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Abstract 

In this paper I will give a phenomenological account of embodied presence 
through computer game avatars, based on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of 
bodily intentionality, bodily space and bodily extensions (2002 [1962]. The core 
idea is that when we play, directly controllable avatars like Mario or Lara Croft, as 
well as racing cars or other kinds of controllable vehicles, function as prosthetic 
extensions of our own body, which extend into screen space the dual nature of the 
body as both subject and object. Because they act as proxies or stand-ins for our 
own body within the gameworld, prosthetic avatars are crucially different from 
more familiar kinds of bodily extensions, like tools or musical instruments.  
 
In navigable 3D environments, the main “body” of the avatar, in the 
phenomenological sense, is not the controllable marionette itself (for example 
Mario or Lara), but the navigable virtual camera, which becomes an extension of 
the player’s locomotive vision during play. In this way, the navigable camera, 
extending from the player’s eyes and fingers, re-locates the player’s bodily 
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self-awareness – the immediate sense of “here” as opposed to “there” – into screen 
space. This displacement of our visual perceptual apparatus through prosthetic 
avatars creates a distinctive kind of prosthetic telepresence, a phenomenon that 
ninenteenth-century philosophy could not imagine or foresee. Prosthetic 
telepresence operates at the ground level of the phenomenology of the body, and 
does not rely on imagination or fictionality. Prosthetic telepresence offers – and 
indeed demands – full perceptual immersion, yet is not dependent on technologies 
of audiovisual immersion.  
 
 
** 
 
To what does it refer when we talk about “being” in a game, or when we say that 
we are “in the shoes of” Lara Croft, Mario or Master Chief? How is it possible 
that we can, in certain types of games, act and react in an intuitive fashion, as if 
actually being inside the gameworld, when we are in fact in front of the screen, 
moving buttons and sticks on a game controller?  

In internet- and computer game discourses, the notion of “avatar” has two 
common uses. It is usually taken to simply mean playable character, in all its 
variants, from Pac-Man to Guybrush Threepwood. In online environments like 
World of Warcraft (2004), the term tends to highlight, more specifically, the 
player’s virtual persona in the game world. This latter meaning of the term has 
migrated into online virtual spaces of all kinds, where users' accounts and profiles 
are typically linked to personas or “avatars”. 

A central premise for this paper, however, is that we must make a distinction 
between ”avatar” understood as a playable character (or persona), and ”avatar” 
understood as a vehicle through which the player is given some kind of embodied 
agency and presence within the gameworld. In the action-adventure genre of 
computer games, from Super Mario Bros. (1985) to Call of Duty: Modern 
Warfare 2 (2009), these two different aspects or functions are combined into one 
avatar. Nevertheless, character-play must clearly be seen as independent from 
embodied presence, and vice versa. Playable characters can be interacted with via 
email, for example, or in numerous other ways that would not imply any kind of 
embodied presence within a computer-simulated environment. Conversely, the 
vehicle of agency and presence in a gameworld does not at all need to be also a 
character; the paradigmatic category here would be racing games or flight 
simulators, but there are also games like Marble Madness (1984), in which our 
avatar is a rolling marble. Indeed we could say that, when playing those kinds of 
games, we get to be a racing car, a rolling marble, or a spaceship, just like we get 
to be (some equivalent of) a human body in an action-adventure game. 



3 
 

Agency: the cursor analogy 

Many have noted that the character dimension of avatars like Mario or Lara Croft 
appears to be relatively insignificant in comparison to their function as a mediators 
of players' agency in the gameworld. In Nintendo and New World Travel Writing: 
A Dialogue (1995), Mary Fuller and Henry Jenkins point out that action-adventure 
avatars should not be mistaken for characters or protagonists in a narrated story: 

In Nintendo®'s narratives, characters play a minimal role, displaying traits that are largely 
capacities for action: fighting skills, modes of transportation, preestablished goals (…). 
The character is little more than a cursor that mediates the player's relationship to the 
story world (Fuller & Jenkins 1995). 

“Little more than a cursor” seems to imply that the avatar is no more than a tool, 
a capacity for action, an instrument. The cursor analogy has also been used also by 
Marie-Laure Ryan, who in her influential Narrative as Virtual Reality (2001) 
suggests that the cursor is the “the minimal form” of third-person avatars like 
Mario (2001:309).  

In “The Myth of the Ergodic Videogame. Some thoughts on player-character 
relationships in videogames” (2002), James Newman broadly shares Fuller & 
Jenkins’ approach, and argues that the primary function of avatars is to mediate 
the player’s agency rather than to be characters with whom the player is supposed 
to identify in a similar fashion as in novels or films. When playable characters 
are ”On-Line”, Newman argues – that is, when being played, as opposed to merely 
appearing in cutscenes – they are not ”characters” in the traditional sense at all:  

Thus, On-Line "character" in the sense we understand it in non-ergodic media, dissolves. 
Characters On-Line are embodied as sets of available capabilities and capacities. They are 
equipment to be utilised in the gameworld by the player. They are vehicles. This is easier 
to come to terms with when we think of a racing game like Gran Turismo where we drive 
a literal vehicle, but I am suggesting that, despite their representational traits, we can think 
of all videogame characters in this manner. On-Line, Lara Croft is defined less by 
appearance than by the fact that "she" allows the player to jump distance x, while the 
ravine in front of us is larger than that, so we better start thinking of a new way 
round…(Newman 2002:9). 

According to this analysis, we could say that playable characters are being 
driven or piloted by the player. We should note here, however, that Newman’s 
account goes beyond the minimal cursor analogy of Fuller & Jenkins, at least by 
implication. If we recognise that Lara Croft is indeed an ”embodiment” of the 
player, this would imply not only that she mediates the player’s ability to jump or 
walk, but also that she embodies the player’s risk of falling down the ravine. This 
latter aspect is arguably central to what the game is about. A mouse cursor does 
not make the player belong to or be in the game environment in the same way.  

Still, Newman's choice of emphasis, when he says that, for example, avatars are 
«equipment to be utilised», indicates that the notion of embodied agency is 
thought of in relatively narrow terms: avatars are mainly seen as tools or 
instruments, resources for the player. An influential strand of computer game 
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research (Salen & Zimmerman 2004, Linderoth 2005, Carr 2002, Dovey & 
Kennedy 2006) has adopted a similar approach, however with an important 
addition or modification, drawing on insights from cultural and text-oriented 
theory: even if we do recognise – the argument goes – that avatars are primarily 
tools or equipment, this does not mean that character is unimportant. These 
theorists argue that the avatar is important as both tool and character, and point 
out that the relative balance or configuration between the two aspects will vary 
greatly between games, players and playing situations. Sometimes we care about 
character, sometimes we are interested only in the tool.  

