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Undertale: A True Pacifist Game 

 

 A long-standing war between humans and monsters exists in Undertale, one which led to 

monsters being driven underground and forming their own society. Monsters have spent 

generations yearning to escape so they may find freedom and peace. When a human child falls 

underground by accident, the child becomes the one hope monsters have of leaving the place 

they are trapped. The player controls this child and decides through their actions and based on 

their morals what the fate of monsterkind will be. Undertale enables the player to experience 

what games could be like if they embraced a real-world sense of morality about killing through 

the use of expressive elements that remind the player of their own sense of morality, as well as 

emotionally-loaded rewards and punishments for killing and not killing. 



 Before examining Undertale’s response to violence, it is worth considering another game 

that illuminates how Undertale handles violence uniquely. When talking about Grand Theft Auto 

IV, Sicart says that the game “is built around the fundamental tension between a character who 

does not want more violence, and a player who is commanded to play this violence” (Sicart, 62). 

This game is different from many others in that most of the time games that contain violence do 

not include any sort of motivational ambiguity on the part of the protagonist, and only sometimes 

on the part of the player. It is so commonly understood in American culture that video games 

command violence that it almost does not need to be said. Seven of the top ten best-selling video 

games in 2015, for example, were games that include violence (Grubb).  

 Undertale is special in that the choice to commit violence is just that: a choice. Violence 

is experienced as enemies are encountered and their attacks dodged. However, being violent 

themselves is purely an option left to the hands of players. Undertale drives this home before it is 

even bought: on Steam the headline for the game is “UNDERTALE! The RPG game where you 

don’t have to destroy anyone” (tobyfox). Grand Theft Auto IV features a character who does not 

want to be violent, but in the end the player wants a certain outcome badly enough that the 

character becomes willing to kill. This kind of conflict does not need to exist in Undertale, nor 

does a conflict between the player disliking violence but having to commit it anyway. If the 

player decides the protagonist does not want to kill, then the protagonist does not have to kill. In 

what fans term a “pacifist” playthrough (that is, no enemies are killed) there are only two 

enemies the main character is even required to attack, and both of these enemies can be spared 

instead of killed should the player so choose.  



 

 

 

 



 

 

 In fact, Undertale goes out of its way to encourage the player not to kill through the use 

of expressive elements. Returning to Sicart, he says that “games can be defined ontologically as 

ergodic systems of rules. A game is ergodic because it has built-in rewards and punishments for 

successfully experiencing it” (Sicart, 66). Players who are accustomed to being rewarded for the 

common way of experiencing combat in a game, i.e. killing every enemy, might expect that 

Undertale needs to be played the same way to be successfully experienced. After all, Flowey, the 

first monster encountered, goes against the game’s tagline by saying that killing is necessary. 

 



 

 

However, Undertale anticipates the fact that players might be too used to being rewarded for 

killing to realize they don’t have to. With the expressive element of dialogue, characters 

throughout the story emphasize over and over again that the player does not need to kill anybody 

in order to convince them to try nonviolence.  

 

 



 

 

 

Even still, some players may not realize the fact that the enemies they kill are truly dead until 

they reach the first boss fight with Toriel, a mother figure to the protagonist. Attacking her 

makes the fight end much faster, but as she is dying she still tries to protect the protagonist, and 

the player is forced to watch an emotionally heavy expressive element in the form of a cutscene: 

her body turns to dust as her soul hangs in midair before shattering to pieces. If the game is 

closed before saving and reloaded then Flowey enacts what Janet Murray terms cyberdrama as 

quoted by Schenold, i.e. “the enactment of the story in the particular space of the computer.” In 

his expressive dialogue, he shames the player and says that he knows they killed Toriel even 

though they took it back (Schenold). 

 



 

 

The game ensures that while the ergodic work of killing is easy, through the use of expressive 

elements it also ensures that the moral work of killing is hard.  

 This part of Undertale relies heavily on the fact that, as Sicart notes, “the player is also 

limited by the fact that she is a culturally embodied being, and her own ethical values and 

practices cannot be easily suspended” (Sicart, 76). Many games make killing easy, and in so 

doing ensure that the player can circumvent their morality on their way towards successfully 

experiencing the game. Take for example game series such as Call of Duty, Persona, Final 

Fantasy, or The Legend of Zelda—in all these games, killing an enemy is essentially 

meaningless. Few or no people become upset about the death, and there are few or no 

consequences. In fact, the player is usually rewarded for killing with experience points and 

money. What makes killing in a game more trying on a person’s sense of morality is when death 

becomes more realistic. As an example, Sicart mentioned that after shooting a character dead in 



Perfect Dark, "the digital body crudely simulated the muscular spasms of a body when killed in 

this way,” which he found so antithetical to his sense of morality that he refused to play the game 

(Sicart, 76). Similarly, Undertale makes killing feel “real.” 

