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Gameswith a focus on narrative often build richworldswith intricate information about

social, political, and cultural dynamics.This can include information about the role and

influence of religion in the game world. This lore creates circumstances that can make

the gameworld feel more fleshed out and realistic for games with an emphasis on story-

driven play. Research on the place of religion in videogames is a relatively new and grow-

ing field of interest. This area of study investigates the narrative possibilities presented

through the use of religious lore and the creation of religious beliefs and practiceswithin

games. Videogames can feature religion through characters, narratives, and even play

mechanics (Ferdig 2014: 73–76). Although games that explore and teach about physical

world religious belief are available (Anthony 2014: 29–39), narratives often present fic-

tional religions that can sometimes function as critiques of physical world belief systems

and institutions (Tuckett/Robertson 2014: 94–99).This can also be an opportunity for de-

signers to incorporate social dynamics by establishing ‘others’ through religious differ-

ence and narrative events (cf. deWildt/Aupers 2019).

Videogames range in narrative content, from thosewith relatively little to thosewith

rich lore and stories. For games in this latter category, there is often a great deal ofworld-

building that highlights possible social structures and dynamics (cf. Tuckett/Robertson

2014).These narrative elements mesh with issues of player agency (Wagner 2012: 120–1)

and even self-perceptions in the context of play. In games that are narrative-heavy, this

gives religion unique meanings and importance, as players can use these in-game sys-

tems of belief to evaluate their place in the gameworld, aswell as the characters that they

encounter.What part, then, do fictional religions have in the relationship between game

content andplayers’ perceptions andexperiences,particularly in the context of role-play-

ing?

This study considers religion inDragonAge, a role-playinggame (RPG) series fromthe

development company BioWare, and its narrative influence on both worldbuilding and

player experience (2009; 2011; 2014). Using qualitative methods, the inclusion of religion



442

in videogames is explored in twomain ways: The first centres on the position of religion

within the game world and game narrative. The second examines how players engage

with religion as part of the game though an analysis of online forumdata,whichhas been

anonymised to protect user privacy. Following Ferdig’s (2014) framework on religion in

videogames, the project emphasizes game context (73–74) and player capital (76–77), or

the knowledge the player possesses.The study considers both the representations of re-

ligion as part of the narrative and audience interpretations and use of these elements. In

this game series,fictional religions provide grounding formany story events and charac-

ters, but they also shape players’ perceptions and experiences with the game.Ultimately,

while religion creates a game world that feels more socially familiar and real, players of-

ten incorporate in-game religion into a player capital internal to the game that allows

them to use religion as a tool to influence narrative directions and outcomes.

Religion, Influence, and Society

Religion clearly has a large influence historically and socially. As videogames try to em-

ulate society and social circumstances, religion is an obvious choice for a narrative ad-

dition. Beyond game content, however, it is useful to consider the forms and functions

of religion in quotidian social life.Durkheimunderstood the existence and separation of

the sacred and profane as defined by cultural elements that are set apart and protected

– the sacred – and those that are mundane – the profane (cf. Durkheim 1961). In this

sense, the profane is juxtaposed to and the sacred is necessarily linked to practices of

“devotion” (Wang/Zhao/Bemossy 2014: 110). Despite the ability to arrange social mean-

ing around religion in such a way, the actual forms that religious expressions and beliefs

take are choices and, ultimately, become understood as preferences (Berger 2007: 23).

Early work on the topic of religion has emphasized the tendency to discuss religious

belief in termsof one truebelief systemversus incorrect alternatives (cf.Radcliffe-Brown

1945).With changes in culture and the structure of society – namely with the increase of

heterogeneity in belief – religion’s social and political positions shift substantially. Reli-

gious homogeneity of practice and belief allows religion to become central as a social in-

fluence and is assumed as part of a standard identity (Banchoff 2007: 14). With changes

in social demographics and the proliferation of diverse religious belief, this assumption

becomes more difficult.

This can also link to social and political tensions as part of globalization and becom-

ing exposed to more religious ideas. Pluralism in a society can be a part of a democratic

political process but also serves as a site for political and social tensions (Wuthnow 2007:

161–2). Religious marketplaces develop, placing religious groups in direct competition

with one another (Berger/Hefner 2003: 5). Outside of broader social influence, there has

also been a focus on and interest in influences of religion on individuals, including pro-

moting prosocial behaviour. The relationship between belief and action is complex. For

those who do not subscribe to religious beliefs, there is a tendency toward utilitarian ap-

proaches, while religious belief pulls people toward emphasizing set rules and authority

as part of their motivation (Shariff 2015: 108).

Part IIId – Videogames: The Case Study of Dragon Age
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Religion and the Religious in Games

Religion’s social importanceunsurprisingly translates to its inclusion inmedia.Although

religion has also been featured to varying degrees in videogames, religious elements of

videogames have often been overlooked in research (Campbell/Grieve 2014: 3–5). The

work that has been done on this topic covers a broad range of applications, uses, and

appearances of religion in gaming contexts (Bosman 2016: 28–29). While some games

incorporate religious belief as a means of conveying physical world religious mean-

ing and knowledge, others use religion in games more metaphorically or symbolically

(Anthony 2014: 29–39). There is also a tendency of game narratives to critique religion

by highlighting negative elements, as seen in game series like Fallout (Interplay Enter-

tainment since 1997) orThe Elder Scrolls (Bethesda Softworks 1994–1998; Bethesda Game

Studios since 2002) (Tuckett/Robertson 2014: 94–99). Although there are some positive

examples of religiously coded groups in the Fallout game series, the player frequently

encounters groups in the post-apocalyptic landscape of the game that are represented as

aggressive, misguided, or blinded by faith toward dangerous behaviours (ibid: 96). The

Elder Scrolls series, while much more forgiving, grounds religious deities in the game’s

fantasy-based reality and often uses religion as a source of conflict and social division

(ibid: 97–98).

On the other hand, fictitious religions in games can emphasize the social dynamics

of religion and feature rich lore and ritual, with examples of ceremonies and religious

practice (cf. Tuckett/Robertson 2014).Mass Effect (BioWare since 2007) has been a partic-

ularly salient andpopular series to study in this context (Knoll 2015: 208–9).As allomythic

games, the examples that take this approach pay particular attention to the possibilities

of fictional worldbuilding offered by religious practice for narrative-focused games (An-

thony 2014: 39–41; Bosman 2016: 34). In these cases, the religions and religious traditions

represented in the game are entirely fictionalized and specific to the game world (ibid.).