Prosthetic agency and the camera-body 

This dual-function approach to the analysis of player-avatar relationships, 
because it sticks to an instrumental notion of agency, tends not to focus so much 
on the question of being in a gameworld, via the avatar. Before turning to 
Merleau-Ponty, let me pick up two important cues from recent computer game 
theory that address this question, and which have informed my own approach. 
First, Ulf Wilhelmsson’s notion of the Game Ego: 

As  a  player  you  incorporate  an  agent,  a Game  Ego  function,  within the  
game environment. This exertion of  control  is  an  extension  of  the  player’s  
own  sensory  motor system via a tactile motor/kinaesthetic link, why it is not only the 
controlled and   perceived   motion   on  a  screen   but   also  the  
experience of locomotion within an environment that is the result of  this  control. 
(...)The Game Ego is that function; the agency within the game that manifest the player’s 
presences allowing him or her to perform actions  (Wilhelmsson 2006:67).  

What we may call prosthetic agency, which functions as an extension or a 
prosthesis of the player’s body, a  ”tactile motor/kinaesthetic link”, is a defining 
characteristic of action- sport- and action-adventure avatars since Spacewar! 
(2006 [1962]). Through the magic of real-time control, it is as if the player is 
reaching directly into the gameworld through a prosthesis, an extended limb. In 
Wilhelmsson’s account, among the various manifestations of the Game Ego would 
be, for example, the controllable blocks in Tetris: through practice, the control 
exerted on the blocks by the player may become second nature, similar to the way 
in which we are able to control our own hand, directly, without planning or 
thinking.  

Whether a block in Tetris should also qualifiy as an avatar is a different 
question, however, as I will explain below. Still, the notion of the Game Ego 
overlaps with the concept of the prosthetic avatar: both mediate agency from 
within the game environment, and both are hooked up to our hands and eyes in 
such a way as to become extensions of our body. Finally, the Game Ego, 
according to Wilhelmsson, is manifested not only through visible elements like 
blocks, vehicles or characters, but also through the player’s experience of 
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locomotion, of putting oneself into motion via the prosthetic link. 
A similar observation is made by Bob Rehak, who in his psychoanalytically 

informed analysis of the player-avatar relationship also emphasises the avatarial 
role and status of the «camera-body» as much as the visible avatar:  

Avatarial operations flow from two elements that interdepend in various ways. First is the 
foregrounding of an onscreen body, visible in whole or in part. Second is the conceit of an 
offscreen but assumed body constituted through the gaze of a mobile, player-controlled 
camera. Different articulations between camera-body and avatar-body lead to different, 
though related, modes of play and subject effects. In every case, the intent – to produce a 
sense of diegetic embodiment – announces itself from the dawn of video game history 
(Rehak 2003:109).  

Even if the notion of’ ”diegetic” embodiment may be misleading in a certain 
sense, as I will return to below, Rehak’s central observation is important: the 
action- and action-adventure strand of computer game history has been pushing 
towards an ever more immersive and visceral sense of being in the gameworld. 
From Spacewar! and onwards, prosthetic avatars do indeed offer, as Rehak says, 
experiential simulations of being a body in a world. Through prosthetic avatars, 
we get to play with, and play through, extensions of our own being.  

The paradox of the prosthetic avatar 

It is important to emphasise, however, at this point, that avatarial extensions are 
not like other bodily extensions. A prosthetic avatar is more than a mere extension 
of the player’s ego function, more than the extension of the player as acting and 
perceiving subject. At the heart of the player-avatar relationship lies a tension and 
a paradox, reflected in our intuitive understanding of what it means to be 
immersed in a navigable 3D environment through an avatar. How can we say that 
the player is extending or reaching into the gameworld, while at the same time 
also saying that the player is «being within» and «acting from within» the 
gameworld? How can avatarial embodiment be both a kind of extension and a 
kind of re-location at the same time? The idea of the bodily prosthesis seems to 
contradict the idea of embodied being or presence, especially as it relates to the 
navigable “camera-body” that is the primary vehicle of perceptual immersion in 
contemporary games. 

Hopefully, a phenomenological analysis of this paradox can contribute to our 
understanding also from the point of view of game design and analysis. What is 
the core difference between a first-person 3D computer game and a Virtual Reality 
installation – actual or imagined one – in terms of their immersive characteristics? 
And, looking in the opposite direction: what is the difference between navigable 
3D environments and 2-dimensional game spaces? Is the prosthetic nature of 2D- 
and 3D-avatars basically of the same kind, or is there a radical leap between the 
two?  
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Finally, there is the question of fictionality, which is part of my motivation for 
investigating the tension between the «here» and «there» of avatar-based play. 
Previously, as part of a broader genre study of space and interaction in 
avatar-based games (Klevjer 2007), I have suggested a concept of ”vicarious” 
embodiment that combines a phenomenological notion of the bodily prosthesis 
with theories of fiction and simulation.  

The key idea here is, in very simple terms, that the avatar is different from a 
cursor because it belongs to the simulated world of the game. According to this 
approach, the avatar’s status as a simulated and fictional body becomes essential 
to its definition. However, on closer scrutiny, could it really be said that avatarial 
embodiment is, at its heart, simulated embodiment? It is an attractive proposition, 
because it would seem to solve the conflict between extension and re-location. It 
would allow us to say that, whereas the concept of prosthesis addresses the nature 
of our actual embodiment here, the notion of simulated or fictional embodiment 
would adequately capture our re-located presence there – the latter given to us via 
the «conceit», in Rehak's terms, of the avatarial apparatus.  

However, while simulated bodies and simulated worlds are certainly crucial in 
the concrete articulations of the player-avatar relationship, as I will return to 
below, I would argue that, contrary to the claims I made earlier, theories of 
simulation and fiction are not necessary to explain the defining mechanisms of 
avatarial embodiment. Indeed, the notion of the avatar as a simulated body, 
however correct in any particular instance, can neverthless be a misleading one, 
obscuring from view important phenomenological parameters of embodied 
engagement. 

So let us instead take a closer look at the notion of the bodily extension, as laid 
out in Phenomenology of Perception. The central idea I will suggest from this 
work is that avatarial extensions mediate particular kinds of relationships between 
the body as subject and the body as object, and between “bodily space” and 
“external space”. This duality in the nature of the body is rooted in the general 
phenomenological idea of intentionality, as developed by Edmund Husserl and 
Martin Heidegger.  

The “I can” 

"Intentionality" means that perception always, by its very definition, is directed 
or intended towards a meaningful world. Perception implies the perception of 
something, and this something will always be, in some sense, anticipated, already 
given as significant for us, something that is purposefully reached for by our 
senses and our actions. In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty is 
concerned with the embodied nature of this intentionality. Heidegger’s Dasein, 
according to Merleau-Ponty, must be understood as an intentional body, an 
embodied being-in-the-world. The subject is not a mind that has a body, but a 
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mind that is a body; I am constituted as subject by virtue of being a 
body-in-the-world. The subject is not, as Descartes argued, a cogito or “I think”, 
but rather an “I can”, an intentional body-subject. The way in which we perceive 
the world and our position in it is grounded in this I can.  

