
 

'Fortnite' teaches the wrong lessons
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In recognition of the fact that "Fortnite" has quickly become one of the
most popular video games in the world – one played by more than 125
million players – I decided to play the game myself in an attempt to
understand its widespread appeal.

As a parent and as a political theorist who focuses on education and its
impact on democratic society, I couldn't help but notice how much the
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game seems to teach children the wrong lessons about how to function as
an adult and interact with others. I came away from my "Fortnite"
experience thinking that the game is raising young people to be self-
centered, not good citizens.

Some may question why a political theorist wishes to weigh in on the
impact of a video game. But political philosophers – going back as far as
Plato – have long recognized the influence that games have on the body
politic. In the 18th century, for instance, Swiss political philosopher Jean-
Jacques Rousseau noted that games establish habits and attachments that
will shape what kind of political actors children become.

For that reason and others, I believe it pays to seriously examine the
influence that "Fortnite" might have on how children come to view
society and the world.

A 'Fortnite' education

But first, a little background on the game itself. In the most popular
version of "Fortnite," Battle Royal, your character drops from a floating
bus onto an island with other players where the goal is to be the last
survivor. You run through forests, urban landscapes and fields, collect
weapons and health potions, kill other players, build structures and
dance.

As one who spent several weeks playing the game, I can attest that the
game speeds up your heart rate, makes you laugh, enables you to
communicate with other people and teaches you strategy – all within the
realm of a fantasy world. A teacher told Education Week that "all my
kids talk about is Fortnite" and that the game is "uniquely distracting"
because other kids want to watch you play.

Some parents even hire tutors to help their children become better at
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"Fortnite."

People play on the most sophisticated gaming platforms as well as their
home computers and cellphones. I myself played on a cellphone.

One popular "Fortnite" gamer, Richard Tyler Blevins, also known as
"Ninja," recently appeared on the cover of ESPN. Hundreds of
thousands of people watch him and others play on the live video-
streaming platform Twitch, enabling him to amass a fortune of 
US$500,000 a month.

A time-consuming habit

Students play or watch "Fortnite" in the evenings, on the weekends, at
the library, and even in class. According to a survey by financial
education company Lendedu, the average player spends between six and
10 hours per week playing the game, with 7 percent of the respondents
saying that they play more than 21 hours per week. The average player
also spends about $85 on the game, according to Lendedu.

The New York Times published an article with advice on "parenting the
Fortnite addict." The advice included using the game as "a carrot adults
can use to their advantage." The deeper question, however, is what are
the long-term consequences of raising a generation of "Fortnite" addicts?

Ill effects and individualism

Society should also think about the health consequences of having
children play violent video games for long stretches of time. In 2011,
researchers at the Indiana University School of Medicine performed an
analysis of the brains of a group of men with low past exposure to
violent video games. Half the group then played a shooting video game

3/6

http://www.espn.com/espn/feature/story/_/id/24710688/fortnite-legend-ninja-living-stream
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBwZ_JDEsbI
https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/news/2018/04/15/teens-obsessed-fortnite-and-its-driving-school-teachers-crazy/510496002/
http://fortune.com/2018/06/27/fortnite-average-spending/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/30/well/family/parenting-the-fortnite-addict.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/30/well/family/parenting-the-fortnite-addict.html
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2011/11/111130095251.htm


 

for 10 hours in a week, while the control group did not. When the
researchers did a brain analysis after two weeks, they discovered that the
group that played violent video games showed less activation in the parts
of the brain that control emotion and aggressive behavior. According to
the lead researcher, Yang Wang, "These findings indicate that violent
video game play has a long-term effect on brain functioning."

People who play violent video games for long stretches of time tend to
develop depression, anxiety, and dissociation from reality. In "Glow
Kids," Nicholas Kardaras explains that when a player achieves a "kill
shot" in a shooter game, their brain releases a pleasure-causing chemical
called dopamine. This in turn makes video games highly addictive.

Married couples around the world are already blaming "Fortnite" and
other video games for their divorce.

Alternative views

One should not be quick to blame video games for acts of violence; most
children who play "Fortnite," of course, will not re-enact the game in
real life. Defenders have noted that "Fortnite" is more "cartoony" than
other shooter games such as "Call of Duty" or "PlayerUnknown's
Battlegrounds." That said, "Fortnite" still involves hacking other people
with an axe or pointing your gun at them and trying to kill them. At a
minimum, the game is not teaching young people to settle disputes with
words.

Finally, and most problematic, "Fortnite" trains children to think
primarily of themselves and maybe a small circle of friends.

When people play "Fortnite," they enter their own little world. For
maximum enjoyment, players wear headsets and keep their hands glued
to their keyboard and mouse. Sometimes, players text or talk with other
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people or do Playground mode, which is closer to "Minecraft" than a
shooting game. More frequently, people play by themselves in the Battle
Royale version of the game where the goal is to be the last survivor in a
war of all against all.

Threat to democracy

An op-ed in Education Week argued that playing "Fortnite" "is very
similar to playing army men in the woods and building forts." This is, in
my view, false. Playing with your friends in a forest building real things
and using your imagination is one thing. Playing by yourself in front of a
screen, building virtual things and manipulating ready-made images is
another. You don't have to care about, cooperate with, or talk with other
people to play "Fortnite."

In "Democracy in America," the French political theorist Alexis de
Tocqueville warned that the greatest threat to democracy is 
"individualism," a disposition to isolate oneself from everyone other than
a small circle of like-minded people.

In "Fortnite," the combat zone contracts as the storm pushes you into
closer proximity to other players. That is an apt metaphor for the game.
"Fortnite" shrinks your world so that you only think about the survival of
yourself and maybe a few members of your squad.

"Fortnite" may not be the only violent video game that emphasizes
individualism and survival. But given its current popularity and appeal on
the planet, it pays to examine its effect on the individuals who will make
up society as a whole.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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