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EDITOR’S NOTE

Many chapters discuss plot points from different games in the series,
and may contain spoilers for the game’s main story. Almost all chap‐
ters discuss the Breath of the Wild and Tears of the Kingdom story
and characters in detail. Continue with caution if you want to avoid
spoilers!
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INTRODUCTION
ANNAYAH M.B. PROSSER, PHD.

“Courage need not be remembered, for it is never forgotten.”
-Princess Zelda, Breath of the Wild1

Since its humble beginnings on the Famicom system in 1986, The
Legend of Zelda series has captivated millions of players worldwide.
The series reshaped the action-adventure genre internationally,
bridging between traditional action and puzzle genres and capti‐
vating the imagination of players old and young. The games have
been a staple of Nintendo’s brand for almost four decades: at time of
writing, a Legend of Zelda game has been playable on every single
Nintendo console released. The franchise is also one of Nintendo’s
most pro"table series, with over 150 million copies sold since its
inception2.

The series has evolved over the years, experimenting with new
approaches to gameplay, puzzle design, story and character. The
addition of two open-world entries to the series: Breath of the Wild
(BotW) in 2017 and Tears of the Kingdom3 (TotK) in 2023 has shaken
up our player experience and the games industry. These recent addi‐
tions to the series have been enormous successes, each selling over



20 million copies within their !rst two years on the market. These
games also introduced many new players to the series, and reignited
the love many older fans had for the games.

Numbers alone cannot explain why the series has been so
successful. There is so much more to the series than the game
mechanics and commercial success. These games resonate with us
for so many reasons. They have much to teach us about our psychol‐
ogy, the natural environment, and the many challenges we face
today. As we approach the fortieth anniversary of the series, this
collection of chapters illuminates the psychological and social
science behind the series. With a particular focus on the !rst two
open-world entries in the series (BotW and TotK), this book explores
just what makes this series so special for so many of us around the
world.

In classic Zelda tradition, we have grouped our entries around
the different pieces of the iconic Triforce. Starting with our chapters
on ‘Courage, we begin our journey focussing on the heroes of the
series- exploring what their trials, tribulations and growth can teach
us about our own lives. George Farmer and Danielle Kelly start by
teaching us about the psychology of Link’s quest- using self-deter‐
mination theory to help us understand motivation. Next, Harry
Loizides teaches us about the value of growth mindset- exploring
how the series helps players to develop both con!dence and compe‐
tence in their gameplay. Finally, Anisha Chintoe and Rowan Daneels
use the open-world entries to discuss how both friendship and lone‐
liness impacts our lives and our gameplay.

Next, we move into the chapters on ‘Power’, exploring the darker
side of the series and how the game design empowers us to take
particular actions. Alexander MacLellan begins by investigating the
personality psychology behind the ‘dark’ and ‘light’ characters at the
centre of the series: Link and Ganon. Next, Kathryn Francis uses
moral psychology to help us better understand the moral and
immoral choices players make throughout the games. Finally, Niall
McLoughlin sheds light on the music theory and psychology behind
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the game’s evocative soundtrack- showing us how very subtle cues
can help us to navigate the world.

We conclude with our chapters on ‘Wisdom’, further exploring
what the characters and stories in the game can teach us about real-
world social issues, and how to address them. Celeste Sangiorgio
interrogates representations of gender within Princess Zelda’s story
and character arcs throughout the series. Anthony Gifford uses
LGBTQ+ psychology to interrogate queer representation throughout
the games. Finally, I (Annayah Prosser) conclude by sharing !ve
lessons that Hyrule can teach us about reckoning with real-world
climate calamity and upheaval.

Our authors all come from a variety of different backgrounds
across psychology and the social sciences. Some of us are research
faculty, others early career scholars, and others work as educators, in
practice and in the games industry. But despite our diverse perspec‐
tives, we are all united in our love for the Zelda series and for
teaching others. This book has been a labour of love, and we can’t
wait for you all to learn more about what the Legend of Zelda can
teach us.
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COURAGE





ORACLE OF MOTIVATIONS
EXPLORING THE PSYCHOLOGY

OF LINK’S QUEST

GEORGE FARMER &
DANIELLE KELLY, PHD.

The Legend of Zelda (LoZ)1 features Link in all his 8-bit glory: a
blocky-looking green tunic with a matching hat, tanned elven
features with a shock of brown hair, and dark brown accessories,
including a sword and shield. Since 1986, there have been many iter‐
ations of Link. Some look mature and older2 and some are portrayed
in a younger-looking cartoon style3, but all have one thing in
common: the ineffable promise of a call to adventure. Much to Link’s
chagrin, he is destined to restore balance as the Hero of Time by
removing the existential threat to the land, prophesized to restore
the Triforce or wield the iconic Master Sword and defeat the all-
encompassing evil, usually the warlord Ganon.

This is evident from the start of A Link to the Past (ALttP). Link
emerges from his slumber due to a telepathic plea from Princess
Zelda for her rescue in the depths of Hyrule Castle’s dungeons. Link
ignores his uncle’s pleas to remain within the safety of his home to
trek through the relentless rain lashing down onto a desolate Hyrule
Castle, lightning crawling across the skies of Hyrule and illuminating
the towering architecture to "nd his uncle, who had himself jour‐
neyed to the castle to "nd the captured Princess Zelda, grievously



wounded. Link’s uncle entrusts Link with his sword and shield and,
ultimately, the Hero's mission: rescue the Princess who lies deeper
within the Castle and defeat the evil wizard Agahnim.

Across Link’s many adventures, Link’s journey is a testament to
the power of determination as he solves dungeon puzzles, gathers
vital resources such as weapons and armour, and manifests the
power of friendship from his allies in the battle against evil. Through
Link’s plight, we experience !rsthand his growth from undisciplined
boy to !erce warrior of Hyrule worthy of saving Princess Zelda. The
land of Hyrule has many working parts, including the diversity of its
geography and people. Link is one large cog in an otherwise mono‐
lithic machine. However, how Link navigates his place in this
!ctional world as the Hero of Time can teach us valuable insights
into our psychological potential.

In this chapter, we explore the psychological factors involved in
Link’s quest and how Link’s behaviour can be explained through a
popular psychological theory of motivation known as Self-determi‐
nation Theory4. We begin this chapter with a brief review of this
theory, followed by a breakdown of its principles and their presence
within the Legend of Zelda (LoZ) series. This will be followed by a
more in-depth exploration of each principle of Self-determination
Theory and their relevance to Link’s Quest. Finally, we close the
chapter by summarising our thoughts on Link’s Quest and how we,
the players, grow alongside our Hero.

PART ONE: A BRIEF REVIEW OF SELF-DETERMINATION
THEORY

Self-determination Theory (SDT)5 is a theory of human motivation
that allows us to explain why we engage in speci!c behaviours. I’m
sure that you, dear reader, have often wondered why you have
engaged in activities such as sports, coffee with a friend, or even
picking up a dust-covered Nintendo DS and playing Phantom Hour‐
glass (PH). Such behaviours can also be explained by a theory known
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as basic psychological needs theory6, which suggests that we have
inherent psychological needs fundamental to our psychological
well-being.

These needs are broken down into three core principles:
autonomy – the psychological need for independence when acting;
competence – the psychological need for mastery over our actions;
and relatedness – the psychological need to engage in activities with
others. By the end of this chapter, we hope that you will understand
how the Zelda series helps you to ful!l your own psychological needs
through the experience of Link’s Quest.

The language of SDT is all about how we can ful!l our basic
needs through engaging in different kinds of activities. We can also
choose an activity that helps us ful!l multiple needs simultaneously.
Video Games are an enjoyable entertainment medium because they
allow us to ful!l many kinds of psychological needs at once (for
example, the need for improved mood and reduced stress, or the
need for social interaction)7.

Generally speaking, it is not the video game itself, but the mecha‐
nisms and feedback loops that the game has within it that allow us
to ful!l psychological needs8. For instance, games that encourage
exploration of vast swathes of digital land can facilitate autonomy
experiences within players because they are provided with the
agency to decide how to play the game that best suits their prefer‐
ences9. Game design features that encourage the player to obtain
and wield powerful weapons or slay colossal monsters help to facili‐
tate feelings of competence because they allow players to feel
powerful as characters in the digital world, and that their actions
have meaning in the world around them. Meanwhile, mechanics
such as competitive play or encouraging cooperation between other
players or non-playable characters (NPCs) promote relatedness-
based experiences by engaging in actions with other individuals.

Think about the different ways in which you have played a Zelda
game, perhaps about the opportunities the games have provided you
to ful!l your own psychological needs. Imagine that you are back on
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the open ocean of The Great Sea from Wind Waker (WW), aboard the
talking sailboat The King of Red Lions and ready to search for trea‐
sure. Perhaps you have just climbed the Dueling Peaks from Breath of
the Wild (BotW) for the "rst time, wondering which way to travel to
begin your mammoth task of completing the shrines. Or maybe you
have reached the forest grove in ALttP where the mythical weapon of
the Hero of Time lies, the fabled Master Sword. You are encouraged
by the accomplishment of pulling the sword from the stone, akin to
Arthurian legend, which clears the mysterious fog; you hear the
music swell, and you know that you are prepared to face the chal‐
lenge that lies before you. Why are these experiences so signi"cant to
us? Why do we remember them so well? The answer may lie in the
autonomy the Zelda games offer us.

PART TWO: AUTONOMY – BECOMING YOUR
OWN HERO

“If I was a seagull, I would !y as far as I could! I could !y to faraway
places and sing for many people!”

– Marin, Link’s Awakening

The development of Link from a young boy to a Hylian warrior is not
an easy one. A common theme between the games in the Zelda series
is that Link sets off on his adventures unskilled. Starting as the
plucky hero, Link does not have access to the requisite levels, items,
or abilities that make the game easier or make you feel more heroic.
Link merely holds a trusty sword in hand, discovering powerful
items like the Ocarina of Time (OoT) along the way. While Link has a
purpose, that purpose is often complex or dif"cult to visualise.
Indeed, the mere scale of the mission that lies before them can be
overwhelming, and playing as a low-level iteration of Link can feel
harsh or dif"cult without access to greater armour, items, or
weapons. However, this frustration of needs provides a challenge to
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be met10. Playing as a weaker character motivates the player to !nd
resources and train their in-game skills to become stronger, and in
doing so, helps the player to feel more autonomous in their game‐
play and competent in their ability to defeat enemies that may have
once represented a signi!cant challenge in the early stages of
gameplay11.

The open-world game design within the Zelda series, more
synonymous with the recent Zelda titles, re#ects this non-linear
trajectory. Link aims to get from beginning to end, with the player
left to investigate the world on their own terms, gaining experience,
skills, and weaponry as they explore. The perception of choosing
Link’s journey and direction within LoZ provides some initial repre‐
sentation of implementing player autonomy in gameplay.

Autonomy in this form is well-aligned with Self-determination
Theory (SDT). The basic psychological need for independence in this
context is satis!ed by the agency of choices that the player makes to
help Link progress in his journey. Throughout the series, Link’s jour‐
ney, on average, requires completing eight dungeons, each
containing a vital puzzle piece needed to proceed. While the player
needs to make their way through all of them to complete the quest,
they can choose Link’s path to obtain each piece.

This overarching mechanic re#ects how autonomy is created at
the macro level within the game. The ability for players to make their
own choices about how, why, and where they engage with the game
supports feelings of player agency, granting independence to the
player and making the game their own to a certain extent. However,
this is not embedded within the game’s design equally amongst all
titles; BotW, for example, puts the focus on the player to travel the
realm of Hyrule and complete the game in the way they prefers,
whereas Twilight Princess (TP) can restrict the player’s ability to
travel to speci!c areas locked by the player’s place in the overall story
of the game.

This structured approach may contribute to feelings of
autonomy frustration, that our autonomy-based needs are purpose‐
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fully not being met12, which can contribute to poorer psychological
well-being13. Autonomy Frustration refers to a feeling that external
factors are directing our behaviour, limiting choice and creating feel‐
ings of pressure or a lack of control. If we consider this experience
across the entire series, the ability to enjoy a Zelda game with full
autonomy is sometimes hindered when it is necessary to complete
all dungeons to reach the end of the game. In dungeon seven of TLoZ,
for example, a key is required to access the rooms. However, if the
key has been used previously, the player can get stuck, creating a
clear sense of autonomy and frustration from the hindrance to
progression, which has been associated with more ‘problematic’
video game behaviours, such as continuing to play despite negative
consequences in the of"ine world14.

Conceptually, this hinders player agency in both theoretical
terms, in that player choice only in"uences their experience to an
extent, and subjective terms, in that players are aware that their
choices will only in"uence their experience to an extent15. This is
hindered even more so by areas of the game that cannot be accessed
without reaching a certain level or threshold, meaning that partici‐
pants still have some constraints on the narrative they choose to
explore. Of course, this may vary depending on your experience of
Zelda as a series, such as whether you are familiar with the areas that
need certain items for the player to access (i.e., bombs to access
hidden caves), or the inability to understand that some areas may
need you to #nd stronger armour or weapons to make it easier to
survive.

Therefore, ful#lling autonomy needs may be easier for those with
greater experience of the game environment and mechanics.
However, the original title in the Zelda series, TLoZ, became the
foundation for developing games without these constraints. Tears of
the Kingdom (TotK), for example, features a non-linear open-world
design, allowing players free rein over three unique worlds (the
surface, the depths, and the skies) and the completion of 152 shrines
that contain puzzle-based tasks. This game offers the greatest
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opportunity to satisfy the autonomy needs of the player because
their entire experience within the game is completely reliant on their
choices.

Furthermore, the level of autonomy for players extends beyond
the ability to choose their path, which creates the theoretical and
subjective agency missing in TLoZ. We cannot deny that these
changes are, in part, due to advancements in technology and game
design. While the truly open world we see in TotK increases the
opportunity for autonomy satisfaction, we do have to recognise that
a truly open world would have been next to impossible on devices
such as the Game Boy Advance, due to limitations in graphical power
and memory.

We also must acknowledge that autonomy in gaming often refers
not only to the path taken but also to the effects of choice on the
game state16. For example, in TotK, player decisions dictate the route
and the interactions experienced by players; the choices made can
affect Link's conversations with other NPCs. When Link discovers
Dondons, for example, he can inform the NPCs of what they truly are
in his future interactions. Providing autonomy-satisfying experi‐
ences in a video game does not simply give a player complete
freedom to explore all aspects of the game in their own way. It also
requires players to feel that their choices independently in"uence
their own experience, which fundamentally impacts the players’
enjoyment of the game17.

These choices do not have to be purely related to the narrative. In
fact, the player’s feelings of autonomy can grow alongside Link’s
development as a hero. When Link initially starts his journey, he
tends to start with a signature weapon, including his trusty wooden
sword that he receives at the beginning of the original game. Unfor‐
tunately, with the implementation of the weapon stamina mechanic
in modern iterations of the series (i.e. BotW & TotK), Link’s trusty
wooden sword is not so trusty, and it has limited survivability.

However, Link can trade the wooden sword for more powerful
weapons as the game progresses. Link’s options for additional
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weaponry depend on the player's progress, with swords and shields
hidden in various dungeons. For example, within TLoZ, the magical
sword (the precursor to the Master Sword in later instalments of the
game), can only be found in the graveyard, while the boomerang can
be found in the !rst level and can help the player implement a
different style of play. Here, autonomy is at the forefront of the play‐
er’s choice. They choose the path Link takes, but also choose how he
develops as a hero, changing his combat style depending on the type
of weaponry they decide to arm him with.

However, as with the dungeon layout, there is likely to be an
element of autonomy frustration for players when they encounter
higher levels of weaponry. The magical sword, the strongest sword
in TLoZ, will not be given to Link until he has accumulated 12 heart
containers, which adds a heart to the player’s total health bar. The
options for Link’s weaponry in the original game are stifled slightly
by this approach. By preventing access to more powerful weapons or
armour until the player has reached a suitable level of skill or explo‐
ration within the game, TLoZ limits player agency and, therefore,
the player’s enjoyment of the game. This seems to be a deliberate
gameplay choice by the developers. While misguided in terms of
agency, the prevention of access to more powerful weapons seems
to be aimed more specifically at expanding gameplay. This
mechanic encourages players to ‘grind’ through certain areas of the
game until they reach a skill level high enough to wield these
weapons. This process, while enjoyable for some players, reduces
the enjoyment for others by removing their agency to enjoy the
game as they please.

Despite this, we’ve come a long way from TLoZ. The modern iter‐
ations of Zelda games emphasise the player’s freedom to explore
Hyrule and adventure in their own way more than ever. TotK
provides the perfect example of player autonomy and agency in
choosing Link’s journey, especially through its unique stance on
Link’s weaponry. Not only do you have the option to fuse weapons
together, creating novel fusions with unique powers, but you can
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also fuse normally inane objects together to create your own version
of a weapon, something unique to the player and Link.

The Fuse ability integrates strategy, exploration and customisa‐
tion elements that provide a unique experience for every player,
cashing in on the vast expanse of an open-world game. This
mechanic fosters autonomy above and beyond, supporting changes
in combat. The system also encourages exploration and discovery as
players scour the game world for rare and exotic materials to
enhance their weapons. Weapon fusion is not purely a creative
endeavour, though. Using the mechanic fosters strategic thinking, as
players must carefully consider which combinations of armour and
weaponry will best suit their challenges.

Developing autonomy can have signi"cant impacts on player
experiences. Generally, individuals will engage in activities that are
likely to develop higher levels of autonomy and contexts that
encourage personal choice and self-direction18. However, regardless
of the setting, the development of autonomy can dramatically
improve our lives; people who are highly autonomous are likely to
show greater engagement and creativity in their physical lives (e.g.
their relationships, work and general activities)19. TotK’s immersion
provides ample opportunity for unique creations with their own skill
set and reinforces the player's role as the driving force behind the
adventure, making each triumph feel uniquely earned and deeply
satisfying, perhaps in ways that are hard to come by in the of#ine
world. By experiencing agentic play (i.e., moments in the Zelda series
that ful"l our need for autonomy), this may help you to develop the
ability to make choices and exert control over your decision-making
throughout life20. The satisfaction of overcoming challenges is also
relative to the psychological need for competence, which we will
discuss shortly.

However, it should be noted that the player’s feelings of
autonomy are not enough to facilitate self-determination. For a
person to develop eudaimonic wellbeing (i.e. experiencing self-reali‐
sation, meaning and functioning optimally)21, all of our basic
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psychological needs should be met. Each of these psychological
needs has a separate direct impact on our overall psychological
health22.

The weaponry throughout Link’s journey within TLoZ and TotK
shares a common feature that is key to our journey of self-realisation
within the game. No matter whether the weapon is borne of the fuse
skill or found within a more traditional item chest, the onus lies on
the player to use what they !nd and create successful strategies for
the challenges before them. This helps players ful!l another impor‐
tant psychological need: competence.

PART THREE: COMPETENCE – DEMONSTRATING YOUR
SKILL AS A CHAMPION

“A sword wields no strength unless the hand that holds it has courage…
you must use your courage to seek power…only then will you become the
hero for whom this world despairs.”

– Hero’s Shade, Twilight Princess.

Few achievements in life make us feel truly accomplished or chal‐
lenge us in a way that is neither too easy nor too difficult.
However, video games hold a unique capacity to engage players in
a digital environment, also known as immersion23, and provide an
opportunity to practice or learn new skills in an engaging digital
space24 that makes us feel good about taking part25. By playing
video games such as the Zelda series, players have an accessible
platform to be comfortably challenged and handed the reins on
how they want to engage with puzzles or dungeons, as covered in
the previous section on autonomy, which is especially noticeable in
titles such as BotW and TotK. Despite the obstacles, the player
must take inspiration from Link’s courageous stand against evil,
forging ahead and rising to the challenge when all hope appears
lost to emerge victorious. The satisfaction of succeeding at a diffi‐
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cult task helps to facilitate a basic psychological need known as
competence.

Competence satisfaction refers to the emotional experience asso‐
ciated with effectively completing a task, eventually considering
yourself a ‘master’ of completing this task26. Ultimately, the goal of
the player is to achieve mastery in the game; to be extremely pro"‐
cient and succeed at beating the "nal boss. Competence, however, is
the foundation for this mastery. Players must feel that they are effec‐
tively progressing and working towards mastery if they are to remain
motivated to engage with the game27. This focus on development
and progression towards mastery can be an important part of what
makes video gaming entertaining in the "rst place28.

Several design mechanics and "ndable items within the Zelda
series help the player feel powerful, ultimately rewarding them for
exploring the dense expanse of Hyrule. This can range from the use
of special items that allow Link to solve puzzles in new ways, such as
the use of bombs to blow up entryways into hidden cavern-like
rooms, or the use of in-game music to signal that the player has
found something important, such as a room key needed to progress
to the next area of a dungeon.

If you have ever played OoT, you would likely be familiar with
the infamous Water Temple, full of tricky puzzles and ways to
confuse the player into losing their way through the labyrinthine
waterworks, which is generally a harder challenge for those new to
the Zelda series. Compared to other dungeon-delving experiences in
the series, the intricacy of the temple’s design and the higher dif"‐
culty of the challenge it represents deliver a much more satisfying
feeling of competence when beating the dungeon boss, the villain
lying in wait to be defeated by our hero, marking the end of the
dungeon.

The game further rewards the player by providing a ‘heart
container’ or other rare treasure, such as Triforce Shards from WW,
or special champion abilities in BotW and TotK. Players can then use
these abilities and upgrades to increase their chances of success in
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future combat scenarios, increasing feelings of competence and
enjoyment that contribute to the gameplay and enjoyment feedback
loop29. This is a simple fact of behavioural psychology: we love to be
rewarded for completing a task but often come up against what is
known as the effort/reward imbalance30. Video games, particularly
the Zelda series, are very effective in providing suitable rewards rela‐
tive to the effort we put in as a player, which is sometimes in stark
contrast to the imbalance between effort and reward in the of"ine
world. This is why playing video games can be so satisfying31.

In TotK, players are encouraged to combine their weapons and
collectable monster parts to create powerful combination weapons
using the Fuse ability, allowing players to be creative in their
monster-slaying and gain new advantages in #ghting or solving
puzzles, which undoubtedly encourages feelings of competence
within players. While the Fuse ability can create powerful weapons
with unique abilities, no weapon quite compares to the Master
Sword, Link’s ultimate weapon. The weapon is often seen as the key
to defeating Ganon and, in turn, is the crescendo to Link’s growth as
a hero. However, wielding the Master Sword is no easy feat; within
the series lore, wielding the sword represents Link’s development.
The Master Sword can only be held by someone “true of heart and
strong of body” (ALttP manual). As a result, Link (and consequently,
the player) must demonstrate their worthiness before they can
wield it.

Within ALttP, Link must #rst explore the lands in search of three
pendants of virtue before having the power necessary to gain the
sword. They must collect spiritual stones throughout their journey
within the OoT. None of these items are found easily and require
Link to develop their skills and health as he progresses through each
game in search of these items. The Master Sword, as a result, feels
like a true milestone for both the player and Link; all the effort that
has gone into acquiring esoteric artefacts around Hyrule culminates
in this one moment - lifting the sword from its stone. Therefore, the
sword provides evidence of progression and is in many ways the ulti‐
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mate symbol of competence in the Zelda universe. Cognitive Evalua‐
tion Theory, a sub-theory within SDT, suggests that providing
someone with opportunities to gain new skills or abilities creates
feelings of competence and, in turn, intrinsic motivations32. The
Master Sword provides an indication that both factors have been
developed, creating motivation for the player to continue their
journey33.

This tangible evidence provides the foundation for the ultimate
sign of Link’s competence as a hero – defeating Ganon and saving
Hyrule. Although wielding the Master Sword makes Ganon’s defeat
easier, the weapon alone is not enough. Upgrading abilities (by
"nding Sage’s Will in TotK to upgrade attack strength, "nding heart
containers to increase health, or stocking up on Sundelions to heal
from Gloom damage during battle becomes key to winning. The
exploration required to reach Ganon with these intact already leads
to a sense of achievement, only strengthened by the battle itself.

However, some may argue that Link’s, and therefore the player’s,
reliance on items to ful"l a need for competence highlights how little
competence Link, and the player, has to begin with. Yet, the use of
these items demonstrates elements of both competence and auton‐
omy. The inclusion of healing items provides the player with greater
agency in deciding how to play, while the process of evaluating one’s
skill level compared to the challenge of a task demonstrates clear
competence. Competence, whilst often related to feelings of progres‐
sion and mastery, could be hindered by the repetitive defeat at the
hands of a boss. Using healing items can often provide additional
support to help with progression, preventing the player from losing
motivation to continue due to a lack of progress.

Battling Ganon can also take various forms, and so competence
also refers to the understanding of how to approach each form.
Within TLoZ, for example, Ganon presents as invisible for most of
the "ght, only turning visible for a moment if hit with Link’s sword.
In comparison, Ganon has various forms in BotW, transforming from
Calamity Ganon to Dark Beast Ganon. Ganon has different abilities
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within each form, meaning Link must use all the skills and items
collected on their quest, with different forms requiring different
strategies.

For example, Calamity Ganon uses a laser as his primary method
of attack, which can best be dealt with by using Link’s shield to
guard against it, while the phase of the !ght against Beast Ganon
takes place on a horse, requiring the use of precise aim from the
battle-exclusive Light bow and arrow. When the use of Link’s
acquired skills leads to Ganon’s downfall, Link’s journey is complete,
and his growth as a hero is evident. As the player engages with all
the skills and items Link has collected over the course of their
journey to defeat Ganon, they can feel con!dent in their own compe‐
tence, not just Link’s.

PART FOUR: RELATEDNESS – THE TRIFORCE OF
FRIENDSHIP

“Yes, we are humans. We have neither the power of spirits nor demons.
But when we combine our strength... No one can defeat us!”

– Princess Zelda, Spirit Tracks.

Managing and constructing social relationships is an essential and
fundamental part of human existence. It is often said that individual
success, especially in occupational contexts, is down to who we
know rather than what we know34. Perhaps you’re familiar with the
popular adage, ‘If you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’. It’s a way
of expressing an offer of a mutually bene!cial social contract that
appeals to both parties and provides a pathway to success where
none previously existed. The last basic psychological need in the
tripartite theoretical construct is relatedness, which is the need to
perform actions with others35. In this section of our chapter, we aim
to show you that the Zelda series helps to ful!l this psychological
need by encouraging social relationships, such as engaging in trans‐
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actional quests between Link and non-playable characters (NPCs),
examining Link’s relationships with what we refer to as ‘mentor-
type’ characters, and exploring the different multiplayer Zelda games
available.

Throughout Link’s quest, we often encounter individuals who
need help. From a typical fetch-quest, or an NPC that requires Link to
demonstrate his heroism or skill. These types of interactions allow
the player to learn more about the world they are playing in and are
rewarded for engaging with characters in that world. This helps to
provide a sense of belonging for the player36, and can help encourage
third-order parasocial interactions. This is in comparison to !rst-
order interactions, which refer to relationships between an indi‐
vidual and media personalities (e.g., talk show hosts); third-order
parasocial interactions refer to interactions with NPCs. These inter‐
actions can encourage emotional engagement, making the interac‐
tions feel more social37. These parasocial interactions, which players
assign meaning to38, can additionally satisfy other psychological
needs, such as competence, by providing in-game rewards39.

Such relationships can be seen in Link's interactions with NPCs
and characters integral to Link’s journey, such as Impa, Ravio, and
Princess Zelda in A Link Between Worlds (ALBW). For example, Ravio
enters the game by saving Link after they are defeated in the
opening sequence by Yuga, using the power of his magical bracelet
to prevent Link from being trapped as a two-dimensional painting.
Shortly after, Ravio organises a small shop in Link’s house,
providing useful items that Link could rent and use in his quest,
such as the Ice Rod or the Gale Boomerang. At the start of the game,
Ravio appears to be the opposite of Link: a coward who was too
self-centred to intervene at a critical moment. However, as the
game progresses and Link interacts with him more often, Ravio
becomes more friendly towards Link (once the Master Sword has
been gathered, Ravio allows Link to purchase instead of rent key
items) and breaks through their hesitance in intervening with
world events to convince Hilda (the Lorulian equivalent of Princess
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Zelda) not to steal the Hyrulian Triforce towards the end of the
game.

Furthermore, Link’s success would not be possible without the
intervention of his trusty allies. Many integral characters support
Link, which can be in the form of emotional support, such as
Linebeck’s sea-faring knowledge from PH, or tangible support, such
as providing weapons or armour, like the Old Man from TLoZ, who
gifts Link his !rst sword. Moments like this provide the player with
both an emotional connection to particular characters and create
iconic moments in video gaming history (“It’s dangerous to go alone,
take this!”), which, for many, can encourage feelings of nostalgia and
positive emotional states such as connectedness40. These two
concepts are not independent of one another. Nostalgia is often
argued to be fundamentally social, with many memories or experi‐
ences of nostalgia being related to time spent with friends or
family41. As a result, it has also been linked to the development of
eudaimonic well-being, helping people develop self-actualisation
and personal growth42. These feelings of nostalgia and connected‐
ness are further implemented by the importance of characters such
as Fi (Skyward Sword; SS) or Navi (OoT), considered iconic within the
Zelda lore and featured in several titles in the series.

