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Critical Notes

“I am Big Boss, 
and you are, too…”
Player identity and agency 
in Metal Gear Solid V: 
The Phantom Pain

A screenshot from Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Kojima 
Productions, 2015).

ABSTRACT1

From its very !rst entry, the Metal Gear video game series has shown a knack 
for breaking the fourth wall, sometimes with the intent to shock and surprise 
the player with gimmicks, at other times to create plot twists aimed to chal-
lenge the players’ role in the unfolding of the story. This paper aims to examine 
how, through the narrative and the gameplay of the !nal chapter of the ca-
nonical Metal Gear series, Hideo Kojima delivers his closing statement on the 
saga by elevating the empirical player as its ultimate protagonist, while at the 
same time rea"rming his role as demiurge toying around with the concepts of 
agency, identity and self.
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FROM VILLAIN TO HERO

In October 2015, Hideo Kojima and Konami severed an employment relation-
ship that dated back to 1986 (Sarkar, 2015). This event marked the end of the 
Metal Gear saga intended as “A Hideo Kojima Game”, the tagline typically 
attached to the titles directed by him, although Konami holds the intellectual 
property and the series continued without its original author.

The last chapter directed and supervised by Kojima is the closure of a circle 
that had begun almost 30 years before, with the release of the !rst Metal Gear 
game (Konami, 1987), in which a rookie Solid Snake in!ltrates the fortress of 
Outer Heaven to dismantle a terrorist threat, only to !nd out that the terrorist 
leader is none other than his commander in chief, the legendary soldier known 
as Big Boss. Said circle was probably not born as such, as the then-young game 
designer could have not possibly predicted how his experimental game would 
evolve in a multi-million dollar franchise (Makuch, 2014). Although arguably 
a step ahead of most video game narratives of the same time, the plot of the !rst 
Metal Gear was, in fact, far from complex, with few dialogues and mostly non-
descript characters. It can be easily assumed that Kojima had not planned any 
of the storylines that came a#er. This is somewhat supported by the fact that, 
several times across the years, Kojima stated “this is my last Metal Gear”, only to 
keep on coming back to it (Schreier, 2015).

The series’ span has kept on expanding with each iteration, gradually adding 
information, branching storylines, new characters, and o#en negating, correct-
ing, adding or showing under new light events seen in the previously published 
instalments (Brusseaux, Courcier & El Kana!, 2015). It is with Metal Gear Solid 
3: Snake Eater (Konami Computer Entertainment Japan, 2005) that the series 
starts to look like the circle we mentioned above, transporting players back in 
1964 to have them witness the adventures of a young Big Boss, who is present-
ed as immensely di$erent from the exempli!ed, cartoon-like villain intro-
duced in the !rst two games of the saga. Metal Gear Solid: Portable Ops (Kojima 
Productions, 2006) expands on the past of the series’ original antagonist (now 
evolved into deuteragonist), and Metal Gear Solid: Peace Walker (Kojima Pro-
ductions, 2010) de!nitely elevates Big Boss as the saga’s protagonist, a#er the 
departure from the series of Solid Snake in Metal Gear Solid 4: Guns of the Patriots 
(Kojima Productions, 2008).

Thus, Big Boss is also the protagonist of the two !nal games of the series, 
which are Metal Gear Solid V: Ground Zeroes (Kojima Productions, 2014) and Met-
al Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Kojima Productions, 2015). As the number in 
the titles suggests,2 the two games are actually two halves of one, with the !rst 
half being way smaller in scope compared to the latter. The o"cial motivation 
for splitting the game in two was that Ground Zeroes supposedly served as a demo 
of sorts to gently introduce players to a completely new set of game mechanics 
and also to the open-world formula, in contrast to the level design of previous 
instalments which was much more space-constrained (Serrels, 2013). Of course, 

2. This is the !rst time in the series 
that the title switches from Arabic 
numerals to Roman numerals. This 
is not coincidental: V is the initial 
of Venom Snake and Vic Boss, two 
of Big Boss’s many aliases; V also 
stands for both the victory and the 
peace sign; !nally, the letter V is 
made of two perfectly symmetrical 
halves, symbolizing duality.



