“EASTERN EUROPE, 2008”
Maps and Geopolitics in Video Games

Representation of Space
With the introduction of 31)-graphics space, a fundamental change in video game aes-
thetics and performativity took place: virtual space is now predominantly generated as
presented space or spatial presence (Poole 2000/McMahan 2003). However, spatial formations
in video games confusingly are still referred to as “representational space” (wolf 1997)
in general, even though the pictorial appearance of the game is not always a literal
representation. Rather, representations in video games have specific functions that
define their role in the interactive play just like any particular form of spatiality does
(Aarseth 2001/Fernandez-Vara et al. 2005/Taylor 2005). The function of representations in games
*an sufficiently be described by Henri Lefebvre’s (1991 trialectic of spatial processes,
according to which the individual’s perception of spacetime and the spatiotemporal
structures of the social - “representational spaces” in Lefebvre’s words - are recipro-
cally mediated by representations of space - namely, maps. Space in Lefebvre’s under-
standing is thus threefold: a combination of perceived (per¢u), conceived (con¢u) and
lived (vécu). Video games today are mostly a presentation of perceptual space in the
way Lefebvre addresses the individual experience of space or what he also calls the
“spatial practice.” In contrast, representations of space differ from this phenomenal
experience of space: as they are in real-life contexts, video game maps are essential
for orientation, especially in games played from the first-person perspective, for in
those games, one not only needs to see what one is aiming at, but also where one is
located within the entire setting of the game. For this reason, maps in video games
are either fully displayed and function as representations of the whole “playground”
(which gamers usually call the “map”), or they are reduced to a visual element within
the display, most frequently a radar that allows for orientation within the periphery of
the position of the avatar or the ego in play. As in Delta FForce: Black Hawk Down (2003),

the radar is often integrated within the virtual Head-Up Display (HUD). It is not only




because of its first-person perspective, but also because of exactly this display element
that Atari’s Battlezone (1950 is the forerunner of the first-person shooter genre.

Maps: Symbols, Icons, Diagrams

From a historical perspective, maps have functioned as media
ever since (Barber 2005); they have always mediated between a
contingent standpoint and its larger context. But they have also
always varied in their fundamental style of representation and,
along with it, their type of orientation. There are at least two
types or major styles of map: a map can be symbolic and make
use of iconic inserts, or it can be rational and avoid any figu-
rative representation. Any map lies within the realm of these
two possibilities. Historically speaking, this is the result of a
fundamental switch within the design of maps. Medieval maps
offered a transcendent type of orientation and made use of sym-
bols as well as of iconic presentations. On the contrary, modern
maps are rational in that they are immanent in respect to orien-
tation and make use of data gained through measurement.

The main principle that governs modern cartography was envisaged back in
antiquity by Ptolemy and then rediscovered during the Italian Renaissance (Edgerton
1975): the idea of projection, which also underlines linear perspective construction
and is rooted in the idea of an external beholder looking upon the world from a de-
fined point of view outside it. But in contrast to perspective painting, a cartographical
representation does not have one distinguished point of view, but an infinite number
of viewpoints parallel to each spot on the map. The model of the external viewer is
nonetheless important to imagine the function of projection as the plane in which the
data of the survey are inscribed. After all, 18"-century cartography, mostly in the per-
son of Carl Friedrich Gauss, effected the significant innovation of defining the status
of the projection plane by treating the earth’s surface as a physical body in itself, as
a curved plane that has no thickness, but is nevertheless a 3I) entity. Thus while to
the external viewer the surface is nothing but projection plane, the geodesist can as-
sign any data that is gained by trigonometric operations to the plane from within the
plane. Because of this, maps - modern maps in particular - should be conceived not
as pictures (even though they might still contain pictorial elements), but as diagrams.
For what a modern map in most cases does is visualize a relation of two (or more)
numeric values; this is especially true of topographical maps that indicate altitude
at every given place, which, in turn, is identified by its degrees of longitude and
latitude. Just like magnetic resonance imaging in the clinical context, topographical
representations do not consist of pictonal presentations, but images that are gained
from data and that do not resemble the appearance of any object. Maps, therefore,
are visualizations that display certain knowledge about the world.