Avatar-based computer games are unique because they play directly to the 
constitution of our experienced body. The defining appeal of games like Super 
Mario 64 (1996) or Grand Theft Auto III (2001) is that we get to be a different I 
can, stepping into the shoes (or wheels) of another body, in another world. Let us 
first look more closely at Merleau-Ponty’s account of body intentionality and the 
bodily extension, before turning to the implications for avatarial embodiment. 

Body intentionality and body image 

The body, Merleau-Ponty says, ”is our general medium for having a world” 
(2002 [1962]:169). This is a radical formulation to emphasise the status of the 
body as subject, that is: as that for which there is a world. At the same time, of 
course, our bodies are also objects in the world, along with other objects; we can 
look at and measure our hand, just like we can look at and measure other objects 
in the world. Merleau-Ponty describes this duality in a passage that is best quoted 
at length:  

My visual body is certainly an object as far as its parts far removed from head are 
concerned, but as we come nearer to the eyes, it becomes divorced from objects, and 
reserves among them a quasi-space to which they have no access, and when I try to fill 
this void by recourse to the image in the mirror, it refers me back to an original of the 
body which is not out there among things, but in my own province, on this side of all 
things seen. It is no different, in spite of what may appear to be the case, with my tactile 
body, for if I can, with my left hand, feel my right hand as it touches an object, the right 
hand as an object is not the right hand as it touches: the first is a system of bones, muscles 
and flesh brought down at a point of space, the second shoots through space like a rocket 
to reveal the external object in its place. In so far as it sees or touches the world, my body 
can therefore be neither seen nor touched. What prevents it ever being an object, ever 
being 'completely constituted', is that it is that by which there are objects. It is neither 
tangible nor visible in so far as it is that which sees and touches. The body therefore is not 
one more among external objects (2002 [1962]:105). 

The invisibility of the body, as “that which sees and touches”, also includes 
movement and the body's ability to move other objects. The intentionality of the 
body, Merleau-Ponty explains, is a “motor intentionality”, a “motor project” (2002 
[1962]:127). Like the movement of the eyeballs, the movement of the hand is 
equally “on this side of all things seen”: 

I move external objects with the aid of my body, which takes hold of them in one place 
and shifts them to another. But my body itself I move directly, I do not find it at one point 
of objective space and transfer it to another, I have no need to look for it, it is already with 
me-I do not need to lead it towards the movement's completion, it is in contact with it 
from the start  and propels itself towards that end. The relationships between my 
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decision and my body are, in movement, magic ones. (2002 [1962]:108). 

Merleau-Ponty then turns to the intentionality of spatial perception. Our 
awareness of our own body in space, he argues, our body image, is as an 
intentional stance or posture towards the world. My body-image, he explains, is a 
“total awareness of my posture in the intersensory world» (2002 [1962]:114). The 
body-image is a form, or gestalt, through which external space appears as 
meaningful, in a figure-ground structure. So when I am engaged in an activity, for 
example playing a video game, the different parts of my body – eyes, feet, thumbs 
– will all be, in Merleau-Ponty's words, part of this «total awareness (...) only in 
proportion to their value to the organism's project».  

Psychologists often say that the body image is dynamic. Brought down to a precise sense, 
this term means that my body appears to me as an attitude directed towards a certain 
existing or possible task. And indeed its spatiality is not, like that of external objects or 
like that of ‘spatial sensations’, a spatiality of position, but a spatiality of situation. (...) 
The word ‘here’ applied to my body does not refer to a determinate position in relation to 
other positions or to external coordinates, but the laying down of the first co-ordinates, the 
anchoring of the active body in an object, the situation of the body in front of its task. 
Bodily space can be distinguished from external space and envelop its parts instead of 
spreading them out, because it is the darkness needed in the theatre to show up the 
performance, the background of somnolence or reserve of vague power against which the 
gesture and its aim stand out, the zone of not being in front of which precise things, 
figures and points can come to light. In the last analysis, if my body can be a ’form’ and if 
there can be, in front of it, important figures against indifferent backgrounds, this occurs 
in virtue of its being polarized by its tasks, of its existence towards them, of its collecting 
together of itself in its pursuit of its aims; the body image is finally a way of stating that 
my body is in-the-world (2002 [1962]:114). 

So the here of my body, its own ”bodily space”, in Merleau-Ponty’s terms, 
whether in videogame play or any other activity, is intentional in nature, directed 
towards a situation – ”the situation of the body in front of its task”. The body 
exists towards its tasks. So when we attempt to describe our own body in action, 
caught in the act, as it were, we must try and look at it in the reverse direction, 
from the point of view of its tasks and aims, by which the body is being ”collected 
together”, filtered or "polarised” in its spatial awareness, polarised as body-image.  

The bodily extension 

A bodily extension, according to Merleau-Ponty, is that which becomes 
incorporated into our own body as ”motor project”, integrated as part of that 
which is ”...neither tangible nor visible in so far as it is that which sees and 
touches”. Getting intuitiely familiar with a hat, a car, or a stick is to be 
transplanted into them, he explains, ”or conversely, to incorporate them into the 
bulk of our own body.” (2002 [1962]:166). When we get used to a typewriter, so 
that we are mastering its operation fluently and intuitively, the typewriter has 
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become like a seamless prosthesis, incorporated into bodily space, along with our 
hands and eyeballs. Our body-image is being extended and re-wired through 
technology, now "existing towards” and polarised by a new horizon of tasks.  

Merleau-Ponty emphasises the way in which objects (stick, typewriter, hat), 
when incorporated into our body, become invisible, unexpressed, cease to exist as 
external objects. They instead become part of the body as gestalt, part of ”the 
darkness needed in the theatre to show up the performance”. Extensions enter into 
our bodily awareness as articulated by the situation or tasks towards which they 
exist. 

The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him, and is no longer perceived for 
itself; its point has become an area of sensitivity, extending the scope and active radius of 
touch, and providing parallel to sight. In the exploration of things, the length of the stick 
does not enter expressly as a middle term: the blind man is rather aware of it through the 
position of objects than of the position of objects through it (Merleau-Ponty 2002 
[1962]:165-166). 

The learning and effort that goes into the transformation of an external object 
into a bodily extension – relocating it, as it were, from the visible to the invisible – 
is referred to by Merleau-Ponty as a kind of tacit knowledge, a habit, or 
"knowledge in the hands”: 

If habit is neither a form of knowledge nor an involuntary action, what then is it? It is 
knowledge in the hands, which is forthcoming only when bodily effort is made, and 
cannot be formulated in detachment from that effort. The subject knows where the letters 
are on the typewriter as we know where one of our limbs is, through a knowledge bred of 
a familiarity which does not give us a position in objective space (Merleau-Ponty 
2002[1962]:166). 

