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Perspective in Contemporary Computer Games

1 Toward a Model of Perspective in Contemporary
Computer Games

While the relatively new medium of the computer gahas elicited an
increasing amount of academic attention from aetarof disciplines in
the last few years, research on perspective amtt pbview in computer
games generally focuses on questions regardingrésentation of space,
i.e. on perspective as being determined by a pafiview in the purely
spatial sense Within narratology, on the other hand, it is guibmmon
to conceptualize point of view and perspective a#tidimensional phe-
nomena, both with regard to literary texend, albeit to a lesser extent,
narrative film$. It therefore seems as if our understanding opestive
in computer games could benefit from the complexiet® of perspective
that narratology has developed. Computer gamesgweny are neither
literary narratives nor narrative films, and altgbuthe results of nar-
ratological research on perspective are doubtldaslyiring, most of the
models developed for the description of literamgtdg(or narrative films,
for that matter) cannot be directly applied to cobep games without
missing some of their most central characteristitenice, the present pa-
per proposes a multidimensional model of perspedticomputer games
that takes into account their specific medial prtes.

For this purpose, we distinguish between three dsioas of perspec-
tive. The first dimension is that of spatial perspe, which is deter-
mined by the point of view, i.e. the spatial pasitfrom which the game

1 A longer version of this paper was published anlin 2006 as “Toward a Model of
Perspective in Contemporary Computer Games.” <hityyw.icn.uni-hamburg.de/
images/download/beitrag_thon_bfs.pdf > (15.9.2008).

2 See Poole (2004); Rumbke (2005); Wolf (2001).

3 See Chatman (1978); Schmid (2005); Uspenskij (1973

4 See Branigan (1984); Mitry (1998); Smith (1995).
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space is presented audiovisually (this includesptiesentation of sound
which is often presented from the same position the game space is
presented from). Since the presentation of spacerimputer games is au-
diovisual instead of verbal and therefore closetht®o movies than to lit-

erary narrative texts, we will mainly draw on filtheory and works on

perspective from computer game studies, rather tityato adopt models

developed in literary narrative theory. The secdimiension is that of ac-

tional perspective, which is determined by the pofmaction, i.e. the po-

sition from which the player can interact with th@me space. Here, we
will mainly refer to Neitzel's work on the point @fction in computer

games (cf. Neitzel 2002). The third and most complienension is that

of the ideological perspective structure, whiclléermined by the vari-

ous positions from which the events in the gameeaeduated. Although

we will focus mainly on the question of how chaesstin computer

games evaluate events and situations, this dimera#m refers to other
positions within a game, namely that of the plaged the implied game
designer. With reference to the spatial perspectigtermined by the

point of view and the actional perspective detegdiby the point of ac-

tion, we will here speak of an ideological perspecthat is determined

by the point of evaluation.

Before we discuss these types of perspective irerdetail, it has to
be stressed that the three dimensions of perspetistinguished here are
not all that could be considered. Although the ighagctional and ideo-
logical dimensions of perspective seem to be mastral, the analysis of
particular games might well make it necessary @ngre dimensions of
perspective not treated in this papeEspecially the analysis of the ideo-
logical perspective structure of a game may makedessary to describe
other forms of perspective that may be used inptlesentation of fic-
tional worlds in contemporary computer games. Oamnaim, however,
lies in the introduction of the idea that perspextin computer games
consists of more than just spatial perspective,thadistinction of three
dimensions of perspective seems to be enoughifopthpose.

5 with regard to additional dimensions that couldcbesidered in the analysis of com-
puter games, one can examine the narratologicablmaxf perspective already men-
tioned. Schmid (2005), for example, distinguishesveen five dimensions of perspec-
tive in literary narrative texts, namely spatialeological, temporal, linguistic and per-
ceptual perspective. Both the linguistic and terapperspective may occasionally be
worth analysing, especially with regard to the ative elements of computer games.
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2 Point of View and Spatial Perspective

There is a wide variety of ways in which computamgs can construct
the space in which they take place, from “all teased” (Wolf 2001: 53)
via various forms of two-dimensional spaces (ct&H to “[ijnteractive
three-dimensional environments” (65). However, sintany if not most
contemporary computer games present a three-dioraisspace on a
two-dimensional screen, it is this form of compugame space that the
present paper is mainly interested in. Before weesaamine more closely
the various forms of spatial perspective that caridund in such games,
it has to be made clear to which parts of theseegawe refer. Since
many computer games are set in complex fictionalldgp one has to
distinguish between the space of the fictional d@$ a whole and the
spaces that the player can interact with throughinterface. Jesper Juul
draws a similar distinction between “world spacatldgame space” (cf.
Juul 2005: 164-67). Since most of the events inpudar games take
place in the game space, it seems to be mainlyp#risof the space of the
fictional world that is of interest with regardttoe question of spatial per-
spective in computer games.

