


The Players of Video Games Do Not Control the Avatars
Introduction
Gamers and game theorists both tend to assume that the avatars of video games are proxies for players, directly representing players within the game’s fiction in some way. Robson & Meskin argue that “[the player’s] decisions not only make certain things fictional concerning her avatar but also—given that her avatar is fictionally her—make many of the same things fictionally true about her.”[footnoteRef:1] Rune Klevjer claims that “[the] relationship between the player and the avatar is a prosthetic relationship; through a process of learning and habituation, the avatar becomes an extension of the player’s own body,”[footnoteRef:2] and James Newman claims that “[the] player utilises and embodies the character [i.e. avatar] in the gameworld,” where this embodiment is defined by “sets of capabilities, potentials and techniques offered to the player.”[footnoteRef:3] Mark Bell defines an avatar as “any digital representation (graphical or textual), beyond a simple label or name, that has agency (an ability to perform actions) and is controlled by a human agent in real time,” and that therefore “function like user-controlled puppets.”[footnoteRef:4] Juul says that when an avatar does some action in a video game, then the player, “by extension,” does that same action.[footnoteRef:5] These and other theories all take as their starting point the claim that players act on the fictional worlds of video games through the avatar in some direct way, and thereby set the terms of the debate: for them, the puzzle is to uncover just what the avatar-player relationship consists in, such that the actions of player through the avatar proxy are adequately explained. [1:  Robson & Meskin (2016), p. 168. Emphasis mine.]  [2:  Klevjer (2006), p. 10.]  [3:  Newman (2002).]  [4:  Bell (2008), p. 3.]  [5:  Juul (2005a), p. 183.] 

	The aim of this paper is to show that there is something deeply wrong with this widespread assumption that the avatar is a proxy for the player within the fiction of a video game. We will see that the player is best understood as both the audience of a video game and as playing a fictional role within the video game—a fictional role that is distinct from the avatar, and which I call the fictional player. This feature of video games radically diverges from other narrative media, and it is this feature from which many of the other most narratively salient features of video games emanate. 
The Ontological Necessity of the Fictional Player in Video Games
Video games have events that are fictionally possible and events that are fictionally actual. The developers of a video game are responsible for creating a game’s possibility structure, the set of all possible chains of events within the fiction of a video game; a player, in the act of playing a video game, actualizes events within this possibility structure, thereby instantiating a narrative that consists in those actualized events (such a narrative is typically called a playthrough). But this raises a problem: how, within the fiction of the game, is it the case that events belonging to the game’s possibility structure are made actual?
	Given that both the possible events of a video game’s possibility structure and the actual events of the video game’s narrative are part of the video game’s fiction, we need some sort of entity that, within the context of the fictional world, actualizes events. Notice that this question uniquely arises in video games because of the possibility structure: there are fixed fictional alternatives in the possibility structure to whatever events obtain in a given playthrough, and so it stands to reason that there must be a fictional explanation for why X happened rather than Y, where X is an event in a playthrough and Y is an alternative to X that is contained in the video game’s possibility structure.
	The “obvious,” intuitive analysis of how possible events in video games are actualized is that the avatar actualizes events through her actions: the player controls the avatar, but this control does not actually extend into the video game’s fiction. The fiction-grounded explanation for how events happen in video games, on this view, is just that the avatar makes them happen. This, I take it, is the prevailing view not only pretheoretically but also theoretically: avatar theorists assume that only the avatar acts as a causal agent within the fiction of the game, and then debate with each other precisely how the avatar, as the player’s fictional proxy, represents the player within that fiction.
