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Abstract 

As an anomaly on the market of military shooters of the 21st century, Spec Ops: The 

Line entails a journey of undetermined realities and modern warfare consequences. In 

this study, the narrative is analyzed from the perspective of Jean Baudrillard’s idea that 

simulations have replaced our conception of reality. Both the protagonist and the player 

of Spec Ops will unavoidably descend into a state of the hyperreal. They experience 

multiple possible realities within the game narrative and end up unable to comprehend 

what has transpired. The hyperreal is defined as the state in which it is impossible to 

discern reality from simulation. The simulation of reality has proliferated itself into 

being the reality, and the original has been lost. The excessive use of violence, direct 

approach of the player through a break with the 4th wall and a deceitful narrator 

contribute to this loss of reality within the game. Although the game represents 

simulacra, being a simulation in itself, the object of study is the coexisting state of 

hyperreal shared between protagonist and player when comprehending events in the 

game. In the end, neither part can understand or discern with any certainty what 

transpired within the game. 

 

Keywords: Ludology, violence in video games, hyperreal, Baudrillard, military 

shooter. 
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This is where the characters have to look at the 

consequences of their actions and say: Should we have 

gone further? Should we have left? Should we leave 

now? Is it right to keep going? And if the player is 

thinking about seriously putting down the controller at 

this point, then that’s exactly where we want them to 

be emotionally.  

Walt Williams, Lead Writer for Spec Ops: The Line 

 

 

 

 

Since the initial appearance mid-2012, Spec Ops: The Line (Yager) has intrigued and 

shocked the general public and scholars alike (Pitts, Mitch). It rattled the status quo of 

military shooters and its dominant era of militainment by introducing introspective 

storytelling and clever use of the conflict between its narrative and gameplay – also 

known as ludonarrative dissonance1. Following the wake of Spec Ops inception, critics 

and scholars began dissecting the narrative and gameplay to give a better point of view 

regarding its apparent explosiveness. Areas such as militainment and war media 

(Keogh), and critical self-reflection on the Iraqi war have been thoroughly explored due 

to the theme of the game (Payne, Morwood). Heavily inspired by Joseph Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness, the game has produced a modern representation of a journey into 

hell, giving a Dante’s Inferno-esque perception of modern warfare. However, the game 

also dissembles the experience in that the player has problems knowing what is truthful 

in the events that occur within the game. It is not a question of what happens, but what 

the player chooses to believe during the play through. 

To begin with, the process of dissecting a computer game must be distinguished 

as an interactive experience rather than a critical view of a transcript narrative in textual 

form. In contrast to an analysis on narratives in other mediums, games provide 

relationships between the player and narrative that distinguishes itself compared to 

other media. As Tanya Krzywinska stresses, these relationships create an analytical 

focus on game play, interactive processing and the “cultural/semantic” aspects within 

the game story (121). Despite these discrepancies, this does not mean that games lack 

narratological elements. They should be portrayed as a different genre rather than as 

                                                 
1 For further reading regarding ludonarrative dissonance, see Hocking, C. (2009). Ludonarrative 

Dissonance in Bioshock: The Problem of What the Game is About. 
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something separated from another field of study. It contains a multiplicity of 

storytelling and is dependent on the interaction with an external entity to fully function. 

Whilst a film or book continues to tell its narrative regardless of the recipient’s 

response, games require action on the part of the active observer and its narratological 

structure depends on his/her actions (Carlquist 10). 

To recapitulate the overarching story of the game, the main characters Captain 

Walker, Lieutenant Adams, and Sergeant Lugo are chased in a helicopter above the 

sand covered city of Dubai. After a sudden crash and subsequent exposition by Colonel 

Konrad, the story then moves on to the first playable part of the game: the arrival of 

Walker’s Delta squad. From there, Walker and his men quickly change their objective 

from search and rescue to search and destroy as events escalate into total conflict. They 

discover that there is an ongoing battle between the CIA and Konrad’s “damned” 33rd. 

As the game progresses, Delta is responsible for the deaths of hundreds of American 

soldiers, the destruction of the only water source in Dubai, and lastly, the war atrocity 

of killing civilians. For most of their journey, they are assailed by enemy soldiers 

coordinated by a former war-correspondent who communicates via radio. They find 

and kill him, only to escape into a reenactment of the initial helicopter chase. In the end, 

Walker is the sole person alive from his squad – Sgt. Lugo being lynched by a mob and 

Lt. Adams presumed dead from an impossible firefight – and arrive at the Burj Khalifa 

where Konrad resides. It ends with a multiple choice section where it is revealed that 

Konrad was a hallucination in Walker’s mind, and that many situations were 

inaccurately shown. This was so not only to the player, but also to Walker’s squad that 

was kept in the dark about his state of mind, continuing to follow orders that were often 

questionable. These endings lead to the following conclusions:  

 

1. Walker commits suicide atop the tower after realizing his hallucinatory state; 

2. Walker gets shot by the apparition of Konrad i.e. he takes his own life; 

3. Walker shoots the apparition of Konrad and proceeds into a new scene where 

another American rescue mission finds him after what seems a long time after 

the events. Subsequently, this encounter can have 3 possible outcomes: 

4. Walker invites aggression and gets gunned down by the American soldiers. 

5. Walker gives up his weapon and follow the soldiers back where they come from; 

6. Walker kills every American soldier and picks up one of their radios. 
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Concerning the conceit of reality – as can be experienced during Spec Ops gameplay – 