Summing up so far: our bodily experience of "here" and "there" is defined by 
the actual and potential possibilities and demands of the situation, by what we can.   
Our body is intuitively directed and postured towards a set of aims and tasks. A 
keyboard, a musical instrument, a gamepad, as a result of our hard effort and 
habituation, will alter the I can and thereby alter our bodily awareness, as it 
becomes part of the invisible, part of that by which we perceive and act. We could 
say that our experience of how our senses and organs relate to each other and to 
the world, and our sense of how we are placed in front of a situation, is being 
re-situated through the incorporation of a bodily extension.  

This is not an extension of pure subjects or egos, but of bodies, in their dual 
nature of being both subject and object. The blind man, extended by his stick, is 
both touching and being touched.  

The extending touch 

So what does this mean for computer games and computer game avatars? It is 
clear that games that are controlled in real-time, whether via sticks, mouse, 
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steering wheel, motion capture, or any other kind of direct interface, do rely on 
our ability to learn, in some way or another, bodily intuitive control. In general 
terms, therefore, we do somehow ”transplant” into these kinds of computer games 
in a similar fashion as we do when we learn to play an instrument or drive a car. 
However, unlike cars and walking sticks and pianos, video games extend our 
bodies across a material divide, into screen space. This material gap is a major 
complication, which obviously Merleau-Ponty does not address. 

Things get particularly complicated when games require us to cross that 
material divide via an avatar. What kind of object is it, exactly, that can be said to 
plug into our body as a prosthesis? The controller? The screen? The avatar? When 
I am playing, say Mario 64 (1996) or Halo (2001), what would be the ”here” of 
my bodily space, and what would count as ”external objects”? What would I, in 
Merleau-Ponty’s words above, be ”moving directly”, as opposed to the stuff that I 
am moving «with the aid of my body”?  

The first answer is fairly straightforward, at least in its general formulation: the 
core prosthetic element, which plugs into our body in order to disappear under the 
radar, is the controller interface. Without our ability to learn to act and react 
intuitively into screen space via the sticks and buttons of the controller, we would 
never approach any mastery of action-oriented games.  

The ideal type for this form of play would be arcade action games like 
Pac-Man (1980) or Breakout (1978). And the classic text would be jazz pianist, 
sociologist and philosopher David Sudnow’s phenomenological self-study in 
Pilgrim in the Microworld: Eye, Mind and the Essence of Video Skill (1983). 
Sudnow draws heavily on Merleau-Ponty’s work, including its characteristic style 
of formulation. He painstakingly records how, after hundreds of hours of training, 
he learned to become a master of the home console version of Breakout, and 
describes in poetic detail his own appropriation of the game as a prosthetic 
extension. 

First, Sudnow draws attention to the “electro-umbilical hookup” (1983:23 ) that 
connects our hand to the responsive image of a paddle.  

There’s that space over there, this one over here, and we traverse the wired gap with 
motions that make us nonetheless feel in a balanced extending touch with things. 
(Sudnow 1983:37).  

Sudnow here goes straight to the heart of real-time controlled games, as 
pioneered by Spacewar! and Pong (1972). The player feels like he or she is in an 
extending touch with things on the screen. As players, we reach across the 
material barrier, and “traverse the wired gap” between our body’s space here and 
screen space there. This “mysterious transformation of our movements” (1983:23), 
I would argue, which simulates a tangibility of the screen space, is the primary 
conceit, the primary “as if” of the player-machine interaction. The simulation of 
tangibility is not dependent on there being anything figuratively recognisable 
going on the screen (spaceships, gardens); all that is required is an experience of 
continuous physicality, of being in extended touch with on-screen images.  
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It is important to note that it is not the bodily extension itself, but the 
experience of being in touch with physical objects – just like we would with a 
pinball machine or a mechanical coin-up game – that is a conceit, a pretence, a 
(real-time) simulation run by a computer. In other words: simulation comes into 
play at the level of materiality. Borrowing Umberto Eco’s terms, we can say that 
screen space is given an “analogous function” (1976:209) in relation to the 
physical reality of natural embodiment. 

The extending touch, Sudnow goes on to observe, comes to function like a 
prosthetic extension of his own body, an implement, via the interface of the 
gamepad.  

When a paddle or a bat is incorporated by the body, becoming a continuation of ourselves 
into and through which we realize and aim in a certain direction, such implements lose all 
existence as things in the world with the sorts of dimensions you measure on rulers. They 
become incorporated within a system of bodily spaces that can never be spoken of in the 
objective terms with which we speak of objects outside ourselves (Sudnow 1983:122).  

It is tempting to say that the paddle of Breakout becomes a prosthetic avatar, 
and in a certain limited sense this would be true; the paddle, or the “bat” in Pong, 
directly hooked up to the player's fingers as if connected by a mechanical link, is 
indeed a privileged mediator of agency within screen-space. The on-screen paddle 
becomes the logical counterpart to the physical extension of the controller device.  

However, as Sudnow is lead to realise, after hours and days of practice, there is 
a higher ambition to strive for: the game as a whole, gamepad and screen, can be 
transformed into bodily prosthesis, incorporated as second nature in a way that is 
similar to the mastery of a musical instrument. Sudnow finds that, with this kind 
of “game” (which is, he argues, no longer a game), one can, in a 
phenomenological sense, literally lose oneself, disappear in the game:  

It’s as if instead of truly incorporating the events on the screen within the framework of 
the body’s natural way of moving and caring, the action on the screen must incorporate 
me, reducing or elevating me to some ideal plane of synaptic being through which the 
programmed co-incidences will take place (Sudnow 1983: 138-139).  

At the end of his learning experience, Sudnow finds a state of play that 
approaches the hypnotic, the hallucinatory:  

It’s becoming an instrument. Instantly punctuated picture music. Supercerebral crystal 
clear Silicon Valley eye jazz (1983:191).  

What is this, in light of the above? It seems to me that this is not an extension 
of the body in its dual nature, but rather something approaching the extension of 
pure subjectivity, a Game Ego prosthesis in Wilhelmsson's terms, a kind of bodily 
self-awareness without external space, bodily habit as trance. So we could call this 
kind of play, which is typically associated with classic arcade action, instrument 
play, because of its similarity to mastering a musical instrument, its patterns and 
rhythms. Instrument games do have a prosthetic avatar, in its minimal form, but 
the relationship between avatar and its on-screen environment, its external 
counterpart, its screen ecology, is indistinct and blurred, washed out along the path 
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to fluent mastery. In the end, there is no speaking of the avatar versus the 
environment, only the controller and the screen as one organ, a hypnotic machine.  

