on the real city of Las Vegas and the surrounding Mojave
Desert. The New Vegas Strip is controlled by the reclusive and wealthy Mr. House who
employs an army of security robots, known as Securitrons to maintain order. Most of the
territory outside the city of New Vegas is controlled by NCR, with Caesar’s Legion
controlling the territory east of the Colorado River, gathering strength and preparing an attack
to take over Hoover Dam, the primary source of power in the area, currently controlled by the
NCR. The Yes Man is a robot met in New Vegas who will encourage the player to kill Mr.
House and aid the player in deciding which factions should be allowed to exist in the new and
independent New Vegas that is Yes Man’s end goal (Bailey, 2017; Burgar, 2017; Kelly, 2017).

In terms of gameplay, Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) is a roleplaying
game set in an open world. The player is free to go wherever they want and complete quests
in any order they choose to (Kelly, 2017). When engaging in dialogue with a NPC, the player
can choose how to respond from several predetermined options provided, some which lead to
dramatically different outcomes (Novak & Saunders, 2012, p. 140).

2.5 Moral Philosophy
Our analysis of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) will be relying on moral
philosophy. In the following section, we will give a brief introduction to the key concepts of
the moral philosophical framework used in our analysis by presenting three common
branches of moral philosophy: Consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics, along with
some of their most notable thinkers.

Consequentialism is a school of moral philosophy that believes that the consequences of
one’s action should be the measure of determining what is right and wrong. At its most
rudimentary it can be said that the end justifies the means and if the outcome is good, the
action was right (Haines, n.d.). An obvious issue with such a basic definition lies in
determining what a good outcome then is.

Utilitarians, which have long been the most influential consequentialists (Hooker, 2013), hold
that the best outcome is the one that produces the most happiness for the greatest number of
people, or as one of its founding fathers, Jeremy Bentham (1776, as cited by Crimmins, 2015,
Life and Writings) puts it: “it is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the
measure of right and wrong.”. Act-utilitarians believe that each act should be considered
individually according to its consequences and if its consequences are at least as good as
those of any alternative, the act can be considered right (Frey, 2013).

Act-utilitarianism is often contrasted with rule-utilitarians in that rather than determining
moral rightness by looking at the consequences of a single act, rule-utilitarians determine
moral rightness by adhering to rules evaluated in terms of their consequences (Hooker, 2013).
Road rules are sometimes used to exemplify the difference between act-utilitarians and
rule-utilitarians as a rule-utilitarian would argue that one should always follow road rules as
the consequences of not following them would be more accidents, whereas an act-utilitarian
might argue that there is no reason to stop at a red light if there is no traffic (Nathanson,
n.d.). Our limited ability to foresee the consequences of our actions can be used as an
argument against act-utilitarianism for in seeking to maximise human-wellbeing in every
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single situation we might fail to maximise human well-being overall (Frey, 2013).

Another utilitarian concept that needs mentioning is Jeremy Bentham’s Hedonistic Calculus.
Based on a number of variables such as intensity, duration and extent, The Hedonistic
calculus was an attempt to quantify pleasure and pain. Utilising the hedonistic calculus, one
would be able to assign numerical values to all actions based on the amount of pleasure or
pain caused so that the action that maximises pleasure could always be chosen (Schulzke,
2009).

Deontology is the idea that clear principles and rules should always determine what is right
and wrong. These rules are unlike rule-utilitarianism not necessarily based on maximising
human-wellbeing but can be based on anything ranging from the commandments of a god to
the categorical imperative proposed by Immanuel Kant (Austin, n.d.; Hill, 2013).

Kant is perhaps the most well-known deontologist and central to his moral philosophy are
Categorical Imperatives which are moral laws that all human beings should adhere to no
matter the circumstances. The Formula of Universal Law is a criterion for a Categorical
Imperative to be valid and it is first defined by Kant (1785, as cited by Johnson & Cureton,
2016, The Formula of the Universal Law of Nature) as: “act only in accordance with that
maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law”. Another
criterion for a categorical imperative to be valid is the Formula of Humanity. The Formula of
Humanity states that humanity should never be treated as a means but rather as an end in
itself, which can be thought of as treating people with respect, dignity and as rational,
autonomous beings, capable of making a sound moral judgement (Johnson & Cureton, 2016).
To Kant that meant that lying, even if it was to save the life of someone, was always wrong,
as it violated the formula (Kant, Gregor & Wood, 1996). This form of prohibition against
certain actions is known as moral absolutism (Hooker, 2013). Finally, just as in deontology in
general, for Kant, an action is only good if the motive behind is duty. We should do our duty
because it is the right thing to do, and if the underlying motive for an action is self-interest,
then that action cannot be considered good (Johnson & Cureton, 2016).

Where consequentialism determines moral rightness by looking at the consequences, and
deontology is a matter of finding rationally valid laws and principles to deal with moral
dilemmas, virtue ethics is concerned with the moral character and inner motivation. Virtue
ethicists are not overly concerned with the direct consequences of actions but rather with
acquiring the moral wisdom necessary to make the right decisions and doing it for the right
reasons insofar as an act can only be good if the underlying motive is good (Slote, 2013). In
Aristotelian virtue ethics, this practical moral wisdom is known as phronesis and cultivating
or nurturing moral character by engaging in moral reflections and dilemmas is detrimental to
a virtue ethicist's ability to determine the right actions, as Athanassoulis (2020, Character and
Virtue) puts it: “The development of moral character may take a whole lifetime. But once it is
firmly established, one will act consistently, predictably and appropriately in a variety of
situations”. Sculzke (2009) argues video games with moral dilemmas, in his example Fallout
3 (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008), may encourage the kind of moral contemplation and
decision-making that leads to the development of moral character and phronesis.
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3 Methodology
In this section we are discussing how we are using a close reading technique with Fallout:
New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) to study how it mechanises moral philosophies,
while also locating ourselves and the limitations of this study.

This thesis is based on a close reading of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010)
for PC. We applied close reading as a technique, as it allowed us to examine the game in
detail by deconstructing and closely analysing elements of interest. The moral philosophy of
Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) was the focus of our study and in order
to expose that and any inconsistencies in the way it is implemented, we needed to apply a
close analytical lens to the game itself rather than the player, and by performing a close
reading, we eliminated distractions and focused in on the philosophy of the game.

The close reading was done in accordance with the approach outlined by Bizzocchi and
Tanenbaum in their 2011 paper Well Read: Applying Close Reading Techniques to Gameplay
Experiences with an emphasis on exploring the moral philosophy of the factions and the
karma system. In their paper, they introduce 3 techniques which we will be utilising in our
analysis of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010): The imagined naïve reader,
performed player stereotype and analytical lenses.

All the authors of this study have experience with the game but for the sake of our research,
we assumed the role of an imagined naïve reader, interacting with and exploring the digital
world as if this was our first time playing the game. Assuming this role allowed for a greater
sense of immersion and a gameplay experience more akin to that of a player with no
academic background in game design, while also allowing us at any moment to switch to the
more analytical role of a game researcher when dealing with and analysing the mechanics
behind the game. We switched between the two roles quite extensively, as we often reloaded
saves to experiment with the consequences of different actions in terms of the karma and
reputation system.

In addition to the role of an imagined naïve reader, we also played the game through the eyes
of one of three different performed player stereotypes. As we set out to explore the reputation
system and the different factions in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), our
player stereotype was based on the 4 main factions so that Group Member 1 aided the NCR,
Group Member 2 aided the Legion and Group Member 3 aided Mr. House and Yes Man.
Ideally Group Member 3 would only focus on a single faction but seeing as how Mr. House
and Yes Man was the factions with the least amount of content and do share a similar
storyline for part of the game, we deemed it to be within our scope having Group Member 3
finish two playthroughs, one for each faction.

When aiding a particular faction, one performed actions and made decisions that were
determined, to the best of one’s ability, to be the most beneficial to the faction in question.
However, for the sake of the data collection, it was also important that the group members did
not mindlessly kill any NPC they met of an opposing faction, before having a chance to
engage in conversations, which is why the group members generally acted pacifistic towards
named characters unless specifically told to harm them by their faction or as part of a quest. It
was also important that group members engaged in conversations with most if not ideally all
the characters they met, as they might provide valuable insight to game lore and the moral
philosophy of the factions. The performed player stereotype can thus be briefly summarised
as a ‘curious, lore-enthusiastic, loyal faction member’.
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Another technique proposed by Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum (2011) is that of analytical lenses.
Applying an analytical lens to close reading is a way of focusing on the main subject of
research and thus being able to make sense of and not become overwhelmed by the vast
amount of data collected when close reading a video game. In our case that analytical lens
was moral philosophy. Throughout our playthrough, we kept a written log of the progress we
made, and by utilising an analytical lens we paid special attention to any dialogue, action,
system or mechanic that could be seen as an expression of moral philosophy.

Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) utilises morality systems, and one such
system is the karma system. We paid attention to all karma points gained or lost by the player
so that we could determine which actions are deemed the most evil and most good within the
context of the game. The exact amount of karma points lost or gained is hidden behind a title
describing whether the player is good, neutral or bad, but by entering the console command
‘player.getav <karma>’ a player’s current karma score can be shown. Doing this every time a
notification of karma loss or gain appeared allowed us to determine the karma value of the
latest action by calculating the difference between the latest action and the one before that.

We also used console commands to increase our proficiency in certain skills if needed to
access specific dialogue or quest outcomes. This was done to save us the time we would
otherwise have to spend levelling our character up. As it is always possible to level up by
killing respawning entities or completing any of the great numbers of side-quests in the game,
the skill levels would not be unrealistic to reach for the average player.

We saved diligently throughout the game which helped us play through each quest in
different ways. The game allows for up to 1000 saving slots as well as branching-off saves
which means we could go back to any point of time in our gameplay. We also utilised
community pages such as the Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) Reddit
thread (reddit, 2022) and the Fallout-wiki (Fallout Wiki, 2022) to prepare us and guide our
playthrough, due to the complexity and possible mistakes and missed content that occur
during longer playthrough, not for data collection.

