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Abstract: The article aims to analyze video game This War of Mine with The Little 
Ones dlc from the perspective of children characters. it argues that the game pro-
vides a double role reversal, which determines player’s ethical approach. The first 
reversal is based on the well-described mechanism of procedural rhetorics and 
consists of assuming the role of a victim of war rather than a warrior or a warmon-
ger. The second reversal is established by forcing player to create an environment 
in which a child can be safe and play. in doing so, the player has to proactively 
maintain an illusion of control – the very thing the game itself constantly takes 
from them, leading to the bitter afterthought that war is most certainly not a game.
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This War of Mine is a Polish war game developed by 11bit Studios and released 
on november 14, 2014. The titular conflict takes place in a fictional country 
of Graznavia (city of Pogoren), but it was inspired by an actual event – Siege 
of Sarajevo during the bosnian War in the early 1990s. The game was received 
very well and won multiple awards, including Games for change 2015 for best 
Gameplay. (mcWhertor 2015) 11bit Studios also uses this game to raise funds 
for War child charity, which works to support children refugees from Syria.

Unlike most of the war games available on the market, it focuses on a civil-
ian perspective rather than a soldier’s one; the goal is to ensure a survival of 
a group of non-combatants caught in the war zone. The game offers multiple 
scenarios which are random to a certain point. Ultimate number of charac-
ters, their identities, events, locations, and playtime – everything randomizes 
each time player starts a new scenario. as it would be the case in an actual war, 
player cannot be certain of anything.

Surviving is not however the sole purpose of the game. a little less obvious – 
but far more important one – is to create the emotionally realistic war experi-
ence. it is mostly delivered by creating a gamework and environment support-
ing ethical gameplay, in which the player must make difficult choices and deal 
with their consequences. 
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This is a perfect example of a wicked problem, because it offers imperfect infor-
mation without clear outcomes. lastly, he suggested designing technology such 
that players cannot save a particular state or start over from a certain point. 
This is exactly the mechanism employed in [This War of Mine] when the play-
able character cannot be respawned. if a player chooses to restart the game, 
the conditions are different each time. This means that the same gameplay can 
never be repeated. (Kors et al. 2016: 8)

Game mechanics introduce two types of player’s activities. during daytime, 
the player controls multiple (up to four) characters living in their shelter, repre-
senting various genders, ages and social statuses, trying to adapt the location to 
their needs, eat, sleep, gather water and so on. at night, one of these characters 
must go out scavenging for resources like food or wood in more or less danger-
ous areas, in which certain ethically challenging events may occur. 

When playing the game we noticed that some of the game constraints put pres-
sure on the player to make decisions which contribute to the emerging narra-
tive of the gameplay. The game informs the player regarding their characters’ 
needs. They may be hungry, sleepy, injured, or depressed, and depending on the 
fulfilment of these needs, the characters may live or die, they may be more or 
less efficient in the activities that they engage with. [...] These constraints turn 
small everyday decisions in life and death decisions, leading to the rhetorical 
procedure of a survival game. The message that the game thus sends is that life 
is difficult during wartime and details regarding time and resources manage-
ment become to have a high importance for civilians, that food and safety may 
turn common people into killers or victims. The narrative component of the 
game together with the procedural rhetoric based on the games’ affordances 
creates difficult choices for the players. (toma 2015: 213)

The most important issue is, the game does not actually reward good and 
noble deeds (they may pay off, but it does not happen often), forcing player to 
bear the cost of both good and bad decisions (mostly in resources and/or in 
mental well-being of the characters). overall, This War of Mine “delivers a sad-
dening and profound experience of war, famine, murder, suicide and failure, 
bringing the player closer to its victims, which are similar to them, thus hav-
ing the potential for becoming a counter pedagogy of war.” (toma 2015: 216)