Jean Baudrillard gives an interesting theoretical framework in which the parameters of 

the game can be interpreted. In the thesis of Simulacra and Simulation, his postmodern 

view of reality is especially relevant as it deals with the assumption that a clear 

distinction between reality and fiction no longer exists. Using his theory on the four 

stages of the precession of simulacra, Spec Ops arguably puts both the player and its 

main character through a process of: 1. a reflected reality; 2. the concealment of said 

reality; 3. the concealment of the lack of a profound reality; 4. the state of a simulation 

related to no reality: a simulacrum (Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation2 6). In this 

sense, the impressions experienced while playing the game could reasonably be 

portrayals of a reality that is part of images of an imagined state of real, or hyperreal, 

in itself. In this case, Spec Ops could conceivably be a simulation of a reality that does 

not really exist, but exists only in a representation of a false reality in the game’s 

framework, toying with the player’s expectations in the given genre. However, this is 

also true for the protagonist within the game. Inside the game narrative and constructed 

framework, the main character, Captain Walker, cannot perceive what is real and what 

a representation of the real truly is. Walker escapes into a state of hyperreal to avoid the 

reality surrounding him, and as a result, distorts the reality within the game causing the 

player to share his condition. With this in mind, I claim that a player of Spec Ops: The 

Line cannot understand what is real within the game, and simultaneously, the 

protagonist of the game mirrors this given state. There are only representations of false 

realities, that is, a simultaneous state of hyperreal coexisting for the player and the 

protagonist. 

On the subject of simulacra, it is defined as the complete absence of reality; 

simulations of simulations have occurred, and the dividing line separating the real with 

the simulated is obscured. Regarding simulations, Baudrillard remarks that simulations 

are the epiphany of a replication. It is not a similarity nor a mere imitation, but rather a 

complete reproduction of the original. It is without “a referential being, or a substance. 

It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal” (Simulacra 

1). Further, my intention is to illustrate how the precession of simulacra is visible within 

the game narrative from the perspectives of both protagonist and player. Of course, 

many scholars such as Christopher Norris ask the important question of whether any of 

                                                 
2 Will be referred to as – Simulacra – from this point on. 
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Baudrillard’s thoughts are relevant as they assumably lead to an “ideological 

mystification” (384), which undermines our theoretical frameworks from the 

enlightenment to our present day (369). In addition, there is arguably an inherent 

problem of computer games being simulations themselves, thus forging a 

misunderstanding that the intended study is redundant. However, it is not the simulation 

of the game itself, but rather the state of hyperreal experienced concurrently in the 

consciousness of the player and protagonist that is being analyzed. Baudrillard’s 

theoretical idea of the hyperreal is useful when identifying the perception of reality, 

regardless of whether or not it is important for civilizational and political thought. 

Throughout the game, certain segments of the narrative appear as part of a real 

reality or truth against the deception surrounding it. These are discussed in terms of 

reality and truth, but never represent them as the events within the game are impossible 

to completely unravel. Both the protagonist and the player will be steered towards a 

plausible outcome and regard it as the most likely outcome. However, it is important to 

clarify that the use of this terminology is merely rhetorical for the sake of explaining 

their perceptions of imagined truth and reality. Regardless of the protagonist’s and the 

player’s yearning for knowledge and clarification of the real, the real remains elusive, 

lost and disguised in an overabundance of simulacra. 

Lastly, as an outline for the discussion the different perspectives of the 

protagonist and player are analyzed through selected scenes of the game. The 

continuous decline of Captain Walker and subsequent consternation experienced by the 

player are explained via imagery, dialogue, and actions. Further, confrontation by way 

of loading screens and achievements breaks the 4th wall and directly addresses the 

player. The misleading imagery, incoherent reasoning and subconsciously falsified 

justification for action all contribute to the loss of reality within the game. 
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The Lost Reality Inside Spec Ops: The Line 

 

It takes a strong man to deny what’s right in front of him. And if the truth is undeniable… You 

create your own. (Col. John Konrad, former Commander of the US Army 33rd infantry.) 

 

In Spec Ops: The Line, the protagonist is engaged in medias res within a helicopter 

escape under heavy fire (Yager, Ch. 13). After a short playable section where Walker 

shoots down other helicopters, the scene ends with a crash that cuts the screen to black. 

However, the first sample of a reflected reality within the game can be identified in how 

the opening gameplay commences. Initially, during the game menu screen, a lone 

soldier sits atop a ruined building surveying the city of Dubai flanked by a torn upside 

down American flag that flutters in the wind (Yager, Menu). When the game is initiated, 

the scene is interrupted without transitions and the earlier mentioned helicopter flies 

past the described scene. Now, this creates the feeling of being part of something that 

has happened, while preserving the moment of the player’s immersion. The engagement 

of the player is based upon the assumption that the player accepts the given scene, no 

matter what it entails. This is achieved since the gameplay of the helicopter chase and 

overblown military engagements are commonplace in modern shooter games (Payne 

267). Hence, by focusing on throwing the player into a scene that could possibly be the 

protagonist’s death, the expectations are thus altered and fixated on what has happened. 

This seamless fade from game menu to direct engagement plays heavily on the player’s 

mind, enforcing the idea that what has happened came from a reality within the game 

before the player was involved. In this sense, a reflected reality has begun to take shape 

in the player’s mind where the helicopter scene continually works as a context in his/her 

understanding of the game. 

As for the protagonist, his beginning is violent, loud and confusing as he leads 

what seems to be his comrades in battle against an unknown enemy (Ch. 1). The 

strikingly unreal elements of violence poses the question of whether or not he is actually 

part of the battle or trapped within his own delusions. As he is military trained, he would 

notice the unlimited ammunition supply, the perplexingly strong opponents who can 

absorb hundreds of 20 mm shots from a Gatling gun before falling to their deaths and 

his own vitality in taking multiple hits without dying. The finale of him crashing into 

                                                 
3 All chapters from this point on refer to: Yager. 2012. Spec Ops: The Line. 2K Games. Video game. 
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another helicopter would surely lead to his death. However, at this stage it is unknown. 