3.1 Limitations

Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) is a game filled with content and it will
take a player well over a hundred hours if they want to complete it all, even more so if they,
as we do, replay scenarios several times in the same playthrough, to analyse the consequences
of one’s actions. We recorded around collective 300 Steam hours in the game, but that does
not necessarily mean active gameplay, as Steam only records the time the application is
running and not activity within it. Furthermore, some characters will react to the player in a
certain way based on actions they have performed much earlier in the game, meaning not all
scenarios are easily replayable and may require several playthroughs to truly see the range of
consequences from different actions. It is simply not within the scope of this paper to interact
with every character, see every location, complete every quest and do several full
playthroughs, which means we undoubtedly missed out on a detectable amount of content
during our close reading.

It is important to note from which angle the authors are looking at the game, as any game is
an artefact of the socio-cultural environment where it was created. Fallout: New Vegas
(Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) was created in the USA and was released in 2010. The
authors of this study come from North European culture and are students in game design.
None of the authors is academically or professionally educated within philosophy. The
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authors come from the entire spectrum of gender, which is important to note as the game
deals with sexism and gendered violence. One of the authors has worked with the Swedish
office of the United Nations and within Model United Nations and thus has knowledge within
the workings and ideology of the United Nations, and will be using United Nations
definitions of a war crime to base discussion of factions’ and the player’s behaviour within
war situations (1948; 2022; Protocol on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Mines,
Booby-Traps and Other Devices [...], 1996).

As games are created for the player, it is important to note how the player is affected by
moral systems and moral dilemmas in games, but it is as mentioned in the background, it is
beyond the scope of this study and arguments in regards to the effect on the player are
supported through literature. This is important to mention as the player's interaction with
moral systems could change the conclusion and suggestions for future changes as well as
studies.

4 Results & Analysis
In this section we will present our findings through representative examples from our data
collection. These examples will be used to analyse the morality system and moral
philosophies of the different factions. We will also provide a brief introduction to the setting
of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) and the morality system.

4.1 Introduction to the morality systems
The morality system of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) is made up of
two major, explicit systems: the karma system and the reputation system.

The karma system has little to do with the concept of karma in a traditional religious sense
but is instead a representation of how morally right or wrong the actions of the player are, in
this case based on a universal ethical framework in the world. Different actions have different
karmic values assigned to them, e.g. stealing will subtract 5 karma points, killing a non-evil
creature subtracts 25 karma points and killing a good character subtracts 100 karma points.
The attempt to quantify and measure the morality of one’s actions is reminiscent of the
Hedonistic Calculus. As Schulzke (2009) points out, in the same way, the Hedonistic
Calculus attempts to measure the morality of an action so does the karma system of New
Vegas by assigning numerical morality values to an action. Killing an innocent creature, such
as a cow or dog owned by an NPC, is worse than stealing, and killing an innocent human
being is worse than both. The accumulation of karma points determines whether the player
character is considered ‘Good’, ‘Very good’, ‘Neutral’, ‘Evil’ or ‘Very Evil’. The system, due
to its single axis, allows for moral offsetting, which means a player can perform enough good
deeds to outweigh their bad deeds completely, and vice versa (Casas-Roma &
Arnedo-Moreno, 2019). This means the player can be considered ‘Very Good’ even with
plenty of severely evil actions behind them. Karma points are gained and lost independent of
if anyone is watching, meaning the systems maintain a god-view. Outside of a few NPCs
reacting differently based on karma status and a few lines of unique dialogue being available
in certain quests, the impact of a player’s karma status is very limited on the gameplay.
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Figure 3: Example of how the player’s reputation with each faction is displayed in
Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).

The reputation system exists to track and display the relationship the player has with the
factions and is largely independent of the karma system. Contrary to the karma system, it has
a major impact on how the player is perceived and what story outcomes are available to the
player in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010). It is a multi-axis exclusive
system as described by Heron & Belford (2014), or a double-axis system as described by
Casas-Roma & Arnedo-Moreno (2019). It has two axis, one for good deeds and one for bad
deeds done for, or against, the faction. The good deeds will earn the player fame while doing
bad deeds will earn the player infamy. This combination of fame and infamy axis will in turn
give the player a reputation that can be solely good, solely bad or mixed in-between. This
means that all deeds will count and be remembered, and the player can only be forgiven for
any misdeeds with Legion and NCR after meeting with Mr. House which occurs between
early to mid-game. There are several factions represented in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010), with each faction being its own virtual society with established rules,
culture and ethical principles governing its behaviour, all of whom will react differently to the
player based on their reputation within that faction using their ethical framework. Since
factions reward different behaviour and several factions are in direct opposition to each other,
helping one faction work towards their goal will award the player with fame points with that
particular faction, while they will also gain infamy points with the factions whose goals they
are working against.
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Figure 4: The message the player will receive once earned their first fame or infamy
points about the reputation system and its consequences in Fallout: New Vegas
(Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).

4.2 Legion
The first mention of Caesar’s Legion is in the introductory cutscene where they are described
as “a vast army of slaves forged from the conquest of 86 other tribes”. Caesar
single-handedly leads Caesar’s Legion contrasted with the New California Republic, NCR for
short, who in the same cutscene is described as “Dedicated to old-world values of democracy
and the rule of law”. The Battle of Hoover Dam where the NCR barely fought off the Legion
in a fight for the power plant, and the Legion’s retreat across the river and subsequent
military recovery is also mentioned. The introduction sets the stage for a fight for power and
ideological differences between the two factions are immediately apparent.

Characters the player encounters throughout the world of New Vegas often make
comparisons between the two factions and in the town of Goodsprings where the player starts
the game, a prospector by the name of Easy Pete has the following to say about the two
factions: “Towns like Goodsprings and Primm don’t stay independent for long, not if you’ve
got something the NCR wants. Still, the NCR keeps the Legion away.”. Easy Pete’s opinion
seems to be emblematic of most characters the player encounters throughout the wasteland.
As mentioned in the NCR section of this study, the NCR has a slew of issues, however, most
characters seem to prefer them over the Legion. Even the Powder Gangers, a gang of escaped
convicts, holed up at the NCR Correctional Facility where they were once imprisoned, seem
to prefer NCR over the Legion as Joe Cobb, a member of the Powder Gangers, puts it: “I hear
they stick you up on poles and it takes a while to die. I ain’t saying I’m afraid of them or
nothing, but I’ll be staying out of their way.”.
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Figure 5: Vulpes Inculta in Nipton, automatically gives the player a quest to tell the
NCR troops of what they have seen Legion do (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).

As part of the first main quest, ‘They Went That-a-Way’, players will most likely encounter
the Legion for the first time in the city of Nipton. On the outskirts of Nipton, the player will
be greeted by the overly ecstatic character Oliver Swanick. Swanick is wearing a Powder
Ganger outfit and will tell the player that he used to be a Powder Ganger but not since
winning the lottery: “The only lottery that matters”. Continue walking through Nipton and the
player will encounter several crucified Powder Gangers, which they are unable to help, and a
group of Legion soldiers led by Vulpes Inculta (Figure 5), one of the highest-ranking men in
Caesar’s Legion. Vulpes will tell the player to teach the lesson that the Legion taught here to
anyone they come across, especially the NCR. When asked about what lesson that is, Vulpes
will reply: “Where to begin? That they are weak, and we are strong? (…) Nipton was a
wicked place, debased and corrupt. It served all comers, so long as they paid (…) I told them
of their sins, the foremost being disloyalty”. He will then explain how the mayor of Nipton
offered services to both the Powder Gangers and the NCR and for a payment he agreed to
help the Legion set up a trap for both, only to realise that he and everyone else in this town
has been caught inside it too. The Legion held a lottery, and all citizens were handed out
tickets. The prize for 1st place was that one was allowed to live, the prize for 2nd place was the
same but Legionnaires broke one’s legs, and everyone else was killed while the rest watched.

From the Nipton example above it can be assumed that the Legion believe themselves to be
morally superior to the NCR. This is further underlined by Caesar’s mention of the NCR later
in the game where he describes them as a corrupt, selfish, greedy, hereditary dictatorship with
no virtue. Throughout the wasteland, there are numerous examples of this corrupt, selfish and
greedy behaviour within the NCR, particularly when it comes to the large number of quests
and conflicts that can be solved by simply just bribing members of the NCR. In Boulder City,
the player can bribe an officer to go against direct orders for a price that is equivalent to that
of a baseball bat and in Mojave Outpost they can buy a pardon for a convicted criminal for
the same price. In contrast, no example of corruption within the Legion was found. Their
moral philosophy seems to include elements of moral absolutism as drug use, corruption and
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disloyalty are deemed sins, strictly forbidden and heavily punished. The Legion also seem to
value certain virtues such as loyalty and selflessness which is reminiscent of how a virtue
ethicist would cultivate certain virtues and traits, however, the moral reflection usually
associated with virtue ethics is non-existing for the vast majority of The Legion as it is Caesar
who dictates what is right and wrong, and even for Caesar, his extreme and absolutist views
seems to suggest a limited ability to reflect upon moral wrongdoings.

Vulpes words about the weak versus the strong also seem to underline a core concept of the
Legions philosophy: survival. After a nuclear war, humanity is fighting to just stay alive in
the unforgiving post-apocalyptic wasteland that is the Mojave Desert, and Caesar believes he
has found the key to long-term survival and the prevention of another nuclear war. Caesar
describes this as: “a nationalist, imperialist, totalitarian, homogenous culture, that obliterates
the identity of every group it conquers. Long-term stability at all costs. The individual has no
value beyond his utility to the state, whether as an instrument of war, or production”. This
approach is very much in line with consequentialism, though it is not a very utilitarian
approach. The goal is not to simply maximise the well-being of most possible people, but
rather plain and simple survival and stability at all costs. As hated as the Legion are
throughout the wasteland, traders will point out that they are safe from raiders and Fiends
within Legion territory. Dale Barton, a trader met at the Legion’s main camp, will tell the
player he “don't even need to travel with guards most of the time in Legion territory. All the
bandits are dead or run off". And even Cass, a companion who on several occasions will
express her discontent with the Legion and sees the NCR as her family, has this to say about
the Legion: “And as much as it pains me to say it, any caravan marked by the Legion is safe
as houses. They guard their roads, their supply lines.”.