This goal is supported by the music and the graphic design of the game. 
“The game looks like a platformer at first glance, but it is much more nuanced 
than that.” (Hall 2014) Using 2d environment may be perceived as overall sim-
plistic and unrealistic, but the graphics are crucial in the process of shifting 
player’s perception from visual to emotional. “everything seems to be drawn 
with dark pencil. if any colors appear, they are pale and dim, as well as the 
characters met by the player during gameplay. They have dirty faces, messed 
up hair, lax facial hair and fatigued clothes. characters’ appearance emphasiz-
es the togetherness in the time of war, in the situation when all of past social 
standards are gone and only survival counts”. (bomba 2015: 90)
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on january 29, 2016, 11bit Studios released a paid dlc (downloadable con-
tent) for This War of Mine entitled The Little Ones, containing four new scenarios 
and nine new playable characters, six of whom are children (which from now 
on could also show up in previous scenarios). it creates a new gameplay and 
moral possibilities, as player’s characters now not only need to ensure their own 
survival, well-being and, eventually, physical and mental health, but also have 
to take care of the same needs of the innocent and helpless child. This situation 
provides a more difficult gameplay as well as extends player’s emotional burden. 
to all possible difficult choices the player has to make, The Little Ones adds those 
concerning children, such as leaving them alone in a shelter at night to scavenge 
for necessary resources, risking that they will be attacked and hurt by raiders; or 
spending time and effort playing with them to lighten their mood instead of e.g. 
fortifying the shelter. as the lead game writer, maciej Skóra, points out: “if you 
look up The Little Ones in the game perspective, how they [children] fit into the 
equations, they really don’t. They shouldn’t be there. They are a burden. not a big 
one. not to the point of breaking the game because they can help a little bit but 
they really don’t belong here”. (de Smale, Kors, Sandovar 2017: 14–15)

i argue that This War of Mine with The Little Ones dlc provides a double 
role reversal, which determines player’s perspective and forces them into an 
ethical approach to the game. The first reversal i have already invoked above 
and it is based on the well-described mechanism of procedural rhetorics and 
consists of assuming the role of a victim of war rather than a warrior or a war-
monger. The second reversal is established by forcing player to create an envi-
ronment in which a child can be safe and play. in doing so, the player has to 
proactively maintain an illusion of control – the very thing the game itself con-
stantly takes from him. in this paper i would like to focus on the game’s imple-
mentation of the creative strategies which force the player to act against their 
survival instincts.

in my opinion, one can divide these strategies into three categories:
–  the story1, engaging the player on the intellectual level;
–  the gamework model, engaging the player on the behavioral level;
–  the axiological dilemmas, engaging the player on the emotional level, 

therefore appealing to player’s sense of ethics.
This categorization loosely emulates the hermeneutic approach to game-

play described by rafał Kochanowicz, who recognizes three steps of player’s 
engagement: “playing in text” (using game interface to discover its plot, as 
well as for entertainment purposes), “playing with text” (immersion into the 
game and investment into characters’ moral or ethical dilemmas) and “play-
ing text” (using game mechanics to achieve better results or changing the rules 

1 i chose not to use the term ‘narration’, as in game studies it may refer not only to the 
textual aspects of a game (mostly as micro-narratives (bizzocchi 2007: 7), but also – and 
much more frequently – to the gameplay itself. in this case, i am more interested in the 
characters’ backstories, which are textual in nature. 
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with cheats or mods) (Kochanowicz 2012: 140). The third mode is rather ir-
relevant in our case. This War of Mine does not have any tutorial or save/load 
mechanism which could be abused to replay certain stages of the game in or-
der to achieve a more desirable outcome2 (which supports the effect of game’s 
emotional realism). conversely, any modifications made by the player could 
completely overwrite or ignore virtually anything that makes this game the 
counter pedagogy of war. in fact, any score-oriented gaming style may dimin-
ish or even disable the player’s ethical approach, therefore reducing potential 
emotional investment. in such case, the game would be highly unsatisfactory, 
as the primary goal is to help characters survive and there are no additional 
points for ensuring the quality of their survival.

The “playing in text” and “playing with text” steps derive however from the 
strategies categorized above, as in the first step player focuses on the story and 
main goals (on behavioral and intellectual level), and then becomes invested 
into characters and their well-being, at which point he has to make difficult 
choices and deal with their repercussions. The game does very much to elevate 
players to the second step as soon as possible, because only then its persuasive 
measures will be most effective.

With that being said, let us examine those strategies in context of children 
in The Little Ones dlc, where they are particularly effective.

