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A Cruel Fate

 Emergent tragedies in The Shrouded Isle







http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=peD9wAQswRI












The Shrouded Isle

● August 2015: Prototype made during Ludum Dare 33 

● August 2017: The Shrouded Isle released.

● November 2017: Sunken Sins expansion released. 

● January 2019: Switch version released.



Emergent Tragedies

● Theme: “You are the Monster”

● Ludonarrative Congruence: Tell 
the narrative through the gameplay.

● Utopian Design elements 
undermined Tragic narrative.



Utopian

● Growth

● Unity

● Triumph

● Stagnation

● Division

● Failure

Dystopian



Why Emergent Tragedies?

● Depict dystopias and moral greyness

● Achieve ludonarrative congruence.

● More impactful experience since the 
player creates their own downfall.

● Challenging, due to requiring 
alternative gameplay elements. 



Overview

1. Psychological Resources

2. Character-oriented Mechanics

3. Progression through Information 



1. Psychological Resources











Psychological Resources

● Makes the player embrace the 
cult’s values.

● Divorced from objective reality 
or survival.

● Dissociates player’s interests from 
the villagers’ interests.



Volatile Stagnation

● Alternative to sustained economic 
growth.

● Overall size of economy is stagnant.

● Individual resources can fluctuate 
greatly.

● Dynamically creates cascading 
crises.















Volatile Stagnation

● Simple choice given dramatic nuance 
through high volatility.

● Stagnant economy prevents spiraling 
growth or collapse.

● Psychological resources easier to 
justify as being interconnected than 
physical resources.



Reigns

● Combines physical resources with 
faction strength. 

● Punishes for both maxing out or 
bottoming out. 

● Sudden Death: volatility without 
stagnation



2. Character-Oriented Mechanics



Process-Oriented



● Goal: Dramatize resource 
management via unpredictable 
characters.

● All actions involve characters.

● The player can order characters, 
but not directly control them.

Character-oriented









Expectations and Betrayal

● Player’s engagement results in 
implicit trust.

● Mismatched expectations cause a 
sense of betrayal.

● Adds narrative context to 
otherwise banal resource 
acquisition.





3. Progression through Information



3. Progression

● Conventional approach: Wide 
(Expansion) or Tall (Upgrade)

● Incompatible with narrative: The 
island is isolated and has a dwindling 
population. 

● Progression through information 
gathering.



Hidden Traits and Inquiries



Changing Perceptions

● Character will behaves the same, 
but...

● Change in Player’s Perception: 
Player can more accurately predict 
impact of using character. 

● Change in Villagers’ Perception: 
Sacrificing fully investigated 
characters gives bigger bonuses or 
lower penalties.

















Blinding the player

● Allow good intentions to go wrong. 

● Encourage players to get to know 
characters.

● Reward prudence and foresight, if skilled 
players can make reasonable assumptions.





Takeaways



Emergent Tragedies allow players to create their own 
downfall.



1. Psychological Resources encourage players to 
embrace alternative paradigms.



2. Character-Oriented Mechanics dramatize resource 
management.



3. Progression through Information allows players to 
improve over time without direct empowerment. 

 





Jongwoo Kim, Kitfox Games

@KitfoxGames

www.KitfoxGames.com

jongwoo@kitfoxgames.com




