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The spatiality of videogames came prominently into focus in the last years (Gün-
zel 2008a, 2008b and 2012; Wiemer 2008; Ljungström 2005 and 2008; Nitsche 
2008; Gazzard 2013), while at the same time their potential for political expression 
was examined (Bogost 2007 and 2008; Klevjer 2002; Frasca 2001; Flanagan 2009; 
Schrape 2012). Up until now, however, rhetorical analysis centred mostly on visual 
interfaces and systemic behaviours. But space is a unique property of games and 
new media (Manovich 2001) that can’t be put in one or the other category. Instead, 
it is both: a mimetic presentation, which guides the player’s understanding and a 
systemic structure that constrains and channels play. As it is crucial for the expe-
rience of many games, it can be assumed that space can be an integral part of a 
game’s rhetoric. But how can game space work as a rhetorical device? This arti-
cle investigates the question theoretically and through an exemplary analysis of 
a game that clearly makes use of the rhetorical power of game space and does so 
in a very transparent way: Serious Games Interactive’ Global Conf licts: Palestine 
(Serious Games Interactive 2007). As method for rhetorical analysis, the Spatial 
Semantics by Estonian semiotician Yuri M. Lotman are explored. First, however, 
it will be argued, what a spatial approach to the rhetoric of videogames is.

The Overlook of Game Space in Procedural Rhetorics

Rhetorical analysis of videogames was introduced by Gonzalo Frasca (2001) and 
expanded on by Ian Bogost: His book Persuasive Games from 2007 as well as his 
article on The Rhetoric of Video Games from 2008 are considered to be landmarks 
within Game Studies. Therefore, even if there now exist further examinations of 
the topic (Flanagan 2009), Bogost’s approach will be the central point of reference 
in this article. First, however, in order to recognise what is unique about the rheto-
ric of videogames, it is necessary to remind oneself about the meaning of ‘rhetoric.’

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Niklas Schrape246

If we talk about the rhetoric of movies, pictures, games or even fashion, we 
often mean inscribed ideological positions. In this case ‘rhetoric’ denotes content, 
not form. The actual system of rhetoric, however, is a 2500-year old heuristic to 
organise speech and text, regardless of its content. Aristotle (1991) described it as 
technique of strategic communication with the intent to persuade through reason, 
emotion and the image of the speaker. He defined it as the counterpart to dialec-
tics, as a method not to attain knowledge, but to create plausibility. In contrast 
to logical reasoning, its premises are therefore not analytic truths, but accepted 
believes. The rhetorical reasoning, the enthymeme, is not deductive by nature, but 
reductive: It makes the unknown understandable by leading it back to the famil-
iar (Kopperschmidt 2005, 31f.). Originally it was restrained to speech, but since 
Augustine of Hippo it became transformed to a general text theory. In modernity, 
it degenerated to mere stylistics, before it vanished in the face of positivism (Bar-
thes 1994). In the last century, however, it was rediscovered by theorists like Chaim 
Perelman (1990; Perelman/Olbrechts-Tyteca 1991) and Stephen Toulmin (2007) and 
became applied not only to verbal text, but also to pictures (Barthes 1978), design 
objects (Buchanan 1985) and film (Joost 2008; Kaemmerling 1971; Kanzog 2001).

In its broadest sense, rhetoric can be described as a textual strategy – in the 
sense of Umberto Eco – to guide the recipient’s understanding in an intended way. 
But this implies that the object of rhetorical analysis would have to be considered 
as some kind of text. This, of cause, leads back to the age-old question of Game 
Studies: Are videogames texts? And if they were not, wouldn’t it be a colonial act 
to apply rhetorical analysis (Eskelinen 2001)? There exist a lot of definitions of vid-
eogames: as space images (Günzel 2008a and 2012), formal systems (Juul 2005a; 
Crawford 1984), cyberdramas (Murray 1997) or cybertexts (Aarseth 1997; Kücklich 
2006). The very existence of so many definitions highlights two things: “videog-
ames are a mess” (Bogost 2009) – and every definition is bound to a contingent theo-
retical perspective. They all can be understood as epistemological analogies in order 
to grasp a new subject (Poser 2006). They lead back the unknown (videogames) to 
the familiar (text, space, pictures). In this vein, it shall not be said that videogames 
are rhetorical texts, but just that they can be analysed as such.

Here, rhetoric is conceptualised as a general text theory bound to the perspec-
tive of persuasion through argumentation. As every textual strategy is reliant on 
an intended effect and there can’t be a formal analysis without at least an implicit 
(and subjective) understanding of the meaning of a given text, rhetoric depends 
on hermeneutics in the broadest sense (Eco 1979). In order to analyse the rhetor-
ical form, we have to understand the content first. This highlights a fundamen-
tal paradox: The hermeneutic circle presupposes the existence of a fixed material 
text (Dilthey 2003). But this is exactly what is not given in ergodic artworks like 
videogames (Aarseth 1997; 1999). If the visual surface of the videogame is always 
changing in response to the player’s actions and is therefore not fit to be the prime 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


The Rhetoric of Game Space 247

reference point of a rhetorical analysis – where else could persuasion be at home 
in games?

This question worked as entry point for a new concept of rhetoric, developed by 
Frasca and Bogost: Frasca (2001) defined games as simulations and declared them 
to be a whole new mode of representation – not through signs, but through rules. 
In Unit Operations, Bogost (2006, 98) clarifies this notion of simulation as “a rep-
resentation of a source system via a less complex system that informs the user’s 
understanding of the source system in a subjective way.” With this invocation of 
subjectivity, he reclaimed the necessary ideological inscriptions in simulations 
as objects for rhetorical analysis. For Bogost and Frasca, simulations in general 
and videogames in particular perform a procedural rhetoric, not based on words 
but rules and processes. Taking up the notion by Salen and Zimmerman (2004), 
Bogost assumes a “possibility space of play” including “all of the gestures made 
possible by a set of rules” (Bogost 2008, 120). The structure of this possibility space 
can be understood as model that the player explores through his or her actions in 
play:

Video games are models of real and imagined systems. […] [W]hen we play, we 
explore the possibility space of a set of rules – we learn to understand and evalu-
ate a game’s meaning. Video games make arguments about how social or cultural 
systems work in the world – or how they could work, or don’t work. […] [W]hen we 
play video games, we can interpret these arguments and consider their place in 
our lives (ibid., 136).