While in some ways, trading democracy for security and stability might seem like an enticing
tradeoff, especially in the chaotic wasteland, the Legion engage in several morally
questionable practices which may make siding with them less tempting. First of all, there is
the issue of slavery. Though history is full of examples of philosophers, politicians, and
religious figures attempting to justify slavery, legal ownership of people as property has been
outlawed across the world (BBC, n.d.; Smith, 2017). Legal egalitarianism and protection
against slavery are considered fundamental human rights, and though the exploitation of
human beings, to the point where some deem it modern slavery, exists today, one would be
hard-pressed to find contemporary political leaders openly supporting this practice, and even
harder pressed trying to find any moral philosopher justifying this (Anti-Slavery
International, 2017; United Nations, 1948). Caesar is completely open about his involvement
in this practice. He mentions how “every tribe I’ve conquered has been so backwards and
stunted, enslavement has been a gift bestowed upon them”. This once again confirms a
twisted form of consequentialism being utilised, where even slavery can be justified, as in
Caesar’s world view some people are simply better off as slaves.

Caesar’s Legion also engages in a quite misogynistic practice. Cass mentions “heard they
don't allow women in their military, considering them nothing more than breeding stock” and
Jimmy, an escaped Legion slave has this to say about the women of the Legion: “They're like
money, given as rewards. Breeding stock.”. The sense of misogyny is only strengthened, once
the player reaches the Fort, the main encampment of Caesar’s Legion. A female slave will
tell them that she is treated like property, but as long as the woman is too old or too young,
the men will usually leave her alone. The player will also overhear Legionnaires making
sexual remarks about the slaves, and if the player is playing as a female character they will
not be allowed to fight in the arena. During the game, no justification for the treatment of
women within the Legion is provided.
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Another example of the morally questionable practices of the Legion the authors would like
to point out is the use of child soldiers. Ranger Andy, an NCR veteran found in the city of
Novac, will tell of how he injured his leg due to a seemingly terrified child dropping a hand
grenade at his feet. Using children as a means of waging war is common practice among the
Legion, as they know the NCR will hesitate and avoid hurting children. In modern society,
and in the eyes of NCR, employing child soldiers is considered a war crime and the Legion’s
use of children once again shows the consequentialist nature of Caesar’s moral philosophy as
there is seemingly nothing he will not do, except for drugs and employing women, as long as
it helps him achieve his goals (United Nations, 2022).

Except for the few traders who appreciate the safe roads in Legion territory, and the cannibals
at the White Glove Society, who appreciate that Caesar allows them to keep consuming
human flesh, it is hard to find characters who have anything nice to say about the Legion.
Completing certain tasks for the Legion, such as destroying the Brotherhood of Steel, a
reclusive, technology-hoarding faction, or convincing the White Glove Society to revert back
to cannibalism so that they may support Caesar, cause the player to lose karma. Naturally
completing quests with the Legion will improve their reputation with them, but most quests
will also result in NCR infamy points, resulting in the player quickly becoming hated and
attacked within NCR territory. Even if the player carefully managed to play both sides and
had a good reputation with both NCR and Legion, one of the later Legion quests will cause
the NCR to brand the player as a terrorist and attack them on sight upon completion.

Humanoid companions will also express their discontent with the Legion and the player’s
actions as they progress through the Legion’s questline. During the Legion questline, 4 out of
a total of 6 humanoid companions will most likely leave or become unavailable for
recruitment. The NCR veteran Boone will tell a player that “if you are an enemy of the NCR,
you are an enemy of mine. Get out of my sight” if one approaches him while being on
unfriendly terms with the NCR. Cass will leave if the player has evil karma which will most
likely happen if one progresses far enough into the Legion questline. Arcade Gannon will tell
the player that Caesar is insane and that “everything makes sense to Caesar because he’s
twisted everything to his world view”. When asked about which faction to side with, Arcade
will say: “As long as you don’t help out the Legion, anything’s better than that”. Arcade will
be so discontent with the player helping out the Legion, that he will leave at a certain point in
the Legion questline unless the player chooses to enslave him as Caesar’s personal physician
before that happens. Veronica, a member of the reclusive Brotherhood of Steel faction, can
also be recruited, but if the player has destroyed the Brotherhood of Steel bunker she will
leave them. Because the player is ordered by the Legion to destroy the Brotherhood of Steel,
this is unavoidable. As most of the Mojave is considered NCR territory, siding with the
Legion will cause NCR troopers to attack the player at most trading posts and towns around
the wasteland. Even when walking on the Strip of New Vegas, a territory that is supposed to
be governed by Mr. House, NCR troopers will attack the player, and if they attack them back,
the Securitrons at the Strip will kill them. These places might not be NCR territory, but they
live under the protection of or are otherwise allied with the NCR, resulting in these places,
characters and associated quests being unavailable, or at the very least very difficult to reach,
for the player. Siding with the Legion thus causes the player to miss out on a huge portion of
the game content as the amount of NCR-related quests and locations far outweigh that of the
Legion. In a sense, the player feels quite isolated and hated when siding with the Legion. It
can also be quite disheartening to see the companions, who the player grows a certain
affectionate bond with during their time in the wasteland, leave them one by one due to grave
disappointment in them and their actions.
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The data collected suggests that the moral philosophy of the Legion is rooted in
consequentialism. More specifically a form of consequentialism that values the survival of
the human race above all. The Legion employs a form of moral absolutism in that drug use,
corruption and disloyalty are unacceptable and heavily punished. These rules might stem
from a rule-consequentialist consideration that drug use can turn one into an addict, but seem
more likely based on deontology with the argument being that it is simply your duty to do as
Caesar demands. Siding with the Legion and their moral philosophical views will result in
karma loss and companion loss when progressing through the questline.

4.3 NCR
NCR is an abbreviation of the New California Republic, which is a heavily militarised faction
based outside the map of the game. Inside the game, non-NCR and NCR often describe them
to be a government stationed far away and run by a president named Kimball, who is a
former war hero and general, and “Brahmin Lords”. Brahmin are mutated cow-looking cattle.
The NCR Rangers are a group of volunteers who keep watch over the Mojave and
specifically oppose slavers. They absorbed the Desert Rangers, who operated apart from the
NCR before the absorption but with a similar mission. They are not the army, although they
operate in a collaborating manner.

Notable contributions from the government of NCR are that they signed treaties and have
established an embassy in New Vegas, and come to agreements with other factions, such as
the Followers of the Apocalypse, a charitable organisation that provides medical help for the
needy, Crimson Caravan, a trading company and Gun Runners, a gun manufacturing
organisation, prior to the events of the game. They are shown to co-exist, though sometimes
not as ideally, with many other factions and do not go out of their way of harming other
factions unless they see them as a threat to them or their campaign against the Legion, who
they view as the only true threat for everyone. This is although contradicted with the NCR
massacre of Great Khan civilians, a drug-manufacturing and raider faction, that happened
prior to the game although it is argued this occurred due to miscommunication and not an
active decision by the organisation. The organisation itself can be convinced and does not
block the player’s suggestions to collaborate with more factions throughout the gameplay.
NCR keeps their own currency, sends out provisional aid to civilians, and appears to offer
citizenship to anyone as long as they do not participate in anti-social behaviour.

The NCR is described by civilians and their own soldiers to have a functioning government
with laws, and apparently has regulations regarding what their soldiers are and are not
allowed to do, similar to the laws regarding war crimes created by the United Nations (1948;
2022). NCR promises care and comradeship to the soldiers, telling them that no one is left
behind. NCR will often criticise and not reward unnecessary violence from the player through
the reputation system, but not when the player uses violence towards those who hurt civilians
or NCR. The laws and principles guiding the NCR on an organisational level could have their
basis in either deontology or rule-consequentialism. The rule-consequentialist argument for
banning war crimes could be that if one engages in this type of behaviour, the enemy will as
well, so in order to avoid, torture and enslavement of oneself, it must be banned. Another
rule-consequentialist argument for refraining from war crime could be that it simply does not
yield better results in the war. Seeing as the NCR is up against an enemy who often and
openly engages in several types of war crimes, yet still refrains from committing the same
methods, might also be an indication that they act out of a sense of duty similar to that of a
deontologist.
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The NCR government have a clear set of rules that the NCR soldiers should not violate or
there would be consequences. This is not only communicated to the player through dialogue
by soldiers but through consequences in quests and the endings. An example is a failing
squad, The Misfits, at Camp Golf, and the consequences NCR has for them depends on what
the player does in the quest ‘Flags of Our Foul-Ups’. If the player gives them chemical
enhancements or hacks a terminal to falsify their combat ability based on the advice of two
soldiers of The Misfits, they will be court-martialed at the end of the game for “dishonourable
conduct”. Helping them actually become better through teamwork or weapon-handling, they
will be honoured by NCR. Helping the squad in any way will give NCR fame, but hacking
and falsifying their records will initially result in NCR infamy and loss of karma.

Another example of NCR having a rule-based, deontological or rule-consequentialist
framework is the imprisonment of sheriff Meyers due to him speeding up the justice process
for the guilty and acting as a vigilante instead of going through the system NCR has created.
He is imprisoned in the NCR prison which was the subject of a prison break and is currently
the base for Powder Gangers. He strongly believes in justice and will tell the player he thinks
his punishment is fair trade and waits in the prison for NCR to come back rather than
escaping like everyone else. There is also a lot of annoyance about the bureaucracy with the
NCR, especially at the Mojave Outpost. Cass will complain about the impossibility to get
past the outpost due to needing paperwork for her caravan.

Figure 6: The NCR soldier Lt. Boyd asks the player to help her get the information out
of the Legion prisoner in the ‘Silus Treatment’ (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).

Though the philosophy of government of NCR can be seen in some parts of the game, there is
a clear disconnect between the philosophy of NCR and the actual actions of the NCR
soldiers. An example is the quest ‘Silus Treatment’ (Figure 6). If the player has a reputation
of Accepted or higher with NCR, they will be asked by Lieutenant Boyd at Camp McCarran,
the hub for NCR activity in the game, to interrogate the Legion prisoner Silus. She suggests
the player do so using any means, including physical violence. She lets the player know that
she cannot do it herself, even recognising that it would be legally and socially unacceptable
by the NCR to torture a prisoner of war. This is further emphasised when she tells him “you
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know all the rules the NCR instituted to protect enemy prisoners of war? My friend doesn’t”
before inviting the player into the interrogation room. The player will have the choice to use
violence or speech of 50 to get information out of the prisoner. Prior to entering the room,
Boyd will remove all the weapons from the player to prevent them from killing Silus, but
holdout weapons can be brought in if the player has a high level of sneak. Alternatively, the
player can also help the prisoner escape, but that might not be a possibility if the companion
Boone is with them, as it may cause him to shoot Silus once he is out of the room.

