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Felix Schröter and Jan-Noël Thon 

Video Game Characters 

Theory and Analysis 

This essay develops a method for the analysis of video game characters based 
on a theoretical understanding of their medium-specific representation and the 
mental processes involved in their intersubjective construction by video game 
players. We propose to distinguish, first, between narration, simulation, and 
communication as three modes of representation particularly salient for con-
temporary video games and the characters they represent, second, between nar-
rative, ludic, and social experience as three ways in which players perceive video 
game characters and their representations, and, third, between three dimensions 
of video game characters as ‘intersubjective constructs’, which usually are to be 
analyzed not only as fictional beings with certain diegetic properties but also as 
game pieces with certain ludic properties and, in those cases in which they func-
tion as avatars in the social space of a multiplayer game, as representations of 
other players. Having established these basic distinctions, we proceed to analyze 
their realization and interrelation by reference to the character of Martin Walker 
from the third-person shooter Spec Ops: The Line (Yager Development 2012), the 
highly customizable player-controlled characters from the role-playing game The 
Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda 2011), and the complex multidimensional char-
acters in the massively multiplayer online role-playing game Star Wars: The Old 
Republic (BioWare 2011-2014). 

1. Introduction 

Video game characters have come a long way. As early as 1975, the otherwise 

graphically sparse arcade game Gunfight (Taito 1975) drew on what is perhaps 

film history’s most iconic genre setting to stage its simple move-and-shoot 

gameplay as a classic Western shoot-out, featuring two detailed character 

‘sprites’ as (otherwise nondescript) gun fighters. Five years later, the arcade 

game Pac-Man (Namco 1980) did not only introduce one of the medium’s first 

transmedially represented characters (with the iconic yellow disc inspiring a hit 

song and appearing in TV cartoons) but also neatly established all of its antag-

onistic ghost characters as fictional beings with an ‘inner life’ reflected by their 

coded behavior in the maze. While later games such as Donkey Kong (Nintendo 

1981), Tomb Raider (Core Design 1996), or Half-Life (Valve 1998) – with their 

respective protagonists Mario, Lara Croft, and Gordon Freeman – had an 

equally strong impact on popular culture, academic interest in the ways in 

which video games represent characters did not stir until the late 1990s. 

Since then, the interdisciplinary field of game studies has flourished not only 

in the humanities but also in the social sciences (see e.g. Reinecke / Klein 

2014, Wimmer / Schmidt 2014). At the same time, video games have become 
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more and more technologically sophisticated, economically successful, and 

artistically ambitious, leading to Heavy Rain’s (Quantic Dream 2010) representa-

tion of highly believable protagonists, L.A. Noire’s (Team Bondi 2011) superior 

facial animation system, or The Last of Us’ (Naughty Dog 2013) seamless inte-

gration of gameplay and narrative. However, despite this abundance of ‘inter-

esting’ and ‘complex’ representations of characters and despite the ever-

growing body of interdisciplinary research on video games, a medium-specific 

theory of video game characters is still in its infancy. One reason for this lacu-

na may be the temptation to take theoretical as well as analytical ‘shortcuts’ 

suggested by the respective disciplinary context and research objective. 

Within media studies, for example, there is a tendency to treat video game 

characters like ‘interactive film characters’ focusing the analysis on the 

(audio)visual surface of their representation, their narrative functions and, at 

best, character-related game mechanics. Other disciplines such as media psy-

chology or communication studies also address video game characters, yet they 

are often treated as mere ‘independent variables’ in these contexts, with empir-

ical studies focusing less on video game characters as such but rather on, say, 

the feeling of social presence in the game world, parasocial interaction, or play-

ers’ emotional responses to video games in general. Somewhat surprisingly, 

though, even among the more interdisciplinary contributions to the field of 

game studies there have been only very few attempts to systematically think 

about the analysis of video game characters, let alone to offer a comprehensive 

theory of the latter. 

Against this background, the present essay aims to develop a method for 

the analysis of video game characters based on a theoretical understanding of 

their medium-specific representation and the mental processes involved in 

their intersubjective construction by video game players. Following a survey of 

previous research that locates our approach within transmedial narratology and 

game studies, we propose to distinguish, first, between three modes of repre-

sentation particularly salient for contemporary video games, second, between 

three ways of experiencing video game characters and, third, between three 

‘ontological’ dimensions within which these characters should be analyzed. 

Having established these basic distinctions, we proceed to analyze their realiza-

tion and interrelation by reference to characters from the third-person shooter 

Spec Ops: The Line (Yager Development 2012), the role-playing game The Elder 

Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda 2011), and the massively multiplayer online role-

playing game Star Wars: The Old Republic (BioWare 2011-2014), emphasizing the 

similarities as well as the differences between these games’ representational 

strategies. 
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2. Previous Research on Characters across Media 

There is still some discussion within contemporary narratology regarding the 

questions what a narrative representation is and which kinds of representation 

can or should be described as ‘having narrativity’ (see e.g. the recent survey in 

Thon 2014b), but it nevertheless seems fairly uncontroversial to say that proto-

typical narrative representations represent worlds that are situated in time and 

space and populated with characters (see e.g. Ryan 2006). Hence, one would 

expect narratology to have paid equal attention to the space, time, and charac-

ters of those ‘storyworlds’.1 This does, however, not appear to be the case, 

since it is still true that “many have written little and few have written much on 

characters” (Eder 2008, 40),2 and at least some of the latter cannot happily be 

characterized as narratologists (see e.g. Eder 2008). Hence, we would like to 

begin the present essay by providing a somewhat broader survey of contribu-

tions to a theory of character(s) that does not limit itself to strictly narratologi-

cal approaches. 

While fictional characters have been a core aspect of prescriptive poetics of 

drama since ancient Greece (e.g. Aristotle 1982, Horace 1972) and became an 

important subject of literary criticism in the 17th and 18th century (e.g. 

Gottsched 1972), descriptive theories of character first appeared toward the end 

of the 18th century in the form of (more often than not atheoretical and unsys-

tematic) ‘character studies’ (see Weimar 1989, 350ff.).3 Only in the 20th century 

did literary as well as theater and film scholars such as Harvey (1965), Pfister 

(1977), or Tomasi (1988) start to develop systematical accounts of descriptive 

character theory. This did, however, not lead to the demise of normative poet-

ics and how-to manuals of character conception, which are today as popular as 

ever, often even drawing on Greek classics like Aristotle or Horace (see e.g. 

Egri 1946, Isbister 2006, Seger 1990, Sheldon 2004, Vogler 1992). 

Despite the fact that prescriptive character theories may also be relevant for 

a critical analysis of characters across media, though, we will mainly draw on 

descriptive character theories, which also constitute a rather broad field by 

now. In the introduction to their recent anthology Characters in Fictional Worlds, 

for example, Jens Eder, Fotis Jannidis, and Ralf Schneider (2010b) identify four 

dominant paradigms within character theory that differ in emphasis and meth-

odological orientation. These four paradigms are defined by (1) hermeneutic 

approaches (such as Dyer 1986, Frye 1957, Price 1983), (2) psychoanalytic 

approaches (such as Creed 1993, Mulvey 1989, Silverman 1992), (3) structural-

ist and semiotic approaches (such as Barthes 1970, Greimas 1966, Pfister 

1977), and (4) cognitive theories (such as Eder 2008, Schneider 2000, Smith 

1995). Since we cannot offer in-depth discussions of all four paradigms, 

though, we will focus instead on the structuralist and cognitive approaches 

which also provide the theoretical starting point for our own arguments re-

garding video game characters. 
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As Eder, Jannidis, and Schneider note, structuralist-semiotic approaches 

have tended to consider “characters themselves as sets of signifiers and textual 

structures” (2010b, 5). Particularly noteworthy proponents of this paradigm 

include Greimas (1966), whose concept of actants has proved quite influential 

in early structuralism and beyond, Barthes (1970), who describes characters as 

a web of ‘semes’ attached to a proper name, Chatman (1978), who advocates a 

conception of characters as “a paradigm of traits” (ibid., 126) which only “exist 

at the story level” (ibid., 125), and Branigan (1984), for whom characters are a 

mere “surface feature of discourse” (ibid., 12). In contrast, cognitive ap-

proaches assume that characters are “representations of imaginary beings in the 

minds of the audience” (Eder et al. 2010b, 8), a theoretical perspective which 

has been applied to literary theory as well as film studies, and – albeit to a less-

er degree – video game studies. Noteworthy examples would include the cogni-

tive theory of characters in literary texts developed by Schneider (2000), the 

early study of film characters and their relations to film spectators offered by 

Smith (1995), or the hybrid between a cognitively-informed theory of video 

game characters and a how-to-guide for game developers that Lankoski (2010) 

has recently published. 

Moreover, post-structuralist and interdisciplinary approaches have also tried 

to reconcile the different paradigms: Margolin (1983) made an early pioneering 

attempt to combine elements of structuralism, cognitivism and the theory of 

fictional worlds to describe characters as “general semiotic element[s], inde-

pendent of any particular verbal expression and ontologically different from it” 

(ibid., 7). Jannidis’ (2004) historical narratology considers characters to be men-

tal models created by a hypothetical model reader (see ibid., 185). Eder (2008; 

2010) draws on cognitivism and analytical philosophy to describe characters as 

‘intersubjective communicative constructs’ – a conceptualization which we will 

also use as a starting point for theorizing video game characters. Indeed, while 

generally defining ‘character’ as “a text- or media-based figure in a storyworld, 

usually human or human like” (Jannidis 2009, 14) seems to work well enough 

in most cases, it might be helpful to say a few more words about Eder’s con-

siderably more sophisticated account of characters, their prototypical features, 

and their ontological status. 