“I am Big Boss,and you are, too…” Issue 08 – 2019

21Luca Papale & Russelline François https://www.gamejournal.it/?p=3920

there were other, more practical reasons: teasing the audience, encouraging 
hype and buzz around the product, getting user feedback and data to tweak and 
improve game mechanics and, last but not least, starting to generate pro!t by 
selling something that, in the past, would have been distributed for free.

But other than these super!cial, albeit legit reasons, the real signi!cance of 
splitting Metal Gear Solid V into two separate games was that the two halves, in 
reality, had two di$erent protagonists.

ONE IN THREE

Readers who are unfamiliar with the game might be confused by this. We 
mentioned a#er all that the protagonist of Metal Gear Solid V is Big Boss, but 
now we are instead referring to two di$erent characters. The two statements 
only appear to be a contradiction; in fact, they are both valid and true. Just like 
Ground Zeroes and The Phantom Pain are, at the same time, two separate games 
and one single game, the two avatars that players control in these games are, at 
the same time, two separate persons and both Big Boss.

At the end of Ground Zeros, an explosion destroys the chopper carrying Big 
Boss, his second-in-command Miller and a few other comrades. The game ends 
on a cli$hanger, not showing the a#ermath of the explosion. The Phantom Pain 
opens with a !rst-person perspective that puts the player inside a Cyprus hospital. 
Nine years have passed since Ground Zeroes: the player’s avatar has been in a coma 
ever since, a#er su$ering major injuries. He lost most of his le# forearm and has 
shrapnel lodged in his skull that pops out like a horn. He is informed that the 
shrapnel might interfere with his perception and senses and cause sensorial hal-
lucinations; its removal is impossible due to the high risk of a brain haemorrhage.

In these opening sequences, the doctor who is in charge of taking care of 
the character asks for his name and date of birth, upon which the player has to 
manually enter this data. An unassuming player might be slightly confused by 
the request as they are playing under the assumption of controlling Big Boss, 
so answering this simple question would already be tricky; however, players 
might also very easily brush o$ this dissonance and see it as extra-diegetic, with 
motivations residing outside the game’s narrative — for instance providing the 
system with data to be used in online multiplayer leaderboards, matchmaking 
etc. This sort of “intrusion” of extra-narrative elements into the narrative is not 
new to video games in general, and especially not to this speci!c series, which 
o#en references hardware and so#ware explicitly during in-game dialogues as 
noted, among others, by Wolfe (2018) and Fraschini (2003).

Not long a#er being asked for their name and date of birth, the players 
experience another ambiguous event. The same doctor as before informs the 
avatar that facial plastic surgery will be used to alter his traits and help him go 
under the radar. Using a mirror, players can !nally check his/their appearance, 
as everything has been shown from a !rst-person perspective so far: the face in 
the mirror is unmistakably that of Big Boss, albeit scarred and covered in band-
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ages. Immediately a#erwards, players are prompted to use an editor with which 
they can create their avatar’s custom face.3 However, for a brief moment a#er 
completing the personalization of the new appearance, the freshly customized 
face is shown in the mirror, even if no surgery has taken place yet.

Figure 1 – The doctor holds a mirror in front of the player’s avatar (Metal Gear 
Solid V: The Phantom Pain).

The camera cuts to a new scene. The doctor informs the avatar that two 
days have passed since the surgery and that he is responding well, having almost 
completely recovered. The doctor proceeds to show him some pictures with 
Big Boss, Miller and two soldiers posing together and invites him to leave the 
past behind. Then, once again he places a mirror in front of the avatar, but Big 
Boss’s facial traits are shown: how does this make sense, if he is supposed to be 
recovering from the surgery and have a new face? And how come the suppos-
edly new face was shown right before the surgery, instead?