	No doubt, this intuitive analysis—what I’ll call the ‘intuitive avatar proposal’, or IAP—has its merits. As Robson and Meskin point out, the proposal theoretically tracks our common language and thinking about video games. Prima facie, it does appear as if the players of video games are external to the video game’s fiction, and that they control an agent (i.e. the avatar) that does act within the fiction. However, IAP fails to account for four key data about how video games function as a narrative medium: I call these the explanatory datum, the variability datum, the exploratory datum, and the epistemic datum. I will examine each in turn and argue that an account that fails to account for all of these data, regardless of its intuitive appeal, is inadequate as a method of understanding video games as a narrative medium. This will motivate us to develop an alternative to IAP in order to explain the fictional actualization of possible events.
The Explanatory Datum
The explanatory datum about video games is the following: in any given video-game narrative, many of the avatar’s actions are inexplicable if we appeal only to the avatar’s epistemic set. A key type of case in which the explanatory datum obtains is failing-and-repeating: the iterative process of the player finding “success conditions” for proceeding through a video game’s narrative.
There are often conditions for “failure” in a video game in the following sense: it is possible for an avatar to die in the course of a video game’s narrative, e.g. by failing to kill some particular enemy, at which point the player will have to return to some particular earlier position in the playthrough (often the last point at which the game was saved) and try to find a way to proceed beyond that point without the avatar being killed. Failing-and-repeating is essentially a process of the player learning the various possible outcomes of the game, iterating various commands to the avatar until they find success conditions for proceeding through the narrative. This means that players often use information from their failed attempts in order to ultimately succeed: perhaps the player learns-by-death-of-the-avatar in Skyrim that a large, disproportionately powerful monster lurks behind a hidden but avoidable corner; subsequently, she proceeds by directing her avatar to avoid that corner. Let’s say the player named her avatar “Icarus”: we would surely be licensed to ask, as we would when making sense of any such narrative, “Why did Icarus avoid that corner as he progressed through the area?” The obvious answer seems to require that we cite the monster that previously killed Icarus, but surely Icarus, as he (fictionally) lives and breathes, doesn’t know about that monster. One might instead try to construct some story about how Icarus “had a bad feeling” about the corner, or how he simply avoided it by dumb luck, but these ad hoc explanations willfully avoid the apparent, actual reason why Icarus did not go explore the corner: the player knew about the monster waiting for Icarus.
If the player’s knowledge and causal agency have no place within the fiction of video games, as IAP claims, then avatar actions such as those arriving from failing-and-repeating will be inexplicable within the context of the narrative. Of course, a proponent of IAP proposal might try to avoid the explanatory datum altogether by saying that the request for explanation, as I originally stated it, is ill posed: rather than ask why Icarus avoided the corner, we should ask why the player avoided the corner. Indeed, this could be another place where Robson and Meskin would appeal to ordinary use of language: when an onlooker sees a player direct an avatar in a certain way, they typically ask the player, “Why did you do that?” The player might respond in our example, “Oh, I explored that corner before, and a monster killed me.” Yet we surely can’t be expected to take this language as a literal account of what is going on in the case. Understanding the player to be imagining herself as the avatar when playing a video game does seem to require that the answer to our initial question be something like “The monster previously killed me,” but this just demonstrates how implausible the view becomes when its implications are laid bare: even if players identify strongly with avatars in various ways, they surely do not play through video games while imagining that they are beings with the (often narratively implausible) ability to infinitely reincarnate and try out different actions every time they die, a la Bill Murray’s character in Groundhog Day.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Albert & Ramis (1993).] 

The Variability Datum
The variability datum of video games is the following: video games, even given the ontology I have defended, possess a wide array of diversity in the exact makeup of their ontological constituents. In particular, a video game may have just one avatar that the player apparently controls throughout the narrative; a video game may have the player apparently control different or multiple characters throughout the narrative; and a video game may even have the player apparently control some object that is not an avatar (e.g., a racecar). An adequate analysis of video games must be generalizable to the extent that it accommodates this apparent diversity.