Such game spaces often are three-dimensional envinats in which
the player can more or less freely move certaieaibjsuch as his or her
avatar (i.e. representative in the game space)edisasw the point from
which the space is presented and which, in garieg as avatar, is often
in some way connected to the position of the lafteereby moving
automatically when the avatar is moved). When rifgrto the point of
view in computer games, one of the more commoniduerms is that of
camera position (cf. Rumbke 2005: 244-45). Thisas too surprising
since, according to Wolf, many contemporary compgsenes “follow, to
some degree, the precedent set by the space nefmes@ classical
Hollywood film” (Wolf 2001: 66) and accordingly theesentation of the
game space in computer games may at first glanem smilar to the
presentation of space in film. But while terminglagriginating from film
theory is doubtlessly useful for describing spap&rspective in au-
diovisual media, it has to be emphasized thatall bf a camera or a
camera position is metaphoric when referring to pot®er games since
game spaces are generally not created by actualcBimeras. Hence, it
seems more precise to speak of a point of viewhasspatial position
from which the game space is presented aurally elsag visually and
which determines the spatial perspective of a cdergame.
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One of the most common distinctions between diffetgpes of spa-
tial perspective in computer games is that of fastson perspective,
where the game space is presented from the sgamidlsometimes even
perceptual) position of the player's avatar, anat tf third-person per-
spective, where it is not. Aside from the fact ttie category of “third-
person perspective” is very broad (cf. Rumbke 2008-48), this dis-
tinction is also inappropriate in its referencegiammatical categories
that cannot be applied to audiovisual presentatimnspace in such a
straightforward manner. A more appropriate andedéitiated category-
ization of audiovisual point of view in computemgas has been proposed
by Neitzel (2002). Referring to Mitry’She Aesthetics and Psychology of
the Cinemg1998), she distinguishes between subjective, selmective
and objective points of view. Although this distiion is relatively broad
as well, it provides a good starting point for aation of the spatial
perspective(s) used in actual games.

3 Subjective, Semi-Subjective and Objective Points of View

Computer games using a subjective point of viewehifre position from
which the game space is presented coincide witlpdiséion of the play-
er’'s avatar. This perspective is, most promineniled in so-called first-
person shooter games such 2som (1993), Halo (2001), orSWAT 4
(2005). One can, in fact, observe an increasingpistipation in the way
first-person shooter games realize their respectivigiective points of
view. While early games such &oom use nothing more than a hand
holding a weapon protruding into the presented espadndicate the ex-
istence of the player’'s avatar, more recent garaek asHalo show its
avatar on various occasions. Nevertheless, the haliihg a weapon is
still seen most of the time (figure 1). There iswever, a tendency to-
wards an implementation not only of the spatial &isb the perceptual
perspective (cf. Schmid 2005: 131-32) of the playavatar that has led
to games such &BWAT 4 where grenades, pepper spray and flash packs
not only affect the avatar, but also have an efecthe audiovisual pre-
sentation of the game space. Another instancegahee that simulates the
perceptual perspective of its avataMiorld of Warcraft(2004), where
the avatar’s drunkenness affects the presentatitre@ame space.
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Figure 1: Subjective point of view alo (2001)

According to Neitzel, one can speak of a semi-sibje point of view
when the “point of view is connected to the movetnari the avatar; it is
not a substitute for the viewpoint as in case ef $hbjective POV, but
rather aviewing-with (Neitzel 2002: n. p.) the player’'s avatar. Thenea
era follows the avatar at some distance, alloworgaf better sense of its
precise position in the game space than is the ibagames with a sub-
jective point of view. This form of spatial persgee is typically used in
action adventures froffliomb Raidef1996) toGrand Theft Auto: San An-
dreas(2005) as well as in more recent role-playing gasuech ag-able
(2004),Jade Empirg(2005) orWorld of Warcraft A closer examination
of these games reveals that although the cated@gmoi-subjective point
of view allows for some variation as to the disemetween the position
of the camera and the avatar or the angle fromtwthie avatar is shown,
many games using a semi-subjective point of viesvius quite a similar
manner. Most of the time, the camera floats slighbiove and some way
behind the avatar, showing it in relation to itgsreundings (figure 2).
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Although the spatial position of the avatar is ti@ same as that of the
camera, the camera’s position is always linkedhéoavatar.

