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Factions and Social Intelligence
Factions are sets of allegiances that group agents. For example, in 

S.T.A.L.K.E.R. (2007), human agents are divided into the factions of 

Stalkers, Bandits, Army, Duty, Freedom and Monolith – the division 

separates out what are essentially the same agents. Thus, factions 

can add complexity and depth to the agent population without re-

quiring an expansion of agent types: S.T.A.L.K.E.R. also contains a 

number of visually distinct animal, mutant and supernatural entities.

Fig. 4: Two Human Agents in S.T.A.L.K.E.R. (Screenshot): Although they 

belong to different factions, they are the same basic agent.

 

Similarly, they are useful for adding complexity where an increase in 

agent numbers may damage ecological validity. DEUS EX (2000) may 

be futuristic, but it attempts to create a recognizably ‘realistic’ cyber-

punk near-future; having too many non-human agents would place a 

strain upon this diegesis (it could be argued that it already struggles 

with Greasels and Karkians, although, perhaps due to its co-option of 

well known conspiracy themes, not with Greys). The large number of 

competing factions in the game, however, allows for a huge diversity 

of human troop agents simply by affiliation (and a few adjustments to 

visual appearance). By contrast, QUAKE 4 has many agent types, but 

only two factions – human and Strogg. This distinction establishes 

a very different approach to play: in the latter, if it’s not human, it’s 

safe to shoot without any further thought. In the former, there are 

implications for both action (is this the right human to be shooting at) 
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and prediction (if I shoot the NSF agent, the UNATCO troops will side 

with me, but this may affect my ability to get inside the Mole People’s 

tunnels). In other words, by imposing factions into the population, 

the game system is suggesting that higher orders of intentionality 

are at work – and at stake. The Strogg have limited intentionality: it 

is enough to believe that they want to kill anything human, includ-

ing the player. On the other hand, the NSF may want to kill UNATCO 

troops, but this is actually because they believe UNATCO troops to 

be supporting a regime responsible for the spread of a lethal virus. 

Indeed, DEUS EX forces a confrontation between the initial political 

and moral stance of the player and the plot’s development when it is 

revealed that the player has been betrayed. The sequel, INVISIBLE 

WAR (2003), goes even further by not settling on an unambiguous 

nemesis like Page; all the factions are problematic and the player can 

side and switch until late in the game. Thus, the ramifications of their 

actions can be inferred through simple reactions of factional agents, 

increasing the order of intentionality the player has to invest in the 

game which, in turns, requires a different, more cognitively engaged 

style of play, which has implications for attentional resources and 

attached significance.

	 Not only this, but factions allow broad-stroke reactions to be de-

livered across a wider group, in a conceptually similar manner to Sel-

fridge’s Pandaemonium (1959). What matters is the overall effect of 

many stupid process taken as a whole. Thus, rather than packing 

many demons into few agents, it is easier both in terms of system 

capacity and design, to include a larger number of stupid agents and 

make intentionality a product of generalized reaction across a fac-

tional group. For example, the Templar and Illuminati are fundamen-

tally opposed in Invisible War, and ApostleCorp are opposed to both. 

In the Cairo Acrology towards the end of the game, the player enters 

a hangar controlled by the Templar. The player has the choice of co-

operation or refusing. In the latter case, they must fight the Templar, 
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but gain respect from the Illuminati. In the former, they gain the al-

legiance of the Templar but lose this with the Illuminati. Whatever 

the outcome, the player then finds Paul Denton’s body in suspended 

animation. Denton can be revived or killed. Reviving him angers both 

Templar and Illuminati, but serves the agenda of ApostleCorp; killing 

him does the opposite.