It is not apparent that IAP can adequately explain the diversity of avatars and objects a player can apparently control in video games. Because the proposal tightly links the avatar to the player via some proxy relationship, cases in which the player can control multiple avatars or control something other than an avatar are rendered mysterious. For instance, consider Robson & Meskin’s analysis of wipEout, a video game in which the player controls a racing craft rather than an avatar.[footnoteRef:7] Robson & Meskin claim that players engage the fiction by imagining themselves as drivers of the racing craft, effectively importing the concept of avatar into a game that lacks an avatar.[footnoteRef:8] They motivate this analysis by appealing to the language players use when discussing the game, saying things like “[I am] moving at a breakneck speed,” which they think speaks in favor of their imaginative view in which it is fictional of the player that she is driving the racing craft, rather than a view that analyzes players “as detached coauthors of a story about racing” according to which the player simply makes things true in the fiction.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Psygnosis (1995).]  [8:  Robson & Meskin (2016), p. 168.]  [9:  Ibid. They attribute the “co-author” view to Grant Tavinor.] 

Robson and Meskin’s commitment to the claim that it is fictional of the player that she is the avatar in a game leads them to stipulate an avatar in a game that lacks one. An analysis of avatar-player relations that claims the player embodies the avatar would probably have to make a similar move, on pain of saying that the player is able to use a racing craft as a proxy body. Such accounts, too, will have to explain how players, so tightly connected to avatars, are sometimes able to “jump around” to multiple avatars, or to control multiple avatars at once—these are worries than are analogous to philosophers of film who argue that the camera represents the perspective of a hypothetical observer, and thereby take on the burden of explaining how a hypothetical observer is able to jump instantaneously across space and time in many quick cuts of the camera.[footnoteRef:10] Thus while the IAP theorist could conceivably explain and accommodate the variability datum, she would have to introduce a great degree of potentially ad hoc complexity into her theory of avatar-player relations in order to do so. [10:  See, for instance, Reisz (1966), pp. 213-214, on such a view that Ernest Lindgren espouses.] 

The Exploratory Datum
The exploratory datum of video games is this: a typical part of the act of playing a video game and consuming its narrative is the act of exploring the possibility structure of the video game. To see what this exploration consists in, suppose that you are playing Dishonored and arrive at a confrontation between the avatar, Corvo, and an assassin, Daud. When Daud asks Corvo to spare his life, you deliberate and decide to have Corvo kill him. However, you are curious: what would have happened had you instead directed Corvo to spare Daud? Counterfactuals like this in video games are verifiable in that the player can actually go back and see what would have happened in a counterfactual fictional scenario like the one with Corvo and Daud. Because video games allow the player to save her game at certain points, cataloguing certain locations in a given playthrough to which she can return at will, it is easy for a player to, after having Corvo kill Daud, load the save file that marks the moment before she reached the Corvo-Daud confrontation and see what happens in the case where she doesn’t have Corvo kill Daud. Such an act of using save data to explore mutually exclusive events in a video game’s possibility structure is a case of exploring the game’s possibility structure.
It makes no sense to attribute this sort of possibility-exploration to Corvo, as IAP might suggest: it is not fictional of him that he goes back in time and explores various possibilities in his world. The only other option for the view, so far as I can see, is to dismiss such exploration as somehow “external to the narrative.” Yet to take this stance would be to throw out as noise a general feature of how players play video games, and how the narratives of those video games unfold over the course of a playthrough.
The Epistemic Datum
The epistemic datum is a datum about the nature of avatars: namely, despite the fact that the player apparently controls many aspects of the avatar of a video game, the avatar nonetheless (like any other character) has its own narratively significant beliefs, desires, and history in which the player often does not share. Video game narratives often crucially depend on the player not sharing the avatar’s epistemic set; a theory of avatar-player relations ought to be able to explain this datum. The following example will help illustrate how video game narratives can deliberately separate avatar beliefs from player beliefs.