Another way to encourage feelings of relatedness can be through
playing video games with another person, such as multiplayer
games. The Zelda series features a limited number of multiplayer
games, as the core titles often focus on Link’s quest as a singular
experience but have, from time to time, forayed into a more coopera‐
tive video game experience. For example, in Four Swords/Four Swords
Adventures, you and three friends are tasked with teaming up to
complete various stages associated with the Zelda games and
completing puzzles requiring teamwork. Each player in the game
independently controls a version of Link, or the group can align to
form different kinds of tactical formations, such as the diamond
formation (one Link facing each cardinal direction).

The multiplayer titles in the series allow for the completion of a
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shared goal, usually the completion of a puzzle, a level, or the defeat
of an imposing boss at the end of a stage. Even in games such as
TotK, the player cannot proceed to speci!c areas of the game without
the support of Link’s companions. By providing a platform to work
together, these games encourage players to feel that they are a part
of a shared experience and encourage an environment of social
support. This shared experience and increased social support facili‐
tate the satisfaction of relatedness needs, which has a positive
psychological impact on players’ mental health43. While the multi‐
player games in the Zelda series are not the most popular, they are
important artefacts of video gaming, nonetheless. Engaging in
healthy play behaviours, such as cooperative puzzle-solving,
increases the likelihood of feeling more self-determined and can
encourage psychological empowerment44.

CONCLUSION

Self-determination is essential to a gamer’s motivation. Without
feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness, gamers are likely
to lack connection to their protagonist counterpart, creating a lack of
motivation and resilience. Creating self-determination within the
Zelda series stems from various gameplay design approaches. Some
of these approaches have been ingrained in the original game; TLoZ’s
use of multiple dungeons and non-linear pathways creates a percep‐
tion of player agency, encouraging players to choose their own path,
but not without restriction. These restrictions are lifted in future
games such as TotK, incorporating a much broader open-world
design in which elements of exploration and investigation are
rewarded. These elements create a sense of adventure and encourage
player autonomy through choice and independent exploration.

Feelings of independence in an open-world game, while impor‐
tant for player autonomy, can be counterproductive without feelings
of progression. Players require that their endless exploration and
investigation provide tangible evidence of improvement. In the case
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of Link, this evidence can take various forms. The ability to wield
powerful weapons offered as a reward for exploration provides clear
evidence that Link is growing as a hero, whilst defeating Ganon
provides the ultimate reward, !nishing the game, and Link’s journey.

Link’s journey is not completed in isolation, however. Characters
such as Ravio provide much-needed support for Link throughout his
journey (although this relationship is often transactional in nature).
The support Link receives from characters throughout the LoZ series
re"ects the need for relatedness in the physical world. For people to
develop meaning in their lives, they often need to feel that they are
developing mutual relationships with others that result in deep
bonds. While Link’s relationships with characters such as Ravio are
initially more super!cial, his relationships with other characters,
such as Fi, re"ect much deeper ties. These third-order parasocial
interactions re"ect the social engagement we need in the physical
world. It is dif!cult to have a meaningful life without meaningful
relationships to share it with45.

Link’s journey to becoming a hero is not always linear, and the
characters within the series often provide a backdrop for the
complexity of Link’s development. Sometimes, gaps in Link’s compe‐
tence require the assistance of another character, such as The Old
Man or Linebeck. These relationships help support the development
of competence and de!ne Link’s experience, creating an emotional
connection on an otherwise isolated journey. These emotional
connections create feelings of relatedness, completing the triforce, if
you will, of psychological needs for self-determination. Completing
this psychological triforce ultimately provides a path for the player
to increase their enjoyment of the game46, which is associated with
greater psychological well-being47.

Through our brief journey to explore Link’s quest, we hope that
you now understand the psychology behind the Zelda series a little
better than before, discovering how you, the player, can !nd inspira‐
tion from Link’s motivation and become more self-determined as a
result.
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GROWING INTO THE
HERO OF HYRULE

THE LEGEND OF ZELDA SERIES
THROUGH A GROWTH MINDSET

CHARALAMBOS “HARRY” LOIZIDES

“You and I must now ride into battle without the luxury of training. Then
again... experience is the best teacher."

-Urbosa, Hyrule Warriors: Age of Calamity1

When we play games, we often come across challenges that, at !rst
glance, seem insurmountable. A dif!cult button combination on the
latest Tekken game, a tough legendary Pokémon constantly escaping
capture, or a dif!cult Souls-born boss that you can’t quite overcome
- we have all been there and we have all come to the same diverging
crossroad. We can either choose to give up and walk away from the
challenge, or we can face the situation as a problem that has not
been solved, yet.

The Legend of Zelda series is not an exception to this rule, as
players have faced similar crossroads: walking in circles to !nd the
old man in the cave with the sword in the original game, not fully
understanding a cryptic hint in Majora’s Mask (MM), or even the
dreaded water temple in Ocarina of Time. However, the last two
games in the franchise (Breath of the Wild [BotW] and Tears of the
Kingdom [TotK]) have given players a new approach, or rather, a new



beginning. While players are still faced with seemingly unstoppable
forces, the series does not stray away from issuing a “Game Over”
splash screen with Link’s imminent demise. While it can be easy to
shrug it off and just accept the outcome of this failure, what if that
ending ends up becoming a moment in your story instead of its
conclusion.

In this chapter, I will provide an analysis of how the latest
Legend of Zelda games in the series help cultivate a growth mindset
in players through experimental play, gradually shaping them into
the hero Hyrule deserves.

PERCEPTIONS OF A HERO

"Hey! Listen!"
-Navi, Ocarina of Time2

For decades, psychologists have challenged each other to examine
the relationships between human behavior, brain function, and
environment to best understand the human condition and improve
the world we all live in3. This sort of analysis requires scores of
research, excess of experiments, and a theory worth exploring. More
recently, some psychologists have made a focused approach on how
humans perceive themselves and how these perceptions can affect
one’s self4,5.

Research has shown that the “view you adopt for yourself
profoundly affects the way you lead your life”6. If you view your accom‐
plishments in a diminished fashion, then your efforts afterwards can
be subdued. If you view yourself as a nurturing caretaker, then your
actions will continue to instill that perspective to yourself and re"ect
towards others. In both these cases, the person in question internal‐
izes their viewpoint and proceeds to perpetuate that point of view
towards others. Their actions become their de#ning characteristics
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and not only is viewed within themselves, but also viewed towards
others in society.

Take, for example, the opening sequences in Twilight Princess (TP).
The Link in this iteration starts off as a ranch worker in Ordon Village.
There, he teaches the village children how to use a slingshot and sword.
At that time, these were merely for protection and the betterment of
the village. Link’s perception of himself is not one of heroism, but as a
person who is diligent with his work duties and purposeful for the
simple tasks at hand. Eventually, Link is faced with a Shadow Beast,
turns into a wolf, and is challenged to restore the light of Hyrule back to
its original glory. In those moments, Link must now acknowledge that
his self-identity as a simple ranch worker is no longer valid. Instead, he
must face the notion that he is now the only hope for Hyrule. His
actions are now reflections of his task, and ultimately, an indication of
how successful he will be along this journey towards heroism.

LEARNING THE BASICS: FIXED AND GROWTH
MINDSETS

“Dawn of a new day.”
-Majora’s Mask7

Like Link, many are forced to look within themselves and identify
their own aspects of self-identity. How do I view myself? How am I
gauging success? What quali!es failure for me? All these questions,
layered one on top of another, begins the process of building one’s
mindset. This mindset becomes the foundation of each person’s
psyche and determines not only how they perceive themselves, but
how they push forward towards the future.

Though many of the terminologies that will be mentioned in this
chapter focus on a more modern approach, some of the earliest
notions can be found during the Renaissance8. During this time, key
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philosophers challenged the idea of what it meant to be a human
and what attributes de!ne humanity9. One key philosopher,
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, entertained the notion that humans
have the innate ability to transform themselves through their free
will10. It wasn’t until the early 1900’s when the notion of a mindset
was !rst introduced in a more psychology-focused direction11,12.

For the purposes of this chapter, we will be focusing on a duality
of mindsets. A !xed mindset is the notion that intelligence and abili‐
ties are static traits that cannot be substantially changed13. One’s
abilities towards successes are already prede!ned and leave little
room for any signi!cant adjustments. As such, effort proves to be
futile since their capacity to accomplish the goal at hand is purely
determined by their current and natural state. If the person is not
able to do something, then it’s because of their static abilities,
despite any action, learning, or grit on their part.

For this, let’s look at Koloktos from Skyward Sword (SS). Koloktos,
a striking golden statue with six arms - two of which are holding
large curved axes, can be a challenging dilemma.

With a !xed mindset, a player would just run up to the boss and
attack it non-stop in hopes of completing the challenge. From their
perspective, this brute-force approach has worked with other
enemies in the game, so it should work in this instance. However,
that may not be the case at this moment. With this mindset, since
the player didn’t defeat Koloktos, then it simply means that they’ll
always be unable to defeat said boss.

Conversely, a growth mindset is rooted in the idea that people
are able to develop their abilities and intelligence through effort,
learning, and persistence14. A person's current abilities is not their
only course, but rather a starting point for what they can become
and what they can accomplish. Instead of accepting the !rst
outcome, people with a growth mindset are able to view these chal‐
lenges as opportunities for improvement and development15,16.

Continuing from the example above with a !xed mindset,
instead of being content with losing against Koloktos, a change
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needs to occur. With a growth mindset, the gamer needs to put in
some effort, build up their resilience, and learn new strategies to
improve and evolve their understanding of the enemy17. Rather than
walking away from the problem, the player can re!ect and adjust
their journey towards success and eventually, victory against
Koloktos.

THE OLD WAY OF LEARNING

“It’s dangerous to go alone! Take this.”
-The Old Man, The Legend of Zelda18

In previous games within the Zelda franchise, Link is often drip fed a
very contrite and limited skillset. He is only given just enough abili‐
ties and weapons that are needed in the immediate moment for the
speci#c challenges at hand and for the scripted moments. Though
there may be moments of !exibility, a very intentional and deliberate
strategy is necessary to advance the plot and gameplay.

For example, we can look at Arrghus in A Link to the Past
(ALttP)19. This boss in the Dark World is a large one-eyed !oating
jelly#sh creature that is protected by smaller creatures to prevent
damage. The only way to optimally defeat this boss is with the Hook‐
shot, which is conveniently located in the same palace as this boss.
Players then learn that the weapon found in an area will have a
direct impact on their success. This explicit loop of #nding a new
weapon then immediately using the weapon on the boss is effective,
but predictable. Most Legend of Zelda games follow this procedure,
and it can provide a wonderful experience for gamers. With that
said, if players are only expected to use the weapon that they #nd
immediately, then they are less likely to utilize a full breath of
weaponry if they are only meant to be used in speci#c moments of
the game.

With the newer games, like BotW20 and TotK21, they present the
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new features upfront in an introductory section. Players then aren’t
stuck in a viewpoint that each gameplay mechanic can only be used
in focused locations. Instead, players are encouraged to dynamically
adjust and create moments for each situation, without the expecta‐
tion of one action or another solely being used.

THE GREAT PLATEAU FOR GROWTH

“Everyone can change and grow through application and experience.”
-Carol Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success22

For many games, the opening sequence serves a vital role for players.
The "rst few moments are paramount to hook the player into the
world, enchant them with the visuals, and engage them with game
mechanics that could be used for hundreds of hours. Sometimes
games #ourish in the introduction, while others stumble to get their
footing. In either case, allowing players to understand the rules of
the world, while also allowing them to parse their understanding
through various challenges can provide the satisfying experience any
gamer would want to have.

With this in mind, let’s take the opening area of BotW. Within
seconds from starting this adventure, the game thrusts players into a
new world with characters, mechanics, and abilities that Link has
never previously possessed. Players are now excited to explore all
these features, but are understandably cautious. This is a stark
difference to most of the other previous games of the franchise. The
unknown can be a very intimidating concept, so having a relatively
safe space to try out these features and abilities can be imperative for
players to fully understand the scope of possibilities that the game
can deliver and ultimately have a more enjoyable experience23.

As such, BotW delivers us The Great Plateau. This con"ned region
serves as the tutorial area where players are encouraged to grow the
possibilities of what they can achieve within the game24. As Link,
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you are able to explore the large, yet con!ned space, where you can
uncover mysteries at every corner. You see strange looking shrines,
mushrooms and herbs sprinkled around for cooking, and an ancient
temple that all harken your attention. Any direction you go towards
will provide opportunities for discovery and intrigue.

However, as you’re on your merry way to discover what The
Great Plateau has in store, you get instantly eviscerated by a
powerful centaur-like monster known as a Lynel. This heavily
muscled and imposing creature was a stark surprise to anything
you’ve previously encountered within this game. The "ash of the
“Game Over” screen washes over your Nintendo Switch as you’ve
fallen prey to this enemy.

In that quiet re"ection you are forced to see the outcome of your
actions. That moment, for better or worse, demonstrates an impasse.
This impasse now challenges you to think “how is someone meant to
defeat these potent enemies?”

FIXED TO LOSE OR GROW BEYOND EXPECTATIONS

"I'm sure an answer will come to you. Wisdom takes time."
-Queen Sonia, Tears of the Kindgom25

One type of player could utilize a standard strategy - constantly
attacking this Lynel with the same weapons and the same approach
each and every time. This course of action, to them, would be the
most logical and direct approach. Sheer strength, determination, and
consistency with the enemy’s counter moves is the only way to
progress forward.

Unfortunately, this perspective is completely !xed towards their
goal of defeating the Lynel. There is no regard to what has transpired
in previous attempts. Instead, time and time again over those defeats
yield the same outcome. This sort of !xed mindset can sti"e a play‐
er’s enjoyment of the game. Instead of persevering through their
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struggle, they could get overly frustrated. That intense frustration
could then force the player to walk away from the challenge of this
game once and for all26. Like someone struggling with a tough class
in school, using the same study strategy hasn’t been yielding better
grades. So if your outcome hasn’t changed, then your gameplan
towards improving your grades needs to change.

However, what if the player learned from these defeats from the
Lynel? With those lessons learned, they could craft new and mean‐
ingful strategies towards this goal. The opportunity for growth and
newer strategies because of a loss or defeat is imperative for the
player’s journey. This moment allows players to take a pause, re"ect
on what has transpired, and formulate a newer strategy. Ideally,
these strategies could build on what went wrong, what went right,
and what can be done slightly better during that encounter.

One such opportunity of growth can occur with parrying an
attack. To parry an attack, players need precision timing in hopes of
de"ecting an enemy’s frontal attack and potentially stunning the
enemy, leaving them exposed. Since this requires great timing,
players can focus this skill on weaker enemies throughout the Great
Plateau. Through that practice, players can grow their under‐
standing of this strategy and employ it in a low-stakes encounter
with less aggressive and less powerful enemies27. Once they are
con#dent in the technique, then they can replicate it towards larger
and more powerful enemies, like the Lynel.

Continuing on this line of thinking, players can now formulate a
meaningful long-term strategy to defeat this rival. One such strategy
can be to master the Lynel’s attacks and #nd new weapons to aid in
clever counters to best the creature. Perhaps through some experi‐
mentation, you discover that range-based attacks with a bow and
arrow can prove effective. You’re able to attack the Lynel from a
distance, while also allowing yourself time to conceal yourself from
retribution. A mental note is taken from this new discovery and you
continue to develop your depth of knowledge.

Another strategy could place the focus elsewhere, for the time
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being. Instead of attacking the Lynel over and over again, redirecting
your attention towards exploring The Great Plateau can prove
fruitful in the player’s growth. Through a side quest or two, players
can !nd various new armors that are stronger than the initial tunic
you were originally given. The improved apparel, though indirectly,
grants you a better chance of survival with a direct attack from the
beast28.

Players could even hone in their skills through other enemies in
preparation for the Lynel encounter. The goblin-like creatures,
Bokoblins, can provide amicable practice on timing your attacks and
perfecting those shield blocks. The variety of their weapons, paired
with the ample availability, can allow players to experiment and
adjust strategies for optimal success and growth.

In all these instances, the player has gained new abilities, either
within the game or within their skill set. With these newfound abili‐
ties, the player not only progressed themselves towards the goal of
defeating the Lynel, but also in taking ownership of their ability to
grow and achieve said goal29. Now, with all the might and knowl‐
edge bestowed upon them through their previous defeats, the player
can now masterfully achieve their goal in defeating the Lynel in
earnest and quickly !nd a new challenge to overcome within the
game30.

GROWTH THROUGH EXPERIMENTATION

"Get creative with what you’ve got!"
-Darston, Echoes of Wisdom31

Not only are players pushing themselves towards growth, the
development team for The Legend of Zelda games pursued similar
goals. As the development team transitioned from BotW to TotK,
they quickly decided that the focus of the sequel should be on
creating new gameplay. With an already fleshed out version of
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Hyrule, the possibilities for new discoveries were immediately
striking.

Within TotK, players are able to pursue even more creativity and
opportunities for experimentation. BotW offered various Rune abili‐
ties with the Sheikah Slate that players could use to maneuver and
interact within the world. Stasis, for example, can stop the "ow of
time for an object and allow you to #nd creative ways to manipulate
this ability to your best advantage. TotK evolved this entire premise
into entirely new features and abilities. For this portion of the chap‐
ter, we will focus on Fuse and Ultrahand.

The Fuse ability allows Link to attach items from your inventory
or environment to your currently equipped shield or weapon. When
completed, this ability creates a new hybrid piece of gear that can be
used in combat, as well as other interesting ways. Ultrahand, though
similar, grants players the ability to move and attach objects to each
other within the world environment. Both of these mind bending
abilities grants players not only the breadth to experiment with
numerous permutations within the item sets, but allows for full
creative liberty to solve complex problems in a myriad of different
strategies. These abilities “enable players to do exactly what they think
they can do, rather than how [the developers] want them to play the
game.”32

With Fuse, players are able to synthesize new weapons and
strategies on the "y with the ability to connect two items together.
For many, the ability to craft more powerful weapons can elicit small
growth in their knowledge and strategies within Hyrule through a
trial-and-error approach33. The low stakes environment for experi‐
ment allows for plenty of “try again” moments and never a complete
“end” to the game. However, this can just be the starting point of
even more growth and creativity.

What if you fused a rocket with a shield? Or maybe a shield with
another shield? Or what about a bomb to a sword? Though the latter
may prove to be self-destructive for the player holding the weapon
(literally), the development team didn’t try to stop players from self-
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in!icted mistakes. Instead, players are encouraged to do any and all
possible options. Players can get a chuckle from an unintended
outcome. They not only grow from the endeavor, but gain an
intrinsic strategy that can be documented, stored, reinforced, and
even utilized in future moments within the game34.

These experiments within the game continue to offer players
these low stakes opportunities in order to expand their mastery of
growth beyond the controller. Transferring these experimental skills
to other forms of engagement within the player’s life can continue to
build moments and encourage new experiences to be seen and
enjoyed.

GROWTH THROUGH EXPLORATION

“The wind…it is blowing”
-Ganondorf, The Wind Waker35

Moments of growth are further developed and explored, not only
within the main storyline of both games, but with so many
unscripted moments within these open-world games. These points
of interest are sprinkled across Hyrule and allow players to craft their
own unique and tailored experience towards their growth. Regard‐
less of the route any player decides to take, each of them will have
their own trajectory to re!ect on and share. Each turn of the corner is
another exploration point waiting to be woven into the tapestry of
the experience36.

One corner that can be explored further are the mysteries around
Akkala Sea. While traversing in TotK, Link stumbles across a large
swatch of several pirate ships docked near the coastline. On those
ships are various Bokoblins and Moblins with a whiff of shadiness
and male#cency. The pirate portrayal is very reminiscent of Wind
Waker (WW) with its sea-faring nature and vibe.

With all this, it’s up to Link to defeat these pirates and calm the
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seas (if only temporarily). What turned into a simple exploration of
Hyrule, ended up becoming a test bed for all the knowledge and
skills that Link has learned up until this moment. For some, this can
be an incredible opportunity to demonstrate their mastery. All the
trials, tribulations, and tragedies of the past have formed into a
formidable foe. For others, this can prove to be a larger challenge
than they originally planned. In either case, opportunities to grow
and learn are still at the forefront.

With this challenge, players must utilize all that they have
learned throughout their journey. Suppose you’ve learned through
your exploration of the world that electrical currents !ow through
the water; using electrical arrows can be a powerful strategy. Or
maybe you’ve successfully fused a shield with a topaz, allowing for
the ability to stun enemies, and creating a moment of reprieve to
counterattack. Perhaps you’ve learned neither of these tricks, but
experiment and eventually discover something new. If the hero did
not defeat the pirates, it’s not the end. Instead, the mindset should
shift to, “the hero did not defeat the pirates, yet, so it’s not the end”.
That one word, yet, can help propel the story forward and continue
the player towards their growth, and eventually their success. The
player expands their mastery of themselves and the world through
exploration and experimentation. Once this challenge is overcome,
then an exciting new challenge can emerge and begin.

GROWTH THROUGH COLLABORATION

"Then we’re agreed. And when you and I work together, we’re a strong
tide that lifts all!”

-Kushara, Echoes of Wisdom37

With all this exploration and investigation within Hyrule, Link can
sometimes feel a bit isolated. Ruins of civilization's past, along with
the looming destruction of the world can elicit some strong feelings
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of quarantine and a de!cit of comradery38. Luckily, within TotK, Link
is able to collaborate with a slew of dynamic characters. One quest,
in particular, not only provides some levity, but creates a meaningful
collaboration where Link and other characters can all mutually grow
from the experience.

As players explore the world, they may stumble onto some
musicians near Eldin Canyon. They explain that The Great Fairy
Tera, who resides nearby, vanished into her fountain, refusing to
reappear. Her reappearance will only occur once she hears the
sound of the musician’s passionate violin musings. Link agrees to
help the troupe on the journey and with the use of his various
tools, successfully escorts them to the Fountain that hosts the fairy.
After the musical rendition, Tera appears and is willing to upgrade
Link’s equipment. Even moreso, Tera shows the location of the
other fairy fountains on the map, all of whom will also offer
various upgrades.

In this moment, Link not only grows from helping the musicians,
but was given the additional bene!t of upgrading his weapons. The
growth of the power of the weapons would not have been feasible, if
it wasn’t for the purposeful decision to help the other people in the
world. In that moment, a mutual opportunity arose and everyone
was able to grow in some way thanks to cooperation with each
other39. The emphasis of helping each other, whether intentionally
or inadvertently, provided opportunities that were not otherwise
possible40. The collaboration for communal growth illustrates the
notion that rising tides raises all ships (and in this case, raises all of
Link’s game stats).

THE DEPTHS: AN ULTIMATE SHOWCASE OF ONE’S
GROWTH

"May the light of blessing grant you the strength you seek."
-Various Shrines, Tears of the Kingdom41
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Perhaps the largest surprise within TotK is The Depths. This under‐
ground segment is a vast region hidden beneath the surface of
Hyrule. The Depths is in near-total darkness, where the only illumi‐
nation is what you bring and what you "nd within the mysterious
underground. While venturing into this unknown, it's incumbent for
the player to prepare all they’ve learned and apply it to this under‐
ground world.

Even though The Depths is visually a stark difference from the
light-focused Hyrule, players can still apply the lessons learned
above to the situation at hand. The growth and evolution of Link has
become the perfect bed of practice for the player. Through each trial
and challenge, the player has continued to expand their breadth of
knowledge and slew of skills.

As the exploration continues within The Depths. Players gradu‐
ally reveal the unknown terrain. Little by little, the shadows are
pulled away and players are able to see what lays ahead of them.
Each Lightroot discovered then becomes a moment of re#ection and
progress. The Lightroots not only literally allow Link to see the small
area around him, but symbolically illuminates all that came before
and all that will come after. Once you activate all 120 Lightroots, the
lower region of the world, previously devoid of light, now becomes
fully engulfed with light. All the corners of the once unknown
Depths have been revealed. This visual showcase then becomes a
symbolic reminder of all the progress that was once thought of as
impossible, but through a growth mindset has instead been
conquered.

The Depths even offers players an opportunity to revisit many of
the previous major bosses that were defeated in Hyrule. Queen
Gibdo from the Lightning Temple, for example, reemerges in The
Depths and becomes a new foe for Link to challenge. Now, as the
player, this becomes a true indicator of what you’ve learned
throughout your gameplay.

This challenge is not a simple copy and paste situation. Link is
not regurgitating the same outcome when seeing the same input. In
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the same vein, Queen Gibdo is not reproducing the same strategies,
but rather used her !rst encounter with the hero as a basis for this
new scrimmage. All the experimentations and exploration moments
are the driving force for each decision in this segment for the hero.
After all the experimentations, explorations, and obstacles, you are
able to showcase the new version of yourself. Something that was
once nearly insurmountable has become a simple stepping stone
towards the journey of becoming a true hero.

Translating these skills, experiments, and moments within
Hyrule to player’s lives beyond Hyrule equips them with the abilities
that they need to grow and succeed. Once seemingly unobtainable
goals can be possible for players. Allowing themselves moments to
fail, struggle, and reground within these games will allow them to
understand that failure is not the end, but just a precursor towards
their successes.

LOOKING FORWARD WITH A LINK

“Do not think that this ends here…”
-Ganondorf, Twilight Princess42

Throughout this journey and throughout this chapter, we have
explored all the possible ways that Link and the player could learn
and grow throughout Hyrule. Leaving the !xed perspective behind
and !nding a slew of ways to not only better the hero, but improve
on the process of bettering one’s self. The ability to grow through
exploration, collaboration, and experimentation have permeated
and transcended theory into action. Link is no longer !xed in his
strategies, but instead, capable of making purposeful decisions that
will eventually make him triumphant in the outcomes.
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THE LONELY SWORDSMAN?
LINK’S PATH FROM

LONELINESS TO FRIENDSHIP

ROWAN DANEELS, PHD. &
ANISHA CHINTOE, MSC.

“It’s dangerous to go alone! Take this!1”

Spoken by the Old Man before giving Link his sword in the original
The Legend of Zelda game2, these words highlight a fundamental
message about the human experience: the importance of friendship
(and its counterpart, loneliness). Almost 40 years and 20 game
releases later, the themes of friendship and loneliness are still impor‐
tant in Breath of The Wild (BotW)3 and Tears of the Kingdom (TotK)4,
the latest two installments of the franchise this chapter will discuss
more in detail.

BotW starts off with the master swordsman waking up in the
Shrine of Resurrection after one hundred years. Although physically
restored from unknown injuries, he has fallen into an amnesiac state,
not knowing where he is, what has happened or even who he is.
Without anyone being around to inform him, a sense of loneliness—
a human experience commonly understood as an uncomfortable
feeling that stems from a lack of social interactions and deeper rela‐
tionships5—can overtake players at the start of the game. Loneliness
seems to be a recurring theme in this game: Link is seemingly alone



in a ruin-!lled, post-apocalyptic Hyrule that has been taken over by
the wilderness of nature. He lacks social interactions at the start of
the game, he does not recognize the characters he once knew, and
has to traverse Hyrule without a consistent companion character; all
elements that re"ect loneliness6.

While BotW is often critiqued for being too empty7, its successor
in TotK introduces a new storyline and characters that allow players
to feel an increased sense of friendship. Here, friendship can be seen
as an experience that includes, among other things, affection,
support, intimacy, and trust between people8. Link meets several
young warriors during his TotK adventure, such as Tulin of the Rito
clan, who join him in his moment-to-moment !ghting. This
companionship is more in line with traditional Zelda games, where
Link is typically accompanied by helpful characters such as Navi
from Ocarina of Time (OoT)9 or Midna from Twilight Princess (TP)10.
BotW is contradictory in the sense that, while Link gains certain abil‐
ities from companion characters after saving them, these characters
almost completely disappear from the game until the !nal !ght
(questioning whether these characters are truly ‘companion’ charac‐
ters). This discrepancy in companion characters demonstrates how
TotK focuses more on friendship than BotW.

This chapter addresses how both games compare on themes of
loneliness and friendship, by examining their narrative, aesthetics,
and mechanics—inspired by two game studies-related frameworks.
First, the Integrated Model of Player Experience (IMP)11 explains
that game experiences result from interactions between a game’s
narrative (i.e., plot and characters), mechanics (i.e., aspects that deter‐
mine players’ interaction options; for example how Link walks, runs,
swims and even glides in the air, but also the different resources,
weapons, and clothing you can gather), and play context (e.g., pres‐
ence of other players). Second, the agency-narrative-social-
aesthetics or ANSA model12 shows that, besides agency (cf. mechan‐
ics), narrative, and sociality (cf. play context), the aesthetics (i.e., the
style and form of a game, re"ected in both visual and audio-related

THE LONELY SWORDSMAN? 41



characteristics of a game) is also a relevant game layer when
assessing game experiences. This chapter will examine loneliness
and friendship in these games through their narrative and charac‐
ters, aesthetics, and game mechanics (leaving out sociality, as both
games are singleplayer games with no opportunities for social play).