Some of these games, including theMass Effect trilogy, have been discussed as serving as

metaphors for physical world belief, despite focusing on stories removed from physical

world reality. In this example, the protagonist character illustrates a story that resem-

bles a Christian narrative, although the game world hosts a variety of religious beliefs

and practices (cf. Irizarry/Irizarry 2014). Part of Mass Effect’s approach involves setting

the player’s character up as a saviour for the galaxy – and, in particular, humanity – in

the context of a widescale galactic threat.The player is expected and has opportunities to

fill the role of “liberator and redeemer” (ibid: 238).Adding these dynamics connects to the

approachof incorporating videogamedesign elements thatmake games feelmore famil-

iar and comfortable, therefore increasing a player’s sense of presence (Tamborini/Skalski

2006: 225–30). Virtual realms can bemademore familiar by using religious signifiers as

a worldbuilding tool (Gregory 2014: 137, 149–51).

Religion also plays a role in contributing to the agency that players experience with

gameplay. Players can explore game content in unexpected ways as a result of the in-

fluence that they can have. This emergent play happens within the restrictions of the

game and may produce unanticipated or unexpected results (Salen/Zimmerman 2003:

158; Schut 2014: 267–9). Representations of religion in videogames – as systems them-

selves–mayoffer similar experiencesof emergentplayandmeaningmaking (Schut2014:
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268–70). In some cases, however, religion can become mechanized as part of the game

designanddevelopmentprocess, restricting religion to somethingmoreprocedural than

influential (ibid: 256). As a result,mechanics in a game can limit and dilute the impact of

manymoral questions.

Alternatively, games that provide more agency in this context can present players

with opportunities to act or play as god-like figures, able to oversee the design and out-

comeof games or tap into powers that can otherwise alter the gameworld immensely (cf.

Schut 2014). Players can explore and experiment with issues and experiences ofmorality

in the context of religious codes as defined by understandings from the physical world

or the digital world in which the game takes place (Irizarry/Irizarry 2014: 232–3; Wal-

temathe2014: 239).Thecompanybehindboth theMassEffect andDragonAgegames series,

BioWare, typically highlights player choice as amainstay of its games and puts players in

a positionwhere theymust engagewith struggles ofmorality (cf.Knoll 2015). In this con-

text, players express agency through influence on the game’s narrative and trajectory (cf.

Murray 1997).

The decisions that players make in videogames that incorporate religious codes can

sometimes influence the personality or in-game perceptions of the player’s character. In

examples like StarWars: Knights of the Old Republic (BioWare 2003), players are judged by

the religious rules of the Jedi, allowing the disposition and recognition of their character

to change based on the decisions that they have made (Waltemathe 2014: 250). Although

discussions of one’s character’s religion may be of interest to players (Irizarry/Irizarry

2014: 231), this is not always clearly or explicitly included in the game. While religion is

not included as part of the character creation process inMass Effect (ibid.) orDragon Age,

the latter series often invokesbelief forplayers aspart of the role-playprocess anddefines

belief as part of the game-specific ethnic backgrounds that players can choose.

Beyond content relating to religion in videogames, there are also considerations of

knowledge, ritual, and interpretations of sacred objects or places. Building on the idea

of the ‘magic circle’,Wagner (2012) notes that the events within games are set apart from

everyday experience inways that allow players to engage in behaviours that would other-

wisebeunacceptable (132–4).Videogamesand religionbothproduce experiences that are

outside of whatmay be deemedmundane or everyday, but the ways that these events are

viewed can be influenced by game contexts as well as player capital (Ferdig 2014: 73–74,

76–77). Using violence in a cathedral in a game, for example, can be read as a temporary

challenge to authority and perhaps an expression of dissatisfaction (Wagner 2012: 130).

Arguments ensue about whether or not spaces and places sacred tomany in the physical

world should also be deemed sacred in digital ones (ibid.).

Emotional Entanglements and Experiences with Games

Although they are not always related directly to religious content, the emotional dynam-

ics and experiences related to playing videogames are also important to consider as part

of this landscape. Videogames can sometimes surprise players with themorality-related

questions that they ask and the introspection that they can inspire (Knoll 2015: 218–20).

There are a variety of game elements that players becomemotivated and emotionally in-

fluenced by in the process of playing videogames. These attachments and concerns can

Part IIId – Videogames: The Case Study of Dragon Age
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extend to in-game items and belongings (cf. Watkins/Molesworth 2012) as well as the

connection that players feel to their character or avatar (Wang/Zhao/Bemossy 2014: 113).

These emotional bonds also extend to the game’s story. In narrative-based games,

players often want what is best for their character in the context of the story (Tomlinson

2021: 723–5). There is also an investment in the growth and development of their char-

acter, watching them gain skills and traverse the challenges of the game (Wang/Zhao/

Bemossy 2014: 115). Morality and character reputation also become important parts of

players’ experiences in shaping and influencing a particular narrative. To achieve these

outcomes, players may emphasize specific kinds of decisions over others (Knoll 2015:

220). In someways, this becomes ameans ofmaking the avatar an idealized–and sacred

– version of oneself (cf. Wang/Zhao/Bemossy 2014). Indeed, players feel inclined to be a

force of good in the game world, trying to avoid negatively influencing the characters

around them (Murzyn/Valgaeren 2016: 84–85).

These emotional investments and experiences are also shaped by the influence that

a player has in the game. Videogames are inherently interactive and highlight the pos-

sibility of player choice within a system that includes some narrative and strategy ele-

ments (Ryan 2006: 203; Bosman 2016: 33). This sets videogames apart from other forms

ofmedia because of the agency extended to players (Wagner 2012: 121). Agency is compli-

cated when it comes to videogames, however.While interactivity is a hallmark of games

(Shinkle 2008: 907–9), agency is definedwithin the parameters of the game’s design and

requires balance with gamemechanics and goals (Knoll 2015: 218–20).

This can produce a kind of enjoyable ‘bounded agency’ for players as they explore

a videogame within the narrative parameters afforded by the developers (Bizzocchi/

Tanenbaum 2012: 394, 401). This is a similar enjoyment to that of reading a predeter-

mined story, where players can enjoy the experience based primarily on the story itself,

rather than their participation in or influence on it (cf. Tanenbaum 2011). Players are in

charge of shaping the world in many narrative-heavy RPGs, including games likeMass

Effect (cf. Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum 2012; Irizarry/Irizarry 2014) and, as the focus of this

study,Dragon Age. Players are able tomould both their character and the narrative based

on the decisions that they make, which can also influence the position of religion in the

game world (Irizarry/Irizarry 2014: 235–45).