At the heart of the procedural rhetoric lies the procedural enthymeme – an adaption 
of the rhetorical reasoning or syllogism to videogames: “the player literary fills in 
the missing portion of the syllogism by interacting with the application, but that 
action is constrained by the rules” (Bogost 2007, 34). The game proposes a starting 
position and a goal and the player has to try out how to reach the goal, but every 
solution he or she finds is already part of the game’s possibility space.

The concept of the procedural enthymeme is extremely helpful for analysis, 
but it has a f law: Bogost (2007, 18) defines an enthymeme as deductive reason-
ing with omitted proposition. In the sentence “We cannot trust this man, as he 
is a politician”, the major premise would be omitted (ibid.). It’s a compressed rea-
soning, actually consisting of three steps: (1) “Politicians are not trustworthy”, (2) 

“This man is a politician”, (3) “Therefore, we cannot trust this man” (ibid.). Bogost 
equates the starting position in a game, the player’s struggle to beat it and the goal 
with the major and minor premise and the conclusion of a syllogism (the result is 
a concept that resembles the so-called practical syllogism, discussed in Aristotle’s 
Nikomachean Ethics [Poser 2006, 53]).
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However, his understanding of an enthymeme differs from the one Aristotle 
had. The original enthymeme simply describes a kind of reasoning that is based 
on probable and familiar premises, not analytic truths – in contrast to logic and 
dialectic (Ueding/Steinbrink 1994, 226). According to Roland Barthes (1994), the 
elliptic enthymeme, which Bogost refers to, developed much later in antiquity. 
At this point in time, rhetoric was already highly formalised as part of the edu-
cational system – and it is exactly this formalisation that makes the procedural 
enthymeme possible in the first place. As it is formally defined, it could be iden-
tified in nearly every game, regardless of its content. Doesn’t even Tetris (Pajitnov 
1984) contain a procedural enthymeme, persuading the player to staple blocks in a 
way defined by rules? As valuable as it is, it therefore doesn’t answer the question, 
why the player should understand any procedural representation as referring to 
something real and making a plausible claim about it. The emphasis in the Aris-
totelian enthymeme, on the other hand, is not on how to trick the listener via an 
omitted premise, but on how to make an argument seem probable and plausible – 
and this is a task that can’t be formalised as easily.

Therefore, while the procedural approach is generally convincing, a too strong 
focus on the systemic nature of games might result in the danger of overlooking 
other aspects, which are just as crucial. Very obviously, the level of visual repre-
sentation is the one that motivates the player to draw references from in-game 
experiences to concepts of reality. As rules are formal, and often hidden from 
the player, they can’t motivate a reference by themselves. The visualisation in the 
graphical interface, however, can perform this task: the game has to show what it 
is about. However, this is not such a trivial task, as it may seem. A closer look at 
one of the games, Bogost uses as examples, highlights a complex strategy of visu-
alisation that motivates a very specific understanding by the player: McDonald’s 
Video Game (Molleindustria 2006) asks the player through the structure of its rules 
to realise the fast-food industry as inherently destructive – it effectively performs 
a procedural enthymeme. What makes the game such a great satire, however, are 
not only its rules, but also its cartoonish visualisations that make the game appear 
cute, harmless and – in regard to the actions represented – extremely cynical. In 
other words: The game shows its irony through the very way it represents itself. 
The notion of ‘irony’ is fitting, as – according to Culler (2000, 73f.) – it is character-
ised by an obvious contradiction between two parts. Here, the cute visualisations 
stand in glaring contrast to the tasks the player has to perform and the goals he or 
she has to reach. Furthermore, the McDonald’s Video Game contains quite a lot of 
textual background information and even a “Why this game?” section, where the 
documentary Super Size Me (Spurlock 2004) and books like Naomie Klein’s No Logo 
(2002) are suggested for reading. These references can be understood as grounds 
or evidences that back up the game’s implicit argumentation (Kopperschmidt 
2005; Toulmin 2007). The game strives for plausibility. This observation highlights 
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an important feature of any argumentation that is not prominently ref lected in 
Bogost’s writing: An argumentation consists not only of a claim, but at least of 
another proposition that backs it up. It is a chain of propositions, supporting each 
other in the attempt to create validity. Bogost clearly demonstrates how a game 
can make a claim through the structure of its possibility space. But this perspec-
tive has to be supplemented by a careful consideration of the way the graphical 
interface motivates real-world-references and modes of understanding (irony) 
and by an analysis of the whole argumentation of a game understood as chain of 
propositions (Schrape 2012).

Most important, however, is another blind in procedural rhetorics: the over-
look of the game space as a rhetorical function. As simulations, games contain 
models. A quick glance on architecture shows that a model can be spatial – not 
only in the metaphorical sense of the possibility space, but as actual space of 
movement. Following Bogost and Frasca, such spatial models necessarily have to 
be subjective and ideological. But how can a spatial model be analysed from a rhe-
torical perspective?

Compared to other forms of texts, spatiality is quite a unique property of 
videogames – and a baff ling feature. This becomes evident in the fact that Juul 
(2005a, 188-189) describes it as an exceptional and special case within his theory of 
videogames: “Space is a special issue between rules and fiction. […] [L]evel design, 
space, and the shape of game objects refer simultaneously to rules and fiction. 
This is a case in which rules and fiction do overlap.” For this very reason, game 
space is of extreme importance for any rhetorical analysis. Following Bogost and 
Juul, it could be assumed that within game space, procedural, visual and textual 
rhetoric merge into one.