Spec Ops: The Line puts the player in control of Captain Martin Walker, the leader of a Delta Force team sent into a post-disaster Dubai to evacuate hostages.[footnoteRef:11] As he proceeds through his mission with his team, he begins to go insane from the violence of war, hallucinating that a long-deceased Colonel is maliciously instigating insurgents and forcing Walker to do horrible things. The player, however, only discovers at the end of the narrative that Walker was insane in this way: a different character ultimately reveals the truth about Walker’s insane behavior.  [11:  Yager Development (2012).] 

One interesting and forceful aspect of this narrative is that the player progresses through the narrative despite it being obvious that her avatar is committing increasingly horrifying crimes against humanity: dousing refugees with white phosphorus, murdering other American soldiers, and so on. It turns out that the avatar was insane, driven mad by war—but the player wasn’t.  The disturbing reality to which the game’s fiction points is that the player soberly chose to continue playing the game, even as she was soberly aware of the avatar’s wrongness.
IAP can’t capture this core aspect of the narrative: you can’t capture the player’s problematic decision to keep playing in the face of her avatar’s atrocities by saying to the player, “You imagined that you were acting in justifiable ways, but it turns out that the person as whom you were imagining yourself (i.e. the avatar) was insane.” Such an analysis fails to describe the dichotomy between the player’s beliefs about her choices on the one hand, and the avatar’s insane interpretation of those same events on the other hand. If we keep the player outside of the narrative, only analyzing the avatar as the causal agent, then we aren’t licensed to talk about the player’s beliefs as narratively relevant, and so we miss the point of narratives like Spec Ops that centrally concern the player’s choices.
Though Spec Ops is only a single case, the point here is quite general: avatars are characters with fictional histories and mental lives, and the fact that a player can control some of the avatar’s decisions does not entail that the player has access to these histories and mental lives. That this lack of access can become narratively significant shows that an account of causal efficacy in video game narrative must accommodate and explain the general phenomenon.
Realizing Narratives: The Possibility Structure and the Fictional Player
Despite IAP’s coherence with the ordinary way we discuss and conceive of video games, it faces substantial problems as an account of how avatars and players relate to the fictions of video games: it fails to accommodate and explain four core data of the medium to which it pertains. I take this to be sufficient motivation for looking to see if a better analysis of players and avatars is available.
We saw that we need to posit a new ontological entity in order to capture the fictions of video games: the possibility structure, which contains all possible events that can be actualized to form narratives within that game, together with relations that structure and govern the orders in which these events can be actualized. My proposal is that we take this possibility structure seriously as a new part of fiction, in the following sense: the possibility structure constitutes part of the fiction that is not identical with any fictional world represented by a narrative of the video game, but that instead functions as an abstract, metaphysically foundational space in the fiction, from which narratives and the fictional worlds that they represent are derived. From this it follows that the possible events in video games are really part of the video game’s fiction even when they are not actualized: although such events are not part of the fictional world that the video game’s narrative represents, they are part of the broader fictional metaphysical base that generates these worlds.