 Undertale’s methods of providing realistic consequences for killing can best be seen in 

the expressive elements of what is termed a “genocide” playthrough by some fans. Using 

Frasca’s language, Undertale’s major “goal rule” is simply getting the protagonist to the surface. 

The player chooses their own goal rule in how they get there, and in a genocide run this entails 

fulfilling not only the goal of killing every enemy encountered, but also doing the ergodic work 

of seeking out enemies until there are none left (Frasca, 231). In this kind of playthrough, every 

interaction the protagonist has with the game-world is influenced by the fact that they have given 

themself the reputation of being a killer. The expressive elements of the story change: among 

many other things, there are no non-player characters to be seen anywhere except for those 

central to the plot; one of the main characters, Alphys, tries to evacuate everyone to a hiding 

spot; and most puzzles are already solved, presumably by people who ran away. The game also 

uses other expressive elements to underscore the immoral behavior: a droning and ominous 

soundtrack, different font choices (as an example, the character Sans usually speaks in the font 

Comic Sans, but when angry he does not), and changes in menu text (for example, when 

checking the information for Papyrus it changes from “Likes to say, ‘Nyeh heh heh!’” to 

“Forgettable”). Sicart’s argument that the player’s “own ethical values and practices cannot be 

easily suspended” can be seen in many players’ reactions to a genocide playthrough (Sicart, 76). 

Overwhelmingly, players report that they either could not make themselves do the ergodic work 

required, or that the playthrough made them feel very unhappy. The following are comments on 

YouTube videos about the genocide playthrough: 



 



(Russ Money; Fockboxx). As Sicart said, players have trouble shedding their morals. When 

encountering how the game-world uses expressive elements to create realistic responses to 

actions generally accepted to be immoral outside of gameplay, players do not have a positive 

reaction.   

 While the genocide playthrough is full of meaning, an analysis of this game would be 

incomplete without also examining the pacifist playthrough. Sicart says that “there is a strong 

tension between the player-subject and the subject external to the act of play, a tension generated 

between the fidelity to the game experience and the cultural meaning of the actions . . . the player 

operates as a reflective, moral being” (Sicart, 85). Undertale gives the player the opportunity to 

stay true to their morals, instead of disregarding them as most combat-based games ask them to, 

but the meaning goes deeper than that. As mentioned earlier, Sicart also describes games as 

systems of rules in which the player is given rewards for successfully following these rules and 

punishments for not following them (Sicart, 66). While Undertale does not strictly lay out the 

rule that the player must be a pacifist, in that the player is not punished with “losing” the game if 

they choose to be violent, Undertale also has myriad rewards for those who forego the typical 

moral tension games ask for and instead operate in line with their vision of themselves as moral 

beings. Undertale has a moral argument reinforced by the rewards given to players who are 

nonviolent and the punishments given to players who are not: a person must be nonviolent in 

order to get the best experiences.  

 Undertale has many rewards and punishments in store based on the player’s level of 

violence. It relies heavily in what Salen and Zimmerman term “cognitive interactivity,” playing 

on the psychological and emotional interaction between the player and the game to make a 

pacifist outcome more appealing (Salen & Zimmerman, 3). The monsters in the underground 



only make their way to the surface in a pacifist playthrough, rewarding the player with the 

knowledge that they made monsters happy. In a genocide playthrough, though, the entire 

underground is destroyed, punishing the player with a heavy moral burden. Also in a genocide 

playthrough, the player only fights two bosses who pose any real threat and they both hate the 

protagonist, whereas in a pacifist playthrough the player gets a fuller experience out of the game 

by fighting nine of the ten bosses available, who all come around to liking the protagonist. 

Additionally, what may be the most significant reward in terms of gameplay is that the player is 

rewarded with extra story elements should they choose nonviolence, allowing them to have 

deeper emotional interactions with the game. There are two major story elements that only 

become available after a pacifist route is chosen: discovering Alphys’s “true lab” in which she 

conducted experiments on dying monsters in an attempt to set monsterkind free, and learning 

that the true identity of Flowey is actually Asriel, the presumed deceased son of the king and 

queen.  

 

 

 



 

Undertale rewards nonviolence with a fuller experience of the game. 