Further, from a methodological point of view, game space seems to be a per-
fect object for analysis, as its basic structure quite often is fixed: the player can 
move through it, but not change fundamentally. This offers great opportunities 
for analysis as it qualifies the game space for the application of the hermeneutic 
circle; it can be repeatedly observed and analysed – but how?

Lotman’s Spatial Semantics as Method to Analyse Game Space

One promising framework for the analysis of spatial rhetoric in videogames are 
the Spatial Semantics by Yuri M. Lotman. Surprisingly, the Estonian semioti-
cian has not come up as a reference point in Game Studies yet. Lotman devel-
oped a unique take on narratology and rhetoric – one that doesn’t solely focus on 
sequences in time as organising principle of narrative, but also on structures in 
space. As many games are fundamentally spatial, this recommends Lotman as 
starting point for their rhetorical investigation.
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Yuri M. Lotman founded the so-called Tartu-Moscow Semiotics School, gath-
ering renowned theoreticians of his time and developing collectively a theoretical 
framework for the semiotics of culture. Relatively independent from French and 
American semiotics, this school melted sign theory with cybernetics, information 
theory and formalism (Eimermacher 1986). The two works, which are most rele-
vant in the context of spatial rhetoric, are Universe of Mind, where Lotman devel-
oped a semiotic theory of culture, and The Structure of the Artistic Text, where he 
explained his spatial take on literary analysis.

For Game Studies, Lotman is not only of interest because he developed a spa-
tial narratology, but also because of his theory of play. Similar to Gadamer (1989), 
he developed his concept of art out of a discussion of play. According to Lotman 
(1977, 61) in play as well as in art, two modes of behaviour are at work: a practical 
and a fictional. Artists, readers and spectators would perform a similar “synthesis 
of practical and conventional” (ibid. 65) – fictional – behaviour. They all would 
know that games and artworks are not real, but nevertheless treat them as such to 
a certain degree. Play, on the other hand, would be characterised by the attributes 
of fictionality, safety, controllability, the existence of mental models, the possi-
bility to try out (to simulate) and its tendency to conditionate. A comparison with 
concepts of ‘play’ by Caillois (2001) and Huizinga (1955) cannot be done in this arti-
cle, but the parallels are obvious.

Of greatest interest is Lotmans emphasis on models: For him, an artwork 
would not simply depict or describe an aspect of reality, but model it. He under-
stood modelling as a process of translation, where something is reformulated 
according to an artwork’s or an artform’s inherent (semiotic) rules – its specific 
system of denotates (Lotman 1977, 46). For him, the singular artwork is a model, 
built within conventions of art form, style and genre – the model building sys-
tem. The primary model building system of our culture would be common language; 
every art form would be a secondary model building system, based on already coded 
material. Lotmans considerations apply perfectly to games, if they are understood 
as simulations. Their models are built out of algorithmic as well as semiotic rules, 
depending on technical restrictions and the conventions of game and interface 
design – the secondary model building system of the videogames. Moreover, 
what a game models is already pre-coded, already understood as something and 
conceptualised within language. From this perspective it therefore proves to be 
imprecise to say that a simulation is “a representation of a source system via a less 
complex system” – it more correctly should be described as a secondary computa-
tional model (run through time), built within given technical conditions and con-
ventions, which represents pre-existing, culturally coded models of some entity. 
The important point here is not Lotman’s conviction that verbal language should 
be the primary model building system, but that any representation must be a sec-
ondary model, derived from an already existing mental model that is depending 
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on culture. To put it another way: Models (and simulations) do not simply repre-
sent reality, but models of this very reality that never can be grasped in objective 
totality – models model models.

Considering that play is Lotman’s starting point in developing a theory of nar-
rativity and culture, it isn’t surprising that it fits well to the analysis of games. 
Not only in his take on narratology, but also in his cultural theory where Lotman 
focuses on spatiality. Essential for his thinking is the notion of boundaries, which 
would shape cultures and worldviews: Lotman (1990, 123) envisioned any culture 
to be imbedded in a uniquely structured semiotic universe, consisting of various 
languages (or codes) interacting and relating to each other – the semiosphere. The 
semiosphere of any culture would have a boundary, which would mark a distinc-
tion to another culture, but would also be a place for translation between them. 
In itself the semiosphere would be divided by countless sub-boundaries, mark-
ing differing sub-cultures within. These boundaries would always be moving and 
could take on various forms, but their basic function would stay persistent and be 
universal:

Every culture begins by dividing the world into ‘its own’ internal space and ‘their’ 
external space. How this binary division is interpreted depends on the typology 
of the culture. But the actual division is one of the human cultural universals. The 
boundary may separate the living from the dead, settled people from nomadic 
ones, the town from the plains; it may be a state frontier, or a social, national, con-
fessional, or any other kind of frontier (Lotman 1990, 131).

Obviously, Lotmans notion of boundaries is not limited to geographical space. But 
if inscribed into real space, they would foreground the ideological, religious or 
cosmological structure of a culture’s semiosphere:

When a semiosphere involves real territorial features […], the boundary is spatial 
in the literal sense. The isomorphism between dif ferent kinds of human settle-
ment […] and ideas about the structure of the cosmos has of ten been remarked 
on. Hence the appeal of the centre for the most important cultic and administra-
tive buildings. Less valued social groups are settled on the periphery. Those who 
are below any social value are settled on the frontier of the outskirts […], by the 
city gate, in the suburbs. […] However, some elements are always set outside. If 
the inner world reproduces the cosmos, then what is on the other side represents 
chaos, the anti-world, unstructured chthonic space, inhabited by monsters, infer-
nal powers or people associated with them (ibid., 140).