According to Eder, characters “are set apart from the other elements of fic-

tional worlds – refrigerators, mountains, trees – by their intentional (object-

related) inner life; that is, by having perceptions, thoughts, motives, and emo-

tions” (Eder 2010, 17). Against that background, he proposes to “envisage film 

characters as identifiable fictional beings with an inner life that exist as communicatively 

constructed artifacts” (2010, 18, original emphases). While at least one of us re-

mains skeptical with regard to Eder’s insistence that characters necessarily have 

to be fictional,4 we follow Eder’s argument that they are more appropriately 

defined via their ‘intentionality’ than via their ‘human-ness’.5 Moreover, we 

agree that characters need to be ‘identifiable’, yet we would not require this 

kind of identifiability to necessarily lead to the ‘individuation’ of characters, 

allowing us to speak of (non-individuated) ‘characters’ even in those cases 
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where their most identifiable trait is that they are part of a large group of very 

similar entities.6 

Perhaps most importantly, though, Eder’s conceptualization of characters 

as ‘communicatively constructed artifacts’, as intersubjective constructs “based 

on normative abstractions about ideal character-imaginations” (Eder 2008, 

78),7 allows for a sophisticated description of characters as opposed to their 

‘external’ medial representation by (usually) narrative media and the ‘internal’ 

mental representations that the recipients of these media construct of the char-

acters that are thus represented. While video games tend to complicate the 

“representational correspondence” (Currie 2010, 59, original emphasis) that we have 

come to expect from other multimodal media, we would still argue that an 

analysis of video game characters needs to aim at the intersubjectively con-

structed characters themselves as opposed to their medial or mental represen-

tation (see also Thon 2015, as well as Schröter / Thon 2013). Even if one fol-

lows Ryan in understanding ‘character’ as one of the core “narratological 

concepts that apply across media” (Ryan 2006, 6), though, the specific mediali-

ty of video games will make it necessary to modify at least some existing theo-

ries and concepts that were developed with other media in mind.8 

Although many contemporary video games are organized around charac-

ters, and despite an ever-growing body of interdisciplinary research on video 

games, a medium-specific theory of video game characters is still emerging. 

One of the reasons for this might be the uneasy relation to narratological ap-

proaches that the by now rather well-tended field of game studies has culti-

vated over the past two decades. Even though a broad consensus has emerged 

that it was less about the question whether video games are narrative than it 

was about establishing an “independent academic structure” (Aarseth 2001) 

devoted solely to their study, the so-called ‘ludology versus narratology’-debate 

remains an influential ‘founding myth’ of the interdisciplinary field of game 

studies (see also Thon 2014a). As early as 1999, Gonzalo Frasca had proposed 

to use the term “ludology (from ludus, the Latin word for ‘game’) to refer to 

the yet non-existent ‘discipline that studies game and play activities’” (1999) 

and while Frasca explicitly intended “not to replace the narratologic [sic!] ap-

proach, but to complement it” (ibid.), not all of the self-identified ‘ludologists’ 

shared his position. 

Commenting on the supposed inadequacy of looking for narrative elements 

in video games, Eskelinen remarked that “[l]uckily, outside theory, people are 

usually excellent at distinguishing between narrative situations and gaming 

situations: if I throw a ball at you, I don’t expect you to drop it and wait until it 

starts telling stories” (Eskelinen 2004, 36). While obviously inappropriate with 

regard to both form and content, Eskelinen’s simile is an especially (in)famous 

example of the “vehement and often polemic body of criticism […] directed at 

studies that see the computer game as one possible form of future storytelling, 

or simply treat the computer game as a narrative medium at all” (Neitzel 2005, 

227). By now, however, the debate seems to be largely passé, with key ‘ludolo-

gists’ such as Aarseth (2012), Juul (2005), and even Eskelinen (2012) himself 
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acknowledging that (some) video games may be narrative (in some way) and 

that examining this aspect of the medium may actually be interesting. More-

over, there is also a slow but steady increase in explicitly narratological studies 

dedicated more or less exclusively to video games’ narrativity (see e.g. the 

book-length studies by Backe 2008, Domsch 2013, Neitzel 2000, as well as, 

once more, the survey in Thon 2014a). 

While narratological approaches to video games usually discuss video game 

characters in some way, the general observation that narratology as such tends 

not to focus on characters still holds. Accordingly, characters are usually only 

discussed in passing in more or less explicitly narratological studies of video 

games. In her otherwise groundbreaking study of ‘played stories’, for example, 

Neitzel (2000) certainly touches on video game characters in general and the 

kind of player-controlled character that is often called the player’s ‘avatar’ in 

particular, but she does not go into any detail with regard to what characters 

are or how they should be analyzed. At first glance, one might assume that this 

lacuna has to do with the pioneering nature of Neitzel’s study, but the neglect 

of video game characters is no less striking in more recent studies. Backe 

(2008, 330-349), on the one hand, examines the relation between player and 

avatar without attempting to develop a theoretical account of video game char-

acters. Domsch (2013, 94-98), on the other hand, offers a sub-chapter on char-

acters, but is likewise not providing anything like a theoretically sound account 

– which is not particularly surprising if one considers that the sub-chapter 

spans no more than five pages and does not contain a single reference to pre-

vious research.9 

This is even more surprising as the interdisciplinary field of game studies 

has recently started paying more attention to video game characters (beyond 

the narratologically-oriented studies mentioned above). While still only very 

few monographs address characters exclusively, there is no lack of articles and 

papers dealing with characters in one way or another, with design manuals or 

otherwise practitioner-oriented accounts of video game characters being par-

ticularly widespread (see e.g. Dille / Zuur Platten 2008, Isbister 2006, Lankoski 

2010, Rogers 2010, Sheldon 2004), but more theoretical accounts also increas-

ingly being developed. While some discuss the similarities and medium-specific 

differences of characters in film and games (see e.g. Beil 2010, Eder / Thon 

2012, Schröter 2013a), others explore the ‘hybrid nature’ of game characters as 

elements of narrative representation and ludic simulation (see e.g. Klevjer 

2006, Schröter / Thon 2013, Sorg 2010) as well as a wide range of other char-

acter-related aspects like gender (see e.g. Deuber-Mankowski 2001, Richard 

2004), avatar-mediated communication (see e.g. Konjin et al. 2008, van Vugt et 

al. 2010), or para-social interaction (see e.g. Hartmann et al. 2001, Jin / Park 

2009). 

This plethora of theoretical perspectives has certainly helped to explore the 

structures, functions, and effects of video game characters in some detail, yet 

the respective approaches often lack theoretical clarity with regard to game 

characters’ ontological status as well as issues of their systematic analysis. The 
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following section will propose a method for the analysis of video game charac-

ters based on a theoretical understanding of their medium-specific representa-

tion and the mental processes involved in their intersubjective construction by 

video game players. Our integrative approach will connect a cognitivist para-

digm with concepts from transmedial narratology and analytical philosophy to 

discuss (1) different modes of representation in contemporary video games as 

well as (2) different ways of experiencing video game characters in order to (3) 

develop a method of analysis that allows distinguishing between different 

dimensions of video game characters as well as describing the complex rela-

tions between them. 

3. Toward a Theory of Video Game Characters 

As the previous research survey has already established, contemporary video 

games commonly represent characters as integral parts of more or less com-

plex storyworlds, yet video games’ specific mediality leads to these characters 

and their representation being rather different from those in more traditional 

narrative media such as novels, comics, or films. Most crucially, video games’ 

interactivity10 complicates matters significantly, because it leads to the represen-

tation of characters not being predetermined to the same extent as it is in other 

narrative media. Contemporary video games commonly use a variety of strate-

gies of prototypically narrative representation such as cut-scenes or scripted 

sequences of events and the events thus presented are generally highly deter-

mined before the game is played. Still, the actual gameplay mainly consists of 

representations of events that are determined while the game is played so that 

the mode in which what may be called ‘ludic events’ are represented is, per-

haps, more precisely characterized as interactive simulation than as narrative 

representation (see e.g. Aarseth 2004a, Frasca 2003, Ryan 2006, 181-203, Thon 

2007). 

The player and her actions are doubtlessly of central importance in most 

video games, yet the range of possible game actions and the resulting gameplay 

are not primarily defined by the player but, rather, largely determined by the 

video game’s rules. More specifically, the interactive simulation of the game-

play in contemporary video games can be described as being determined by 

four kinds of game rules: the game mechanics (which determine the actions 

within the game spaces), the game goals (which sanction certain outcomes in 

different ways), the possibilities of interaction that a game affords its players 

(which determine the relation between player actions and game actions), and 

the rules of representation that determine how the simulated gameplay is re-

presented (see Thon 2007, which builds on Frasca 2003, Järvinen 2003, Neitzel 

2007, among others). Ludic events – i.e., the events of which the gameplay 

mainly consists – emerge through the rule-governed ludic interaction of the 

player with the game spaces and are represented during this interaction accord-
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ing to certain rules of representation. Even though the game constructs the 

frame within which the gameplay will be realized, then, ludic events are not 

determined before the game is played. 

As far as ‘noninteractive’ and, hence, more prototypically narrative elements 

are concerned, cinematographic sequences remain the most common, with 

pre-rendered cut-scenes increasingly being replaced by ‘in-engine’ cut-scenes 

that allow for a greater degree of customization. However, following Hancock 

(2002), the term ‘cut-scene’ can be used to refer to any ‘noninteractive’ element 

in a video game that is used to either contribute to the unfolding of the story 

or, more generally, to flesh out the storyworld in which the game is situated 

(see also e.g. Klevjer 2002, Sorg / Eichhorn 2005, Thon 2007, and the recent 

survey in Klevjer 2014). Despite cut-scenes remaining an important strategy of 

narrative representation for many contemporary video games, though, prede-

termined events are increasingly represented within the actual game spaces as 

well, allowing the players to continue to interact with the game while the pre-

determined event takes place. In other words, the representation of these kinds 

of scripted events or sequences of events can be just as predetermined as the 

representations of events or sequences of events in cut-scenes, but the former 

are represented simultaneously to the ludic events of the actual gameplay (see 

e.g. Thon 2007). 