1. Story

Whether being in player’s characters’ shelter from the beginning or joining in 
the course of the game, the children characters bring unique backstories and 
perspectives to the further game events. as i stated before, there are six of them: 
Kalina, misha, Sergei, iskra, ivano and lydia. The former three are orphans or 
lost children, the latter three come with adult guardians: father, grandfather, and 
aunt accordingly. despite not being orphans (or at least not fully), their physical 
and mental health happens to be even more fragile than for the rest of the chil-
dren. all of them, however, present their background stories in a way connected 
to the mood in the shelter; if morale is high, then their stories have more positive 
vibe and are even a little lighthearted. 

For example, iskra tells about her, her dad, and their friend hiding from sol-
diers in the basement. if the morale is high, she says, “i don’t really like this place, 
but it’s better than our basement. it was dark and damp in there. and there were 
rats living there. i hope there are no rats here. i’m afraid of rats. They are icky, 
they climb over you when you are asleep, and they can bite you!”3. Then, she fo-
cuses on her efforts to scare off the rat from their basement, and if mood in the 

2 although playing different scenarios many times helps with familiarizing oneself with the 
game’s mechanics, which in turn results in more effective gameplay. (toma 2015: 219)

3 all dialogues from the game are cited from http://this-war-of-mine.wikia.com. 
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shelter is still good, she says, “our anti-rat barricade worked! That night the rat 
retreated! We were victorious! i was so happy about it that i decided to share my 
last bit of chocolate that i had been saving for my birthday. The next day the sol-
diers came and we had to leave our basement and look for another place to live. 
i don’t know what happened to that rat”. but when morale is low, the same parts 
of the story sounds angrier and more depressing: “i hate this place! it has a base-
ment and rats live in basements! i hate rats! They are icky, they climb over you 
when you are asleep, and they can bite you! i don’t want to stay here, i want to go 
home”, and, “our anti-rat barricade worked at first, but the following night the rat 
broke through it. rats are unstoppable. What was worse was that it stole the last 
bit of chocolate that i was saving for my birthday. i felt so miserable. The next day 
the soldiers came and told us to get out. They didn’t even give us time to take our 
things. i hope that rat eats them”. either version of the story is sad and traumatic, 
but it is the tone that decides on how the player will eventually perceive it.

every child in the game has some kind of foster story, which occurs during 
wartime, but focuses on some other aspects of its life. For iskra it is the tale of 
fighting with the rat, for lydia it is about her split family, Sergei talks about his 
lost brother oleg, and so on. Probably the most touching tale is that of misha, 
who speaks about being separated from his parents and living with his faithful 
dog roxy. one night roxy’s barks woke up misha and allowed him to hide from 
a gang of raiders, who instead killed the dog (the description of dying roxy is 
more detailed when misha’s mood is bad, as if he focused on his pain and trau-
ma). in final part of the story he says, “i buried roxy with her bowl and her toys 
and her blanket, and i marked the place on the wall. i didn’t know what to do, 
so i waited. Then daniel found me and took me with him. He said that roxy is 
in heaven for saving me, and that one day i’ll see her again. i just wish she was 
here, and my parents too. i have so much to tell them.”, or alternatively, “i dug a 
hole and put her in and i had to cover her with earth because that’s what you do. 
Her paws were sticking out and i couldn’t bend them, so i brought sand from the 
sandbox. Then daniel came and took me with him. He said roxy is in heaven 
and promised to find my parents. but i think he lied. i think they’re with roxy”. 
both variants underline the unjust death of an innocent being (the dog4), the 
feeling of loss mutual to the loss of parents (the pessimistic variant even stresses 
out that misha believes them to be dead), but also the child’s apathy and inability 
to take care of himself. The player realizes that misha probably would not sur-
vive in the warzone if he did not run into his neighbor daniel and, ultimately, 
the player’s characters.

all those children’s stories prove that they cannot really grasp the very con-
cept of war and look for “foster” topics to describe their uneasy feelings about it. 
according to the player’s activity, the traumatic experience of war may or may 