What is striking about Lotmans descriptions of boundaries is that immediately 
pictures of the fictional worlds of videogames come to mind, especially role-play-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Niklas Schrape252

ing-games with complex settings like Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare 2009) or World 
of Warcraf t (Blizzard Entertainment 2004). These worlds are full of boundaries 
in the aforementioned sense: Boundaries between safe cities and the dangerous 
wilderness, between the overworld and the dungeon, between the territory of the 
Alliance and the Horde etc. Ljungström (2005) accomplished a detailed analysis 
of the spatial structures in World of Warcraf t. In recourse to the seminal archi-
tectural work A Pattern Language by Christopher Alexander (1977), he described, 
among other things, how the fictional world of Azeroth is divided into opposing 
fields and how the major cities Orgrimmar and Ironforge are structured into sev-
eral zones with clear identity, separated from each other by boundaries with just 
a few entry points. But boundaries can also exist in time, according to Lotman 
(1990, 140): “‘Normal’ space has not only geographical but also temporal bound-
aries. Nocturnal time lies beyond the boundary”. A game like Minecraf t (Mojang 
2009) is evidently structured around the fundamental boundary between day- 
and night-time.

Not only whole semiospheres, but also fictional universes that model them can 
be described as compositions of boundaries. For Lotman, the relations between 
these boundaries form the potential for events – which, in their specific sequence, 
build the sujet or plot of a narrative. An event, on the other hand, would be con-
stituted by the crossing of a boundary within the fictional universe (Lotman 1977, 
233). Typically, such a fictional universe would be divided into opposing semantic 
fields. An example: the semantic fields of a basic vampire story are the world of 
the living and the world of the dead. The crossing of the boundary between these 
fields constitutes an event. Interestingly, this crossing can be performed in two 
directions within the same fictional universe: the living can venture into the world 
of the dead and the dead into the world of the living. As it becomes obvious, the 
spatial relations within the very same semantic fields hold the potential for differ-
ent series of events – which in turn combine to diverse sujets.

According to Lotman, two types of characters can be distinguished in narra-
tives: (1) mobile ones, who can move through the fictional universe and across its 
boundaries and (2) immobile ones, who he describes as “functions of that space” 
(Lotman 1990, 157). The hero of a story, of cause, is always a mobile character:

A hero […] can act that is, can cross the boundaries of prohibition in a way that 
others cannot. Like Orpheus or Soslan from the epic of the Narts, he can cross the 
boundary separating the living from the dead, or like the Benandanti he can wage 
nocturnal war with witches, or like one berserk he can fling himself into battle, 
defying all rules. […] He may be a noble robber or a picaro, a sorcerer, spy, detec-
tive, terrorist or superman – the point is that he is able to do what others cannot, 
namely to cross the structural boundaries of cultural space. Each such infringe-
ment is a deed, and the chain of deeds forms what we call plot (ibid., 151).
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This description is not only perfectly fitting for most narratives, but also for many 
videogames. Here, the player takes on the role of the hero, the mobile character, 
while the non-player-characters (NPCs) are immobile in most cases. If a NPC 
stands in front of a shop, just waiting for the player to come along and to trigger a 
dialogue, if a wolf is striving back and forth in the forest, following a prescribed 
movement-pattern, until the player reaches a defined attack-range, then such 
NPCs can be considered as functions of the game space in quite literal sense.

In games, to cross a boundary can mean to enter a dungeon or a city, to travel 
from one map to the next ‒ or even to steal a car in front of the police (triggering 
a specific element of gameplay, namely a car chase). Boundaries come along with 
obstacles, which can’t be overcome by anyone except the hero (the wolf has to be 
killed, the door to be lock-picked, the dragon to be defeated). This concept reminds 
of Aarseths (1997, 90ff. and 1999) master tropes of the cybertext: the aporia and the 
epiphany, the hopelessness in face of an obstacle, and the revelation through its 
overcoming.

What Lotmans spatial approach to narratives allows, is to separate the fic-
tional world of a story from its actual plot – and to analyse its spatial structure as 
a generator for a variety of different plots. This spatial view on narratives fits far 
better to games, then a temporal one: Juul’s (2005b) objections against the latter 
one do simply not relate to Lotman. He probably would assert that videogames 
often contain highly structured fictional universes and put the player in the posi-
tion of a mobile character (the hero), but that it is the player him- or herself, who 
performs the deeds and triggers events while crossing the boundaries, constitut-
ing a new and different plot in every playthrough. How well this approach fits 
becomes evident, when Lotman (1977, 241) even considers the possible failing of 
the hero, in his words: “drops out of the game.’

Nevertheless, it is important to consider the specifics of videogames’ fictional 
universes: even in their simplest form, they tend to possess boundaries – but often 
in a different way then in other media. In Space Invaders (Taito 1978), for exam-
ple, the whole dynamic is driven by the player’s struggle to keep the hostile alien 
forces from crossing a boundary – namely the bottom line of the screen. Accord-
ing to Lotman, its transgression would mark the only real event in play, signalled 
by the game-over screen. In many such early arcade games, the hero is a hope-
less defender – and the narrative therefore cannot move forward, but is trapped 
within a potentially infinite delay of its own end. In other games, the structures of 
levels, sublevels and areas can be conceived as semantic fields, separated through 
boundaries associated with obstacles, which the player tries to overcome. In Super 
Mario Bros. (Nintendo 1985), 32 levels, grouped in eight supra-levels (worlds) with 
four sub-levels (stages) each, structure the fictional universe of the Mushroom 
Kingdom. Every level can be understood as arrangement of obstacles, which 
the player has to overcome in order to cross the boundary to the next one. Two 
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observations become obvious: First that the fictional world of Super Mario Bros. is 
actually highly repetitive – it isn’t structured in just two distinct semantic fields 
(as in the Dracula example), but every field is divided into various sub-fields that 
mostly differ in details and degrees. These sub-fields with their own boundar-
ies and obstacles protract the transgression of the fundamental boundary – in 
this case: the entry into Bowsers Castle in the last stage of the final world. The 
spatial structure of the Mushroom Kingdoom is not built for the performance of 
a dynamic and dramatic narrative, but for the very delay of it. The same is true 
for Castlevania (Konami 1986), demonstrating that the fictional worlds of vampire 
stories too bend to the secondary model building system of the videogame. It nev-
ertheless is important to point out that even in these early games, the dichotomy 
between semantic fields persists, even if it is discretised in a number of gradual 
varying sub-fields in order to prolong play. This leads to the second observation: 
Play doesn’t happen in the moment of transgression of the boundary, but before – 
and potentially indefinitely so.