LONELINESS AND FRIENDSHIP: TWO EXPERIENCES ON
THE SAME CONTINUUM

Loneliness is a subjective experience, commonly de"ned by scholars
as an uncomfortable feeling that stems from a lack of social interac‐
tion and relationships13. For instance, the UCLA Loneliness scale14 is
a validated method to measure people’s feelings of loneliness,
including questions like whether people lack companionship, feel
left out or feel whether there are people they can turn to. People can
also experience loneliness when the relationships they currently
have, do not match with the relationships they want to have15. Lone‐
liness is not always related to the amount of time spent alone, as
being alone differs from feeling alone: a person can have many
friends and still feel alone because they have a higher personal need
for social interaction, while another person with less friends and
lower social needs may not experience loneliness16.

On the other hand, individuals have an inherent need for social
connectedness17, or friendship. Friendship is often described as a
relationship between two individuals that frequently engage in
connection-seeking interactions18. These social interactions include
activities such as spending time together, working together, convers‐
ing, sharing meals, and forming alliances. What separates ‘friends’
from ‘non-friends’ is the consistency and frequency in which these
activities occur. More importantly, these interactions are part of a
reciprocal relationship: friendship is a symmetric relation where
individuals are equal (i.e., have the same amount of power or
authority; no hierarchy between individuals), have a desire for
shared experiences, can self-disclose in a safe environment and
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receive the same amount of (emotional) support, intimacy, trust,
respect, and affection from one another19,20.

Based on these de!nitions, both experiences can be situated as
opposite ends of the same continuum: loneliness is an uncomfort‐
able experience caused by the absence of social interactions, while
friendship assumes frequent, affective, and intense social interac‐
tions. In the following sections, we will !rst examine loneliness in
BotW’s narrative, aesthetics, and mechanics. Then, we explore repre‐
sentations of friendship in TotK to shed light on what these games
can teach us about the psychology of loneliness and friendship.

BREATH OF THE WILD: A BEACON OF LONELINESS

Loneliness through Narrative: Memory, Grief, Failure and
Flashbacks

Link’s memory loss is, without a doubt, one of the most impor‐
tant story elements representing loneliness in BotW21. The game
starts in the Shrine of Resurrection, with Link being awakened by a
sad and mysterious disembodied voice. After a long recovery process
for his mortal wounds in#icted 100 years ago by Calamity Ganon, he
does not remember who he is, where he is or how he got there. Link’s
amnesiac state creates a strong sense of loneliness: losing your
memories of your (past) life also includes not knowing your family,
friends, and close ones. He has little to no social interactions at the
start of the game, no one to turn to for help22. Link does meet a
mysterious old man early on, who reveals himself as the spirit of
King Rhoam. Despite being the !rst character that Link interacts
with and who informs him about what happened in the past, dimin‐
ishing some of that persistent loneliness, the character ultimately
remains a spirit: when his task of informing Link is completed, he
disappears, reinforcing this feeling of loneliness.

During his quests, Link encounters many different characters
across Hyrule. Most of them do not recognize him, as he’s been
absent for some time. This is a secondary narrative theme linked to
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loneliness: Link is a time traveler of sorts, for many of the characters
in BotW a legend from a forgotten past and a heroic protagonist in a
lot of their (grand)parents’ stories. This also applies to Link himself.
Originating from a Hyrule 100 years in the past, he feels like an
outsider and a ‘hero out of time’, which makes it dif!cult to connect
with its current inhabitants. Only a handful of characters know Link
from before Ganon’s attack, such as the elderly woman Impa in
Kakariko village. They have an awkward !rst interaction, with Impa
wondering why Link doesn’t remember her. Impa attempts to
decrease his loneliness by informing him further, for instance, about
the four Divine Beasts and the Champions that controlled them, and
gives him the quest to free these Beasts (and the Champions’ spirits)
from Ganon’s control. Furthermore, Impa instructs Link to seek out
several locations where princess Zelda took pictures. This should
help Link (and the player) to regain some of his memories tied to the
princess, attempting to lower his sense of loneliness in the process.
Research on this topic has shown that reconnecting with past
memories, for instance, through reminiscence therapy—an interven‐
tion technique for people to recall past (pleasant) experiences23—
and experiencing nostalgia that involves re#ecting on fond memo‐
ries, can decrease loneliness24,25.

Other narrative themes in BotW that instill feelings of loneliness
are grief and failure. Hyrule is !lled with grief: the inhabitants
mourn the world how it was before Calamity Ganon’s attack and the
people they lost in the process. Many characters speak about a time
before the Great Calamity. This grief is also key to Link’s journey, as
feeling loneliness is often a consequential experience when losing
loved ones and experiencing grief26,27. He only starts to remember
the Champions—friends and loved ones he has a lot of history with
—when realizing he already lost them 100 years ago to Ganon. A
clear example here is Mipha, Champion of the Zora and Link’s child‐
hood friend, who was secretly in love with Link. In a recovered
memory, she promises to heal him with her water magic and
expresses her desire to spend time with him after defeating Ganon—
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an emotional !ashback, knowing she later died by Ganon’s forces.
When Link frees her spirit, she thanks him and gives him her healing
ability (i.e., Mipha’s Grace). Though Mipha’s wish to see Link again
is ful"lled, her spirit is released from Hyrule (until the "nal battle)
once freed—similar to the other Champions’ spirits. This adds to the
bittersweet loneliness of reclaiming each Divine Beast.

Failure is another central theme in BotW. Digital games are
notable for including failure processes to motivate players to
progress and persist in the face of failure28. Link faces failure too,
especially when slowly regaining his memories of the Great
Calamity. He failed to save Hyrule from Ganon in the past and failed
to protect Zelda as well as the Champions. However, the game does
not allow players to have an impact on those events: they are shown
as !ashbacks, where players cannot learn from this particular failure
in Link’s story and are unable to alter these events. The inability to
change these events, the accompanying sense of failure and power‐
lessness, as well as knowing the task of saving Hyrule and Zelda now
relies solely on Link’s shoulders; all of this is a big burden to bear
alone, leading to reinforced feelings of loneliness.

A key storytelling device in the abovementioned narrative
themes to recount past events, but which also enhances experiences
of loneliness29, are !ashbacks of past memories. Having lost all
memories as Link, these !ashbacks are the only (visual) source, next
to the tales of some of the Great Calamity’s survivors and legends
passed down through generations, to "nd out what really occurred
and reconstruct Link’s past30. An example of this is the "rst !ashback
at the start of the game: Ganon taking over the Divine Beasts, killing
the Champions as well as mortally wounding Link whilst protecting
Zelda. These !ashbacks confront both Link and the player with an
unchangeable past which you already know the outcome of. This
creates a sense of somberness and loneliness, as you long for better
times before the Great Calamity and desire to live in the comfort of
the past. In other words, the friendship witnessed in these !ash‐
backs between Link and Zelda or between Link and the different
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Champions leads to loneliness, as Link has lost his friends, the
people he could turn to31. The relationships he wants to have (i.e.,
his past friends) do not match with the (lack of) interactions he has
during BotW, which is a classic characteristic of loneliness32.

Loneliness through Aesthetics: Wide Shots, Cool Colors and
Silence

Next to the narrative, the aesthetics or audiovisual characteris‐
tics of games can represent or evoke a sense of loneliness (and
friendship), often in support of main narrative themes and charac‐
ters. For one, visual media such as "lms, TV series or games use wide
shots as a speci"c type of camera framing to create a sense of awe,
smallness, and feelings of insigni"cance33. The vast environment, a
small character, and a lot of empty space on the screen can create
feelings of loneliness. BotW34 uses a wide shot almost immediately,
when Link awakens from his restorative sleep and looks over Hyrule.
The camera zooms out and the game’s title appears on-screen,
making players feel small and alone in this world. Furthermore, the
default camera angle while playing, although changeable in the
game’s settings, puts Link in the center of the screen with a lot of
empty space around him which, especially when exploring the
wilderness, strengthens feelings of loneliness among players.
Beyond camera positioning, the aesthetics of the game world itself
can contribute to loneliness. Hyrule is depicted as a post-apocalyptic
landscape, with ruins everywhere and nature that has taken over
houses and entire settlements. The emptiness of the post-apoca‐
lyptic landscape reminds players of the people who used to live
there, representing the memories of a society destroyed by Ganon’s
attacks (similar to other games with post-apocalyptic worlds like
The Last of Us35,36).

Lighting and colors are another instrument to visually portray
emotions such as loneliness (and friendship). Rooted in color
psychology, or how colors elicit different responses among individu‐
als, cinema often uses different coloring and lighting to subtly
convey certain messages37. For example, cool colors like blue and
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green, which are often associated with calmness and peacefulness,
can also evoke feelings of sadness and isolation. These colors are very
prominent in BotW, such as the green wilderness of nature that
elicits a sense of serenity but also emptiness and Link’s standard
attire being a cool blue shade. Furthermore, roaming around Hyrule
in BotW is often (but not always) paired with darker lighting, foggy
atmospheres and rainy weather, which has the potential to enhance
players’ loneliness by making them moody and setting an overall
somber tone.

Focusing on the musical representation of loneliness, the sound
design in BotW can be a strong contributor to somberness and
feeling alone. While the Zelda game series is known for its bombastic
orchestral music with adventurous soundtrack themes, these are less
prevalent in BotW38, except in towns or during boss !ghts. The slow
piano melodies and lack of other instrumentation cause players to
feel lonely. This is especially the case when you are wandering in the
wild: there is an abundance of silence as well as ambient nature
sounds. The blowing wind, rivers running wild, and birds "ying in
the sky; all these echoes of Hyrule’s wilderness take over traditional
Zelda-like soundtrack scores. These ambient nature sounds, along
with the absence of music altogether, enhances feelings of being
alone in a vast space such as Hyrule39.

Loneliness through Mechanics: Hyrule’s Weather System,
Open World and Enemies

Besides representational elements (i.e., narratives, characters,
and aesthetics), mechanics also have the potential to evoke loneli‐
ness (and friendship)—similar to the aesthetics, as a support
element of main narrative themes and characters. One of the more
noticeable mechanics that inspires loneliness is the dynamic
weather system, which is present in both BotW40 and TotK41. While
exploring the plains of Hyrule, the weather can suddenly change,
oftentimes making it rain or getting dark. Being stuck in a lightning
storm on a ledge that gets slippery when it rains makes it hard for
Link to climb up and get around certain obstacles. Not only does this
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poor weather worsen players’ mood; feeling like there is no way of
getting up a hill or mountain can be a pretty frustrating and lonely
experience.

Another mechanical element is the open world in both games,
including the vastness of areas to explore and the ways to traverse
this game world. While there are some towns and stables across
BotW’s game world, most of it is exploring the green !elds and
forests—the wilderness of nature—all by yourself. This freedom of
an open world might feel refreshing at times as it can invoke a sense
of solitude42, a positive state of being alone (compared to the nega‐
tive state of feeling alone, or loneliness) that has the ability to lower
people’s stress levels43. However, it can also leave players with a lack
of direction, wandering around aimlessly and alone without any
social interaction; thus experiencing loneliness. In terms of travel‐
ling, there are little ways to explore the vast game world beyond fast
travelling or riding a horse. Link is often facing the vastness of
Hyrule walking or gliding from one area to the next, which can feel
lonely. Moreover, there are also hidden elements on the game’s
world map (in both BotW and TotK) that contribute to loneliness
representation. Many open world games require players to unlock
areas on the map through certain points of interest, or towers.44.
Navigating the world of Hyrule can be tricky because of this: players
can have a hard time knowing where they are or where to go next
without clearing more of the game map, potentially leaving players
feeling lost and disoriented.

A !nal mechanical element to discuss are the enemies Link !ghts
during his adventures. BotW is largely about exploring a hostile
post-apocalyptic world: when alone or in isolated stretches, players
can get nervous by enemies that unexpectedly attack Link. For exam‐
ple, a cluster of boulders can assemble into a Stone Talus—a large
golem-like enemy made of rocks. Furthermore, while there are many
characters travelling on the roads who give players tips or offer side
quests and resources, at some point during the game players start to
encounter members of the Yiga clan disguised as regular Hylians. For
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players trying to avoid !ghts as much as possible, !ghting Yiga
assassins is not only quite dif!cult but also leads to avoiding inter‐
acting with characters in the wilderness altogether. As trust is one of
the key elements of friendships45, distrusting characters in the game
could make players avoid social interactions, in turn leading to an
isolated and lonely game experience.

TEARS OF THE KINGDOM: AN ILLUSTRATION OF
FRIENDSHIP

Friendship through Narrative: Community, Teamwork, and
‘Hands’ Metaphor

Memory loss and Link’s absence for the past 100 years has made
elements of friendship in BotW46 less prevalent. In TotK47, however,
an increased sense of belonging and hope throughout Hyrule is
palpable. Characters you encounter actually know Link or have
heard of his triumph over Ganon in BotW, and are happy to see him.
The player also knows some of these characters, often familiar faces
from the previous game. Although not being a part of strong indi‐
vidual friendships, this narrative element creates a sense of
belonging and feelings of being part of a community, connecting to
elements of support as well48.

There is a lot of collaboration and teamwork in TotK, strongly
representing friendship in the game. These friendships mainly come
in the form of the Sages, companion characters who represent
different clans (similar to the Champions of BotW) and who each
control different elements like !re, wind, and time. These young
warriors accompany Link in dealing with the strange weather-
related phenomena caused by the emergence of the antagonist,
Ganondorf. In their quests, Link forms friendships with them by
spending time and working together as well as sharing experi‐
ences49,50. These characters also offer Link abilities to progress in the
game. For instance, Tulin’s ‘Power of Wind’ creates a small burst of
wind in any direction that allows Link to paraglide further, reaching
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places he could not reach before. Link already met some of these
characters during BotW, like the Sage of Water, Sidon. Disabling the
Divine Beast ‘Vah Ruta’ and freeing Mipha’s spirit in the !rst game
required a great deal of teamwork51 between Link and Mipha’s
brother Sidon. For example, Link rode Sidon’s back through the
water to reach the Divine Beast in the !rst place. Although having a
new life and role as king of the Zora community in TotK, Sidon
extends his prior friendship with Link into this game by becoming a
Sage. Forming a new alliance with him—a key aspect of friend‐
ships52—and seeing a familiar face from BotW might make players
both rejoice and re#ect on the fact that, perhaps, BotW wasn’t such a
lonely experience after all. There were signs of early friendships in
the !rst game, albeit limited to a few, such as the one with Sidon.

Possibly the biggest difference between both games in terms of
loneliness and friendship is how the Champions (and their descen‐
dants) and the Sages help out Link after their own story missions. In
BotW, after their respective story quests are !nished, the Champi‐
ons’ spirits only appear shortly for the !nal battle against Ganon,
while their descendants remain in their home locations altogether.
Although you can visit these latter characters at any given moment,
they stay there, meaning that players are mainly alone throughout
other quests. In TotK, after becoming Sages and !nishing their
respective local missions, these companion characters can stay with
Link during most other quests. In this way, he engages more in social
interactions with these characters, increasing friendship bonds by
working together and sharing experiences53, but also allowing
players of TotK to experience positive relationships through the
game. Such positive relationships are an important element people
should pursue in order to increase their personal well-being, happi‐
ness, health, and overall quality of life54,55. As such, these friendships
in TotK might have a lasting positive impact on players themselves.

The difference between both games in terms of loneliness and
friendship is even mentioned by the game’s developers56. While
BotW emphasized loneliness as players mostly traverse the game
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world alone, TotK centers on ‘hands’ as a major theme. Link receives
the Zonai Rauru’s hand when recovering from his wounds at the
game’s start, utilizing this to manipulate objects and solve puzzles
with his newfound abilities. The hands metaphor also expresses the
idea of characters joining hands, connecting and working together to
overcome the forces of darkness. As such, Link and his friends collab‐
orating to stop Ganondorf is a strong symbolic representation of
friendship in TotK57.

One important caveat to mention is that these companion char‐
acters are not entirely themselves: after becoming Sages, they
provide Link with their vow. This is an object that casts a shadow-
like avatar of themselves to accompany the player everywhere.
Despite being able to engage in basic social interactions, such as
working together and sharing experiences58, an argument can be
made that these shadows lack other elements of more profound
friendship building, like self-disclosing to each other (these avatars
do not talk that much) or provide emotional support and affection.
This relates to the notion of what qualitative or strong friendships
are: while aspects such as similarity59 (i.e. liking people that are
similar to someone) or physical proximity60 are often mentioned as
indicators of friendships, research showed that people rather look
for qualities such as trust, honesty, and supportiveness to build
strong relationships61. Applying this to TotK’s Sages, while these
shadow-like avatars do provide some companionship when
exploring Hyrule (i.e., proximity and, to some extent, similarity),
they might hinder deeper connections. However, before the "nal
battle with Ganondorf, the Sages reappear in the #esh to help out
Link. It is here that Tulin says “You don’t have to "ght all by yourself,
you know! When we "ght together, we’re unstoppable.”62, signifying
their friendship by helping Link out and supporting him when he
needs it63.

Friendship through Aesthetics: Warm Colors, Cozy Lighting,
and Embracing Music

Contrary to using wide shots and framing a character alone in
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the center of the screen as a representation of loneliness, showing
multiple characters in a frame together shows off their connection
and friendship64. In BotW65, this type of shot framing is mostly
preserved for !ashbacks of Link’s memories, which can lead to a
feeling of longing to those past relationships. In TotK66, framing
multiple characters alongside Link is often used when interacting
with the Sages. For example, when Link reaches the depths beneath
Hyrule Castle to face the demon king’s army, the "ve Sages arrive to
help Link out. In the "nal moments of that cutscene, Link is shown in
the center of the screen surrounded by his Sage friends.

In terms of color grading, warmer colors like red, orange, and
yellow are usually associated with warmth, comfort, and friend‐
ship67,68. Link’s heartfelt memories in BotW (through !ashbacks) of
him and Zelda playing with a frog, or when Zelda thanks Link for his
enduring loyalty by knighting him, include a color palette of bright,
warm colors to re!ect their strong and intimate relationship. These
scenes are bathed in a warm golden light, the warm colors re!ecting
the emotional warmth of such moments. Similar, the cities of Hyrule
and the Sky Islands area above Hyrule in TotK portray a sense of
openness, warmth, and light, especially at daytime. Despite the vast‐
ness of the !oating islands scattered across the sky having the poten‐
tial to create a sense of isolation and loneliness, this area also feels
more welcoming as Link explores them in solitude—the positive side
of being alone that can lower, for example, players’ stress levels69,70.
Not only does this area provide a lot of warm colors by being physi‐
cally closer to the sky and the sun. The presence of the ancient Zonai
machinery and friendly ‘Steward Constructs’ provide a subtle
reminder of life and companionship, as these constructs communi‐
cate with Link and help him out on various occasions. Furthermore,
the cozy lighting in towns during nighttime also contribute to an
overall sense of warmth and friendship in TotK. Who doesn’t want to
live in a town like Hateno Village with such welcoming mushroom-
shaped lighting?

Finally, the games’ music design is an important indicator of
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friendship. While BotW includes a lot of ambient nature sounds to
represent loneliness, there are also soundtrack themes in the towns
spread across Hyrule that offer more lightness and wholesome
moments. These soundtrack themes are continued in TotK, but often
with richer, more layered compositions: many of the nature-based
soundtrack themes from BotW are being used with additional instru‐
ments to lessen the experience of loneliness. For instance, the Hyrule
Fields theme now includes uplifting "ute sounds to accompany and
strengthen the piano sounds, being a metaphor for the more hopeful
atmosphere of rebuilding Hyrule in TotK71. A personal favorite is
‘Zora’s Domain’, which includes lighthearted and embracing harp
and synth sounds based on the Zora theme in prior Zelda games72.
All of these themes encourage a sense of safety and intimacy that can
help players feel connected to the inhabitants of these villages in
TotK.

Friendship through Mechanics: Sages’ vs. Champions’ Abili‐
ties and Settlements

One of the key friendship mechanics in BotW73 and TotK74 are the
special abilities related to the Champions and Sages. In BotW, these
abilities—or Champion’s gifts, including ‘Daruk’s Protection’ (a
defensive red shield) and ‘Mipha’s Grace’ (health revival and
enhancement)—are unlocked after freeing each Champion’s spirit.
They serve as powerful symbols of friendship, allowing Link to call
upon his friends even after their deaths. Connecting this to theories
of friendship, these abilities support Link in his adventures75, identi‐
fying them as metaphorical extensions of Link’s friendship with each
Champion. They are prime examples of strong friendships: despite
them not being around anymore (lack of physical proximity), the
Champions provide support beyond the grave76,77.

TotK has similar, yet slightly different, companion characters’
abilities, including Yunobo’s cannon attack that launches him
towards enemies and Tulin’s gust of wind ability, which creates a big
speed boost when gliding. The main mechanical difference between
both games lies in how the characters and their abilities are inte‐
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grated into Link’s journey. In TotK, the Sages (and their abilities)
actively accompany Link during his quests, !ghting alongside him
and effectively dealing damage to enemies. This contrasts with
BotW, where the Champion’s gifts are used by Link alone, without
the Champions being physically present. Fighting side by side,
supporting each other in real time, and sharing these experiences
creates a more tangible and vivid expression of friendship78 in TotK
than in BotW. However, players can also choose not to have these
companion characters around, by switching off each Sage’s vow
individually, which also means not having access to their abilities.
This could be useful, for instance, if players want to be alone to
explore Hyrule in solitude79.

Beyond these abilities, there are some smaller mechanics that
can instigate a sense of friendship, such as the towns and stables
throughout the game world. In BotW, encountering a town or stable
often felt like a breath of fresh air: they provided interactions with
other characters, which led to gaining helpful information or
starting smaller quests to help side characters; all ful!lling players’
inherent need for social connectedness80 in a game world that felt
lonely at times81. TotK provided even more places to stay, with
Hyrule including an abundance of settlements, tent camps, and
towns. Players can basically never go too far without running into
someone. For instance, you come across Addison ‘the sign guy’
almost everywhere, even in the most secluded places, where you can
help him hold up an advertising sign related to rebuilding Hyrule82.

CONCLUSION

Loneliness and friendship are two prevalent experiences that are
represented throughout the narrative, aesthetics, and mechanics of
BotW83 and TotK84. Loneliness, or the unpleasant feeling of lacking
social interactions85, was very tangible in BotW. Narrative themes
such as Link’s memory loss or feelings of grief and failure; audiovi‐
sual elements like wide camera shots or ambient nature sounds; and
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mechanics like an open game world all portrayed a sense of loneli‐
ness. On the other hand, friendship—reciprocal social interactions
that include sharing experiences, working together, and portraying a
sense of support, intimacy, and trust86,87—is quite common in both
games, but especially in TotK. Friendship is represented in the
game’s narrative, via elements such as community feelings in Hyrule
and working together with Sages as companion characters; the
aesthetics, including warm colors, cozy town lighting, and musically
rich soundtrack scores; and the mechanics, mainly via the Sages’
abilities and the social hubs inside Hyrule’s towns.

There is a lot of continuity between both games regarding loneli‐
ness and friendship representation, especially in the aesthetics and
mechanics. As such, the main difference resides in the games’ narra‐
tive elements, such as TotK featuring companion characters during
quests, whereas BotW conveys friendship mainly through "ashbacks
to Link’s past relationships. The premise that BotW feels more lonely
at times and TotK focuses more on friendship88 is true, to some
extent. However, it’s not entirely a black-and-white comparison:
loneliness can also occur when playing TotK—for instance, having to
search for the missing Zelda again, right after getting her back at the
end of BotW—and friendship is also present in BotW, for example,
through Link’s reclaimed memories of close relationships (i.e., the
many "ashbacks with Zelda, or with other Champions like Mipha) or
musical side quests such as Tarrey Town89.

In the end, we can conclude that the Old Man from the original
Zelda game was right: it is dangerous to go alone on an adventure.
Friendship is an essential element, not just for Link to persist in the
face of loneliness in his quest to save the kingdom of Hyrule and its
citizens. It’s also important for players, given that positive relation‐
ships are critical for people’s well-being, health, and happiness90.
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TRIFORCE’S
DARK AND LIGHT

THE PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY
OF LINK AND GANONDORF

ALEXANDER MACLELLAN, PHD.

A man lies in the ruins of a castle, destruction all around his body. A
younger man in a green tunic and a woman in a pink dress stand
across from him and, through a TV screen, a young child heaves a
sigh of relief and puts a controller down. Ganondorf, the King of
Thieves has been defeated, and the main quest of Ocarina of Time
(OoT) is ended. Hours sunk into exploring temples and gathering
items are at an end. Victory is short-lived though. Back through the
screen, the body leaps into the air and a transformation begins.
Giant horns and pig-like features erupt from the man’s body,
swelling in size until only a beast remains. Even on the low-resolu‐
tion polygons of the "rst 3D Zelda game, the menace and danger are
palpable as a title appears on the lower third of the screen: Ganon.
The child swears for the "rst time and grabs their controller. Link
grabs his sword, leaping into action.

The con#ict between Link and Ganondorf anchors many of the
games in the Legend of Zelda (LoZ) series. While Link, the holder of
the Triforce of Courage "ghting against the monsters and minions of
Ganondorf and his Triforce of Power makes for a classic good vs evil



narrative, their contrasting personalities make them truly iconic
characters.

To understand this psychological contrast, we can examine these
characters through the lens of personality psychology. Speci!cally,
the concepts of the ‘Dark’ and the ‘Light’ triad. The Dark Triad,
consisting of Machiavellianism (manipulative behavior), narcissism
(excessive self-focus) and psychopathy (lack of empathy)1 describes
individuals who exploit others for personal gain. In response to this
focus on negative traits, researchers have started discussing the
“Light” triad - consisting of compassion, empathy, and altruism2 (or
alternatively, Kantianism, Humanism, and Faith in Humanity3). The
Light Triad describes individuals who help others without expecting
personal bene!t, build trusting relationships, and respect human
dignity.

Ganondorf exempli!es the Dark Triad through his manipulative
schemes, narcissistic pursuit of power, and callous disregard for
others’ suffering. Link embodies the Light Triad by sel"essly
protecting others, showing compassion for all beings, and main‐
taining faith in people’s inherent goodness. This chapter explores
how these psychological frameworks provide deeper meaning into
Link and Ganondorf’s eternal con"ict and what it says about the
moral choices we face in our lives.

GANONDORF

In Ganon, Link confronts a beast driven by hatred, greed, and an
insatiable hunger for power. This villain's dark motivations serve as
a mirror that reveals the story's central themes. By opposing Ganon's
destructive ambitions, Link's heroic qualities become more
pronounced and meaningful. The clash between their opposing
values allows players to fully engage with both characters and the
world they inhabit. Ultimately, the greater Ganon's threat and
malevolence, the more Link must rise to embody the heroic virtues
necessary to defeat him.
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Ganondorf, the human form introduced in OoT4 offers the player
a more complex enemy to engage with than the bestial Ganon. The
games show him to be intelligent, dominant, and utterly ruthless.
This was a conscious decision by the game designers, with Toru
Osawa, script director for OoT, reworking Ganondorf away from the
pig monster he had been in the earlier games:

“I started by thinking to myself, “What kind of guy is worth defeating?…
The enemies you feel the best about defeating are the ones that outclass
you in every way, from abilities to experience. He also had to be an
appealing character, even though he was the enemy. He initially looked
like a brute who had nothing but raw strength. I wanted him to have
clever eyes so you knew he was a man of high caliber.”

- Character Designer Satoru Takizawa5

Ganondorf is interesting not just because he is an evil for our
hero to overcome, but because his character is thoroughly dislike‐
able. His design is meant to be slightly off-putting, being a tall,
powerfully built man with a slight hunch and bird like features6.
Rarely enough for a villain, Ganondorf does not kill a character on
screen until Tears of the Kingdom (TotK)7, and it is perhaps this which
makes him an interesting character. Nintendo manages to create
animosity towards Ganondorf through dialogue and character devel‐
opment across the story, and it is these we will examine. As with all
iconic video game villains, Ganondorf is more than a pantomime
character who bullies his way to the top. He is an intelligent operator
who poses real challenges to the player-controlled Link.

LINK

Every great villain needs a great hero to face them. As a series, Zelda
games have an established language for introducing us to our avatar
in Hyrule. We often meet Link as he wakes up, usually on the
outskirts of a civilisation. He is also young, frequently a boy or a
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very young adult, and this youth allows many gamers to either
connect with the character, or to allow themselves to return to a
more positive state. Themes of nostalgia, time passing and maturity
are part of all Legend of Zelda games, and so it is unsurprising the
protagonist is the vehicle for this. Though he never speaks in the
games, this is so the player can immerse themselves in the charac‐
ter. Link’s name is chosen for a purpose, to link us to the world of
Hyrule:

We named the protagonist Link because he connects people
together”

-Shigeru Miyamoto8

Whilst Ganondorf is overt and loud, Link quietly is the story‐
telling device for Nintendo to communicate their themes to us, and
in doing so we play out a modern parable about good and evil. The
games are rarely simple tales with Link, and by extension us, having
to learn to trust others, help characters in need and "nd courage to
do the right thing, even when it is dif"cult. As a character, Link
de"nes the term ‘actions speak louder than words’ and it is through
his actions we can understand those things that make Link who
he is.