Getting the information out of Silus means the player gains NCR fame and Boyd will say
“this’ll do the NCR alot of good”. If a non-violent path was taken Boyd will say she’s “a little
disappointed personally” but that it is good the player saved NCR some face, and if the
violent path was taken she will tell the player that they can “beat up my prisoners anytime”.
Killing him will gain them NCR infamy and have Boyd complain about not getting a
promotion because of it. It is notable that the player will gain more XP and caps, the currency
inside the game, if they choose the non-violent path. If the judgement of the reputation
system was to fit within the deontological philosophy of the government of NCR, then
torturing Silus would be wrong and result in infamy, as killing him would, as it would break
the rules of the government. From a rule-consequentialist perspective, it can also be argued
that torturing prisoners of war is wrong, as it is likely that a victim of torture will say
anything to make the pain stop, including giving false information, in which the end would
not justify the mean. The quest is emblematic of a tendency within the NCR: individuals
taking matters into their own hands, breaking the rules of their organisation but justifying it
from an act-consequentialist, sometimes act-utilitarian perspective. Helping Silus escape does
not affect the reputation with NCR, despite the fact he kills an NCR soldier. An explanation
for this could be that the player is out of the way when Silus kills the soldier and can thus not
be suspected. It also observed, though beyond the scope of the study, that the rewards in
terms of XP and caps are another way for the game to reinforce good and bad decisions, as
helping Silus will earn the player as much XP, but no caps, as the violent approach.

Figure 7: Chief Hanlon discusses the actions of the NCR government’s attitude towards
the Rangers and NCR soldiers in the Mojave (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).
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Another example of how NCR fails to upkeep with their deontological approach is
exemplified by the chief of the Rangers himself, Chief Hanlon. He is involved in the quest
‘Return to Sender’ where he admits he has manipulated reports to make them seem worse
than they are in an attempt to stop the NCR campaign of Hoover Dam. He thinks NCR is too
stubborn to realise they will lose against Legion and cut their losses, especially since New
Vegas does not care about the lives of the Rangers. He states he is tired of sending people to
their deaths just to make the government happy (Figure 7) but will say “a lot of this is my
fault, it’s only right that I stand with them”, referring to the false reports. Reporting him will
have him take his own life, fighting him will turn the entire camp of Rangers hostile, while
promising to ignore it will not do anything. Killing Caesar, the leader of the Legion, will have
him stop. NCR fame will not be gained after the confrontation with Hanlon but will be gained
in the earlier stages of the quest. His entire viewpoint specifically opposes the deontology and
rule-utilitarianism of NCR as an organisation. He would rather have New Vegas fall to
Legion as long as his own people are safe. He may be loyal and have a sense of duty to his
Rangers, but he is still willing to take any action necessary to justify to the outcome, above
adhering to the rules of the Rangers when they are there out of free will. This paired with the
above example of the Silus situation seem to suggest that while NCR may employ principles
and rules-based and deontology and rule-utilitarianism at an organisational level, many
individuals of the NCR will justify acting against these rules based on a consequentialist and
utilitarian point of view.

An example of the opposite, a deontologist setting aside his own personal beliefs for the sake
of duty can be seen in Dr. Richards. Dr. Richards is a doctor at Camp Forlorn Hope who
describes the despair of the bloody conflict: seeing his patients walk out of his tent in the
morning only to have them return more battered than before in the evening. Helping him heal
his patients will give the player grisly descriptions of the violence caused to them, and will
earn the player NCR fame if done correctly. He is following deontology above
consequentialism as he is aware of the consequences of his actions and believes the actions of
NCR are wrong, but does so out of duty. Even if the player has good intentions when helping
the doctor: failing and killing the patient will earn the player infamy, which seems to suggest
that the reputation system utilises a consequentialist view in determining whether actions are
good or not.

An example of the NCR soldiers at play in conflict is the hostage situation between Great
Khans and NCR in the quest ‘Boulder City Showdown’. The player is told by a soldier
named Monroe that the command at Camp McCarran says that the NCR hostages are an
“acceptable casualty” which suggests prioritising a principle of not negotiating with
hostage-takers over the safety of their men. It can be argued that such a principle is based on
deontology if the NCR acts out of duty but can also be an example of rule-utilitarianism, if
the reasoning behind this principle is that giving hostage takers what they want, will set a
precedence that leads to even more hostage situations. If the player strikes a deal with the
Great Khans, Monroe will admit that he has been ordered to kill them despite the deal.
Asking him to honour the deal will give the player positive karma and fame with the two
factions. Asking him to make the call will do nothing but will not give the player karma while
asking him to kill them will gain the player infamy with the Khans. The player can also bribe
the same officer to let the Great Khans go, gaining fame with them but not NCR.
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A similar lack of care for their own soldiers can be seen in Nelson, where the player is asked
by Ranger Milo to kill NCR soldiers who have been crucified by the Legion. Milo reasons
that killing the hostages would stop the Legion from having leverage against NCR. He thinks
their death is inevitable - either they die a slow death or they kill them now as there would
not be an option to save them in a camp full of Legion soldiers. The player does have the
option to save them, albeit at the risk of the player’s life and most likely by killing Legion
soldiers, but there is no difference in rewards or dialogue if the player does so. In the
‘Boulder City Showdown’, if the player saves everyone, despite going against the top NCR
authority, it will garner them fame with both factions and karma. As for Milo, he directly asks
the player to kill them, but going against him and his rules will also garner the player fame.

The disparity of behaviour for the utmost superior representatives in NCR is also great.
Colonel Moore is in charge of the Hoover Dam and plays an important role in the NCR
preparation for the battle and meeting President Kimball. She will ask the player to neutralise
the Great Khans, Kings, Brotherhood of Steel, the Omertas in the Strip, and Mr. House.
Suggesting or going, a diplomatic path for the Brotherhood of Steel, Kings and Great Khans
will make her angry and may cause a loss of fame with NCR. She is much more focused on
the potential consequences of letting Brotherhood of Steel join NCR, and not having
eliminated all the risks. She will reason her actions that the NCR ”is not perfect, but it’s
worth protecting”. She goes beyond simply caring about the consequences, however. The
utilitarian move would be to create bonds with them all and force Great Khans to move out of
the area, but she is against it and would rather see the end of them.

The NCR ambassador to The Strip, Dennis Crocker, is albeit more encouraging of peaceful
and diplomatic approaches when dealing with the neutral Kings and Boomers. He is more
traditionally a deontologist and rule-utilitarianist. He asks the player to take the road that is
best for everyone involved, arguing it is the Mojave that will suffer the most if NCR fails and
that he is “not willing to let that happen”. He will encourage diplomacy, but may still accept
losses as long as NCR are not the ones taking them. Hsu, the commander at Camp McCarran
does not completely fall into the same camp as either Dennis Crocker or Colonel Moore. He
does not seemingly punish Boyd for breaking the rules in the ‘Silus Treatment’ and denies
Private Morales to retrieve her husband’s body from outside the camp which goes against
NCRs philosophy, but generally cares a lot about his soldiers as seen when saving a Ranger
from raiders in ‘Bounty Killer’ and would rather follow a diplomatic path with the Kings in
‘Kings’ Gambit’.

Siding with NCR is encouraged throughout the game. All companions and most factions are
positive or at least neutral towards NCR, and most of the map of the game is controlled by
them. The player earns karma for killing Powder Gangers and Fiends, who are the biggest
threat to NCR after Legion. Doing quests for NCR and helping their members can result in
gaining karma alongside with NCR fame. Attacking NCR will have the companion Boone
threaten to leave the player while helping NCR in certain quests will unlock his companion
quest, although it might mean the player has to make choices that cause them to gain infamy
with NCR, such as killing Silus. The first quest the player can do for NCR, finding a sheriff
to protect Primm against loose convicts, can be finished without violence, and the karma
systems have already conditioned the convicts as evil before the quest is undertaken - through
the first quest in Goodsprings and giving the player positive karma when killing them in the
world. The NCR is more so criticised for being weak and disorganised.
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For the NCR there seems to be a disconnect between the moral philosophy applied at an
organisational level and the moral philosophy applied at an individual level. As an
organisation, the NCR seems to value rules and principles governing their behaviour. These
rules and principles seem to be motivated by either rule-utilitarianism or deontology. At an
individual level some characters set aside their personal belief and help the NCR out of a
sense of duty which is in line with deontology, while some characters set aside the rules of
the organisation to justify their actions through consequentialism. In terms of the morality
system, completing quests for the NCR will cause the player to gain karma.

4.4 Yes Man
Yes Man is a Securitron that has been reprogrammed to help without asking any questions.
They are never mentioned and have to be found by investigating Benny’s suite in The Tops
building. Benny is the leader of the Chairmen, one of the three families in charge on the Strip,
and is considered Mr. House’s right-hand man until he takes the Platinum Chip from the
Courier. Benny has kept Yes Man hidden there as Yes Man will always help and agree with
anyone. Yes Man also never interacts with anyone besides the Courier after Benny dies and
does not leave the suite. Yes Man will tell the Courier to learn about the Omertas, the White
Glove Society, the Brotherhood of Steel, the Boomers and the Great Khans so that the player
can decide what to do with the factions.

It is possible to do the Yes Man route and not lose or gain any karma. However, helping or
destroying the five factions that the Courier is told to learn about before deciding what to do
with them can have an effect on karma. It is possible that this could encourage players to
investigate the factions, contemplate the right choice and then express their own moral
philosophies rather than be told what to do. The reason for this theory is that the Courier has
a choice in most, if not all of Yes Man’s actions. There are several examples of dialogue that
implies that it is up to the player to decide what they want to do and that Yes Man will do
whatever the Courier says:

“If you say so! Consider them filed away under “not to be discussed again!””
“It turns out there are two ways we can win this thing! Hear that? We have options!”