Figure 2: Semi-subjective point of view\dorld of Warcraft(2004)

When the game space is presented from a positanstimot connected to
an avatar, one can speak of an objective pointief.vThis “oldest and
most diversified” (Neitzel 2002: n. p.) perspectigsaused in a wide vari-
ety of games, but most obviously in strategy gaswesh asZ (1996),
Warcraft 111 (2002) orWarhammer 40.000: Dawn of W#2004). The
main aim of these games is to build large armiektake control of the
game space, which normally consists of a more s &xtensive land-
scape. Hence, the objective point of view in thetsategy games offers
the possibility to observe a large game space witheing constrained by
the spatial perspective of an avatar or comparabtay. The objective
point of view shows a game space from a positien ith not part of this
game space (as is the case with a subjective pbimtew) and is not
connected to an entity in the game space (as ixdbe with a semi-
subjective point of view). However, most strategyngs do not show the
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whole game space at once, but present only a gradllof it at a time,
allowing the player to determine which part is shdigure 3).

Figure 3: Objective point of view Warhammer 40.000: Dawn of WE004)

4 Point of View and the Player

Although one could further distinguish between @asi forms of object-
tive point of view (especially when attempting tesdribe not only com-
puter games presenting a three-dimensional space tamm-dimensional
screen but also games presenting two-dimensionakgspaces), Neit-
zel's “general distinctions that can be mixed afltdrad in the games”
(Neitzel 2002: n. p.) seem to be appropriate foategorization of spatial
perspective in computer games. Nevertheless, itldhioe emphasized
that many contemporary games not only combine uarforms of spatial
perspective but also allow their players to contamera movements
(which is an essential part of the gameplay in nstrsttegy games) and
switch between different perspectives themselvekiléAsuch a player-
controlled change in perspective is naturally riardirst-person shooter
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games that derive their name from a constant uskeo$ubjective point
of view (althoughHalo switches to a semi-subjective point of view when
the avatar is controlling vehicles), it has becarommon in games using
a semi-subjective point of view to allow the plageme degree of control
over the camera position. There are even games asdWorld of
Warcraft that allow their players to switch from a semijsghive to a
subjective point of view if they so desire.

In Tomb Raiderwhich founded the action-adventure genre, thggula
cannot change the semi-subjective point of viewgdmme uses to present
its game space. It is, however, possible to infheethe position from
which the game space is presented by way of mdkang Croft, the ava-
tar of the game, look in various directions. Withewitching to a sub-
jective point of view, the camera will then chantgeposition, allowing
the player to see what Lara sees—or would seeeifasds not an avatar in
a computer game but a real person capable of sé@nge 4).

Figure 4: Lara Croft iTomb Raidef1995), looking to her upper-left hand side
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Obviously, the ways in which the player can infloerthe camera po-
sition have evolved since 1996, the year in whHiomb Raidewas pub-
lished. HenceWorld of Warcraftallows its players not only to change the
camera position in order to look at the avatar frortually all angles but
also to change the distance between the camertharavatar, which can
be adjusted on a scale of 15 steps. While the darmdjstance allows the
player to see the most of the surroundings of miher avatar, the
smallest distance makes the position of the cam@reide with the spa-
tial position of the avatar, thereby allowing tHayer to switch from the
semi-subjective point of view (which is the starlarode of the game in
version 2.0) to a subjective point of view.

It can be concluded that many contemporary compgaenes allow
their players an ever greater amount of controk dkie spatial perspec-
tive(s) used in the presentation of the game spafttele this is particu-
larly the case with action-adventure and role-pigygames, it is also true
for most other games with the previously mentioe&deption of first-
person shooters. Since strategy games do not prideemplayer with a
single avatar, the occurrence of a genuine senjéestite or even subjec-
tive point of view seems unlikely here. Neverths/esost of the more re-
cent strategy games, eMyarcraft Il and Warhammer 40.000: Dawn of
War, allow the player not only to change the parthef game space that is
presented on the screen, but also to change theraaangle from which
it is presented. Finally, it may be noted that wiplayers generally like
the opportunity to take control of the camera, thasely use the pos-
sibility to change the default point of view. Thias to do with the fact
that the default point of view is often best suitedhe interaction with
the game space required by the game. And althduglappreciation of
beautyfully designed game spaces is surely a paneopleasure in play-
ing a computer game, the interaction with the gapsee will, of course,
be more important to most players than the gameesipself.