Even if there are important differences in the way videogames and traditional 
narratives are spatially structured, Lotman’s spatial semantics can be a valuable 
method of analysis. Martinez and Scheffel (1999, 140f) summarised and opera-
tionalised Lotman’s approach. They distinguish three dimensions of semantic 
fields: (1) the topology, (2) the semantics and (3) the topography. The topological 
level encompasses fundamental spatial relations (‘up’ vs. ‘down’). The semanti-
cal level covers evaluations and connotations (‘good’ vs. ‘evil’). The topographical 
level contains explicit denotations (‘heaven’ vs. ‘hell’). In a semantic field, all three 
dimensions converge into one – but they can be separated for analytic purposes, 
in order to highlight the ideological structure of some fictional universe. A glance 
at espionage thrillers of the cold war era hints, how topological structures (‘West’ 
vs. ‘East’), evaluative semantics (‘Good’ vs. ‘Evil’ – or vice versa) and topographical 
denotations (USA vs. USSR) can contain ideologies. In the analysis of game spaces, 
however, it is not so easy to distinguish all three levels, as the ones of topography 
and semantics tend to merge together in just one visual, whose evaluating and 
denoting dimensions often canʼt be completely separated.

In the following, Lotman’s spatial semantics will be put to use in the exem-
plary analysis of just one game in order to highlight its analytic potentials: Global 
Conf licts: Palestine (Serious Games Interactive 2007). The game is a perfect exam-
ple and proving ground for the method, as it possesses a quite simple and very 
clearly structured game space and refers to a real geopolitical region. The general 
applicability of the method will be discussed afterwards in the conclusion.
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Exemplary Analysis: ‘Global Conflicts: Palestine’

Serious Games Interactive’s Global Conf licts: Palestine is a game with clear ped-
agogical intend (one of the game’s developers, Simon Egenfeldt-Nielsen [2007], 
is a leading researcher regarding the educational and pedagogical potential of 
computer games [Egenfeldt-Nielsen et al. 2008]) The developers openly state their 
intentions in the manual: to give the player insight in the complexity of the Israe-
li-Palestinian conf lict, tell the stories of its participants and most importantly 
not to take sides. In short: The game’s intention is to abolish the prejudices of the 
player.

He or she takes on the role of a journalist, investigating the conf lict. The game 
is structured in six episodes, dealing with topics like the clash between Jewish 
settlers and Palestinians in rural areas, the inf luence of checkpoints and secu-
rity measures on the daily life of residents, the motivation of suicide bombers etc. 
Each episode consists of two phases of play (fig. 1). In the first phase, after select-
ing a newspaper to write for, the task is to interview characters, strategically select 
dialogue options and choose quotes. In the second phase, articles must be built 
out of these quotes. Strategic reasoning is necessary, as the player’s articles ref lect 
political opinions and inf luence two scores: an Israeli and a Palestinian one. These 
scores have impact on the behaviour of characters, therefore taking sides changes 
what happens next. What follows is a non-playable phase in which the article gets 
evaluated, before an eyewitness report is quoted that relates to the episodeʼs topic. 
The main part of the game, however, is the first phase, which can be differentiated 
in two modes. In the first one, the player has to move the avatar through the game 
space to meet up interviewees. In the second mode, choices have to be made in 
dialogue menus, presented in cinematic style.

Fig. 1: The structure of an episode

Playable  
Phase

Phase I: Research

1. Mode:  
Navigation

•	 Decision about newspaper
•	 Navigation through game space
•	 Dialogue, gathering quotes
•	 Side quests2. Mode: Dialogue

Phase II: Writing •	 Strategic selection of quotes

Non-Playable Phase
Evaluation

•	 Feedback about success and  
consequences

Eyewitness report •	 Thematically relating to the episode
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Many critical decisions take place in the second game mode, which, together with 
the non-playable phase, will be neglected in this article. Instead, it will focus on 
the importance of space in the first mode.

In Global Conf licts: Palestine, the game space contributes to a fictional uni-
verse that can be analysed with Lotman’s spatial semantics. The significance of 
this approach is immediately evident if one takes a look at the game’s map (fig. 2). 
It allows the player to orient him- or herself by a secondary view from the bird’s 
eye perspective (Günzel 2008b). Like in many strategy and role-playing games, in 
this view, the game space is abstracted to an information field, empty, deterritori-
alised and reduced to its formal function (Wiemer 2008). It’s the perfect starting 
point for the examination of fundamental topological structures.

Fig. 2: The map

The game space is separated in three fields: two opposing ones and an interspace. 
By cartographic conventions, the left and the right ones can be recognised as cities, 
linked by a street. The middle field can be split up further, as there are two gath-
erings of buildings on the left and in the middle. The isolated buildings at the bot-
tom and the right shall be ignored to simplify matters. Obviously, the game space 
is structured by a left vs. right opposition, which is mirrored in the middle-field. 
The condensed topology and the maze-like patterns in the cities are thereby typi-
cal for game spaces. The topological structure of the game space can be visualised 
as thus (fig. 3):

Fig. 3: Topological structure of the game space

Field A

(Channel)

Field Bjunction junction

Field C Field D
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The primary view of the game space is its three-dimensional presentation – it is 
the place, where the actual movement takes place (Günzel 2008b). Through this 
view, the gameʼs topography can be examined. The city in field A reveals itself to 
be dominated by concrete buildings, speckled by small shops with sings in Arabic 
and cheap looking display windows (fig. 4a). There are dozens of waste containers 
(fig. 4b), some market stands and a few basic playgrounds. Many pedestrians look 
stereotypical Arab: women wear headscarfs, men white robes. Ambulances bear 
the sign of the Red Crescent, the Arabic pendant to the Red Cross. All these ele-
ments are more than simple detonates, as they also evoke connotations of poverty 
connected to Arabs.