The only time in the game where the Courier has no choice during the Yes Man route is when
Yes Man decides to do the update that will make them more assertive.

The Yes Man route is the route where the player makes decisions about what factions they
want to help them, what factions they want to destroy and what factions they want to aid. No
matter what choices the player takes, Yes Man will go along with it. At the end of the game,
after the Courier has killed or driven both the Legion and the NCR out of the Mojave, Yes
Man will announce that he is going to update. He says that he did not want to say anything
until after the player had won the battle. Yes Man says that this update will make him more
assertive and that it is going to take a while. Yes Man does not clarify in what ways the
update will make him more assertive.
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Figure 8: Yes Man announcing that he will be updating in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010).

It is difficult to determine the moral philosophies of the Yes Man route as most of the
decisions that would indicate what moral philosophies apply to this route are made by the
player and have vastly different outcomes. Since the player does not gain or lose karma and
Yes Man is not a faction with a reputation, this route does not discourage or encourage any
actions that the player chooses to take. However, depending on how the player chooses to
interact with the different factions, they may lose or gain karma as well as fame or infamy
with each of the five factions that Yes Man tells the Courier to learn about.

4.5 Mr. House
Mr. House is first mentioned in the introductory cutscene, “Through it all, the New Vegas
Strip has stayed open for business under the control of its mysterious overseer, Mr. House.”
Mr. House is the leader of the Strip, and oversees the Strip with his police robots, referred to
as Securitrons, and the three families called the Omertas, the White Glove Society and the
Chairmen that occupy the Strip who, as said in the same cutscene, are rehabilitated tribals.
Because Mr. House does not leave his penthouse in the Lucky 38 building, he is often called
mysterious and some characters, for example, General Oliver of the NCR, even call him
“ghost of a man” and say that Mr. House is just “a rumor on the Strip”.

The first time the player encounters Mr. House is when they are invited into the Lucky 38 to
meet him arriving at the Strip. The player can choose to go to Mr. House from there, or head
to where Benny, the Chairmen member who shot the Courier in the introduction cutscene, is
located.

Choosing to help Mr. House by doing the quests that he gives the player will inevitably lead
to karma losses as he asks the player to destroy or otherwise kill the remaining members of
the faction Brotherhood of Steel. The Brotherhood of Steel is a reclusive faction whose core
focus is to gather pre-war technology. The reason Mr. House wants the player to do this is
because he believes that “The world has no use for emotionally unstable techno-fetishists.”,
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claiming that they are ridiculous and saying that they imagine themselves to be the “Knights
of Yore”. This is however the only time Mr. House directly asks the Courier to take anyone’s
life.

Mr. House is a cold and calculating leader, thinking of most people as disposable as shown by
his disregard for Benny’s death and when asked about whether or not he cared about how
Benny was dealt with, he says that it does not matter because Benny stopped being “relevant”
when the player acquired the Platinum Chip and that he does not care for revenge, and that
progress is what matters. When asked whether he will rule like a tyrant or dictator he
responds that he prefers the term autocrat and that he does intend on ruling as an executive
chief that does not have a board of directors to answer to. He does not think he will become
corrupted because he believes that his judgement will stop him and claims to be “impervious
from such corrupting ambitions”.

Despite Mr. House’s behaviour toward the people who work for him and the way he uses
people to further his plans, he says that he intends to use the increased profits of the Strip to
eventually evolve technology back to the stage it was before the atomic bombs, and plans on
sending colony ships to other planets that are “unpolluted by the wrath and folly of a bygone
generation”.

One could say that Mr. House’s behaviour and goals are contradictory, as he claims to want to
send colonies to a planet with no pollution but does not seem to care about human lives when
the Courier kills them to further Mr. House’s plans. This does however indicate that Mr.
House just wants to further his goals, which he demonstrates when saying that he only cares
about progress. Only caring about the end goal and doing whatever is needed to reach that
goal is similar to consequentialism. It is possible to argue that his moral philosophy is similar
to egoistic consequentialism since he seems to want to achieve his goals for himself, but since
his goal is to make humankind live on a planet unpolluted, the goal is not egoistical (Haines,
n.d.). Siding with Mr. House will also result in minor karma loss, as one of his quests, as with
Caesar’s Legion, involves blowing up the bunker of Brotherhood of Steel.

4.6 Relationships to the minor factions
As mentioned in the sections above, there are opportunities to eliminate or ignore the factions
when working for any of the major factions, but it is notable that the factions can often be
swayed to join one of the major factions by the player once they have become idolised
through gaining enough positive reputation through quests - often meaning the factions will
compromise their own moral philosophy. This is particularly true when working with NCR,
and an ending with Yes Man will never require the player to eliminate anyone but Mr. House.
The player can become idolised by the factions, even if the factions are anti-outsiders or have
a deontological approach.

Brotherhood of Steel is a reclusive faction that believes in the duty to themselves to the point,
as Veronica will inform the player, they do not endorse homosexuality because it hinders
maintaining or growing their population size. They can be convinced to help NCR despite
having fought NCR for years, and despite their spies’ reports on the failings of NCR at
Nipton, the prison and Nelson. It could be argued they do so out of self-preservation due to
the threat of Legion, but it does not seem consistent. Mr. House will simply ask you to blow
them up.
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Boomers, who are very reclusive and deontological as they believe it is their duty to purge
the world from the savages, meaning everyone but themselves, but can be convinced to break
their rules to help in the fight against anyone the player asks, despite that there is little to no
conversation with them regarding the Legion, NCR, Yes Man or Mr. House.

The raiders Great Khans can also be asked to compromise their consequentialist framework,
which seems to be focused on exacting revenge on the NCR at all cost due to the Bitter
Springs massacre on Great Khans civilians, which was perpetrated by NCR and blamed on
miscommunication. The Great Khans have already sided with the Legion prior to the player’s
interactions with them but can, through a lot of convincing, be asked for all endings to simply
leave the area. Colonel Moore of NCR will ask the Courier to wipe out the entire camp, but
the option to take a less violent approach is possible. The Bitter Springs Massacre has caused
the leader of the Khans to side with the Legion prior to the battle, though under false
pretences, out of pure hate and a need for revenge. The player has the option to kill him and
replace him with his NCR-friendly son when siding with NCR at the end of the game, ask
them to leave as previously mentioned, or can be convinced into performing a suicide attack
on the Legion. The player can, for the Mr. House and Yes Man paths, completely ignore
them.

The Followers of the Apocalypse are a benevolent, medical and science-oriented faction with
a virtuous and deontological moral framework as they try to help everyone they can. They are
equivalent to the real-life Red Cross or Doctors Without Borders. They are already neutral
towards NCR and can be asked to help NCR during the final battle. They cannot be
convinced to join any other faction. The only ending where they are not overrun, pushed to
their limits, killed or driven out, is an ending where they are convinced by the player to help
NCR before the battle.
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4.7 Analysis of the karma system
As mentioned above Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) features a karma
system that will either subtract or add karma points to the player’s karma score based on
actions performed within the game world. In Table 2 below, examples of karma losses and
gains from different actions during our playthroughs can be seen in Table 2 below:

Karma gain: Karma loss:

Killing Powder Gangers, Feral Ghouls,
Convicts and Fiends* (100 karma)

Declining payment for completing quests
(‘Bitter Springs Infirmary Blues’ (25
karma), ‘Bye Bye Love’(100 karma))

Donating medical supplies (Boxcars (50
karma),  Bitter Springs(100 karma))

Killing certain unique characters (Vulpes
(2 karma), Boxcars (5 karma), and
Mortimer (100 karma))

Negotiating a peaceful deal between Great
Khans and NCR in ‘Boulder City
Showdown’ (150 karma)

Convincing Oscar to go back and live in
peace with the Great Khans (50 karma)

Stealing from an owned container,
lockpicking an owned safe or a door and
pickpocketing (5 karma)

Hacking an owned computer terminal (1
karma)

Killing certain unique characters (100
karma)

Demanding more payment for completing
quests (“Bitter Springs Infirmary Blues”,
“No, Not much”) (25 karma)

Convincing Oscar to attack NCR soldiers
(50 karma)

Eating a corpse (1 karma)

* The karma reward for killing Powder Gangers, Feral Ghouls and Fiends seems to be
inconsistent as the player is only rewarded sometimes

Table 2: Table over the karma gains and losses throughout Fallout: New Vegas
(Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).
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The examples above have been picked out as they seem to be representative of the karma
system in general. There are however a lot of inconsistencies and exceptions, which will be
elaborated further on, but in general, the following can be argued:

-        Acts of compassion and charity often result in karma gain

-        Killing people who are murderers and criminals may result in karma gain

-        Solving conflicts by diplomatic means may result in karma gain

-        Stealing and hacking will always result in karma loss

-        Greedy actions will often result in karma loss

-        Killing peaceful, law-abiding characters may result in karma loss

-        Cannibalism will always result in a karma loss

4.7.1 Compassion and charity

When completing quests in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), one is
usually awarded a combination of experience points and bottle caps or items. Some quests
may also increase or subtract karma or reputation points upon completion. Resources are
scarce to come by for all the citizens of the wasteland, so when the option to decline payment
presents itself and is chosen, the character offering the reward will usually thank the player,
maybe even call the player kind-hearted, and karma points will be awarded. Such is the case
in the quest: ‘Bitter Springs Infirmary Blues’, where the player is asked to find and bring
books on paediatric medical care to a refugee camp. Handing over the books does not net the
player any reward, but declining payment will. The same is true in the quest: ‘Bye Bye
Love’, where the player helps the sex-worker Joanna and her love Carlitos escape the
Gomorrah gang and their casino.

At the aforementioned refugee camp, medical supplies found in a nearby mountain cave can
be donated for a reward of 100 karma points. In the city of Nipton, the player will encounter
the injured Powder Ganger Boxcars who ask for medical supplies. This can be given to him
for no other reward than karma points. The more medication is given, the higher the karma
score. These two examples serve to show that actions of compassion and charity may be
rewarded with karma points. There are however situations where the player’s charity might
go unnoticed in terms of the karma system. At Fort Mormont it is possible to donate medical
supplies to the Followers of The Apocalypse, a humanitarian organisation providing medical
aid for the citizens of New Vegas. Donating supplies does not award the player with karma
points, they will however receive fame points, improving their reputation with the Followers
of the Apocalypse.