This initial scene with Captain Walker is vital in understanding his inherent problem 

with grasping reality in the boundaries of the game. As he suffers from delusional and 

erratic behavior coupled with hallucinations, the scene could be real or the effect of his 

own psychosis. The experience is notable since it produces the same effect on Walker 

as it does on the player. Independently of whether it has happened or not, it is in any 

case a possibility among many that it could have happened. The effect is that Walker 

has created a reference to the reality within the game, making him reflect a reality either 

in his mind or as a memory. Above all, the scene is crucial for Walker’s perception of 

his surroundings as the scene will be repeated at the end of chapter 12. 

Closing with a fade to black, a change of pace is introduced as a luxury hotel 

room is materialized during what could only be Walker’s own narration in the 

background. The eerie voice echoes slightly as if imagined in a trance, a minor detail 

that could be hinting at Walker’s hallucinatory state of mind (Ch. 1). His discussion 

revolves around the supposed villain in Konrad, former comrade, officer and mentor, 

discussed in an inquisitive manner as if asked questions that cannot be heard explicitly, 

yet stated nonetheless. This juxtapositional interlude influences the player’s impression 

of recent events, which is something that strongly underlies future events in the game. 

The player cannot pursue the story without wondering about the implications that are 

made: that Konrad is regarded as a hero in Walker’s eyes, thus, projecting this image 

not only to himself, but also to the player. It represents another layer of possibilities 

that conceals whatever reality that once existed, and contemporaneously seduces the 

player into the trap of simulatory presence. Additionally, the scenery entailing a 

Congressional Medal of Honor encased in a wooden frame, Walker’s construal of 

passive observance in war – a subtle piercing of the 4th wall, addressing the player as a 

sort of adjudicator – and finally the visage of Konrad walking among exquisite 

fountains and Zen rock gardens, creates a sense of false familiarity. This profuse 

presentation of Dubai, in coalition with American military exploits and the third person 

view enhance the sense of transgression that permeate every part of this respiratory 

lapse. The player can feel that something is wrong, but the paranoid faculty is refocused 

with the words of Konrad’s radio transmission: “attempted evacuation of Dubai ended 

in complete failure” (Ch. 1). On this idea, Gerry Coulter agrees that the “gamer” 

experiences “first-hand the immersion, immanence and immediacy of the virtual” 

(364). Coulter discusses how Baudrillard believes that the player will “lack” a 
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“distinction between the real and the virtual” because of the overwhelming simulacra 

(359; 364). Indeed, even Walker is unavoidably a victim of his own recount, as his 

apotheosis of Konrad only serves as moral and ethical escapism of truth, absorbing his 

rationality which further disorients his reality. This last strand of information followed 

by the title screen is the first time where the game conceals the real truth of nothingness: 

that everything that the player and protagonist experiences is a complete simulation, a 

descent into the hyperreal.  

Furthermore, imagery throughout the game enhances and confirms the idea of 

Walker’s damaged hallucinatory state of mind and ultimately obscures the player’s 

perspicacity. These are numerous and manifest themselves in varying degrees. For 

instance, after the initial shootout with the Dubai insurgents in chapter 1, Walker and 

his team find themselves underground where they discover a row of dead soldiers. 

Evidently, they were slaughtered en masse reminiscent of US atrocities, in Walker’s 

own words: “just like the Kabul death squads” (Ch. 1). The horrendous scene not only 

associates itself with genocidal tendencies and crimes during war, but also hints at what 

could be Walker’s distorted memory of occurrences. As every event in the game is 

experienced from his point of view including feverish visions, distortion of reality and 

general deceit within his narrative, it raises the question of whether some other past is 

intermingled with his current recollection. In a later chapter when the squad encounters 

the dead staff of Konrad, Walker is reminded of his distinguished service under Konrad 

in Afghanistan (Ch. 8). The previous scene which made Walker recall the dark past of 

US war on terror, may indicate that Walker was part of said squads and is trying to – 

subconsciously – recreate his past. Brendan Keogh discusses this as the “convergence 

of the real” in other military shooters, relating the events of real wars to the interactive 

medium, and that this effectively numbs the player as deaths are “rendered invisible” 

(7). Yet it would seem that instead of converging the real, Spec Ops render it unreal, in 

a sense that it forces the player to question the choices that are made. It “questions the 

contribution of an interventionist West”, and at the same time it problematises Walker’s 

motives (Keogh 13). This additional perplexity, this au courant dubiousness shapes 

another tier of possibilities that the player needs to adhere to. Not only is Walker 

complicating his own past, he is simultaneously establishing a mistrust in the player. 

Moreover, behind the dead American soldiers, detached faces have been painted 

and their eyes scratched out in a representation of what could be interpreted as witnesses 

not wanting to see the truth. Inside the memories of Walker – contemporary or long 
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since abandoned – the surroundings portray the lies he envisions. His cognitive 

dissonance is materialized through picturesque contradictions, adumbrating what 

Walker is doing. In fact, these are intensified as the story progresses. During their initial 

descent from the heights of skyscrapers in Dubai, a gargantuan sized picture of 

Konrad’s face is visible on the side of a building. When arriving on a lower level, this 

is changed to the, supposedly, original poster of a beautiful girl (Ch. 2). Surely, the 

precipitation of Delta squad and the act of moving down level after level suggest a 

strong connection to Walker’s sanity; for every level the team falls, the absurdity of 

Walker’s situation intensifies. At the end of chapter 2, Walker’s team trudge away in a 

scene that can only be compared to Srebrenica, Tuol Sleng and Deir ez-Zor, further 

strengthening the connotating effect of unjustifiable murder to Konrad’s 33rd infantry. 

The level of violence is as Nick Morwood argues, playing with the norms within the 

industry as the “game is both self-aware in its level of absurdity” and that it is “precisely 

normal for many wargames” to depict such scenes (114). It is feasible that Walker wants 

to portray his enemies, now American soldiers, as monsters in an act of dehumanization 

to uphold his moral high ground. Similarly, it continues with the use of white 

phosphorus, numbing Walker to the idea of rationalizing on how to deal with the 

“rogue” soldiers (Ch. 3). Here, one could argue that the allegorical elements of war and 

its experience has lost its inherent link to reality ever since the end of the last great wars. 