The prosthetic marionette 

In avatar-based games, in contrast, there is always going to be an external 
screen space, an environment, a world into which we extend our bodies via the 
avatar. In terms of genre history, the key moment would be the transition from the 
static screens of Breakout and Pong to the scrolling environments, the travelling 
frame, of Super Mario Bros. Through the playable figure of Mario, the player 
could go journeying and exploring into an unknown landscape that stretched 
beyond the frame of the screen. The action-adventure was born. 

Like the spaceship in Spacewar!, or the paddle in Breakout, Mario's 
movements are controlled in a way that simulates a tangible relationship. 
Controlling Mario is like controlling a marionette, hooked up to the player's 
fingers by invisible strings. In order to play well, the player must work to 
incorporate Mario as the on-screen extension of his or her own body, via the 
physical extension of the gamepad. 

In the action-adventure genre, however, in contrast to the arcade-action genre, 
the avatar’s relationship to its environment is put into focus. The rationale behind 
this type of prosthetic habituation is not to reach a delirium of the Game Ego, but 
rather to be able to perceive and act intuitively within an environment (navigating, 
exploring, combating), through an avatar. The world of the game does not offer 
itself to be absorbed by the marionette (or vice versa), as in arcade action, but is 
instead something external, autonomous and unknown, to be discovered and 
conquered through the avatar as part of a journey. 

There are of course, it should be noted at this point, avatars that allow the 
player to act indirectly within screen-projected environments without becoming 
prosthetic in nature, or which at least are not designed to function in this way. 
Such avatars are not controlled through tangible interaction (simulating an 
extending touch), but rather through symbolic interaction, which means that the 
player gives instructions to the avatar, via the controller interface. Symbolic avatar 
interfaces simulate not physical tangibility but an anthropomorphic, perceiving 
agent who is able to respond to communication. In strategy and roleplaying games, 
the player typically enters commands from a menu, and uses mouse clicks or 
similar to indicate the positions to where the characters or unit should move.  

There are interesting cases that are somewhat ambiguous in this respect. In the 
action-roleplaying hit game Diablo (1996), combat control operates through 
symbolic interaction, as in other roleplaying games, and the player navigates the 
avatar through mouse-clicking at designated positions. However, because the 
clicking happens so fast, the experience nevertheless approaches a sense of 
"pulling" the avatar through a tangible interface.  
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Proxy embodiment  

The prosthetic avatar plays with the phenomenology of the body, by extending 
its dual nature into screen space. The on-screen marionette becomes part of that 
through which a world comes into existence, part of the player's “I can”. The 
player is being re-wired and re-directed towards “important figures against 
indifferent backgrounds” through the integrated prosthetic apparatus of controller 
and on-screen avatar 

When we play, because the avatar extends the body rather than pure agency or 
subjectivity, screen space becomes a world that we are subjected to, a place we 
inhabit and where we struggle for survival. We learn to intuitively judge, like we 
do in the real world, the opportunities and dangers of the environment. James 
Gibson’s formulation of the ecological dimension of visual perception is a fitting 
description of the dual nature of avatarial embodiment:  

Any substance, any surface, any layout has some affordance for benefit or injury to 
someone. Physics may be value-free, but ecology is not (Gibson 1986[1979]:140).  

In general terms, the prosthetic avatar re-configures our body’s "ecology", in 
Gibson's terms. The avatar alters our bodily space so that it (magically) extends 
into screen space, across the material divide, a new field of affordances, a new 
perceptual ecology. 

However, this explanation does not yet address our intuitive experience, in 
navigable 3D environments, of also being transported into screen space through 
the prosthetic avatar. As noted above, the relationship between the avatar as a 
bodily extension and the avatar as embodied presence is a paradox. 
Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the body’s dual nature as both subject and object can 
help us clarify the nature of this paradox.  

It seems to me that the avatar does indeed re-locate our body into screen-space, 
not as fiction but through a re-configuration on the level of the phenomenology of 
the body. The avatar is no mere extension, I will suggest, but a prosthetic proxy, 
which extends the phenomenal body while also – unlike a walking stick or a 
musical instrument – filtering or channeling our body into shape and place, into 
screen space, and thereby also in an important sense “hiding” and protecting it, 
making it irrelevant in its original (non-extended) configuration. However, the 
extended marionette performs this operation only in a very limited way, as 
compared to the more radical channeling of the navigable camera-body.  

The marionette’s key function is this: while it extends the body-subject and the 
corresponding bodily space into screen space, as argued above, it functions as a 
stand-in or replacement of our objective body, a proxy on our behalf. The 
prosthetic avatar allows us to engage in a playful and temporary separation of 
subjective and objective body, across the material divide. In the moment of being 
captured by and channelled through the avatar, the body that is here, safely seated 
on the couch, will be rendered irrelevant in its objective dimension, as an object 
among other objects, in Merleau-Ponty’s terminology – as that which is being 
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touched. Because the extended body-subject is instead directed towards what is 
happening on the screen, the marionette comes to function as a replacement of the 
objective body, becoming the new, temporary manifestation of the player’s body 
in external space. In other words: as a body-subject I may be throwing myself into 
the playground, no barrels held, but as body-object I am participating through a 
stand-in, a proxy, an incarnation of myself, an avatar.  

This means that our experience of being taken into the game world by our 
avatars can be explained without recourse to fictionality. Undoubtedly, 
make-believe plays an important role, insofar as computer game marionettes 
would also be conceived as humanoid agents or characters who somehow acts on 
our behalf. Nevertheless, proxy embodiment is a trick at the level of the 
phenomenology of the body, not a trick of fiction. The sense of bodily immersion 
that is involved in avatar-based play is rooted in the way in which the body is able 
to intuitively re-direct into screen space a perception of itself as object, which is 
the perception of itself as part of external space. A mouse cursor cannot function 
as a proxy in this way, not because it lacks fictional elaboration, but because it has 
no objective presence within screen space. 

The principle of prosthetic proxy embodiment has been a dominant paradigm in 
computer games since Spacewar!. It responds to a desire to enter into the 
gameworld not as yourself, in your actual physical body, but as incarnated in 
another body, a body made to fit all kinds of strange and alien worlds, and into 
which you can seamlessly transplant, via minimal movements of eyes, hands, 
fingers.  

 Let me note, here, that proxy embodiment, as a general interface paradigm in 
computer gaming, is incompatible with two other general principles of tangible 
interaction in real-time environments. First, in what we may call direct interaction, 
the user or player is allowed to point at or touch objects in the on-screen 
environment directly, in a way that simulates Sudnow’s “extending touch”, but 
which leaves no place for a proxy body as mediator. This can be done via mouse 
and cursor, via a pointing device like for example a light-gun, via a touch-screen 
interface, or to a certain extent via motion control interfaces. In all such games of 
direct tangible interaction, the only “avatar” is your familiar physical self, in front 
of the screen. Direct tangible interaction is typically found in casually oriented 
games like, for example, Sneezies on the Iphone or the online Flash game Shoot 
Bin Laden.  