5 Point of Action and Actional Perspective

Unlike the spaces that are presented in Hollywadlnd, tomputer game
spaces allow players to interact with them throtighinterface. The im-
portance of this interactive nature of computer gauileads us to the ques-
tion of how the interaction between player and g&ame be described in
terms of perspective. For this purpose, we willdwain Neitzel's notion
of a point of action, by which she refers to “thasipion from which ac-
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tion can be taken, and the way it will be taken (Neitzel 2002: n. p.),
determining the actional perspective of the compgseme. So what ex-
actly is meant by “actional perspective” with redjap computer games?
Neitzel describes the relationship between thengeand acting of the
computer game player as follows: “The computer sake effects of the
actions out of the spatial-material reality of thkayer and distributes
them in the space of the monitor. This space, diolythe effects of the
actions, is observed and interpreted [by the pla}eX.T], which then in-
fluences the subsequent actions” (Neitzel 2002x.)n.1t is not, however,
the case that a player can choose freely what lsee@sees or does when
playing a computer game. As we have seen, compataes present their
game spaces using different points of view thatltés different spatial
perspectives and thereby determine to a great textkith part of the
game space can be seen by the player and howdhe cees it.

In much the same way, computer games use diff@aints of action
that result in different actional perspectives dimekeby determine what
the player can do in the game and how he or shel@ain Neitzel argues
that the point of action in computer games can éscidbed using three
basic distinctions. Firstly, the point of actiorafcreside either within or
outside the diegesis, so that one can speak afteadiegetic and an ex-
tradiegetic point of action” (Neitzel 2002: n. pSecondly, Neitzel distin-
guishes between a concentric and an ex-centric thirdly, between a
direct and an indirect point of action. Since amadiegetic point of ac-
tion means that the actions of the player resufidgtions that can be as-
cribed to some character or object within the garodd, every game that
uses an avatar automatically uses an intradiegetict of action. An
extradiegetic point of action means that the astiohthe player result in
actions that cannot be ascribed to some charactebject within the
game world. This is typically the case in stratggynes that do not cast
the player in the role of some “ruler characterpwhen guides the for-
tunes of his subjects” (Neitzel 2002: n. p.).

The distinction between intradiegetic and extradiigpoints of ac-
tion is often not very clear-cut, since games sagWarcraft Ill or War-
hammer 40.000: Dawn of Wdo not in any explicit way construct a ruler
character to whom the results of the player actamgd be ascribed, but
still have the player-controlled troops react te thlayers’ commands
with expressions of obedience such as “Yes Sinéréby implying that
the result of the player’s actions can actuallyaseribed to some entity
within the game world (the same entity that is added as “Sir” in the
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above example). Although there seem to be conditledifferences be-

tween the ways in which the points of action insthstrategy games and
those in games such @ and Theft Auto: San Andre#fzat have the play-

er control the same avatar through the whole gameedated to the enti-

ties in the fictional worlds of these games, onaildchave to describe

both points of actions as intradiegetic. Hence,ubefulness of that first

distinction may be doubted.

Neitzel's second distinction is much clearer. Sheppses to distin-
guish between a concentric point of action, meativag the player’'s ac-
tions are executed at only one location in the gapaee and an excentric
point of action, meaning that the player's actiaas be executed at
multiple locations in the game space. Hence, gasuek asGrand Theft
Auto: San Andreawhich have the player control a single avatar tactvh
the result of the player’s actions can be ascribedld be categorized as
using a concentric point of action while games sashWVarhammer
40.000: Dawn of Warwhere the player uses the keyboard and mouse to
control huge armies, taking control of individuaddps or buildings as he
or she pleases would be categorized as using aerdric point of action.
While this distinction helps to describe which altgein the game space
are controlled by the player, it does not answerdghestion of how they
are controlled, i.e. how the actions of the playfiuence objects in the
game space.

It is this question to which Neitzel's third distiion refers. Many
games using an avatar allow the player to contwlavatar directly. This
means that every press of a button or movemeihmeoiouse results in an
instant action of the avatar. Among many other ganfest-person
shooters generally use such a direct point of act@n the other hand,
there are many games where the relation betwegerméations and ava-
tar actions is not as direct. Strategy games sacbommmand and Con-
quer, Warcraft Ill, or Warhammer 40.000: Dawn of Waften allow the
player to take control of many different objectstlie game world. In
these games, a click with the mouse is enough t@®radarge number of
troops move over a large distance, and anothek alit make them at-
tack the enemy. It is not necessary (or even plegsior the player to
control directly every movement of his or her treophis also means that
there is no constant association of the pressirg adrtain button with a
resultant movement of the avatar. Hence, one carited these games
use an indirect point of action. Neitzel also ndtest some games com-
bine a direct and indirect point of action. Thighe case, for example, in
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World of Warcraftwhere the player controls the basic movementsef th
avatar directly, but also has to employ the moosmake the avatar use
its abilities or interact with other characters dicking on a variety of
icons or on the character he or she wants to icttevigh.

