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"How does the video game Oneshot break the fourth wall and what
makes this technique effective?"

Artwork of Oneshot title: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016). Windows [Game]

As a child, I always found Dora's stare unsettling. She would address the audience and ask
where Swiper was, then pause and wait for our response, indicating her awareness of our

presence. There was a weird sensation in my gut as if she could see right through the screen
(Dora the Explorer, 2000). "Breaking the fourth wall" (BTFW) is a technique that achieves this

sensation of feeling watched.

Diagram illustrating how breaking the fourth wall: Illustrated by me: Boyle J. (2024) [Digital]



Shattering the barrier between reality and illusion in the media is done for various purposes and
across an array of media. For instance, it is used for narration, like in the film Ferris Bueller's

Day Off (1986). The film provides to-camera delivery, inviting the audience to join the character's
experiences. Providing insights into the characters' motivations and thought processes. Dating
back to Shakespeare, BTFW has been used in storytelling for centuries, such as in Hamlet.
Shakespeare used BTFW as a multi-layered plot device that can be valuable in comedy. For
example, Deadpool (2016) uses the BTFW technique to provide comic relief and deepen

emotional connection with the audience. By directly speaking witty comments to the camera,
Deadpool nurtures an intimate storytelling dynamic, transfiguring passive viewers into active

participants.

Collage of other examples of breaking the fourth wall: created by me: Boyle J. (2024) [Collage]

BTFW can also create darker undertones, enhancing a feeling of accountability. For example,
the game Undertale (2015) alters the game mechanics in relation to your gameplay choices,

making you cautious as your actions have consequences.



Screenshots of gameplay: Undertale, v1.11. (2018) Nintendo switch [Game]

Oneshot start screen: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016). Windows [Game]

Without further ado, I will now move on to what I'm discussing in this essay, a game with a
similar twisted intention: Oneshot.

In my essay, I will explore the effectiveness of the game Oneshot in breaking the fourth wall. I
will also discuss issues concerning deindividuation in crowds and the online disinhibition effect.
Additionally, I will also analyse human psychology to see how some individuals tend to behave

when they are anonymous in online and public settings.



Oneshot is a game you must complete in one attempt; otherwise, the world you leave behind
when you close the window will change permanently.

Developed by Indie studio Future Cat, this game is a meta puzzle, apocalyptic-based game
dripping with atmosphere that is holding onto its last gasp. This depressing and wonderfully dark
world makes you feel like the world around you is crumbling. It's a game full of kind, realistic
characters that feel real, making you feel like you must protect this world before it's too late.

Screenshots of gameplay: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016). Windows [Game]

The game's objective is to help a child named Niko. Who has woken up in an unknown world.
You must help them escape the game by returning a glowing orb symbolising the sun to the
tower to reignite the world with sunlight. If you don't, the world and everything it contains will

perish.



Oneshot has many examples of breaking the fourth wall. A big one is when the computer you
interact with addresses you by your name, ominously saying:

"You found me. Why? You're too late. Not much of this world remains…This place was never
worth saving… remember this: Your actions here will affect Niko." (Oneshot, 2016).

Example of the game addressing you by your name: Markiplier (2018) you have only one chance
Oneshot part 1. Available at: https://youtu.be/Z7Q9MesxkBg?feature=shared (January 2nd 2024).

You exist as a godlike being with power over Niko. However, the game ensures a separation
between you and the character; you are a separate entity in the narrative, a participant to whom

Niko actively asks questions and requests guidance.

Another example is making the mistake of closing the window completely. You are welcomed
with the start screen looking gloomy and lifeless. And once you start up the game, Niko is
nowhere to be found. Once you close the game again, a pop-up window appears and says,
"You killed Niko." (Oneshot 2016). Because you left, Niko couldn't find his way and died as a

result.

https://youtu.be/Z7Q9MesxkBg?feature=shared


Screenshot of start screen after you close the game window: Oneshot, world machine edition.
(2016). Windows [Game]

You killed Niko screenshot of gameplay: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016). Windows
[Game]

Soon after you find out that Niko is the saviour of this world, Niko also finds out they can talk to
God (you). Almost immediately, Niko is very endearing to the player, conversing with the curious

child as they ask about the player's world.



As you play, you realise that your actions have consequences and impact not only the world but
the characters in it. The game makes you feel responsible for Niko; there is something raw and

emotionally engaging in how the game portrays Niko as a real person.

Niko shares his love for pancakes with you and talks about his personal experiences at home.
These interactions between you and Niko are heartwarming and terrifyingly real; the game

cruelly does this, so we form an attachment with him.