Link and Ganondorf then are two sides of the same coin, and by
exploring their actions in the games, we can better understand what
shapes both good and bad characters in the real world.

THE MAN WITH THE EVIL EYES VS THE LIGHT
BETWEEN THE CLOUDS: MACHIAVELLIANISM VS
ALTRUISM

“Can you see the man with the evil eyes?...Though he swears allegiance to
my father, I’m sure he is not sincere”

-Princess Zelda, Ocarina of Time9

62 ALEXANDER MACLELLAN, PHD.



Machiavellianism refers to a manipulative personality trait that uses
other people, often against their own interest, for the bene!t of
oneself. They often have a cynical worldview and are generally
distrusting10. Ganondorf, who seeks the power of the Triforce above
all else, exempli!es Machiavellianism most notably in the OoT and
TotK (perhaps unsurprising given the overlap in story beats between
the two). In the OoT, we !rst meet Ganondorf proper in Hyrule
castle. Having heard the details of Zelda’s prophetic dream, we are
invited to look through a window to see Ganondorf kneeling before
the king of Hyrule.

The plot of the childhood portion of OoT is centered around
Ganondorf’s Machiavellian traits. Away from the spotlight, he moves
to in"uence the other major races in Hyrule. In pursuit of the spiri‐
tual stones, he blocks the Gorons’ source of food, and he destroys the
guardian deities of the Kokiri and the Zora in retaliation for the races
not surrendering their Stones to him. In other games, such as Wind
Waker (WW), Twilight Princess (TP) and Tears of the Kingdom (TotK),
Ganondorf primarily acts from the fringes and or through proxies,
such as Zant, never exposing himself until he feels his position- and
power- is assured.

Away from a console, Machiavellianism is the focus of much
academic research, where it has been linked with reduced team
commitment, abusive behaviour and manipulation11. Machiavel‐
lians do not crave the spotlight and can operate from the fringes of
an organisation, hoarding knowledge, and spreading misinforma‐
tion when it serves them. In A Link to the Past (ALttP)12, Ganondorf
disguises himself as Aganhim and positions himself as an in"uential
wizard in the King of Hyrule’s court, from where he could control the
guards, put a bounty on Link and gather everything he needs to take
over.

Machiavellians are supremely self-focused and often choose not
to engage in overly aggressive or risky behaviour unless they feel
their position has been secured13. In Wind Waker (WW)14, Ganon‐
dorf chooses not to reveal himself until Link has drawn the Master
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Sword, removing the last seal on his power. Unthreatened by the
weakened sword and unknown boy, Ganondorf begins to act more
directly, setting up the game’s !nal act. In TotK, Ganondorf remains
weakened from his imprisonment by Rauru and acts indirectly –
using a puppet in the form of Princess Zelda to deceive the leaders of
Hyrule’s citizens, exploiting their care for the princess to weaken
them later- a classic Machiavellian strategy. One might wonder why
they are not found out, however research suggests that Machiavel‐
lianism is hard to identify in other people15- unsurprising given their
manipulative and clandestine nature.

In comparison to Ganondorf, who works from the shadows to
manipulate and exploit people for his own interests, Link works
openly to help those around him, even at his own cost. Kantianism,
taking the name from the 18th century German philosopher
Immanuel Kant, describes patterns of behaviour that show the indi‐
vidual does not seek a bene!t when interacting with someone else.
For example, someone high in Kantianism would enter a conversa‐
tion with another person without thought of a personal bene!t.
Those who score highly on Kantianism are also likely to act in
morally ‘correct’ ways, even if it comes with a personal cost16. Where
Ganondorf is solitary, Machiavellian !gure, using people for his own
ends only and abandoning them when they have no more worth to
him, Link is a highly altruistic !gure, who often does the right thing
at great personal cost.

This altruism is perhaps best displayed through the range of side
quests Link can complete in any adventure. From a gameplay stand‐
point, side quests offer refreshing diversions from the main story, a
way to earn extra Rupees and an opportunity to use a variety of
gameplay mechanics the player might otherwise ignore. Though
they are incentivized with power-ups in the form of Pieces of Heart,
bottles, or rarer crafting materials in the latest games on offer, their
completion is often hinted at as being part of Link’s canonical jour‐
ney. For example, over the end credits of OoT see glimpses of people
together at a Lon Lon Ranch liberated from Ingo’s control. In Majo‐
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ra’s Mask (MM)17 we see the wedding of Anju and Kafei. Though
examining every side quest across all the games would be a chapter
of itself, two spring to mind as cases demonstrating Link’s altruism.
Anju and Kafei’s questline in MM is a long, complicated affair that
can only be completed after most of the game has been !nished and
time rewound repeatedly. A core part of psychological altruism is the
desire to improve the welfare of another without expectation of a
reward18. Link receives the advertised reward from Kafei’s mother
early in the questline; the continuation is, from a story perspective,
entirely driven by Link’s desire to help the young couple.

The Tarrey Town questline from BotW19 exhibits perhaps the
best example of Link’s altruism. After purchasing his house in
Hateno village, the straightforward Hudson begins a new project to
create a new town in northern Akkala. There is no obvious imme‐
diate reward for !nding the people Hudson needs to see the settle‐
ment grow: they don’t give you anything upon learning about Tarrey
Town and Hudson doesn’t pay you for your efforts collecting wood
or tradesmen. Link seemingly does this simply because he wants to,
and it seems we complete this quest for no other reason than the
satisfaction of seeing the place grow. The !nal part sees Link travel
to !nd a priest for the wedding of Hudson and Rhondson, the tailor
we found in the Gerudo desert. Given matchmaking is related to
wellbeing and altruistic motivations20 it is perhaps unsurprising that
two side-quests with similar outcomes occur in two Zelda games
released almost 20 years apart.

It is a tragedy of most Zelda games that at the end of his journey
Link is separated from those he has connected with. For example, at
the end of OoT Link is sent back to a time where nobody will know of
his heroism and is abandoned by his constant companion, Navi.
Twilight Princess (TP) sees Link and Midna, close companions,
permanently separated in their worlds of Light and Twilight, whilst
in Skyward Sword (SS) Fi fades into a long sleep in the Master Sword,
never fully waking to share an adventure with Link again. Though
each Link is different, the soul of the hero endures across each incar‐
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nation. This soul continues to drive him to make new connections,
and keep helping others, even after he is left with no thanks for it.
This is all but con!rmed in TP, where the Hero’s shade- now known
to be the hero from OoT- guides this new incarnation of Link in the
way of the sword. He speaks of his regret that nobody knew of his
deeds, yet he continues to !ght against Ganondorf, even in death. To
know that your efforts may not be rewarded, and that you may lose
those you love but continue to strive for the bene!t of others is
perhaps all the proof we need of Link’s inherent altruism.

Link and Ganondorf differ hugely in how they treat other people,
not just in outcome, but intention. Where Ganondorf is often a
Machiavellian schemer who only views people by what they can do
for him; Link is an altruistic agent, who seeks to improve the lives of
others with no care for what they can do for him.

THE EVIL KING VS THE HUMBLE SOLDIER: NARCISSISM
VS HUMANISM

Your people had some skill, to be sure…but they lacked true power. The
kind of absolute power that those chosen by the gods wield. He who wields
such power would make a suitable king for this world; don't you think?”

-Ganondorf, Twilight Princess21

Those with high levels of narcissism are largely de!ned by their
grandiose beliefs. A narcissist believes they are special, or superior to
others in some way. They demand attention and admiration, though
they are unwilling to offer either to others22. A narcissist’s motiva‐
tions are therefore frequently centered on the pursuit of status, and
the privileges that status affords. Those high in narcissism are often
assertive, arrogant, willing to brag about their accomplishments,
and often are preoccupied with thoughts of glory, power, and hero‐
ism23. Ganondorf’s dialogue, or dialogue about him typi!es many of
these traits. He is frequently referred to as ‘the Great Ganondorf’ in
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the OoT and is quick to remind Link of his status as a king in both
OoT and TotK. He also belittles Link and his achievements: a
common strategy narcissists use to protect their own ego and self-
esteem24. For example, when he states in OoT, “My only mistake was
to slightly underestimate the power of this kid… No… it was not the kid’s
power I misjudged, it was the power of the Triforce of Courage!25”

Ganondorf’s hunger for power is his de!ning characteristic. In
OoT, upon entering the sacred realm and touching the Triforce, it
shatters, leaving him only with the part of it which he most believes
in: power. Through wielding the Triforce of Power, he can ful!ll his
narcissistic desire for dominance over those who threaten his own
self-importance. In the real-world, narcissists often possess posi‐
tions of power in companies, and research indicates that narcissists
are likely to behave unethically once in that position26. The absolute
con!dence a narcissist has in their abilities is also linked with poor
leadership decisions27 and is suggestive of Ganondorf’s own
tendency to overestimate his abilities, and ultimately fall to Link and
Zelda’s efforts. As Ganondorf states in TP, “Your people had some skill,
to be sure…but they lacked true power. The kind of absolute power that
those chosen by the gods wield. He who wields such power would make a
suitable king for this world; don't you think?28”

However, this power-hungry, arrogant characterisation is not the
only way Ganondorf displays narcissism. In every iteration, Ganon‐
dorf comes from the Gerudo desert outside of Hyrule, and is bent on
subjugating Hyrule to his will. The motivations for this are arguably
rooted in envy, with WW’s Ganondorf admitting to Link during a
re$ective moment: “I…coveted that wind, I suppose29”. Narcissism is
closely linked with envy, being one of the key assessment criteria of
the trait. When experienced, envy can either be expressed in a
benign manner concerned with improving oneself, or malicious
which is largely concerned undermining or engaging in a rivalry
with the envied person30. Those high in narcissistic traits are likely to
experience greater negative emotions and feel hostility when facing
a comparison with one in a higher social standing than themselves.
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The vulnerable ego of the narcissist is threatened when compared to
a comparable individual, creating the negative emotion. The
hostility is an attempt to regulate this negative emotional state, and
an act to change the hierarchy to suit their needs.

This is most apparent in TotK, where Ganondorf explicitly cannot
accept the sovereignty of Rauru and the Zonai, whose peaceful rule is
so opposite to his own warlike tendencies. As a king by birth his
grandiosity is perhaps understandable. In both TotK and OoT he has
been told, as the only male Gerudo, that he has a divine right to rule
his tribe, which feeds his narcissistic personality. In the English
localisation he is also described by Rauru as a ‘hero’ to his people,
further fueling his belief in his superiority. When faced with the
power of Rauru and his sacred stones however, he falls short. During
the cutscene where he steals the Secret Stone, the original Japanese
dialogue makes Ganondorf’s envy explicit as he lectures Rauru:
“From those heights, you looked down on me… with this power you
monopolized as though it was the natural order.”31.

Ganondorf’s envy then, may be the underlying motivation that
makes his later characterizations feel more grounded, though his
narcissism prevents him from seeing anyone else as an equal, nor
forge any true connections. His strength is absolute, and solitary. In
contrast to this, Link is a character who has great personal strength,
which is ampli!ed by those he meets along the way.

Humanism describes an attitude of treating people with dignity
valuing the worth of each individual32. Link’s adventures are de!ned
by the memorable characters he meets along the way, such as Navi in
OoT, Tatl in MM, The King of the Red Lions in WW, Midna in TP and
Fi in SS. Most of these companions meet Link at a moment where
they are vulnerable and in need. Tatl wants to !nd her brother,
Midna wants her throne back and is outright antagonistic towards
Link when they !rst meet. Those with high levels of narcissism, like
Ganondorf, would be unlikely to form alliances with others in those
situations, especially with characters such as Midna from TP, or
Groose from SS. Both these characters have an antagonistic relation‐
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ship with Link early on in each game, often belittling him. For exam‐
ple, in TP Midna says “You humans are obedient to a fault, aren't you?
But you’re not a human anymore, are you? You're a beast!…Hmph! I guess
you're not completely stupid after all!33” Similarly, Groose says in
Skyward Sword, “You're almost a man, and yet you still can't seem to go
anywhere without Zelda. I bet you can't even decide what to have for lunch
on your own, huh?34”

Whereas the narcissistic Ganondorf wouldn’t be able to work
with either, Link is able to let the insult to his ego go, and move
forward to help them all achieve their goals. He recognizes the value
of each person he comes across, and rather than look to exploit their
worth, or limit their effectiveness, he empowers them to grow along‐
side him.

This nature in"uences those around him for the better. For
example, towards the end of TP, after assembling the shards of the
mirror of Twilight, Midna acknowledges the in"uence of Link’s (and
Zelda’s) sel"essness, helping her grow to care about more than just
her own ends: “But after witnessing the sel!ess lengths that you and
Princess Zelda have gone to…your sacri"ces…I know now from the bottom
of my heart that I must save this world too35”. Groose, who for much of
the game has been condescending towards Link, now sees his value
and forms an active part of the #ght against Demise when he says,
“Someone's gotta watch that big, ugly monster, and someone's gotta make
sure Grannie's doing all right. It ain't as action packed as what you’re
doing, but maybe this is my destiny. Know what I mean?36”

This humanistic and empathetic drive reaps rewards, as his
comrades help Link reach further heights and develop his own
power. The second half of OoT is a prime example of this, as Link
gains the power of the sages as he frees their spirit and cleanses their
temples. Where Ganondorf keeps others down so his own power is
never challenged, Link unshackles others and gains strength from
doing so. This is mirrored in research in the real world, with those
scoring highly on humanistic measures found to both have increased
job and life satisfaction37 and also is related to increased willingness
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to invest time and effort into helping a partner in relationships38.
Where the narcissist doesn’t want anyone else to reach their level,
the humanist wants to bring people up and help them be the best
versions of themselves.

So, Ganondorf’s narcissistic and Link’s humanistic traits build on
the Machiavellian and altruistic traits previously discussed. With his
narcissistic drive for power and status supported by Ganondorf’s
physical competence and Machiavellian nature he is a formidable foe
for most games. This is always met and countered by Link, who has a
sel!ess will to help others, and build them up to be strong in their
own right. Each game reinforces this message: we are stronger
working together than alone. BotW makes this a signi"cant part of
the story and "nal "ght - though you can go straight to Ganondorf
and challenge him without freeing the Champions, the "nal "ght
becomes much easier if you do.

THE CURSE OF DEMISE VS THE HOLDER OF COURAGE:
PSYCHOPATHY VS STABILITY

“My mind…my body…I will sacri!ce all of it to destroy you”
-Ganondorf, Tears of the Kingdom

Ultimately, Ganondorf is never faced as just the man- he always
emerges in his bestial form. The dark beast Ganon from BotW is a
fearsome, gigantic boar- a personi"cation of his unbridled rage and
aggression. His Machiavellian schemes are found out and undone,
and his ego is challenged by a rival on his level, his self-control
vanishes. Psychopathy is characterised by a lack of empathy, reduced
emotional responses, and high levels of impulsivity. It is this impul‐
sivity that sets psychopathy apart from Machiavellianism and
narcissism: those high in Machiavellianism are rarely impulsive and
highly self-controlled whilst those high in narcissism are mainly
impulsive in situations when it bene"ts them. Those high in psycho‐
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pathic traits however are largely dysfunctionally impulsive: they are
more likely to speak or act in a socially unacceptable way39. As with
the other dark triad traits, higher levels of psychopathic traits are
often found in those at the top of corporate organizations, perhaps
because their boldness, known as ‘Fearless Dominance’, when
measured as part of a psychopathic trait, allows them to take risks
which pay off or communicate effectively40.

High levels of psychopathy are also related to different types of
aggression. Machiavellians are largely hostile to everyone (even if
they hide it), and narcissists can be hostile if there is a threat to their
own self-image. Psychopaths on the other hand are far more likely to
be aggressive without reason, and that aggression is also more likely
to be physical than for the other Dark Triad traits41. Those high in
psychopathic traits can act boldly and decisively when well-adjusted
in society, and act rashly and with extreme aggression and violence
when not. Ganondorf moves between those states as a Zelda game
progresses, starting as a safe, centralised !gure of power and
authority to one who is under threat at the end of the game.

In OoT, Ganondorf’s transformation into Ganon occurs after his
human form has been defeated. The cunning, manipulative and
intelligent man has lost his protection in the form of the temple
bosses and even the castle around him. Vulnerable, and yet still
con!dent in his superiority he is defeated by a boy he believed below
him, leaving nothing but aggression and rage. Ganon is psycho‐
pathic aggression and impulsivity taken to the extreme. This is
echoed in TotK, where after his defeat, he sacri!ces his humanity to
unleash his rage in one impulsive move: swallowing his secret stone
to gain the power to become a demonic dragon of power. We can see
this transition to a focus on psychopathic behavior through the
gameplay with Ganondorf too. Whilst Ganondorf’s boss !ghts are
themed around skillful swordplay or precise rallies of magic energy,
Ganon !ghts are often physical affairs, with the emphasis on Link’s
clever maneuvering around the incredibly powerful but mindlessly
aggressive monster. As with all boss !ghts in the games, Link seems
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hopelessly outmatched against the power of Ganondorf, and has to
draw on his considerable courage, and his relationships with other
characters to win.

Courage is Link’s de"ning characteristic. He often "nds himself
in highly stressful and fear inducing situations: think of the Gloom
hands racing towards you out of some dark corner in the Depths in
TotK. Those who are psychologically ‘hardy’, must be committed to a
cause, want to exert some control over the situation and believe
challenges are a part of a normal experience42. Given Link is
frequently an outsider, he is often no stranger to stress. In OoT there
are signs of him being bullied by the leader of the Kokiri, Mido:
“Well, even with all that stuff, a wimp is still a wimp, huh?”, in TP he
seems to have been self-suf"cient since childhood, living in a tree
house on the edge of Ordon village, and in BotW Link’s father was a
knight. The challenging environment is not enough however and
may be damaging on its own, but when combined with support from
other "gures, such as Saria in OoT and Russell in TP, positive coping
styles to see challenges as something to be overcome can be
learned43. These coping styles provide Link with the part of his
ability to continue when faced with a challenge, however Courage
requires a catalyst, not just to act initially, but also to continue to act
when one is afraid. Link’s compassion may be that catalyst.

Compassion refers to the processes of noticing another’s
emotional distress, feeling that state in sympathy with them, and a
desire to alleviate it44. A key part of compassion is the ability to regu‐
late one’s own internal state whilst faced with another’s emotions.
This does not suggest a compassionate individual is not moved by
the plight of another person, but rather they must be able to tolerate
these negative emotions to be able to help the other person. When a
compassionate person no longer has that ability, they can be over‐
whelmed by the shared distress, and perhaps experience what is
known as ‘empathetic erosion’ or ‘compassionate burnout’ where
the person no longer is able to experience compassion or empathy.
This is a problem in healthcare settings where professionals who
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experience a loss of compassion may not be as effective or satis!ed in
their work. This has led to the development of new interventions to
help protect healthcare professionals’ emotional stability and so
protect their capacity for compassion45.

This stability is a core part of Link’s character, both in terms of
how he handles his own challenges, but also in how he bears the
weight of the problems of others. In MM Link is overtly caught up in
the tragedy of others, and in the cases of his masks, literally wears
their distress. When Link !nds the frozen Goron village on Snow‐
head mountain, he speaks with the ghost of the hero Darmani and
takes his form after promising to heal his regrets. The same is true of
his Zora form, where he takes on the responsibility of recovering a
clutch of Zora eggs after the guitar playing hero Mikau met his end.
In each of these cases he balances the emotional weight of a personal
promise, as well as the suffering of each race. In all cases, Link’s
emotional stability helps manage the stress of responsibility and his
compassion motivates him to keep swinging his sword in the face of
fear.

This !nal comparison highlights a common narrative theme in
The Legend of Zelda series, that of personal responsibility. What turns
Ganondorf from an evil man to a mindless beast is his failure to take
responsibility for his own shortcomings, and willingness to act
impulsively for his own desires. What grants Link the strength to
beat him is his willingness to take responsibility for the world
around him, recognizing what he can do and using it for the better‐
ment of others. Link is the chosen one in each game, but has to grow
and earn the power each time. He is never gifted his full power
straight away, but earns it by continuously showing courage and
diligence, and altruistic compassion for the plight of others.
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

“Whenever there is a meeting, a parting shall follow. But that parting
needs not last forever. Whether a parting be forever or merely for a short
while... that is up to you”

-Happy Mask Salesman, Majora’s Mask46

We have discussed how Ganondorf shows, at various points across
the games, elements of the Dark Triad. Though Ganondorf is not
present in BotW, Calamity Ganon is said to be the embodiment of
ancient hatred, and in both BotW and TotK, Ganon’s malice or gloom
is a poison that sickens the land of Hyrule and all in it. This is a
common theme in Zelda games, with the temples and dungeons a
player must clear are often linked to the natural world. Just as in
Hyrule, beyond the game, anger and hatred are contagious. For
example, research has shown that angry social media posts and
trends spread more rapidly than positive posts, and these angry
posts often spread quickly through people who have very little
connection to each other picking the post up and sharing it on47.
Ganondorf’s in!uence on those around him is re!ected in the world,
as are Link’s actions. Each temple cleansed is a natural disaster
averted, or a swathe of gloom and malice erased from the land. By
defeating Ganondorf’s minions, Link also cleanses and heals the
world around him. And just as in Hyrule, in the real-world, there is a
Light Triad to meet the darkness. Through Link, our actions tell a
more nuanced story than the good guys always win. Where Machi‐
avellian Ganondorf is mistrustful and manipulative of others, Link
meets them with respect, forging positive, mutually bene#cial rela‐
tionships. Where Ganondorf is egotistical, self-centred and does not
allow any others to meet him as an equal, Link attempts to help
those achieve their own growth. And where Ganondorf eventually
descends into mindless aggression, Link uses his own strength with
restraint and consideration. By the end of the game, the many

74 ALEXANDER MACLELLAN, PHD.



friends Link has made along the way are shown to us as the credits
roll, and the !nal scenes accompanied (usually) by a hint of melan‐
choly, as you might feel when saying goodbye to an old friend.
Because often, when we leave Link, the parting is just one of many,
and all are bittersweet. But that’s okay. Because of the journey we
shared, we know that he, and we, are better for it.

“Our partnership is at end, and even as we speak, I feel my consciousness
fading away. Before I enter the sleep that calls me to the sword, I wish to
relay to you words that I recorded many times over the course of our jour‐
ney. Many have said them to you thus far, but I now wish to say them for
myself. Thank you, Master Link. May we meet again in another life.48”

-Fi – Skyward Sword
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MORAL IDENTITIES
IN HYRULE

HEROES OR VILLAINS?
BENEFICIARIES OR VICTIMS?

KATHRYN B. FRANCIS, PHD.

The Zelda catalogue is, at its core, shaped by a good-and-evil binary..
In each game, the story is similar; Link, awakened by Princess Zelda,
becomes the ultimate ‘hero’ and the bringer of justice across his
adventures. And as with many great moral narratives, his identity
and purpose are inextricably linked to his evil nemesis, Ganondorf,
who threatens Hyrule and its people: “He... who obtained the power of
the gods, attempted to cover the land in darkness1” (Wind Waker; WW).
The moral landscape of the Kingdom of Hyrule provides a prototyp‐
ical backdrop for the discord between Link and Ganondorf, or more
broadly, good and evil: “A land blessed…where the powers of light and
shadow exist in perfect balance”2. Of course, to create a satisfying and
complete moral tale, Link and Zelda must defeat Ganondorf and
reforge the Triforce to restore balance and light to Hyrule. Funda‐
mentally, both Link and Zelda are moral exemplars; what they want
most is what they see as morally right, and they experience unity
between their sense of morality and their personal goals3.

Despite the stark contrast between good and evil and the
archetypal roles of the hero and villain, the narratives of Legend of



Zelda (LoZ) are more morally nuanced than we might initially believe
them to be. Throughout LoZ, characters and players face moral
con!icts in their roles, responsibilities, and actions and this creates
tensions that go beyond black-and-white conceptualisations of good
versus evil. For example, in Twilight Princess (TP), Zelda teaches
Midna, and Link (and thus the player) that “shadow and light are two
sides of the same coin, one cannot exist without the other4”. Princess
Zelda herself, is the protected princess with limited choices,
con!icted by the obligations and duties brought about by her royal
blood; in Breath of the Wild (BotW)5, Zelda struggles to ful"l the
expectations that have been placed on her and in the spin-off
prequel, Hyrule Warriors: Age of Calamity (HW:AoC)6, we see her
continuous efforts to reawaken her magic in the face of increasing
frustration from those around her amid a mounting pressure to save
Hyrule. While both Link and Zelda are fundamentally meant to save
the world because they are heroes, they each face complex identity
and role con!icts along the way.

As visitors to this world, players join Link (and Zelda in HW:AoC)
on their journeys. We too play the role of the stereotypical hero but
at the same time, we experience the same identity con!icts, and we
face the same moral dilemmas. The LoZ is therefore rife with realisa‐
tions of identity and opportunities to prove our moral worth as
heroes; from the moral narrative that surrounds the "ctional domain
of Hyrule, to the moral values of the characters that we play as and
the creatures that we are determined to defeat. In this chapter, using
theories from moral psychology, we consider how the LoZ can be
seen as a platform to explore, extend, merge, and test our moral
identities, both as a character in the moral narrative and as a player
immersed in the legend.
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DEVELOPING MORAL IDENTITY THROUGH
NARRATIVE: GROWING UP WITH ZELDA

Humans have a proclivity for storytelling and it is one of our oldest
activities with evidence of spoken storytelling taking place among
ancient cultures7. In classic fairytales and fables, we tend to !nd a
hero and a villain, a moral dilemma, a signi!cant action, and a set of
consequences which create the perfect formula for an entertaining
story. But these tales often serve a purpose beyond simply enter‐
taining their readers. These moral tales are thought to support the
development of moral character in children8,9 as they extract moral
lessons about right and wrong actions and the consequences of
these. Importantly, seeing kindness in others is believed to cultivate
character. For example, classic moral stories can promote honesty in
children when they see the positive consequences of being
honesty10. Focusing on this virtue development and going beyond
childhood, witnessing altruistic acts can motivate virtuous actions
in us11.

Importantly, moral tales are not isolated to the pages of books or
the mouths of storytellers, but are also woven through game narra‐
tives. Many of us played LoZ throughout our childhood, adolescence,
and continue to play it through adulthood; we have not only
witnessed moral and immoral actions but have also been the agents
of these actions. Agency is “the satisfying power to take meaningful
action and see the results of our decisions and choices” 12 and in the game
space, agency is delivered through free movement and the percep‐
tion of options13. In LoZ (and perhaps Breath of the Wild [BotW) and
Tears of the Kingdom [TotK] most notably) we are given an open- but
limited- sandbox to make decisions and choices and to act on our
moral beliefs (or the inferred moral beliefs of our player character).
At the same time, we are constrained by a set of moral imperatives—
we must defeat the ‘bad guy’. Importantly, in this world, we can
experience the consequences of our choices and adopt new identi‐
ties, making it ideal for moral exploration.14
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The moral lessons at the heart of LoZ often serve to remind both
Link and the player of their ultimate role, identity, and purpose. In
BotW when Link awakens to !nd Hyrule is in a state of despair, Zelda
reminds him of his role and his innate virtue: “You may not yet be at a
point where you have recovered…all of your memories…But courage need
not be remembered, for it is never forgotten15”. There are even traditions
and customs within this world that serve to promote this heroic
moral identity and re"ect the extent to which the residents of Hyrule
value it: “…it became customary to garb boys in green when they came of
age…The elders wished only for the youths to know courage like the hero of
legend16” (WW). Of course, in the majority of LoZ games, the player
takes up Link’s sword and must overcome great evil and is therefore
bound to Link’s heroic identity. Link represents the prototypical hero
and certainly possesses key features of heroes as identi!ed in empir‐
ical research (bravery, moral integrity, courageous, protecting,
conviction, honest, altruistic, self-sacri!cing, sel"ess, determined,
saves others, inspiring, and helpful)17. By adopting Link’s identity
and stepping into his shoes in the narrative, the player can become
the hero, perform moral actions and subsequently, feel good about
this.

Alongside these reminders of the importance of morality in
player character identities in LoZ, the player is also given opportuni‐
ties to witness other characters developing moral character. For
example, we see the inhabitants of Hyrule taking accountability for
their actions; in Ocarina of Time (OoT)18, Zelda admits that the
tragedy that has befallen Hyrule is fundamentally her doing and that
being so young, she did not understand the consequences of trying
to control the Sacred Realm. Through this situation, players are
exposed to the complex notions of accountability, responsibility, and
blame.