George L. Mosse would state that the “reality of war” has been reduced to a “[m]yth of 

the [w]ar experience” (492). Hence, the reality in reference made by the game can be 

questioned to have its basis in the myth of war, rather than the reality of war itself. 

Consequently, the military aspects with historical and contemporary references only 

proliferate the loss of reality. Furthermore, the player – presumably reeling from the 

amount of repugnant behavior of the enemy – has a hard time discerning whether to 

distrust Walker or join him in the heat of the moment. It is a conflict of emotion versus 

reason, and the white phosphorus – banned in modern warfare4 – may push the player 

toward Walker’s sentiments. In fact, the reality in which Walker finds himself, and the 

reality that the player is immersed in, has become indistinct in the wake of this 

confusing imagery, distorted memories and the bombastic events. Even the setting, 

being the city of Dubai rather than the generic Middle Eastern equivalent of our 

prejudiced culture creates a challenge to the player’s estimation of the game 

                                                 
4 Article 1 of Protocol III of the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (Geneva Convention). 
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atmosphere. As Mathew Payne stresses, Spec Ops lends itself on the idea that the player 

is used to playing “military video games” (268). This adds another layer of confusion 

for the player as the uncomfortable violence is usually a part of what constitutes a 

normal military shooter. 

With the escalation of violence, the sanity of Walker is gradually dissipating as it 

is beyond any doubt that his mind is suffering from delusions. During a short discussion 

with Konrad while zip-lining to a building he defends his cause and original purpose 

that he still intends to save people. Suddenly, he crashes into a soldier at the other end 

of the cable, and sees one of his teammates lying on the floor screaming: “Walker! 

What are you doin?” (Ch. 11). As this happens he also raises a pistol slowly to aim at 

Walker’s body, producing either a swift and ferocious attack, a clean shot or losing the 

game by getting killed. If the player reacts with force, then the savage attack breaks his 

hallucinatory spell and the broken pulpy mess of the soldiers head is all that remains. If 

the player choose the melee alternative, his team comments on his unreasonable 

brutality, which generates a weak excuse amid his labored breathing that the soldier 

surprised him. The trust between the player and Walker is again questioned, as the 

player now begins to think back on all the devastation that has occurred, perhaps 

wondering if it was all part of Walker’s barbaric illusions. Walker himself is forced to 

take a hard look at his own actions reflected in his blood-spattered uniform. Not only 

do these segments of brutality distance Walker from himself and his perception of 

reality, but they also provide ample reminders to the player of Walker’s failing mind. 

Similar to Robin Sloan’s research on Far Cry 3: Blood Dragon and Gone Home, Spec 

ops illustrates the “referential power of the video-game form” (17). References, 

reminders, signals, signs, and symbols lash out at the player, who only has Walker as 

the provider of the game’s reality. With the profusion of simulacra and an unstable 

narrator the player inevitably feels as disoriented as Walker. 

Also, correlating with the images surrounding Walker, the very appearance of 

him changes as the story progresses. At first, Walker is a model of American military 

equipment, sporting an arrangement of magazines, a Beretta M9 sidearm and a Delta 

force issue silenced m4A1 rifle. However, as time goes on the weapons are constantly 

changing due to the need for ammunition, forcing Walker to use the AK-47, SCAR-FN 

and a number of other insurgent and US military equipment. His uniform and face get 

ragged, and by the time he wakes up from the helicopter crash his look evokes images 

of Two-face: the classic Batman villain with one normal side of the face, and the other 
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side burnt (Ch. 10). It is a manifestation of his dissociative identity disorder and 

schizophrenia in his face and clothing, half of his visage burnt, gashed and horribly 

scarred, whilst the other reminds the player of Captain Walker of Delta squad. Walker’s 

self-image works its way into his actions, making him live up to his appearance. At the 

same time, the player once again walks the thin line between taking distance from his 

obvious change, and following his lead into what seems to be a means to an end. The 

player is a bystander to the puppet show where the strings have begun to reverse and 

wind their way up back to its master. 

Where the images and Walker’s appearance help distort the reality in the game, 

the deceitful and deceptive nature of events and the protagonist further complicates the 

integrity of every action taken. Walker is without a doubt an unreliable narrator. 

Initially, this is not noticeable as every action and reaction seems in correlation with 

what is expected from a team of Special Forces on a difficult mission. Nonetheless, as 

the story continues Walker’s confirmation bias is clear and he desperately defends his 

mission at every turn, claiming to help people during his rampage of death and 

destruction. At several occasions, Walker confirms his neurotic quest through moral 

and ethical drivel: “Orders ain’t worth following, if it means leaving people to die” (Ch. 

1). In answer to his team questioning his choices he comments: “Hey, you got another 

option, I’d love to hear it” (Ch. 6). When he is asked why they need to choose a side in 

the conflict between CIA and the 33rd, he says that “We got no choice. You’ve seen 

what’s become of the 33rd” (Ch. 7). Finally, during a conversation between Walker and 

Adams: 

 

Adams: “I never seen you like this before” 

Walker: “I’m fine Adams. We can’t walk away from what we’ve seen here. We’re 

not leaving until the civilians can be safely evacuated. I just need you to trust me 

 on this.” 

Adams: “I trust you Walker. I just don’t agree with you.” (Ch. 10) 

 

This is instrumental as his disingenuous behavior forces the player to evaluate the 

events and consider what is going on inside the game. In Walker’s case, the questioning 

of his orders, the constant narration of Konrad’s critical voice and his own failings serve 

as a catalyst for introspection. He forces down the feelings of disgust and failure, but 

clearly shows that he doubts himself. This cycle of violence engulfs the player enough 

to get lost in the events at hand, while the appositional retrospection yanks the player 

back into the role of an observer. As Laurie Taylor explains, a gamer can experience 
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what she defines as intra-diagetic immersion “which allows the player to become 

deeply involved in the game as an experimental space” (12). By the same token, Keogh 

also argues that this violence forces the player to consider “what is not being 

represented in virtual warfare” (14). Consequently, the violence coupled with Walker’s 

ambiguities make it hard for the player to understand what is happening around the 

character. Similarly, Walker works through each of his tasks with burning zeal only to 

be reprimanded which forces him to motivate himself and his team to continue. Both 

the player and Walker plod forward in the wake of unreal destruction, creating a bleary 

picture of the lost reality they find themselves interpreting.  

