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Representation and virtuality in computer
games

Rune Klevjer

In this paper | want to discuss the nature of pignditory real-time graphical environments,
which is the general form that makes a broad rafigetion game genres possible, from
SpaceWar(1962) to contemporary 3D action-adventures, ihclg the FPS genre. Real-time
graphics is also of course established outsideogaees, found in anything from creativity
software to fully immersive VR applications, butisvertheless, | would argue, associated
primarily with videogames and videogame culturepuiblic discourse as well as in academia,
the general category of “videogames” is even samesiused — however incorrect —
synonymously with “games with real-time graphics”.

| will suggest that real-time graphical environngnthen engaged with in the habituated and
intuitive manner demanded by games, is best urmetsts a simulation of a physical world,
which is aptly accounted for by the notion of thual. Responding to John Richard
Sageng’s (2012) suggestion that this notion ismaptg in-between category and a
philosophical dead end (an escape route for a phenon that seems to fit uneasily between
the real and the fictional), | will suggest a pivgitdefinition of virtuality, and argue that it
should be conceptualised as an ontologically ircéde category.

Let us begin by assuming that real-time graphioalrenments, of the kind | am concerned
with in this paper, belong to the broader categdrgimulations. Broadly defined, a
simulation is the implementation of a model. A midde “functional representation”,
according to Umberto Eco (1976, 209). It reprodwsmese functional aspect that which it
models. A broom, for example, may be used as a hiode far as it is able to reproduce
some functional aspect of a horse or similar creatys a rough categorisation, a model can
be either concrete (a tin soldier, a crash testrdynor abstract (a climate model, a path-
finding algorithm). Mimetic games like Risk or ckesso rely on models, which are
implemented as simulations during play, althougé éispect may not necessarily be a
significant part of the experience.

In terms of their reality status, game simulaticarg] especially computer game simulations,
seem to belong somewhere in-betwesadity in the ordinary sense (outside the simulation)
andfictionsin the traditional sense: stories, novels, fillaspen Aarseth uses “the virtual”
and “the simulated” synonymously:

In short, games are not fictions, but a differgmet of world, between fiction and our world:
the virtual. There are also other worlds: dream l@st thought experiments, religious
perceptions, mirror worlds, etc. All these are eliént alternatives to our own world, and as
different from fiction as they are from each otfwarseth 2007, 39).



It seems clear that the simulated worlds of compgaenes are quite unlike fictions, at least
as the notion of “fiction” is commonly understoa worlds and events that are projected in
our imagination. However, we should note that Arsimes not distinguish between
computer-generated simulations and other simulgtimthis respect; computer game worlds
are “virtual” not because they are computerisedl pegause they are simulations. In contrast,
Philip Brey defines virtuality as a product spezafly of the capacities of the digital
computer, even if his observation is otherwiseeysimilar:

At first glance, the ontological status of virtuaitities is puzzling. They resemble fictional
objects like characters in novels or movies becdheg do not have physical existence: they
have no mass and no identifiable location in phaisspace. However, virtual entities are not
just fictional object because they often have pelhceptual features and, more importantly,
they are interactive: they can be manipulated, ttespond to our actions, and may stand in
causal relationships to other entities. So in ouergday ontology, virtual entities seem to
have a special place: different from physical ésditbut also different from fictitious or
imaginary entities. (Brey 2003)

Although Brey emphasises that virtual entitieshis particular kind belong to the category of
simulatiort, he is not concerned with the nature of simulatias such. What he is interested
in is the way in which the computer, unlike anyesttechnology, is able to simulathysical
reality, by generating objects that are not physaéties (no mass, no location), but which
yet behaves ifthey were. It is this simulated physicality whigires virtual entities a

“special place” in our “everyday ontology”, not thinple fact that they are simulated
entities.

However, even if we accept, in broad terms, thatcpacity to simulate physical
environments is key to computer game worlds’ stagtia “third place” in relation to fictions
and ordinary reality, as | think we should, thigdmot in itself address the difficult question
of representationn real-time graphical environments: When we iatémwith “quasi-

physical” ladders, guns, water or whatever, in witigd intuitively resemble some important
aspect of how we would interact with the correspogabjects and elements in real life, does
this imply that our own interactions are also mgrepresentation®f actions rather than
actual actions, just like, presumably, computeresaited water is a representation of real
water?