	 This is all fairly straightforward, but what is important to note is 

that the response to the player’s actions needs not be subtle. Be-

cause the political decisions are depersonalized, the level of required 

representation is reduced. When the player tells the Templar to “Go 

to Hell” and they immediately attack, each individual Templar’s reac-

tion is unnecessary as they operate en masse. Each of the Templar is 

extremely stupid and has a tiny behavioral response set: Alex agrees 

to give blood: do not attack. Alex refuses to give blood, attack imme-

diately. But the combined mass of Templars enables a virtual, more 

complex affective response to be insinuated by the system. Likewise, 

all any individual Dutyer or Freedomer ‘knows’ is the relative position 

of Strelok along their allegiance bar, whereas the overall effect is of a 

group of individuals responding to the shifting tactics of the player. 

The system is responding apparently intelligently to the player, but 

the requirements of each individual agent are reduced, as the shift 

is illustrated by the avatar’s relative position to factions, rather than 

personalized reaction.

	 So factions, in other words, may assist an ethical framework for 

activity, which itself requires a higher assumption of intentionality. 

A singular faction of agents, as we find in DOOM 3, leaves no room for 

consideration of approach. Inter-factional conflict, such as that found 

in HALO, DEUS EX, S.T.A.L.K.E.R. or Far Cry inferred projected 

intentionality without the system having to do much additional work. 

Trigens will attack Mercs as well as they players, and Mercs see Tri-

gens as every bit as much of a threat, so the groups can be maneu-

vered into a position where they will attack one another, allowing 
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Jack Carver to slip past unnoticed. The application of this strategy 

depends upon the expectation of agents to act intentionally. Exactly 

the same is true of the Flood and the Covenant in HALO, and es-

sentially all DEUS EX and Invisible War do is allow a degree of choice 

in how this is manifested exactly. The actual behaviors of the Mercs 

and Trigens remains highly limited, but the simple factional conflict 

response allows a greater degree of intentionality to be inferred: We 

believe that the Mercs are concerned about the threat of the Trigens, 

who want to kill them, therefore, they will engage the Trigen unless 

they think we represent a greater threat.

	 An agent’s capacity to both enable and manage the adoption of 

the intentional stance in a player is as important to its projected 

sense of intelligence as any innate properties of the underlying fixed-

state system. Not only that, but this can be achieved without com-

plex artificial intelligence, indeed, with just a few simple tricks and 

proper understanding of the role of environmental and social context 

in intelligence. With only a few simple rules, complex behaviors can 

be extrapolated and when these have a clear ecological validity, we 

naturally assume the intentional stance as the most economic means 

of dealing with the behavior. Thus, rather than noting the ludic struc-

tures which mean that Trigens will not enter water as they will be im-

mediately removed from play, we opt for the simpler version: Trigens 

do not enter the water because Trigens cannot swim. On the same 

level, Mercs should trigger alarms to get help because they are ‘in-

telligent’ people; Stroggs may be stupid, but this is alright, because 

they are little more than crudely reanimated cyborg corpses; Grunts 

are cowards, not technicians or philosophers. Simple evidence of 

predictable, contextual behavior is enough to trigger the intentional 

stance, through a process not dissimilar to narrative closure, and an 

information load that gives just enough to enable this process – but 

no more – will cover the remaining cracks. 
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	 Thus, when Grunts run away, it makes the Covenant that much 

more acceptable as a virtual enemy. Faced with a one-man killing 

machine your comrades are already calling “The Demon”, who has 

cut swathes through your ranks and just wiped out your Elite line 

manager (who is twice your size and the only one amongst you likely 

to stand a chance in a fair fight), we can empathize with this response. 

It’s a truly sensible thing to do, a choice we’d all probably make under 

the circumstances. And with that simple masterstroke, it no longer 

matters where the Grunts sleep on their staggeringly empty battle-

ship, or who brings them their food, or letters from home, or any of the 

other things we may expect of a reasonably intelligent creature. We 

empathize, we attach intentionality because we recognize an eco-

logically valid act. If agents are to be believably intelligent, they must 

have characteristics we can identify with as showing evidence of 

intentionality, in an ecologically valid context, and this frequently has 

little to do with the complexity of the state system. Indeed, agents in 

games have a great deal to say to us about the notion of intentionality 

and its relationship to intelligence in general.
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