Methods

This project uses qualitative methods to analyse both videogame content and player ex-

periences. As part of the lens applied to this project, I follow Ferdig’s (2014) approach to

studying religion invideogames, focusingonbothgamecontext andplayer capital.Game

context focuses on the representations of religion present in the gamewithin the design,

whether this is environmental or related to the narrative (ibid: 73–74). This can include

symbols, buildings, circumstances, or interactions in the game that are influenced by

religion, and in-game rules that relate to religion. Player capital refers to players’ knowl-

edge and personal experiences as they might influence gameplay and interpretations of

game content (ibid: 76–77). This encompasses religious beliefs as well as broader moral

outlooks on the part of videogame players. This project extends this line of inquiry by
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highlighting another element of player capital, however, by taking into account the ways

in which players use game context in conjunction with their physical world knowledge

and beliefs tomakemoral determinations.These elements are differentiated as external

and internal player capital.

To better understand the use and position of religion and religious belief in the

Dragon Age game series, a close reading approach is utilized (cf. Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum

2011; 2012). Close reading allows for an in-depth analysis of media as text, which orig-

inated in literature studies and was expanded later to research on cinema and, more

recently, videogames (cf. Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum 2011). Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum note

that part of this approach requires addressing the need to redefine common conceptu-

alizations of ‘texts’ to accommodate visual media formats (ibid: 295–9).

Theprocess also requires two fundamental approaches to gameplay experience–one

that allows the researcher to engage with the game as a player and another that is more

objective to assess these elements outside of immersive qualities (Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum

2012: 301–4).There are, however, complications to consider in a close reading. Two indi-

viduals studying the same game may have different interpretations and experiences of

the game (Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum 2011: 299). In this study, this is partly addressed by in-

corporating a second set of data stemming from online discussions among regular play-

ers.This aspect of the analysis will be discussed more below.

Because of the broad scope and size of many RPGs, approaching the reading and

analysis through specific lenses is essential (ibid: 304–5). In this reading, the emphasis is

on discussions and representations of religion and belief across theDragonAge series. To

achieve this, multiple playthroughs were completed for each game (ibid: 298–300) and

narratives, characters, and the position of religion within these contexts were explored.

Noteswere takenduringgameplay toassist in theanalysis.Thenotes focusedondifferent

elements of belief, characters’ relationships to belief and in-game religious institutions,

the impact in the gameworld of these institutions, and the player character’s experiences

with these game elements.

The close reading aspect of this study is based on approximately 657 hours of game

play in multiple playthroughs across all three current games in the Dragon Age series.

Specifically,DragonAge:Origins ([referred to asOrigins] BioWare 2009),DragonAge II ([re-

ferred to as DA 2] BioWare 2011), and Dragon Age: Inquisition ([referred to as Inquisition]

BioWare 2014) are included in the analysis. In close reading, it is important to get a full

sense for how everything fits together in the game, including narrative branches and de-

partures (cf. Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum 2011, 2012). As with Mass Effect, each of the games

in this series presents options to play different genders and in-game races,whichmeans

different voice actors andpotentially altered story elements (Bizzocchi/Tanenbaum2012:

396). Because of this, the multiple playthroughs also include playing as characters with

different genders and backgrounds to better evaluate and situate the overall narrative

context and experience.

Additionally, to explore players’ choices, experiences, and assessments of these

games and their narrative events, I analyse patterns and themes present in publicly

available posts from online forums, including Reddit, Fextralife, and GameFAQs. Al-

though posts are public, quotes have been deidentified and slightly reworded without

changing users’ meanings to protect privacy. For Reddit, partial data collection and
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analysis is accomplished by using Reddit’s official API through 4CAT to scrape for

conversations (cf. Peeters/Hagen 2018). The computer-assisted analyses were used to

establish broader patterns in discussion and illuminate the most commonly discussed

terms, attributes, and concepts in the context of a religion-related conversation. This

was accomplished through the use of word trees to determine associations, monthly

histograms, and interactive flowcharts of terms across conversations.

For all forums, data was also collected and coded by hand to identify broad themes

and patterns in discussions about religious content in these games. This approach in-

volves identifying and highlighting patterns in conversation in terms of commonly dis-

cussed topics, ideas, approaches, and interpretations. Coding and analysis focused on

player discussions of specific religions in these games, players’ interpretations of their

own characters’ belief systems, discussions of narrative events and characters as they re-

late to institutions and belief systems in the game, and discussions ofmajor choices and

turning points.

For thepurposes of this analysis anddiscussion, theprimary focus is on sharedmajor

topics of discussion, rather than themost commondecisions, except in the case of choos-

ing a Divine (the new leader of the main church in the games) in Inquisition (BioWare

2014). In this instance, there is an overwhelming trend in the approach of players and

therefore this aspect will be discussed in terms of the shared choice. In all, approxi-

mately 2000 posts across these forums were hand selected and coded, while approxi-

mately 30.000 were collected and analysed with 4CAT using Reddit’s API.

Findings and Analysis

Because this project assesses the religiously coded content, narratives, and experiences

with three games in a videogame series, thefindings focus on a relatively small portion of

these games and the discussions that surround them.To understand howplayers use the

religious elements of these games, it is important to first assess the position of religion

in the overall game narratives.The games across the series focus on different elements of

religion, its position within in-game societies, and its importance for individual charac-

ters. Through the narrative framing, meanings are conveyed to players about alliances,

tensions, and morality. First, this section will focus on game content and the ways that

religion is woven into the narrative across the series (Ferdig 2014: 73). Next, the analysis

will turn to the perceptions that players have of these elements and the ways that they

become tools to shape the game world. This extends discussions of player capital in the

context of videogames (ibid: 76–77) to players’ gained capital within the game.

Game Content

Rather than including examples of and information from physical world religions (ibid:

71–72),Dragon Age follows the trends of allomythic games (Anthony 2014: 39–41; Bosman

2016: 35), creating unique religious systems within a fictional reality.There are some el-

ements of physical world religious inspiration called upon for the game content, how-

ever, and parallels can be drawn between digital and physical realities in ways that have
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been similarly discussed in the context ofMass Effect.These in-game religious examples

servemore than one purpose. In addition to adding familiar items to the game that may

increase a sense of presence, this information also conveys in-game dynamics and il-

lustrates social structures. Within these structures, the game establishes religious ‘oth-

ers’ (cf. deWildt/Aupers 2019) by limiting the perspective and information provided. Al-

though the religions and the individuals involved with them are fictional, they provide

contexts and frameworks for moral decisions in the game (Ferdig 2014: 73–74).