	The overarching structure of my view, then, is that the fictional worlds of video game narratives are grounded in the operations of an abstract fictional entity—the fictional player—on the constituent possible events of this abstract fictional space—the possibility structure. The possibility structure is not itself a fictional world: that is to say, it is not a series of events representing characters acting within a fictional environment; rather, it is the metaphysical foundation that determines what fictional worlds can be realized. The ‘possible events’ that this possibility structure contains are potentially actual events with conditional probabilities of being actualized. The fictional player acquires information about the organization of the possibility structure from the narrator, the entity that bridges the video game’s narrative and grounding metaphysics by expressing information about the possibility structure to the fictional player from within the narrative that the fictional player actualizes.[footnoteRef:12] The fictional player then operates on possible events of the possibility structure in such a way as to, in accordance with the events’ conditional probabilities, make certain events obtain, thereby realizing a particular fictional world. So, for example, the possibility structure of Dishonored contains the possible event <Corvo killed Daud> with probability = 1 conditioned on the interaction of the fictional player with the event, and probability = 0 otherwise.[footnoteRef:13] Other possible events may have probabilities that prevent the fictional player from acting as an absolute determinant of that event: for example, Skyrim’s possibility might contain the events <The Dragonborn [i.e. the avatar] dealt x damage to the dragon Alduin>, <The Dragonborn [i.e. the avatar] dealt y damage to the dragon Alduin>, and <The Dragonborn [i.e. the avatar] dealt z damage to the dragon Alduin>, each with probability 0.33 conditioned on the fictional player realizing the immediately preceding event <The Dragonborn attacked the dragon Alduin>. Thus the possibility structure, as a fictional metaphysical foundation, establishes a well-defined set of possible fictional worlds, all with well-defined probabilities of actually occurring; the fictional player is the entity that operates on the constituent possible events of the possibility structure, thereby updating the probabilities of these possible events in such a way as to establish the actual fictional world of the video game, as identified with the player’s playthrough. Taken together, it follows that the possibility structure and operations of the fictional player are the full, fictional ground for the fictional world of the playthrough. [12:  Obviously this narrating entity bears an imperfect analogy to the narrators of (for example) novels, and the use of the term ‘narrator’ is only intended to invoke that loose analogy whereby both entities express the content of a fictional world to the audience of the narrative in some guise, be that the guise of flesh-and-blood person or the guise of fictional player.]  [13:  I use these brackets to indicate sentences that represent events.] 

	The notion of an underlying fictional metaphysical structure grounding fictional worlds is substantially less intuitive than IAP, and so far as I can see it has no analogue in other narrative media: it uniquely emerges in video games as the best explanation of how players and author-dictated possible events interact to create narratives in a video game. Despite this uniqueness, an analogy will serve to make the general notion of such a metaphysical, non-world foundation for reality more intuitively plausible.
	According to Leibniz, God initially set out all the possibilities of the universe, and thereafter acts so as to actualize certain of those possibilities. He sets out this idea in §14 of his Discourse on Metaphysics.
Now, first of all, it is very evident that created substances depend upon God, who preserves them and who even produces them continually by a kind of emanation, just as we produce our thoughts. For God, so to speak, turns on all sides and in all ways the general system of phenomena which he finds it good to produce in order to manifest his glory, and he views all the faces of the world in all ways possible, since there is no relation that escapes his omniscience. The result of each view of the universe, as seen from a certain position, is a substance which expresses the universe in conformity with this view, should God see fit to render his thought actual and to produce this substance.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Leibniz (1989), pp. 46-47. Emphases mine.] 

God’s “[rendering] his thought actual” gives rise to the reality of the world, and thereby serves as the world’s metaphysical grounds. The operations of the fictional player on possible events in the possibility structure similarly grounds the fictional worlds realized in playthroughs of video games, with one obvious difference: whereas Leibniz’s God also establishes the world’s possibilities in the first place, the fictional player does not establish the possibility structure—that is the domain of the video game’s author.
It is crucial to recognize how radical a departure this proposal is from ordinary talk about video games. I am not only claiming that the player does not fictionally assume the role of the avatar: I am also claiming that, ontologically, there is no sense in which the player directly controls the avatar. Rather, the fictional player, recognizing possible events within the video game’s possibility structure, actualizes those possibilities, thereby generating a fictional world that the possibility structure and fictional player ground. The fictional player’s causal agency consists in the bringing about of a fictional world, not in the controlling of an avatar.
No doubt this account of player interaction with video games has drawbacks. Most immediately, we are forced to accept that most of common language about video games is metaphorical: we do not play as avatars, and we do not even control avatars. Yet at the cost of giving up the authority of common language, we get a complete ontology of video games, subsuming both stochastic and non-stochastic events under a single, powerful analysis. Moreover, we now have the resources to offer robust and illuminating explanations of the explanatory, variability, exploratory, and epistemic data that are central to how video games function as a narrative medium.