Importantly and going beyond the characters’ own moral devel‐
opment, LoZ also delivers moral lessons to the player directly. While
it is possible to test our moral identities and values in LoZ (more on
this later), repeated immoral actions are often questioned by NPCs in
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the game or directly sanctioned. For example, if the player strikes a
chicken multiple times (or a pig in WW), all the chickens (or pigs) in
the surrounding area then attack the player; a direct punishment for
engaging in unnecessary harm.

Through this process of making morality central to the player
character identity, exposing the player to the moral development of
characters in the narrative, and rewarding and punishing the play‐
er’s own moral or immoral actions, LoZ becomes more than a passive
moral tale. Arguably, LoZ provides the conditions for direct virtue
training whereby we can freely choose to enact, omit, or even refuse
morally-relevant actions in a world full of moral imperatives; “The
clear water’s surface re!ects growth19” (OoT)

TWO MORAL COMPASSES: UNACCEPTABLE IN REAL-
LIFE BUT ACCEPTABLE IN FICTION?

While we might not steal a car in real-life, many players would
certainly do this in Grand Theft Auto (GTA). And while a vegan might
not prepare animal products for consumption in everyday life, they
may very well do this in LoZ, particularly when a Pepper Steak meal
will restore four of your hearts. I certainly would not break into my
neighbour’s house and smash their pots, but for many players, this
feels both normal and natural in LoZ; “Anyway, maybe we can let off
some steam by breaking these jars20” (TP). In fact, the player is often
rewarded with a few rupees when they do break jars. How do we
decide what actions are morally acceptable in the game world? And
perhaps more importantly, how do we approach and defend the
decisions that we make in game environments that challenge our
moral identities and values in real-life?

When we talk about managing our own moral behaviours, we
typically have two ways of doing this. If we are using the "rst
approach, we perform good deeds to improve welfare and lessen the
suffering of others (this is called prescriptive moral regulation)21. LoZ
is rife with opportunities for prescriptive moral regulation as Link is
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regularly tasked with performing good deeds to help or save the
community of Hyrule. For example, in both BotW and TotK, Link
searches for a non-player character’s missing wife, Mei and in The
Legend of Zelda: A Link Between Worlds (ALBW)22, Link is tasked with
!nding all 100 lost baby maiamais.

The second way that we can manage our own moral behaviours,
is to suppress our motivations to commit immoral or harmful
actions (this is called proscriptive moral regulation)23. Unsurprisingly,
proscriptive behaviours that cause harm tend to be judged as
morally unacceptable by the community at large24. For example, for
many people, “do not kill” is a universal moral rule that crosses
culture, religion, and tradition. Yet, in most video games, a player
will kill other entities. In LoZ, harm can be enacted in several
different ways with the consequences varying widely. For example,
through Link, the player can kill monsters invading Hyrule, wolves
they encounter in Great Hyrule Forest, and mountain goats we meet
along the Hyrule Ridge. For many, these harms can be justi!ed; we’re
protecting the surrounding community, defending ourselves against
a threat, and ensuring that we are strong enough to ful!l our moral
duties in the game.

However, there are instances in LoZ, where harmful actions
(and failure to engage in proscriptive moral regulation) become
more interesting. In the LoZ series, Koroks are the tiny wooden
characters that wear leaf masks and Link is tasked with solving
puzzles to make them appear (BotW and TotK) or by helping them
to reach their destination (in the case of the travelling Koroks in
TotK). When TotK was released, a trend emerged whereby players
started finding creative ways of torturing travelling Koroks rather
than returning them to their travelling companions. In one famous
TikTok video for example, a player straps a Korok to a rocket and
sends it flying over the hills, yelling as it flies into the distance25.
This list of ‘Korok torture devices’ has become extensive: from
catapults that fling them high into the sky to more extreme “rotis‐
serie machines”26. The trend produced some divided opinion
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among LoZ players but remained a widespread practice in the
game.

How do we explain our engagement in these unspeakable,
unethical, or antisocial behaviours in video games despite our aver‐
sion to them in real-life? Many people might "nd this question farci‐
cal. After all, it is only a game and the events that happen cannot
happen in real-life; the deities will not cross into our world and
neither will Ganondorf. The world and its characters remain
"ctional.

However, we can think of many instances where the overlap
between moral values in "ction and reality produce discomfort in
players and instances where the moral compasses align. If you were
to ask a LoZ player, what their favourite animal is from BotW and
TotK, many would say the foxes. Both the Grassland and Snowcoat
species are majestic; often appearing in your peripheral vision as you
cross the Tabantha Tundra in BotW or whimpering as they dart past
you in Lanayru Great Spring in TotK. If a player chooses to kill a fox,
it will drop meat proving valuable during game play. Yet many
players report feeling very uneasy about killing the foxes who let out
a distressing sound when attacked27 and players often reproach
others who choose to do so: “You’re evil. The foxes are adorable”28.
Going one step further, some LoZ players choose to engage in ‘vegan
runs’ whereby they only consume (and sometimes even wear) plant-
based items in the game with some evidence that in-game vegan
decisions do extend to real-world awareness of vegan lifestyles29,30.
And so there appear to be cases where immoral or harmful behav‐
iours in the game become proscriptive and cross the "ctional
boundary to challenge our moral values and identities in real-life.

So how might we explain the blurring of our real and "ctional
moral standards in the case of some moral actions but not in the case
of others? Using the torturing of Koroks in TotK as a case study, it is
important to consider the mechanisms that might support these
apparent harmful actions. Of course, many players can retain the
division between their in-game and real-world moral compass and
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so they do not perceive the action as harmful at all. For players who
do perceive the torturing of Koroks as harmful, they may still justify
the practice. Thankfully, being immortal protects the Koroks from
actually being killed despite the signi!cant harm in"icted upon
them (unlike the foxes). For those of us who are outcome oriented,
we perceive no harmful consequences to torturing the Koroks and so
we can justify the behaviour. For other players, the thought of simu‐
lating a harmful action alone31 might be enough to inhibit Korok
torture.

Secondly, many supporters of the ‘Korok torture trend’ have
argued that the new mechanics and player actions were justi!ed
given how frustrating the Korok seed side quests in BotW became
(with 900 seeds to gather in total). This love-hate relationship and
justi!cation appears to rely on an attribution of blame to the Koroks
themselves, allowing players to decouple their internal moral stan‐
dards from their actions (a mechanism of moral disengagement32).
Again, this interpretation relies on the assumption that players see
their actions as harmful and/or morally problematic which varies
across individuals and relies on the extent to which their own moral
values operate in the game space.

Finally, we should also consider the players' perceptions of non-
human beings in LoZ. It might be the species of the Koroks them‐
selves that justi!es or motivates their mistreatment. This connects
to a concept known as speciesism or the belief that humans are
morally superior to other non-human animals33. Most people do
usually value humans more than other animals and we also value
some animals more than others34. Consider how much you value
your pet compared to say a cow or a !sh or a spider. In LoZ, the foxes
are perceived as innocent and dog-like in their cries and many
players might subsequently ascribe the same moral values to their
lives as they would their own pets35. However, the Koroks have fewer
stereotypical cute or kindchenschema36 features and are often
perceived based on their utility to the player, perhaps enabling
players to dehumanise them37.
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What makes LoZ particularly interesting in this discussion of
moral values and actions in the game world versus the real-world, is
both the player character’s moral identity and the context of Hyrule.
In some cases, immoral and antisocial behaviour in gaming worlds
match the context in which they are being undertaken (GTA is a
good example of this). But in some cases, particularly in the case of
LoZ, we can see con!ict between our actions and the context along
with the character’s identity and the destiny that lies before them.
Dragging a cart around Hyrule with a Korok strapped to a cruci"x on
the back38 doesn’t particularly align with Link’s identity as a hero
and bringer of justice. In fact, when witnessing videos of Koroks
being tortured, some players have commented on Link’s identity,
“Link could be the real supervillain after all”39, demonstrating the
complex bi-directional coupling between the moral actions of the
player and their player character.

ME AS LINK, OR LINK AS DISTINCT? FICTIONAL
MORAL IDENTITY AND BLEED

Regardless of our game play, our player character remains the hero of
the narrative. The actions we can perform in LoZ may stretch, ques‐
tion, or nuance this identity (e.g., torturing Koroks) but our mission
in the game is to defeat evil and bring balance to Hyrule. This does
not change as a result of player agency. How well then does the
player see their own moral identity and values aligning with those of
their Link’s (or Zelda’s in HW:44AoC and in EoW40)?

Perhaps the "rst thing to consider is the extent to which we see
morality as an important part of our identity (or internalisation) and
the degree to which our moral traits are re!ected in our public
choices (or symbolisation)41. This moral identity predicts helping,
volunteering, and donating42; the prescriptive behaviours that we
discussed earlier. Context is important here too as when the environ‐
ment makes moral identity salient, we are more likely to act in line
with that identity43. The environment in LoZ makes moral identity
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salient for high internalisers through explicit character dialogues,
such as requests for help and sharing stories of injustice but also
through Link’s journey as a moral exemplar. There are many
instances in LoZ where we are forced to consider both our own and
Link’s moral identity and the actions that we have taken. For exam‐
ple, in MM44 Link encounters "ve Moon Children that wear masks to
represent characters that Link will need to defeat. Link starts a game
of hide-and-go-seek with these children so that he can retrieve each
of their masks. One Moon Child says to Link “I wonder if you do the
right thing…does it really make everybody…happy?45”. The profound
underlying message here is that it might not be possible for us to
save everyone and actually, some of Links (and the player’s) actions
come at a great cost. The player and character are faced with oppor‐
tunities to help other characters but also opportunities to fail to help
or to cause suffering. The David-and Goliath moral narrative that
runs through LoZ is also important here as the player witnesses a
young and vulnerable character transform into a powerful moral
authority. This sense of power is also likely to remind players with
high moral internalisation of the moral implications and conse‐
quences of their actions46.

If we return to the treatment of Koroks in TotK as well as other
beings in the LoZ series, we can use moral identity to interpret the
stark divide between players in their views of the treatment of these
creatures. For high internalisers, they have a wider circle of moral
regard that likely includes all beings in LoZ (humans and Koroks
alike)47. This means that they are more likely to refrain from
engaging in antisocial and unfair behaviours against out-group
members. However, we also know that cues in our environment that
diminish the importance of moral concerns, can also shift attention
away from morality to other reasoning that can support or justify
engagement in unethical acts48. For many, there is no perceived
harm in the torturing of Koroks andwhile they are being transported
to their destination in questionable ways, the outcome is not severe,
and the player receives more seeds as a result.
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The player themselves will have traits (such as internalisation)
that effect the extent to which their own moral identity will intrude
in the game world. But to what extent does the player’s identity
overlap with Link’s? Of course, players can recognise that events and
actions in LoZ do not in!uence the real-world and vice versa; if Link
eats a mushroom skewer, I am not likely to feel satiated afterwards.
However, despite this, there is evidence that players experience a
personal connection with their player-characters49. This cognitive
permeation predicts the degree to which "ctional characters in!u‐
ence our own personal identities50 and any bleed-effects51 (or trans‐
ference) between player and character or vice versa. For example, in
WW, despite Zelda’s requests to leave with them, the King of Hyrule
decides to stay behind as Hyrule sinks beneath the sea and he subse‐
quently drowns. Many players see this as one of the saddest
moments in the LoZ series; this experience of grief often bleeds-out
to us as the player52. This process can also happen in the other direc‐
tion and the traits or qualities of the player may bleed-in to the
player-character instead. For example, if a player is afraid of heights,
they may avoid visiting the Sky Islands in TotK. This fusion between
player identity and player-character identity is more common when
experiencing negative emotions53 and so events such as the death of
the King of Hyrule in WW or Zelda breaking down in Link’s memo‐
ries in BotW, are likely to strengthen the player’s connection to Link.
Importantly and linking back to moral identity, when we see a char‐
acter’s actions as re!ecting our own moral values, this increases the
degree of fusion between player and player-character and the likeli‐
hood of bleed-effects54. As such, when de"ning the boundary
between the player and Link, we need to consider the player’s own
moral identity but also the extent to which they quarantine their
own identity from the imaginary world of LoZ: “The face under the
mask…Is that…your true face?” (MM).
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A SILENT HERO: WHAT MAKES LOZ SPECIAL IN THE
CONTEXT OF MORAL IDENTITY AND BLEED?

There are several features of LoZ that make it particularly important
for the development of moral identity and fusion between player and
player-character. The !rst game in the LoZ series was released in
1986 and subsequently, over 25 further games have been released.
For a millennial LoZ player, they will have experienced childhood,
adolescence, and adulthood while playing the games in the series.
Critically, this growth is mirrored in LoZ with Link being under 18
years old in most games and as young as 10 years old in the !rst
game in the series (The Legend of Zelda [TLoZ]55), tackling numerous
moral dilemmas and growing throughout the LoZ catalogue. For
example, take this quote from OoT: “Link, you have fully matured as an
adult. From now on, the future of all the people in Hyrule is on your shoul‐
ders56”. This means that for some players, there may be synergy
between the development of the player and the development of the
player-character.

Link is also unique in that he does not directly speak. In some
games, the player can select different responses for Link (such as in
SS and BotW) and non-player characters will respond based on these
decisions but there is no explicit dialogue from Link. Surrounded by
non-player characters that speak freely and in great details about the
moral con"icts in Hyrule and the events that they have witnessed,
Link’s silence sits in stark contrast. This silence leaves space for the
development of a shared or collective moral identity between player
and player-character. Miyamoto, the creator of LoZ, has directly
spoken about this mechanism and its importance in immersing the
player in the game’s universe, “…the reason I won’t risk having the
protagonist speak, even though it would make writing the story much
easier”57.

Alongside being an effective game mechanic to tie us to Link, in
BotW, we see Link’s silence justi!ed within the Kingdom of Hyrule
by Princess Zelda herself, “When I…got around to asking why he’s so
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quiet all the time…he feels it necessary to stay strong and to silently bear
any burden58”. Again, this brings the moral con!icts and the moral
responsibility that Link bears to the forefront of the narrative;
another effective strategy to tie the moral identities of player and
player-character. The signi"cance of good versus evil in the world of
Hyrule makes this moral narrative even more important to the
player: “Our world is one of balance…just as there is light to drive away
darkness, so too, is there benevolence to banish evil59” (TP).

CONCLUSION: NAVIGATING VIRTUES AND VICES IN
HYRULE

Throughout LoZ, the clear dichotomy between good and evil forms
the core of the narrative with Link embodying the role of the hero
"ghting against his nemesis to protect Hyrule and restore balance.
Despite this binary good-versus-evil structure, the series does intro‐
duce nuanced moral con!icts, as both Link and Zelda face complex
choices and identity dilemmas. These tensions serve to elevate the
narrative beyond simplistic dichotomies, presenting players with
morally grey areas that challenge their perceptions of right and
wrong. The player's journey with Link and Zelda exposes them to
opportunities for moral growth and exploration. Through interac‐
tions with non-player characters and encounters with moral dilem‐
mas, players navigate a world that tests their values and beliefs. This
unique experience encourages players to re!ect on their own moral
identities as they step into the shoes of the hero.

We have seen that context is important here too; the immersive
world of Hyrule offers players a space to engage in moral decision-
making and experience the consequences of their actions. Whether
embodying Link's altruistic heroism or encountering morally ques‐
tionable scenarios such as the trend of Korok torture in TotK, players
must grapple with their own moral compass and how it aligns with
Link's actions. Importantly, players' real-world identities can inter‐
sect with their in-game identities, allowing for a deeper connection
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and bleed between the two. This relationship between the player
and Link creates a unique space for moral exploration, as players
wrestle with challenging scenarios that can lead to self-discovery
and a better understanding of their values.

The LoZ series presents a multifaceted moral landscape where
players journey alongside Link to face moral dilemmas and engage in
virtuous actions. This immersive experience not only shapes players'
perceptions of good and evil but also offers a space for personal
growth and moral re!ection within the captivating world of Hyrule:
“The right thing…What is it? I wonder…” (MM)60.
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“HEY, LISTEN!”
HOW MUSIC AND SOUND

EMOTIONALLY CONNECTS PLAYERS
TO THE WORLD, GAMEPLAY AND
STORY OF THE LEGEND OF ZELDA

NIALL MCLOUGHLIN, PHD.

“There is mysterious power in these notes. Now listen carefully1.”
-Impa, Ocarina of Time

Music and sound have always been an integral part of The Legend of
Zelda (LoZ) series. From the iconic 8-bit melodies of LoZ2 to the
sophisticated modern-classical scores of TotK3, the success of the
Zelda series has gone hand-in-hand with the popularity of its sonic
elements captivating audiences worldwide. The music has had a
notable cultural in!uence - from orchestral performances drawing
large crowds across the globe; to myriad covers on social media plat‐
forms; to famous musicians noting the music’s in!uence on their
artistry4.

Within the games, music and sound have great signi#cance.
From advancing the gameplay and narrative to signalling threats
and distinguishing locations, what players hear is fundamental to
the experience of Zelda. The games’ audio enhances immersion in
the world of Hyrule, and shapes the player's experience, taking us
along a rich emotional journey. Music is elevated to a ‘higher status’
in the game - having magical properties that affect the world, events



and characters’ stories. As one article notes, “There are few video
games where music is as important than in The Legend of Zelda series”5.

But it’s perhaps at the individual player level, where the music
and sound’s in!uences are most profound. As YouTuber Pad Chen‐
nington notes, “the entire soundtrack collectively works together to make
you feel a myriad of emotions”, leading to a deep sense of immersion in
the world, story and gameplay6. For many of those who grew up
with the series (this chapter’s author included), the music has made
a lasting imprint, provided a deep sense of escapism, and continues
to be a source of rich emotional experience. For some, it inspired
them to pick up musical instruments for the #rst time; for others, the
music continues to transport them to places of joy, nostalgia, or
empowerment.

So how does the music achieve this depth of emotional connec‐
tivity? This chapter breaks this down, exploring how and why the
music and sounds have a ‘Triforce’ of effects on players' experience –
enhancing players’ emotional connection with the environment
(world & atmosphere), gameplay (challenges & progression), and
story (characters & narrative). The role of musical ‘performance’ in
the game, it is argued, enhances this Triforce of effects.
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Figure 1: A diagram inspired by the Zelda ‘Triforce’, showing
three overarching ways that music and sounds enhances players

experience of the Zelda series. (Created by the author)

To understand how these effects take place, the chapter draws on
psychological research (especially from ‘music psychology’) to intro‐
duce how music and sound can impact player experience at the
personal level. Experiences from the gaming community will also be
drawn upon to evoke the insights, alongside some basic music
theory.

Given the richness of the Zelda opus it will not be possible to
cover all aspects of Zelda’s music and sounds. There will be a focus
on Ocarina of Time (OoT)7, as this game has a particularly strong
emphasis on music, and it has been discussed at length by others8.
We will also touch on BotW9 and TotK10 to show how the musical
concepts have developed in recent "agship games. There will be an
emphasis on music (i.e. the scores, compositions and melodies),
while considering how sound effects, and environmental/ambient
sound design complement this.
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PART 1: ENVIRONMENT (WORLD & ATMOSPHERE)

Music immerses the player in a wide range of emotional envi‐
ronments

One of most notable aspects of the Zelda experience is the diver‐
sity of locations, settings and environments that the player experi‐
ences. In Ocarina of Time (OoT), Breath of the Wild (BotW)11, and Tears
of the Kingdom (TotK)12 the player encounters a wide range of envi‐
ronments – from ice-capped peaks to lava-"lled volcanic chambers,
from stratospheric sky islands to shadowy underworlds, and from
bustling village markets to eerie, abandoned castles.

The music enhances a sense of distinctiveness in the world, by
drawing on myriad styles, genres and textures. From the N64 era
onwards, Zelda games have included a rich variety of instrumenta‐
tion, timbres, textures and genres from around the world. For OoT,
lead composer composer Koji Kondo included the sounds of piano,
woodwinds, horns, strings, guitars, voices, and less common instru‐
ments such as the harpsichords, cuica drum, glass harmonica and, of
course, the ocarina. As Kondo explained, he wanted to “use as many
weird, unique instruments” as he could, to help create a realistic and
varied atmosphere13.

This diversity of musical textures helps to re#ect and distinguish
the physical environments that players encounter. The audio evokes
the shimmering water of Zora’s Domain14 and the Water Temple15, the
rising drones of heat of the Fire Temple16, and the glacial echoes of Ice
Cavern17. This tradition of sonic re#ection has continued in recent
games. In ToTK, the sparse and wistful woodwinds of Sky Island18

contrast with the dark, bass synths that reverberate throughout the
underworld Depths19. This not only helps the player to navigate
Hyrule, but it enhances a deep sense of immersion in the world. As
YouTuber Pad Chennington notes, “the music is so powerful that you
know exactly where you are, without even opening your eyes”20.

Additionally, music and sound help to add distinctiveness and
authenticity to places and cultures. For OoT, Kondo was inspired by
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music from all around the world and uses this to re!ect cultural
moods across Hyrule21 - from !amenco guitars (Gerudo Valley22) to
African drumming (Goron City23), Caribbean steel drums (Zora’s
Domain24) and Gregorian chanting (Temple of Time25). Repeated
musical motifs are also heard across the LoZ series in both discrete
locations (e.g., Hyrule Castle Town26, Lost Woods27 and Kakariko
Village28), as well as reoccurring environments (e.g. Great Fairy Foun‐
tain29, Shrines30, and Stable31 themes). Again, these motifs help the
player know exactly where they are in Hyrule, while helping to build
place-based identities.

But further to this, the player also ‘feels' the emotional mood of
the atmosphere and environments they encounter. Often, at a basic
level, music is used to represent places in, broadly speaking, positive
or negative emotional terms. This often is to distinguish places that
are safe from those that are threatening. For instance, in OoT, the
Kokiri Forest theme32 uses an upbeat, rhythmic melody in the C major
key, which indicates a safe, playful, child-like environment. Contrast
this with the Forest Temple33 or Shadow Temple34 themes, where the
surreal soundscapes elicit an immediate sense of fear and tension.
Additionally, the use of contrast between melody and dissonance is a
key device deployed by Kondo and other Zelda composers to distin‐
guish places of safety and danger too, and to help gamers emotion‐
ally connect with the different locations they explore. A chilling
example is the contrast between Castle Town’s35 upbeat, positive
music during Link’s childhood, and the absence of this music during
his adulthood36 – replaced by a disharmony of swirling wind, cawing
crows and droning ReDeads.

A key psychological mechanism at play here is known as ‘evalu‐
ative conditioning’37. This refers to a sort of ‘Pavlovian’ response to
sound, whereby the emotions we feel are the conditioned result of
repeated pairings of sounds and concepts. Many people, especially
in Western cultures, tend to associate music in a major key with
happiness and positivity, music in a minor key with sadness and
melancholy, and dissonant music with tension or fear. This is why
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YouTuber Blipsounds notes, “[the music] really plays with your
emotions. It’s like the game classically conditions you to get nervous every
time the dissonant piano chords play, and to feel calm when you feel the
calm ones”38. This is also why we associate specific musical charac‐
teristics with physical properties (like water, fire, and ice)39, and
link musical styles and melodies with specific places and cultures.
By drawing on a vast range of styles, Zelda music draws on the
power of association to ensure the music feels tied to a sense of
‘place’, changing as Link moves between different cultural
landscapes.

Yet Zelda’s use of music and sound to convey a sense of place is
not simplistic, or clichéd. The music develops dynamically as game‐
play unfolds. In BotW, the Hyrule Castle40 theme smoothly transitions
between full orchestral out"t and intricate organ piece as Link moves
from the outside #anks to the inner chambers, and vice versa –
seamlessly signalling a change in environment. And sometimes the
music can dissociate too. For instance, the Lost Woods music (as
reimagined in BotW and TotK)41, uses repeated piano notes with
little harmonic progress to create the feeling of ‘being lost’, of not
making progress42. Similarly, the Forest Temple43 music in OoT
repeats four dissonant notes with uncommon 5-bar phrases to create
an eerie, disorientating atmosphere, which as YouTuber, Save Data
notes, “changes itself just enough that it never outstays its welcome”44.

The use of ambient sounds complements all this, enhancing
emotional immersion. The Forest Temple theme blends musical notes
with glass harmonica and ambient bone rattling sounds to reinforce
the haunted atmosphere45. In more recent games, blurred lines
between music and ambient sound enhances environmental immer‐
sion. Much of the soundtrack for BotW was written and performed
on a piano, with emphasis on ambient music and sounds, which
help add "authenticity" to the environments46. The game features a
plethora of natural environmental sounds47, such as the chatter of
birds, tree leaves rustling in the wind, rain, rivers, waves and thun‐
der. Such sounds can increase a sense of connection with nature for
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listeners48,49, while conveying the vastness and isolation of BotW’s
open-world gameplay.

Together the music and sound design immerse the player in the
environment of the game. The player feels that the world is layered,
living, and complex, and emotionally deep; while ambient sounds
add authenticity to environments, suggesting a whole world worth
exploring.

PART 2: GAMEPLAY (CHALLENGES & PROGRESSION)

Music makes the player feel alerted, rewarded and in sync with
gameplay

The role of music and sound is also fundamental to active game‐
play experience across the Zelda series. As gamers we need to be
keenly attuned to unexpected threats from enemies, and spot new
and useful resources, to survive and progress. Sound plays a key role
here, as they do in the real world. Across the series, audio helps to
focus players attention towards potential dangers, rewards and
important changes in the environment.

Across Zelda games, fast paced, dissonant music is typically acti‐
vated the moment an enemy threat occurs. Good examples here are
the Middle Boss Battle (OoT)50, Guardian Battle music (BotW)51 and
Gloom Spawn Theme (TotK)52 which each employ a sudden rush of
notes to indicate the onset of an enemy attack. The shock this makes
us feel as players is driven by ‘brain stem re"exes53. This refers to one
of the most basic, and immediate forms of arousal that music and
sounds can create in humans. Dramatic changes in acoustic charac‐
teristics, such as sudden increases in volume, dissonant notes, or fast
temporal patterns trigger basic emotions like surprise, and can
conjure unpleasant feelings in listeners.

Along with musical rushes, Hyrule is full of sounds that stimulate
brain stem re"exes, whether it’s the slamming of dungeon doors, the
smashing and crashing of a boulder rolling towards you, the zapping
of lightning strikes, low-health beeping, or enemy roars. A particu‐
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larly chilling example is the terrifying, sudden screams of the Re-
Dead in OoT (as with Gibdo shrieks in other games)54. In other
words, the player navigating Link’s world must process many alerts
and stimuli that tap into the most evolutionarily basic parts of the
human brain.

The physiological arousal created by these types of sounds has
an instinctive, adaptive, evolutionary function. It helps humans to
survive by avoiding danger and helps us notice useful cues in the
environment. This is useful from both an evolutionary perspective
and in terms of a gameplay, as the music and sounds help to activate
a ‘!ght-or-"ight’ response, priming us to either tackle a threat head
on or run away and avoid it.

After the initial shock, Zelda’s music then utilises tempo and
rhythm to sync players emotions with gameplay. Rhythm is used in
Zelda as a key device to reinforce the pace of battles and challenges
across the game. As Koji Kondo discussed, he often wanted to
capture “the feeling of running or rushing through open spaces”55. In this
sense, the Hyrule Field Theme56 (OoT) and Molduga Battle music57

(BotW) show how fast-paced, percussive rhythms are used in
different contexts to drive a sense of movement, challenge and
adventure. The effects of this on gamers can be partly explained by a
process known as ‘rhythmic entrainment’ whereby our heat rate and
emotions can sync with the rhythm and tempo (i.e. speed) of
music58. In the case of Zelda, this helps sync players’ internal
rhythm, attention and mood with the "ow of gameplay as it unfolds.

Then, upon the successful completion of an action or challenge,
the music and sound then work together to reward players and rein‐
force positive actions – whether that’s the satisfying chime of a
rupee59, a rare item60, new map location61, or heart container62. In
BotW and TotK, repeated pinging sounds via Link’s Sheikah Sensor
signals nearby shrines, ingredients and other bene!cial resources63,
while a rewarding musical motif occurs when Link successfully
cooks a recipe64. These rewarding jingles are sometimes subtly
complex too. A mainstay in the series is the infamous ‘Puzzle Solved’
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(or ‘Secret Sound’65) - a short but highly versatile motif, often used to
indicate the discovery of a new area. This sound functions beauti‐
fully to signify something new and interesting. Melodically, it asks
an unresolved question and is not in a "xed key. This makes it musi‐
cally distinctive and versatile – such that it works seamlessly across
different contexts in the games, and stands out above the other
music and sounds66.

In these ways, the gameplay audio again draws on the power of
‘evaluative conditioning’. Nintendo’s sound design is notable for its
use of ‘tuned’ sounds – that is, sounds which are not atonal, and
chime like musical notes67. This subtle musicality can tap into our
conditioned associations – for instance, sound effects that use notes
from a major chord can indicate a sense of positivity. Given pleasant
sounds are known to activate dopamine (i.e. reward) pathways in
the human brain68, positive in-game sounds are likely to nurture
players motivation to carry out similar tasks again – and move
towards more complex and rewarding challenges.