The Religious Landscape of Thedas

Religion is firmly embedded into the world of Dragon Age (BioWare since 2009), with its

prominence and importance increasing with each game in the series so far. The game

world –Thedas – presents an array of religions and belief systems that often clash with

one another, pose possibilities to the player, and serve to create narrative conflicts. Al-

though thepositionof religionbecomesmore relevant and central as thegamesprogress,

characters with different backgrounds and beliefs are introduced and tensions between

religious institutions and individuals in the game world are explored. In some cases,

these belief systems come into competitionwith one another, setting a trajectory toward

a kind of in-game modernity where the story allows the player to have a role in a bur-

geoningmarketplace of belief. Although it is often difficult to completely disentangle the

game context fromplayer input and influence, the player’s direct role and interpretations

of religion will be discussed in more depth below.

Within theDragon Age series, one religion is positioned as having themost influence

and power in Thedas, while other belief systems are in positions with less political and

social input.This alsomeans that these less prominent belief systems tend to get less at-

tention in the overall narrative across the game series. Among the religions introduced

in the games, Andrastian belief and its Chantry church are tied largely to human wor-

shippers, hold the strongest narrative presence, and are a dominant force in society.Hu-

mans are also portrayed as a largely aggressive and oppressive social force in the games.

In some regards, this religion appears to mirror physical world Christianity, although it

ismixedwith otherAbrahamic religious imageries.There is a creatorfigure in theMaker,

a prophet – Andraste –who is also the Maker’s bride, and a history of political influence

alongside conquest.

Inmost ofThedas, the church and its adherents have themost political influence and

power and the religion is broadly followed by most of the humans encountered in the

story. InOrigins (BioWare 2009), religion is present in the narrative, but in ways that are

less related to player agency. Religion is also less of a central threat, catalyst, or driving

force and more of a largely background element, although the player can encounter a

cult-like sect of Andrastian belief. This is the beginning of a presentation of religious

‘others’,who are portrayed as dangerous at best and ultimately violent.Thismakes sense

as a challenge to overcome in the game, but also presents contexts of other belief systems

as potential threats.This is compounded by additional events tied to religion in the same

game. The player can be responsible for a kind of movement toward modernity in the

game by supporting a dwarven convert to Andrastian belief in establishing a Chantry

underground in the dwarven city of Orzammar.While this decision is more ancillary to
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the overall play experience, if the Andrastian dwarf is helped in his mission, it results in

violent opposition to prevent the success of the newly established arm of the Chantry.

In the second game in the series (BioWare 2011), in-game religious beliefs, practices,

and tensions are more heavily emphasized. Namely, the Qunari are shown more fre-

quently and are given more detail than they had been through one primary represen-

tative character in Origins (BioWare 2009) but are also represented in a way that flattens

(cf. de Wildt/Aupers 2021) them into an essentialized characterization. The characters

who represent the Qun – unless they are converts – all use the same or similar mod-

els, which are greyish toned, large humanoid creatures with horns.This design, in addi-

tion to the narrative positioning of the group in the game’s setting of Kirkwall as unwel-

come and discussions of their faith as confusing, represent them as ‘others’ in the lead

up to an eventual fight against them as the act two antagonists. Approaching the battle

against the Qunari, which is predicated on the theft of their sacred religious text, their

leader establishes his distaste for Kirkwall and for those who do not abide by the Qun. In

one exchange, he states, “Their actions aremerely symptoms. Your society is the disease”

(BioWare 2011: n.p.). This builds on the narrative’s emphasis on characters and events

that reveal the discomfort residents of the city feel toward theQunari and, in someways,

appears to justify that discomfort by illustrating the harsh judgment felt toward those

in Kirkwall. This, as with the violent reaction toward a Chantry in Orzammar, seems to

convey a discomfort with religious pluralism in society.

DA 2 (BioWare 2011) also introduces a deeper assessment of the position of the

Chantry in Thedas as it relates to issues of rights, access, and politics. The Chantry in

this game and its influence onmages and their position in society become the narrative’s

climax. In this case, the Chantry could be read as the primary antagonist in the story,

though the game provides evidence that the Chantry is potentially justified in aggressive

and repressive actions against mages, who are frequently also encountered as danger-

ous, violent, and illustrative of the many fears the Chantry has instilled about mages in

society.

Thegameposes additional questions about individuals versus institutions in the case

of religion. Rather than serving as a critique of religion per se, as is seen inmany games,

this approachhighlights theways that individualsmay interpret anduse religion for their

own means or with strong faith. Grand Cleric Elthina is a powerful leader in Kirkwall

and tends to defer to the guidance of the Maker while avoiding taking strong political

stances of her own. Petrice – first a sister, and then a mother in the Chantry – uses her

position tomanipulate the player andwork against the Qunari based on her own desires

and interests. Sebastian, on the other hand, is presented as a truly faithful believer. Only

available as extra downloadable content (DLC), his character serves to provide additional

insights into the Chantry, its workings, and its belief systems. He also frequently gets

into arguments with other characters who are less faithful or are in direct opposition

with the Chantry, serving as a mediating factor and conveyor of information. He does,

however, reveal the fragility of faith when he is challenged and may, depending on the

player’s decisions, abandon his position with the church and potentially seek revenge.

The third game in the series, Inquisition (BioWare 2014), builds on the more central

role of religion in political and social tensions in some regards, while alleviating them in

others.There is anacute focuson the teachingsof theChantry, including collections from
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theChant of Light. In this element of the game, the potential of the church for aggression

is illuminated.One example of a line from this chant emphasizes the possibility of force,

stating, “Those who oppose thee; Shall know the wrath of heaven” (ibid: n.p.).The church

is given amore fleshed out duality. Although individuals have been shown as potentially

manipulating the church and faith, here the church is revealed to be both a sanctuary

and a force to be reckoned with.Their role in oppression and subjugation is also further

highlighted, centring not only on their position in the nowwidespread fightwithmages,

but also the church’s position in wars with the elves. These events ultimately led to the

separation of elves frommuch of society and common clustering in dilapidated housing

known as alienages in various cities.

Although other religions and belief systems are present, they remain underexplored

in comparison. This is, perhaps, due to the prominence of the Chantry in terms of its

scope of power and importance to the primary plot. Elven beliefs,which aremore closely

aligned with polytheism, are explored in more detail as the narrative stretches toward

the in-progress fourth game. Elven gods are confirmed to exist and questions about the

afterlife are posed. It is discovered that one can physically enter the city told to be inhab-

ited by the Maker and elven creators. It is also revealed that the entities celebrated and

upheld by the dwarven Children of the Stone, which focus on lifeforms coming directly

from the earth and less on gods,may exist.This presents interesting implications for re-

ligious belief where faith is shaken by the sacred becoming more mundane but can also

be read as supported by tangible evidence.The Qunari are also, to some degree,made to

feel more relatable and less unfamiliar andmenacing in this game.Their beliefs, includ-

ing the concept of every person fulfilling a specific role in society, are explored further

and in more depth.This is assisted by having a party member who can share additional

information about theQun, its followers, and its society.The IronBull, though physically

alien and imposing, provides context for players to understand the individuality among

the Qunari than has been previously implied through their lack of personal names (in-

stead, being named in ways that reflect their role in society) or their focus on collective

purpose.