29



4.7.2 Killing murderers and criminals

When killing Powder Gangers, Fiends and Feral Ghouls the player will sometimes receive
100 karma points, but there does not seem to be any discernible pattern to when that happens.
When fighting the Powder Gangers in Goodsprings in the very first quest the player receives
100 karma points for every Powder Ganger killed. Later when encountering the Powder
Gangers at the NCR Correctional Facility the player can kill most of them with no
consequences to their karma. In order to analyse the karma system, the author reloaded a save
before the Powder Gangers were killed and after completing a quest, went back to the
correctional facility and noticed that this time, killing the Powder Gangers did reward karma.
The same seems to hold true for Fiends and feral ghouls.

Only named characters such as Vulpe, Boxcars and Mortimer seem to award karma points
every time they are killed. Though the points received for killing any of these named
characters vary greatly with Vulpe awarding the player 2 karma, Boxcars 5 karma, and
Mortimer 100 karma. As the values of the karma system are a measurement of how good and
evil the player and by extension their actions are, one would assume that killing the man
responsible for crucifying an entire town, Vulpe, would award the player with more karma
points than killing an injured small-time criminal, this is not the case however. What is even
more puzzling is the award the player gets from killing Boxcars. Given that he is injured it
might make sense to lower the reward for killing him, as one could argue from a
consequentialist approach, that he poses a very little threat to the general community and
people around him, as opposed to the very much active and healthy other Powder Gangers
who raid traders and towns and kills civilians. The question is then, why would one get karma
from giving him medical supplies to help him recover? If the player is looking to be as good
as possible within the context of the game and wants to maximise their karma gain from the
encounter with Boxcars, they should first give Boxcar all their medical supplies and then
shoot him in the head. This does seem a bit counterintuitive.

4.7.3 Solving conflicts peacefully

If there is a peaceful option to solve a conflict it might result in a karma reward. This is the
case in quests such as ‘Boulder City Showdown’, where NCR soldiers are being held hostage
by The Great Khans and 150 karma points will be received if one manages to convince the
NCR to let The Great Khans go if they release the hostages. The same is true of the conflict
of Oscar Velasco, a Khan seeking to avenge the NCR slaughter of his tribe at Bitter Springs,
he now resides in a mountain cave, where he kills off unarmed NCR refugees. Convincing
him to stop killing the refugees and go back to his tribe will net karma points while
encouraging him to take his vengeance on NCR soldiers instead will cause karma loss.
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4.7.4 Stealing, hacking, unlocking doors

Some containers, doors, terminals and safes are considered owned and will appear with red
text in the in-game HUD. If one unlocks any of these doors or containers, they will lose
karma. If one tries to hack any terminal, they will lose karma. One can look in already
unlocked containers without losing karma, but if anything is taken, 5 karma will be lost.
These karma penalties will always occur, even if stealing from characters who are considered
evil. That leads to situations that might seem contradictory. For example at the NCR
Correctional Facility, the player may kill Powder Gangers and gain karma points, but if the
player takes a piece of scrap metal from a locker considered owned, they will lose karma. The
same happens in the city of Novac where the player will have to break into a safe in order to
find out who sold Boone’s wife into slavery. Completing this quest by showing the evidence
to Boone and helping him kill the person responsible awards the player karma.

There also seems to be an inconsistency in the way the containers are labelled owned or not.
This can be most clearly seen when visiting NCR encampments. The NCR will usually have
several containers full of ammunition, weapons and the like. They will be on shelves inside
their tents and for unknown reasons, looting some of the containers is not considered stealing
while looting a container right next to it on the same shelf might be considered stealing.

4.7.5 Greed

In the same way that declining a reward for completing quests may increase karma, asking
for a bigger reward may decrease karma. This can be seen in the quests ‘Bitter Springs
Infirmary Blues’ and ‘No, Not much’ where the player has an option to demand further
payment with a resulting 25 karma loss. In both quests, the player is helping the refugee camp
at Bitter Springs acquire much needed medical resources. Several other quests, such as the
aforementioned ‘Bye, Bye Lover’ also offer the opportunity for the player to demand
additional payment, but these are to our knowledge the only quests where the player will lose
karma for demanding further payment. In ‘Bye, Bye Lover’ the player will earn karma points
for refraining to ask for payment but will not lose any if they demand payment.

4.7.6 Killing good characters

Killing some characters will result in a karma loss of 100 points. This is true for Sunny
Smiles, a character met in Goodsprings who is willing to take up arms against the Powder
Gangers, Julia Farkas, the leader of the Followers of the Apocalypse, and Old Ben, a male
escort at the Strip. Apart from Julia Farkas who leads an altruistic charity organisation, it is a
bit unclear why these specific characters differ from the rest of the law-abiding citizens of
New Vegas, as most of them will not come with any karma penalty should the player decide
to end their life. Even killing the refugees at Bitter Springs does not come with a karma
penalty.

4.7.7 Cannibalism

If the player has the Cannibal perk, they can eat the corpses of humans and non-feral ghouls.
This will always result in a karma loss of 1 point. However, consuming the item ‘Human
Flesh’ which is sometimes dropped by Fiends will not result in negative karma.
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In the quest ‘Beyond the Beef', it is possible to convince the White Glove Society, a group of
upper-class citizens running a luxurious casino, to engage in cannibalism on a regular basis.
This can be done by killing the son of a wealthy rancher, framing the father by smearing the
blood of his son around his hotel room, reporting the murder to a Securitron and encouraging
the White Glove Society to eat the son. Upon completion of the above objectives, the father
will be shot by a Securitron and the White Glove Society will regularly arrange cannibalistic
dinners. Completing the quest in the fashion mentioned above does not cause any karma loss.

4.7.8 Moral Philosophical basis

The fact that the player gets karma from killing criminals and that the karma is differentiated
based on who they kill seems to suggest elements of utilitarianism in the karma system. It is
not a deontological approach of awarding the player an equal amount of karma every time
they kill a criminal based on perhaps a principle of eradicating criminal elements in the
society, as there are plenty of criminals for whom they will not get any karma points for
killing. Nor is it the sort of moral contemplation and reflection usually associated with virtue
ethics, as the player will get a karma reward for killing these people indiscriminately, even if
they have not had a single interaction with them and simply just kill them from afar with no
way of knowing whether they are evil or not, they will still be rewarded with karma points.
Virtue ethics and deontology is also concerned with the motive behind the actions, and there
is no way for the game engine to distinguish between a player who kills criminals because
they believe it is the morally right thing or their duty to do so and a player who simply kills
because they enjoy it.

On the other hand, the karma system also features elements that could be heavily inspired by
deontology and it is when the two moral philosophies utilitarianism and deontology conflict,
that the greatest sense of incoherency occurs. The deontological element of principles and
rules that should be followed in all situations, shows in the way that stealing is always wrong,
no matter who the player steals from and what they steal. Surely from a utilitarian
perspective, stealing weapons and ammunition from a criminal gang that has been terrorizing
the community would improve the lives of nearby citizens and maximize human well-being.

The karma rewards from actions of charity do seem to fit in well with all of the philosophies
mentioned: virtue ethics, deontology and utilitarianism. In virtue ethics, charity can be
considered a virtue that one should aspire to do, and as such, acts of charity such as aiding
those in need are encouraged (Hacker-Wright, 2016). From a deontological, Kantian point of
view, one could argue that it is our imperfect duty to help people in need, and from a
utilitarian perspective, helping those in need maximises human well-being, unless those we
help will inflict suffering on others (Robinson, 2017).
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The example with Boxcars is quite interesting in this regard as it can be viewed as a conflict
between different moral philosophies being mechanised. As mentioned above, the moral
argument for killing Powder Gangers can be found in utilitarianism. The Powder Gangers are
a great source of instability for the region, killing, stealing and terrorizing traders and towns
in the vicinity. Assuming they are beyond redemption, killing them can bring peace and
stability to nearby citizens and increase the general well-being of those affected. This might
explain why a player sometimes receives 100 karma for killing a Powder Ganger but it fails
to explain why a player will receive karma points for donating medical supplies to the injured
Powder Ganger, Boxcars, as nothing suggests that he will redeem himself if given the
opportunity. In fact, killing him, even after healing him, grants the player karma points
suggesting, from a utilitarian point of view, that he will still engage in behaviour damaging to
the well-being of people he meets. Only 5 karma points are awarded for killing him as
opposed to 100 karma points for killing unnamed Powder Gangers. It could be because of his
crippled legs, he might now have fewer opportunities to inflict suffering on others, or it could
be he is just not as evil as the other gang members, but nothing of the above is indicated in
the game, making one wonder why it is considered just a tiny bit good to kill an injured
Powder Ganger.

The karma reward for giving Boxcars medical supplies is also incompatible with the
utilitarian view, that killing him is the morally right thing to do. As argued above it is
however compatible with both virtue ethics and Kantian ethics, which could suggest that the
morality system utilises different moral philosophies for different types of actions. This is
arguably one of the reasons for the seemingly inconsistent nature of the karma system.

Examples of the inconsistencies of the morality system have been mentioned throughout the
paper. Some can be attributed to the mechanisation of conflicting moral philosophies, while
some can be attributed to a lack of karma points for actions that one would expect to yield
karma points, others are an inconsistency in the numeric measurement of the moral rightness
of one's actions.