Fig. 4a-b: Topographical details in field A

Dozens of graffiti charge the topography with political references. One picture, 
for example, shows a child, being under fire by guns (fig. 5). The ambiguity of the 
picture is reduced by an anchorage through strongly encoded signs (Barthes 1978): 
the Palestinian f lag, carried by the child, and the Star of David, painted on the 
guns. As a visual metonymy, the graffiti indirectly denotes Palestinians and the 
Israeli army, while connoting helplessness and aggression. As a whole it evokes an 
antithesis between the ethnic groups.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Niklas Schrape258

Fig. 5: A graf fiti on the wall

The majority of the graffiti, however, consist of writing, some in Arabic, but most 
in Latin scripture. They refer to the Israeli-Palestinian conf lict and inscribe the 
Palestinian’s rage within the topography. The antithesis us vs. them reoccurs in 
variations. The relationship between the own group and the other is summed up 
in the phrase: “Israeli killing us?!!?” The Israelis are presented as aggressors and 
killers, capable even to child murder (“Where is our children”), while the Palestin-
ians are associated with positive attributes, like the will to freedom (“give me lib-
erty […]”), willingness to make sacrifices (“or give me death”), conviction and resis-
tance. Regarding their rhetorical function, the graffiti disambiguate the meaning 
of field A, which now can be identified as a Palestinian city or town. As details, 
they also evoke an ef fect of reality (Barthes 1989). Most importantly, however, they 
model the Palestinian perspective on the conf lict.

Field B stands in total opposition to field A. It is also a city, but the buildings 
are ancient and ornated. There are no garbage containers, but clean playgrounds 
and shops with well-tended showcases (fig. 6a). Lots of trees line the streets, a 
huge market place dominates the city scape. Magnificent buildings stand on 
proper squares and at some of the corners soldiers are watching out. In the mid-
dle, a huge church can be found (see fig. 6b) and at the right brim a gigantic wall, in 
front of which men in Jewish orthodox dress are praying. Many of the pedestrians 
wear the kippah. There are no graffiti in this field.
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Fig. 6a-b: Details in field B

The details in the topography of both fields motivate a specific understanding: as 
Palestinian town and as Jerusalem. The game thereby alludes to visual stereotypes 
to guide the playerʼs understanding. (In the sense of Putnam [1975] stereotypes 
do not necessarily imply prejudices. As mental concepts with reduced complexity, 
they enable understanding in the first place.) Field B is disambiguated by famous 
historical sights, like the Western Wall or the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Most 
players will understand it to be Jerusalem. This is remarkable, as its structure does 
not resemble the real one in any way. While Jerusalem is a big city, field B only 
consists of 22 buildings – thus equating it in size with the Palestinian town. It is a 
model, built within the convention of a highly condensed game space. The model 
works like a synecdoche, as it evokes the idea of a whole (Jerusalem) by the show-
ing of familiar parts (the Western Wall). It’s the fundamental rhetorical pattern: 
control of understanding by recourse to the familiar.

The details also motivate evaluations: The trash, the sparse display windows 
and the simple concrete buildings connote poverty, while the lush display win-
dows, the ornamental buildings, the trees and the huge market connote wealth. 
Further, the graffiti connote anger and despair, while the soldiers and military 
vehicles trigger associations of power.

Verbal texts during the game affirm that field B is Jerusalem while field A is 
named Abu Diz – actually a small town within the Palestinian territory, which 
boarders Jerusalem. Moreover, field C is discovered to be a Palestinian village and 
field D to be an Israeli settlement. Both are mirroring detailings of A and B: While 
the village is presented as poor with simple buildings and lots of trash containers 
(fig. 7a), field D reveals to be a clean and tidy settlement behind barbed wire (fig. 
7b).
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Fig. 7a-b: Details in field C and field D

The semantic fields, therefore, are structured as a doubled opposition between 
Israelis and Palestinians. The antithesis A-B is repeated in C-D. This pattern can be 
described as spatial parallelism. As a whole, the game space constitutes a model of 
the conf lict’s region, in which Israelis and Palestinians are strictly opposed (fig. 8).

Fig. 8: The spatial parallelism

Field A
(Channel)

Field B
Field C	 Field D

Poverty
Anger

Poverty
Anger

Wealth
Power

Wealth
Power

Palestinian Palestinian Israeli Israeli

A single street, however, links field A and B, leading to checkpoints. Here, the 
movement of the player is channelled through junctions. With Ljungström (2005) 
and in recourse to Alexander (1977, 549 and 277) these junctions can be under-
stood as gateways, enforcing an ‘entrance transition’ and thus enabling the player 
to recognize that he or she moves to a different area. The checkpoints have to be 
passed several times during play. This enforced repetition can be described as 
spatial amplification, as it accentuates the checkpoints relevance. Topographically, 
soldiers and watchtowers characterise the junctions, denoting the military while 
connoting power. Before the checkpoint of Jerusalem, there is a long queue of 
Arabs. This implies, that Palestinians want or need to get into Jerusalem and can-
not pass freely (fig. 9a-b).

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839447307-014
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


The Rhetoric of Game Space 261

Fig. 9a-b: The checkpoints

The checkpoints mark an obstacle, whose overcoming should constitute an event. 
Itʼs impossible for the waiting Palestinians to cross the boundary, so their imper-
meability is hinted. Strangely though, the boundary is no real obstacle for the 
player. When arriving, sometimes a dialogue situation is triggered: A soldier asks 
for the player’s papers, whereupon he or she can comply or ask for the reason. In 
the latter case, the soldier gives an explanation, but in the end the player has no 
alternative as to hand over the press card – whereupon he or she is allowed to pass.