Religion and Social Tension Through Narrative

Theplacement of the religions within the narrative also provides opportunities to exam-

ine social inequalities and other sources of discontent. To some degree, this serves as an-

other means through which to establish realistic settings that feel more alive, but these

social dynamics amplify that effect while also providing obstacles and challenges (Fer-

dig 2014: 74) to the player. As a result, religionmakes its way to the centre of conflict and

struggles between characters, whether these are relatively low stakes and meant to de-

velop characters, as in the case of Sebastian above, or higher stakes and presentingmajor

pressure points for large scale conflicts, as with the build-up toward the fissures in the

Chantry. In this way, religion is used for the purpose of propelling the story forward as

well as to address broader social problems in a fictional context.

The narrative positioning of religion also often serves to obfuscate information for

the player.This aids in addressing which pieces of information a player can know and at

what time to provide shocking, surprising, or compelling narrative moments. Dialogue

from and between characters is used to influence the player’s perceptions and actions in
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the game.These conversations call motivations, realities, and circumstances into ques-

tion. Characters lend credibility, instil doubt, and provide – often biased – context. Of-

ten, these perspectives are posed against one another.

In the case of Origins (BioWare 2009), while the player is being introduced to this

world and the beliefs within it, characters who have direct experience with the Chantry

under vastly different circumstances discuss their experiences. Alistair, who was given

to the Chantry as a child, has more critical views than Leliana, who joined as a sister

willingly. These viewpoints are also juxtaposed with those of two mages who have dif-

ferent experiences with the Chantry as well. Mages are required to live in Circles, which

are guarded by Templar soldiers and prevent mages from contact with those outside or

establishing families inside. Morrigan is deemed an apostate because she does not live

in a Circle and Wynne has lived in the Circle and had her family torn apart by it. These

characters present two vastly different viewpoints on the purpose and legitimacy of the

Chantry’s rule in this area. At the same time, the narrative also reinforces the fears in-

stilled by the Chantry to keep mages separate from the rest of society, demonstrating

possessions and the violent outcomes of magic deemed illegal by the Chantry.

Interactions and conflict between two characters of different faiths are common ap-

proaches for communicating narrative information and game lore to players.The game

frequently poses possibilities to the player to allow them tomake their own assessments

and draw their own conclusions. It helps to position various non-player characters

(NPCs) against one another in terms of viewpoint, some serving to critique and some in

a position to support.While characters can share their stories and opinions directly with

the player’s character, they also interact with one another, providing additional context

and insights. In the case of Morrigan and Leliana, they are positioned as opposing sides

in debates surrounding the Chantry. One example of these exchanges is:

Morrigan: It simply suits my view of the Chantry that one of their devoted sisters

should turn out to be so full of hypocrisy.

Leliana: There are good people in the Chantry. Many good people who are just there

to help others.

Morrigan: And apparently at least a few who are simply pretending to be good.

Leliana: At least I was trying to be better than I was. At least I regretted the evil I’d

done. Better that than be someone who has never loved anyone or anything, least

of all herself. Anything but that.

Morrigan: It seem that at least you got the self-righteousness part down. Well done.

(BioWare 2009: n.p.)

These instances in the narrative not only provide contexts for individual characters but

also support the worldbuilding that comes into play in making the social structures of a

game.The tensions between characters also allow players to evaluate, assess, and make

determinations about the gameworld surrounding them,ultimately informing their de-

cisions and influencing the enactment of player agency, as discussed below.

These elements are further explored in DA 2 (BioWare 2011), which amplifies these

issues and brings them to a breaking point.Aswith the previous game, there are smaller-

scale conflicts and discussions that highlight religion among characters inways that aim



452

to steer the opinion and perspective of the player.This most clearly comes through with

Anders’ – an apostate mage – impression of and interactions with the Chantry in the

lead up to taking violent action against the church. This is one of the more contentious

events in the game,which will be discussedmore below, but it is also one of the stronger

positions taken by characters.

Companions offer their reactions to the event, with most disapproving and the

player character, Hawke, reacting and giving Anders an opportunity to define his choice

to attack the church. Hawke, upon seeing the destruction asks, “Anders, what have you

done?” (ibid: n.p.) Anders explains and defends his actions, which are unavoidable and

unchangeable in the game’s narrative, as necessary when he responds, “I have removed

the chance for compromise. Because there is none” (ibid.). He also, however, takes care

in other scenes to delineate between religious belief and the individuals who wield it, a

recurring theme throughout the series.

This goes back to the tendency for the criticisms in Dragon Age to focus less on belief

andmore on the possibility of people using belief for their own ends and interpretations.

He suggests, “The oppression of mages stems from the fears of men. Not the will of the

Maker” (ibid.). Anders’ anger, while aimed at the Chantry as an institution, is formed

from the decisions of individuals as they relate to belief, not from the belief or religion

itself. In this way, it is acknowledged that much of the political and social turmoil hap-

pening in Kirkwall and acrossThedas is largely separate from religion.This approach in-

troduces an interesting narrative use of religion. Rather than a means to critique belief

or religious institutions themselves, this provides a perspective which shows beneficial

and detrimental sides of religious practice through the actions of individuals.This is fur-

ther addressed in Inquisition (BioWare 2014) and can even be echoed by the player char-

acter. The player’s character, the Inquisitor, can say at one point, “All of this happened

because of fanatics and arguments about the next world. It’s time we start believing in

this one” (ibid: n.p.). This is one of the few more direct challenges to belief in the game.

Inmanyways, the statement begins to dismiss the importance of the belief that increas-

ingly surrounds the player throughout the game,but the statement still aims to highlight

the individuals at the heart of these struggles.

Characters also establish their opinions in relation to broader game contexts. They

canmake observations, suggestions, and try to directly sway the player.This is regularly

the case in Inquisition (BioWare 2014). As one example, many characters use their under-

standings of religion to define and address some companion characters.Mother Giselle,

a Chantry member who joins the Inquisition, expresses a great deal of concern over the

addition of Dorian.This character is from Tevinter, a region that has taken a drastic step

away fromChantry teachings in their ownsect ofAndrastianbeliefwhere amanserves as

Divine instead of a woman andmagic is upheld as desirable and a positive force in soci-

ety.Many characters express similar reservations toward Dorian, not due to his identity

as one of few prominent gay characters, but because of the religious chasm tied to his

ethnicity.This is also applied to the character Cole due to his status as seemingly mani-

fested from a spirit. Chantry teachings malign spirits and thus Cole is determined to be

a possible threat by many characters surrounding the Inquisitor.