Other aspects that influence the loss of reality are the many choices that the player 

needs to make during the game and the continual argument between Walker and 

Konrad. First, it is important to outline Walker’s schizophrenic discussions with Konrad 

as the revelation of his condition disperses any notion of truth in the narrative. The 

voice of Konrad – intervening at times after Walker subconsciously tricked his team by 

using a random radio without battery – represents both his imagined villain, but also 

his internal battle using ad hoc justification to convince himself of the validity of the 

mission (Ch. 8). Inadvertently, Walker’s initial idolization of Konrad in the prelude 

adhere to the characterization he wants to portray in both of them. He wants to be a hero 

and to justify his actions he creates a nemesis who complies with the feasible image in 

recent events surrounding them. Obviously, he is unaware of this as the revelatory 

section at the end with Konrad’s apparition is met by denial and shock as he tries to 

contemplate what he has done (Ch. 15). Nevertheless, during the first radio encounter 

with Konrad, the Colonel explains why he killed his commanding staff of officers, 

claiming that “they mutinied” and that he “couldn’t inspire them” (Ch. 8). Apparently 

the excuse for burning them alive was that “order needed to be maintained” (Ch. 8), 

which sustains the mantra of using violent acts to complete the mission. As Walker 

hallucinates these discussions, they are either the self-absorbed excuses that he makes 

to justify his own deeds or paranoid interpretations he invents in order to create a 

scenario where he can become a hero. Indeed, many of Konrad’s declarations and 

arguments excuse many actions that surround the player. The situation at hand is a 

matter of “survival, plain and simple” and that “everything is teetering on the edge of 

everything” (Ch. 8). He confronts the player and himself with choices that are reduced 

to black and white. For example, after a brief explanation on an offense carried out by 

two people – later revealed to be long dead – Walker proclaims to his team that he gets 
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it and that “it’s a test” and Konrad continues by explaining that he needs to “judge these 

men, or pay the price of insubordination” (Ch. 9). In similar fashion, before Walker 

destroys Dubai’s source of water Konrad confronts his reasons for helping the CIA in 

the process, claiming that they “want to bury the truth” (Ch. 10 A). When they leave 

with the water, Konrad states that “there will be a price to pay” and that he hopes that 

Walker “is prepared to pay it” (Ch. 10 A). The recurring rhetoric of actions having 

consequences eventually manifest itself in his dreams. After passing out, Walker is 

awoken by Konrad to witness his deeds in the city. Konrad explains, through the 

phantoms of other characters, that he needs to open his eyes. That “deep down” he 

“knew that” they “all had to die” (Ch. 13). Interestingly Konrad initially refers to “we” 

which could be seen as him and the 33rd, but also him and Walker. This confirms Eva 

Kingsepp’s thoughts on the existential elements of Baudrillard’s state of the hyperreal. 

Ironically, the reality which is simulated without an original in Spec Ops could also be 

seen as a mere reflection of the state in which all humans live in today. Kingsepp argues 

that 

We do not really exist, as existence as a human being consists of being in the 

world . . . and through our perceptions and reflective abilities relate ourselves to 

it. When the referentials are gone, real life is gone, but we are still here, longing 

for existence in a more true sense. (368) 

 

This would mean that the justification Walker seeks and the truth that the player tries 

to discern stem from the same existential need to find purpose from the very actions 

they take. The movements made from the mouse and keyboard and the activity brought 

to life by Walker yearn for distinguished purpose. And even if the choices are illusions 

within the game, carrying only the player and Walker to the predestined endings alike, 

they both continue. For the player, it is to understand and finish the interactive 

experience at hand. For Walker, it is the sole idea of justifying his atrocious deeds and 

the hope of blaming it on his self-made villain. Not even death horrifies Walker or the 

player anymore, because “even death has lost its link to reality” (Kingsepp 372). In the 

end, the dream disappears with Konrad proclaiming that he has to protect Dubai from 

Walker, since his actions have brought ruin to the city and a death toll beyond counting 

(Ch. 13).  

Referencing this to the precession of simulacra, the slow decline of Walker as the 

heroic presence in Dubai correlates with the steps of its inception. First, Walker’s 

conception of what has happened reflects a profound reality in that it pieces together 
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events with the intent to clarify his casus belli. However, as the story progresses he 

begins to mask and falsify events, thus, altering what the original events incorporated. 

This eventually moves onto the third step of concealing the absence of a reality as 

Walker and his team eventually accept their predicaments. Even though Walker is 

reminded of the absurdity of his commitment to the mission, he continues as he is 

blinded by the absence of the original reality. For instance, Adams screams that Walker 

needs to “give it up” and that the “mission’s over” (Ch. 14). In spite of this blatant truth 

in front of him given by his trusted junior officer, he denies it and persists in his struggle 

to finish the mission. Ultimately, Walker reclines into a state of hyperreal due to his 

argent crusade in clinging to his one justifiable reasoning: that the mission is more 

important than everything. 