In his article “In-Game Action” (2012), John Richaé®ageng discusses this problem, and
proposes a solution. The heart of the problemrhpees, is that that action and representation
are mutually incompatible categories; they artitail@pposite “directions of fit” in the relation
between the subject and the wérlRepresentations are directed at affecting ourgmions

and understandings about the world, which mearighig have a mind-to-world direction of
fit (2012, 7). In contrast, actions have world-teachdirection of fit:

Action is also a concept that that relates a suitje¢he world, but the notion is tied a
different set of components involved in the sucokas opposite direction of fit. The concept
of an action is tied to the role of assigning theper place of an autonomous subject in the
causal order of happenings. Cars stop, bodies ngiass break, but what makes some of

! Brey opposes the category of virtual simulatiansittual “reproductions” like money, documentsootour —
entities which straightforwardly have the sameitgatatus in computer-mediated form as in any othe
2 Anscombe (1957)



these happenings actions and others not, is theeaparticipation of a subject in making the
world fit with his want§Sageng 2012, 7).

So it appears that you can’t have it both ways. gingn act — say, drinking a glass of water —
must either be evaluated on the basis of its iderb represent something, in other words as
what we may call amimeticact, or it must be given status as an actionamtioper sense,
which in this case would presumably be intendechigse reduced thirst. You are either
causally motivated, andio something, or yovepresensomething. You either kill someone

or you pretend that you kill someone.

With respect to action in computer game environsaherefore, Sageng’s solution is that we
must separately account for two different typeaais which take place simultaneously: the
causally motivated actiomndthe act of representation. In order to qualifypesper action,

the former cannot be directed at guns or laddertsimiust be causally directed at something
that is actually existing on the screen — whica gream of “non-representational graphical
happenings” (2012, 1). The representational acts fmeliunderstood as a specialised context,
aninterpretationof events, mirroring the player’s real actionsame relevant respects. So
even if we do, often unavoidably, interpret on-seraction in representational terrastion

can only proceed given a “reference shift” from refim events to the real objects in the
game, the shapes on the screen. Hence, represeatacts in computer games are an
“optional” dimension (2012, 20), piggybacking ortiags that are straightforwardly real. The
player isliterally manipulating dynamic shapes on the screen, whileeassame time having
the option tgoretendto be shooting enemies with a gun.

Once the categorical incompatibility of action argdresentation is established, based on their
opposite directions of fit, there is, as Sagengisoout, no use for notions of simulation or
“virtuality”, of the kind proposed by Aarseth ordr. Simulation does imply that
representation happens through action — but thes dot solve Sageng’s problem, in so far as
it merely states that such a double articulatigmoissible, and does not address the puzzle of
actions versus simulated actions.

Indeed the built-in tension in the virtuality acobwas addressed quite comprehensively —
although from a cultural history point of view — Bpger Caillois in his classMan, Play

and Gameg2001), where he explains how and why games ofentegtieve and rule-based
competitive games do not mix well. Theoretical ¢desations as well as empirical evidence
shows that any particular gaming activity will fdlbwn on either one or the other side of the
divide: either as “mimesis” or as “agon”. A dregsfaotball match, for example, is either not
really about the dress-up, or, as would mostly be the, castreally about winning. In
Sageng’s terms, we could say that one of thetneethe action or the representation, would
have to take the back seat, as a kind of parall®ingentary track.

The incompatibility thesis seems to be unavoidaiien considering a range of non-
computerised mimetic activities, which for the pagp of this paper | will roughly divide into
two categories. They are eitreractmentgacting, performing, role-playing, many kinds of
ritualistic practices), omimetic gamedike Monopoly or paintball. Whereas the formerayp
of activity is defined by acts of pretence (pretsdnotivations, goals and effects), the latter
type is defined through real actions, which areamatily interpreted or “themed” through
make-believe contexts in various ways — as has estemsively analysed by Juul (2005),
Salen&Zimmerman (2004), and Jarvinen (2009), anadhgrs. In Torben Gragh Grodal's
terminology we would say that whereas enactmeifts stories and movies, offer its
participants indirect or second-hand experiencas\es offer first-hand experiences (Grodal
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2003). Whereas enactments use props as tools méssipn, mimetic games uswdelsas
enablers of action and simulation.