This also extends to broader assessments of the story as it occurs around the char-

acters. In this sense, the potential criticism arises yet again, but is still not necessarily
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geared toward belief and religion directly. Instead, the emphasis continues to be on the

dangers of individuals and their interpretations. As Cole considers the intensifying con-

flict between the Chantry and mages fighting for freedom, he observes, “It’s dangerous

when toomanymen in the same armour think they’re right” (ibid: n.p.). Religion lays the

groundwork for possible fear and discrimination, but largely results from shared inter-

pretations and can differ drastically between groups.

Reflecting pre-modernity patterns in religion, players are presented with narratives

that invoke senses of normalized religion within religious hierarchies, which evolves

across the span of the games. Initially,much of the religious ‘outsideworld’ is unexplored

by the player, while they encounter the beginnings of shifts toward religious pluralism.

This shift is sometimes violent and, in conjunctionwith themystery that often surrounds

other beliefs in the game, can serve to further in-game religious othering.The narrative

also splits in a variety of ways that can accommodate interpretations that support the

social and religious status quo or follow prompts that alter the religious landscape of the

game, which will be discussed in more depth in the next section.

Player Content

Although design provides the framework for the player to engage with, play is the hu-

man element that brings the potentially unexpected into the game experience (Salen/

Zimmerman 2003: 158; Schut 2014: 267–9). Players take the content and context of the

game and create their own experience, using play to push back against design, explore,

and define their own experience. The narrative contexts discussed above become a part

of player capital, in addition to the external elements as outlined by Ferdig (2014: 76–77).

This encompasses players’ own religious beliefs and morals and the influence that these

experiences have on gameplay and interpretation. This study expands player capital to

include the in-game knowledge acquired and used by players.While players use physical

world knowledge of religions andmorality to assess andmake sense of in-game religious

beliefs and practices, they are also inclined to developmoral decisions – and player cap-

ital – in conjunction with their own moral leanings, community discussions, and game

contexts. Religion in the case ofDragonAge is interwoven in these discussions, becoming

a tool that players use to create a particular moral image of the world.

Each game in this series gives players information about the in-game world and the

figures and institutions that build it.This helps players develop a body of in-gameknowl-

edge that contributes to their decision-making. Players use online spaces to discuss nar-

rative elements, character backgrounds, and dialogue and to engage inmetagaming (cf.

Donaldson 2016) that involves religion as a means of shaping the story. Information in

the game and religious contexts within the narrative become a form of player capital and

a tool to further their gaming experience.

This also affords players another avenue through which to explore morality, soci-

ety, and their influence on a game’s world. The majority of players in their discussions

note wanting to create the best possible outcome for the narrative and the people in

it. Religion, then, becomes another opportunity for players to be a positive influence

on game worlds (Murzyn/Valgaeren 2016: 84–85).The narratives of these games, as dis-

cussed above, present players with a variety of ways to experience religion through this
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environment. The character the player chooses has in-game connections to specific re-

ligious beliefs and backgrounds based on their identity. In addition to implied or pre-

scribedbeliefs andknowledge, theplayer is able todeclare their ownbeliefs inmanycases

by choosing viewpoints to support. This provides players with a multitude of factors to

consider for the avatar that they inhabit the world as. As an elf, does the player choose

to express their belief in creators? As a human, do they choose to express themselves as

working for the Chantry or as an atheist?

Player Capital Inside and Outside of the Game

Player capital has been discussed as largely related to knowledge and understandings

from outside of the context of the game, but there are elements of player capital that also

appear to stem from interactionswith the gamecontent itself.Playerswhoaredeeply en-

gagedwith the content and use online spaces to discuss it often rely on in-game contexts

and circumstances to develop their interpretations and understandings of morality in

the scope of the game.This does not, however, prevent them from also using their physi-

cal world understandings to evaluate and interpret game content.There is an interaction

between these knowledge bases, allowing players to make decisions based on a complex

mixture of morality that fits within both their physical world and game world contexts.

Players often use existing knowledge of religion andmorality to explore fictional re-

ligions in Dragon Age. Players try to determine how physical world religions may relate

to in-game examples of religion, drawing parallels between the elven pantheon and var-

ious polytheistic traditions, as one example. Consensus is often difficult to achieve in

these discussions, however. When considering the Qun, players try to define the belief

system within the context of various political and religious philosophies, attempting to

make the system feelmore familiar outside of the game context.This results in users de-

bating theQun as either a representation of Islam, a political philosophy, or a non-theist

belief system. In part, this was sparked by comments from one of the lead writers on the

game, according to these discussions. In these regards, users rely heavily on their own

interpretations of physical world religions, including biases that cause some players to

read both the Qun and Islam as highly repressive by nature.

While these discussions aim to better understand the game world in a more

grounded context, these online spaces for discussion become sounding boards to

feel out other players’ decisions in the game as well. Players ask one another which

choices they made, debate the best possible outcomes, and find support for their inter-

pretations. This can allow players to reaffirm their decisions in the context of a broader

moral structure among the body of players. This is illustrated in the general agreement

inwho to place asDivine in Inquisition (BioWare 2014).On the other hand, there are some

events that challenge personal moralities and interact with internal player capital in

ways that deny the possibility of consensus. One of the largest discussion points when it

comes to religion in the game is the debate about the morality of Anders’ actions in DA

2 (BioWare 2011). Players return to these discussions repeatedly, trying to make sense of

the game world and their actions within it.

With the case of Anders’ attack, players appeal to their senses of morality both in-

side and outside of the game context. External player capital is used to discuss the event

from different angles. Some suggest that the oppression exerted by the church against
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the rights ofmages is enough to justify the attack,while others contextualize this event as

a terrorist attack for which there is never a justification. On the other hand, players also

form opinions based on the contexts provided by the game. They note that the Chantry

has been exploitative in its political role and that Anders, being an apostate mage who

has seen no good results fromworking within the system, is justified in his actions, par-

ticularly because they are a catalyst for amajor rebellion in the next game. Some of these

discussions are more nuanced in their use of internal and external player capital. In one

discussion, a user mirrors many of the sentiments expressed across the forums:

You can understand Anders’ actions without supporting them. I know why he at-

tacked the Chantry. His concerns were ignored and you can’t get the attention of

a violent institution without violence when you are desperate and mentally ill. But

killing hundreds of people and harming even more by blowing up a building is still

abhorrent. More people need to understand this distinction. (User, GameFAQs)

In this case, external capital has been used to familiarize being possessed by a spirit

through the lens of mental illness to help make sense of this event. The user also in-

corporates internal capital through their assessment of the Chantry as a violent insti-

tution.Most discussions of this incident acknowledge the struggles betweenmages and

the Chantry and note the wrongs committed on the part of the church, but while players

use similar approaches to understand this game event, a moral consensus is difficult to

achieve.