Associations with sounds are crucial to gameplay in other ways
too. As with the mood of different locations, the more we play, the
more we learn to associate different sounds with positive (e.g. safer)
and negative (e.g. more dangerous) gameplay events. As YouTuber
Blipsounds notes, “Oftentimes [in BotW] you’ll be running through a
!eld and hear a dissonant piano chord play, and then shortly after you’ll
encounter a !ght. [...]. It does the same thing when it’s calm. It does an
excellent job of setting up the scene for what will be coming soon”69. Away
from the action, the music drops in intensity, and ambient nature
sounds can be heard more easily again. For players this signals
safety, reduces stress and helps increases attention and focus ahead
of the next challenge70,71.

In these ways, music and sounds work together to immerse the
player in challenges and gameplay progression, while alerting them
to notable changes, and reinforcing successes.
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PART 3: STORY (CHARACTERS & NARRATIVE)

Music connects players with the emotions of the story &
characters

Another strong feature of music and sound across the series is
the way it connects players with the characters, overarching narra‐
tive and themes of the game.

Firstly, music and sound connect players with the characters,
and their stories. Across the Zelda games, ‘leitmotifs’ are common.
This music theory term refers to the repeated pairing of musical
melodies with characters, places and other concepts. Some good
examples of character lietmotifs are Zelda’s Lullaby72, Epona’s Song73,
Sheik’s Theme74, and Mipha’s Theme75. Leitmotifs, like these, are
powerful in that they help embody character qualities musically, and
remind the player of these traits, even when the characters are not
visually present. Zelda’s Lullaby, for instance, evokes a sense of
Zelda’s memory, her family’s legacy, her power, and her plight. This
happens in overt ways (e.g. during cutscenes, or when Link plays
Zelda’s Lullaby on the ocarina), and in more subtle instances. For
instance, in BotW, a variation of Zelda’s Lullaby plays while Link is
cantering through Hyrule’s changing landscapes on horseback76; and
it forms part of the Hyrule Castle77 theme as Link approaches Zelda’s
location. For the player, this reinforces Zelda’s symbolic and
emotional presence, her character’s arc, and the challenges at hand;
all while creating a sense of narrative continuity throughout the
series.

The music and sounds also connect players with the depth of
story – re"ecting the overarching narratives of the game. OoT, BotW
and TotK each deal with complex thematic tensions, such as good vs.
evil; dark vs. light; past vs. future; childhood vs. adulthood; threat vs.
safety; destruction vs. restoration. The music re"ects these tensions
– for instance, by contrasting ancient and modern musical styles of
music; and through the ebb and "ow of dissonance and harmony (as
discussed earlier). And many of the songs in Zelda are presented as if
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having been ‘passed down’ throughout Hyrule’s history. Zelda’s
lullaby is again a good example of this, as well as Kass’ ‘Ancient
Songs’78 (BotW), and the Rito's Song of the Stormwind Ark79 (TotK).
This helps immerse players in the story, as it gives Zelda’s music an
ancient, folk-like quality, as if having been retold over and over
again.

It’s no surprise then that the LoZ music draws on ancient
musical traditions. Koji Kondo was inspired by traditional folk
music for OoT80, a form of music known for the act retelling songs
across generations. And beyond this, he frequently composed in
ancient ‘modes’. Modes are types of musical scales that existed long
before the major and minor scales used in most Western music
today. The frequent use of modes is arguably one of the most
distinctive features of Zelda music. A good example of a ‘modal’
Zelda composition is the Temple of Time theme (OoT)81, which is
written in the Dorian mode82 (the name ‘Dorian’ is the ancient
Greek cultural subgroup the scale is associated with). To modern
ears, the Temple of Time theme largely sounds as if it were composed
in a sombre minor scale, with brief, unexpected switches to a more
hopeful major key. For gamers listening on, this modal music subtly
reflects story themes of time and sacred power, by evoking a sense of
temporal, historic depth and mystical otherworldliness83. It is
perhaps further symbolic of the thematic tensions at hand (e.g. past
vs. future) that Zelda’s composers used modern synthesisers and
digital music production techniques to create these ancient
sounding pieces.

By using modes and leitmotifs to connect players with the
emotional depth of the story, Zelda games play with ‘musical
expectancy’ – that is, the emotional impact music has when it either
con!rms and satis!es, or violates and contradicts, listeners’ expecta‐
tions84. In terms of meeting expectations, repetition is a simple way
Zelda’s music creates an emotional response. Research shows that
reoccurring musical phrases, and repeated listening, can increase the
enjoyment of music, regardless of its complexity85. Leitmotifs, such
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as Zelda’s lullaby therefore draw on the power of repetition to evoke
players’ emotions and develop a sense of connection to characters.

But Zelda’s music affects emotion by subverting players’ musical
expectations too, often through unusual musical patterns. As Koji
Kondo explained, “[W]ith Zelda, I don’t go for conventional chord struc‐
tures but instead focus more on the atmosphere” 86. To add drama and
colour to his pieces, Kondo frequently utilised a compositional tech‐
nique known as ‘modal interchange’. This is when chords are
borrowed from the parallel ‘mode’ of a piece, adding harmonic
colour and variation, without changing the main key around which a
piece of music is built. For instance, a piece written in the key of C-
major, which temporarily uses chords from the C-minor key before
switching back to C-major, would be an example of modal inter‐
change. Using these so-called ‘borrowed chords’ subverts our expec‐
tations as listeners, while remaining musically close enough that it
all still "ows together. Good examples of modal interchange in OoT
include the Minuet of Forest87, the Title Theme88, Overture of Sages89

and Prelude of Light90. A particularly nice example is heard in the
Serenade of Water91, which uses borrowed chords to help resolve the
melody. (For a more detailed explanation of Zelda’s use of modal
interchange, check out YouTuber Gavin Leaper’s excellent video in
the chapter notes92).

The use of uncommon modal scales and chord progressions is a
key reason why Zelda’s music is so evocative. While this ‘sonic
subversion’ may sometimes lead to feelings of anxiety or surprise,
often it leads to pleasure. For many listeners, unexpected musical
movements give them the ‘chills’. This emotional response is likely to
stem from an evolutionary need to notice potentially threatening
changes in the environment (which is apt given earlier discussion
about music’s role in helping players to spot changes in the game
world). It has been suggested that music elicits pleasant sensations
from these types of effects, as it is a safe, non-threatening version of
this experience. As neuroscientist Jessica Grahn has explained, “the
nice thing about music is that it’s a very safe way to experience these
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[effects] – you’re not actually in danger”93. And this all matters greatly
for our experience as players, because in having these complex
emotional impacts, the music deepens our connection to the game,
even if we don’t notice it happening.

Together, by both reaf!rming and contradicting our expecta‐
tions, the music and sounds seem to re#ect Link’s journeys from a
sense of ‘home’ or ‘safety’, into a destabilised world, and back again.
And they seem to help tie together apparently con#icting narrative
themes, by creating a sense of ‘connection’, ‘transportation’ and
‘continuity’ between places in the game; between childhood and
adulthood; between the Hyrule of past and present; and perhaps
even between the real and !ctional worlds that gamers experience.

PERFORMANCE AS A TRIFORCE AMPLIFIER

Performance enhances connection with the environment, game‐
play and story

In this !nal section, we look at how the role of performance and
interaction ampli!es the Triforce of effects: connecting players to the
world, gameplay and narratives. Performance is a unique way that
music and sound features across the Zelda games, playing multiple
roles and requiring interaction94. A key innovation of the series is
gamer-led music performance, such as in OoT where players are
required to input musical notes using buttons on their controller.

Performance enhances connection to the world and atmosphere
through such interaction. Music, the gamer learns !rst hand, not
only re#ects the environment passively, but plays an active role in
reshaping the world. Music can literally change the environment,
through performance. Key examples of this include the Song of
Storms95 which leads to a thundery downpour, or the Sun’s Song96

which brings about day or night. Through songs, the gamer realises
their actions have a direct in#uence on the world around them,
changing the time of day, weather conditions, or granting access to
new places, amongst many other effects.
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On top of this, performance enhances emotional connection to
gameplay. Song performances can hinder enemies (e.g. the Sun’s Song
freezes ReDeads); and helps to develop skills and resources (e.g.
Hestu the Korok musician plays the maracas to expand Link's inven‐
tory97). In this way, the power of music performance is fundamental
to gameplay and progression. Acts of performance often involve
auditory feedback (for correct and incorrect sounds), as well as
rewarding motifs to mark a successful performance98. It is plausible
that together this creates a sense of agency and empowerment for
the player. Research shows that experiencing success in a task
speci"c domain – in this case, music performance – can increase a
sense of ‘mastery’ and, in turn, enhance our feelings of personal
capacity to carry out similar actions again99. Perhaps this is why
some Zelda gamers have felt inspired to pick up instruments in the
real world.

Finally, performance also enhances emotional connection with
the story and characters. In many Zelda games, the player learns
songs directly from characters (such as Link’s childhood friend
Saria100, or the harpist Sheik101) and repeats musical themes that are
crucial to the narrative progression. For instance, in BotW the bard
Kass plays a Bandoneon while searching for ‘ancient songs’ that
explore Hyrule’s history; while in OoT, the player must learn several
short musical motifs fundamental to the narrative progression (e.g.
Zelda’ Lullaby102, Song of Storms103, and Song of Time104). By repeating
the music as a facet of gameplay, our connections to the story and
character’s journeys are enhanced in ways not typical of gaming or
musical experience. As Youtuber Liam Triforce nicely summarises:
“Ocarina of Time’s soundtrack isn’t legendary just because it is memo‐
rable, catchy or evocative of the games’ world - it’s also legendary because
you get to perform it yourself, and every time you do, you are reminded of
what each melody stands for, reinforcing their power” 105.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored how music and sound is fundamental to
players’ emotional connection with the environment, gameplay and
story of the Zelda series. And it has shown how this ‘Triforce’ is
further enhanced by the unique role of performance across the games.
We have focused on OoT, BotW, and TotK, but many of the insights
apply to other games across the series. As this chapter has shown,
Zelda’s sounds and musical scores are powerful because they tap
into a wide range of psychological pathways that are known to affect
human emotion. The audio activates brain stem re!exes, reward
pathways and conditioned associations; it syncs our emotions in
with its tempo and rhythms; and it gently subverts our musical
expectations. Together, I believe this is why Zelda’s music has taken
millions of players along deep emotional journeys, why so many
people connect with the music beyond the game, and why it has
even changed some people's lives – by inspiring them to learn
musical instruments. Without the music and sounds, our experience
of Zelda’s world, gameplay and story would be radically different.
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YOUR PRINCESS IS
IN ANOTHER BODY

ZELDA, FLUIDITY AND
TRANSFORMATION

CELESTE SANGIORGIO, PHD.

A male child that is born once every 100 years to a tribe of female
warriors becomes corrupted by his power as a king, leading to war; a
!eeing refugee uses her dying breath to ask an ancient, sentient tree
and a group of eternal children to raise her mortal baby boy; a
princess born with sacred powers "nds herself unable to access them
after coming-of-age, despite endless puri"cation rituals, leading to
calamity falling upon her kingdom. Stories and fairytales can seem
extreme, but they contain a pressure of truth at their core, what the
mythologist Joseph Cambell referred to as ‘portions of ourselves…
golden seeds [that] do not die.’1

Transformations in stories like the Legend of Zelda series sketch
out pathways that are familiar to us: when does our body seem like
the one we have always known and when does it seem imbued with
new powers, possessed, inaccessible, or even beast-like? The
answers to these questions may come from looking at where we have
come from, the relationships we form, what we have developed and
gained, and evaluating what we have become.

The three characters at the core of the Zelda series, Link, Zelda,
and Ganondorf, form and retread the same roles as knight, princess,



and demon king throughout multiple iterations, timelines, and
cycles. The constant, cyclical nature and minute changes in these
characters create a golden opportunity – a light arrow strike – to
map mythic structures and mental landscapes of our own minds,
and explore what they tell us about our own cultural relationships to
gender, identity, and transformation.

COMING OF AGE: IN HYRULE AND OTHER PLACES

Magical objects, legends, abilities, beliefs– these are all examples of
things that are passed down to us. Inheritance, the act of receiving
items passed down across generations, implies the presence of a
person waiting, aware or unaware at the end of a long passage – of
tradition, legend, circumstance, or time. Time, events, birth, death,
and lineage create a stage with different parts: in social psychology, a
role refers to the set of experiences, characteristics, and internalized
beliefs that is connected to a speci!c identity.2

Roles involve negotiation: what is typically observed for a role –
called the stereotype or prototype of this role – may not be true in a
unique instance of the role or even for the role within a speci!c
context or culture.3 What is true of princesses in general may not be
true for Princess Zelda; what is true for one princess Zelda may not
be true for other Princess Zeldas. A few examples of Zelda can help
reveal the characteristics that are typical for princess Zelda. In
Ocarina of Time (OoT),4 Zelda is frustrated because she has prophetic
visions and suspects that Ganondorf, who swore fealty to her father,
the King, is not truly loyal. In Breath of the Wild (BotW),5 Zelda is
frustrated because she is a princess who is destined to use her inher‐
ited magical powers to subvert disaster but !nds that her magic is
not accessible to her. Using these two examples, it may be possible to
begin forming a hypothesis: maybe the emotion, frustration, or the
idea, unrealized or just-out-of-reach power, are part of the tapestry
or set of conditions associated with taking on the title, or role, of
Princess Zelda.
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There has been considerable study in multiple disciplines on
when and how people take on roles in their lives – from commonali‐
ties across myths and legends, to depictions in "lm and media stud‐
ies, to anthropological studies, and, of course, studies of the mind
and psychological experience of roles. In the Hero with a Thousand
Faces, mythologist Joseph Campbell makes the argument for a
monomyth – a series of initiation rituals and events that move a
person from their traditional, everyday roles into taking on the role,
or mask, of the hero.6 In Myth and Reality, mythologist Mircea Eliade
states that myths, folktales, and legends sketch out fantastical
versions of the real processes that individuals go through daily.7,8

Anthropology has charted a collection of commonalities across
coming-of-age rituals: events that signal the end of one role (child‐
hood) and the beginning of the next (adulthood).

Zelda – along with Link and Ganondorf – is a mythic character
locked into challenges that run parallel to the initiation rituals that
people face at critical junctures in their lives: how does someone
become a hero, a paragon of wisdom, or de"ned by their relationship
to power? The answer is found at the intersection of social, personal‐
ity, and developmental psychology. Ecological Systems Theory
("gure 1) sketches out a starting point: individuals are de"ned by
their place in time (called the chronosystem), their place in culture
and different settings (called macrosystems), and their internal
worlds (called microsystems).9 Ecological Systems Theory creates a
static image – what someone looks like at one point of time. One way
to think of the complex, living process of change over time is to
consider that individuals have an internal ecosystem of past,
present, and possible identities that they take on, change, and rene‐
gotiate over time (Figure 1).10 Merging these two ideas creates an
image of a living sense of self: something that both exists as it pres‐
ently is and is transforming to a new state (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Ecological Systems Theory (Zelda, BotW, Illustrated by
the Author)

Coming-of-age is one of the unique culminations of internal and
external pressures. It is a timepoint in someone’s life when they have
to complete a full renegotiation of their entire mental landscape and
its roles, what the psychologist Erik Erikson referred to as an identity
crisis, one of several psychosocial stages.11 Seemingly passive, time
always moves forward – biological processes, or growth, create
changes in peoples’ awareness and internal conditions (e.g.,
hormones) that activate the transition from childhood to adulthood.
In the words of Sheik in OoT,12 “The !ow of time is always cruel... Its
speed seems different for each person, but no one can change it...”
Increased mental capacity and increasing responsibilities set the
stage for recognizing that what has worked in childhood no longer
works in adulthood. The goals of childhood include the acquisition
of crucial, foundational skills: dexterity (needed for swordsman‐
ship), understanding of the world and relationships (needed for
problem solving, or wisdom), basic understanding of morals and
group membership (needed for courage, wisdom, and power). In
Sheik’s case, the frustrated princess status was forced into transition
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by chronological events (i.e., the sacking of Hyrule and takeover by
Ganondorf), natural increases in ability upon aging (i.e., learning
skills with a bow), and changes in life experience – exposure to both
Shekiah culture and harsh realities of life and compromise during
the seven years that Link was sealed in the Temple of Time.

Achievement of these developmental, external, and internal
skills means the removal of these challenges and the opportunity to
recognize new ones. In OoT,13 Link could not pick up the Kokiri
sword and purge evil from the Deku Tree while the Kokiri were
raising him as an infant, this opportunity only became available to
him as a 9-year-old child, signaling the pressure to come-of-age and,
eventually, take on a hero and adult role in Hyrule. In BotW,14 the
external pressures of the war with Calamity Gannon and her father’s
expectations mean that the passivity that Princess Zelda has used to
smooth over and retain her role as a young princess no longer work –
she must negotiate a new identity as an assertive scholar and power‐
ful, protective leader; in doing so she activates her inherited powers
and becomes a Philosopher Queen.15 These examples demonstrate
that achievement in developing a new role creates a new identity
that is satisfying and authentic to the person who has undergone the
trial of role transition. The challenges that Zelda faces in BotW force
her into a transition, but it is through this challenge that she recog‐
nizes, respects, and understands that she has always had the
capacity to be an assertive, powerful, and thoughtful queen. Further‐
more, these characteristics have always been part of Zelda. Through
challenge and con"ict, she realizes that the frustration she experi‐
enced was partially due to not accepting her ability to be assertive
and scholarly; these traits are foundational to the unique experience
of Zelda as a queen – unique from other people, queens, leaders, and
rulers.

If childhood is the process of obtaining skills and then seeing
how these skills and understanding apply to the world, then the
transition to adulthood, through the pressures of adolescence, is the
process of weaving and personalizing these skills into a personal,
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speci!c web of identities and roles – the successful end to the iden‐
tity crisis.16 Another way of thinking about this is that childhood is
the framework that identity is built on – or, as Sheik says in OoT,17 “a
thing that doesn't change with time is a memory of younger days.”
Instead, adulthood can be a lens acquired in adulthood, a lens of
truth that is used to make sense and use of the skills and lessons of
childhood; a process of recontextualizing and reorganizing the
internal and external worlds. Events and objects from childhood may
not be usable as they once were but they can be observed – or, stated
in OoT,18 “It looks like you won't be able to use some of the weapons
you found as a kid anymore” (Navi) and “a childish mind will turn to
noble ambition” (Sheik). These quotes speak directly to time and
transitions, but all iterations of Zelda, Link, and Ganondorf go
through substantial changes. All versions of Zelda include frustra‐
tion of abilities that ultimately lead to a recognition of internal
strengths that always existed: the calculating diplomat Zelda
becomes a wartime scholar Queen in Twilight Princess (TP)19; the
scholarly and dutiful princess becomes an engineer scientist-practi‐
tioner Queen in BotW20

Each group that someone is a member of, rejected from, or other‐
wise aware of creates a patchwork of awareness that then gets
woven and tailored into something that !ts the unique dimensions
of a speci!c person’s identity. Children begin the process of self-
socialization as early as three years old; that is, they begin to decide
who they want to spend time with and who to develop friendships
with (or reject) based on shared personality traits, like assertive‐
ness,21 and external qualities, like gender-presentation.22,23 In Tears
of the Kingdom (TotK),24 Gerudo children are brought into the Gerudo
desert kingdom around the time that children recognize and begin
gender-based socialization. Gerudo children are therefore pushed
towards a certain pathway of awareness: placing children in single
gender environments can encourage building con!dence in skills25

(like swordsmanship) and considering roles in society26 (such as
being a voe or a vai, a male or female respectively in gerudo
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language), but there is evidence that the skills people go on to
develop into adolescence and adulthood are based more on friend‐
ships and unique characteristics rather than gender or societal
expectations.27. Coming-of-age is the "rst opportunity – an initia‐
tion opportunity – to commit to the roles and identities that individ‐
uals want to take with them into adulthood. In other words, children
see the world, adolescents interpret it, and teens and adults commit
to it through initiation rituals that match their unique culture, iden‐
tities, and personalities. Zelda, Link, and Ganondorf are all shown in
the context of the transitions and commitments of adolescence and
adulthood. For Zelda and Link, the con#icts and reconciliation of the
transition is shown across the events of each game; for Ganondorf,
the results of his choices are represented in the adult role he has
chosen to commit to.

Coming-of-age is a neutral description of landscape, a set of
circumstances – an individual must walk into that landscape and
take on the activities of a speci"c role to begin a rite of passage or an
initiation ritual. Rites of passage can be a quinceañera, a driving test,
graduating high school or college, breaking into a scary, abandoned
house28 or placing three gemstones onto an altar and activating the
portal to the sacred Realm, adulthood (OoT).29 Characters in the
Legend of Zelda series are often in the process of “answering the
call” to adventure, or adulthood, by engaging in initiation rituals for
speci"c, adult roles that they chose to commit to. Examining speci"c
instances of Zelda, Link, and Ganondorf reveals how each individual
instance of these characters retain their individuality and express it
through both their chosen and inherited roles..

COMING OF AGE: AS ZELDA, LINK, AND GANONDORF

Legends have hallmarks and indicators30,31 – a lush, dangerous
forest hiding a mythic weapon for a chosen hero, a goddess that
bestows gifts and favor, greedy Kings and demon Kings – but a
unique quality of the LoZ series is that patterns and overlaps can be
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examined within the group of Zeldas, Links, and Ganondorfs across
games. Ideas about identity and roles are often communicated
through stories. Patterns in stories that connect to identity develop‐
ment and adaptation can be referred to as the monomyth but
symbols and stories about speci"c characteristics and responsibili‐
ties linked to speci"c roles are called archetypes32. Link, Zelda, and
Ganondorf are archetypal because they represent the speci"c roles of
princess, hero, and demon King, but they are unique from tall tales
and recurring "gures, called culture heroes,33 in that all the itera‐
tions of their archetypes are linked to each other through timelines,
legacy, and inheritance. Table 1 details the twelve games that include
substantive transformation to the bodies of Link, Zelda, and/or
Ganondorf within the franchise.

At time of writing, approximately eighteen titles have been
released. This means that over half of all Legend of Zelda games (66%)
includes substantive changes to the main characters bodies; this
number increases to approximately three-quarters (73%) when
sequel games (e.g., Link’s Awakening34) are removed, with the excep‐
tion of Majora’s Mask (MM). Transformation was established as a
main feature of the series since the early title A Link to the Past
(ALttP35) when the onset of the Dark World turned all people into
expressions of their souls, transforming Link into a pink bunny. To
fuse terminology from religious studies and psychology, the creation
of the Dark World disengaged the characteristics that people
attached to their roles and identities from their internal worlds and
instead connected them to their physical appearances, making them
look more like archetypes. What people thought about themselves
and others and how they tend to interact created a basis for what
they would look like. Therefore, Link in Link to the Past may have
had some gentle nature, silence, or other quality that caused a pink
bunny to manifest.

Transformations attached to roles, identities, and archetypes
seem to take place across Hyrule and especially for the main charac‐
ters in the series. Ganondorf or someone possessed/channeled by
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him (e.g., Agahnim, ALttP36) often becomes an ogre, boar, or demon,
though he is sometimes reincarnated or otherwise manifested
through hatred and bad intentions (see table one; see chapter on
dark triad, in this volume). Similarly, Link often starts the story as a
townsperson and then transforms into other beings, including a pink
bunny (ALttP), all the roles and archetypes in a doomed town (MM),
a Picori (small, fae-like being only visible to children and those with
a pure heart in The Minish Cap [TMC]), a wolf with an earring (TP),
and a man with a monster arm (TotK). Zelda often begins her story in
a leadership role in peril: for example, she may lead a pirate crew, but
she has to contend with repeated abductions by a giant bird (Wind
Waker [WW]). While Zelda is frequently encased in stone or crystal
(see Table 1) or becomes a puppet (TP, ST, TotK) she has also gone
through substantial body transformations, including becoming a
male ninja (Sheikah tribe, OoT), a Pirate (WW), a Goddess (SS), a
spirit that possesses suits of armor (ST), an egg-sac-like container
for Calamity Ganon (BotW), and a dragon (TotK).
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Aside from recent iterations of the Legend of Zelda series,
nonhuman transformations seem to be retained for Link and Ganon‐
dorf; within these, Link seems to maintain his abilities to think and
feel whereas Ganondorf appears to become fully bestial and unrea‐
soning. One possibility is that Link often activates and uses transfor‐
mations to solve puzzles and problems; Ganondorf uses
transformation in moments of desperation and defeat. Zelda often
starts the series with powers and capabilities and goes through
transformations to either hide her powers, as another person, or
activate her powers.

While recent versions of Zelda may seem unique because Zelda
becomes an egg-sac and then a dragon (BotW, TotK, respectively;
continuous character), they share some commonalities with
previous versions of Zelda as they contain the idea of sealing powers.
Almost all iterations of Zelda include sealing her powers, either
through encasement in stone, crystal, a painting, coma, or removal
of her soul; BotW and TotK are unique in that Zelda made a conscious
choice to seal herself rather than being sealed through abduction
(capture by Ganondorf, a villain, or another entity). Like Zelda,
Ganondorf is also often sealed, sometimes in stone (WW), or
banished. A possible comparison or conclusion could be that intense,
desperate use of powers leads to these powers being sealed. Ganon‐
dorf and Zelda have both used their powers in desperation, but Zelda
is often aware of and plans for this eventuality, leading her to retain
or rescue parts of herself. Each of these speak to the individual’s
unique characteristics. Ganondorf and Zelda are both born into
royalty and chaotic eras; they cannot choose their circumstances.
However, Zelda recognizes and plans around her frustration,
whereas Ganondorf consistently tries to push through or overpower
his crises. Zelda may become overwhelmed – losing her conscious‐
ness to a bestial form, like a dragon, or being sealed for a number of
years, but her assertiveness and thoughtfulness leads to her transi‐
tion past the beast-like crisis and into a new, adult role. Ganondorf,
by contrast, loses himself fully to a beast form; his "xation on power,
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control, and fear are helpful in transitioning past a crisis and into a
mature, functional adult role.

Together, Link, Zelda, and Ganondorf provide some insight into
how transformation works in Hyrule for princesses, chosen heroes,
and demon kings: a continuum that shows connections among
emotion, logic, and power can be drawn and placed in balance with
each other (see Figure 2).

While all of these roles include power and problems, starting
circumstances, approaches to problems, and connection and regula‐
tion of emotions will impact the type and duration of the transfor‐
mation. Desperation and feeling completely overwhelmed by
emotions, what is called emotion-mind in Dialectical Behavior Ther‐
apy,37 appears to set the stage for being overwhelmed by a beast-
form (Ganon). Retaining a level head, even in moments of despera‐
tion, allows people to become beasts and then return to their human
form (Zelda). Furthermore, seeing other forms, even beast forms, as
pathways to problem-solve and meet goals, allows for #uid transfor‐
mation and disengagement from beast forms (Link). Circumstances
of birth can impact these transformations: 1) being born with
powers/into royalty can lead to using them in desperation, causing
them to be sealed (Zelda, Ganon), 2) being born into a group/com‐
munity may set up a problem-solving/goal-oriented approach
(Link), and 3) female gender-socialization/group membership
increases the likelihood of being sealed or transforming into other
human roles, rather than bestial forms.
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Figure 2. The DBT Model of Logic Mind, Wise Mind, and
Emotion Mind

Across Hyrule, women and men seem to inherit powers and titles
at an even rate, from shrine maidens and wise men and sages.
Powers seem to manifest related to leadership or inheritance rather
than gender, all sages in OoT38 were in leadership roles (Impa, as an
exception but a caregiver/mentor role), and all sages in TotK were
related, often by family ties, to leadership positions.39 Therefore, the
unique expression of powers and transformation that the princess,
hero, and demon king present may speak more to how to relate to
the archetypes and roles they embody rather than the experience of
gender and identity across the world of Hyrule. In fact, there is a
marked distinction between games in which the world is radically
changed by the main characters and games in which the characters
themselves change. In Link’s Awakening, Oracle of Seasons, Oracle of
Ages, Phantom Hourglass and Spirit Tracks, Link undergoes few
changes but radically changes the landscape of the world. In Ocarina
of Time and A Link to the Past, the landscape is radically altered in the
course of the events of the story, by Ganon. These characters are
locked into a cycle: their war-torn or cataclysm-marked landscape
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creates extreme versions of the everyday identity crises we all face in
our lives. In our case and in the lives of Zelda, Ganondorf, and Link,
their characteristics are what help them move into adult roles:
heroes, scholars, leaders, and (at our most overwhelmed moments)
beasts.