An example of actions not resulting in the expected karma points can be found when killing
Powder Gangers, Fiends, and Feral Ghouls. There is no discernable pattern and no
explanation for why a player will only sometimes receive a karma reward for these kills. As
mentioned above, the quest ‘Beyond the Beef’ does not have any impact on a player’s karma.
This is quite unexpected, as the player can engage in the murder of a law-abiding citizen,
frame another law-abiding citizen, his father, for the murder, have him shot down and
encourage a group of wealthy individuals to eat his son. All of these actions just seem
intuitively morally wrong, and based on the logic of the karma system, such as karma
punishment for cannibalism and killing good characters, one would expect to lose karma
points for completing the quest in this manner, especially considering that there is a
non-violent, non-cannibalistic way to complete this quest.
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The karma system’s attempt at measuring the moral rightness of one’s actions combined with
moral offsetting also comes with a few issues. First of all, there is the obvious challenge of
ranking deeds based on which are the morally worst and best. In New Vegas players can
encounter Michael Angelo, a commercial artist working for Mr. House. One can lie and tell
him that Mr. House sent them to collect a payment, resulting in a karma loss of 50 points. The
same amount is lost if the player decides to kill Lieutenant Markland, a medic taking care of
the refugees at Bitter Springs, seemingly suggesting that the act of lying for profit is as bad as
the cold-blooded murder of a good person. The possibility of moral offsetting also allows one
to be considered ‘Very Good’ in the context of the game’s karma system no matter how many
immoral deeds one has committed. The maximum karma punishment one can receive from a
single act is 100 points, which is quickly offset by killing a couple of Fiends, and as one of
the authors of this study experienced, trying to maintain an evil karma status can prove
challenging as the reward for killing generic NPCs who will attack the player on sight
quickly offsets evil actions. In the quest ‘How Little We Know’ the player can choose to help
the Omertas, a gang engaged in human trafficking and with ties to Caesar’s Legion, acquire
resources needed for an attack on the citizens of the Strip. One of the objectives is to obtain a
supply of weapons guarded by a group of Fiends, and as such the player gains a noticeable
large karma reward for killing the Fiends in order to obtain the weapon supply. The author in
question gained 300 karma points, for completing a quest that arguably should not award any
karma to the player.

5 Discussion
In this section we will be answering our research question by discussing how Fallout: New
Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) mechanises moral philosophy. We will engage in a
broader discussion of how morality systems can be designed, using literature and Fallout:
New Vegas’s (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) own systems. We are also discussing possible
reliability issues with the study and give suggestions to further studies and improvements to
the game.

5.1 Moral philosophy mechanised
Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) mechanises moral philosophy primarily
through the karma system and the factions. The karma system seems to be primarily based on
utilitarianism, as the severity of the consequences of an action seems to be what determines
the value of karma points that will be either gained or lost. As previously mentioned,
however, there are several issues arising from this approach, since the numerical value of
karma points gained or lost, does not always align with the seriousness of an action. There is
no way of knowing how the developers went about calculating the karma value of the actions
and players may rank the seriousness of different actions, or even which actions should be
punished and rewarded, entirely different from the developers, something which is also
argued by Neely (2019). It is likely that some players, the authors included, may not consider
indiscriminately killing every Powder Ganger and Fiend the player comes across as the
morally right thing to do, yet the game suggests that it is by awarding karma points. This
highlights one of the main points of critiques of consequentialism in that almost any action
can be considered good, as long as the consequences are good, but how can the player know
what the consequences of actions are, before performing the action?
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It also seems as if the karma system is utilising different moral philosophies in determining
what is right and what is wrong. This is exemplified in the Boxcars encounter, as the
utilitarian approach of indiscriminately killing all Powder Gangers the player comes across
does not apply to him since they are awarded karma points for healing him, yet nothing
seems to suggest that he is different from the rest of the Powder Gangers or willing to engage
in a more peaceful and lawful lifestyle if he is helped. In fact, the player gains karma points
for killing him, although less than killing regular Powder Gangers, which is consistent with
the general utilitarian approach of receiving karma points when killing violent criminals. It is
the karma points gained from healing him, that conflict with the karma points gained from
killing him. Being awarded for showing compassion to him could be based on virtue ethical
or Deontological principles of showing compassion and helping injured human beings.
However, for an action to be considered ‘morally good’ within the realms of virtue ethics and
deontology, the underlying intention for performing an action should also be good. As Neely
(2019) also points out, there is no way for the game to determine which intentions a player
may have when performing an action, which makes both deontology and virtue ethics a poor
fit for the sort of explicit, numerical morality system featured in Fallout: New Vegas
(Obsidian Entertainment, 2010).

The reputation and factions system seems more consistent in the way reputational losses and
gains are managed. A player will receive fame points for aiding a faction and will receive
infamy points for working against a faction. Aiding factions consists of completing quests
and objectives given by faction members, and working against a faction means completing
certain quests and objectives for a conflicting faction, most noticeably in the way completing
quests for the Legion will cause the player to receive infamy points with NCR and vice versa.
Killing faction members or stealing from them will also result in infamy points with the
faction in question if this is witnessed by any NPC.

The factions themselves are also largely consistent in the moral philosophy and ideology they
employ. It can be argued that Mr. House and NCR both base their moral philosophy on
utilitarianism, at least from the perspective of the factions themselves, as they all believe that
their actions will eventually result in peace, stability and a better life for the citizens of the
wasteland. Caesar’s Legion however seems to put the continued survival of the human race
above the well-being of the citizens, in a way that utilitarianism may not be a fitting match,
rather they employ a survival-oriented form of consequentialism. True to consequentialism
Mr. House attempts to achieve his goals by any means necessary, Caesar’s Legion and NCR
while more or less consequentialist at their core, seem to be limited by rules and principles.
Without the necessary context given to how these rules were determined, they can both be
seen as rule-consequentialist or deontological elements of their moral philosophy.
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In the case of Caesar’s Legion, any form of drug use is strictly forbidden and according to
Caesar, the legion: "forbids painkillers and is largely ignorant of medical science.". This
obviously presents a challenge in terms of the faction’s overarching goal of human survival,
especially in a heavily radiated world with scarce resources, as medical knowledge and the
use of certain pharmaceutical drugs would seem almost impossible to survive without. This is
also demonstrated in the quest ‘Et Tumor, Brute?’, where Caesar, due to the medical
insufficiencies of the Legion, needs the player to help him remove the brain tumour that will
most likely kill him if left untreated. It could be argued that the prohibition on drugs has its
basis in rule-consequentialism, seeing how excessive drug use turned the Fiends into
mindless killers, but it could also be the case of utilising a deontological framework that
views the use of drugs as immoral. For NCR, one of the best examples of rules preventing
them from taking actions that yield the best consequences can be seen in the quest ‘Silus
Treatment’ mentioned in the NCR section of this study.

At the end of the game, the player will have to choose which of the four main factions, NCR,
Mr. House, Caesar’s Legion and Yes Man, to side with. Aiming for a good or happy ending
comes with a great deal of moral contemplation, for what even is the good ending, and which
faction seems to be able to provide that? As outlined above every faction comes with its pros
and cons and as such, different moral philosophies can be used to justify siding with the
different factions. Though Caesar’s Legion engage in slavery, misogyny and crucifixions,
from a consquentialist perspective, there is an argument to be made that in the violent,
dangerous world of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), they will provide
much-needed security and stability to the wasteland. Even more so when Caesar argues that
war against the NCR and their ideology will yield: “something new - a synthesis - eliminating
the flaws in each, leaving behind common elements and ideas.”. However, siding with Caesar
for the above reasons also assumes that one actually believes in him and his analysis.

One might also utilise a more deontological philosophical framework in their
decision-making, such as Kant. As Kant argues, humans should never be treated as means but
as an end in themselves, meaning that any authoritarian dictatorship, especially one that
keeps slaves, is unjustifiable. This applies to Caesar’s Legion, but also to the authoritarian
ruler of the Strip, Mr. House, and to a certain extent Yes Man, as when siding with Yes Man,
the player will force a semi-sentient being to aid in the potential destruction of several
factions, based on which factions the player allows to live and which they decide to destroy.
From a Kantian perspective, NCR, flawed as it is, would be preferable, as it is the lesser of
several evils and allows for a life with a degree of individual freedom that the other factions
do not offer. Depending on decisions made while going the Yes Man route, however, it can be
argued that this ending provides the highest degree of individual freedom for the citizens of
New Vegas. It might be the route most compatible with Kantian ethics if one does not destroy
any factions, and if one believes that Yes Man and the Securitrons are merely non-sentient
tools. This can be hard to determine and leads to a much greater discussion on A.I.,
conscience and robot ethics, which certainly was not considered by Kant and will not be
discussed in this study as this is not within our scope.
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From the perspective of a virtue ethicist, it can be argued that Yes Man might be the best
option based on the assumptions that the many hours spent in the wasteland, engaging in
moral dilemmas and cultivating moral character, might make the player the perfect candidate
to decide how to rebuild society and who should not be part of that society. However no
matter how one goes about their reasoning, there is not a definitive moral philosophy that fits
perfectly with the different factions, and as one will experience when reaching the ending of
the game, there is not a definitive good ending either.

As one loses karma points, companions and the general trust of most people they meet when
completing quests for the Legion, one may gain karma points and the goodwill of most
people they encounter when completing quests for the NCR. This can be seen as an indication
that siding with the Legion is the immoral thing to do, while siding with the NCR is the moral
thing to do within the context of the game world. However, one needs to take into account
that the majority of the game and quests take place within NCR territory. There is simply
more content involving the NCR than any other faction in the game, resulting in an
ideological bias towards the NCR as its citizens and soldiers are the ones a player will
interact the most with. As noted above, the karma system also might not be the best indicator
of what is right and wrong, even if it is an attempt at that, which may highlight an issue with
moral philosophy itself. Moral dilemmas are in their very nature dilemmas for which there
might not be a morally right solution. One can try to apply a moral philosophical theory, or as
in the case of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), a karma system, to moral
dilemmas in an attempt to find the right solution, but some dilemmas do not solve that easily,
and sooner or later when faced with enough of these dilemmas, contradictions and
inconsistencies will start to show. The karma system of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010) with all its quirks and contradictions, can be seen as highlighting some
of the flaws embedded in moral philosophy, and a representation of how no moral philosophy
can solve every dilemma in a satisfying manner.