The Explanatory Datum
Recall that IAP was unable to answer why, after much failing-and-repeating, the player’s Skyrim avatar, Icarus, avoided a corner that had a monster hiding behind it. With the fictional player, we can offer a perfectly natural explanation in answer to the question of why Icarus avoided the corner: “The fictional player knew that there is a powerful monster behind that corner, and so she made it the case that Icarus avoided that corner.” 
More generally, the fictional-player account claims that there are two levels of explanation within the fiction of a video game: a world-internal level of explanation, and a grounding level of explanation. World-internal explanations are those that just reference facts about the constituents of a video game’s fictional world—i.e. constituents of the video game’s playthrough—in the explanans. Grounding explanations, on the other hand, cite facts about the possibility structure and the fictional player in the explanans. For any given explanandum event in the fictional world of a video game, it will always be the case that both a world-internal explanation and a grounding explanation exist. What the monster-around-the-corner example shows is that the content of a video game’s fictional world will sometimes underdetermine the world-internal explanation of an event: while the explanation presumably still exists, we don’t have the resources from the video game’s representational content to access the explanation. In such cases, therefore, we instead revert to the grounding explanation: the basis on which the fictional player realizes events through the possibility structure is always available to us, and has particular explanatory value in cases like the monster around the corner because in such cases it is the only explanation accessible to us.
The fictional-player analysis is also explanatorily powerful here because it allows us to provide grounding explanations for a diversity of other fictional events that lack readily accessible world-internal explanations. Modern players of video games often read strategy guides to video games that outline the various areas in a video game’s fiction, what can be found in these areas, and so on. A player of Skyrim might have read about the above monster-bearing corner in such a guide and therefore directed Icarus to avoid it; when asked the question of why Icarus avoided the corner, we can offer the same explanans as above: “The fictional player knew that there is a powerful monster behind that corner, and so made it the case that Icarus avoided it.”
Our analysis is also explanatorily powerful because it captures an equally relevant explanatory difference between the failing-and-repeating case and the strategy guides case.[footnoteRef:15] We can frame the difference in terms of a potential explanatory regress. Suppose that in both cases, after receiving the answer “The fictional player knew that there is a powerful monster behind that corner, and so made it the case that Icarus avoided it,” our questioner persists: “How did the fictional player know about the monster?” In the failing-and-repeating case, we have a ready answer: namely, the process of failing-and-repeating, by which the fictional player learned about the video game’s possibility structure. Because this process is fully fictional—the fictional player explores fictional possibilities, and then fictionally realizes those possibilities—it is a proper and complete grounding explanation. But in the strategy guide case, it seems wrong to point to the strategy guide as part of the grounding explanation because the guide isn’t fictional in any sense. The fictional player didn’t read the guide: the real player did. [15:  Thanks to Jonathan Slifkin for pressing me on this issue.] 

I think that it is right and informative, as our model implies, to say that there simply isn’t a further grounding explanation at this point than “the fictional player simply knew.” For there is no further explanation for such cases within the fiction: the player stopped playing the role of fictional character in order to look for real-world sources of information about the video game. What’s especially interesting here is that the case illuminates how the possibility structure of video games complicates the matter of players importing their real knowledge when engaging fiction: because video games’ narrators only reveal a portion of video games’ possibility structure to players as they engage the narrative, it is possible for the player to gain from external sources information about the possibility structure that they wouldn’t know simply by engaging the fiction for the first time on their own. This, I think, is the right account of why certain sources of a fictional player’s knowledge—namely, those derived from the player—are inadmissible as fictional explanations of the avatar’s actions.
The Variability Datum
Our analysis of the fictional player as realizing fictional events explains what unifies video games’ diversity of avatar relations. Return to the case of the avatar-less wipEout, where Robson & Meskin were led to stipulate that the player imagines an avatar despite the lack of any such avatar explicitly represented in the game: we can instead say that, just like in video games with avatars, the fictional player is merely recognizing possible events within the fiction and making them the case.