Secondly, the principle of 1:1 motion control, as currently promised by the Wii 
MotionPlus, Kinect, and Playstation Move peripherals, discards the idea of proxy 
embodiment in favour of projecting instead an on-screen body that mirrors the 
shape and movements of the player’s physical body, in as much detail as possible. 
Again, it is your familiar physical body that is made the embodied subject during 
play, but this time in a dialogue with its own mirrored self across the divide, its 
projected mirror image. It is through this mirror image, rather than through a 
prosthetic avatar, that the player gets to be in a simulated direct physical contact 
with the elements in on-screen game space.  
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Full-body mirroring control, as an alternative to standard avatar control, opens 
up a range of playful possibilities, while at the same time closing down or 
marginalising experiences that are specifically linked to the principle of proxy 
embodiment. In particular, the player’s self-movement or locomotion within 
on-screen game space, which is at the heart of avatarial embodiment in computer 
games, becomes a major challenge in motion control interfaces, as it requires 
some kind of multi-directional treadmill interface of the kinds that have been tried 
out in Virtual Reality installations. 1:1 motion control also implies that your 
embodied self in the game cannot, for example, do triple jumps Mario style or fall 
down a deep ravine, unless some kind of proxy representation, some kind of 
avatar, is being temporarily added to the mix, detached from the straitjacket of the 
1:1 mirroring.  

Telepresence and the camera-body  

Extended 2D avatars or marionettes do, in a sense, “transport” our body into 
screen space, in so far as we can relate to them as manifestations of our own body 
as object in external space. It would not make sense, however, to say that 
prosthetic marionettes re-locate our bodily space – our spatial self-awareness as 
bodily subjects – even if they do extend and re-shape it. They are remotely 
controlled proxies. Whereas the movements of our fingers are being entirely 
swallowed by screen space, integrated into our bodily self-awareness only in 
proportion to their on-screen value, our visual perception (as well as, although 
relatively less significant, our hearing) will still operate from a bodily “here” that 
is outside screen space. With 2D avatars, bodily space remains anchored in 
physical space, even if extended and projected into screen-space via the prosthetic 
marionette. In this respect, marionettes are comparable to its non-prosthetic 
siblings like figures on a flannelgraph or pieces on a chessboard. 

In terms of their spatiality, traditional 2-dimensional game spaces are framed 
surfaces, contained within physical space, and in this respect comparable to other 
framed sub-spaces like a whiteboard or a computer desktop. The framed screen of 
Donkey Kong (1981), is a minature world, like a fish tank or a Lego village. It 
becomes a miniature when we relate to it from the outside, perceiving it as part of 
this space here, the space of my natural body. The miniature world, or 
“microworld”, in Sudnow’s terms, has a very strong and distinctive appeal.  In 
Miniature Gardens & Magic Crayons: Games, Spaces & Worlds (2003), Chaim 
Gingold suggests the metaphor of the miniature garden:  

A miniature garden, like a snow globe, model train set, or fish tank, is complete; nothing 
is missing, and nothing can be taken away. Clear boundaries (spatial and non-spatial), 
overviews, and a consistent level of abstraction work hand in hand to make the miniature 
world believable, complete, and tractable for both the author and player. Miniatureness 
makes a garden intelligible in the mind of the player, and emotionally safe in his heart. 
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Miniature scale, clear boundaries, and inner life help players to wrap their heads, hands, 
and hearts around a world. (Gingold 2003: 7-8). 

However, avatarial embodiment through a camera-body, for which the First 
Person Shooter genre would be the ideal type, is a very different kind of game. 
Navigating real-time 3D environmens, we do not perceive the environment from 
the outside, as if looking into a fish tank, but we are very acutely present in that 
other space. So the distinctive appeal of miniature worlds is lost. Channeled 
through the first-person avatar, in the heat of the action, the “here” of my bodily 
space is no longer my physical body’s natural space, in front of the miniature 
sub-space of the screen. Instead, paradoxically, my new “here” has been re-located 
into screen space there; I am tele-present in that space. When captured by the 
avatar, I am phenomenally present elsewhere.  

How does this work? Unlike 2D avatars, the camera-body of the first person 
avatar offers the screen itself as the principal prosthetic hookup, working as an 
extension of our body’s “motor project” of moving-and-looking. The physical 
mechanism that allows this radical re-wiring of bodily space to take place is 
referred to as vection: the experience of bodily locomotion caused by visual 
perception alone. Our locomotive vision – that is: the way we move not just our 
eyeballs but our whole body as an organ of visual perception – has been detached 
and re-attached to the minimal movements of our hands and fingers. Our spatial 
self-awareness has become relocated, so that we are moving and perceiving 
intentionally only in relation to the screen-space of our our temporary 
camera-body, our avatar. Our body has become “polarised”, in Merleau-Ponty’s 
terms, through the first person avatar.  

Prosthetic locomotive vision through an avatarial camera-body has been a 
dominant paradigm of action-adventure computer gaming since the mid-nineties. 
It has manifested itself strongly in the design of the controller hardware. The 
characteristic and still dominant dual-axis paradigm was established in the 
mid-nineties through the so-called “mouselook” on the PC platform, first made 
default in Quake (1996), and through the twin-stick setup pioneered by 
Playstation’s Dual-Shock controller.  

We should note that marionettes do not necessarily need to be incorporated as 
prosthetic proxies in order to be playable. Because they are remotely controlled 
and observed from the outside, it is possible to relate to them as regular external 
objects during play, lining them up with other on-screen objects in order to create 
the desired effects. In Merleau-Ponty’s terms, we could say that marionettes may 
be moved “with the aid of the body” rather than being “moved directly”. In 
contrast, the camera-body cannot be “moved with the aid of the body” as an 
external object, because we cannot look at our own eyes in the same way as we 
can look at our own hand. You could say that our eyes are more radically “on this 
side of things” than our hand. As consequence, in a First Person Shooter, you have 
to learn to internalise camera control, or you will not be able to play the game at 
all.  

So we could say that the navigable camera has a radical subject-status, which 
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means that it is de facto prosthetic in nature; there is no other option. After you 
have learned to incorporate the camera as a bodily habit, so that you are in 
intuitive control of your own new body, if the computer then takes camera control 
away from you, if only for a brief second, this will not break the strong prosthetic 
link, but instead produce a sensation of being moved, of being taken for a ride.  

The built-in prosthetic nature of the navigable camera means that when you 
start playing an FPS for the first time in your life, a choice between all or nothing 
quickly presents itself: until you learn to incorporate this strange perceptual 
apparatus, responsive to the slightest movement of your fingers, as second nature, 
as a prosthetic organ, you will be permanently disoriented, like a drunk person, 
unable to cope with anything in the on-screen environment, and possibly also 
feeling a bit sick. When habituated, however (if you ever get that far), your new 
camera-body becomes like a part of your own body, part of the invisible in 
Merlau-Ponty’s terminology, part of that for which there are visible objects.  