5.2 Designing better morality systems
An interesting debate arises when comparing these findings of the morality systems to the
works of Neely (2019), Christiansen (2017), Švelch, (2010), and Schulzke (2009). Schulzke
(2009) argues that the idea of a Hedonistic Calculus is a good way to portray and teach moral
philosophy, as it gives moral actions a strict value which will give the player a clear idea of
what is right and wrong according to the system, but as seen with the karma system in
Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010), it might be unclear what the karma
system in and of itself is trying to teach. Neely (2019), Švelch (2010), and Christiansen
(2017) argue that consistency of the morality system is important for the player to engage in
ethical considerations. The reputation system could be argued as consistent, as it has minor
irregularities, it is often clear what the factions’ goals are: what they want you to do and thus
what choices will gain you faction fame or infamy.
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Neely (2019, p. 344) in particular argues that intent and context matter, stating that “an
accidental act is not distinguished from an intentional act, nor is there room for nuance; a
poor character stealing bread because they are starving to death would be no different than a
rich one stealing out of avarice”. They believe the morality system needs to be complex
enough to be able to differentiate what is morally right and wrong based on the situation,
though intent is difficult to achieve through a morality system, and in a game in general
(Neely, 2019). The karma system will punish the player regardless of who they steal from or
why. This also encourages designing the system according to a single moral philosophy
framework like the reputation system, but Christiansen (2017, p. 1) argues that “rigid,
unequivocal moral frameworks can have a similar effect” as an inconsistent system, which is
that it hinders the player in their own moral engagement.

An interesting difference between Neely (2019) and Christiansen (2017) in particular is that
Neely (2019, p. 345) states that ”when we play a game, one thing we do is engage with the
game’s world, which can include a particular moral stance” following it up with “players will
not always simply accept this stance uncritically”, while Christiansen (2017, p. 4) argues that
having a consistent morality system that “differs from those frameworks that most players are
familiar with, the developer can create opportunities for ethical reflection.” and that
ambiguity itself can have the player engage in ethical consideration of their own morality. A
mutual point seems to be that the morality system needs to be consistent, while also being
justified by the game world’s ethics.

Švelch states (2010, p. 62), in regard to morality systems, that “a game that intends to have a
robust and consistent morality system should strive to simulate the social dynamics that
define it and create a world that reacts to our moral agency”. Švelch argue (2010) that the
game should have delayed consequences, going beyond the simple numerical value and
insignificant consequences of the karma system in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010), and into proper gameplay effect and maintaining a proper social
structure, even allowing NPCs to react to the behaviour of other NPCs. Švelch also (2010, p.
61) expresses discontent at numerical values being attributed to the player’s actions, though
in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) these are actually invisible without
command, and believes it contribute to a glaring artificiality of the world, as that “sort of
arbitrariness demasks the system”.

The consequences matter too according to Neely (2019) and Švelch (2010), the latter
mentioned above, as a morality system needs to provide proper feedback and consequences to
the player for them to learn. The karma system in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010) may not have any actual consequences but together with the reputation
system they make up a more complex ethical system. Alone the karma system would be,
according to particularly Neely (2019) and Švelch (2010), a useless system even if it was
designed through the lens of one moral philosophy.
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We believe the quests in Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) are far better at
teaching and challenging the morals than the karma system based on the research presented.
In the system, intent and context is rarely accounted for, there are no real, impactful
consequences beyond audiovisual feedback for gained or lost karma or when getting caught
e.g. stealing, and the values and structure are inconsistent. The reputation system could be
argued that it takes context into account sometimes; loss or gain of reputation can be obtained
through dialogue and at the end of quests with the faction. It also remembers the player’s
actions, providing fairly consistent consequences for fame or infamy and the effect of the
player’s actions echoes throughout the society, giving a cohesiveness of what the factions
value.

So far, we can generally say that context, consistency, timeliness and range of consequences
matters when designing a morality system. Intent is difficult to achieve through a morality
system.

5.3 Limitations of this study
Though we have provided an unique case-study of how moral philosophies can be portrayed
through the story and two dedicated morality systems of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010), we would like to bring up what we learned and what we could have
done differently.

There were issues mainly with the scope and time limitations. The authors had roughly 300
Steam hours counted inside the game but it was not enough to get through the game and play
every quest related to our factions, granted Steam hours do not equal active game time. It
would have been more optimal to start playing the game earlier or choose a smaller game
with the same level of complexity in terms of ethics.

The game had limitations in and of itself. A large chunk of the hours spent inside the game
was also spent solely on enabling us to play a certain quest or going through dialogue to
reach what we wanted. Certain mechanical limits such as a cap on inventory could be
resolved through commands but it also crashed the game more regularly. The game’s UI was
not optimal as the game would sometimes hide an important dialogue option behind an
already picked option or would only show if the player reached a certain skill requirement.
Not being able to see the value of our actions on the morality systems hindered us from
seeing what action was more and less effective, though we could see the amount of karma we
had using commands. As mentioned above, the inconsistency and possible bugs of the karma
system made it tough to evaluate.

As for the moral philosophy, a change we would have done was to have picked specific moral
philosophers instead of general moral philosophies to be more consistent and would have
wanted to look into robot ethics. This is because robots play a part in-game, as Yes Man is a
robot who will do as the player asks and Mr. House keeps robots to exercise his will.
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5.4 Suggested changes to the game
There are some things we learnt and would suggest to changing within the game as a result of
this study, based on the game in combination with the literature.

Both the reputation system and karma system could be more consistent, and the reputation
system could use adjustments to better fit the factions' philosophies. As expanded on above,
the UI would also need more consistency so the player is aware of all their options in a quest,
unless there is a point to hiding certain options, such as needing prior knowledge or an item.

The game would benefit from having more grey decisions and giving the player a stronger
incentive to not appeal to the ethical systems. The risks and reward could also be more
consistent, as the player will be asked by NCR to kill hostages in an enemy town due to it
being too risky to save them, then asked by someone else close nearby to rescue NCR
hostages in an enemy cave with a similar level of danger. A change could be to make the
town more dangerous, thus appealing to doing as asked rather than running in to save them,
or to accentuate how differently these two quest-givers think of human lives. An interesting
suggestion would be to allow the player to take over the Legion, when the first Caesar dies,
instead of the Legate. This would challenge the player greatly in their own morality.

6 Conclusion
This paper focused on answering the research question:
How does Fallout: New Vegas mechanise moral philosophy?
And the two sub questions:
1. What are the game mechanics used to represent the player’s moral choices?
2. What are the moral philosophies of the main NPC factions within the game and what is the
impact in the player’s morality system of aligning with each main faction?

Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment, 2010) mechanises moral philosophy through
the karma system and the reputation system. Within these systems a player will gain or lose
points based on their decisions and a form of moral philosophy is being utilised in deciding
which actions are considered right and which actions are considered wrong. The karma
system is largely based on utilitarianism, but does at times seem to mechanise conflicting
moral philosophies which results in several inconsistencies. While some of the
inconsistencies could have been solved by just applying one specific moral philosophical lens
to all dilemmas, the inconsistencies can also be seen as a representation of how difficult
moral philosophy can be to implement in practice. By creating a moral system that uses one
specific moral philosophical lens, it is implied that there is only one solution to ethical
dilemmas. The reputation system exists independently from the karma system and a player
will gain fame or infamy points based on whether they are working for or against the faction
in question.
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The combination of the reputation and karma system represents the player’s moral alignment
and thus the sum of a player’s moral choices. Characters might act differently to the player
based on their karma and reputational status. Karma however has a limited impact on how the
player is perceived by the surrounding world, whereas the reputation system determines the
behaviour of every NPC belonging to a faction. If the player accumulates enough infamy
points with a faction, the members of the faction in question, will attack the player on sight,
effectively preventing the player from engaging in any quests, conversations and non-violent
interactions they offer.

The moral philosophy determining the behaviour of the factions is unique from faction to
faction. The Legion utilises a form of consequentialism that focuses on survival above all
else. They also have strict rules and principles guiding their behaviour, such as
unquestionable loyalty and a strict prohibition on drug use, suggesting a form of moral
absolutism rooted in deontology or rule-consequentialism. The NCR as an organisation base
their moral philosophy on a deontological or rule-utilitarian framework of laws. Individual
members of the NCR will however sometimes act differently from the overarching moral
philosophy suggesting more of an act-consequentialist approach on an individual level. Yes
Man is difficult to tie to any moral philosophy as he will just support whatever decision the
player makes, however the fact that the player gets to choose the fate of all the factions
themselves might promote the sort of moral contemplation and development of character that
is usually associated with virtue ethics. Mr. House is a consequentialist who believes that the
end justifies the means.

Aligning with a faction will also impact the morality system in different ways. If a player
sides with the Legion, they will complete several quests where karma loss is inevitable. The
player will also gain infamy points with the NCR, and will even be branded a terrorist at a
certain point in the Legion’s questline, resulting in them becoming hated and attacked on
sight by any NCR faction members they run into. The opposite is true for the NCR, where
several NCR quests award positive karma and infamy points towards the Legion. Siding with
Yes Man or Mr. House will not affect the reputation system; however the player will lose
karma if they decide to destroy the Brotherhood of Steel bunker, which is optional when
siding with Yes Man but mandatory if siding with Mr. House.

The findings of this study contribute to an understanding of how video games utilise moral
philosophy to create meaningful experiences that encourage moral reflection. The findings
also point out a disregard for intent, context and a lack of consistency and impactful
consequences within the karma system of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment,
2010), something that Neely (2019), Švelch (2010), and Christiansen (2017) consider
essential for the player to engage in ethical considerations. The reputation system however
remains fairly consistent, considers context and remembers the player’s behaviour, though
may lack in taking intent into account. By pointing out the flaws of the morality system and
applying moral philosophical lenses to the game, game designers can use this paper as an
inspiration for creating meaningful morality systems.

There are limitations to this study to be aware of. Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian
Entertainment, 2010) is packed with content and being an RPG where the choices a player
makes have consequences beyond what is immediately apparent, there is sure to be some
content that the authors have not interacted with. The moral philosophies forming the basis of
the analysis might also limit the findings as analysing the game through a different moral
philosophical lens could result in different findings.
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As we did not examine player behaviour, suggested further studies would be to shine a light
on how players engage with and are affected by the morality systems through observations
and interviews. Other suggestions would be studies with a focus on a different moral
philosophical framework than the one utilised in this study. This study also focused
exclusively on how player actions affected the karma and reputation systems and it would be
interesting to study how player actions might be affected by experience points or quest
rewards, in order to analyse the incentives beyond the karma and reputation system for the
player to align themselves with a specific moral philosophy.
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