Finally, each choice that the player makes during the game is only there to 

enhance the player’s and Walker’s feeling of control. For example, after a violent 

exchange between a CIA agent and an American officer – the first choice encountered 

in the game – the player can choose to let the survivor walk slowly and escape or shoot 

him down (Ch. 4). At this stage of the game, no hostilities between Delta squad and the 

33rd infantry have occurred and it would be a strange choice if the player chooses to kill 

him. What the choice implicates is that the player is invited to take the first step into 

the role of a murderer. This is further instigated in the next choice where Walker is 

confronted with either saving Gould, – a CIA agent they need to gain information, or 

hurrying on to help civilians (Ch. 7). Here, Lugo wants Walker to help Gould while 

Adams point out that the civilians should be their priority. The situation gives an 

impression of there being two choices where none is made to be correct. No matter the 

choice of the player Gould dies, which corresponds to the idea that each choice is an 

illusion. The choices are merely there to empower the player and Walker. 

Further, the other choices follow in the wake of the first one, inviting the player 

to give in to the violent nature of the game’s narrative. Do you kill Rick or leave him 

to burn alive beneath the truck (Ch. 11); will you brutally melee the soldier you collide 

with or shoot him quickly in the head (Ch. 12), and finally do you execute the civilian 

mob who killed your friend, or scare them off with a threatening salvo (Ch. 13)? As 

Gonzalo Frasca argues, an interactive narrative often falls into the trap of giving 

“freedom to the player while maintaining narrative coherence” (229). Spec Ops may 

have given the player choices, nonetheless, these are of minor impact and the game 

inevitably steers the player towards the same alternate endings throughout the narrative. 
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In similar fashion, Walker’s own decisions made without the influence of the player 

strengthen his resolve for the mission. Sequentially, his actions lead both him and the 

player into a state of no return. One of the most impactful decisions made by Walker 

happens during the attack on “The Gate”, where Delta squad uses white phosphorus to 

continue their objective (Ch. 8). Having been reminded of the horrors that the chemical 

substance can cause, Walker forces his team to use it in order to overtake a fortified 

position. When the deed is done, the game slows down Walker’s pace, forcing both him 

and the player to survey the damage they caused. Even more, it is revealed that they 

also killed a gathering of civilians who were hiding in military tents, presumably 

sheltered by the American soldiers. Here, Lugo screams wildly and calls out Walker, 

and in extension the player, as a murderer who forced them into becoming his 

accomplices. After a scene of Walker doubting himself, he pulls the team together by 

once again projecting their anger towards Konrad and heads out to continue the mission. 

The scene is important since it questions all violence in the game. The player is 

confronted by the very real aspect of having to stand behind the decisions that Walker 

has committed, since the player has done similar acts of horror as well. It is a conflict 

of understanding that the actions taken were wrong, but that there was no choice and 

that the player and Walker are in this together until the end. In addition, by putting the 

violence to question the player is once again drawn back from the immersion of the 

game. Normally, this non-immersive part is something that a game wants to avoid. 

Britta Neitzel explains how this is part of the “spatial narration” and how games want 

“to make the players choose precisely those possibilities which will form a story-like 

line of [action] . . . without letting them know that they are guided in a certain direction” 

(3.6). What could be seen as bad game narrative structure in the form of ludonarrative 

dissonance unsettles the player into wondering about the truth behind the events. 

Eventually, this act culminates in Walker’s words to his imaginary adversary Konrad, 

where he states that “[t]his war is over”, “Dubai will be evacuated” and that he “will be 

relieved of [his] command” (Ch. 9). Walker has turned his own failures into an incentive 

to use whatever means necessary to reach his goals. 

Before the last chapter and because of continual hints up to this point, the player 

is reminded that it is impossible to understand what happened within the game 

narrative. Not only has this feeling been reproduced through the acts of violence and 

empty choices, but also via loading screens and achievements throughout the game. 

The loading screens begin with statements that refer to warfare, but quickly escalate 
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into accusations and excuses for the behavior seen in the game5. It challenges the player 

tauntingly with “[d]o you feel like a hero yet?” and “[i]f you were a better person, you 

wouldn't be here”, planting doubt in the player’s mind. It reinforces the sentiment of a 

game being just a game, stating that “[t]he US military does not condone the killing of 

unarmed combatants. But this isn't real, so why should you care?” and that “[t]o kill for 

yourself is murder. To kill for your government is heroic. To kill for entertainment is 

harmless”. Further, it reminds the player of Walker’s state of mind, explaining that 

“[c]ognitive dissonance is an uncomfortable feeling caused by holding two conflicting 

ideas simultaneously”, where “Walker's obsession with Konrad has brought nothing but 

destruction - to Dubai and his squad.” It goes as far as to denounce the player’s actions, 

asking “[h]ow many Americans have you killed today?” and that “[i]f you were a better 

person, you wouldn't be here.” Even the element of truth is brought up, as the game 

explains that “[y]ou cannot understand, nor do you want to” and provoking the 

question: “[c]an you even remember why you came here?” The effect achieved within 

the player is that it reinforces the feeling of being involved within the narrative; not 

only as a spectator, but as an integral participant. As Janet Murray emphasizes, the 

engagement of the player outside of the narrative deepens rather than breaks immersion 

with the interactive world (105). In a similar way, Baudrillard argues that “we are no 

longer spectators, but actors in the performance” regarding our perception of reality 

(The Perfect Crime6 29). Accordingly, our way of coping with the “extreme reality of 

the world” is to accept the illusion of reality around us (Perfect Crime 29). Thus, the 

loading screens aimed at the player achieve an immersive feeling, as they offer a way 

for personal investment outside the narrative. The player has impact within the game 

through his/her performance with Walker, but is also condemned as a separate entity 

for the actions taken. Spec Ops regards the player as both integrated and split from the 

protagonist and assesses them on similar terms. These confusing and provocative 

statements that appear in between the action of the game induce questions from the 

player that later become integral parts of the betrayal felt at the end of the story.  