6 Subjective, Semi-Subjective and Objective Points ofoicti

Although especially the latter two of Neitzel's tilgtions seem quite
useful, it is questionable if a typology as compdesxthe one proposed by
Neitzel is necessary. Alternatively, we proposedistinguish between
only three different kinds of point of action, apiplg the distinction be-
tween the subjective, semi-subjective and objegbiomt of view to the
point of action. In games that use a subjectivetpoi action, the action
position of the player coincides with that of tHayer's avatar. Here, the
player has direct control over the movements ofoniker avatar, “every
press of a button instantly results in an actid#éifzel 2002: n. p.). This
also means that the player can control his or faataa and nothing else.
The player cannot interact directly with the gapace.

In games that use the semi-subjective point obactihe interaction
with the game world is connected to an avatar tiheitplayer also has to
interact with the game space directly. Interactiwes not exclusively
happen through the avatar, as is the case in gasimgs a subjective point
of action. In games such &%orld of Warcraft the player controls the
basic movements of the avatar in the same way agmes using a
subjective point of action. He or she does, howealso have to employ
the mouse to make the avatar use some of its \sdbilities or interact
with other characters. In games using an objegoiat of action, the in-
teraction with the game world is not connected single avatar. This is,
for example, the case in strategy games suckVashammer 40.000:
Dawn of Warwhere the player uses the keyboard and mousentoto
huge armies, taking control of troops or buildiagshe or she pleases.

Although there may be a certain tendency for tleghypes of point
of action to converge with the respective formpaint of view, this is by
no means generally tru§omb Raidercombines a semi-subjective point
of view with a subjective point of actioBaldurs Gatg(1999) combines a
semi-subjective point of view with an objective moof action andvyst
(1993) combines a subjective point of view with @jective point of
action. Furthermore, although of central importaftzethe gaming expe-
rience, the spatial perspective as determined éyptint of view and the
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actional perspective as determined by the poirdctibn are not the only
ways in which the presentation of events in a cdempgame is per-
spectivated.

7 Point of Evaluation and ldeological Perspective

While Chatman does not go into too much detaili;mtreatment of dif-
ferent dimensions of point of view, he rightly eraglzes that the term
“point of view” can refer not only to the positidrom which events are
perceived (which he calls the perceptual pointiefvy, but also to the
position, from which events are evaluated (whiclchls the conceptual
point of view). The idea that a character’s “wovigw (ideology, con-
ceptual systemWeltanschauungetc.)” (Chatman 1978: 151) should be
conceptualized as a dimension of point of view awo be found in Us-
penskij's seminal world Poetics of Compositiotuspenskij claims that
one of the most basic aspects of point of viewmatifested on the level
we may designate as ideological or evaluative (tstdeding by ‘eval-
uation’ a general system of viewing the world cgraally)” (Uspenskij
1973: 8). While this paper cannot hope to discxbmastively the ques-
tion of how the events and situations in a compgéene are evaluated by
the avatar and the other characters in the gamev@n the game as a
system of rules), these questions are nevertheliessntral importance
for the analysis of perspective in computer gartresrder to distinguish
these evaluative positions from the notions of poinview and point of
action already discussed, we will refer to thempamts of evaluation.
However, ideological perspective as determined Ippiat of evaluation
is not as easily identified in the analysis of comep games as is the case
with the dimensions of perspective in computer gaaieady discussed.
According to Ryan, the observation that eventddtiohal worlds are
connected to certain goals, plans and psychologiwlivations, which
can be ascribed to the characters populating suehdsvalso applies to
computer games (cf. Ryan 2001). The fact that the player can ascribe a
specific “world view” to the characters in a comgugame does not ne-
cessarily lead to a more compelling story, but doastion as a means of
orientation for the player. The different pointsesfluation and ideology-
ical perspectives of the characters in a compuaenegresult in a certain
system of norms and values in which the playertbgsosition him- or
herself. Smith notes that, for an understandinfilrog, it is important “to
consider, first, how such ‘systems of value’ arastoucted; secondly, the
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range of possible types of moral structure; andilyj the different ways
in which a narration may unfurl these moral stroesuover time” (Smith
1995: 189). This is also true for computer gamesweler, due to the
limited scope of this paper and the fact that nsystems of norms and
values in computer games tend to be rather sim@eyill mainly discuss
the first question, which is how these systemscarestructed with regard
to the points of evaluation that can be ascribati¢ovarious characters.

