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Fig. 3: WORLD IN CONFLICT (www.worldinconflict.com) 

 

Granted, a description based purely on visual aspects would be in-

complete and would also have to take into account the possibilities 

of interaction. This is precisely what Fernández-Vara et al. did when 

they reflected on the phenomenological possibility of action space, 

and the results of their labor show that it is possible to have differ-

ent dimensions of visibility and of interactivity (cardinality), and that 

both are limited in different ways. It is possible for there to not even 

be a visible dimension at all, but interactivity (an interactive picture) 

– indeed, a game – requires “more than one direction.” Even though 

it is possible to program it, the result is that of a non game, as is the 

case in the experimental Tetris 1D (2002), in which players score 

points by doing nothing and merely watching the bricks fall down, 

only able to speed them up. As the pieces are all only one brick wide, 

adjusting them does not pose a challenge.
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Fig. 4: TETRIS 1D (www.tetris1d.org)

 

The following procedure in describing video games can therefore be 

proposed (this constitutes a guideline for describing the spatiality 

of computer games – not against the background of a totality of all 

games, but in respect to games in their own specificity):

	 Step 1: One should start by looking at the gap between move-

ment or navigability and the presentation video games. This gap 

often goes hand and hand with the difference between foreground 

(i.e. avatars and targets), and background (environment and filmed 

sequences). On the level of interactive pictorial objects, Ian Bogost 

(2006) calls this the “simulation gap” as the difference between what 

is visible and can be influenced by the player and what can only be 

seen. In respect to space, there is a difference of the action within 

game space and the perception of movement. The distinction hinges 

on whether said game space results only in a change of visibility, or 

also in a change within the environment, i.e. a reaction on the part of 

the objects. With this step, one can thus identify all spatial aspects 
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relevant for interaction, and separate them from aspects of film-like, 

pseudo-interactive space as well as from imaginary space (as in text-

adventures).

	 Step 2: The next step is to describe whether the interaction with-

in the game space relies on symbolic or tangible properties of the 

objects: that is, whether the principle of interaction derives directly 

from the way objects are presented, or if the presentation is actually 

the representation of attributes that are not embodied by the object’s 

appearance or behavior. In a chess game, for example, one does not 

interact with the figures on the basis of their materiality, but rather 

on the basis of their symbolic properties, which in this case are es-

sentially spatial. This does not address a hidden symbolic meaning 

of the figures as warriors, but rather the “ludic meaning” of the chess 

symbols, which is spatial, too: each chess piece represents a capac-

ity of discrete movement in the topological organization of the game 

space that cannot be derived from, and is not visible in, the respec-

tive piece.

	 To put it in Nelson Goodman’s (1976) terms of semiotic picture 

theory, what is at stake here is the difference between “pictorial ex-

emplification” and “symbolic denotation”: while pieces in a chess 

game symbolically denotate the ability of a certain movement in 

game space, the virtual appearance of a zombie – physical as well 

as iconic – in a shooter game exemplifies the very attributes that 

become apparent while the figure moves, and in particular while it 

is being moved (such as when it gets shot). Even though pictorial 

exemplification is predetermined in action games, the two types of 

(re)presentation – denotation and exemplification – can also coexist 

in a game; this is the case in most platform-games and maze-games, 

where symbolic denotations exist in the form of power ups that do 

not “behave” the way they look, and at the same time there are fig-

ures that behave just as they appear (which, put quite simply, means 

that a player can crash into them with his avatar).
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	 Step 3: The third spatial feature of games one should attempt to 

describe is the perspective of interaction in the game, which, ac-

cording to Aarseth et al., can be either omnipresent or vagrant. But it 

also implies the question of the first, third, and even the second per-

son perspective, in singular as well as in plural – an instance hardly 

recognized in game research: For example, playing a war shooter 

like Call of Duty one plays in the first person plural perspective – 

“we”; as being with the group (which is run by the game’s AI). Here 

again tribute must be paid to the fact whether or not it has effects on 

the pictorial presentation: Thus, in Call of Duty, acting in the first 

person plural perspective makes no difference in visible game space, 

but it does in action space. On the contrary, in Ghost Recon (2001), 

a first person plural perspective exists which is also visually manifest 

– here, players can send part of their group or an accompanying group 

to a certain place in the game space and switch the perspective to 

any person in that group. This has a tremendous effect on the game 

space, as it allows players to view game space from an intersubjec-

tive multiplicity of standpoints. Very rare, but nevertheless possible, 

is the second person perspective experience of game space; in 2006 

Julian Oliver released a second person shooter in which the origin of 

the perspectival view and the place in which pictorial interaction is 

rooted are interchanged: The inverted control in game play allows 

one to perceive space through the eyes of the opponent (YOU) while 

moving the body of the avatar (ME).
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Fig. 5: 2 ND PERSON-MISSING-IN-ACTION (selectparks.net)

 

At this level of game space, one must also make note of what, in philo-

sophical terms, could be called the difference between a Cartesian on-

tology and a Wittgensteinian world-view, which addresses the status 

of the avatar. In Pitfall! (1982) the user has to react to the world as if 

Cartesian ontology applied, i.e. the player is excluded from game space 

as res extensa and is situated in the place of the res cogitans. The un-

derlying projection is of parallel or isometric nature: it is neither subjec-

tive in the sense of the first person, nor is it omniscient, observing the 

whole territory of play. Here, the distance from the world to the point of 

action is characterized not by a possible range, but rather by total dis-

junction. This is, indeed, a third person perspective in the most literal 

sense, a situation in which the “avatar” at point of action is perceived 

by the player as a “he,” “she,” or “it,” and not as “me.” The game space 

is a “representation” in the full Cartesian sense of the word: it is repre-

sented to the autonomous ego (the user in front of the screen), who is 

not involved as a first person, either visually or interactively.
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Fig. 6: PITFALL! (www.atariage.com)

 

On the other hand, what can be called the Wittgensteinian world-view 

is what is typically referred to as first person perspective. According to 

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1961) the ego “does not belong to the world,” but 

must be defined as its “limit,” which, again, is an eminent phenomeno-

logical insight: for instead of claiming the existence of a first person, this 

observation describes what it means to be in the position of it. Finally, 

this is why in respect to the space-image it is unfounded to refer to 

games such as Max Payne (2001) as “third person shooters.” Here see-

ing and acting have nothing to do with the Cartesian situation. What in 

narratological respect is classified as a semi-subjective view can be ad-

dressed accurately as “heautoscopy”; a partial disembodiment in which 

the cogito is still restricted by the limits of the corporeal range.

	 Even though the foci of these three steps (navigability and presenta-

tion, symbol vs. icon, perspective and space) do not cover all aspects 

of games or gaming, they are essential and indispensable for computer 

game research at the present stage – the present stage being charac-

terized by a “spatial turn” in the philosophy of computer games and the 

focus on their specific medial aspects.
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