Further, the fictional player illuminates the connection between avatars and the narrative concept of point-of-view. Intuitively, there is clearly some relationship between avatars and the perspective through which a player experiences the fiction of a video game: even in video games where the player sees their avatar from some external perspective, rather than looking at the world of the video game through the avatar’s eyes, the player is in some sense “tethered” to the avatar throughout the progression of the narrative. It might seem promising to ground this relationship by claiming that the player “embodies” the avatar, or “imagines” herself as the avatar throughout the game, but we saw that such accounts ultimately fail. Can the fictional-player account offer a satisfying explanation of why players often seem tethered to avatars, given that there is no deep ontological connection between them?
My view can answer this challenge in a way that is contiguous with point-of-view in other media. The ways in which a player can actualize possible events within the fiction—i.e. the “rules” governing actualization, mentioned above—tend to link actualizable events together in orders that maintain a coherent narrative focus. This focus may be on a single character (one avatar), a group of potential avatars, or some non-avatar entity (e.g., the racing craft in wipEout). The consistent focus affords narrative coherence, which also explains why video games can feature sequences that don’t include the avatar (e.g., a cutscene showing NPCs interacting) without the video game suddenly becoming incoherent or inaccessible: it is better in this regard to conceive the fictional player as actualizing various coherent narratives, rather than directly causing an avatar to do things.
Theorists of narrative and art tend to underscore that it is at least difficult and perhaps impossible to unify all stories and forms of storytelling under a simple set of general principles, appealing though that goal may be.[footnoteRef:16] Instead, each story must be sensitive to its own internal aesthetic demands, overall composition, and so on. A natural way to spell out this sort of sensitivity is with the notion that all of the content in a narrative must “hang together” in such a way as to be comprehensible to the consumer of that narrative. Walton seems to have something like this in mind when he proposes the “supplementation rule” as the principle that governs how people engaging fiction rightly fill in the content of their imaginings about that fiction. [16:  Booth and Walton both emphasize this many times over, with Booth (1983) noting that the particular content of stories functions so as to serve the particular aesthetic needs of that story (e.g., p. 254, in his discussion of Emma) and Walton (1990) comparing the “unruly” and vague ways in which various works of fiction generate fictional truths to the machinery of metaphor (pp. 185-187).] 

The relevant rule, I suggest, is one to the effect that the body of propositions fictional in [those imaginings] is to be filled out in certain natural or obvious ways, preserving the coherence of the whole.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Walton (1990), p. 46.] 

Walton appeals to a general notion that gives us an intuitive grasp on how fictions organize themselves: when someone engages a fiction, its content must cohere. Different fictions needn’t cohere with one another, but the consumption of any given work of fiction requires abiding by this rule.
	While Walton’s supplementation principle is deeply embedded in his overall program of aesthetics, the notion of narrative coherence can easily be borrowed for our purposes, without committing us to the rest of Walton’s account. The term as I use it just refers to the quality of a narrative whereby its events are collectively intelligible to the consumer of that narrative. Like my initial characterization of ‘narrative’, narrative coherence so-described is intended to be congenial to a variety of theories of narrative; I take it as given that, whatever theory of narrative we adopt, something like narrative coherence will naturally fall out of it.