Ansgar Ninning has treated the notion of perspectithin the
framework of possible worlds theory, emphasizingtth is applicable
“not only to the rhetorical structure of narrativansmission,” but also to
“the world-models of the fictional individuals thpbpulate the represent-
ed universe projected in narrative texts” (NUnn2@§1: 207). Hence, we
can describe the point of evaluation of a charaoter computer game as
being determined by the character's model of tb#ofal world. But how
can a player ascribe a certain “world view” to the characters in a game?
Nunning emphasizes that in narrative texts “eactbaleutterance and
each physical or mental act of a character provig&ghts into his or her
perspective’{NlUnning 2001: 210). Once again this is true fompater
games. A computer game’s fictional world and itsreleters are con-
veyed not only through the presentation of the alcgame spaces (to
which the previously discussed dimensions of petsge in computer
games mainly refer), but also through a varietynafrative techniques.
While most of the information about mental actbéracters in a com-
puter game will be conveyed through cut-scenesader forms of nar-
rative techniques, the main part of physical adtslve presented in the
form of ludic instead of narrative evehtsTherefore, in order to deter-
mine the point of evaluation of a computer gameaattar, one has to ex-
amine the narrative as well as the ludic elemehtiseogame.

For the purpose of the present paper, howeveadheal form of these
narrative elements is less important than the fandhat they have for
the rest of the game, i.e. the game space andithe évents. Narrative
events in computer games not only constitute & stod contribute to the
construction of the fictional world, but they alsonvey information
about the ludic structure of the game. Rune Klegjem claims that “giv-

® In computer games, one can distinguish betweeratia events that are already

determined before the game is played and ludictevat are determined at the mo-
ment of playing. Due to spatial limitations, theegent paper cannot discuss this dis-
tinction in any detail. See Thon (2006 and 2007) gomore detailed discussion of

these different kinds of events and the narrage@niques used in their presentation.
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ing meaning and sensation to the actions whendheyerformed by the
computer and the player” (Klevjer 2001: n. p.)is main function of nar-
rative elements in computer games. He distinguibleéseen three levels
on which this “signification” of ludic events tak@sace. Firstly, on the
most important level, narrative (as well as luddeknts introduce a cer-
tain evaluation of possible actions. In every shotitemed game, be it
Tomb Raideror Halo, “it is important for me [the player, J.-N.T] thtte
objects | [the player’'s avatar, J.-N.T] ‘shoot’ dbad guys’ with ‘guns’
who ‘fight’ back, and who can be ‘killed” (KlevjeR001: n. p.). This is
not a question of ethics, but of effective actibhe player oHalo has to
be able to distinguish between his opponents (tlael ‘guys”) and his al-
lies. In order to be successful he should refreamfletting his or her ava-
tar shoot the latter. Secondly, most games willneeative techniques to
give the player “some kind of motivation for perfung the specific ac-
tions that the game requires” (Klevjer 2001: n. mHalo, the avatar is a
(super) soldier named Master Chief who, togethéh Wis human allies,
tries to save the universe from various alienseHe®e have a more spe-
cific level of meaning than is constituted by theredistinction between
opponents and allies. Thirdly, many games use anctogically and
causally ordered chain of predetermined narratvents (which is, of
course, continuously interrupted by ludic eventsptesent a (possibly
non-linear but nevertheless consistent) story. T)i®f course, relevant
with regard to Smith’s question of how “a narratioray unfurl these
moral structures over time” (Smith 1995: 189). Gaxample of a story
that forces us to change our initial conceptioithef ideological perspec-
tive structure iHalo 2 (2004), where it becomes clear during the course
of the story that certain aliens are actually aliiestead of opponents in
that they help the Master Chief to save the unezers

8 ldeological Perspective Structure and the Player

Unlike the point of view and the point of actionhieh can both generally
be determined without too much of a problem, ong teaconsider the
various points of evaluation of the different cltaeas to arrive at an ap-
propriate description of this most complex levelpafrspective in com-
puter games. According to NUnning, “the term pectipe structure can
be defined as the general system formed by alttiaeacter-perspectives
and narrator-perspectives as well as by the pattefrrelationships be-
tween them” (NUnning 2001: 214). While the prespaper can only



294 Jan-NoélThon

sketchily show how a computer game’s ideologicakpective structure
with its various points of evaluation is constractnd can be analyzed,
this structure does indeed play a central patiénpresentation of ludic as
well as narrative events in most contemporary cderpgames. As we
have seen, the first step in the analysis of trel@mhical perspective
structure of a game aims to reconstruct the pahtsvaluation of the
characters in the fictional world of the game. Rarimore, the characters
are generally connected to each other, eitherraladion of opposition or
similarity of the respective points of evaluati@ut as the above quota-
tion from NUnning suggests it is not enough to yrmlthe constellation
of the various characters in a computer game. Ajhoone would have
difficulties finding a narrator perspective in ma@gtme$, it is neverthe-
less the case that an analysis of the ideologiesipgective structure of a
game should also consider the choices that theeplayallowed to make
with regard to his or her actions and the norms\atdes that are implied
by the game itself.