4 misha’s story feels even more personal if the player’s character goes night scavenging to 
St. mary’s church and finds roxy’s grave; it is possible even in the standard version of 
This War of Mine (without The Little Ones dlc), only then this finding lacks any context.
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not catch up to them (more on this issue later on). This outcome is mirrored by 
the possible ending summaries describing characters’ vicissitudes after the war. 
children characters – unlike the adult ones – are unable to die or commit sui-
cide, but they can become so traumatized that they abandon the shelter, or live 
through wartime to the ceasefire, and then – depending on the level of trauma – 
they are scarred by the war for the rest of their lives or begin the slow recover-
ing process. For example, in case of ivano the sad outcome means that, “His war 
experiences caused ivano to become very aggressive, particularly towards the 
Grazni. convinced that violence is the right way to solve all problems, he had 
difficulties adjusting to school life and ended up in a reformatory school. even-
tually he joined an extremist terrorist group”. However, the good ending says, 
“Henrik did his best to alleviate the effects that the war had on ivano. He paid 
for professional psychological help and sent him to a good school. ivano found a 
way to express himself through street art, and became quite famous. once a year 
he lights a candle for his father by the Unknown Soldiers’ memorial in Pogoren”. 
either way, player has to deal with a compelling, uneasy story of a war orphan 
that stresses children’s mental and physical vulnerability and susceptibility for 
trauma, often leaving them broken and unable to live the regular life.

2. GameWorK

This War of Mine uses numerous strategies utilizing player’s gaming habits to 
create an ethically challenging situations. Those strategies are mostly coded into 
game mechanics, so they support and further develops the game’s persuasive 
rhetorics brought in by storytelling aspects through engaging the player into 
actions familiar to them from unusual perspective. That is because “[t]hrough 
their interactivity, goal driven nature and various opportunities for role-tak-
ing, games already present a compelling toolkit for stimulating empathy.” (Kors 
et al. 2017: 92) That being said, let us examine those mechanics and how they 
create an ethical gameplay in regard to children characters.

as stated before, children in the shelter do not fit into the setting of the 
game, and in goal-oriented perspective are a kind of liability. and yet there is a 
limited usability of them regarding necessary works, such as keeping fire in the 
furnace or manufacturing simple toys. They can even be taught to make meals, 
firewood, water filters, and so on. However, they are considerably slower and 
tire more easily than adult characters. it is important because the more they 
work, the more sad they become, and their sadness drastically lowers morale 
in the shelter; sad or depressed children cry a lot, and their crying is actually 
one of the few sounds heard in the whole the shelter, which has a diminishing 
effect on the player’s mood as well. conversely, the same mechanic applies to 
children’s laughter. So if the player manages to keep the child happy, it upholds 
the spirits of other characters.
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children’s well-being becomes therefore one of the player’s many concerns, if 
not aiming to take care of good mood of their characters, then to prevent morale 
from collapsing. children may be a little helpful, but taking care of their activi-
ties is another task that has to be fulfilled in the narrow time window between 
dawn and dusk in the game, while there often is need to provide help to oth-
er characters, upgrade the shelter, react to random events, and so on. an adult 
character also has to, at least once a day, speak with the child (more than once 
if it is sad), and they cannot be preoccupied in the meantime. There is also the 
mechanism of bonding. children tends to bond with their guardians or, if they 
do not have any (like Kalina, misha and Sergei), they start to call another char-
acter aunt or uncle. This person has greater influence on the child, i.e. can sleep 
with it in one bed to comfort it. Problem is, when the said person has to be oc-
cupied elsewhere, i.e. go out scavenging, it makes child feel uneasy and worried. 
When that person dies, the child becomes instantly depressed, and may even 
abandon the shelter (as i stated earlier, children cannot die or commit suicide in 
the game, but they can leave the player’s party). 

all of this – as well as taking care of the shelter’s defenses, as children cannot 
defend themselves and often get hurt during raids – forces the player to take into 
serious consideration the well-being of any child character in the game. it is not 
easy though, as there always has to be one adult character at least partially delegat-
ed to comforting the child. dealing with many borderline situations the game pro-
vides may however make it impossible, as the major premise of This War of Mine 
game mechanics remains unchanged in The Little Ones; conformist and egoistic 
decisions may help retain resources crucial for maintaining physical health, but 
undermine the mental stability. a child’s well-being is therefore an important part 
of the moral dilemmas. examples may vary: for instance, should player send one 
of the characters to help rescue neighbors from collapsed building, they also risk 
weakening the shelter’s defense during the night. The player might decide to scav-
enge for toys, which could improve a child’s morale, or they may collect firewood 
instead, which would help keeping the shelter warm. This leads us to the most im-
portant aspect of This War of Mine: the lesson in morality.