Players alsouse internal capital todevelop religiousbackgrounds for their characters,

even if this is not necessarily facilitated or supported by the gameplay itself.This borrows

from game lore and information as well as personal interests and motivations and can

involve the development of elaborate religious backgrounds for these characters. Players

introduce their own interpretations of tensions for their personal characters inways that

expand beyond limitations to their agency. For example, a user outlines the background

they have given their Inquisitor character, stating:

My [elf Inquisitor] believes in elven gods and is a true believer. He is serious about

his Dalish heritage. He is interested in and respects other cultures, except for the

Chantry. After everything the church has done to elves, he can’t respect them. If the

Chantry is involved, his snark goes way up. He is also very clear that he is not the

Herald of Andraste. He would be happy to sit down with any other group though

and discuss culture and religion with them. He thinks it’s fascinating and is a major

nerd. (User, Reddit)

These discussions often extend to how the player navigated choices and the narrative as

their character, trying to ensure that they embody the appropriate choices. Even in cases

where players disagree on specific interpretations, arguments allow players to grapple

with the complexities of belief, considering in-game history, ethnicities, and whether or

not belief and support of the church are the same thing.

In many cases, while the mechanisms and motivations of discussion are similar –

comparing notes, asking for advice, and exploring how different groups and beliefs fit
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together in the game world – the outcomes are frequently quite divergent for players.

One of the most important religious turning points in the game belongs to Inquisition

(BioWare 2014), where players must use their experience in the game (or over the series)

to assess who the best Divine would be. In this case, there is largely agreement in the de-

cisions made. For most players, they determine that Leliana is the best option, choosing

to establish a church that will enact change and reduce the focus on controlling mages.

These conversations, however, emphasize the ability for the choice of Divine to alter the

political and social landscape ofThedas.

There are more personal ways that players use external capital to assess the game

content based on their individual experiences and knowledge. In some cases, players ad-

dress the religious information in thegamebasedon their ownexperienceswith religion.

Thesediscussions aremore aboutmaking the game content familiar in amuchmoreper-

sonal way than the approaches discussed above. As one example, a user mentions:

I started thinking about the Chantry and I have to save that BioWare did right

by religion. I’m Catholic and I noticed parallels between the Chantry and Catholic

Church. There are representations of the Crusades, there is celibacy for priests and

priestesses, the Divine is like their Pope, Tevinter’s split from the Chantry due to

Andraste sounds like the Christian and Jewish split, etc. (User, Reddit)

Whileoften tethered tophysicalworld information, thesediscussionswouldnotbeasde-

tailed and significant to players’ experienceswith the gamewithout their in-game player

capital.There is a frequent blurring of the lines between player capital based in the phys-

ical world and that which exists solely based on in-game understandings.

Religion as a Tool

These narrative and player elements culminate in players finding new ways to use in-

formation to shape these stories. Players engage in a range of discussions highlighting

game content, events, and contexts that centre on their position within the narrative as

the main character. Players discuss their choices and opportunities but also use this to

expand their player capital as it relates directly to the game.While external experiences

and knowledge can have influence and bearing on how players interact with game con-

tent (Ferdig 2014: 76–77) and despite the bounded enjoyment achieved through experi-

encing an intended story (Tanenbaum/Tanenbaum2010: 16),players are invested in com-

paring their choices and exploring narrative possibilities.This emphasizes knowledge of

notonlygameevents andoutcomesbut the specific innerworkingsof thepolitical andre-

ligiousbelief structures across the societies inThedas. In these regards, religion is viewed

not only as a part of the social tapestry of the game, but also as a tool through which to

shape the game world, particularly as it spans across the series.

In one exchange between users, the politics and tensions involved with belief in Ori-

gins are discussed (BioWare 2009). This case is regarding the potential establishment of

a Chantry in Orzammar, the underground dwarven city with little religious and ethnic

diversity. As an illustration of in-gameplayer capital and assessment, the users consider:
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I agree that there can be compromise and mutual respect between the Chantry and

Dwarven society. It didn’t turn out that way as dwarves can be defensive about their

beliefs and the Chantry wants to use Brother Burkel’s death to wage a crusade war. I

don’t think there’s a good or bad guy in this case, but neither side has respect for the

other. But you are right that the Chantry could do a lot to help the casteless and poor

in Orzammar. It would never work unless the dwarves agree to outside influence and

the Chantry doesn’t have an ulterior motive. (User 1, Fextralife)

That’s the issue with religious freedom. The freedom to believe one thing also means

allowing different beliefs. So I helped him establish the Chantry. Anything else that

happens is out of [your character’s] hands. (User 2, Fextralife)

This discussion highlights common interactions across these online forums among play-

ers. There is an interest in doing things ‘right’ unless players are experimenting with

perceived evil playthroughs where their intention is to create the worst possible world

state. These experiments usually take place after a full true playthrough is complete. In

the context of shaping the world and player capital, however, this discussion illustrates

the interest that players have not only in shaping game events but producing a positive

outcome.

This reflects previous work noting the drive that players often feel to be a positive

force in game worlds (Murzyn/Valgaeren 2016: 84–85; Tomlinson 2021: 722–5), but also

contributes to our understanding of how players engage with in-game religion as part

of this approach to play. Given players’ interest in influencing videogame stories and the

mechanics afforded by this series of games, it is perhaps not surprising that these in-

terpretations and conversations culminate in using religious structures in the game for

the benefit of the narrative.This is true in cases where players hope to improve the game

world as well as negatively influence it as a digital social experiment.

In most cases, players use the choice of the Divine as a tool to establish particular

outcomes in the game’s society. Players may choose from three characters that they en-

counter as possible companions and advisors, but the outcome is also influenced by their

other actions and decisions throughout the game.This includes whether the player sides

with Templars ormages early on,who they ally with throughout the game, and how they

establish themselves in terms of their character’s religious beliefs. A faithful Inquisitor,

for example, is more likely to support the more moderate and conservative choices of

Cassandra and Vivienne, respectively. An Inquisitor driven by power, vengeance, or do-

ing what appears to be the objectively ‘right’ thing is more likely to lead to a potential

outcome of the most progressive Divine option, a ‘softened’ – or more empathetic and

less violent – version of Leliana.

Players discuss the paths and routes to these outcomes, share the trajectories of their

own games, and assess the potential results of each option in shaping the game world.