What is the function of this reoccurring intermezzo? Why should an obstacle 
be established only to be solved automatically? Why an aporia is hinted, but abol-
ished so quickly that an epiphany can’t arise? Whatever the deficit in game design 
might be, the rhetorical function is evident: The short scene works as an example, 
the inductive counterpart to the enthymeme (Bogost 2007, 18). It illustrates the 
situation of the people in this region. It refers to a general template, but actualises 
it in an atypical way. To be able to cross the boundary as journalist is marked as 
exception. Therefore, the repeated scene motivates a reasoning: “If I can pass the 
checkpoint because I’ m a journalist, people who aren’t can’t.” The impermeabil-
ity of the boundary paradoxically gains evidence because it doesn’t count for the 
player. While the player’s journalist can move between the semantic fields, the 
other characters are bound to just one. This fact is the motivation for many quests 
during the game.

What is the rhetorical function of the game space? First, it’s a potential for 
events, to be actualised during play. Second it constitutes a model of a real geopo-
litical situation and therefore motivates the player to relate his or her experiences 
to reality. It is, however, a highly selective condensation of geopolitics from a very 
specific perspective. In a way it ‘describes’ the geopolitics to create the basis for 
further argumentation. Every argumentation presupposes such a description of 
its topic and, as any description is bound to a contingent perspective, this already 
implies presuppositions (Kopperschmidt 2005, 66). Knape (2000, 121) calls this a 
thematic instruction and describes it as fundamental part of any rhetorical text. 
In classical theory it equals the narratio, the telling of the cause, as foundation 
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for the argumentatio, the strategic persuasion. The spatial model fulfils this very 
function, as it ‘describes’ the Israeli-Palestinian conf lict as antithesis between 
homogeneous groups.

Moreover, this dichotomy is mirrored in the scores that are presented on the 
screen and in front of the game space – they belong to what Galloway (2012, 39ff.) 
calls the intraface, an interface within the interface. An Israeli and a Palestinian 
score measure the relationship of the player to these groups. If he or she helps them 
through various tasks or if he or she writes benevolent articles, the scores raise – 
inf luencing the reactions of the dialogue-partners during the rest of the game. If, 
for example, the player attains a high Israeli-score, characters, who are affiliated 
with Israel will react friendlier, opening up more dialogue options and vice versa. 
The scores model the conf lict as antithetical opposition between two homogenous 
groups – and the player has to orient his or her actions towards this score in order 
to play successfully. The game thereby constructs a dilemma: there seems to be no 
other choice than to choose allegiance. Both, the model of the conf lict in the game 
space and in the scores are antithetical – this mirrored and doubled structure can 
be described as a transdiegetic parallelism (Schrape 2012, 205 and 331).

Up until now, the representation of the Israeli-Palestinian conf lict in Global 
Conf licts: Palestine seems to be simplified in an extreme way. With Lotman, one 
could say that the modelling of the geopolitics and cultural conf licts happened in 
accordance with the conventions and necessities of the secondary model building 
system of the videogame: The opposition of just two factions forces the player to 
make hard decisions, while the coupling of the factions to clearly defined places 
in game space allows for effective orientation. If the game would try to model 
the real complexity of the conf lict, with dozens if not hundreds of factions and 
sub-factions, and a realistic geopolitical model, in which the Palestinian areas are 
so much intersected with Israeli settlements that they resemble a Swiss cheese, 
the player could be confused. Nevertheless, up to this point, the troubling fact 
remains that despite the good intentions of the designers, the modelling of the 
conf lict in game space and game mechanics results in a distorted representation, 
reduced to a binary opposition between two homogenous groups.

The story, however, doesn’t end here. The binary opposition is just the basis 
for further argumentation. During the game, the player gets to know a diverse 
set of figures: a young Israeli soldier who wants to be an artist, a veteran who 
longs for peace, his wife who is a human rights activist, an ambitious soldier who 
justifies all means for security, a hateful Palestinian who despises the Israelis, a 
grumpy old Arab who disapproves of violence, a young Arab boy who loses himself 
in fantasies about martyrdom, etc. The ensemble of characters covers the whole 
spectrum of political positions. The player has to discover that there are fanat-
ics on both sides. He or she will learn about the demoralising effect of constant 
threat on Israeli families, but also about the frustration, poverty and misery of 
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the Palestinians in the occupied territories. Hamas activists will explain their 
motives to him or her as well as the Jewish settlers. Most importantly, he or she 
will learn about the longing for peace on both sides. In the end, the player wonʼt 
be able to stop a Palestinian boy from throwing away his life and thereby experi-
ence the destructive power of fanaticism first hand. The simple antithesis between 
Israelis and Palestinians does not hold water throughout the game, as the player is 
cued to deconstruct it. The rhetorical strategy of Global Conf licts: Palestine there-
fore encompasses two steps: First, the game affirms the playerʼs likely prejudices 
and reduces the complexity of its topic to a simple antithesis. Then, it guides the 
player to question this very antithesis. The spatial rhetoric of the game therefore 
builds the necessary foundation for its more differentiated narrative rhetoric. In 
the terms of Chaim Perelman (1990, 127ff.) the latter one performs an argument of 
dissociation, the splitting of concepts, believed to be self-evident.

Finally, the game concludes its argumentation through back-ups of its authen-
ticity: After every episode, a thematically related eyewitness-report scrolls 
through the screen. The fourth episode, for example, is concerned with the moti-
vations of the Palestinian suicide bombers. At one point, the player meets a boy 
who religiously justifies the acts. After finishing the episode, the player is con-
fronted with an eyewitness-report making exactly the same claims – even up to 
the very phrasing. The authenticity of this report, again, is backed up by a refer-
ence (which can be looked up in the web). Global Conf licts: Palestine presents itself 
as well-researched, realistic and authentic. It thereby asks the players to relate 
their in-game experiences to their understanding of reality – and thus aims to 
motivate a transfer between the world of the game and the world outside of it.

