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Trial Action in Fictional Worlds
Literary fictions allow the reader to see

everyday norms and conventions, social

habits of thinking and feeling, in a different

light; they also allow readers to explore, in a

kind of trial action in a virtual

environment, the consequences of breaking

and transgressing norms without having to

fear sanctions in real life (Berensmeyer 79; cf. Iser).



The Player‘s Virtual Trial Action
For the player, this means becoming 

the producer of aesthetic 

expression, of meaning. He embarks 

on a virtual trial action where he can 

literary test systems, problems, and 

maybe even solutions.

 Fictional virtuality a complement 

to reality.  



Literary Dystopia
Dystopia = the bad non-place, ‘not yet‘.

– a non-existent society described in

considerable detail and normally located

in time and space that the author intended

a contemporaneous reader to view as

considerably worse than the society in

which that reader lived (Sargent 9).

Sargent 9, cf. Viera 23



Dystopian WARNING

WARNING



Estrangement cf. Booker 65; Suvin 6, 63ff., 71; Moylan 8

- A world different yet familiar.

- Defamiliarized world.

- Estranged genres: science fiction, 

utopia / dystopia, cyberpunk, 

posthuman, post-apocalypse, … 

- Playing the detective: Putting 

together the pieces of a cracked and 

distorted mirror.



Dystopia’s Aesthetic Response

- Aesthetic Response:

What happens to the player!

- Gaining insight into the dystopian nature of

the empirical present!

- Invitation to act, before it Is too late!



The Act of Playing 

Procedural

+ 

Semiotic Layer

Fictional Virtual 

World

Game

The 

Empirical 

Player

The Implied Player

Cognitive Layer

Knowledge

Reality

Context

World Knowledge

Video Games

Literature

Film

Genres

…

This open communication triggers a change 

in the player’s habitual dispositions, and thus 

the aesthetic response.



The Blank as Precondition for Communication
- Domain of the implied reader / player (on the cognitive level)

- Cognitive possibility space of literature / film / the video game.

- The blank … designates a vacancy in the overall system of the text,

the filling of which brings about an interaction of textual patterns. (Iser

182)

- They indicate that the different segments of the text are to be

connected, even though the text itself does not say so. They are the

unseen joints of the text, and as they mark off schemata and textual

perspectives [narrator, characters, plot-threads, that marked out for the

reader] from one another, they simultaneously trigger acts of ideation on

the reader’s part (Iser 182).

Iser 182



The Blank as Precondition for Communication
- Domain of the implied player

- Physical possibility space of the video game.

 A dynamic blank space for player interaction and expression 

(as prestructured by the game). Physical Dynamic Blank

 The implied player prestructures the player’s physical role.

 The player creates perspectives through filling physical blanks 

through action. This in turn which in turn may create additional 

blanks (physical and cognitive ones).

 Basic precondition for interaction / communication between the 

game’s dynamic system and the player.  



SF and Disorientation

- Where in the world am I?

- What in the world is going on?

- What am I going to do? 

Moylan 3















Filling in basic cognitive blanks

- The player will try to find a connection between these 

perspectives.

- He encounters the perspectives on his way.

- He might miss some (especially in open world games). 



Thema and Horizon
As perspectives are continually interweaving and interacting, it is not 

possible for the reader to embrace all perspectives at once, and so the view 

he is involved with at any one particular moment is what constitutes for 

him the ‘theme’ (Iser 97).

This, however, always stands before the ‘horizon’ of the other perspective 

segments in which he had previously been situated (Iser 97).

 The Wandering Viewpoint 

Iser 97
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Interaction between cognitive and physical blanks

- The player creates perspectives through his own actions

(potential participation in the “Hunt Down the Vox” game / potential

shooting of Comstock’s followers that show no resistance).

- Player is confronted by Comstock’s words (or by the unconscious

dark part of his self).

- The player’s choices entail different interpretations

(different fillings in of cognitive blanks).
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Interaction between cognitive and physical blanks

- The game specifically targets a gamist attitude, in the context

of the virtual world and its critique of a capitalist consumer

society.

- Targets the status quo’s method of Disneyfication (comforting

lies of ideology).

- The structure points to a plot of education, in which the player

shall be guided from naiveté to awareness!

- And this is how the gap between virtuality and reality may be

filled.
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The Iron Cage of Anti-Utopia
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Elizabeth’s Journey from Naiveté to Awareness
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Thank you very much!

Any Questions?
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