While many choices spark divisions among players, this is an area where the majority

of players share opinions and lean toward the most radical and progressive option in

Leliana. In these discussions, the possible narrative – and game world – outcomes are

weighed against each other. As one example, a user confirms their thought process:
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I choose Leliana. She wants to fully reform the Chantry. Cassandra is too linked to

the old ways. She wants improvement, but she really just wants a polished version

of the old Chantry. Vivienne would just reinforce the problems from the past and

things would just get back to the point they are at now. And people would not trust

a mage as Divine. Why bother rebuilding the Chantry with someone who can’t get

support? (User, Fextralife)

Even in caseswhere there is dissent, this comes froman individualizedunderstanding of

the Chantry’s position and influence inThedas. Players still hope to select the best possi-

ble person for the role and use this choice as a tool to shape things and influence change

for the positive. For one user who represents the less common choice of a moderate Di-

vine:

I have a lot of doubts about Leliana’s major changes. She would cause a schism. She’s

too revolutionary and that won’t work with a lot of people. We’ll have to see what

effect this has in the long run (maybe there will be none because of BioWare’s illu-

sion of choice). But I think Cassandra is the best Divine choice. Her changes will be

practical, pragmatic, and sensible. She’s much more likely to get things done without

splitting the Chantry. (User, Reddit)

Based on the options and opportunities presented by religion in this series, players use

this as another tool in their kit toward forming and influencing the story within the pro-

videdpossibilities andparameters offered by the game.This approach to play encourages

the expansion of knowledge and engagement online to explorewhich directions the nar-

rative can travel as players make determinations that shift the story.

Conclusion

Religion can add to the complexity of a videogame narrative, particularly in cases where

a fictional religious landscape grantsmore detail to a gameworld.This chapter has taken

into consideration thenarrative context of theDragonAgegameseries aswell as theplayer

capital involved (Ferdig 2014: 76–77) with religious narratives in these games.Dragon Age

takes an approach to religion that acknowledges the social dynamics observed with so-

cial homogeneity of belief and conflicts arising from increasing modernity and diver-

sity (Berger 2007: 23). In the games, it is common for characters to assume belief in the

presence of those with certain in-game ethnic backgrounds as a standard and presumed

identity (Banchoff 2007: 14).This lends a degree of social realism to the game world and

narrative, while also generally providing the familiar dynamics of religion, religious in-

stitutions, and religious belief.

The series focuses on just a few examples of fictional religions but emphasizes reli-

gious, social elements alongside examples of intricate lore (cf. Tuckett/Robertson 2014).

To somedegree,playershavea level of agency that intersectswith this lore in that they can

use it to shape broad outcomes (Schut 2014: 256–60) although their characters are bound

to specific belief systems based on their in-game ethnicity.Outside of direct player influ-
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ence, the narrative covers some of the more troubling elements related to the possibility

of competing for adherents and influence.

Often in cases where belief systems are encroaching on new territory, they are met

with resistance and potential violence. Because the game world is on the precipice of

establishing a more robust religious marketplace (Norris/Ingleheart 2007: 41), there are

many social assumptions reflected in the story aswell.This interactswith the social fram-

ing of religious beliefs as correct versus incorrect (cf. Radcliffe-Brown 1945). However,

this is complicated by the events in Inquisition (BioWare 2014),which pull religious belief

away from the sacred and into the world of the tangible or profane (cf. Durkheim 1961).

Additionally, whilemany games can use religious dynamics as an opportunity to cri-

tique religion and religious institutions as part of their gameplay and narratives (Tuck-

ett/Robertson 2014: 94–99), theDragonAge series uses religion as an opportunity to build

the gameworld in familiar and realistic ways (Tamborini/Skalski 2006: 225–7) while also

using it as a social critique of individuals, interpretation, and how institutions can be

used to further specific goals. Even in instances where characters are vehemently or vio-

lently reacting against theChantry, the focus on individualmisuse,misinterpretation,or

malfeasance is amplified in characterdialogue.This is an interestingapproachbutmakes

sense in the context of the centrality of religious belief and practice in these games. Yet

it also places players in a position where they, too, come to use institutions to advance

their own interests and goals.This commentary is oftenmirrored through players’ use of

religious elements, like the choice of Divine, to shape their ideal view of the gameworld.

This yet again highlights the element of player agency involved with play (Wagner

2012: 121). While agency is an important element of a largely interactive medium (Shin-

kle 2008: 912), there are boundaries that ensure that play happens within prescribed op-

tions (Tanenbaum/Tanenbaum2010: 15–16).Despite this,however,playersfindengaging

ways tomake the story their own in online discussions that form a kind of emergent play

(Salen/Zimmerman 2003: 158; Schut 2014: 267–9). In these cases, players use forums to

give additional context and backstory to their character, aswell as compare the decisions

that they made in the game.

These discussions also emphasize an important form of knowledge that is applied in

the decisions that players make.The game content and context (Ferdig 2014: 71–74) pro-

vide ample information for players to learn, consider, and employ as part of their play.

This creates a player capital internal to the game that players can share with one another

tohelpmove thegamenarratives toward themostpositive ordesirablepossible outcome.

Videogames, however, are also not wholly separate from “reality” (Campbell/Grieve 2014:

5). External capital in the form of personal morality and religious belief come into play

(Ferdig 2014: 76–77), but players integrate this with their in-game knowledge and expe-

rience to assess and judge in-game events and decisions.

Because religion is incorporated to some degree as a mechanic (Schut 2014: 256) in

this sense,players canuse it as a tool to help themshape the gameworld in the image that

they desire. Formost players, there is a vested interest in ensuring positive outcomes for

the game world (Murzyn/Valgaeren 2016: 84–85; Tomlinson 2021: 722–25), which tend

to manifest most commonly in the form of using religion to create progressive change.

Regardless of external player capital, there is an investment in engaging in prosocial be-

haviours (Shariff 2015: 110) in the gameworld.This aligns with the trends of players hop-
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ing to exert a positive influence on games and the characters that inhabit these digital

spaces (Murzyn/Valgaeren 2016: 84–85; Tomlinson 2021: 722–25).

Although this study is limited to players of Dragon Age specifically and RPGs more

broadly, it adds to the current discussion on the possibilities related to and implications

of religious belief in videogames. This expands the concept of religion as a game me-

chanic (Schut, 2014: 256), but indicates that players are invested beyond religion func-

tioning as a simple button to press to achieve a limited response. It also adds to the con-

cept of player capital, which players form based on physical world and in-game knowl-

edge and experience.Both of these elements are exploredbyplayers in onlinediscussions

where they examine their interests, hopes, and desires for the game world and use reli-

gion as one of theways that they can engage in and support in-gameprosocial behaviour.
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