3. aXioloGical dilemmaS

as was stated several times before, This War of Mine provides numerous moral 
dilemmas during one session, especially – but not exclusively – during the night 
sequences. Therefore, the game “forces the player into ethical decisions, which 
yields uncomfortableness. For example, the decision to steal resources from the 
older couple leaves the player feeling uncomfortable and questioning herself, her 
identity”. (de Smale, Kors, Sandovar 2017: 14) The Little Ones dlc stays true to 
that goal; however, children’s participation in those decisions is limited by the 
game’s mechanics. children cannot go scavenging at night, and when there is 

Filoteknos 9.indb   297 2019-09-20   12:48:39



298 michał Wolski

a kind of a moral dilemma in the shelter (as, for instance, whether to give some-
body food or to help rob an elderly couple), the youngest characters cannot in-
teract with a person presenting the dilemma (they are asked to call an adult). So, 
although moral decisions have a significant impact on children in the game, they 
rarely involve children directly. 

it was the designer’s deliberate choice not to include the youngest characters 
in the game without facing them with direct danger. as one of the designers 
said, “if you start to kill children in a war game it stops to be an action game, 
right? it becomes a slaughterhouse. That’s not what you want to achieve. on 
the contrary, in our game you have children but they cannot be killed as well. 
because we didn’t want to make it a gore game.” (de Smale, Kors, Sandovar 
2017: 14) Killing or hurting the children – even by accident – is considered by 
our culture as an ultimate evil and a sourc of great distress, and it was a con-
scious effort on the part of the game designers to spare the player such experi-
ences. Therefore, if children are somewhat involved in moral dilemmas, they 
are mainly non-player characters met in certain circumstances and/or in cer-
tain locations. For example, in some scenarios the city’s central square is a snip-
er junction, where the player’s character can meet a shot and wounded man. by 
helping him get out of the sniper’s range, player discovers that he is in fact the 
father of an infant baby crying alone in a building nearby. Thus, through ethi-
cal gameplay, player can experience the horror of taking care of an infant in the 
war zone. it is one of the numerous occasions in which the game “do not only 
ask[s] players to empathize with certain game characters, they also present the 
player with arguments that might cause one to think and feel differently about 
the people, events or situations”. (Kors et al. 2016: 12)

The most shocking aspect of this scenario is that said infant cannot really 
grasp its situation and reacts with fear and crying. but not only the infants are 
unable to fully understand the reality of war. The game’s counter pedagogy of 
war concerning children is located in interactions with the youngest characters 
instead of in mechanics. to put it simply, the player focused on ethical game-
play can witness several dialogues between adult and children characters, in 
which the latter try to understand some aspects of the war, asking about when 
the fights would stop, who makes all the bombs, or is it cool to be a sniper. The 
adult’s answers are mostly oriented to sensible approach to war, and can serve as 
a pedagogical example of rationalizing and explaining tough topics to children, 
in particular, when the game aims to collide cruelty of war with child’s inno-
cence. This aspect of the game may be not interactive and therefore less persua-
sive (Sicart 2009: ix), but it supports the overall anti-war message.

* * *
as martjin Kors et al. pointed out, video games often have both the oppor-

tunity and the responsibility to increase knowledge, sensitivity, and – finally – 
morality of their players. 
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in addition to becoming instrumental tools for institutional goals, videogames 
can also disrupt and change fundamental attitudes and beliefs about the world, 
leading to potentially significant long-term social change. i believe that this power 
is not equivalent to the content of videogames [...]. rather, this power lies in the 
very way videogames mount claims through procedural rhetorics. Thus, all kinds 
of videogames, from mass-market commercial products to obscure art objects, 
possess the power to mount equally meaningful expression. (Kors et al. 2016: 6)

This War of Mine and its dlc, The Little Ones, took this opportunity very se-
riously, creating a unique, uneasy, and highly ethical game experience. This is in 
particular supported by said dlc and the introduction of the children charac-
ters, further advancing the designers’ anti-war agenda. “moreover, as it delivers 
a both realistic and frustrating experience, the game proposed a continuous re-
evaluation of our deeds, the message of the game turning to be more relevant than 
our skills as players.” (toma 2015: 215) although the game does not put children 
directly in danger, as they cannot be killed nor injured by the player, the specific 
adolescent perspective implemented into the story, the gamework, and the moral 
dilemmas in a compelling and convincing way reinforce the game’s overall mes-
sage – one that war is most certainly not a game (toma 2015: 215).
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