In this context, it might also be worth noting that many contemporary vid-

eo games – including Spec Ops: The Line, The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, and Star 

Wars: The Old Republic – employ more or less ‘nonlinear’ narrative structures. A 

starting point to describe video games’ ‘nonlinearity’ is provided by Juul’s dis-

tinction between ‘emergent games’, in which the gameplay is determined by a 

comparatively small number of game rules, and ‘progressive games’, in which 

the player actualizes a predetermined sequence of events. Despite some minor 

‘branching’, the narrative structure of third-person shooters such as Spec Ops: 

The Line tends to progress in a fairly linear fashion. Yet at least some of the 

ludic events are evidently ‘emergent’ in these cases, as well, leading Juul to de-

scribe these games as “[p]rogression games with emergent components” in 

which “the player has to traverse a number of areas each of which can be ne-

gotiated in a number of ways” (Juul 2005, 71-72). There are less linear forms of 

‘progression’, though, when the quest structure that is characteristic for role-

playing games such as Bethesda’s Skyrim or BioWare’s The Old Republic leads to 

a more decidedly nonlinear arrangement of predetermined narrative represen-

tations of events (see also e.g. Aarseth 2004b, Walker Rettberg 2008, Tosca 

2003 for further discussion of role-playing games’ quest structure). 

It should also be stressed, though, that the distinction between rule-

governed simulation and predetermined narrative representation as two fairly 

different modes of representation does not necessarily imply that only proto-

typically narrative elements such as cut-scenes and scripted sequences of events 

are contributing to the representation of a video game’s storyworld and its 

characters. In fact, the ways in which characters are represented in contempo-

rary video games cannot and should not be reduced to either interactive simu-
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lation or ‘predetermined’ narration, since, on the one hand, it is constituted 

precisely by the complex interplay between these two modes of representation 

and, on the other hand, multiplayer games may also employ a third mode, 

namely that of communication, which entails all forms of communication and 

social interaction between the players of a multiplayer game (see e.g. Thon 

2006, 2007). 

Moreover, these three modes of representation are at least loosely connect-

ed to three dimensions of video game characters as intersubjective communica-

tive constructs, which we will discuss in more detail below (see also Schrö-

ter / Thon 2013). First, the mode of narration is primarily used to represent 

characters as fictional beings to whom the players can ascribe a specific corpo-

reality, mentality, and sociality. Second, the mode of simulation – the interactive 

gameplay as such – primarily focuses on these characters’ function as game 

pieces, which is connected to specific ludic abilities (such as ‘running’ or 

‘shooting’) and characteristics (such as ‘health’ or ‘accuracy’) as well as to the 

game goals and the possibilities of interaction that the game provides. Third, 

the mode of communication allows for forms of self-representation that let charac-

ters function as representations of the players in the social space of the game. 

Against the background of the sometimes rather complex processes of the 

intersubjective construction of video game characters, however, it appears im-

portant to ask not only for the modes of representation that video games em-

ploy to represent their characters but also for the ways in which these charac-

ters are experienced by video game players. Indeed, we would argue that the 

ways in which players experience characters as well as their representation is 

even more closely connected to the three dimensions of characters as intersub-

jective constructs mentioned above than the modes of representation used for 

the representation of these characters are. Incidentally, the assumption that 

players can adopt different receptive stances during video game play stems not 

only from folk psychology,11 but is also a wide-spread notion within game stud-

ies. 

One prominent strand of research revolves around Goffman’s (1974) con-

cept of ‘frames’12 and its adaptation for tabletop role-playing games by Fine 

(1983). Studying players of said games, Fine identifies three frames that serve 

as schemata of interpretation (or rather ‘comprehension’) for the games’ events 

and existents (including characters): First, gaming “is grounded in the ‘primary 

framework’, the commonsense understandings that people have of the real 

world” (ibid., 186). When players apply this frame to the gaming situation they 

recognize each other as co-players and act according to the social situation (e.g. 

a gaming event with friends). Second, players operate “in light of the conven-

tions of the game” (ibid.), their actions are “governed by a complicated set of 

rules and constraints” (ibid.). Finally, players may apply a ‘narrative’ frame, 

‘keying’ the events in a game of make-believe: They pretend being characters in 

a fictional (story)world and act according to its lore and logic. 

Following up on Fine’s seminal study, Salen and Zimmerman (2004) apply 

the concept of ‘frames’ to the players’ self-perception in multiplayer video 
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games: They postulate a three-fold framing of player consciousness “as a charac-

ter in a simulated world, as a player in a game, and as a person in a larger social 

setting” (Salen / Zimmerman 2004, 454, original emphases). Similarly, Lin-

deroth (2005) identifies three ways of describing the player-avatar relation: 

Players recognize the player-controlled character as a role (“a fictive character 

that you can pretend to be”, ibid.), a tool, (“a piece of equipment, a tool which 

extends the player’s agency in the game activity”, ibid.), and a prop (“a part of 

the players [sic!] setting, […] which can be used as a part of the players [sic!] 

presentation of self”, ibid.). 

Although Goffman’s frame analysis originated from sociology, the notion 

of different “schemata of interpretation” (Goffman 1974, 186) readily lends 

itself to a cognitivist perspective. In fact, several studies focusing on the video 

game experience point in the same direction, when discussing, for example, 

different kinds of immersion (Ermi / Mäyrä 2005, Thon 2008), involvement 

(Calleja 2011, Neitzel 2012), or emotional engagement with characters (Frome 

2006, Perron 2012). Here as elsewhere, we similarly argue that the ‘three-fold 

framing of player consciousness’ not only allows to identify three different 

ways of experiencing game characters that are at least partially independent of 

the three modes of representation sketched above but can also be used to ex-

plain both the formers’ and the latters’ relation to the three dimensions of vid-

eo game characters already mentioned, which, in turn, are closely related to 

these characters’ intersubjective communicative construction (see also Schröter 

2010, Schröter / Thon 2013). 

First, in what we propose to call ‘narrative experience’, the player perceives 

game characters as identifiable fictional beings with an inner life. Players construct 

mental character models that represent, for example, the bodily, mental, and 

social properties of a fictional entity and connect these with situation models 

related to diegetic events and existents. When characters are experienced narra-

tively (or fictionally, or representationally), event or story schemata are em-

ployed to establish mental representations of chronological and causal relations 

between characters and events, which might lead, for example, to expectations 

concerning future narrative happenings (or ludic events for that matter, see 

below). Put bluntly, it is the dimension of the fictional being that everyday 

conversations about characters across media most commonly refer to – but 

this does not apply to everyday conversations about video game characters to 

the same extent. 

Second, in what we call ‘ludic experience’, the player’s attention is focused 

on characters as elements of the game mechanics, as game pieces that are defined 

by game-related properties such as ‘health points’, ‘speed’, ‘special abilities’ and 

so on. In this mode, the player-controlled character is perceived as a tool, 

which extends the player’s agency into the game world. The player constructs a 

mental model of their character (or of other characters), which consists of 

game-related features and abilities as well as character-related goals and rules. 

The representational schemas that include such feature lists are not primarily 

learned in real life but, rather, are made available to the players by playing other 
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games and gaining knowledge about rules and game systems. Similarly, 

(genre-)specific gameplay schemas are employed to generate motor output in 

response to the ongoing perception of the unfolding game, as well as the men-

tal simulation of future ‘moves’ (see Lindley / Sennersten 2008, 3). 

Third, in what we call ‘social experience’, characters are perceived as avatars, 

as representations of other players in a multiplayer setting. In this case, players not 

only form mental models of a fictional being or game piece but also of the 

player ‘behind’ the avatar, resulting in a connected or mixed representation 

which includes features of both. This mode, which directs attention to the real-

life context of the game and the forms of communication and interactions that 

it affords, certainly challenges structuralist-semiotic conceptualizations of char-

acter which predominantly rely on textual structures. However, ‘textual’ fea-

tures of multiplayer games still facilitate and constrain the possible social inter-

actions – which themselves leave textual ‘traces’ and, thus, can become a 

relevant subject for a ‘text-oriented’ analysis of video game characters. 

Distinguishing not only between three representational modes (narration, 

simulation, communication) but also between three ways of experiencing (nar-

rative, ludic, social) and three ontological dimensions of video game characters 

(fictional entity, game piece, representation of the player) finally also allows us 

to emphasize that the relation between the modes of representation and the 

experiential affordances as well as the ontological status of video game charac-

ters are far from clear-cut and should not be conceptualized as being overly 

stable. While there certainly is an emphasis on ‘ludic experience’, the interactive 

gameplay that characterizes the mode of simulation usually also contributes to 

the representation of video game characters as fictional entities – just as the 

cut-scenes and scripted sequences of events that characterize the mode of nar-

ration and, hence, tend to emphasize ‘narrative experience’, can also be used to 

convey specific information about video game characters as game pieces. 

Moreover, the video game character as a fictional being usually gets features 

ascribed to it that correspond to certain ludic abilities or characteristics, and vice 

versa. 

The possible network of relations becomes even more complex in multi-

player games. Again, it seems clear that the mode of communication tends to 

emphasize ‘social experience’ and is particularly well-suited to contribute to the 

(more or less) intersubjective construction of characters as representations of 

their players. However, communication between players also commonly fulfills 

ludic functions, and specific ludic abilities or characteristics may, at least in 

some genres such as the massively multiplayer online role-playing game, signal 

a certain social status as well. Moreover, the players of these games may also 

communicate as their characters (in communicative situations that are implicitly 

or explicitly framed as ‘roleplaying’), using elements of the game mechanics 

(which usually emphasize the function of the character as a game piece) in or-

der to interact with their fellow players (which usually emphasizes the function 

of the character as a representation of the player) and, thereby, ‘acting out’ the 
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personality of their characters (which emphasizes the character’s status as a 

fictional being). 