COMING OF AGE: FOR THE REST OF US

The paths that Zelda, Link, and Ganondorf tread and retread
throughout time and multiple reincarnations can !ll in some of the
speci!cs about the identities, characteristics, and initiation rituals
tied to coming-of-age and forming a sense of self. In broad strokes,
from a dragons-eye point of view, coming of age is a time of transfor‐
mation, where a person can lose themselves, potentially perma‐
nently (e.g., Ganondorf becoming a bestial Ganon). Men seem to
become beasts or beast-like more frequently (Link, Ganondorf),
though keeping a level head can create the opportunity to control the
transformation (Link). Women seem to be at a higher risk of being
abducted or sealed, with few exceptions, and appear to engage in
transformations as protection (reversable) or self-sacri!ce
(reversable with help).

Archetypes tied to masculinity are often described as wild and
beastlike, sometimes called the Wildman,40 help appraise and
contextualize the recurring theme of beast-men in the series.
However, what is typically observed related to gender group
membership does not align with archetypal roles. There is little rela‐
tionship between gender and risky or beast-like actions,41 instead
high-risk actions tend to be associated with personality and peer
group norms.42 Awareness and satisfaction with gendered character‐
istics across multiple genders is often protective – individuals who
are content with their gender in multiple ways (in masculine charac‐
teristics, feminine characteristics, nonbinary characteristics, and
more) tend to be successful in different domains of their lives.43 One
possible reading of Zelda’s higher amount of human roles – a pirate,
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ninja, and scholar – is that she is more aware of multiple, inter‐
secting identities and genders and can more "uidly move among
these identities, compared to Link and Ganondorf.

In general, Hyrule is a complex world that is populated with indi‐
viduals who are ready to rise up and meet the roles of princess, hero,
and demon King that seem to be available every few years or genera‐
tions. It seems that initiative, thoughtfulness, and emotional aware‐
ness may need to be in balance to successfully navigate taking on
and personalizing these roles in a way that stabilizes Hyrule –
however temporarily.

Our world, too, is #lled with events, crises, and relationships –
the only difference is that we are in it. Coming-of-age is a term for a
static thing, a biological and sociological catalyst, that binds with
anyone with relationships, ideas, and skills who is ready to take on
challenges and new roles. Like Link, Zelda, and Ganondorf, we can
toggle in and out different identities and states; our connection to
problem-solving and emotions will create a pathway to process and
success in these initiation rituals. We can go through so much, even
becoming beasts or unfamiliar to ourselves, but our relationships to
others and thoughtfulness can lead us out of any situation.

Link and Zelda complete their successful initiations by returning
to themselves – they have explored and folded a new identity into a
complex network and understanding of themselves. They pave the
way: the hero and princess look like us because they are within us, an
internal collection of identities, experiences, and skills that are
unique, authentic, and "exible to each individual. At the end of the
quest, and the end of the day, the healthiest and most integrated
version of you is just you, as a complex, thinking, and feeling person.
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SMASH THE POT,
BREAK THE BINARY

LGBTQ+ PSYCHOLOGY AND HYRULE

ANTHONY J. GIFFORD, MSC.

“I apologise for meeting you in disguise, but it was necessary to hide from
the King of Evil. Please forgive me…1”

-Sheik, Ocarina of Time

The Legend of Zelda (LoZ) series, somewhat unintentionally, has been
celebrated for the role it plays in the lives of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans and indeed Queer and/or Questioning (LGBTQ+) individuals.
While Nintendo have neither con!rmed nor denied the diverse
Queerness within the games, the door has been left open for consid‐
eration or perhaps plausible deniability2. Players of the series have
long since discussed and debated the queer-coded themes,
monsters, and villains – with countless interpretations that
contribute to the rich lore of the games.

Here, we will explore how expressions of gender, sexuality,
LGBTQ+ relationships and representations of Queerness challenge
cisheteronormative3 ideology.. Ultimately, this chapter shows how
LGBTQ+ psychology can deepen our understanding of LoZ, inviting
players to see themselves—and the world around them—differently
through the games.



WHAT IS LGTBQ+ PSYCHOLOGY?

“Oh, but listen to me. I’m being positively uncivil. Allow me to
introduce myself3.”

-Ghirahim, Skyward Sword

LGTBQ+ Psychology focuses on af!rmative and empowering theo‐
ries that challenge this rigid divide between what is ‘normal’ or not4.
Instead of framing difference as de!cit, this branch of psychology
celebrates diversity and aims to give voice to those whose experi‐
ences have often been excluded from mainstream psychological
theory and practice5. It is a psychology that, in LoZ terms, dwells in
the twilight. What happens when we centre those who have been
pushed to the margins? In Twilight Princess (TP)6, the Interlopers,
banished to the Twilight Realm, are framed as dangerous for chal‐
lenging the established order of Hyrule. Yet their story reveals that
those cast into the shadows often carry deep knowledge, transfor‐
mative power, and ways of being that defy convention. LGBTQ+
Psychology invites us to step into that twilight, to listen to those long
silenced and recognise what they’ve always known: that identity,
like light and shadow, is never just one thing.

Originally, this area of study was more narrowly de!ned under
the umbrella of ‘Gay and Lesbian Psychology’, with early studies
often focused on the impact of stigma, identity development, and
coming out experiences among cisgender gay and lesbian individu‐
als7. Over time, researchers and activists began to highlight the need
for more inclusive understandings, calling attention to the experi‐
ences of bisexual, transgender, intersex, asexual, nonbinary, and
other queer individuals whose stories didn’t !t neatly within earlier
frameworks. It’s a bit like only studying the Kokiri in Kokiri Forest
and assuming their forest-bound, childlike existence represents
everyone, while overlooking the vastly different lives of the Zora or
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Gorons. To truly understand the world, and psychology, we need to
venture beyond the Lost Woods.

The acronym LGBTQ+ is used to re!ect a broader coalition of
identities (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, and beyond). Yet,
despite this increasing visibility, LGBTQ+ people have historically
faced, and continue to face, systemic marginalisation across all
walks of life. Homosexuality was listed as a mental disorder in the
DSM8 until 1973 and- at time of writing- it is still currently illegal” to
be LGBTQ+ in 64 jurisdictions worldwide9. The term ‘queer’ itself
was originally used as a slur, weaponised to shame, isolate, and
demean those whose gender or sexuality fell outside of social
norms10. For many, the word still carries those echoes of harm.

‘Queer’ can be used as an umbrella term to not only be inclusive
of those wanting to reject speci"c labels of romantic, sexual and/or
gender orientation and identity, but also those affected by other
forms of prejudice (e.g., racism, sizeism, ableism etc.). The term has
been reclaimed from those who would use the term as an insult or
slur11, empowering LGBTQ+ folk to live openly and authentically12.
This chapter will use the word ‘queer’ in the way it has been
reclaimed by scholars and activists alike and intend it to bring no
harm, malice or upset – just love, empowerment, and terrible Zelda
puns.

LGBTQ+ Psychology not only provides insight into the mind and
behaviour, but it does so in a way that challenges and allows us to
think critically. This chapter encourages you to look beyond the
surface level of temples, tunics, and Triforce(s), to see the queer
potential within Zelda's characters, stories, and worlds. To borrow
from the great (philosopher?) Lady Gaga: no matter gay, straight, or
bi... there’s something here for everyone. My hope is that you "nd
new ways to think, feel, and maybe even Link your own experiences
to this queer reading of LoZ.
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MAJORA’S MASC: GENDER ROLES

“… I used to think that all men, except for the great Ganondorf, were
useless… but now that I’ve seen you, I don’t think so anymore!13”

-Gerudo Warrior, Ocarina of Time

Sex, in psychological and biological terms, typically refers to the
physical characteristics a person is born with. You may be familiar
with these biological terms, such as chromosomes (XX or XY),
hormones, and genitalia and so this is what we often call biological
sex14. However, even this isn’t as binary or clear-cut as many people
assume. Intersex people, for instance, are born with a combination of
male and female biological traits, a natural variation that challenges
the strict male/female divide15.

Gender, on the other hand, refers to the social, cultural, and
psychological meanings attached to biological sex. Gender is not just
about biology, it’s about how we’re expected to behave, dress, feel,
and live based on our assigned sex. As Judith Butler, a leading gender
theorist, famously argued, gender is not something we are, but
something we do, a performance shaped by social norms and
repeated behaviours over time16. In other words, it’s less about
what’s in our inventory at birth, and more about how we equip and
express ourselves throughout the game of life. Just as Link doesn’t
start out with the Master Sword or the Hero’s Tunic, our gender
expression isn’t !xed, it’s developed, chosen, and performed in
response to the world around us.

Consider Sheik, the alter ego of Princess Zelda in Ocarina of Time
(OoT)17. For much of the game, Sheik presents as masculine: strong,
silent, agile, with a muscular build and no traditionally “feminine”
features (except maybe that killer fringe just poking out). Many
players assumed Sheik was male. But when Zelda later reveals
herself, we learn that Sheik and Zelda are the same person. This
reveal caused debates for years: Was Sheik truly a “disguise”? Was

126 ANTHONY J. GIFFORD, MSC.



Zelda performing masculinity as a strategy, or did she brie!y become
someone else?18

Whether intentional or not, Sheik offers a fascinating example of
gender as performance. Zelda, by taking on the persona of Sheik,
subverts the expectations placed on her as a princess and a woman.
She escapes the castle, "ghts in secret, and moves through Hyrule on
her own terms. Through this lens, Sheik challenges the assumption
that gender is "xed and tied to biology. Instead, it becomes some‐
thing !uid, strategic—even empowering.

That is, we learn, develop, and internalise ideas about what it
means to be our assigned gender based on what society tells us is
"normal," "natural," or "appropriate." This process, sometimes
called gender socialisation, is deeply shaped by cultural expectations
and repeated performances over time19. In many Western cultures,
particularly those shaped by WEIRD ideologies, this has historically
been built on the assumption that there are two—and only two—
categories of sex: male and female. And from these, two corre‐
sponding and “opposite” genders: man and woman.

This binary doesn't re!ect the full range of human experience.
Worldwide, many cultures recognise more than two genders or
allow for more !uid understandings of identity. Indigenous cultures
(meaning communities with deep-rooted ancestral, spiritual, and
cultural ties to the land) are a great example of non-WEIRD (refer‐
ring to Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic soci‐
eties) ways of thinking. For example, the Hijra communities in South
Asia, or Two-Spirit identities among many Indigenous North Amer‐
ican groups, illustrate that gender diversity is not new, and certainly
not con"ned to modern Western discourse21. In fact, many Indige‐
nous frameworks understand gender as deeply spiri‐tual, integra‐
tive, and non-binary22.To put it in LoZ terms: not everyone’s playing
by Hyrule Castle’s rulebook, some folks are living by the wisdom of
the Sheikah, the rhythms of the Zora, or the traditions of the Gerudo.

Throughout the franchise, we can see echoes of this dynamic.
The central kingdom of Hyrule often re!ects hierarchical, institu‐
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tional power — rooted in monarchy, law, and divine prophecy. In
contrast, other groups such as the Gerudo, Zora, Rito, and Gorons
maintain unique cultural customs, belief systems, and gender
dynamics that don’t always align with Hyrule’s norms. The Gerudo,
for example, live in a society almost entirely composed of women,
with their own matriarchal structures, the Gorons have their
fraternal bonds, while the Zora often display !uidity in roles, tradi‐
tion, and even embodiment. Throughout the series, the Zora are
never static. Their traditions adapt, their roles shift, and their leaders
(whether Ruto, Mipha, or Sidon) often blend strength with sensitiv‐
ity. Their identity as a people is one of transformation, not just
symbolic, but literal.

Through its mythologies, LoZ invites players to explore themes of
balance, liminality, and transformation, blending light and shadow,
past and future, masculine and feminine. Characters like the Sages,
the goddesses, or Link himself exist between worlds and roles, not
strictly bound by one de#nition. Just like Indigenous gender systems,
these #gures challenge the idea that identity must conform to binary
categories. And importantly, they remind us that there are many
ways of knowing and being, especially when we move beyond the
centre of power.

Consider Link’s quiet and androgynous design, which allows
players of all genders to see themselves in the hero. His character
does not adhere to a #xed gender role—he performs, adapts, and
resists expectations. Through these in-game dynamics, Zelda gives
us a way to imagine gender not as a destination, but as a journey of
becoming, expression, and survival.

The design of the aptly named character Link was intended to
enable players to feel linked to the hero of time, no matter their own
identity:

“Back during the Ocarina of Time days, I wanted Link to be gender
neutral. I wanted the player to think ‘Maybe Link is a boy or a girl.’ If you
saw Link as a guy, he’d have more of a feminine touch. Or vice versa, if
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you related to Link as a girl, it was with more of a masculine aspect. I
really wanted the designer to encompass more of a gender-neutral !gure.
So, I’ve always thought that for either female or male players, I wanted
them to be able to relate to Link.” Zelda Producer, Eiji Aonuma20.

This means players can project their own thoughts and feelings
onto Link as they play – which psychoanalysts have described this
process as ‘projecting’21. While this can be attributed as both posi‐
tive and negative, designed with intentional androgyny, Link is a
character onto whom players of any gender can project themselves, a
quiet but powerful rejection of the idea that gender expression must
be "xed, visible, or tied to biology. Series producer Eiji Aonuma has
articulated this intention:

"When a player is playing a Zelda game, my desire is for the player to
truly become Link — that's why we named him Link, so the player is
linked to the game and to the experience22."

By embodying Link, players can experience the empowerment
and joy of becoming the Hero of Time, transcending traditional
gender norms and embracing a more inclusive gaming experience. 
And this isn’t just speculation from queer theorists or nostalgic
gamers. Research suggests that the ability to project onto a character
like Link, particularly one who embodies psychological androgyny,
can have meaningful bene"ts for mental health, identity develop‐
ment, and emotional resilience. For example, individuals who relate
more to psychological androgyny, meaning they feel comfortable
expressing both stereotypically “masculine” and “feminine” traits,
tend to report greater psychological #exibility, higher self-esteem,
and better overall wellbeing 23. This #uidity enables people to navi‐
gate complex social environments with a broader emotional toolkit,
whether that’s being assertive, nurturing, playful, or introspective24.

Video games have been shown to support identity exploration,
especially for LGBTQ+ players. In one study, players reported that
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customisable or ambiguous avatars gave them space to try out
different gender expressions in a safe, low-stakes environment25. For
queer and trans players in particular, characters like Link can offer
something quietly radical: the opportunity to explore gender
without fear, judgment, or the pressure to explain. Research also
shows that trans and gender-diverse youth use avatars to explore,
develop, and rehearse their experienced gender identities, often as a
precursor to coming out in the of!ine world26.

So, when we step into Link’s boots, we’re not just collecting
rupees, we’re collecting (and nurturing) fragments of ourselves.
Whether we’re a kid working out who we are, or an adult revisiting
that journey with fresh eyes, The Legend of Zelda becomes more than
a game. It becomes a mirror, a rehearsal space, and a kind of digital
safe zone for feeling, becoming, and belonging.

Let’s return to Hyrule and zoom in on one of the franchise’s most
iconic examples of gender performance: BotW Gerudo Town
sequence. In order to enter the all-female settlement, Link must
acquire a Vai out"t: a veil, jewellery, and !owing desert robes tradi‐
tionally worn by Gerudo women. He can’t just walk in with a sword
and a shrug; the guards will block him at the gate, telling him, “Vai
are only allowed inside.” But dressed as one? He’s welcomed warmly,
even complimented, “You look adorable!” Vilia says admiringly
when providing the out"t. Link, for his part, blushes bashfully.

This isn’t just a comedic moment or a clever mechanic, it’s a
powerful illustration of performative gender expression in action,
one that aligns closely with concepts from both queer theory and
LGBTQ+ Psychology. In this scenario, Link's gender presentation,
feminine, culturally coded, and situational, becomes the key to
access. And notably, he never mocks the disguise, resists the change,
or reasserts his masculinity. He wears the out"t without shame, rein‐
forcing that !uidity is functional, not fraudulent. When Link wears
the out"t, guards at the gates wave him through with a casual
“Sav’saaba!” (the Gerudo greeting), utterly convinced he belongs.
The player, of course, knows the secret: Link hasn’t become a
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woman, but he is being read as one, and for once, that's a key to
access rather than exclusion.

Zelda gives us windows, little slivers of possibility, where gender
expression is !exible, playful, and powerful. But those windows are
framed within broader cultural scripts that still carry the weight of
cisgenderism, stereotyping, and binary thinking. What LGBTQ+
Psychology encourages us to do is to look not just at what’s shown,
but how it’s framed, who gets to choose, and whether that choice is
respected. In an ideal world, or perhaps in a future LoZ title27, Link
might wear the Vai out"t not to sneak in, but just because he likes
how he looks in it. Zelda might become Sheik not to survive, but to
thrive28. Until then, we keep reading between the lines, and between
the binaries.

A LINK TO THE HEART: SEXUALITY & LGTBQ+
RELATIONSHIPS

“Whenever there’s a meeting a parting is sure to follow. However, the
parting need not last forever. Whether a parting is forever or merely for a
short while…. That is up to you29:”

-Happy Mask Salesman, Majora’s Mask

If gender is a way in which we can express who we are, sexuality is
often about who we’re drawn to, and how we connect with others
emotionally, romantically, and physically. In LGBTQ+ Psychology,
sexuality is understood as a spectrum of identities and desires,
shaped by culture, biology, emotion, and personal experience. It’s
complex, !uid, and deeply personal. Kind of like trying to piece
together Zelda’s timeline. You can try to map it, but eventually you
just go with what feels right.

Importantly, these labels aren’t hard coded like runes on a
Sheikah Slate. They’re tools, ways of naming lived experience,
building community, and navigating identity. But language evolves,
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and so do people. Trying to neatly taxonomise sexualities is a bit like
trying to organise all of Zelda’s side quests into one tidy list, possible
in theory, but it misses the point. Human sexuality is layered,
contextual, and often resists categorisation.

While many players read Link and Zelda as the archetypal
heterosexual couple (princess, knight, you know the drill) others
point to a deep emotional intimacy that doesn’t always follow
romantic conventions. In Skyward Sword (SS)30, for instance, Link
and Zelda’s connection is tender, charged, but never explicitly
romantic. In BotW31, Zelda confesses frustration and admiration, but
the narrative leaves their feelings open to interpretation. We never
get the kiss. There is no “you’re my boyfriend now” ending. And that
ambiguity, for many queer players, is a gift.

Then there’s Mipha, the Zora princess in BotW who crafts Link a
special suit of armour and writes him a love letter... only to have him
stand there with all the emotional subtlety of a tree stump. Does he
love her back? He doesn’t say. He just takes the armour. In this way,
Link could be read as asexual or aromantic — or simply emotionally
unavailable because he’s been resurrected from a 100-year nap and
is too busy !ghting robot spiders. Either way, his consistent silence
on romantic matters leaves space for projection, interpretation, and
queerness.

Importantly, LGBTQ+ Psychology doesn’t just celebrate who we
love (or maybe in Link’s case, do not love) it also looks at how
systems treat those forms of love and the psychological impact of
this. Until 1973, the American Psychiatric Association classi!ed
homosexuality as a mental illness32. That meant queer people were
labelled as psychologically “disordered” simply for existing. It wasn’t
until decades of protest, advocacy, and research that this diagnosis
was removed. But even then, queerness was often “normalised” by
comparing it to heterosexuality: “Look! We’re just like you!” The
message was clear: difference is okay, but only if it closely resembles
the norm. You can see how this relates right back to cisheteronormativity
again.
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In many countries still to this day, there is this idea that hetero‐
sexuality is not just common, but compulsory by law33. One of its
most deeply rooted expressions is the othering of non-heterosexual
sexualities. In other words, straight people just are, and queer people
are always being asked to explain themselves. And that’s the para‐
dox: the minute you label a sexuality; you create a dominant one by
default. Much like how fans endlessly speculate on whether Link is
into Zelda, Mipha, Sidon, or just emotionally married to his sword,
the world has a way of assuming there must be a box to tick, prefer‐
ably in capital letters and binary terms.

One of the most in"uential frameworks for understanding queer
identity and how they had to explain themselves was the “coming
out” model, which outlined identity development as a staged jour‐
ney: from confusion to acceptance, then disclosure, and #nally
“pride.”34 While groundbreaking at the time, these models have
since been critiqued for being overly linear, Western-centric, and
reliant on the assumption that sexual identity must move toward
visibility and disclosure. What if, for example, Link never “comes
out” because he has no #xed sexuality to disclose? What if he just…
exists, in his tunic and his ambiguity, quietly catching feelings (or
not) across timelines?

In this sense, LGBTQ+ Psychology now tends to approach sexual
identity development as non-linear, context-dependent, and deeply
personal35. Some people come out once, others, repeatedly. Some
never do. Some, like Link, simply leave the door ajar and let the
player decide. His relationships with Zelda, Mipha, Midna, (or even
Sidon) are open to interpretation. This ambiguity itself can be under‐
stood as a kind of resistance to prescriptive identity labels: Link as a
queer-coded blank slate, allowing space for projection, speculation,
and "uidity.

But identity doesn’t develop in a vacuum. In cisheteronormative
societies, stigma, de#ned as the devaluation of people based on
perceived “difference”, can have profound psychological effects36. In
this case, the devaluation of those identifying as LGBTQ+. We can
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often draw on Minority Stress Theory37, which explores how the
chronic social stress of being stigmatised can lead to anxiety, depres‐
sion, and other negative mental health outcomes. The stress isn’t
internal—it’s structural. It’s the sneer when someone calls a char‐
acter “too feminine.” It’s the censorship of queer content in games,
or the online mockery of players who “ship” Link and Sidon.

Of course, Nintendo didn’t explicitly promise us anything. But
the emotional intimacy, the gentle glances, the shared heroism, they
created a space where many queer players saw themselves re"ected.
When that space is suddenly closed off by a narrative device like
“Here’s the #ancée you never knew existed” (in the case of Sidon’s
newly introduced #ancée Yona in TotK) it stings. And it’s not just
about the ‘ship, it’s about what these reveals in a broader media
pattern. This is what queer media scholars have often called “queer‐
baiting” or “disappointment tropes”, where characters are coded as
queer or ambiguously intimate to draw in LGBTQ+ audiences, only
for the story to snap back to the safety of heteronormativity at the
last minute38. While media often courts LGBTQ+ audiences with
winks, subtext, and ambiguous intimacy, it rarely commits to
naming that queerness. Why? Because naming it means legitimising
it, and legitimacy can be threatening in a world still stuck on bina‐
ries. Back to binaries, surprise surprise!

Even within the LGBTQ+ umbrella, not all sexualities are treated
equally. Certain identities are celebrated or romanticised, while
others are misunderstood, erased, or outright ridiculed. LGBTQ+
Psychology has long acknowledged that stigma doesn’t just come
from outside the community, it can exist within it, too. Take asexual‐
ity, for example, often shortened to ace. Asexuality refers to little or
no experience of sexual attraction to others, though ace individuals
may still form strong emotional, romantic relationships. Like all
sexualities, it exists on a spectrum: some people may be sex-
repulsed, others sex-indifferent, and many fall somewhere in
between. And who better to embody this quiet, unlabelled spacious‐
ness than Link?
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Across the franchise, Link often demonstrates deep bonds
without overt romantic or sexual motivation. His relationship with
Zelda, for example, is often portrayed more as duty-bound loyalty
than courtship. In SS, they are close and caring, but there’s no overt
romance. In TP, he barely seems to register her at all. And let’s not
forget his long-standing tradition of politely side-stepping advances,
whether it’s Ruto throwing herself at him, or Mipha declaring her
love and crafting him bespoke armour while he stares off into the
middle distance. For many ace players, Link’s emotional ambiguity
can be af!rming. He doesn’t have to pursue or reject romance. He
just... exists. He shows care, loyalty, affection, but not necessarily
desire. And in a world saturated with sexual subplots, that feels
quietly radical.

However, LGBTQ+ Psychology also recognises silence as part of
the problem. The refusal to name a speci!c label, doesn’t leave space
for interpretation; it leaves space for erasure. The more invisible an
identity becomes, the easier it is for others to dismiss it. And in many
ways, that’s the true villain hiding in the shadows of queer repre‐
sentation.

Let's not forget Tingle, the perennially puzzling map-seller in
green tights, fairy cosplay, and very little regard for personal space. Is
he gay? Is he camp? Is he just really into cartography? The answer, as
with many queer-coded characters in gaming, is we don’t know, and
the game won’t tell us. Tingle is #amboyant, theatrical, emotionally
intense, all characteristics often read as “queer” by players. Yet,
Nintendo distanced themselves from this interpretation:

“…in an interview with Kotaku, series producer Eiji Aonuma shot
down speculation about the character’s sexuality. Mr Aonuma said:
‘He’s not gay. He’s just an odd person’.”39

Real-world queerness isn’t just a joke or a subtext. It’s a matter of
survival. In some parts of the world, same-sex relationships are
criminalised, and LGBTQ+ people face violence, imprisonment, or
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even death for expressing their love. As of 2024, same-sex acts
remain illegal in 64 countries, and in 11 of those, they may carry the
death penalty40. These are not just legal frameworks, they are
psychological battlegrounds, shaping how individuals form relation‐
ships, navigate visibility, and experience love.

One of the key shifts LGBTQ+ Psychology offers is the recognition
that queer relationships may differ, not in value, but in structure,
from what mainstream psychology has long considered "healthy" or
"normal." For decades, relationship research privileged monoga‐
mous, heterosexual, nuclear arrangements41. But queer relationships
often defy those scripts, not because they are deviant, but because
they are creative, adaptive, and deeply relational in ways that chal‐
lenge normative expectations42. This includes non-monogamous
arrangements43, chosen families, platonic partnerships, and "uid
roles that change across time and context. In many ways, queerness
reclaims the emotional side quest. It asks: what does it mean to love
well, if not traditionally? Maybe it’s the lifelong bond between Impa
and Zelda, where duty blends with deep emotional loyalty, or the
#erce devotion shown by Midna, whose #nal act in TP is not
romantic confession, but sacri#cial love. Maybe it’s the bittersweet
farewell between Fi and Link, as she fades into slumber in SS, whis‐
pering thanks not just as a sword spirit, but as someone who has
come to care. These are the kinds of relationships that "ourish in
queer life, and in queer readings of Zelda, too.

Yet even within Hyrule, queerness is often hidden, hinted at, or
constrained. Relationships like Link and Zelda’s are left ambiguous;
potential pairings like Link and Sidon live in fan forums, but not in
the text. The space for queer relationships exists, but only in the
margins, in side-quests, in costumes, in blushes. It’s a world rich in
queer potential but still bound by invisible limits.

A Queer Calamity: representations of Queerness
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“No matter how much you may desire, you will never be more of a
shadow in their world…44”

-Zant, Twilight Princess

LoZ gives us more than just queerness in subtext or speculation.
It gives us a whole world to ask: what does queerness look like when
it isn’t constrained by the norms we know? And, what happens when
queerness is presented not as empowerment, but as danger, failure,
or farce?

In LGBTQ+ Psychology, representation is more than a character's
presence on screen, it’s about visibility with depth, dignity, and
possibility45. It asks whether a character’s identity is portrayed
authentically, whether their storyline is allowed complexity, and
whether viewers can see themselves re!ected in ways that feel
af"rming. Numerous studies have shown that positive, diverse
representation of queer identities in media can support mental well-
being, reduce internalised stigma, and offer models for identity
exploration and resilience, particularly for young LGBTQ+ individ‐
uals navigating their own self-understanding46,47.

But representation is a double-edged Master Sword. When
queerness is depicted without care, or used as shorthand for villainy,
perversion, or ridicule, it can reinforce harmful stereotypes, worsen
social stigma, and undermine the very validation it seeks to offer. A
queer-coded character without narrative depth is not representa‐
tion, it’s replication of the same old tropes, dressed in glitter and
tragedy.

For example, Ghirahim, from SS, is a camp icon. But he’s also a
prime example of the “queer-coded villain” trope. This refers to a
longstanding pattern in media where queerness is associated with
danger, deviance, or depravity48. These characters often exhibit
exaggerated femininity, !amboyance, or gender nonconformity or
traits that signal queerness without ever naming it. It’s not that
they’re explicitly LGBTQ+, it’s that they’re othered in ways that
audiences are meant to read as sinister, ridiculous, or both.
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In Ghirahim, the femininity, theatricality, and obsession with the
hero are not only exaggerated, but they’re also weaponised. Queer‐
ness becomes something to fear. Similarly, Tingle walks the "ne line
between queer-coded sidekick and parody. While some fans embrace
him as a gay icon, he literally throws confetti and wants to be a fairy,
he also embodies a series of uncomfortable stereotypes: infantilised,
lonely, socially awkward, and estranged from his father. Representa‐
tion without care quickly becomes representation without compas‐
sion. Even characters like the Great Fairies, who seem to strut
straight off a Drag Race runway, raise questions. Are they embodi‐
ments of divine feminine power or caricatures? Their over-the-top
sensuality, breathy voices, and exaggerated curves might be camp,
but camp without context can quickly tip into appropriation. But not
all representations fall into the pit of parody.

In BotW, Bolson is a rare gem. He is openly #amboyant, femme,
and proud. I personally think that him and his construction
company are the Queer Eye of Hyrule: designing homes, managing
real estate, and making pink trousers look powerful. While some
might see him as another camp stereotype, he embodies something
more: a queer character who is integrated, competent, and not the
butt of the joke. He exists without shame. He builds things. He
matters.