Moreover, the achievements gained during gameplay continue this element of 

critical thought towards the game. For instance, if the player chooses to kill Rick instead 

of letting him burn alive, the achievement “friendly fire” is gained (Ch. 11). When 

                                                 
5 The loading screens appear randomly, with the exception being the ones referring to Ch. 8. These will 

only appear after the chapter is completed. 
6 Will be referred to as Perfect Crime from this point on. 
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doing the opposite, the player gains “unfriendly fire”, playing with the words used for 

attacking friendlies in combat zones (Ch. 11). Further, if the player scares the crowd 

away after Lugo is killed, the achievement “A line, Held” is gained. However, if the 

player mows the crowd down, the player gains “A line, Crossed” (Ch. 13). These two 

achievements are crucial as they imply a connection to the games title: Spec Ops: The 

Line. It is a reminder that the in-game choices have led the player to where he/she is, 

and that in the end the choice to kill unarmed civilians and soldiers rests in the hands 

of the player and Walker alike. The choices do not change the outcome of the story 

until the final revelation, however, they change the investment of the player in taking 

part of each difficult moment. The player is not merely an observer judging Walker’s 

decline, but rather an accomplice being part of every action. The loading screens, 

decisions and achievements make sure that the player feels intertwined with Walker’s 

journey, hence, leading them both into a simultaneous decline into a state of hyperreal. 

In the final part of the game a beaten and haggard Walker arrives at the tower of 

Dubai to be greeted by the remnants of the 33rd infantry. The commanding officer stands 

at attention with his soldiers and proclaims that “Dubai is [his]” to command. Here, the 

phrasing of the officer is key as his comment on Konrad’s whereabouts amounts to: 

“[w]here he has always been. Upstairs. Waiting for you” (Ch. 15). Moreover, during 

his ride in the elevator, Konrad congratulates Walker on doing what the storm could 

not in destroying the “damned 33rd”, and reiterates one of the loading screens when he 

asks if he “feel[s] like a hero yet?” (Ch. 15). When the elevator reaches the penthouse, 

Konrad begins to question Walker’s opinion on himself and Konrad’s own actions since 

he arrived in Dubai. After a brief discussion on their sanity, Walker confronts Konrad 

in front of an oil painting, depicting the civilians who burned to death from Delta 

squad’s use of white phosphorus. Subsequently, Walker finds Konrad’s apparition gone 

and his rotten corpse in a chair on the balcony where Konrad took his own life 

(Appendix B7). At this moment, the player and Walker are simultaneously confronted 

by the overwhelming simulacra. The implications of these few lines and impressions 

are staggering as Konrad is told to be part of Walker’s mind, but narrated to the player 

as the voice of the antagonist. The picture painted in the penthouse depicts a scene that 

has been experienced earlier by Walker, but at the same time the event could be part of 

his delusional narrative. For Walker, it is a symbol of the crimes he committed and tried 

                                                 
7 Contains part of the discussion between Walker and Konrad. 
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to distort with a false representation of reality; for the player, it is a symbol of a scene 

within the game that may or may not have happened since it is evident that Walker is 

suffering from severe DID and post-traumatic stress disorder. Baudrillard allegorizes 

this feeling with a realm of shadows where the shadows are cast from reality and are 

impossible to identify. “In the realm of the shadows, no one any longer has a shadow” 

and they “might then be said to be mere shadows of shadows”, meaning that this 

revelation opened up the endless possibilities that could have happened in the story 

(Perfect Crime 34). The experienced narrative could have been a slight alteration of the 

original or an alteration of the altered one, making it impossible for both the player and 

Walker to identify what transpired within the game.  

Upon seeing Konrad’s decomposing body, Walker proceeds into shock, then to 

denial and at last to one of the multiple endings of the story. In quick succession, it is 

explained that Walker created Konrad as a scapegoat to put himself in position to be a 

hero, and at the same time in order to excuse his own actions. The radio used to contact 

Konrad was without a battery and the many instances of choice were depicting 

hallucinations that obscured the reality for the player – and also subconsciously for 

Walker. In Walker’s case, these successive exposures forces him to realize how deep 

into the depths of the hyperreal he has fallen. The fast flashbacks to instances where he 

either fabricated or hallucinated events – unconsciously or deliberately – provide just 

enough insight for him to understand that he cannot comprehend what happened in 

Dubai. Of the initially six different endings presented previously, the last one 

concerning his confrontation and total annihilation of the American rescue squad is the 

most interesting. Specifically, his final words to the terrified command asking for a 

response from their team as Walker answers: “[g]entlemen, welcome to Dubai” (Yager, 

post credits) – a phrase he already used to his team in the very beginning of the game 

(Ch. 1). This, coupled with the fact that he wears the parade jacket of Konrad’s uniform 

hint at a more tragic truth: that his descent into a state of hyperreal is a reaction in order 

to escape the reality that he finds himself in. In this, Baudrillard delineates that “it is to 

escape this terrifying objectivity of the world that we are currently derealizing it” since 

“the concept of reality even more surely lends force of reality to evil and misery” 

(Perfect Crime 39). Walker cannot live with his actions and generates a multitude of 

simulacra to hide himself from the evils of it. Contradictorily, he wanted to make the 

simulation a reality, striving for it as a sort of utopia, “but a utopia that is no longer in 

the realm of the possible” (Simulacra 123). At the same time, the player fell into a state 
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of hyperreal because of the preference to “an artificial reconstruction of the world” and 

a need for “the lack of distinction between the real and the referential” (Perfect Crime 

43). The player wanted Walker to have good reasons for his horrific actions, thus, 

betting on Konrad to be the monster Walker depicts him as. 

The final confrontation with Konrad revealed that Walker believes his own 

actions to be that of a madman’s, and that his sole redemption would be to defeat 

himself. However as Konrad states, his downfall was that “[n]o matter how hard [he] 

tried, [he] never could escape the reality of what happened” in Dubai (Appendix B). In 

response to his own apparition judging him, he fell back to excuses claiming that it 

“wasn’t possible” and that “what happened here was out of [his] control” (Ch. 15). In 

spite of his efforts to hide his failure, the reality of his actions came back to distort his 

perception of reality even more. Further, his initial rhetorical greeting to his squad 

which is echoed in the end indicates that the whole narrative could be part of a dream 

or a sort of near-death experience where segments of his life are mixed and confused. 