Preceding the Territory
Because modern maps are able to represent without resembling, they are also

able to offer possible representations of things that do not (yet) exist in space purely
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der Kaet qgrapt e ern, the map precedes the territory; what rational maps offer is the possibility to

the premodern, the territory preceded the cartographic representation, in the mod-

designate a position within space before thal position is experienced individually or

before anyone has ever even been there. Maps, then, do not only constitute territory
in the mathematical sense, but also in the practical
sense: an intervention in the map can change the
setting of the territory. This “active mapping” tran-
scends geography and extends into the realm of
geopoliucs; whereas in everyday life maps provide
orientation and thereby reify the structures of the
life world, geopolitical action can directly affect
the medium by changing its spatial representation.
A famous example of this is the 1939 “extinction”
of Poland brought about by Joseph Stalin and the
German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop
when they drew a new borderline between Ger-
many and the Soviet U'nion on a map. By signing
the map, they made use of it not only in the literal
sense - map as charta (from the Latin for “docu-
ment”) - but in an active, political power-playing
sense as well.

Playing the Map: Interactive Representations
Handling a map in a video game is not always an apparent geopolitical act, but in
many cases, the handling of maps in games and in geopolitics rely on the same po-
tentiality - namely, the potential to act through the map. This applies first of all to
strategy games, in which interaction takes place only within the map. In these cases,
the map is the game itself. The representation of space becomes the primary space
for the player, and the virtual world 1s reduced to the map. Nevertheless, the char-
acter of the map in such contexts is fundamentally changed: it no longer functions

as a source of orientation for an acting subject in space, but rather visualizes trans-

formations that are imposed onto a developing world. In first-person shooter games,

on the contrary, the map retains its function as a tool of orientation, but nevertheless

serves as a geopolitical mechanism for transforming space: the map is used not only
as a tool for orientation, but also for direct strategic
maneuvers within the game’s space.

The first lime maps were used in first-person
shooter games was in 1993 in the game Doom. In
it, the map - commonly termed the “automap” -
offered a feature thal has become essential to the
computer game: interactivity. One made use of the
Doom map by switching between the perceptual
and conceptual modes of space by simply pressing
the tab button. This is interaction in a very basic




sense, to be sure. But nevertheless, by switching between the two maps, a “third
space” - as Edward Soja (1996) renamed Lefebvre’s “lived space” - is constituted. It
does not exist separately or outside the first-sight presentation and conceptual rep-
resentation of space, but rather in between the two. The map transfers a contingent
location in gamespace into a defined position in gamespace. In other words, the
map in Doom is not a picture of the gamespace, but a repre-
sentation of what is known about the gamespace. This knowl-
edge is of a dynamic character because the map in Doom is
also interactive in another respect: when the player moves his
ego-avalarin space, the map is extended room by room. Every
time the player’s ego in virtual space enters a new place or
even looks through a window onto a backyard, the newly dis-
covered area is added to the map. It seems as though the pro-
cess of mapping, which used to be the reserve of the cartogra-
pher, has been passed to the player. True, any possible player
discovery is anticipated by the design of the gamespace, but
within the act of playing, that space is revealed to the user of
the game and on his game maps for the first time. The Doom
map is also interactive in a third respect, namely in that one
can steer one’s ego simply by navigaling its representation
on the map through the gamespace represented on the map.
If there were no enemies (which are not represented on the

map), this type of navigation or “interactive mapping” would be sufficient for the
spatial discovery of the game. But that type of playing would be fully conceptual,

and, as a result, the shooter game would turn into a strategy game.

Orientation and Cartographic Design
In his famous text on The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Cerleau (1984) de-
plored the loss of symbolism within maps caused by the processes of modernity. To
Certeau, premodern maps preserved certain aspects of experience, which, until the
early modern period, had always been the premise for drawing a map. Like Erhard
Etzlaub’s famous “Rom-Weg” map from 1500, premodern maps contained icons that
resembled, for example, the monasteries and churches located on the way to Rome,
those designated points for a stopover during a pilgrimage. Far from being maps
in the modern sense, those maps did not offer a visualization of pure rational facts.
Rather, medieval maps displayed systems of possible passages and relevant places

alongthe way to the desired goal. Accordingto Certeau, this practical aspect of a map

has today all but vanished; it can now be found only in something like a tourist map

designed for orientation purposes. However, Certeau didn’t anticipate the extensive
technical developments that would follow his writing. Today, for example, many cars
are equipped with a GPS. The GPS maps are highly subordinated to the purpose of
the user - namely, reaching a certain destination and identifying locations and stop-
overs on the way. The GPS can also mix first-space presentations with topographical
representations in the 31)-mode available as a projection on the windscreen of the

car. The empirical aspect of “mapping” in the literal sense has thus reemerged in

447