These questions remain unanswered for the time being because this is when 
the actual game kicks in and players are thrown in the middle of the action, 
with the hospital being under attack by unknown forces, which leaves the 
player no time for pondering. A#erwards, the story starts to unfold and the 
doubts cast by the whole shady facial surgery procedure are easily forgotten, 
as the event is never mentioned again. From right a#er the hospital scenario, 
nothing happens that might cast doubt on the identity of the avatar players con-
trol: everything seems to con!rm he is Big Boss. However, an attentive player 
might notice some inconsistencies with the character. For example, Big Boss is 
never described nor shown in any previously released game of the series as an 

3. This is diegetically interpretable 
as the character picking his new 
appearance before the surgery; and 
once again, the unsuspecting player 
might just assume that this is all 
going to be somewhat linked to 
online multiplayer components of 
the game.



“I am Big Boss,and you are, too…” Issue 08 – 2019

23Luca Papale & Russelline François https://www.gamejournal.it/?p=3920

amputee sporting a bionic arm, a horn-like shrapnel lodged in the skull and a 
heavily scarred face. Moreover, in this chapter of the series, Big Boss smokes an 
anachronistic electronic cigar, despite having always been depicted as a tobacco 
lover with a penchant for Cuban cigars. Finally, one last detail clashes with the 
character’s personality: in The Phantom Pain, Big Boss isn’t much of a talker, 
almost presenting himself as “silent protagonist” (Berry, 2015; Mears & Zhu, 
2017), which is a typical trait of what can be de!ned as “shell playable charac-
ters” (Lee & Mitchell, 2018) or “mask avatar” (Fraschini, 2003, p. 53) — the 
kind of digital counterpart that functions best as blank slate onto which players 
can project their ethics, choices etc. (Papale, 2014). However, all these details 
can be easily overlooked, deemed as deliberate design choices, or mistaken as 
the umpteenth case of retroactive continuity.

It’s only at the very end of the game that the ruse is revealed. “The player 
discovers that everything he or she believes to be true following the initial 
playthrough of the hospital escape has been a carefully cra#ed lie, one perpe-
trated on the characters in-game, but also, as meta-narrative, on the player” 
(Green, 2017, pp. 105-106). The entire mission set inside the Cyprus hospital is 
replayed. However, this second time, players are presented with two substantial 
new details that de facto negate and rewrite what was shown at the beginning 
of the game, which can thus be interpreted as partial hallucination. It is worth 
remembering that the protagonist had just awakened from a nine-year coma 
and had shrapnel in his head that may have messed with his senses; moreover, as 
we will soon see, his mind had been manipulated.

We see Miller and Big Boss lying down on hospital beds, with a group of doctors 

working hard to revive the latter. Big Boss appears to be in a coma and a worried 

Miller is trying to get some understanding of his health state. The camera is shaky 

and keeps on zooming back and forth on Miller’s and Big Boss’s faces […] Then 

Miller, breaking the fourth wall, looks into the camera: “What about him?”, he 

asks. The change is sudden and clear. What initially looked like a medium shot is 

revealed to be a !rst-person perspective […] the camera becomes the gaze of a third 

party viewer (Ferrante, 2016).

Miller’s question is answered by one of the medics: “He… He took some 
shrapnel — to the head”. And this is the ultimate revelation. The view is in 
!rst-person: the medic is talking about the player’s avatar. Big Boss is framed by 
the camera, so the only possible explanation is that, during the whole game, the 
player has not been controlling Big Boss.