With the previous pages having at least roughly established what we consid-

er to be core aspects of a method for the analysis of video game characters, the 

following case studies aim to illustrate the heuristic value of the proposed dis-

tinctions between, first, narration, simulation, and communication as three 

fundamental modes in which video game characters can be represented, sec-

ond, narrative experience, ludic experience, and social experience as three sali-

ent ways in which players experience video game characters and, third, the 

fictional being, the game piece, and the representation of its player as three 

dimensions with regard to which video game characters may be fruitfully ana-

lyzed. The first two case studies, Yager Development’s Spec Ops: The Line and 

Bethesda’s The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, focus on the relation between narration 

and simulation as well as between narrative experience and ludic experience. 

Having thus illustrated the ways in which the video game character dimensions 

of the fictional entity and the game piece may be intersubjectively constructed, 

the third case study, BioWare’s Star Wars: The Old Republic, allows us to further 

examine the mode of communication, the resulting social experience, and the 

ways in which video game characters may function as representations of the 

player. 

4. Troubled Fictional Beings in Spec Ops: The Line 

Yager Development’s third-person shooter Spec Ops: The Line, which was pub-

lished in 2012 by 2K Games, is a metareferential “shooter about shooters” 

(Keogh 2012).13 The game tells a rather harrowing tale of a squad of elite sol-

diers’ ‘descent into darkness’ but does so using highly conventional forms of 

narration and simulation. Indeed, Spec Ops: The Line’s singleplayer mode,14 

which is divided into 15 chapters, employs a fairly linear narrative structure, 

using a succession of cut-scenes (which are rendered via the in-game graphic 

engine), scripted events (particularly pre-recorded character speech), sequences 

with reduced interactivity (which are also well established as a narrative strategy 

in contemporary video games by now), and unidirectional game spaces to get 

its story across. Likewise, the gameplay itself is quite conventional for the kind 

of third-person cover shooter that Spec Ops: The Line is, adding nothing much 

to the game mechanics established by earlier entries into the genre such as 

those in the Gears of War (Epic Games 2006) or Uncharted (Naughty Dog 2007) 

series (perhaps apart from the squad-based mechanics that are, however, also 

well-established by now). 

While the way in which Spec Ops: The Line uses narration and simulation to 

represent its storyworld and, more importantly, its characters may not be par-

ticularly noteworthy at first glance, what is represented here differs rather 

strongly from the stories told by games such as those in the Gears of War or 
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Uncharted series – although there are, of course, other third-person shooters 

such as those in the Max Payne (Remedy 2001) or Alan Wake (Remedy 2010) 

series that easily equal the narrative complexity of Spec Ops: The Line. The 

game’s prologue begins with a sequence that lets the player take control of a 

soldier manning the rotary gun of a helicopter, shooting down several other 

helicopters during a wild chase through the ruins of Dubai before finally crash-

ing into the sand that has all but buried the city. 

This is followed by a cut-scene that lets the game’s protagonist, Captain 

Martin Walker, act as an extradiegetic homodiegetic narrator – a narrator, who 

is part of the story he tells but who’s act of narration is not located ‘inside’ the 

game’s storyworld (see e.g. Thon 2014d) – presenting the game’s back-story: 

Colonel John Konrad, who once saved Walker’s life in Afghanistan, and the 

33rd Infantry Battalion he commands were tasked with evacuating Dubai, but 

instead ‘went rogue’ and established martial law in the city, after which nothing 

was heard of them for several months. Eventually, though, a distress signal 

arrives, leading to Walker and his squad members Sergeant Lugo and Lieuten-

ant Adams being ordered to make contact with any remaining survivors. 

Once the prologue has concluded, the first chapter represents the Delta 

Squad arriving in Dubai and encountering resistance by rather generic Arab 

‘insurgents’ (which are alternatively also identified as ‘refugees’). After Lugo’s 

attempt to negotiate with them in Farsi has failed (due in no small part to the 

fact that Walker and Adams are busy developing a plan to kill the ‘insurgents’ if 

the negotiation attempt would fail), a succession of fire fights between the 

Delta Squad and the Arab ‘insurgents’ provides the player with ample oppor-

tunity to get accustomed to the game mechanics (emphasizing the player-

controlled character’s function as a game piece rather than its function as a 

fictional being). After two surviving American soldiers have been killed by the 

Arabs and a third is kidnapped, Walker decides to change the objective from 

‘making contact’ to ‘rescuing the soldier’. In the following chapters, Walker will 

change the Delta Squad’s objectives again and again, leading them ever deeper 

into the ruins of Dubai and the complex conflict that has apparently taken the 

whole city hostage. 

One of the things that are interesting about Spec Ops: The Line is how it 

offers the player some choice with regard to Walker’s actions, yet at the same 

time lets the latter emphasize repeatedly that he ‘has no choice’. While most of 

the player’s choices do indeed not influence the development of the plot all 

that much, they are still often experienced as carrying significant moral weight. 

The first salient choice of this kind is offered to the player when the Delta 

Squad encounters a CIA operative, Brian Castavin, as he ‘interrogates’ a soldier 

of the 33rd. After the soldier has taken the opportunity unintentionally created 

by the Delta Squad to kill Castavin with his own pistol, the player can either 

make Walker kill the soldier, which elicits shocked responses from Lugo and 

Adams, or let him escape, which results in the Delta Squad being ambushed by 

the 33rd later on. One way or another, though, the soldiers of the 33rd turn on 



DIEGESIS 3.1 (2014) 

- 53 - 

 

the Delta Squad, thinking they are CIA operatives instigating the local refugees 

to fight against the 33rd. 

Other choices include whether, in chapter seven, the player lets Walker sac-

rifice the CIA operative Rick Gould in order to save some civilians (which is 

possible but not particularly obviously so) or attempt to save Gould instead 

(who is still killed, though); whether, in chapter nine, the player lets Walker 

follow Konrad’s orders to choose one of the two civilians to be executed un-

der martial law or tries to let the Delta Squad kill Konrad’s snipers, which leads 

to the death of both civilians;15 whether, in chapter eleven, the player lets 

Walker mercifully kill CIA operative Jeff Riggs after their joint attempt to steal 

the 33rd’s water supplies has failed or lets Walker walk away, condemning Riggs 

to slowly and painfully burn to death; and whether, in chapter thirteen, the 

player lets Walker and Adams shoot in the air to scare the crowd of angry civil-

ians that has just killed Lugo away or revengefully murder the civilians, in-

stead.16 

 

Fig. 1: The charred corpses of a mother and her child in Spec Ops: The Line 

However, the game does not leave the player any choice when it comes to 

the most appalling atrocity that Walker commits, irretrievably tipping him over 

the edge of sanity. While Walker the fictional being could certainly have chosen 

a different course of action, chapter eight will always represent him as ordering 

Lugo and Adams to use a mortar loaded with white phosphorous on the sol-

diers of the 33rd (who, admittedly, must have repeatedly used it on the Arab 

‘insurgents’ before). After having walked through the area afflicted by the 

white phosphorous, which is littered by charred corpses and heavily burned 

soldiers that somehow stayed alive, the Delta Squad discovers that the last 

mortar round hit a camp of several dozen civilian refugees, who likewise burnt 

to death. While Lugo and Adams react shocked, Walker only stares at the 

burned remains of what appears to have been a mother clutching her child – 

but, as will become clear later on, the fact that his use of white phosphorous 

has killed civilians heavily traumatizes Walker (see figure 1). Yet instead of re-



DIEGESIS 3.1 (2014) 

- 54 - 

 

considering what he has done or how he might prevent more murder, Walker 

blames Konrad, pledging to hunt him down. 

As it eventually turns out, though, Konrad has committed suicide long ago 

and Walker is suffering from ever intensifying hallucinations that allow him to 

avoid taking responsibility for the murders he has committed (and continues to 

commit). While the extent to which the following events are mere hallucina-

tions of Walker is not entirely clear,17 it at least appears as if Walker goes on to 

mercilessly hunt down the hallucinated Konrad, whose likewise hallucinated 

voice teases Walker via an actually defunct walky-talky he has found. After 

Walker has helped Riggs to steal water supplies, has used a helicopter to de-

stroy the tower in which most of the members of the 33rd seem to have lived, 

has allowed Lugo to be killed by a mob of civilians, and has not prevented 

Adams from getting himself killed instead of surrendering to the 33rd, Walker 

eventually confronts the hallucinated Konrad in chapter 15, with the latter hav-

ing busied himself by painting a picture of the scene that has quite possibly 

tipped Walker ‘over the edge’ (see figure 2). 

 

Fig. 2: Konrad painting the traumatizing event in Spec Ops: The Line 

As Walker at least partially comes to terms with his own mental condition, 

recognizing that Konrad is a hallucination, the player is given a final set of no 

less interesting choices: Standing in close proximity to the dried-out corpse of 

the real Konrad, the hallucinated Konrad eventually points a gun at Walker, 

counting down from 5 and taunting Walker to shoot him first. Initially, this 

leaves Walker and the player with three options. The player can let Walker 

shoot himself or wait until Konrad shoots him (which amounts to the same 

thing), leading to the game’s first ending, or she can let Walker shoot Konrad, 

which leads to an epilogue, presenting yet another set of choices that generate 

three additional potential endings. When a US Marine unit arrives to evacuate 

the still heavily armed Walker, the player can let the latter – who has put on 

Konrad’s uniform – be evacuated, make him shoot at the soldiers and get 
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killed in the ensuing fire fight, or – if her abilities allow her to – make Walker 

kill all the men that came to rescue him and take Konrad’s place in Dubai. 

From these brief remarks, it should have already become clear that Spec Ops: 

The Line’s Walker as well as, albeit to a lesser extent, the other members of the 

Delta Squad are complex characters that go through an amount of develop-

ment that is still fairly unusual for war-themed shooters, whether of the first- 

or third-person variety. As has already been mentioned, though, the characters’ 

complexity is largely limited to their status as fictional beings, with the game 

pieces that they also are remaining fairly conventional genre-fare that can be 

found in any number of other third-person cover shooters. This is not to say, 

however, that Spec Ops: The Line exclusively uses what we have called the mode 

of narration to represent Walker and the other members of the Delta Squad as 

fictional beings. Rather, the cut-scenes and scripted sequences of events frame 

the interactive gameplay and the game spaces in sometimes rather interesting 

ways, and how Walker’s body as well as aspects of his mind and sociality are 

represented via what we have called the mode of simulation certainly has an 

intensifying effect on how players will experience the more traditionally narra-

tive elements of the game. 