The notion offraming as introduced by Gregory Bateson and developderan Goffman
(1974), is a useful way of explaining the optiostatus of representational events in mimetic
games or other kinds of model-based activities.

Roughly, a “frame” is a social convention that gmgepeople’s mutual understanding of what
any particular social situation is about. Peopiletsraction at a weekend party, for example,
will be framed by a set of more or less standaddeventions, and this frame enables the
participants to orient themselves and be reasonaltiyne with each other with respect to
how to behave, what things mean, and generally twhathat is going on” (Goffman 1974,
247). The boundary of a given frame can be stamgkdcr in flux, fixed or unstable. More
important in our context: The meanings of soci&riactions are often governed by a
compositeof frames, in which a given frame may operate sgpgrimposition or

“lamination” on another frame, operating as a medithat changes the original meaning of
what is going on. A typical everyday superimpasitifor example, would be the adding of a
“joking” frame, which turns a wide range of inteti@aos and meanings, like for example
aggression or surprise, into friendly fun. The@&adding of such a “laminating” frame,
either through language or through actions, issdalup-keying” by Goffman.

In mimetic games, the keying of a superimposed éaappens through the implementation
of models. The formal rule-system articulates dyimg abstract model, which may define
that, for example, pawns can only move forwardrenlioard, and that the game is over when
the “King” piece is taken. When (or if) taken asadstract model, this can be interpreted as
the peasants on the battlefield not being allowetreat, and that the battle is over when the
king has fallen. In chess, there are also conenetgels, the board and the pieces, whose
visual appearance as well as, to a limited dedpasic physical affordances (such as size)
help to articulate certain meanings and certaurcsire of actions. Obviously, the world of
battlefields and kings and peasants can be peé#leasat were, and this would be what
Goffman callsdown-keyingremoving the laminations of the superimposed &am

The conceptualisation of mimetic games as a matteaming resonates well, it seems to me,
with Sageng’s account of in-game action, althouglsinggests notion of “reference shift”
rather than framings and keyings as a solutioheattion-representation problem.

We may note in this context thégpictions or at least a broad class of them, do not follow
this paradigm, as they cannot reasonably be saldgend on “up-keyings” for their
meaningful realisation. A portrait painting or e of animation, in so far as they are
intuitively and unavoidably recognisable at theeleaf perception, have default status as
representations, in the primary framework; theyncaiioe “down-keyed” in the way that
superimposed representational events can. One watigimbpt to break down or “peel off’ the
representational content from the supposeely act of looking at a painting, but this strategy
would require that we consider the act of lookihtha painting as merely a framed and
structured surface, independently of recognisisgdpresentational features, as an “action” in
the proper, intentional sense. It seems to me, heryvéhat this kind of “looking” would

rather be an abstraction, indeed a secondary ftlaatés being added to the default action of
looking at the painting, which is a perceptualtaet implies that we recognise its
representational features. | will conclude, themefthat visual representations always operate
in the primary frame; there is no meaningful frabh@ction to which they could be down-
keyed.



In contrast, mimetic activities are alway®unded in the sense that the representational
frame is superimposed on a primary and non-miniitioe of interaction, to which the
activity can be down-keyed; enactments can be dkeyed to thectingthat is going on, and
mimetic games can be down-keyed todgheningthat is going on.

Computer games may appear to fit the same modeplttyer plays with graphical shapes on
the screen, via buttons and sticks, in such a Watythe structure of actions as well as the
visual dynamics are able to persuasively up-keyéhéactions of the player to a frame of
mimetic events, superimposed onto the domain dfactan.