The screen fades to black, and the sequence already shown at the beginning 
of The Phantom Pain is replayed. The doctor puts a mirror in front of the avatar, 
but this time the face re%ected in it is the one that, many hours before, players 
had carefully created with the face editor. “This is you — as you’ve lived until 
this day”, says the doctor, chasing away any trace of doubt. It is only a#er the 



“I am Big Boss,and you are, too…” Issue 08 – 2019

24Luca Papale & Russelline François https://www.gamejournal.it/?p=3920

surgery that Big Boss’s face is shown. This time around, there is no incoherent 
shi#ing between the two appearances or ambiguity. The avatar is once again 
given the two pictures already seen at the beginning of the game; however, 
while the !rst time they were overlapping and only partially visible, now players 
can see (no pun intended) the full picture: one of the soldiers standing next to 
Big Boss and Miller has the same face as the one created with the custom editor.

The two overlapping pictures, once rearranged, show ourselves next to Big Boss, 

providing the ultimate proof of our physical, ontological presence in the game. The 

picture and the mirror […] attest the existence of the player inside the game world. 

The riddle is now solved, as upon %ipping the picture we can read an inscription 

signed by Big Boss dedicated to the player’s name (Ferrante, 2016).

Lastly, one !nal scene serves as foolproof denouement. The avatar is inside the 
military base of Diamond Dogs as he pops a cassette tape into a Sony Walk-
man. The voice is Big Boss’s:

Now do you remember? Who you are? What you were meant to do? I cheated 

death, thanks to you. And thanks to you I’ve le# my mark. You have too — you’ve 

written your own history. You’re your own man. I’m Big Boss, and you are too… 

No… He’s the two of us. Together. Where we are today? We built it. This story 

— this “legend” — it’s ours. We can change the world — and with it, the future. I 

am you, and you are me. Carry that with you, wherever you go. Thank you… my 

friend. From here on out, you’re Big Boss.

While these words echo in the room, the player’s avatar observes his re-
%ection in the mirror swinging from Big Boss’s face and his original face. A 
%ashback shows the helicopter exploding at the end of Ground Zeroes, but the 
scene has an additional, revealing detail: there was a medic on board, a generic 
character which is never o"cially introduced by the narrative, basically just one 
of the many people serving in Big Boss’s army. In the cutscene, the medic pro-
tects Big Boss with his own body during the explosion, possibly saving his life.

The epilogue !lls the remaining gaps. A#er the explosion, both Big Boss 
and the nameless medic fall into a coma. Big Boss awakens before the medic 
and is briefed about a plan: turning the medic into his doppelgänger by altering 
his physical appearance through surgery and his mind through hypnotherapy, 
to convince him to be the one and only Big Boss. The goal of this engineered 
“phantom” would have been to be a moving target for Big Boss’s enemies; in 
other words, to take the heat while the real Big Boss was under the radar, plot-
ting his next moves.

This revelation, in a way, retroactively corrects most of the series’ canon. 
The stories and legends around the messiah-like !gure of Big Boss are revealed 
to be spurred from the actions of not one, but two people,4 from a strictly nar-

4. This also gives a new meaning 
to a dialogue included in Metal Gear 
2: Solid Snake, where the supporting 
character Kesler, when called during 
the !ght against Big Boss, states: 
“Three years ago, when Outer 
Heaven fell, Big Boss was seriously 
wounded. He almost died… He lost 
both hands, both feet, his right eye, 
and his right ear. But somehow… he 
survived …I don’t know the details, 
but apparently it involved turning 
him into a cyborg. Now he’s half 
man and half machine.” This 
dialogue was originally meant to be 
a tongue-in-cheek reference to the 
apocryphal Snake’s Revenge (Konami, 
1990) in which Big Boss has 
actually been turned into a cyborg. 
However, with the new information 
given by The Phantom Pain, one 
could reinterpret this dialogue as a 
sign of the total success of Big Boss’s 
master scheme: Kesler is a military 
advisor, but despite that, he is 
heavily misinformed about him.
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rative point of view. But we argue that this revelation also has a meta-narrative 
signi!cance. We interpret this to mean that the empirical player is Big Boss; that 
every person that has played the Metal Gear saga has contributed to expanding his 
legend: every in-game action, every small variation of the story, every di$erent 
point of view all come together to collectively form the mythopoeia of Big Boss.