Screenshot of gameplay Niko with pancakes: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016). Windows
[Game]

While playing this game, you may encounter some mind-boggling moments that effectively
break the fourth wall in clever, provocative ways. Some go beyond the game window's limits,
like peaking into files, switching your desktop background in certain areas, and shaking the box
out of the screen's view and back into visibility to reveal the hidden puzzle. Yes, I know it's

mind-blowing!



Screenshot of puzzle example changing background of desktop: Oneshot, world machine
edition. (2016). Windows [Game]

In one instance a screen of numbers is displayed to you. The computer says:

"Take this film and expose it to the void. The answer will be revealed when you bring it back
again" (Oneshot 2016). In this puzzle, you must move the open window outside the screen's
display and back again, illuminating numbers to use for a combination. As a child to a parental

figure, Niko relies on you to finish the puzzles throughout the game.

Screenshot of puzzle example: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016). Windows [Game]

At the end of the game, you will face two choices: shatter the sun you have been protecting all
game and send Niko back home, or you can illuminate the world by setting the sun into place.



Niko asks, "What's the right thing to do?" (Oneshot 2016) The player is forced to make a big
decision. No matter what choice you make, you still destroy something precious.

Screenshot of gameplay. What’s the right thing to do?: Oneshot, world machine edition. (2016).
Windows [Game]

If you choose to put the sun back in the sky, Niko will be stuck in the game, following with Niko
saying the heartbreaking line, "I'll be okay" (Oneshot 2016). If you choose to break the sun, it
will plunge the world into darkness and kill everyone who lives there. However, Niko will finally
be free. But not before thanking you for everything, breaking through the game window barrier

and being able to wander freely down your computer screen.



Screenshot of Niko breaking through the game window: Oneshot, world machine edition.
(2016). Windows [Game]

Should we save Niko, whom we have spent hours solving puzzles and connecting with, for our
selfish and biased reasons? Or should we save the world and become a hero, trapping Niko in
the game? The game ensures you feel the weight of your choice, telling you that you did this to

Niko.

Oneshot is effective in BTFW because it makes you think more deeply, unlike other games,
especially combat games like GTA 4 (2008), where you mindlessly press buttons and go on a
killing rampage. Games usually act as an escape, creating a sense of safety through the fourth
wall, allowing you to be anonymous. However, once that barrier is broken, there is a feeling of
discomfort. Even though a screen separates us, we feel uncomfortable with the unfamiliar and

fear what the game knows.

In a psychological sense, the bubble of comfort we feel about being anonymous online may lead
us to act out more extremely than we would in person. We feel less governed by social niceties

or the need to maintain appearances. This is called the Online disinhibition effect.

A case study demonstrating morbid anonymous behaviour is shown on ‘Remote Control’ (2011)
The Experiment with Derren Brown BBC. In the episode, the audience controlled the night of

Chris, who was filmed by hidden cameras and surrounded by actors. The audience wore masks
and made choices by majority vote. Some choices were good like winning a new TV, some bad
like false accusations of inappropriate behaviour. The unsettling thing was that the audience
would always choose unfavourable scenarios every time, making the man's night a living

nightmare. He faced false accusations and the more you watch, the more uneasy you feel as
the night progresses, culminating in his arrest.

Title: ‘Remote Control’ (2011) The Experiment with Derren Brown BBC



The veil of comedy is gradually lifted, and it becomes difficult to ignore the sinister nature of the
audience's decisions. This is possible because they can hide behind a mask in the crowd.

The decision-making was so sinister because of something called deindividuation. By being part
of a crowd and putting on creepy masks, the audience members have stopped behaving in a

socially acceptable way.

Audience wearing masks: ‘Remote Control’ (2011) The Experiment with Darron Brown BBC

This study supports my argument that some individuals exhibit alarming behaviour when being
anonymous. The fourth wall shields us on the internet and serves as a defence mechanism.

Because we can hide behind a mask on the internet, it doesn't challenge us to rethink what we
say and do. But once it's shattered, we become more aware of our actions. Oneshot is effective
in BTFW because it prompts us to scrutinise and evaluate our decision-making processes.

In conclusion, video games offer unique perspectives through their high degree of participation
in the narrative. Breaking the fourth wall can create an immersive experience. They allow the

player to feel as though they are part of the world and story. Oneshot is a successful example of
a game that breaks the fourth wall to allow players to connect more deeply with characters and

think about the game's consequences. The game makes you think about your social
responsibility and your awareness of your actions. This technique supplies a refreshing outlook,

testing the limits of gaming.

As someone who has played this game, I still think about whether my decision for Niko was
right. But like the Entity said, "You have only one shot."
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