Conclusion

Global Conf licts: Palestine is not the singular example for a rhetorical function 
of game space. Many games with elaborated game-worlds come to mind. One 
good example would be Dragon Age: Origins, which, with the mythical country 
of Ferelden, presents a highly structured fictional universe, where it is the main 
task of the player to cross boundaries between different semantic fields. On 
a fundamental level, the universe is divided between an upper part, populated 
by humans, elves and others, and an underworld, where demons live (the dark-
spawn), while the caves of the dwarves function as a kind of interface between 
those fields. The plot-development is driven by the transgression of the boundary 
by the demons, which invade the upper world. The task of the player is, of cause, 
to stop the demons. In order to do so, he or she also has to venture into the under-
world, thus transgressing the boundary in opposite direction. On a macro-level, 
the movement between those fields drives the plot of Dragon Age: Origins. What 
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makes the game interesting however, are the various sub-fields within the world. 
Ferelden is full of boundaries, the player has to cross – and many mark highly 
political oppositions. The realm of the dwarves (the city of Orzammar), for exam-
ple, is divided into an upper and a lower part (dust town). In the first one, live the 
respected members of society, in the last one the castles. Below dust town are the 
‘deep roads’ – abandoned, dangerous tunnels and caverns, where the demons live. 
The player, of cause, has the ability to transgress the boundaries – if he or she is 
able to overcome the various obstacles (an attack by rouges, when first entering 
dust town). To cross those boundaries does not only move the plot forward, but 
is also understood by various NPCs as a political act (no respected dwarf enters 
dust town).

Another example would be the city of Denerim, in which the opposition 
between Israeli and Palestinian territories, described above, is nearly mirrored. 
Here, however, it is one between Humans and Elves. The latter ones live in a ghetto 
within the city as marginalised group, while the rest belongs to humans. Like the 
game space in Global Conf licts: Palestine, Denerim is structured by an antithetical 
topology, merged with a highly evaluative topographical representation, in which 
the poor, helpless and disadvantaged are contrasted with the rich and powerful. 
A detailed analysis of Dragon Age’s spatial rhetoric can’t be accomplished in this 
article, but it surely would unravel a complex fictional universe, structured by 
oppositions between countless sub-factions, resulting in a complex arrangement 
of boundaries and therefore a great potential for events and plot-development.

But spatial semantics can also be put to use in games, which at first glance 
do not have a complex game-world to explore. Gonzalo Frascaʼs famous satirical 
experiment September 12th (Newsgaming 2003) is a good example. Here, the player 
can shoot missiles from a godʼs eye perspective at terrorists in an Afghan city (see 
fig. 10). The obstacle being that itʼs nearly impossible not to hit civilians by acci-
dent, which causes witnesses to transform into terrorists. In his discussion of the 
game Bogost (2007, 86f.) points out that it conveys a simple but powerful message 
by its rule-structure: the war on terror is the cause of terror – and the player learns 
this the hard way through a rhetoric of failure.

Spatial semantics, however, allows for further analysis: In September 12th, the 
movement of all characters are regulated by a grid-like spatial structure, which 
ensures their evenly allocation. This is of the utmost importance for the gameʼs 
rhetoric, as agglomerations of civilians or terrorists could enable the player to hit 
just one of the groups. The playerʼs actions, on the other hand, are not affected by 
this horizontal topology, as missiles can be shot on any location. Therefore, there 
also exists a vertical topology, separating two semantic fields: the invisible play-
erʼs field of omnipotence and the visible charactersʼ field of regulated movement. 
The launch of a missile can be understood as a crossing of the boundary between 
those fields and therefore as an event. A missileʼs hit causes a building to crumble, 
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but only on a topographical level, as the ruin still channels the charactersʼ move-
ments – the game spaceʼs topology stays fixed.

Fig. 10: September 12th

The topographical presentation contributes to the gameʼs rhetoric, as it motivates 
references to reality. Like in Global Conf licts: Palestine, visual stereotypes enable 
the understanding of the semantic field as Afghan city: women wear blue bur-
qas, terrorists white headscarfs, while simple rectangular buildings, palm trees, 
market-stands and a sandy colour scheme evoke familiar images of Afghanistan. 
As the characters within the city can only react to the player’s actions by dying 
or turning into terrorists (that are no threat to the player), this semantic field is 
connoted with passiveness and weakness. The invisible player’s field, on the other 
hand, is associated with power. Its nature remains strangely unclear, as the only 
signs motivating any reference are the militaristic cross-hairs on the screen. The 
game’s title, however, suggests that it represents the West or the US military in 
reaction to 9/11.

All in all, the game space constitutes an antithetical model of the geopolitics of 
the so-called war against terror, in which Afghans are mere objects to play with for 
a nearly omnipotent West. In this reading, September 12th is not only a critique of 
the assumptions behind the war on terror, but also a model of power relations that 
actually reaffirms Western feelings of supremacy. During play, this impression is 
challenged to some degree, as military force turns out to be contra-productive – 
but the asymmetry of the model is untouched by this experience.

As it becomes clear, the use of space is just one part of a game’s rhetoric – alas 
a crucial one. This is not surprising, as games are complex hybrids between dif-
ferent medial forms and their rhetoric therefore grounds on all of them at the 
same time. The rhetoric of game space shouldn’t be analysed independently from 
the rules, the narrative, the visualisations or non-interactive elements (like cut-
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scenes). There is no necessary contradiction between a procedural, a narratolog-
ical, a spatial or a visual take on a game’s rhetoric. All these perspectives have to 
be considered, as they are relating to different aspects of the videogames. In their 
multifaceted wholeness, videogames prove to be wonderfully rich objects of anal-
ysis and rhetorical potential.
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