This can also be seen in his confusion when faced with a repeated helicopter chase from 

the start of the game, where he screams that “this isn’t right” and “we did this already” 

before reenacting the very same helicopter crash (Ch. 12). There are also the various 

dreams or nightmares where he struggles with the decisions that led to so much death 

in the city. It is a strong possibility that Walker never arrived in Dubai as part of Delta 

squad, but instead was part of Konrad’s battalion and the reason for the horrible events 

that happened. More specifically, when the narration of Konrad explains why his 

commanding staff was burned to death because of their insubordination, he was 

referring to Walker as much as himself (Ch. 8). Regarding his squad of Lugo and 

Adams, their existence could be the doubt that still existed in Walker’s subconscious, 

where his own ethics are torn between military objectives and human decency. In a 

way, they represent what Baudrillard speaks of as the “search for origin, responsibility 

and reference”, where Lugo and Adams try to make sense of Walker’s unstable 

character (Fatal Strategies 31). 

In conclusion, regardless of why Walker did what he did, the single truth that can 

be established is that his perception of reality is distorted by the multitudinous outcomes 

and versions of his life in Dubai. His experience is clouded in hyperreality with no way 

of escaping the superabundance of simulacra surrounding him. The severity of violence, 

illusion of choice and falseness of his own narration create a penumbra that obscures 

his view of reality. At the same time, the player is hastily introduced to the discovery 
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that the antagonist that should be punished for his crimes, were in fact the player and 

Walker all along. First, this forces the player to remember all the hints and details that 

correlates with this confusing exposure. The direct addressing of the player through 

loading screens, Walker’s supernatural nightmares and his comrades’ constant 

questioning all make an impact with this new information. Suddenly, every event of the 

game is reevaluated as the player has solid proof of Walker’s deceptive narration. 

Where Walker tried to defend his actions in wake of Konrad being dead, the player 

would assess and try to identify where Walker could have altered or lied about events 

within the game. Hence, the player is unable to fully establish what has transpired in 

the game. Yager delivers a game where the protagonist and player are intertwined in a 

net of simulacra, unable to fathom the depths of the hyperreal that surrounds them. With 

the information at hand during the game’s climax, both player and protagonist only end 

up with more questions. The false reality experienced during the game can be 

summarized in Konrad’s own words: 

 

[t]he truth Walker is that you wanted to feel like something you’re not. A hero. 

I’m here because you can’t accept what you have done. It broke you. You needed 

someone to blame. So you cast it one me. A dead man. I know the truth is hard to 

hear, Walker. But it’s time. You’re all that’s left. And we can’t live this lie 

forever… (Col. John Konrad, a ghost in Walker’s own mind.) 

 

The reality within the game has crumbled into a sand storm of simulacra, each grain 

simulating the other, covering reality in Dubai as a whole. On top of the Burj Khalifa 

the genocide of Dubai is visible and the city of gold is turned to a desert. A “desert of 

the real itself” (Simulacra 1). 
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Appendix A 

 

Chapter division in Spec Ops: The Line. 

 

Ch. 1 - The evacuation 

Ch. 2 - The Dune 

Ch. 3 - Underneath 

Ch. 4 - The refugees 

Ch. 5 - The Edge 

Ch. 6 – The Pit 

Ch. 7 - The Battle 

Ch. 8 - The Gate 

Ch. 9 - The Road 

Ch. 10 part 1 (A) - Riggs 

  part 2 (B) - Stealing Water 

Ch. 11 - Alone 

Ch. 12 - The Rooftops 

Ch. 13 - Adams 

Ch. 14 - The Bridge 

Ch. 15 - Welcome 
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Appendix B 

 

Dialogue between Walker and Konrad in Ch. 15. 

 

[Walker slowly searches for Konrad in his apartment, the player is in 

control] 

Konrad: “Now that you’re here, I want to ask you a question.” “What did 

you think when you arrived in Dubai… when you’d seen what I had 

done? Did you think it a work of a madman?” 

Walker: “Yeah… I thought you’d lost your goddamn mind. Or I hoped 

that’s what happened.” 

Konrad: “Oh yes… that would have made things easier… But I wasn’t 

that lucky.” 

Walker: “You sure about that?” 

Konrad: I assure you. I’m as sane as you are, Captain. 

[Walker finds Konrad painting a massive oil painting of the dead civilians 

that Walker and his men killed with white phosphorus; cut-scene starts] 

Konrad: “No matter how hard I tried, I never could escape the reality of 

what happened here. That was my downfall.” “There finished.” “I hope 

you like it.” 

Walker: “What the hell is going on?” 

Konrad: “Your eyes are opening for the first time.” “It hurts, doesn’t it?”  

[Moves aside and turn focus on the finished painting] 

“Go on, what do you think?” 

Walker: “You did this.” 

Konrad: “No, you did.” “Your orders killed 47 innocent people.” 

“Someone has to pay for your crimes Walker.” “Who’s it gonna be?” 

[Konrad walks forward and disappears behind the painting; player 

regains control and sees a chair out on the balcony with a man sitting 

down] 

Walker: “John? Is that you?” 

Konrad: “You tell me.” 

Walker: “I’m done playing games John.” 
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Konrad: “I assure you, this is no game.” 

[Cut-scene initiates when Walker reaches the chair, turns it around and 

finds Konrad’s decomposing corpse and picks up a gun from his limp 

hand; Konrad’s apparition appears behind him and the scenery behind 

them turns pitch black] 

Konrad: “It seems that reports of my survival have been greatly 

exaggerated.” 

Walker: “This isn’t possible.” 

Konrad: “Oh I assure you, it is.” 

Walker: “How?” 

Konrad: “Not how, why!” “You were never meant to come here…” 

 