 In addition to all of this, one of the most culturally significant rewards is that the player 

gets to experience representation of a same-gender relationship only if they choose complete 

nonviolence. Anthropy highlights a viewpoint shared by many LGBTQ people: “As a queer 

transgendered woman in 2012, in a culture pervaded by videogames . . . I have to strain to find 

any game that’s about a queer woman, to find any game that resembles my own experience” 

(Anthropy, 1-2). Representation of LGBTQ characters is provided in Undertale, and is found 

best if a player is completely nonviolent. Throughout the game in a pacifist or neutral (only some 

enemies are killed) playthrough, there are hints along with outright statements about attraction 

between Alphys and Undyne. 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

In a neutral playthrough there are only mentions of their attraction to each other, and in a 

genocide playthrough there are not even hints towards this attraction. It is only in a pacifist 

playthrough that their attraction to each other comes to fruition. After getting what seems to be 

the ending of the pacifist playthrough, the player is then able to load the game again, at which 

point the protagonist is given the opportunity to spend time with Alphys. During this event 

Alphys professes her love for Undyne while roleplaying with the protagonist.  

 



 

 

 

Undyne overhears and reciprocates. Later in the game, the characters almost kiss. 

 

 



 

 

 This storyline reveals an important detail about the politics of the game. The fact that this 

encounter only happens in a pacifist playthrough points towards the idea that the possibility of a 

new kind of game exists, if it is only asked for. Anthropy laments that “most games are copies of 

existing successful games” and that “if one looked solely at videogames, one would think the 

whole of human experience is shooting men and taking their dinner orders” (Anthropy, 5; 3). 

While searching for something different from mainstream violent games, the player is rewarded 

with a game that is far from another copy. Certainly, Undertale can be played similarly to other 

combat-based games and all the enemies can be killed. However, if the player acts morally and 

does the ergodic work of searching for something different, they are rewarded with game 

elements most mainstream games lack. Just one example of these elements is something many 

people such as Anthropy long for: representation of marginalized people, and particularly 

representation that is not voyeuristic (such as in Fear Effect 2, in which “the first scene . . . is of 



the protagonist stripping through a hidden camera”) and in which marginalized people are 

granted a happy ending (Anthropy, 5). 

 Through the use of morally-loaded expressive elements as well as rewards and 

punishments related to killing and not killing, Undertale allows the player to experience what 

games could look like if they stayed true to a real-world sense of morality. Certainly there are 

games that do not require players to kill, but these are almost always games without any combat, 

so the point becomes moot. In some other games about killing, there is a morality system in 

which the player can choose to be good or evil such as in Fallout 3 or Star Wars: Knights of the 

Old Republic. However, these choices rarely cause more than slight differences in the outcome 

of the game and the player can usually choose to go down the opposite path whenever they want 

without facing many consequences. Undertale is unique in that there are realistic consequences 

for killing even one monster, and these consequences never go away. Considering the response 

towards Undertale has been overwhelmingly positive as described on Steam, it appears that game 

players are not turned off by games in which killing means something—quite the opposite 

(tobyfox). Undertale could easily be a trailblazer among games that critically examine morality. 

 

 

Works Cited: 

 

Anthropy, Anna. "The Problem with Videogames." Rise of the Videogame Zinesters. New York: 

Seven Stories, 2012. Print. 

 



Frasca, Gonzolo. "Simulation versus Narrative: Introduction to Ludology." Video/Game/Theory. 

Ed. Mark J.P. Wolf, Ed. Bernard Perron. Routledge, 2003. Print. 

 

Fockboxx. “Undertale – All Differences in a Genocide Run [Undyne the Undying/sans fight 

included].” Online video clip. YouTube. Google, 17 Sep. 2015. Web. 6 Mar. 2016. 

 

Grubb, Jeff. "2015 NPD: The 10 Best-selling Games of the Year." Venture Beat. 14 Jan. 2016. 

Web. 6 Mar. 2016.  

 

Russ Money. “Undertale with Russ and Cry – [Part GENOCIDE].” Online video clip. YouTube. 

Google, 6 Nov. 2016. Web. 6 Mar. 2016. 

 

Salen, Katie, and Eric Zimmerman. "Interactivity." Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals. 

Cambridge: MIT, 2003. Print. 

 

Schenold, Terrence. “A Gutenberg Revolution for Games?” Critical Gaming: Introduction to 

Game Studies. University of Washington, Seattle. 14 Jan. 2016. Lecture. 

 

Sicart, Miguel. "Players as Moral Beings." The Ethics of Computer Games. Cambridge: MIT, 

2009. Print. 

 

Tobyfox. "Undertale." Steam. Valve Corporation. Web. 6 Mar. 2016.  