 

Fig. 3: Initial representation of Walker in Spec Ops: The Line 

In order to at least briefly illustrate this interaction of narration and simula-

tion in Spec Ops: The Line beyond the problem of the player’s choices that has 

been sketched above, we would like to mention two more specific aspects of 

the game’s overall strategies of character representation: the way in which cut-

scenes that represent Walker being hurt relate to the representation of his body 

via the simulated gameplay, on the one hand, and the way in which the tone of 

scripted as well as non-scripted character speech changes throughout the game, 

on the other. One of the more obvious, yet nevertheless quite effective, tech-

niques through which Spec Ops: The Line emphasizes Walker’s decline is defined 

by the persistence of the various injuries that he suffers. What is particularly 

noteworthy here is the fact that while the incidents that lead to the injuries 
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themselves are usually represented via cut-scenes, the following gameplay se-

quences represent Walker’s body using the same textures, generating a high 

correspondence between the mode of narration and the mode of simulation 

when it comes to the representation (and intersubjective construction) of 

Walker as a fictional being. 

 

Fig. 4: Representation of Walker after chapter five in Spec Ops: The Line 

Accordingly, while the initial cut-scenes and gameplay sequences represent 

Walker as a clean-shaven and well-equipped Delta Force soldier (see figure 3), 

the bruises he suffers when he falls to the bottom of “The Gorge” at the end 

of chapter five remain visible (see figure 4). Likewise, the heavy burns that 

Walker sustains in chapter ten as well as the additional injuries that Walker 

incurs during the helicopter crash that is replayed at the end of chapter twelve 

are represented in the cut-scenes as well as in the gameplay sequences that fol-

low (see figure 5 and figure 6). It might be worth noting, though, that the cor-

respondence between narration and simulation still primarily aims at Walker as 

a fictional being in those cases. While there are some sequences with ‘reduced 

interactivity’ during which the player can only let Walker walk (instead of let-

ting him run, crouch, take cover, jump over cover, and, most importantly, 

shoot using a variety of weapons), Walker the game piece’s ludic abilities are 

generally not diminished as a result of the various injuries that Walker the fic-

tional being suffers.18 

Considering that Spec Ops: The Line’s story is primarily about Walker’s psy-

chological rather than his bodily deterioration, though, it will come as no sur-

prise that other aspects of Walker the fictional being, which are initially repre-

sented in the mode of narration, are also taken up and further amplified in the 

mode of simulation. Perhaps most strikingly, this applies to the way that the 

tone of Walker’s (as well as Lugo’s and Adams’) character speech changes, 

both in the cut-scenes and during the gameplay (which uses scripted character 

speech that always occurs at a certain point as well as ‘ludic’ character speech 
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that is triggered by certain ludic events such as the player letting Walker give 

orders to his squad mates or one of them having killed an enemy). 

 

Fig. 5: Representation of Walker after chapter ten in Spec Ops: The Line 

 

Fig. 6: Representation of Walker after chapter twelve in Spec Ops: The Line 

When Delta Squad has killed the first Arab refugees in chapter one, Walker 

still perceives this as problematic: “I thought we were rescuing people …” 

When Adams asks Walker what his plan of attack is at the beginning of chapter 

fourteen, however, both his evaluative perspective and his choice of words 

have changed considerably: “Kill everything that fucking moves.” Similar ob-

servations hold with regard to the ‘ludic’ character speech. In the first few 

chapters, Walker’s commands and ‘kill confirmations’ are still characterized by 

the kind of professional restraint one would expect from a Delta Force soldier 

(e.g. “Lugo, take him out” or “Hostile down”), but the latter chapters increas-

ingly allow Walker’s mental state to express itself in his tone of voice and 

choice of words (e.g. “Kill that motherfucker!” or “Die, die, die!”).19 
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As has already been hinted at, the game also uses considerably more ‘direct’ 

strategies of subjective representation to represent Walker’s increasing mental 

instability, with the initially unmarked ‘(quasi-)perceptual overlay’ that is em-

ployed in cut-scenes as well as during gameplay sequences to represent Walk-

er’s intensifying hallucinations making it rather difficult for the player to figure 

out what ‘actually happened’ in the storyworld’s ‘factual domain’.20 Even with-

out an in-depth discussion of the game’s use of subjective strategies of narra-

tion and simulation, though, our brief analysis should have sufficiently illustrat-

ed the ways in which Spec Ops: The Line employs cut-scenes, scripted events, 

and simulated gameplay to represent not only the deteriorating body but also 

the troubled mind and ever more pathological sociality of Walker the fictional 

being while at the same time leaving the corresponding game piece largely un-

changed. In contrast to Spec Ops: The Line’s emphasis on the mode of narration 

in the context of a fairly linear narrative structure and the narrative experience 

of Walker as a fictional being, then, our second case study will allow us to shed 

some more light on how contemporary video games may also represent highly 

configurable characters by way of employing a nonlinear narrative structure as 

well as by emphasizing their status as game pieces. 

5. Configurable Game Pieces in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 

Bethesda’s Skyrim, released in 2011, is the fifth installment in the role-playing 

game series The Elder Scrolls, known for combining a nonlinear narrative struc-

ture with first-person action gameplay in large and richly-detailed game spaces. 

The game is set in the fictional land of Skyrim with its main story revolving 

around the most archetypical conflict imaginable in the ‘high fantasy’ genre: the 

player-controlled character’s struggle to defeat Alduin, a dragon that is prophe-

sied to destroy the world. However, speaking of a ‘main story’ in Skyrim is 

already problematic, since there are a number of missions or, rather, ‘quests’ 

marked as contributing to the main storyline, but the vast majority of quests 

that the game offers to the player are only loosely connected to one another 

and can be completed in varying order. 

This nonlinear narrative structure allows the player to let the player-

controlled character travel (more or less) anywhere in the game world at any 

time and to ignore the main storyline completely, should she choose to do so.21 

The tension between the game’s main story (focusing on the player-controlled 

character’s rise as a ‘dragonborn’, a mortal with the soul of a dragon, and his or 

her increasingly important role in the course of events) and the fact, that not 

only the ludic properties of the character as a game piece but also many of his 

or her diegetic properties as a fictional being are highly configurable, has a 

number of interesting consequences for its analysis. A short discussion of the 

game’s beginning will show how the player-controlled character is established 
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as a fictional being and a game piece, and how both aspects rely on each other 

as well as on the representational modes of narration and simulation. 

 

Fig. 7: Opening sequence of The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 

 

Fig. 8: Customizable player-controlled fictional being in Skyrim 

The game begins with the imprisoned player-controlled character being led 

to his or her own execution in some small town in the province of Skyrim, 

accompanied by more captives, who inform the player about the recent civil 

unrest via scripted character speech. While Skyrim almost completely refrains 

from using cut-scenes, the player-controlled character’s inability to move in the 

opening sequence is made plausible (in narrative terms) by his or her confine-

ment to the moving prison cart (figure 7). Similarly, the genre-typical ‘rolling’ 

of the character – i.e., the selection of the character’s diegetic and ludic proper-

ties like appearance, abilities, strengths and weaknesses, for example – is inte-

grated into the story: Upon arriving at the place of his or her execution, a 

guard calls on the player-controlled character to identify him- or herself, which 



DIEGESIS 3.1 (2014) 

- 60 - 

 

prompts an interface to appear letting the player select one of ten playable rac-

es (see figure 8). 

These races not only come with rough descriptions of their respective back-

stories, but more importantly imply specific differences in terms of ludic 

attributes of the player-controlled character as a game piece.22 By scrolling 

through a number of additional menus, the player will then determine the 

character’s gender, appearance (from general body weight to the length and 

width of nose and jaw, mouth shape, scars, and eye shadows) and finally name 

the character. Thus, the player quite freely determines core aspects of the play-

er-controlled character as a fictional being, most prominently their bodily fea-

tures – but also the mental and social properties that might be deduced from 

their race’s background story, their scars, war painting, or physiognomy. 

However, the options to influence the ludic properties of the character as a 

game piece are limited to the ‘race’ selection, which ‘levels the playing field’ 

before the player will be able to develop her character in a highly adjustable 

fashion later in the game. For the time being, the player has to accept the play-

er-controlled character’s fate and make him or her approach the executioner 

after watching another prisoner being beheaded in a scripted sequence of 

events. Again, the linearity of the events represented in the mode of narration 

depends on the player-controlled character’s restricted ability to perform 

actions in the mode of simulation – to move or look away, that is. These con-

straints are narratively justified by the guards forcing the player-controlled 

character down on his or her knees and (supposedly) pinning down his or her 

head – at least until a dragon ‘unexpectedly’ interrupts the execution, attacking 

the town and enabling the player-controlled character to escape the scene. 

Just as Skyrim’s opening sequence exemplifies the sometimes reciprocal in-

terrelation between narrative representation and simulated gameplay as well as 

the varying degrees of freedom in determining the properties of characters as 

fictional beings and game pieces, the game’s overall structure makes use of a 

distinctive interplay of narrative and ludic elements to allow for ‘multidimen-

sional’ character progression. As a fictional being, the player-controlled charac-

ter takes on an increasingly important role in the province of Skyrim by ful-

filling any of the hundreds of available quests, which typically consist of fairly 

linear sequences of scripted events (e.g. some townspeople asking for assis-

tance against attacking rebels), motivating passages of simulated gameplay (e.g. 

combating the attackers), which in turn may trigger yet other sequences of 

scripted events as well as some kind of reward that is often relevant to the 

gameplay (e.g. the townspeople giving thanks and money to the character). 