However, let us go back to Philip Brey’s virtualagcount. He does not conceptualise the
user’s actions as directed at shapes on the sdyakas directed at computer-simulated
entities. The question, then, is if the latter kofchccount excludes the former. Does the
possibility of action in graphical environments ipfhat on-screen objects are “always
already” perceived as simulated physical objedt#irat is the case, then the action-
representations problem will be, in an importamisge unsolvable. We can only solve it if we
are able to distinguish between two different Ievalevents, so that Brey's simulation level
(action directed at already-simulated entities) loamenied status as action in the proper
sense.

In non-computerised mimetic games this is not hauwb, because the activities will always
have a firm grounding. When we peel of the repriedemal layer, the physical space of
natural embodiment will guarantee that there isimgry and non-representational frame of
interaction to fall back on, philosophically as iad empirically; we move tokens with our
hands, run around in the woods, move our bodiexpoess ourselves. Indeed, it is not
controversial to say that the possibility for antie part of the definition of what naturally
embodied spacs.

Which brings me to my central concern: in compgtanes, it is unclear how our interaction
with real-time graphical environments has a singierunding in naturally embodied space,
independentlyf our perception and manipulation of simulategeots. While this may be
true for some games (Tetris?), it seems more dolibtthe case of games that rely on
elaborated real-time simulated environments, fanegple racing games. If there were to be
such a frame, within which we could secure the pethelent status of proper actions, the
intentional object domain would either have to e physical interface itself (controllers,
sticks, buttons), or it would have to be a setai-nepresentational but playable audio-visual
patterns, recognisable on the screen in front@pthyer. Let me first consider this problem
in terms of a phenomenological notion of percepinigntionality, before returning to
Sageng’s account.

The basic phenomenological argument that | waetiploy here, drawing on Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’'®?henomenology of Percepti¢2002), is that our actions and perceptions are
necessarily articulated in terms of their intendlity. When we grasp something with our
hands, what qualifies as action is the graspirth@bbject, not the moving or our arm. And
what qualifies as perception is not perceivingrtt@/ement of the arm, but perceiving the
grasping of the object. Therefore, in a First PeiShooter, what we see is three-dimensional
space, not the two-dimensional surface of its gtaya. Our intention, in the perceptual as
well as in the common sense of the term, is netotiad towards moving the analogue sticks,
but it is directed towards moving our subjectivénpof view in three-dimensional space.



As | have argued elsewhere (Klevjer 2012), theddeshinterface that has emerged with the
action-adventure genres of computer games — maouskeyboard or buttons and sticks —
requires, as an absolute imperative, that the henelmterface is incorporated as a prosthetic
extension of the player's own phenomenal body,ansguch néonger qualifyingas an
intentional object in perception. In navigable 3Wieonments, such incorporated bodily
extensions typically also include not just the maack interface, but also an on-screen
controllable marionette and/or vehicle, as wellrasre importantly, the navigable camera
itself, to the extent that it is directly contrdila.

An illustrative exception to this model would thetians of an incompetent and unsuccessful
player. Because computer game play must be leaangdyer who is totally unfamiliar with
the basic interface of interaction will direct loisher actions at the physical interface itself,
and not be able to succeed in any action as dddxtgond this interface; buttons will be
pressed and sticks moved around, and this woukkthdjualify as proper (and successful)
action, on any account.

However, to the extent that players able to engageessfully beyond this level, in the
intuitive kind of way that is required by standaeetl pc or console interfaces, perception and
action is no longer articulated in terms of theyplés relation to buttons, sticks and screen,
that is: no longer directed towards objects indbace of natural embodiment. The prosthetic
nature of successful engagement with real-timelgcapenvironments implies that, to the
extent that our perceptions and actions are intlitidirected and anchored elsewhere, our
default frame of naturally embodied action — ouepdmenabkpaceas seated in front of the
screen — will be perceptually suspended.

Indeed this is precisely how motion-controlled @adggames on consoles (Wii, Kinect,
Playstation Move) clearly differ from the standaeatadigm; as Jesper Juul points out (2010),
such interfaces articulate a play sphees in front of the screen, rather than “in therer’, i
computer-simulated space.