I observe external objects with my body, I handle them, examine them, walk round them, 
but my body itself is a thing which I do not observe: in order to be able to do so, I should 
need the use of a second body which itself would be unobservable (Merleau-Ponty 2002 
[1962]:104). 

After the 3D revolution, it is through this kind of proxy body that we now 
belong to and inhabit the world, looking (and listening) for opportunities and 
dangers, investigating objects, peeking around corners, scanning the horizon. 
Channeled through and “transplanted into” the 3D avatarial apparatus, we are like 
Merleau-Ponty’s blind man with a stick: 

Once the stick has become a familiar instrument, the world of feelable things recedes and 
now begins, not at the outer skin of the hand, but at the end of the stick. 175-176.  

Similarly, we could say that when playing competently a First Person Shooter, 
the world of visual appearances begin behind the surface of the screen. The screen, 
when appropriated as camera-body, has become gestalt, the tacit “third term” 
against which a structure of background and figure appears (Merleau-Ponty 2002 
[1962]:115).  

In the phenomenological sense, therefore, the notion of remote control is no 
longer accurate when we move from 2D worlds to navigable 3D. The 
incorporation of the screen as a new perceptual organ sets up a new, “double 
horizon of external and bodily space” that is not directed towards screen-space, as 
when playing through a marionette into 2D space, but which is spatially re-located 
and anchored within it. The first person avatar, therefore, is a distinctive modality 
of perceptual immersion. Being re-located and telepresent through the 
camera-body means that we have become perceptually encapsulated without being 
sensorially encapsulated.  

It is important to emphasise that the prosthetic 3D avatar, like its 2D 
counterpart, is a proxy, not just a mechanism of prosthetic locomotive vision. The 
camera-body that extends from our fingers is not an extension of a pure vision, not 
a vehicle of visual “perspective”. It is an extension of our moving-and-perceiving 
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body, in its dual nature as both subject and object in the world. Crucially, this 
implies objective embodiment within the screen space. By definition, playing 
through an “avatar” means belonging to and being affected by the 
screen-projected environment – otherwise there would be no ecology, no threat or 
obstacle, no struggle, no being-in-the world, no game. In comparison, a navigable 
workspace camera, as typically found in graphical modelling and animation 
software, is distinctively body-less. While it does offer prosthetic vision, it is not 
submitted to any ecology, obeys no physical laws of the environment, is not 
recognised by any other agents, is not being shot at, in short: it lacks existence as 
an external object in the environment.  

The immersive experience of first person proxy embodiment is neither fictional 
telepresence nor an illusion of telepresence. Analysing it through the theoretical 
prism of Phenomenology of Perception, we must conclude that our embodied self 
is actually being re-located, transported into screen space. Our familiar 
body-image, our intuitive awareness of where we are as perceiving and acting 
subjects, is being dramatically altered once we step into a prosthetic relationship 
with the avatarial camera-body. For the body-subject, when directed towards its 
tasks and aims as they come to light through locomotive visual perception, the 
screen as an external object has been made irrelevant, or in Merleau-Ponty’s terms, 
invisible, non-existing. In the moment of being captured by the first person avatar, 
there is no longer a bodily space here, in front of the screen, from which actions 
extend. The only way to escape this situation would be to step back from the 
avatar, to detach from it, acting and perceiving independently of the camera-body.  

Third person 

A possibly unexpected implication of this approach is that also the wider group 
of so-called “third-person” 3D action-adventures, from Tomb Raider (1996) to 
Grand Theft Auto III (2001), must be included in the category of “first person”, in 
spite of the central role given to marionette control. The key parameter in deciding 
their status will be the function of the virtual camera, which in these kinds of 
games is only indirectly controlled, in various kinds of ways, via the prosthetic 
marionette, as if being pulled by the marionette via an invisible string.  

In some games, as in the early classic Tomb Raider, the exact behaviours of the 
tag-along camera, and how it ends up framing the action in any particular situation, 
is entirely controlled by automatic procedures. In other games, notably the 
influential Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time (2003), while the link to the 
marionette is still intact, the virtual camera can be moved 360 degrees around the 
marionette via the right analogue stick or mouse. In both cases, it is indeed as if 
the avatarial “follow-cam” takes the role of a “second body which would itself be 
unobservable”, whereas the marionette carries the full burden of objective 
embodiment – by facing acrobatic challenges, being attacked and shot at, falling 
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down ravines and so on.  
Most of the time, at least in its ideal form, the relative independence of the 

follow-cam in relation to the marionette will be geared towards framing the action 
in adequate and predictable ways, always respecting the unbreakable bond to the 
marionette and the player. However, it is worth noting that the camera can also 
become more autonomous, unpredictable and purposefully inadequate, most 
typically in games of the “survival horror” sub-genre of the action-adventure, like 
the Silent Hill series (1999). This unpredictability and detachment of the camera 
from the player’s prosthetic apparatus undermines a sense of coherent avatarial 
embodiment (producing quite unsettling effects), approaching instead the kind of 
projected “embodiment” that is characteristic of the language of cinema.  

In spite of these modifications and exceptions, the main point I want to make is 
that an indirectly controlled camera, to the extent that it functions as a navigable 
camera, and to the extent that it is part of an apparatus of objective embodied 
presence, is nevertheless avatarial in its function, undermining a sense of 
miniatureness in favour of encapsulating telepresence.  

To the extent that the player can navigate the third-person camera – however 
indirectly – in a predictable and intuitive fashion, it embodies the function of 
locomotive prosthetic vision. It will be integrated as part of a re-located bodily 
space, and linked to the objective presence of the marionette. It seems to me that 
this is true even if a follow-cam does not give the player the same level of exact 
control over locomotive vision as in a First Person Shooter. We could say that in 
third-person 3D, the re-located player operates his or her marionette like an 
extended hand, much like in a traditional 2D game, only this time from a position 
inside the screen-rendered world, travelling along with the marionette like a 
Siamese twin.   

Corporeality 

Finally, back to the question of simulation. Surely our bodies inside 
screen-rendered synthetic space must be, at the end of the day, simulated bodies? 
True enough, in a racing game, when I am driving through the wintery landscapes 
of Sweden, in my blue Subaru Impreza, while still seated on the couch in my 
living room, controller or steering wheel peripheral in hand, simulation and fiction 
is very much a part of it, on many levels. However, my argument is nevertheless 
that I am, in the moment of play, actually being re-embodied within a different 
space. Proxy embodiment is no “conceit”, as Rehak seems to imply, or a projected 
or “diegetic” embodiment constructed from moving images, like a mental 
simulation, as in cinema. Avatarial space is real external space, navigable, 
inhabitable, negotiable. When I am playing, I am actually there, as a composite of 
flesh and technology, objectively existing within synthetic space. 
Phenomenological analysis, as I have attempted to show in the above, helps us 
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describe this kind of extended embodiment and understand what is going on.  
The aspect of simulation comes into play on two primary levels. First, as 

argued above, the experience of tangible physicality, of being inside synthetic 
space as if being in a world that shares the materiality of the world of natural 
embodiment, is indeed a conceit, a simulation.  

