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Abstract

Background: The upcoming release of a new entry to the DOOM 

franchise of video games has brought back many thoughts in the 

community of lasting controversies left over from the first game 

in the series in 1993. This paper seeks to understand why, even in

a culture rich with violent media, DOOM is still a stand-out.

Methods: Popular television, film, and game franchises are 

isolated and compared to DOOM in terms of scope, story, and stance

as art. 

Result: DOOM is an interactive experience with which no 

context is offered, leading the player to inflect his or her own 

personality to the protagonist. This level of personability makes 

the actions taken in the game seem to reflect the player's wishes.

Conclusion: In an age where violent media is no longer 

shocking, it remains shocking when responsibility is handed 

directly to the player of the game.
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By now, much of the civilized world is all too aware of any 

form of violence in the media. At all times on television, in 

movies, music, images, and books there are more than a number of 

sources from which to get violent imagery. This is not a new 

development, however. For years, books and paintings have existed 

to play the role of vulgar renditioning. Today, we have the likes 

of DOOM, Deadpool, Fifty Shades of Grey, and Call of Duty 

perpetuating a growing trend towards acceptance of generally taboo

things and their representation in casual media. Much of the time,

anomalies such as DOOM and Deadpool can rock the boat enough to 

draw criticism from an outspoken vocal minority, and simultaiously

be popular enough for derivitave works to follow.

A question does come to mind when looking at controversies and

uproars over exposure to this genre, and that is "Is this sort of 

outcry new?" Have there always been these mass rejections of media

and its portrayal of taboo subjects?

In short, yes. In long, yes, and because it's natural.

Typically when someone is faced with a portrayal of something 

graphic or exceptionally detailed in nature, it is within human 

beings to recoil in shock or disgust. Depictions of gore and sex 

are nothing new, but widespread adoption of more easily accessable

and memetic behaviors have let loose a torrent of content for 

anyone who wants to see it to find it. Because of that, these 

depictions have creeped into the most casual of manufactured art 

pieces.

Yet far worse is what some claim to be desensitization to 
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things that would normally be thought of as shocking. For example,

the overabundance of firearms and sexual tension present in casual

media and art. At present the most popular game franchise is Call 

of Duty, selling tens of millions of copies with every new 

release. Its premise is to participate in historical, modern, and 

future combat all within the context of hypothetical or historical

theaters of different wars. The largest controversy surrounding it

for the longest time was the fact that no female playable 

characters were avalible for players to select and use in-game. So

then it is exceptable for us to have mainstreamed violence in our 

manufactured art products, but far be it from a conscious 

individual to not allow the other gender to participate in it. 

It unsettles many to think that such representation of 

violence is treated with the benignality of familiarity. It gets 

interesting when we introduce a game like DOOM into the fray. When

released in 1993, the game promised level after level of being 

able to slaughter demons from hell as a lone soldier on a moon of 

Mars. There is no story directly presented in the story, and in 

terms of narrative it's fairly simple and easy to follow. Many in 

their late twenties will fondly look back and remember the time 

they had playing against each other or what server usage their 

game time accounted for, but in 1993 there was a culture and game 

market not built to withstand such an influx of graphic content 

(Doom: Why It's Important, Dickerson). 

Before its release, the gaming industry had staples of Sega 

titles such as Sonic the Hedgehog, Atari's Pitfall and Pacman, and
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simple arcade cabinets that dominated the '80s. DOOM was the first

incredibly successful first-person game; allowing the player to 

see through the eyes of his or her character. Never before had the

effect been so well achieved or implimented, and suddenly standing

next to Mario and Sonic was a brooding space marine with blood 

particles stuck to his green armor and a chainsaw in his hands. 

DOOM appeared to fill a gap in the market that hadn't yet been

tended to by many titles, only being sated by Wolfeinstien the 

year before it (History Of, Free Info Society). True to form, it 

became a massive success. With positive attention also comes 

negative attention. Much negative attention.

Very quickly, religious organizations and pacifist-minded 

individuals were pointing out the title's satanic symbols and gory

gameplay which depicted the violence, for lack of a better word, 

as fun. This was in the age of bleepy computer graphics where 

video games looked like carboard cut-outs, and the act of playing 

them was anti-social and seen as a simple time-waster and nothing 

more than a weird hobby.

From an industry dominated with colorful characters and simple

themes rose this behemoth of a thing. Suddenly, the player was 

thrust into the visage of the person enacting what the player 

willed. No adversary went personally unmutilated. As a practice in

catharsis, this proved to be an interesting dynamic explored later

in games such as Hotline Miami and Bioshock. 

Worst of all seemed the gratuity of DOOM. There was a fast-

paced and ultraviolent flair to the entire experience. Where had 
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this come from? Surely its production was not spontaneous, as a 

spike in more realistic envisionings of depraved acts became the 

norm in media(Riecken, Moral Inertia).

The years following DOOM saw a huge increase of more gritty, 

argueably more realistic, and dark stories. Pulp Fiction, 

Terminator, Reservoir Dogs, Goodfellas, and Boyz In The Hood to 

name a select handful. As this trend in film has increased, so 

also has in television and gaming (Gun Violence Trends, Bushman, 

Jamieson, Weitz, Romer). 

The first episode of the reality television series Cops aired 

in 1989. The premise is a cameraman rides with a police officer 

while he is on patrol, in a documentary styled non-fiction day in 

the life. As far as violent media goes, this is a definable start 

as its becoming mainstream. On television, seldom had a person 

been seen being shot by a gun. In the hit TV series The A-Team, 

the protagonists often fire their guns at enemies or law 

enforcement, but never is a death from these is ever actually 

portrayed. 