There is obviously a certain relationship betweew lthe avatar eval-
uates the various events and situations in a gahé@w the player eval-
uates them. However, this does not mean that tngepluncritically as-
sumes the avatar's position towards these situataond events. Rather,
the player will use the ideological perspectivaistire of a game to ori-
ent him- or herself within its ludic (as well asrradive) structure. This
also explains why the player éfalo will normally act according to the
avatar’s point of evaluation, and not try to befddhe aliens (which is, as
was previously mentioned, differentlfalo 2). The player acts according
to the avatar’s point of evaluation since suchaacts in compliance with
the aims of the game. The game itself does notvathe player to choose
his allies freely or to decide that shooting aliéhsot an action to be
evaluated positively. While the player may decid¢ to make his or her
avatar shoot aliens, this will most likely resuit the death of the said
avatar and the player losing the game. However, haee already
mentioned that events and situations in computeregaare not only eval-
uated on the level of character. In many contemgotamputer games,
one can distinguish between the points of evalonadiothe various char-
acters in the game, the point of evaluation thatghme constructs for the

" There are certain games that use character narriio their (at least partially lin-
guistic) narration. Here, the notion of “narratopsrspective” may be useful. It has,
however, to be emphasized that neither the playethe avatar are narrators.
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player and the point of evaluation that can bermefé from the overall
design of the game.

The relevance of a character’s point of evaluat@mrthe whole game
becomes most obvious in games with a single avakar.avatar’'s model
of the fictional world determines to a great exttr® ways in which the
player can interact with the game world. Lara Crdfe avatar inTomb
Raider, seems to have no doubt about the appropriateéfiedsoting the
various animals, humans and demons that act agplpenents throughout
the game. The game would be entirely different @rdwas a female
Hamlet, considering and re-considering the commaieen by the play-
er before finally deciding to act. It is clear tila¢ player offomb Raider
is not entirely free in his or her decisions. Lasmnot be made to join the
bad guys (the main bad guy being a womarmamb Raider in their
attempt at world domination. Another example preslg mentioned
would be the avatar in the science-fiction-themest-person shooter
Halo, who is presented as a soldier loyal to the humeny.aHere, the
player is not free to choose the alien alliancaraslly. It is true for most
contemporary computer games that many of the nammdsvalues attrib-
utable to the avatar are not decided upon by thgepl Although the
player has not much choice but to follow the avatavaluation as far as
his (inter-)actions are concerned (since theseuatiahs generally define
the goals of the game), this does not necessasignnthat the player is
embracing these evaluation in any other way thah weigard to the ludic
structure. The fact that a player Bdmb Raidemakes the avatar of the
game shoot wolves does not imply that this playemegally believes
shooting wolves to be a good thing. Indeed, it dustseven necessarily
imply that the player believes that the fact thard. Croft is shooting
wolves in the fictional world oTomb Raidefs a good thing. It is simply
a part of the game rules that Lara has to shootegdh order to survive.

While most computer games operate with clear-clarges of good
and evil, this does not mean that the player never has a choice between
the two. In games such &sble or Jade Empirethe player can choose
which course of action to evaluate as the “rightfeo Even in these
games, the possibilities for choice are strictiyiled by the program, but
the player at least partly decides on the avatawisns and values. An-
other example where the player can influence thaa\s point of eval-
uation isWorld of Warcraft Here, the player gets to choose whether his
avatar is a member of the Alliance or the Hordes Player’s choice will
strongly influence the point of evaluation of hisher avatar, since the
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two parties are constantly at war with one anotherthese cases, the
point of evaluation of the player influences how @ivatar evaluates the
events in the game and what course of actionseit tiolds to be the
“right” one. However, it has again to be emphasitted what we propose
to call the point of evaluation of the player does refer to the player’'s
model of the actual world. Instead, it refers te filayer's model of the
fictional game world and his or her evaluationta# events and situations
that occur in . While some games allow their players to influetioe
point of evaluation of his or her avatar, one stalso keep in mind that
the choices a player can make in these games arerajlg choices
between narrowly defined alternatives.