This fake Big Boss controlled by the player is legitimate. He is the player’s Big Boss, 

the one they built from their choices on each of the battle!elds crossed […] The 

player, through their actions, manages to turn an unnamed soldier into a Big Boss, 

perpetuating the myth while the real Big Boss is trying to build his own version of 

Outer Heaven elsewhere in the world. Perhaps even better, it is possible to interpret 

that this nameless soldier is none other than the player (Bêty, 2016, p. 81).

Thus, Big Boss is revealed to be triune: at the same time, he is the “real” Big 
Boss, he is the “phantom” medic, and he is the empirical player.

This narrative twist relocates the player from being a mere spectator to be-
ing e$ectively the co-creator of the story and one of its characters as well; it also 
marks a sudden shi# in the player’s identity and agency, especially in the case 
in which the player had tried to recreate their appearance when using the face 
editor at the beginning of the game.5 At the same time, this twist exponentially 
augments and diminishes the player’s agency: if it is true that the ending el-
evates the empirical player to being an integral part of Big Boss’s legend, it also 
displays a loss of agency in the player, who is revealed to having been operat-
ing under false premises and been misled by Kojima’s ruse — at least on a !rst, 
uninformed playthrough.

FULL CIRCLE

Let’s go back to the bathroom mirror scene. When the cassette tape stops play-
ing, the avatar %ips it and reveals a B side called “Operation Intrude N313”. 
This is the name of the mission a young Solid Snake carried out in the !rst Metal 
Gear. Big Boss’s “phantom” pops the tape in an MSX2 reader (the console for 
which Metal Gear was originally developed). The contents of the B side aren’t 
revealed, but we can infer that a time jump of about ten years happens at the mo-
ment the cassette is %ipped. Metal Gear is set in 1995 while The Phantom Pain is 
set from 1984 onwards; the B side’s name suggests that this cassette contains the 
mission brie!ng for “Operation Intrude N313”, which couldn’t realistically have 
been planned so long before. Another detail seems to con!rm the time jump 
theory, once again thanks to a revealing mirror: the re%ection of the Diamond 
Dogs logo is replaced by the insignia of Outer Heaven. All of this suggests that 
this scene is set right before, or during, the events of the !rst Metal Gear. 

This brings us to the ultimate revelation. The Big Boss who dies in the ex-
plosion of the fortress of Outer Heaven is the “phantom” born from the explo-
sion of the chopper in Ground Zeroes. The “real” Big Boss is elsewhere, building 

5. If we consider that the best-case 
scenario to surprise players is the 
one in which they tried to recreate 
their own face with the avatar 
editor, we can assume that players 
who don’t identify as male are at a 
clear disadvantage here, due to the 
impossibility of selecting a female or 
non-binary face.
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Zanzibar Land (a specular re%ection of Outer Heaven). Thus, the Big Boss 
who is defeated in Metal Gear is, in a way, the empirical player. In a single blow, 
Kojima rewires and rewrites the player’s role, agency and identity as the saga’s 
motive force and original villain. Players discover they “killed themselves” 
years before, by killing Big Boss’s “phantom”.

With regards to Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty (Konami Computer En-
tertainment Japan, 2002), Fraschini said& “Truth is an in!nite process. Which 
means it needs to be constantly rebuilt” (Fraschini, 2003, p. 125). This was the 
!rst episode of the saga that strongly presented itself as a& meta-narrative, post-
modern work (Papale & Fazio, 2018; Markowski, 2015; Higgin 2009). If this 
proved to be true back then, with Metal Gear Solid V Kojima delivers one !nal 
blow onto the player’s identity, revealing how the virtual and physical worlds 
are intertwined.