Unlike Spec Ops: The Line, however, Skyrim almost completely refrains from 

using the mode of narration to represent the player-controlled character – as 

opposed to the characters not controlled by the player, which are extensively 

represented using dialogue sequences and scripted events – as a fictional being, 

instead enabling the player to ‘act out’ aspects of the character not only by 

choosing between different dialogue options but also by adapting an aggres-

sive, stealthy, or peaceful playing style, or influencing the outcome of certain 
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storylines by, for example, killing or sparing defeated characters. Nevertheless, 

these actions leave ‘traces’ in the game world that may well affect narrative 

events like character speech (e.g. villagers greeting the player-controlled charac-

ter as ‘hero’ or ‘dragonborn’), scripted sequences (e.g. killed characters ‘miss-

ing’ in later scenes) and the general attitude of different factions in the game 

(e.g. the hostility of the Stormcloak rebels if one chooses to support the Impe-

rial Legion instead). 

 

Fig. 9: Customizable player-controlled game piece in Skyrim 

More importantly, though, Skyrim allows for highly adjustable forms of pro-

gression regarding the player-controlled character as a game piece. Over the 

course of the game, the player improves the character’s ‘skills’, which are nu-

merical representations of abilities like ‘archery’, ‘lockpicking’, or ‘smithing’ 

(see figure 9). While these ludic properties of the character certainly also imply 

(fictional) skills that can be attributed to the character as a fictional being, their 

improvement primarily affects the calculated outcome of gameplay-related 

actions like ‘shooting a bow’, ‘picking a lock’, or ‘crafting a weapon’. In addi-

tion, by improving skills the player-controlled character gains ‘experience 

points’ and ‘levels up’ to acquire new skill-specific abilities. Unlike the concept 

of ‘skills’, the game mechanic of ‘leveling up’ cannot happily be said to repre-

sent ‘fictional’ character progression in any meaningful sense, but it is still one 

of the most relevant aspects of ‘ludic’ character progression. 

Consequently, the player’s striving for skill improvement of and leveling up 

the player-controlled character may well lead to playing styles almost ex-

clusively focused on the ludic aspects of simulated gameplay (e.g. repeatedly 

letting the player-controlled character creep up behind his or her own horse in 

order to improve his or her ‘stealth skill’ without the risk of being attacked). 

For most if not all players, ludic character progression will also be the main 

reason for completing the various side quests which can be found throughout 

the vast open world of Skyrim. While quests like “collect 60 alchemist ingredi-

ents” or “bring one mammoth tusk to Ysolda” contribute little or nothing to 
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the representation of the player-controlled character as a fictional being, they 

still ‘spice up’ the repetitive gameplay necessary to improve the character as a 

game piece with short narrative set-pieces (if the player is not choosing to 

cheat, that is; see e.g. Consalvo 2007). 

 

Fig. 10: Player-controlled character facing a dragon in Skyrim 

To put it in a nutshell: An open-world role-playing game like Skyrim com-

bines a nonlinear narrative structure with a ‘linear’ ludic structure of character 

progression. While it relies strongly on the mode of narration (including char-

acter speech, scripted sequences, and written text) to represent the game’s sto-

ryworld and the various characters not controlled by the player, the player-

controlled character is not only highly configurable, but also primarily repre-

sented through simulated gameplay. This has dire consequences for the way 

the character is constituted as an intersubjective communicative construct: In 

fact, only the most basic diegetic features of the character as a fictional being 

can be said to be intersubjectively represented, most of all their rise from a 

refugee and captive to a ‘dragonborn’ and, finally, dragon-slayer (see figure 10). 

The details that define the player-controlled character may differ substan-

tially between different playthroughs, though, which leads to a wide (but not 

unlimited) ‘possibility space’ that includes bodily, mental and social aspects of 

the player-controlled character as well as his or her actions and decisions dur-

ing the course of the game. This ‘possibility space’ is expanded further by the 

fact that even the hundreds of quests in Skyrim are not completely determined, 

but (in some cases) procedurally generated: The side quest “The Forgemaster’s 

Fingers”, for example, might involve any Orc living in an Orc Stronghold in 

Skyrim as a quest-giver who sends the player to a randomly selected dungeon 

out of 30+ possible locations to obtain the desired object. In this case, the 

overall structure of the quest is determined while the involved characters and 

game spaces are not. 

Similarly, the player-controlled character as a game piece is subject to the 

decisions and preferred playing style of the player, who is free to select any 
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combination of skills and abilities and equip the character with weapons and 

armor of her choice. However, the player-controlled character’s overall ludic 

structure and gameplay-related ‘possibility space’ can still be said to be at least 

partially intersubjectively given: Not only are the basic game mechanics (like 

‘moving’, ‘jumping‘, ‘looking’) fairly unaffected by the player’s decisions, but 

the set of skills and attributes that constitute the character as a game piece is 

shared by every character – albeit with different values. In this sense, a game 

like Skyrim certainly challenges the established notion of characters as ‘inter-

subjective communicative constructs’, but does not justify entirely abandoning 

it. As our third case study will illustrate, though, things get even more compli-

cated in multiplayer games, among which the genre of the massively multiplay-

er online role-playing game is perhaps the most relevant for our purposes. 

6. Fictionalized Player Representations in Star Wars: The Old 

Republic 

BioWare’s massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) Star 

Wars: The Old Republic was first released as a subscription-based service in 2011, 

but went free-to-play (with an optional-subscription model) in late 2012. As a 

fairly generic MMORPG, it borrows heavily from predecessors such as Bliz-

zard’s still immensely popular World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment 2004-

2014) with regard to overall game mechanics, while at the same time building 

on BioWare’s long-time experience as a developer of story-driven role-playing 

games such as those in the Baldur’s Gate, Neverwinter Nights, or Mass Effect series 

in general and the 2003 genre classic Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (2003) 

in particular. As this latter point of reference already suggests, Star Wars: The 

Old Republic also ties into the transmedial storyworld of the Star Wars enter-

tainment franchise with the events represented in the former taking place 300 

years after Knights of the Old Republic, but well over 3,000 years before the events 

in the Star Wars films.23 

The game’s main conflict involves the Galactic Republic and the re-

emerging Sith Empire with the former struggling to maintain power while the 

latter is plotting the former’s downfall and the establishment of a new Empire. 

Quite similar to the way Skyrim integrates a large number of interrelated quests 

into an overarching narrative structure, The Old Republic also features countless 

quests and storylines scattered over different planets (each of which offers 

various different areas implemented as game spaces) that tie into the larger 

context of the galactic cold-war between the different factions. As in Skyrim (or 

other role-playing games and MMORPGs, for that matter), the player’s main 

goal is to create and gradually advance the player-controlled character by gain-

ing experience points, improving skills and optimizing gear. What is particular-

ly noteworthy about the game, however, is the way it seeks to combine a 

branching and richly-detailed narrative structure (that also employs an unusual-
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ly high amount of cut-scenes) with genre-typical gameplay routines and the 

limits and affordances of a persistent online world populated by thousands of 

equally ‘unique’ player-controlled characters. 

The ‘persistence’ of the game world is one of the most distinguishing fea-

tures of contemporary online role-playing games. Technically, it points to the 

fact that the state of the game world, its properties and those of its characters 

are not simulated by a software program installed on the individual player’s 

computer but on remote servers that allow for hundreds of player’s to interact 

with the same ‘world’ or game space. Consequently, the overall world simula-

tion is constantly running (except for short scheduled maintenance breaks), 

while the individual players ‘log in’ or ‘log out’ of the game. This does not only 

have consequences for the way game-related character progress is monitored 

by and compared among players but also for the way story progress works in 

these games. 

 

Fig. 11: Opening quest of the Jedi Knight class in Star Wars: The Old Republic 

For example, one of the first quests a player-controlled Jedi Knight charac-

ter has to complete is titled “Attack of the Flesh Raiders” and sends him or her 

against said raiders who have mounted an assault on the Jedi training grounds 

(see figure 11). But as every new player who has chosen the Jedi Knight class 

must be granted the same opportunity to complete this quest at different mo-

ments in time on the same server, the raiders will constantly reappear after 

being ‘killed’ (see figure 12). In this case, the ‘persistence’ of the game world 

means that no matter how many times different players will ‘stop’ the attack (in 

light of their individual story progress), the training ground will never cease to 

be attacked by the raiders (in terms of the overall game state). Thus, while part 

of the information conveyed through narrative techniques tends to be quite 

reliable with regard to the ‘intersubjective’ fictional storyworld of the game, the 

fact that it is played simultaneously by a large number of players turns it into 

what Juul calls an “incoherent world game” (Juul 2005, 132, see also Thon 

200924). 
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Fig. 12: Other players and ‘re-spawning’ Flesh Raiders in The Old Republic 

 

Fig. 13: Customizable player-controlled fictional being in The Old Republic 

Having established a general notion of how a massively multiplayer online 

game works, we can turn to look at The Old Republic’s characters and 

will, again, limit our analysis to the player-controlled character(s) as the most 

complex and relevant character type in the game. As in Skyrim, the player-

controlled characters are highly configurable: During character creation, the 

player chooses between two factions (Galactic Republic or Sith Empire) with 

four different character classes each (Jedi Consular, Jedi Knight, Smuggler, 

Trooper, Sith Inquisitor, Sith Warrior, Imperial Agent, and Bounty Hunter) as 

well as between ten different species (Chiss, Cathar, Cyborg, Humans, Miralu-

ka, Mirialan, Rattataki, Sith Pureblood, Twi’leks, and Zabrak) with two differ-

ent genders, before she can further customize the player-controlled character’s 

appearance in a variety of ways (see figure 13). While the player-controlled 

character’s gender, appearance, and species do not affect its ludic properties,25 

the different character classes certainly do: They come with distinctive playing 
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styles, sets of skills, and attribute distributions that focus on abilities like melee 

or ranged combat, healing, or ‘crowd control’. 