	Narrative coherence allows us to explain why video games often focus on a single character, the avatar. Given that the player is acting in the role of an entity (the fictional player) that actualizes sequences of events involving characters, it is narratively coherent to structure the way in which the fictional player can actualize events around the actions of a particular character. We know from myriad cases of narrative that people identify with characters, and that it is often apt to present a narrative through the perspective of a certain character, whether that character is merely the protagonist or also the narrator. Thus it makes sense to preserve these elements of storytelling by making the locus of the fictional player’s event-actualization be events concerning the actions of a particular character: designing the possibility structure in this way naturally invites a certain perspective through which the player can experience the fiction of the video game, and invites identification with a particular character.[footnoteRef:18] The preservation of these narrative factors—identification and perspective—help render the evolution of the video game’s narrative coherent. [18:  Let me emphasize that there is nothing incompatible between my ontology of video games and the notion of the player identifying with the avatar of a video game. The key point here is simply that, at ontological bedrock, it can’t be the case within the fiction that the avatar is actually acting as the player’s proxy, or is being controlled by the player.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Note that none of the above entails that a video game structures its possibility space around an avatar to achieve narrative coherence. This is the right result: it allows us to account for video games that lack an avatar, as well as for video games that have multiple avatars. As an example from the former class of video game, consider Fire Emblem: rather than apparently following around and controlling a single character, the player of Fire Emblem (qua fictional player) plays the role of an army tactician: you have a god’s-eye view of a battlefield, and direct your troops to take various actions throughout the course of battle.[footnoteRef:19] Such a narrative form is clearly coherent, but it does not use an avatar to achieve that coherence: instead, it makes the fictional player herself the focal character that unifies the narrative. Thus our account gives us the flexibility to explain the multitudinous ways in which video games can achieve narrative coherence.  [19:  Intelligent Systems (2003).] 

The Exploratory Datum
IAP could not adequately accommodate and explain that a typical part of the act of playing a video game and consuming its narrative is the act of exploring the possibility structure of the game: the proposal’s only viable option was to leave such exploration outside the fiction of the game. Yet if we instead endorse the fictional-player view, we can naturally analyze the exploratory datum in a way that recognizes its centrality to the storytelling of video games: possibility-exploration is a method by which the fictional player gleans a broader swath of the narrative’s possibilities, as presented by the narrator.
	The IAP proponent might object here by claiming that exploration is better left outside of the video game’s fiction: she might liken it to the act of turning pages in a book, an act which of course has no fictional standing. But this response ignores the fact that, unlike the page-turning case, possibility-exploration is crucial in how the world of a video game ends up being constituted: the final “narrative” (i.e. playthrough) of a video game is the product of the fictional player exploring, weighing, and settling on possible narrative constituents (i.e. events). Thus possibility-exploration is crucial in substantiating the narrative’s world within the broader context of the video game’s fiction (i.e. including their fictional grounds), whereas page-turning is crucial only to a reader being able to “access,” in some suitably loose sense, the fixed constituents of the novel’s fictional world.
The Epistemic Datum
The fictional-player proposal is especially well equipped to explain the fact that the avatar’s epistemic set can differ in narratively significant ways from the player’s. Revisiting the narrative of Spec Ops: The Line, we now have the theoretical resources to easily and fully capture the core of its narrative import: the fictional player, perfectly sane, comes to recognize that they are actualizing events in which Captain Walker commits terrible atrocities. Walker is insane, driven mad by war, but the fictional player, aware of that insanity, nevertheless chooses to continue to enact events in which that insanity costs lives and insidiously aggravates Walker’s PTSD.
	The more we recognize the avatar as a character that is distinct from the fictional player, the better theoretical sense we can make of all sorts of video game stories. Spec Ops is not an isolated case: as a sociological fact, many video games capitalize on just this sort of epistemic asymmetry between fictional player and avatar. Theoretically, this result was to be expected: given that the fictional player is making events the case with the focus on a character to whom she has limited access (i.e. the avatar), it is as natural to tell stories that turn on the imperfection of that limited access as it is to tell stories with unreliable narrators, which generates closely analogous sort of epistemic asymmetry between themselves and readers.
Conclusion
Though the notion of a fictional player is revisionary with respect to both ordinary and theoretical discourse about video games, it provides the best explanations for how video games represent fictions and tell stories. Simpler accounts, claiming that the player, outside of the fiction, controls the avatar inside the fiction, leave broad swaths of data about video games unexplained. If we want to understand how events in video games become actual, why these events evolve in the ways that they do, and how epistemic asymmetries between player and avatar take on narrative significance, then we need to stipulate a fictional player. This single entity affords us a powerful grasp of the obvious wealth of diversity in video games and their stories.
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