FEELING THE PHANTOM PAIN

As previously stated, the path to the publication of Metal Gear Solid V corre-
sponded to the one that saw Kojima and Konami parting ways. The dynamics 
that led to this breakup are, to this day, quite muddy, but it can be easily in-
ferred that they had a signi!cant impact on the !nal product, also considering 
how Kojima Production’s sta$ ended up, during the last months of develop-
ment, with restricted access to corporate internet, email and phone calls (Sarkar 
2015). This is to some extent con!rmed by the fact that a whole storyline (the 

Figure 2 – The “phantom” of Big Boss stares at his re%ection. The insignia of 
Outer Heaven is visible in the back (Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain)
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one related to Eli, a.k.a. the young Liquid Snake, one of the sons of Big Boss) 
is pretty much rushed to a conclusion that fails to tie several loose ends. As it 
turns out, this is because a whole mission, the so-called “Mission 51: King-
dom of the Flies”, was originally meant to be included in the !nal product but 
never made it in time for the release date, ending up being cut. The existence 
of this cut content was revealed later on with a collector’s edition of the game 
that includes artworks, partial cutscenes and recorded dialogues that, when 
put together and !lling in the blanks with some induction, provide a satisfying 
closure for Eli’s storyline.

The release of this cut material sparked a heated debate on whether the 
“Mission 51” is to be considered part of the series’ canon. Konami itself 
weighed on the matter, con!rming that it is not canon (Peckham, 2016); but 
in a time and age where customers’ feedback and user-generated content are 
paramount in the success of a franchise ( Jenkins, 2006, 2013) it is hard to 
exactly determine who can say what is canon and what is not. In this regard, 
the players’ agency crosses the boundary of the gameplay and raises interesting 
questions about authorship and ownership. If the players as collective identity, 
as we argued before, are the real keystone to the saga, should it be them who 
determine what is canon, and how? Can and should the game publisher’s stance 
be taken into account in this evaluation? Or should Kojima’s opinion be the 
only one that matters, knowing how possessive he has always been in regards to 
the authorship of his creation (cf. Wolfe, 2018)?

Finally, it might not be too far-fetched to argue that the sense of un!nished-
ness a player may feel when reaching the conclusion of the game is actually a 
desired outcome, one that resonates with the theme of the “phantom pain” (the 
feeling of something that “should” be there, but it is missing) and ultimately 
the themes of loss and letting go (Dawkins, 2015).

This bait-and-switch technique, a#er all, is used on two other occasions by 
Kojima in The Phantom Pain. During the whole game, as players, we are en-
couraged to build and develop our “Mother Base”, an o$shore military facility 
that we can expand by acquiring materials and skilled personnel. In Mission 
43, the Mother Base faces an epidemic that, if spread, would pose a threat to the 
whole world: a vocal cord parasite that reacts to very speci!c sound waves that 
are unique to a given language, and that could potentially be used as an ethnical 
cleansing tool. During this mission, the player must visit the quarantine zone 
of the base and put out of their misery all those infected beyond any reason-
able doubt. As the mission progresses, it becomes awfully clear that nobody can 
be spared, because everyone is infected. This moment of the game is the only 
section of The Phantom Pain where non-lethal options are not possible and the 
player is forced to kill, e$ectively destroying their own squad, put together a#er 
so much e$ort and many hours of gameplay; Kojima deprives players of choice 
a#er having trained them through narrative, gameplay and scoring system to 
avoid violence whenever possible (Bêty, 2016).
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Following the crisis of Mission 43, Quiet, a mysterious sniper that never 
speaks, and that is initially a foe before becoming a powerful ally that can be 
deployed as companion non-playable character (Girina 2018), %ees and is cap-
tured by enemy soldiers. During the rescue operation, Big Boss is bitten by a 
venomous snake, and Quiet is forced to use a radio to ask for help. As Quiet is 
the host of the vocal cord parasite that reacts to the English language, she leaves 
Big Boss immediately a#er speaking to avoid spreading the infection and disap-
pears to die alone in the desert. A#er this sequence, Quiet disappears complete-
ly from the game. The player can no longer deploy her in any mission, not even 
when replaying older ones: “She becomes nothing but a fainting memory that 
the player can never !nd again” (Bêty, 2016, p. 87). By depriving the players of 
Quiet both as a character and as part of the game system, Kojima exponentially 
expands the sorrow in%icted upon them, a#er having made sure throughout 
the whole game that they heavily invested emotionally in Quiet while being 
under the assumption of having control over the way they interact with her.