At least initially, the different character classes are also each involved in 

their own unique storylines that tie into the overall narrative structure of the 

game. Thus, it can be said that The Old Republic adheres very closely to the con-

ventions of the role-playing genre especially regarding the way the player-

controlled character as a fictional being is represented: Indeed, no matter 

which character class the player chooses, the player-controlled character is tak-

ing an increasingly important role in the storyworld by ‘acting out’ a variety of 

quests in the mode of simulation, often framed by in-engine cut-scenes and 

scripted sequences of events which drive the overall story of the game. The Old 

Republic’s frequent use of cut-scenes and different dialogue options is, on the 

one hand, reminiscent of previous BioWare role-playing games like Mass Effect 

and, on the other hand, distinguishes it from its genre predecessors like World 

of Warcraft, which almost exclusively rely on linear dialogues and scripted se-

quences. In this sense, the game can be said to be one of the most story-driven 

MMORPGs developed to the present day – but in its core, it is still not about 

story. 

Even though reaching the level cap26 (the player’s goal for the character as a 

game piece) and completing the main story’s quests (the presumed goal for the 

character as a fictional being) may be important aspects of the game, for most 

players it is the social experience of online play that fundamentally affects the 

way characters are perceived, customized, and used as a means for communica-

tion with other players. As has been extensively discussed within game studies 

research, MMORPGs are built around social play (see Chan / Vorderer 2006, 

Taylor 2006, Corneliussen / Walker Rettberg [Eds.] 2008). Their ludic struc-

ture encourages (and, more often than not, requires) coordinated team play in 

order to complete the more difficult quests and achieve further progress in the 

‘end game’ after reaching the maximum character level. In Star Wars: The Old 

Republic, for example, there are a number of ‘flashpoint’ quests, which require 

two or more players whose characters have reached a certain level to team up 

and fight superior enemies in a dedicated game space (a so-called ‘instance’), 

the state of which is not in sync with the rest of the game world but only ac-

cessible to group members. 
The most difficult end game missions, so-called ‘operations’, depend even 

more on coordinated team play: Becoming available once the player-controlled 

character has reached level 50, these ‘instances’ require groups of eight or six-

teen players to work together in large-scale battles for the best gear available in 

the game and rely heavily on divided responsibility, real-time communication 

and coordination between players. Thus, The Old Republic not only represents a 

fictional (story)world and simulates a ludic game space, but also constitutes a 

complex social space in which the player-controlled characters act as representa-

tions of other players and signify differences in social status (see also Thon 2007, 

Kuhn 2009). In this sense, an analysis of the character as an actor within the 

larger social space of the game will focus on (1) the social attributes of the 
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players as signaled through the properties of their respective character and (2) 

avatar-mediated forms of social interaction and communication afforded by 

the game. 

In Star Wars: The Old Republic player status is established and communicated 

via very different kinds of social practices and markers. For one thing, players 

can join ‘guilds’, which house dozens of players and provide them with a guild 

chat system, a shared pool of items and other pleasantries. More importantly, 

though, they enable players to establish social rank systems of up to ten differ-

ent positions ranging from ‘aspirant’ to ‘guild master’, each with their own 

rights and responsibilities (see also Williams et al. 2006). While these are more 

or less explicit markers of social status, outside of guilds almost any aspect of a 

player-controlled character’s appearance or ludic attributes might signal differ-

ences in player status. As the latter is often measured in experience, proficiency 

and game-related achievements, ludic properties like character level, player-

versus-player (PvP) rating, or ‘legacy points’ serve as indicators for the respec-

tive player’s social impact in the group, guild, or server community (see also 

Taylor 2006). 

Similarly, a character equipped with high-level gear ‘tells the story’ of its 

player’s investment in the game: The best gear for PvP combat, for instance, 

can only be traded for large amounts of ‘Warzone Commendations’, the in-

game currency for PvP items. These are earned by frequently participating in 

so-called ‘warzones’ – i.e. battlegrounds for large player-versus-player fights 

between the different factions. Thus, high-level PvP items worn by a character 

not only signal superior statistics as a game piece, but also point to the fact that 

the respective player has either performed very successfully in PvP warzones or 

has at least invested a huge amount of time in PvP combat. Likewise, a player-

controlled character who dons the best gear for player-versus-environment 

(PvE) game modes signals that its player has put in the time and effort neces-

sary to succeed in The Old Republic’s PvE ‘endgame’, which is dominated by the 

large-scale ‘operations’ already mentioned above. 

Besides these primarily ludic character-related markers of social status, rep-

resentations of characters in multiplayer video games can also occur in the 

mode of communication, which the players of The Old Republic primarily realize 

via in-game text chat, external VoIP software (like Skype or TeamSpeak), or 

the character’s species-specific social abilities (like performing a unique cultural 

dance). Another genre-typical way of communicating in the game is the use of 

‘emotes’: By typing commands like “/greet” or “/facepalm”, a player’s charac-

ter may perform a wide range of predefined animated gestures (see figure 14), 

thereby letting the player use nonverbal means of communication that are inte-

grated into the game mechanics to contribute to the representation of their 

character in the mode of communication (see also Mortensen 2006). 
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Fig. 14: ‘Waving’ at the Flesh Raider in The Old Republic 

However, communicating in a multiplayer game does not solely fulfill social 

functions, but may as well serve ludic or narrative purposes (see also, once 

more, Thon 2007). Especially during difficult team fights, the in-game chat is, 

on the one hand, predominantly used for assigning game-related tasks, discuss-

ing tactics, and coordinating attacks. On the other hand, members of dedicated 

role-playing guilds might discipline themselves to limit their communication 

and interactions in ways that befit the representation of their characters as fic-

tional beings and adhere to the logic of the fictional (story)world, which is par-

ticularly rich in the case of The Old Republic, both due to the game’s unusual 

emphasis on the mode of narration and due to the complex transmedial enter-

tainment franchise of which it is an integral part. 

Thus, as has been mentioned earlier, the three modes of representation 

(narration, simulation, and communication), the three ways of experiencing 

characters (narrative experience, ludic experience, and social experience), and 

the three dimensions of the video game character (fictional entity, game piece, 

and representation of the player) we have proposed to distinguish are closely 

interrelated in massively multiplayer online role-playing games such as Star 

Wars: The Old Republic, whose players frequently do not communicatively repre-

sent themselves but rather communicate as the characters they control, using 

the game’s mechanics and communicative means to contribute to the represen-

tation of the latter as a fictional being. 

7. Conclusion 

In this essay we have proposed a method for the analysis of video game char-

acters based on a theoretical understanding of their medium-specific modes of 

representation and the experiential affordances and mental processes involved 

in their intersubjective construction by video game players. We have distin-
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guished, first, between narration, simulation, and communication as three 

modes of representation particularly salient for contemporary video games and 

the characters they represent; second, between narrative, ludic, and social expe-

rience as three ways in which players perceive video game characters and their 

representations; and, third, between three dimensions of video game characters 

as ‘intersubjective constructs’, which usually are to be analyzed not only as fic-

tional beings with certain diegetic properties but also as game pieces with cer-

tain ludic properties and, in those cases in which they function as avatars in the 

social space of a multiplayer game, as representations of other players. 

Having established these basic distinctions, our analysis of Spec Ops: The Line 

has aimed to illustrate how contemporary video games employ cut-scenes, 

scripted events, and simulated gameplay to represent their characters as fic-

tional beings – in this case the deteriorating body, troubled mind, and ever 

more pathological sociality of the player-controlled character Captain Martin 

Walker. In contrast to Spec Ops: The Line’s emphasis on the mode of narration 

in the context of a fairly linear narrative structure and the narrative experience 

of Walker as a fictional being, then, our second case study has allowed us to 

shed some more light on how contemporary video games may also represent 

highly configurable characters by way of employing a nonlinear narrative struc-

ture as well as by emphasizing their status as game pieces. As we have shown, 

The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim’s highly adjustable player-controlled character leads 

to the more complicated case that only the most basic diegetic features of the 

character as a fictional being can be said to be intersubjectively represented, 

while the details that define him or her may vary substantially during different 

playthroughs, leading to a (wide but not unlimited) ‘possibility space’ of charac-

ter-related features and actions. Finally, as we have discussed in our third case 

study, in massively multiplayer online role-playing games such as Star Wars: The 

Old Republic, the three modes of representation, the three ways of experiencing 

characters, and the three dimensions of the video game character we have pro-

posed to distinguish are closely interrelated, as their players do not only com-

municatively represent themselves but also engage in actual ‘role-playing’ when 

communicating as the characters they control. 

Evidently, more could be said on each of the dimensions of video game 

characters that the previous case studies have focused on as well as on their 

interrelation, or on the question to what extent the three dimensions of video 

game characters that we have proposed to distinguish can actually be said to be 

intersubjectively constructed despite the fact that the ways in which the modes 

of narration, simulation, and – most saliently – communication are used to 

represent characters will vary from player to player and from playing session to 

playing session. Despite these lacunae, however, we believe that the method of 

analysis for video game characters proposed in this essay is capable of success-

fully capturing these characters’ specific mediality without refraining from 

treating them as characters that are similar to as well as different from characters 

represented in more traditional narrative media forms such as novels, comics, 

films, or television series. 
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 See e.g. Herman 2009, Ryan 2014 on the concept of storyworld. See also e.g. Bal 1997, 175-

227, Chatman 1978, 43-145, Rimmon-Kenan 2002, 6-42 for classical accounts of existents, 
events, and characters; as well as Dennerlein 2009, Herman 2002, 263-299, Ryan 2009 on 
space, and Hühn 2009, Meister 2003, Schmid 2003 on events. 
2
 Our translation from the German: “Es verhält sich aber so, dass viele nur wenig und nur 

wenige viel zum Bereich der Figur geschrieben haben […].” 
3
 For a comprehensive overview of historical theories of character see Eder 2008, 39-60, 