It starts with Cops, then on to Reservoir Dogs, and then DOOM.

It suddenly became much more controversial when a player was 

making violence happen of his or her own accord. Gaming matured as

an art form and developed incredible storytelling techniques, but 

still DOOM stuck out from the crowd for its brusqueness and 

intensity. Afterwards, for a number of years, any first-person 

shooting game was referred to as a DOOM clone, and following its 

success were a slew of these games looking to catch up with the 
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newly revealed market (CD ROM Reviews, Colker).

23 years since the series began, and here we are again. The 

new DOOM installment (titled DOOM) is set to release in 3 months 

time. Boasting its approach are trailers and images and reviews 

detailing what 23 years' worth of graphical and mechanical 

fidelity can do to an interactive experience. Before, all the 

monsters, weapons, and blood effects were pixelated and could 

easily appear as a poorly-made stained glass sculpture. Now, sound

design and textures have improved to the point of being emphatic 

in response. The violence has become all the more violent, the 

pace has increased ten-fold, and the tone is set by rock and roll 

(Doom is Totally Rock 'n Roll, Makuch). 

The maypole of controversy has not withered away, and it has 

in fact gotten stronger (Doom Launched, Griffin). With reports 

pouring in about why it's so graphic or controversial, shelved 

right next to it will be Call of Duty: Black Ops 3; a game which 

features the protagonist having their limbs agonizingly torn off 

in first person. 

What's the rub? Where is the line? Why is it that DOOM is 

still a stand-out when it comes to pointing out interactive 

violence? Some might point out that in Call of Duty there's more 

context to the player's actions. There's a war going on, 

traditional "bad guys" to point guns at, and overtly serious 

political scandals and crises taking place. 

In games like Call of Duty, it is assumed and taken for 

granted that everything the player is about to do will be 
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completely justified. Reason being that the player is a member of 

a special warfare unit for an allied country. The third entry of 

the Modern Warfare series openly has players taking part in 

acknowledged war crimes, and getting away with those acts in the 

game because it was all done as a good guy. Many games in the 

triple A spectrum have players doing irreprehensible things, but 

it doesn't confront the player with making those choices.

Take the curious case of Spec Ops: The Line. This was a game 

out in 2012 that begins a very familiar story arc relative to 

other shooter games of the era. But something curious happens 

midway through the game. Amid the normal gratuitous violence 

expected from it, the game obsensibly and suddenly confronts the 

player for doing a very bad thing. In game, the player makes a 

choice, and after the first half where shooting 'bad guys' was 

totally cool and normal the entire tone and message takes a turn. 

From that midpoint on, the player follows his protagonist as he 

spirals downwards in mental capability, rationalizing his actions 

and wondering how it all came to this maelstrom of human 

primitivism.

Needless to say, a game like this took the world very off 

guard. Was it even fair for a game to confront the player for 

doing things the game told it to do? Many people in the gaming 

community loved it only after the twist and went along with the 

polarizing message it carried (Don't Be A Hero, Pitts).

It wasn't controversial, but as an artistic statement it made 

people question their actions through the entire experience. 
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Something akin to Hotline Miami, a game which consistently poses 

the question "Do you like hurting other people?" directly to the 

player. Again, it wasn't controversial, but it called attention to

the wanton excess.

How strange, then, it is that censors in gaming still exist. 

Germany finally lifted the ban on the original DOOM games within 

its borders 17 years after their release (Doom 2, O'Carroll). 

It can't even be said that DOOM is controversial for its 

satanic imagery, as today's culture has long gotten past 

portraying symbols as they have been. Another example for this is 

Wolfenstein: The New Order, which came out in 2015. The premise is

that the player is an American soldier in an alternate timeline 

where the Third Reich won World War 2. As one can imagine, the 

Nazi imagery was rife and bountiful in that title. This was met 

with no honest backlash.

So what is DOOM all about? Some might say it's a neccesary 

part of gaming archaeology and nothing else. Others say it's a 

murder simulator (Murder Simulators, tvtropes.org). Others still 

say it's a work of art. 

It's an environment with zero context, zero accountability, 

and hordes of demons between the player and the exit of a level. 

The general consensus being that the general populace is okay with

increasingly violent tones in media, but only so long as they are 

a third party to its happenstance. No one wants any part or hand 

in it happening. Zero responsibility. Even if there is no 

significant correlation between media and how people act.
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That's where we find our fear and phobia of violent media. 

It turns a mirror on the third party and doesn't let them shy 

away from looking at themselves.

It makes us react. That's how we know that it is art.

Still, those denying the capability for a game to both be 

gratuitous fun as well as carry heavy artistic themes are being 

rapidly left behind in the name of progression (Can Doom, Reader's

Submission for metro.co.uk). 

Media such as Spec Ops, Hotline Miami, and DOOM all have in 

common the ability to reach out to the one holding the controller.

While they may all retain their mindless fun qualities, there is 

always a lens through which they can be seen through.

DOOM does it cleverly and never hints to the player that 

anything they're doing is bad in any way. The player is never 

confronted about their deeds, and in fact the core game mechanics 

are tuned to make the experience quick and infamously brutal to 

encourge the player's behavior.

Still, responsibility for what happens is not waved off to any

higher power. No military commander to follow, no phone calls to 

heed, and no one commanding your motives but you. 

They who hold the controller are in control. It terrifies and 

disgusts and perplexes because it is art, and it does its job well

on every level of execution and interpretation. 
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