We also see glimmers of queerness in the game’s underlying rela‐
tional structures. The bond between Link and the Champions (and
later, the Sages) in BotW and TotK reveals an unspoken but deeply
felt chosen family. In LGBTQ+ Psychology, chosen family refers to
the supportive networks queer people often build when their biolog‐
ical families reject or misunderstand them49. These families offer
more than safety, they offer recognition. Link doesn’t just team up
with these characters, he mourns them, honours them, carries them
with him. Their spirits literally become part of his own power.

Why does this matter? Because LGBTQ+ people are statistically
more likely to experience loneliness, rejection, and minority stress
(the chronic form of stress caused by stigma and social exclusion)50.
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In this light, the found family structure in Zelda becomes more than
a narrative device. It becomes a psychological balm, a quiet reassur‐
ance that love and loyalty can be rebuilt, even in the ruins.

CONCLUSION

The LoZ franchise, like LGBTQ+ Psychology itself, is ultimately about
refusing the binary. It resists simple categories. It lets characters be
feminine and strong, masculine and tender, asexual and loving,
queer and heroic. It offers us not a perfect mirror, but a playground
of possibilities. Sometimes problematic, often powerful, always
worth exploring.

From a psychological standpoint, this matters. Identity develop‐
ment isn’t just about who we are, it’s about the environments that
give us space to become. The Zelda series, in all its timelines and
transformations, offers players queer-coded scaffolding on which to
build, question, and express themselves. We see the impact of
projection, the af"rmation of androgyny, the danger of erasure, and
the power of chosen family: all fundamental concerns within
LGBTQ+ Psychology. It’s a digital realm where queerness can be
tested, worn, played with, and protected. Where failure isn’t the end,
but a beginning.

In a world still saturated with cisheteronormative scripts, The
LoZ gives us an alternative one, where gender is performed not
policed, where sexuality is hinted at not hardcoded, and where rela‐
tionships transcend the expected. And through these worlds,
LGBTQ+ Psychology teaches us not only how to think about identity,
but how to feel it, across timelines, across differences, across systems
that still don’t always see us clearly.

So go ahead. Put on the mask. Don the tunic. Enter the shadow
realm. There’s power in playing queer. There’s wisdom in failure.
And there’s courage in simply being seen.
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SURVIVING (CLIMATE)
CALAMITY AND UPHEAVAL
REAL-WORLD LESSONS FROM HYRULE

ANNAYAH M.B. PROSSER, PHD.

After waking from a long slumber, you emerge from a rocky tomb
onto a grassy cliff. Running out, you see the whole of Hyrule before
you, with trees, birds, rivers, lakes, and Hyrule castle far away on the
horizon. In another time, you jump down into the unknown,
emerging this time from the skies. From below you, you see !oating
islands, and far, far below, the land of Hyrule. These opening experi‐
ences are iconic for many of us, and signal the start of our journey in
the land of Hyrule. These title screens to both Breath of the Wild
(BotW)1, and Tears of the Kingdom (TotK)2 both showcase the stun‐
ning natural environment of both games. In BotW, Link stands as a
solitary #gure gazing out into the distance. In TotK, Link falls
through the sky, trusting that a pond beneath him will catch his fall.
Both introductions- while being visually spectacular- serve to centre
and illuminate the importance of the natural environment in both
games. Long before you know your goals, or the other characters at
play, you are introduced to the environment of the land of Hyrule.
Through these passages, you can already spot clues about the game’s
story and progression mechanics, but you know your game plan can



wait for a moment while you take in the visuals of this incredible
world.

The Legend of Zelda (LoZ) series cannot be disentangled from
environmental issues3. Every instalment features unique environ‐
ments, and requires the player to successfully navigate these envi‐
ronments, and develop connections across a variety of communities
to succeed (be it Rito, Zora, Goron or Kukiri). Indeed, a primary
inspiration for the series came from series creator Shigeru Miyamo‐
to‘s childhood experiences growing up in rural Japan and exploring
nature:

“When I was younger, I grew up in the countryside of Japan. And
what that meant was I spent a lot of my time playing in the rice
paddies and exploring the hillsides and having fun outdoors…
There's a place near Kobe where there's a mountain, and you climb
the mountain, and there's a big lake near the top of it. We had gone
on this hiking trip and climbed up the mountain, and I was so
amazed — it was the "rst time I had ever experienced hiking up this
mountain and seeing this big lake at the top. And I drew on that
inspiration when we were working on the Legend of Zelda game”4

In the open-world games in particular, the land of Hyrule plays
as large a role as any of our protagonists. The natural landscape is
how we connect to the game as players, how we understand the
world, and often, how we uncover the story. In BotW, the landscape
is all we have when we start playing, one-hundred years after the
calamity in an empty Hyrule ravaged by Ganon’s minions. While
TotK features more social interaction, and Hyrule initially in a state
of ‘recovery’, it too centres around environmental interactions- with
many questlines designed to help folks navigate the changing envi‐
ronment and perils caused by the unfurling ‘upheaval’.

We also face multiple environmental crises in the real world
today, that all require dramatic social action and behaviour change to
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address. Over the past half century, we have seen dramatic declines in
nature and biodiversity across the world5. If we are to limit the impact
of climate change and global heating, international transitions away
from the burning of fossil fuels and other environmental harms must
take place over the next decade. Climate change is also a problem of
equality and justice, with those already most marginalised within
society likely to bear the brunt of climate catastrophe6. Some scholars
therefore see climate change as the biggest ‘moral storm of our time’7.

While the LoZ franchise does not directly mention these dire
climate and biodiversity crises we face IRL, if we listen carefully, the
games have a lot to teach us about how humans interact with our
natural environment, and what we can do about these multiple
crises. We can learn a lot about dealing with crises of nature through
engaging with the LoZ series. For over !fty years, the discipline of
environmental psychology has been focussing on exploring the
psychological mechanisms that in"uence our interactions with the
natural environment8. In this chapter, I will use theory and !ndings
from across environmental psychology and the wider environmental
social sciences to explore the connections BotW and TotK have to
climate action in the real world. I shed light on !ve lessons we can
learn from Hyrule to help us better navigate climate calamity and
upheaval back here on earth.

LESSON ONE:

We Must Understand and Connect with our Environment
To succeed in any Zelda game, it is vital to carefully consider the

environment around you and utilise it to your advantage. This is
especially true of the open world iterations of the series: BotW and
TotK. Understanding the environmental cues in both of these games
can make or break your experience, and secure your victory or defeat.
For example, rainy weather makes it impossible to climb up moun‐
tain faces; a lightning storm can electrocute you if you wear metal;
enemies sneak up on you as nighttime looms. Similarly, if you pay
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attention, a well-timed sunrise can save you from freezing, you can
use tools to manipulate the environment, or use that pesky lightning
to electrocute some bokoblins instead!

Playing any LoZ game requires us to pay close attention to our
environment and learn from the patterns we see in nature. Histori‐
cally, in the environmental social sciences, we have referred to this as
‘ecological literacy’9 or ‘climate literacy’: a strong awareness of the
environment and the problems it faces. As scholars note: “Climate
literacy is built upon a deep appreciation for interconnected
processes in the atmosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere, and bios‐
phere over varying time and space scales and the in"uence of
humans on the climate system”10. A variety of concepts have been
proposed for evaluating ecological literacy, including: environmental
knowledge (how much we know), environmental affect (how we
feel), cognitive skill (what we can do), and pro-environmental
behaviour (how we act)11. Building strong ecological literacy among
citizens has been a priority for many organisations worldwide,
including forming a central part of many education and governance
systems. Ecological literacy has also been linked to pro-environ‐
mental behaviour and concern: the more we know about our envi‐
ronment, the more we care about it12.

Of course, indigenous folks in the real world already know how
important it is to understand and work alongside nature. Many
indigenous communities are responsible for protecting much of the
remaining nature and biodiversity in the world13. Their centuries of
learned wisdom guide regenerative practices, that allow them to live
alongside the land in a collaborative and communal way14. Just like
the Sheikah and the Zonai in BotW and TotK, we can learn much
from these communities, and $nd ways of living alongside nature
that can help us better tackle the challenges of our future.

But, for those of us growing up and living in WEIRD (Western,
Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic) societies, we may
not have this connection to our natural environment. Playing LoZ
helps us to build ecological literacy in a variety of ways. The game‐
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play loops depend on environmental cues, and problem-solving: for
example, the temples in TotK all feature signi!cant weather or envi‐
ronmental components, which you must uncover to succeed. Many
side-quests in both BotW and TotK draw on the weather or time of
day for their resolutions. The game design rewards you for paying
attention to the environment, through additional resources and
rewards. We see !rst hand the value of paying attention to, and
learning more about the natural environment through our
gameplay.

Environmental exploration is also required to progress at many
stages of the games: you are required to solve environmental prob‐
lems to unlock access to the navigation towers in both BotW and
TotK. For the completionists among us, the best example of environ‐
mental rewards is undoubtedly !nding all the Korok Seeds. These
seeds are rewards for environmental puzzles- such as placing apples
in statues, getting to a destination within the time limit, falling into
a circle of water plants. These puzzles are marked by oftentimes
subtle environmental cues that we can only notice through
nurturing our curiosity15, such as noticing a particular plant that
looks out of place, a mismatched fruit, or an unusually-marked
stump. While not necessary for progression, many players spend
hours tracking down Koroks all across Hyrule- !nding and solving a
variety of puzzles. Those players who search for Koroks spend more
time exploring the environment, and learning more about Hyrule’s
nature. The Hyrule Encyclopaedia is another example of a game
mechanic that explicitly rewards curiosity and nature connection
within Hyrule. The animals present in the game also map onto real-
world analogs, and teach us to keep a close eye out for nature in the
real world. The game rewards exploration and environmental
concern through providing these extra puzzles and opportunities for
creative gameplay.

In the real-world, spending time in nature- particularly during
our childhood- is very important for developing connection to
nature, and pro-environmental values16. Those who spend more
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time in nature as a child, are more likely to grow up feeling close to,
and care about the natural environment. Spending time playing and
problem-solving in nature is also linked to improved con!dence
among children, alongside many other positive outcomes such as
improved emotional and cognitive wellbeing, risk management
skills and cooperation17. For adults, spending time in nature through
activities like ‘forest bathing’ are important ways for us to develop
kinship with, and care for non-human animals and the natural envi‐
ronment18.

Green and blue spaces are important for our wellbeing and
fostering sustainability, but many folks from disadvantaged commu‐
nities have limited access to natural spaces such as parks, rivers or
mountains 19. In the COVID-19 international lockdowns, video
games such as BotW formed a vital source of nature for many, when
the world was closed off 20, 21. Some scholars argue that BotW is
fundamentally a game about being alone in nature, and the players
development- or self-actualisation- comes through these experi‐
ences of solitude22. Virtual spaces like Hyrule can help us feel more
connected to our environment, when this connection isn’t always
possible in everyday life.

While video games may help those with mobility or energy chal‐
lenges to explore nature, more must be done to accommodate and
facilitate participation from other disabilities- such as those from
the blind community. While LoZ can help many of us better connect
with our natural environment, the games have a long way to go to
ensure that groups with diverse accessibility needs can reap these
bene!ts23.

LESSON TWO:

Environmental Destruction is Villainy
The LoZ series teaches us that it is villains who destroy the envi‐

ronment. In many games within the LoZ series, villainy manifests as
environmental degradation. Earlier games focus on Ganondorf as an
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evil !gure, bent on chaos, destruction and political discord. In later
games- as the graphical capacities of consoles advance- evil in
Hyrule literally degrades the landscape, with Ganon’s in"uence scar‐
ring the land with Gloom and Malice in BotW and TotK; the seas
rising in Wind Waker (WW); a parallel dimension threatening to
engulf Hyrule in Twilight Princess (TP); and all-consuming rifts
expanding throughout the land in Echoes of Wisdom (EoW) Unlike
many other action-adventure games, in Zelda, the hero narrative
isn’t just about saving any one person: the very environment of the
world is at stake. In each game, the plot can be monitored by the
state of Hyrule’s environment- with the endings of both BotW and
TotK featuring a land healing after disaster.

We also face huge environmental crises in the real world, where a
societal reliance on fossil fuels has led to climate change, habitat
destruction and global heating that threatens the lives of all who live
on earth24. Climate change is a complex problem, that manifests in
many ways, and harms many people25. In the real world, it is not just
one evil !gure that causes this destruction, but many different
people and organisations26. The dramatic impact of human beings
on climate change has been well-established by the scienti!c
community27, and this is widely recognised by the public interna‐
tionally28. Some geologists even characterise the time we live in as an
epoch where human in"uence dominates earth systems changes: the
‘anthropocene’29. The villains in the LoZ series exploit nature for
their own gain, just like many of these actors do in real life. Ganon
exploits the environment to gain power, and companies degrade the
environment in real life for pro!t30. Research tells us that while the
most powerful people within society contribute to climate change
the most31, the poorest and most vulnerable within society will be
most impacted32. So, while the Ganons of the world with power
degrade the environment for their own gain, it is Hyrule’s innocent
people who are most likely to bear the brunt of climate catastrophe.

These facts are obviously frightening, and can be dif!cult for us
to handle. Many of us feel powerless in the face of climate change, or
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experience ‘climate anxiety’ about what the future may hold33. The
LoZ series gives us a space to engage with environmental destruc‐
tion, and respond to it, without the complexity real-world action
requires. Where we are often disempowered in the real-world, video
games allow us to be the hero and to see the difference our actions
make in real-time34. This experience of being able to make a real
difference to the climate in the game can help people become
empowered when facing real-world environmental threats35.

BotW also critiques the idea that technology will save us from
this environmental villany. The Guardians are "rst used by the royal
family of Hyrule as a protective mechanism, but these technologies
are quickly turned against them by Ganon’s malice. In the real world,
the idea that technology can save us from the impacts of climate
change is known as ‘techno-solutionism’36 and is argued by many to
be a discourse of climate delay: if technology can save us, we don’t
need to change anything ourselves37. Some scholars argue that this
warning in BotW echoes Japan’s nuclear history, and strong anti-
nuclear sentiment38. Technology is used throughout both BotW and
TotK to aid our heroes, but it is also used by the villains to further
degrade the environment and wreak havoc on the land of Hyrule.
Zelda teaches us what many scholars already argue- technologies are
only as good as their creators. Technology alone cannot save us from
destruction, and if we rely on it too much it may just be our
downfall.

LESSON THREE:

It’s Dangerous to Go Alone
Communities within Hyrule are important for story progression,

and for unlocking the tools and skills Link requires to defeat Ganon.
Throughout the series, the game structure is often organised around
visits to different areas of the gameworld, where different communi‐
ties call home. Link helps these communities with their problems,
and in turn, they help Link move forward in his quest to rid Hyrule of
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evil. The challenges each community faces are often aligned with the
natural environment: such as a raging sandstorm in Gerudo Town,
and torrential downpour and !ooding in Zora’s Domain. The chal‐
lenges faced within each area require us to understand the environ‐
ment, and the peoples who live within it to progress forward.

While in BotW it is technically possible to complete the game
without unlocking the divine beasts- this is an extremely chal‐
lenging endeavour that only speedrunners attempt. The #nal boss of
BotW- Calamity Ganon is signi#cantly more dif#cult if you haven’t
freed all the champions. It is also impossible to unlock the ‘true’
ending of the game without defeating all blights in these areas. The
game design reinforces this further in TotK by locking progress
behind localised quests around these environmental issues. We
cannot move forward in the games' story without gaining support
and aid from heroes hailing from the local areas, or without
supporting the Hylians in their rebuilding projects.

Just like in the games, it is very dif#cult in real-life to change the
world without the support of others. Research on vegan and vege‐
tarian communities for example, shows us that acting alone can be a
very dif#cult and isolating experience39, and may lead to us losing
enthusiasm for our goals, and even quitting40. Researchers know
that for groups pursuing a better world, community is an extremely
important protective force. When we connect with people who have
similar social change goals to us, we are happier, more energised and
more able to achieve the changes we want to see in the world41.
Attending events where we can connect with others who share the
same goals- such as protests, marches or other forms of collective
action- is especially important for environmental activists, who can
become isolated and lonely in their pursuit of a better world42. Some
evidence suggests that connecting with others in this way can even
change the course of our own lives for the better, helping us to
develop our own identity and sense of purpose43.

The bene#ts of connecting with others throughout the LoZ series
are immense. For example, in BotW, Link helps release the Zora,
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Goron, Gerudo and Rito champion spirits from their respective
corrupted divine beasts, and in return- these champions and their
communities offer Link aid in the form of weapons, armour, and
brute force in the !nal !ghts. In TotK this support moves into a more
corporeal form, where Link helps the new champions to !ght
Ganon’s corrupting in"uence and they offer him help in their
unlocked sage forms: offering new ways to defeat enemies and
traverse the land. Link may be the central force guiding the player’s
experience, but he cannot truly develop and move the story forward
without help from others.

LESSON FOUR:

Sometimes, we all just need a (100-year) nap…
Fighting the bad guys is hard work! BotW teaches us that even

our heroes can’t defeat evil without rest. Link’s efforts to halt the
Calamity leave him on the edge of death, with injuries that only
ancient Sheikah technology can help him recover from. This recovery
takes a long time- 100 years in the game. During this time, Zelda
takes over the !ght with calamity Ganon, holding evil at bay until
Link is strong enough to recover and emerge victorious. Link’s story
mirrors the story of many activists and advocates !ghting social
inequalities and environmental degradation44. He works tirelessly
throughout the Calamity, putting himself at great risk to serve a
higher cause. We know that many activists too work incredibly hard
to further the causes they are passionate about, and this hard work
can lead to an increased risk of burnout45. Burnout is characterised by
the World Health Organisation as an occupational syndrome with
three primary components: exhaustion (extreme tiredness), cyni‐
cism (negative thinking about others), and low ef!cacy (feeling like
what you do isn’t enough)46. Zelda also experiences burnout
throughout BotW, with the "ashback scenes showing her increas‐
ingly exhausted and frustrated at her lack of progress in !nding her
powers before calamity strikes.
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Burnout is particularly common in situations, or work environ‐
ments where overwork is common, or even expected of us. For exam‐
ple, burnout is rife in the games industry, especially within
organisations or studios that promote overwork and ‘crunching’ on
projects with little breaks 47. We are also more prone to burnout
when working on projects or topics that are emotionally distressing,
or when we are encouraged by others to act in ways that do not
connect with our idea of who we are and what we care about. For
example, many healthcare workers experience burnout associated
with what is termed ‘moral injury’, when their working conditions
prevent them from caring for their patients effectively48. Activists
"ghting environmental degradation and social injustice can become
quickly exhausted from their protest efforts, experiencing ‘activist
burnout’49.

Sound eerily familiar? Chances are, many of you reading this
have experienced periods of burnout in your own life. Survey esti‐
mates from the UK suggest that 30% of us suffer from burnout every
year50. Symptoms of burnout can be grouped into three areas: phys‐
ical (e.g. exhaustion, insomnia, joint pain), emotional (e.g. self-
doubt, anxiety, feeling trapped), and behavioural (e.g. procrastinat‐
ing, dif"culty concentrating and isolation). So, if you were one of
those players who kept putting off "nishing the game to complete all
the side-quests, you were canonically expressing Link’s burnout
symptom of procrastination!

In BotW, it was only after Link’s 100 year nap, intensive Sheikah-
assisted recovery, and a lot of help from his friends that he was able
to recover and move forward. We too need to stop to rest in our
everyday lives, and studies show that rest, self-care and mindfulness
practice can help protect us from burnout51. We may even need to
remove ourselves completely from dif"cult environments that
con#ict with our sense of morality- for example, researchers docu‐
ment that many folks are quitting jobs that damage the environ‐
ment52. By taking rest, and controlling our psychological, social and
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work environment, we can help to reduce stress and the risk of
burning out.

Even after that wonderful 100 year nap, Link still could not
defeat Ganon alone, needing the help of multiple champions and
sages in both BotW and TotK. LoZ games teach us that even the best
of us cannot make it alone, or without rest. In the real world,
connecting with likeminded others, remembering our values, and
taking that break is a vital way to safeguard ourselves from burnout
and keep up our morale.

LESSON FIVE:

Everyone can make a difference
When faced with wicked crises and societal issues, it can be

tempting to look for the ‘main characters’ of social change: those
who are famous or powerful. When we think about the Zelda series,
we think !rst about the main characters: Link, Zelda, and Ganon. But
these are not the only characters who make a difference in Hyrule,
others contribute to defeating Ganon and work hard to keep up
morale. Both the LoZ and the academic literature on social action
shows us that changing society is as much about the collective
efforts of‘NPCs’ as it is the skill of the main characters.

Scholars point out that there are a variety of ‘enablers’ and ‘con‐
straints’ on our climate actions, that vary according to the positions
we hold within our communities and society53. For example, our
ability to change the world can depend on the jobs we hold: those
working in policy may have more ability to influence policy-makers,
whereas those working in the entertainment industry have more
ability to reach broader public audiences and educate them about the
climate. Those who are richer within society also have more responsi‐
bility for greenhouse gas emissions overall, with Oxfam estimating
that the top 1% of income-earners internationally generate more
carbon emissions than two-thirds of the earth’s population54. Other
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research points out the vital contributions that these folks of high
socio-economic status within society can make to climate action,
across their roles as consumers, investors, role models, organizational
participants, and citizens55. All of us have a part to play to act on
climate within our communities, organizations and political systems.

In the side-quests of both BotW and TotK, we see the efforts
community NPCs put into rebuilding Hyrule and improving the
living conditions for its people. With Link’s help (and collaboration
from Hyrulians, Zora, Gerudo, Gorons and Rito across the map) in
BotW, Bolson’s construction crew build an entirely new town
(‘Tarrey Town’), which we later see becomes an important hub for
new relationships and community in TotK. NPCs in TotK also form a
public defense force- Hyrule’s ‘Monster Fighting Crew’, that is
charged with keeping the people of Hyrule safe from monster
incursions.

Just as in Hyrule, in the real world, if we are to address climate
change fully, we need the expertise of many different people,
communities and organisations within society. In their book “Not
too late”, Rebecca Solnit and Thelma Young Lutunatabua share a
variety of stories from climate activists across the world- stressing
that climate action requires diverse contributions from all of us56. In
her chapter, Mary Annaïse Helgar offers some advice to those
seeking a path forward: “But the question remains. What can I do?
Well, now that you understand that the question is complicated, the
answer actually emerges as quite simple: do what you’re good at.
And do your best.” Throughout the LoZ series, these interconnected
and community-oriented storylines show us that working together
with others, and using our personal skills and abilities is what will
make a real difference.

CONCLUSION

The LoZ series has much to teach us about our relationship with the
natural environment and climate change. The games remind us to
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listen to, and connect with the natural world. They teach us that
villains destroy the environment for their own gain, and that
heroism is just as much about protecting the environment as it is
protecting others. The games teach us that even our heroes can’t do
it alone, and that even the best of us need time to rest and recharge if
we are to !ght the forces of evil IRL. Finally- the games show us that
everyone can make a difference, and inspire us to !nd our strength
and community. The LoZ series gives us an opportunity to be the
hero, and to restore Hyrule to its natural beauty, ridding it from
Ganon’s evil. It’s about time we took those lessons into the real
world, don’t you think?
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eudaimonic entertainment—personally meaningful, emotional and
thought-provoking entertainment—mainly in the context of digital
games. He has published in several top-tier academic journals (e.g.,
Computers in Human Behavior, Psychology of Popular Media, Games and



Culture) and has been awarded with several prizes at the
International Communication Association conference. He has
contributed to The Psychgeist of Pop Culture: The Mandalorian on
morality, and he’s a co-editor and author for the The Psychgeist of Pop
Culture: Marvel Cinematic Universe volume. While exploring the
plains of Hyrule, Rowan lost his heart to the waterfalls surrounding
the Zora palace and Mipha park in Breath of the Wild and Tears of the
Kingdom.

Celeste Sangiorgio, PhD. (she/her), is a licensed clinical psycholo‐
gist who runs the Behavioral Health and Forensic Psychology
Programs at Rochester Institute of Technology as the Interim
Program Director. Her work focuses on how people build and enact
their beliefs about their own capacities - with a focus on how digital
environments, particularly games, can be used to teach long-lasting
cognitive behavioral skills (like self-regulation, communication, and
intimacy skills). Dr. Sangiorgio’s research has included developing
ways to rapidly develop and test games designed to target key rela‐
tionship and self-belief skills, such as a self-guided platform to teach
CBT skills for co-occurring substance use and violence (RITchCBT,
consultant) and a dating sim, thriller visual novel that teaches rela‐
tionship and trauma-focused skilled (Heart Throb, Research &
Development Lead). Dr. Sangiorgio’s work includes advocacy on
mental health representations in existing games, such as masculin‐
ity, substance use, and romance, which she has discussed with the
Boston Globe, at PAX conferences, and with the APA, as well as prac‐
tice directly with adults experiencing mental health symptoms and
life stressors (e.g., homelessness, violence, trauma, and other condi‐
tions). Dr. Sangiorgio has played video games since she was young -
she practiced reading skills by reading the Link to the Past strategy
guide to her father as he played. In addition to her work in psychol‐
ogy, Dr. Sangiorgio also holds a BA in religious studies, part of which
was focused on the experience of identity in Ocarina of Time.



Anthony Gifford. MSc. (He/Him) is a PhD researcher in Psychology
at Nottingham Trent University, a lecturer at Birmingham City
University, and a lifelong Legend of Zelda™ fan! His work uses
LGBTQ+ psychology to examine the health outcomes of margin‐
alised communities - with a focus on HIV prevention amongst Gay
and Bisexual Men. As a member of the LGBTQ+ community himself,
Anthony is vehement about being a voice of change, conducting
emancipatory research to help improve rights and reduce stigmati‐
sation of his community. Anthony was "rst introduced to Legend of
Zelda™ aged 5, by his older brother Alan, when they got a Nintendo
64™, along with Zelda: Ocarina of Time, for Christmas. It remains
his favourite game of the franchise (water temple notwithstanding)
and he has spent many happy hours with his brother playing run
throughs of the game. He was thrilled to be able to combine his
passions of LGTBQ+ psychology and The Legend of Zelda™ to
contribute to this book and hopes you have enjoyed reading it.

Kathryn Francis, PhD. (she/her) is a Senior Researcher at the
Uehiro Oxford Institute and Co-Director of the Design Bioethics Lab
in the NEUROSEC group at the University of Oxford. A moral
psychologist by training, Kathryn works at the intersection of experi‐
mental and social psychology, philosophy, and bioethics. Her
research uses experimental and simulation-based methods
(including Virtual Reality) to explore moral con$ict and disagree‐
ment, human–animal and human–nature moral relations, and the
ethical challenges posed by emerging technologies in medicine and
bioethics. Recently, Kathryn has been rolling the dice (literally) on
new ways to investigate moral values and identity, turning to
tabletop role-playing games (TTRPGs) and video games as research
tools. While she only discovered the expansive landscapes of Hyrule
later in life, her love of gaming began in the 1990s, the moment her
hands wrapped around the original grey Game Boy.

Niall McLoughlin, PhD. (he/him) has a background that spans both



social research and creative !elds, especially music composition and
production. As a social scientist he holds a PhD in climate change
communication from the University of Bath (dep. of Psychology) and
University of Exeter (dep. of Geography). He is Co-Founder/Co-
Director of the public opinion data platform Climate Barometer, and
is a climate communications consultant. As a musician, he was Nick
Berry Arts Scholar during his PhD, which saw him compose pieces
for the University of Bath’s 50th Anniversary and co-design a new
undergraduate module on the psychology of music. He is fascinated
by the way these two worlds can overlap – for instance, the role that
the arts can play in engaging people with environmental issues, or
how psychology helps to make sense of our emotional responses to
music. He is a lifelong Legend of Zelda fan – and growing up playing
Ocarina of Time on the N64 was a formative experience for him. The
game’s music had a profound impact, in ways he is still noticing and
understanding today.

Alexander MacLellan, PhD. (he/him) is a Postdoctoral Research
Fellow based in National Institute of Advanced Industrial Science
and Technology, Japan. His current research explores neurocognitive
mechanisms and maintenance factors underlying hikikomori, a form
of pathological social withdrawal. His other research interests
include the psychological bene!ts of practicing philosophy, espe‐
cially Stoicism. Personally, he is a huge Legend of Zelda fan, having
found his way through the Lost Woods into Hyrule when he was 10
and been obsessed with the games ever since. He still doesn’t know
what his favourite Zelda game is, but is fairly sure it’s either The
Ocarina of Time or Majora’s Mask. Or Windwaker. Or Skyward
Sword (the dungeons are excellent, with very endearing characters).
Or Link’s Awakening (seagulls cause complicated feelings). Or…you
get the idea. If you like his chapter, there’s more writings on philoso‐
phy, psychology, games and anime on his site, alexmaclellan.com.
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