Heidbrink 2010. See also the recent anthologies on characters in different media by Eder et al. 
(Eds.) 2010a and Leschke / Heidbrink (Eds.) 2010. 
4
 As is argued in more detail in Thon 2015, Eder’s insistence on characters being fictional is 

rather problematic, since allowing for nonfictional characters leads to a more precise distinction 
between the ‘intersubjective communicative constructs’ of ‘persons’ represented nonfictionally 
and the actual persons these ‘intersubjective communicative constructs’ are meant to refer to. 
While it might be more appropriate to speak of represented rather than of fictional beings in the 
case of characters, then, this question is not too relevant for the purposes of the present essay. 
5 For further discussion of video game characters’ subjectivities and their relation to ‘what it 
means to be human’, see also e.g. Fahlenbrach / Thon 2015, Schröter 2013b, Thon 2015. 
6 While research on video game characters often focuses on the player-controlled character (or 
‘player character’) as the most complex character type, other character types include the charac-
ters that are not controlled by the player but, rather, by the artificial intelligence of the game 
(or ‘non-player character’) as well as the ‘non-individuated’ group characters and character 
types (or ‘units’) that are particularly salient in the strategy game genre. See Schröter 2010; for 
different functions of non-player character see e.g. Isbister 2006, Sheldon 2004. 
7
 Our translation from the German: “Figuren beruhen auf normativen Abstraktionen über 

ideale Figurenvorstellungen .” 
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8
 For further discussion of the relation between transmedial and medium-specific terms and 

concepts in the context of a transmedial narratology, see Thon 2014c, 2014d, 2015. See also 
the program of a ‘media conscious’ narratology sketched in Ryan / Thon 2014 as well as the 
earlier approaches to transmedial narratology by Herman 2004, 2009, Ryan 2005, 2006, 
W. Wolf 2011. 
9
 The lack of references to previous research in Domsch 2013 is generally striking, with the 

bibliography of merely 4½ pages including quite a few entries that refer to online game jour-
nalism rather than actual research. Apart from the general lack of references, the similarities 
between the title of Neitzel’s PhD thesis (Gespielte Geschichten, which translates as “played 
stories”) and Domsch’s book (Storyplaying) in particular will raise some eyebrows, as Domsch 
does not even include Neitzel’s study in his bibliography – despite the fact that he is a native 
speaker of German and there really is no way he could not have been aware of Neitzel’s works, 
which have been highly influential in the field of narratologically-oriented game studies. 
10

 While ‘interactivity’ is sometimes thought of as a “silly and abused term” (Aarseth 2004a, 52) 
or “an entrenched notion in studies of digital media” (Bogost 2007, 40), it still appropriately 
captures the fact that video games are ‘interactive’ in a medium-specific way, and that the char-
acteristic ‘ludic interaction’ between a player and a video game such as Yager Development’s 
Spec Ops: The Line or Bethesda’s The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim is, of course, very different from the 
kind of ‘interpretive interaction’ between a reader and a comic – or the kind of ‘social interac-
tion’ between a group of players discussing Spec Ops: The Line, for that matter. See also Klastrup 
2001 for an early reconstruction of the conceptual history of the term ‘interactivity’ in game 
studies. 
11

 Players of violent video games, for example, often claim that they do not experience their 
actions in the game world as ‘virtual violence’ but as mere functional, competitive interactions 
with the game system or other players (see Ladas 2002), while some players of immersive role-
playing games report deliberately focusing their attention on aspects of the fictional 
(story)world and its inhabitants (see Taylor 2006, 72). 
12

 According to sociologist Goffman, who is considered one of the founding members of 
symbolic interactionism, the individual responds to a particular event in daily life by employing 
one or more frameworks or schemata of interpretation whose primary functions are attention 
allocation, providing rules of interpretation and action, as well as expectations about the ap-
propriateness of specific emotional reactions (see Goffman 1974, 22ff.). In recent years, 
Goffman’s frame analysis has gained much prominence among game studies scholars (see the 
review in Deterding 2009). 
13

 Spec Ops: The Line has received quite a bit of critical attention, but even though it seems often 
closer to a ‘subjective walkthrough’ than the “critical reading” (Keogh 2012) it explicitly aims 
to be, Keogh (2012) still provides one of the most thorough examinations of the game so far. 
14

 Spec Ops: The Line’s singleplayer mode was developed by Yager Development, but publisher 
2K insisted on a multiplayer mode, the construction of which was outsourced to multiple 
developers, until it eventually arrived at Darkside Studios. Cory Davis, the lead designer of Spec 
Ops: The Line at Yager, characterized the multiplayer mode as follows: “The multiplayer game’s 
tone is entirely different, the game mechanics were raped to make it happen, and it was a waste 
of money. No one is playing it, and I don’t even feel like it’s part of the overall package – it’s 
another game rammed onto the disk like a cancerous growth, threatening to destroy the best 
things about the experience that the team at Yager put their heart and souls into creating” 
(quoted in Pitts 2012). Without going into any detail here, it at least seems clear that our 
analysis would not profit much from the inclusion of Spec Ops: The Line’s multiplayer mode. 
15

 Later, it turns out that not only Konrad but also the two civilians are hallucinations of 
Walker, but for most first-time players, the sequence will still carry significant ‘moral weight’. 
16

 As opposed to the choice whether Walker should shoot the US soldier in chapter four, these 
choices are further marked as significant via the achievements – “A Man of Patience” / “A 
Man of Action”, “Damned If You Do” / “Damned If You Don’t”, “Friendly 
Fire” / “Unfriendly Fire”, and “A Line, Held” / “A Line, Crossed” – that are attached to 
them, acting as a meta-commentary on their respective ‘moral weight’. 
17

 There are quite a few sequences such as the ‘hanged civilians’ in chapter nine or the defunct 
walky-talky that Walker uses to ‘talk to’ Konrad that are explicitly marked as hallucinations 
during Spec Ops: The Line’s ending and some other elements of the representation such as 
Adams’ face appearing on a US soldier or Lugo’s face appearing on a ‘Heavy’ that are easily 
recognizable as hallucinations via contextual knowledge. However, Spec Ops: The Line’s use of 
‘markers of subjectivity’ – including the way it employs ‘fades to white’ instead of ‘fades to 



DIEGESIS 3.1 (2014) 

- 77 - 

 

                                                                                                                            
black’ to mark the representation of hallucinations – does not seem entirely consistent. Hence, 
while the game’s lead writer, Walt Williams, holds that “everything after the crash [of the heli-
copter that the player plays through during the prologue and, once again, in chapter twelve, the 
authors] is Walker kind of reliving the hell of what he had just done” (quoted in Dyer 2012), a 
comprehension that does not overemphasize the subjectivity of the cut-scenes and gameplay 
sequences following chapter nine and focuses on clearly marked hallucinations would, perhaps, 
be more appropriate. 
18

 In fact, this somewhat sloppy disconnect between Walker the game piece and Walker the 
fictional being also occasionally manifests itself via inconsistencies between the game’s cut-
scenes and its interactive gameplay. Most strikingly, this is the case with regard to the 
representation of Walker’s weapons. While the player can make Walker pick up and use various 
different weapons during the gameplay sequences (which, incidentally, one would expect to 
contribute to the representation of both Walker the game piece and Walker the fictional being), 
nearly all of the cut-scenes represent Walker carrying a M4A1 carbine and a holstered Beretta 
M9 pistol – independently of the weapons that he has carried during the gameplay sequences 
preceding them. 
19

 While Walker the fictional being’s diminishing restraint is, once more, not afflicting Walker 
the game piece’s ludic abilities, it might also be noted that the animations that are triggered 
when the player lets Walker ‘execute’ a stunned enemy get significantly more brutal, as well. 
While the player may experience the ‘executions’ differently, then, their ludic function remains 
the same. 
20

 For further discussion of this kind of ‘(quasi-)perceptual overlay’ and other strategies of 
subjective representation as well as more or less medium-specific ‘markers of subjectivity’ 
(such as the ‘fades to white’ mentioned above), see Thon 2014c, 2015. 
21

 Of course, even the fairly linear narrative structure of a game like Spec Ops: The Line does not 
prevent the player from ignoring story progress by, for example, letting the player-controlled 
character stand around in one of the game spaces for several hours or even days. However, 
Spec Ops: The Line’s predetermined narrative events are closely linked to the continual forward 
movement of the player-controlled character through sequentially connected game spaces and 
can therefore fairly unequivocally be said to contribute to the game’s story. 
22

 In Skyrim, each race possesses unique abilites and starts off with a score of +10 in one skill 
and +5 in five other skills (like ‘archery’, ‘lockpicking’, or ‘smithing’). Numerical values like 
these influence the outcome of game actions (like ‘shooting a bow’, ‘picking a lock’, or ‘crafting 
a weapon’) or unlock new skills. They add to the ‘ludic’ properties of the character as a game 
piece. 
23

 For further discussion of the transmedial storyworlds that entertainment franchises such as 
Star Wars commonly represent, see e.g. Jenkins 2004, 2006, Klastrup / Tosca 2004, 2014, Ryan 
2008, 2014, Thon 2009, 2015, M. J. P. Wolf 2013. 
24

 While Thon 2009 uses the games in the Warcraft franchise as its main examples, the 
representational mechanisms and strategies of comprehension described in that context are 
more generally relevant for the ways in which video games represent storyworlds. See also 
Thon 2015 for a more in-depth discussion of the ways in which video games challenge 
traditional theories of representation. Incidentally, quite a few of the studies on MMORPG-
specific features that we will refer to in the following use World of Warcraft as their main exam-
ple, but the mechanisms described can often also be observed in other MMORPGs such as 
Star Wars: The Old Republic. 
25

 The choice of species does provide the player-controlled character with a species-specific 
ability, but the ludic function of these abilities is generally negligible. 
26

 When first released, the maximum level of the player-controlled characters in Star Wars: The 
Old Republic was 50, but this ‘level cap’ was increased to level 55 with the expansion Rise of the 
Hutt Cartel, which was released in April 2013. Apart from that, the expansion has mainly added 
a new explorable planet, Makeb, and a new level 55 ‘operation’, “Scum and Villainy”. The 
second expansion, Galactic Starfighter, which has been released between December 2013 and 
February 2014, primarily introduces player-versus-player (PvP) space combat. 