We have seen that the player of a game using aaramvaually as-
sumes that avatar’s point of evaluation in ordeorient him- or herself
within the ludic structure of the game. This praces orientation, which
is necessary to play a game successfully, is also influenced by those
norms and values that are not directly connectech&acters (be it the
player’'s avatar or other characters) but can réatéd to the game de-
signer(s). For the purpose of this paper, it is mdévant whether the
game designers really subscribed to these normsalads or had any in-
tention to have them ascribed to them. If, for eplEmnno children appear
in most parts of the game world iable, this is a conscious design de-
cision that was intended to prevent the player@nfiletting their avatars
kill children without obviously restricting theirogsibilities for interact-
tion with the game world. But, whether there wasascious design de-
cision behind it or not, the fact that no childiean be killed may be read
as part of a system of norms and values that ieslutle norm that it is
not acceptable to have children killed, even in ficgonal world of a
computer game. Another example is that Lara Cranft carry a variety of
weapons and kill an impressive number of variowusstseeinTomb Raider
without getting problems with the authorities (oriraal rights organiza-
tions). The point to be made here is that a pdaiddeological perspec-
tive manifests itself in the overall design andsergation of a game

8 See also Smith’s discussion of allegiance. Snigumes that “something like a sus-
pension of values must occur, if we are to explagspectator aroused by a gangster
film, against her ‘better’ (i.e. everyday) judgertigismith 1995: 189). Although such
a suspension of values in computer games will ity focus on the necessity to act
in compliance with the ludic structure of the gantenevertheless occurs. See also
Schirra & Carl-McGrath (2002) on how the proces#dehtification with characters in
computer games differs from the process of idematifon with characters in film.
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world as well as in the rules and goals of the gardere, one can speak
of the point of evaluation of an implied game dasig

A reconstruction of the system of norms and vainégrent in com-
puter games might also contribute to one of thetroostroversial ques-
tions concerning this relatively new form of erg@mnent, namely how
their often violent and politically incorréctontent should be evaluated
from an ethical point of view. Buchanan and Esscldat

this debate threatens to become paralyzed on teehand by simple-minded [...]

characterizations of e-games and their impacts, andthe other hand, by overly
simple ethical analyses that would force us to skdmetween Manichean polarities of
absolute evil vs. absolute good. (Buchanan & E€528)

Without intending to further discuss this questimere, it seems likely
that an (ethical) evaluation of the events andasibms in a computer
game would benefit from considering how these eveme evaluated
within the game itself. Sicart claims “that playart as moral beings, that
they reflect upon those values that are contaimethé system of the
game, and that they evaluate them keeping in petispehe values of the
game world” (Sicart 2005: 17), but before discuggimese questions, one
should probably examine exactly how “values [.ré aontained in the
system of the game” (17).

9 Conclusion

This paper has proposed a model of perspectiveiemporary com-

puter games consisting of three dimensions. Ithe®me clear that the
presentation of the game space in computer ganfiessdirom the pres-

entation of space in narrative films and literagyrative texts. While the

perspective of the audiovisual presentation ofghme space in a com-
puter game is generally determined by a relatigelystant point of view,

most games allow the player to control the spataspective at least to a
certain degree. In fact, the most obvious diffeechetween computer
games and narrative films or literary narrativetdeis the possibility to

interact with the presented space, which makesdaéssary to include in a
model of perspective in computer games the notioanoactional per-

spective as determined by the point of action iditawh to the spatial

perspective as determined by the point of view.

® See Jahn-Sudmann & Stockmann (2008).
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Although we could only sketch the last dimensiomwof model of per-
spective in computer games, it has become cleathadeological per-
spective structure that is determined by varioustpof evaluation and
conveyed through narrative as well as ludic elesgidys an important
role in the perspectivation of events and situaimncontemporary com-
puter games. There is still some conceptual andinetogical work left
to do especially with regard to the ideologicalgperctive structure. Nev-
ertheless, we believe that the three dimensiopeispective described in
this paper allow an analysis of the most centrajsna which the events
in computer games are perspectivated.

In conclusion, it can be stated that models of ges8ve developed for
literary texts and narrative films cannot be dikeetpplied to computer
games. It has, however, also become clear thatcdineepts and ter-
minology developed in literary and film narratologgssess considerable
heuristic value for the analysis of different medsuch as computer
games. When attempting to transfer theoretical €ptscsuch as “perspec-
tive” to new domains, awareness of the specifiaattaristics of the re-
spective medium is of central importance. Nevedss| differences be-
tween media do not necessarily prevent such aferafrem being suc-
cessful.
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