In fact, it is technically possible to skip any storyline involving Quiet, as 
during the !rst encounter with her the player has the option to kill her. How-
ever, chances that the player decides to do this on a !rst playthrough are slim. 
Quiet is knocked out; killing her in cold blood would go against the very 
philosophy of the game itself. Moreover, the player has most likely been ex-
posed to trailers and other promotional material before playing, and these make 
sure to establish Quiet as a prominent character (Bêty, 2016; Girina 2018): any 
shrewd player would avoid killing her so early in the game, if not for narrative/
emotional motives, at least for fear of missing out on game content. We can 
thus a"rm that players do ultimately have agency over how they perceive the 
character of Quiet and her subsequent loss; however, both from a narrative and 
a game design perspective, the invisible hand of Kojima pushes players toward a 
speci!c direction, preserving the players’ free will on paper while making sure 
that the auteur’s vision is ful!lled.

THE “IMPOSSIBLE” ENDING

The last commentary Kojima has on players’ agency had long stayed buried 
deep inside the code of the game before a so#ware bug caused this secret end-
ing to be unlocked prematurely. In fact, in a normal scenario, the unlocking of 
this scene depends on the collective actions undertaken by players in the online 
multiplayer section of The Phantom Pain.

In the multiplayer mode, among other things, players can choose whether 
they want to own nukes or dismantle them; to achieve either goal, they can 
invade other players’ bases and steal their arsenals. Just like in the real world, 
owning a nuclear weapon serves as a deterrent but also attracts unwanted atten-
tion, so deciding to join or stay out of the nuclear scene is a tactical choice. And 
just like in the real world, nuclear disarmament seems to remain a utopia.
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A cutscene is supposed to be unlocked simultaneously for every player of a 
given system/console, should the collective nuke count for that environment 
reach zero. The !nal quest of The Phantom Pain, in other words, is to convince 
players all around the world to renounce nuclear power in the interest of a 
greater good (Gault, 2015; Muncy, 2015). A !tting ending for a series that has 
always been anti-nuke, and one that also loosely ties The Phantom Pain to the 
narrative premise of Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake (Konami, 1990), which takes 
place in a world that has (temporarily) reached full nuclear disarmament. How-
ever, it is an ending that still has not been triggered “organically” as hackers 
and hoarders make it nearly impossible (Alexandra, 2018).

In an ideal world, nobody would have nuclear weapons, as nobody would 
ultimately bene!t from their use; however, it is possibly more dangerous if only 
one entity holds nuclear power (due to the resulting power imbalance), rather 
than a multitude; so as long as there is the chance of anyone retaining, acquir-
ing or restoring nuclear armaments, permanent disarmament remains impos-
sible (Schelling 1960). Through gameplay, Kojima e$ectively illustrates the 
challenges of nuclear balance and deterrence, and pushes players to re%ect on 
their agency by giving them one last, seemingly impossible mission, one that 
can only be achieved with a coordinated, continuative and collective e$ort.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper aimed to expose how Kojima comments on players’ agency and 
toys with their expectations in Metal Gear Solid V through various stratagems: 
by halving the game into Ground Zeroes and The Phantom Pain, by splitting Big 
Boss in three, by rewriting the canon to !t the empirical player in the actual 
narrative. Kojima plays on the phantom pain thematic and uses it as a mechanic 
by way of giving agency only to take it all away dramatically. True to his na-
ture, Kojima rea"rms his role as auteur by making it clear that he is ultimately 
in charge; at the same time, though, he recognizes the players’ role in the suc-
cess of his creation in what is the video game equivalent of a loving farewell 
letter to his fan base.
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