Secondly, simulation comes into play, I think, in terms of the necessary 
familiarity of the particular experiences of avatarial embodiment. Computer games 
are perceptual simulations insofar as they evoke familiar corporealities, activating 
and utilising already established bodily schemas (or “images”) and bodily spaces. 
Without this familiarity, which is a resonance on the level of embodied 
self-awareness, first person avatars would be far too hard to incorporate as bodily 
habit.   

To illustrate this final point, without going into much detail, I would like to 
point out how first person avatars, as we are currently familiar with them in their 
actual design, owe much of their distinctive corporeality to 3 established bodily 
schemas.  

The first, which is implied by the term navigable (or virtual) camera, is the 
monocular vision of the cinematographic camera lens. First Person Shooters are 
especially characteristic in this respect: the camera-body is also a camera-gun, as 
if the weapon has been attached on top of it, merging looking and aiming into one 
movement. The player is locked into a tunnel vision along the barrel of a gun (– 
expanding the virtual focal length would produce a fish-eye effect), optimised for 
fast and precise aiming, providing a strong sense of speed and disorientation, and 
encouraging the persistent awareness of threat. This avatarial body is highly 
focused, highly restrictive, and, one could argue, inherently paranoid in nature. In 
popular genre leaders like Half-Life (1998) or Halo, the player not so much walks 
or drives as floats around the environment, embodying a type of machine-like 
corporeality for which the closest real-world comparison would be a Steadicam. 

Secondly, an important capability of our natural embodiment that has been 
reproduced in the 3D action-adventure genre is what we may call, for the sake of 
simplicity, dual-axis movement: our body is able to operate locomotion and 
turning independently of each other, on separate axes, so that the direction in 
which we are looking does not have to be the direction in which we are moving. 
Without the simulation of this particular embodied capability, there would hardly 
be any 3D action-adventure, and there would be no need for the characteristic 
twin-stick controller interface that dominates the market. This flexibility of 
looking and turning is also, I would guess, an important factor in turning many 
people off so-called “hardcore” avatar-driven games, as the dual-axis setup can be 
tricky to learn for inexperienced players. 

Finally, as mentioned above, and as pointed out by James Newman, controlling 
a prosthetic first person avatar evokes the bodily disposition of driving or piloting 
a vehicle. In a very concrete sense, this is evident from comparing computer game 
controllers with the control devices for remote-controlled vehicles of various kinds. 
If we look at scientific and military technology, there is a clear analogy between 
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telepresence through avatars and telepresence through so-called drones, or 
Remotely Operated Vehicles (ROV).  

This vehicular nature of prosthetic avatars is further emphasised by the 
typically vehicular and machine-like corporeality designed into most first person 
bodies, as they are being conventionally implemented in commercial games. This 
familiar corporeality is obviously evident in racing games and other games that 
explicitly simulate vehicular embodiment: flight simulators, space combat games, 
and so on. However vehicular embodiment is also typical for the First Person 
Shooter, which only very rarely attempts to simulate, on the perceptual level, 
something that would approach a human, walking body.  

The evocation of driving or piloting as a familiar bodily schema is a natural 
response, it seems to me, to the basic nature of prosthetic avatars. The notion of 
driving is not a metaphor in this case; the reason why computer game avatars feel 
like piloted vehicles or machines is that they are actually driven by the player. 
This is the main reason why game designers and storytellers in most cases choose 
to elaborate on a vehicular experience rather than attempt to break away from it.  

Proxy VR 

Summing up, the phenomenology of proxy embodiment in computer games is a 
unique and playful paradox. The prosthetic avatar functions both as the player’s 
bodily extension into screen space and as a proxy or replacement for the player’s 
body as an object in external space. This is a highly unique if we compare with the 
examples discussed by Merleau-Ponty in Phenomenology of Perception. It is also 
unique if we compare with other forms of bodily play, like sport and various 
forms of embodied make-believe, although there are clear analogies to puppetry 
and remote-controlled vehicles.  

Avatarial embodiment in 3-dimensional environments, via a navigable camera, 
is different from embodiment through a marionette only, even if the basic 
principle of prosthetic proxy embodiment remains the same. The virtual camera’s 
prosthetic locomotive vision re-locates the player in terms of his or her intuitive 
bodily awareness, and sacrifices the safe appeal of the miniature world for the 
sake of perceptually encapsulating telepresence. Whereas proxy embodiment via 
marionettes only, as we find in traditional 2-dimensional game spaces games, 
would be comparable to driving a radio-controlled miniature truck or aeroplane, 
first person embodiment is more accurately compared to driving a real car. An 
important difference, obviously, is that the 3D avatar takes us for a ride into 
synthetic space only, which implies no (or at least, in comparison, very modest) 
danger or risk to our physical body. 

Prosthetic telepresence is not a conceit or mental projection, but actual 
embodied presence. In the cinema, in contrast, there is no actual space to be 
inhabited, only images, and there is nothing off-screen except our own mental 
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projections.  
The central aspect of simulation involved in our engagement with prosthetic 

avatars in computer games is the simulation of tangibility. Experiencing 
tangibility means that it is as if we were not just crossing the material gap but in 
fact closing it; it is the conceit of continuous materiality. 

At the next level, avatars also simulate familiar corporealities, evoking familiar 
bodily schemas in order to be accessible. Adding to this come layers of fictional 
and narrative significance, starting with a projection of the avatar as a humanoid 
agent, a character. These fictionalising layers add further substance and meaning 
to the basic phenomenological mechanism of prosthetic proxy embodiment. In this 
respect, we may compare avatar-based 3-dimensional computer game worlds with 
theme parks: there are layers of fiction all around us, but our own being there – 
perceiving, acting, and being acted upon – is neither fiction nor illusion.   

Finally, is prosthetic telepresence Virtual Reality? Not if we mean the kind that 
is being experimented with in various types of VR installations, and which has 
been fantasised about in Star Trek’s Holodeck, The Matrix, or James Cameron’s 
Avatar. Proxy embodiment does not offer a duplication of our own body in virtual 
space. Instead, it extends from our body as a hard-earned habit, allowing us to 
inhabit synthetic space through a prosthetic vehicle, a different kind of body. 
During play we are piloting, via minimal movements of our eyes and fingers, a 
different body in a different world. Still, telepresence by proxy is no less 
immersive than its more ambitious VR sibling. In navigable 3D gameworlds, 
perceptual re-location does not depend on sensory encapsulation, but follows from 
the intentional nature of bodily space.  
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