Sageng’s account of in-game action shares the glgm@mise that action must be intentional
in order to qualify as proper agency: “The subjgelying certain wants or desires, forms an
intention, and through deliberation brings the maled result about by means of movements
of his body” (2012, 8). The key difference from myn account seems to relate to the notion
perception, even if not made explicit:

“(...) the effect of introducing action is that thiaygers intentional object change from the
fictional happenings originally represented to thengs he now interacts with, which are
simply the computer generated spatio-visual graglsbapes that he sees before him on the
screen” (Sageng 2012, 17).

The problem will be to what extent we can say thatplayer actually perceives “spatio-

visual graphical shapes” during play. It is truatthe will be acting in such a way as to affect
and respond to the behaviours of such shapes ®utface of the screen (as well as, we
should add, sounds coming from the speakers). Heryéwe sticky point is whether he “sees
before him on the screen” a series of non-reprasientl graphical shapes, such as to be able
to form any possible intention towards them, eitt@rsciously or intuitively. In the default
mode of competitive engagement that | have desti@abeve, | do not see how that is
possible. It is especially hard to understand wetipect to three-dimensional environments,
which not only simulate mass, solidity and physzalsality, but also spatiality and



positionality — which is projected as graphicalggmdrawn on a flat surface, but hardly
intelligible to the player as such.

| will suggest, therefore, that the best “solutie@’our problem is to accept that the
simulation of physical reality in computer gamesljke the abstract and concrete models of
non-computerised mimetic play, is able to congtiitg own irreducible ground of perception
and action. The player’s actions have no indepergleunding within the phenomenal
parameters of naturally embodied physical spademiogt be directed towards objects and
events invirtual space. Like depictions, our interactions withuattobjects necessarily
operate in the primary frame, as there is no megwmliframe of action to which they could be
down-keyed.

This is of course a philosophical problem. The nfl&direction of fit” is apparently broken;
no “down-keying” or “reference shift” is possiblghich could have directed us at a
simulation-free domain underneath the simulatechisvén other words, we just have to deal
with it: computer technology has generated a tpalsadoxical space for interaction and
expression, in which action and simulated actiaomocabe separated. Let me finally attempt
to also sketch a brief positive account of virtolajects and virtual space.

What distinguishes real-time graphical environméms game boards and toy guns as well
as from the formal rule-systems of games, is they fire abstract models — algorithmic
models — which are perceived and interacted wittoasrete models. By “concrete” | do not
only mean that we are able to interact with thera general sense, but more particularly that
we can touch them. The digital computer has thquencapacity to turn algorithmic models
into objects otangibleinteraction. In David Sudnow’s classic analysivideogame play

from 1983 Pilgrim in the Microworld

There’s that space over there, this one over hamd,we traverse the wired gap with motions
that make us nonetheless feel in a balanced extgriduch with things (Sudnow 1983).

In a certain sense, therefore, we can say thatalispace is enchanted space. In real-time
computer games, when evaluated from an objectit&d®iview, spatio-visual graphical
models are second-order models (models of modétsyever, in the phenomenal
perspective, the subject is able to, and indeedined| to, engage with them as first-order
models, as though they are concrete rather thamnaitional objects and environments. So
the abstract models of programmers have beensemse, reified. Information is made nature.
In a wider cultural and historical context, symbgrammed reified objec&re maybe not all
that unlike enchanted mountains or Victorian autimms.

The question of the exact ontological status dimirspace, understood as programmed but
reified and non-irreducible phenomenal space, marstin for now. Maybe we could say
that, from the point of view of the participantakéime participatory graphical simulations
not only simulates a separate ontology but craatesany case, the parameters of embodied
interaction are different, and the relationshipnetn action and representation that we have
come to take for granted, is recast. So | thinkipBirey is broadly correct when he suggests
that computer-simulated physical environments peglfaps less as an extension of ourselves
than as an extension of our world” (Brey 2005, 3@5philosophical commitment to the
intentional nature of action and perception leagltowconclude that the computer-generated
worlds ofSpaceWarbhndGrand Theft Auto {2013) are not, as one may assume,
superimposeframesof action, but separate and alternative embodiades, engaged with as



second nature. “Virtual reality” is here quiteitirig term, even when mediated via a framed
surface.
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