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Abstract 

 

Taking v ideo games as  an  emerging spat ia l  med ium,  th is  thes is  examines  how they 

reshape contempora ry urban planning and des ign.  I t  t races  the shi f t  f rom two -

dimens iona l  inte rfaces  to three -dimens iona l  open worlds  and the para l le l  

deepening of  the i r  cul tura l  p resence ,  arguing that  games have moved f rom 

disposable  enterta inment  to a  “soc io-spat ia l  laboratory”  fo r  exper imentat ion and 

express ion .  Drawing on game -stud ies  theor ies ,  the  s tudy takes  nar rat i ve  as  i t s  

entry  point  and sorts  the genera t ive  logic  of  game worlds  into tempora l  s t ructures  

(s t r ing-of-pear ls ,  branching ,  theme-park  and bui ld ing-block models )  and a  spat ia l  

paradigm of  the  open world ,  focus ing on how sys tem des ign mediates  the tens ion 

between rules  and f reedom.  

Empi r ica l l y ,  the  d iscuss ion cente rs  on the Chinese open -world game Genshin 

Impact .  S i tuat ing  i t  w i th in the industry ’ s  t ra jectory f rom imitat ion to prof i t -dr iven 

and then content-or iented deve lopment ,  the  ana lys is  examines  the const ruct ion  

of  the cont inent  of  Teyvat— especia l l y  the region o f  Nat lan— th rough ter ra in ,  

archi tecture  and set t l ement  fo rm, connect ive  spaces  and soc ia l  organ izat ion .  This  

reading shows how cul tura l  imaginat ion ,  na r rat ive  s t ructure  and playe r agency are  

t rans la ted in to inhabi table  and “ wr i table”  v i r tua l  env i ronments ,  and how the game 

map combines  a  s t r ing -of-pear ls  main s tory l ine  wi th theme -park-sty le  open 

explorat ion .  

Turning back to urban rea l i ty ,  the  paper proposes  a  conceptua l  move f rom the  

“s imulated c i ty”  to the “nar rat i ve  c i ty”  and the  “generat i ve  c i ty” .  I t  out l ines  a  

des ign f ramework that  uses  generat i ve  logic  to de f ine  an open yet  bounded layer  

of  ru les  and ins t i tu t ions ,  nar rat ive  logic  to organize  legib le  ter ra ins ,  paths ,  nodes  

and landmarks ,  and s imulat ion logic  to implement  d i f fe rent ia ted communit i es  and 

polycent r ic  publ i c  spaces .  In th is  v iew,  the c i t y  i s  unders tood as  an open sys tem 

cont inuous ly  co-authored under const ra in ts ,  tu rning plann ing f rom a f in ished 

object  into an ongoing process  and publ i c  pa rt ic ipat ion f rom formal  consu l ta t ion  

into eve ryday co-creat ion.  
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CHAPTER 0：Video Games and the Fabrication of 

Urban Reality 

 

0.1 Video Games and the Design of the Reality  

Video games ,  as  the emblem of  contemporary enter ta inment  cul ture ,  have  

inc reas ing ly  permeated every aspect  of  our da i l y  l i ves .  A l though the i r  h is tory  

appears  br ie f  and youthful  compared wi th o ther human technologies ,  the  

cont inuous  evolut ion of  technology and the deepening of  cul tura l  connotat ions  

have dr i ven a  pro found t rans format ion :  f rom the ear ly  two -dimens iona l  interfaces  

of  pure  ente rta inment  products  to the complex ,  soc ia l l y  meaningfu l  three -

dimens iona l  v i r tua l  wor lds  of  today .  They have long surpass ed the rea lm of  mere  

inte ract ive  p lay ,  becoming spaces  that  can  be exper ienced ,  contemplated,  and 

even inhabi ted.  

In 2020 ,  Reporte rs  Wi thout  Borders  launched The  Unce wi th in  Minecraf ,  

t rans forming a  f ree  v i r tua l  sandbox into a  pol i t i ca l ly  cha rged space of  d issent  and  

memory .  The project  c lever ly  leve rages  Minecraf t ’ s  archi tec ture  and openness  to 

bypass  s tate  censorship ,  present ing banned journa l i sm and suppressed report ing 

to readers  who might  o therwise  be unable  to access  i t  in  the i r  home count r ies .  By 

embedding these texts  w i th in a  monumenta l  neoclass ica l  l ibra ry bui l t  f rom mi l l ions  

of  b locks ,  the  project  turns  a  popula r  commerc ia l  game into a  decent ra l i zed ,  

g loba l l y  access ib le  inf ras t ructure  capable  of  res is t ing t radi t iona l  fo rms o f  d ig i ta l  

cont ro l .  I t  redef ines  the game envi ronment  as  a  publ i c  sphere  in the Habermas ian  

sense— a space where c i v ic  communicat ion,  res is tance ,  and c r i t i ca l  engagement 

can occur beyond the constra in ts  o f  t radi t iona l  media  channels .  
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F i g u r e 1 .  T h e  U n c e n s o r e d  L i b r a r y  b u i l t  w i t h i n  M i n e c r a f t .  T h e  o f f i c i a l  w e b s i t e  i n t r o d u c e s  t h e  p r o j e c t ’ s  

o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t i o n :  P r o v i d i n g  a c c e s s  t o  i n d e p e n d e n t  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  y o u n g  p e o p l e  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  

t h r o u g h  a  m e d i u m  t h e y  c a n  p l a y f u l l y  i n t e r a c t  w i t h .  J o u r n a l i s t s  f r o m  f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  c o u n t r i e s  n o w  h a v e  a  

p l a c e  t o  m a k e  t h e i r  v o i c e s  h e a r d  a g a i n ,  d e s p i t e  h a v i n g  b e e n  b a n n e d ,  j a i l e d ,  e x i l e d  a n d  e v e n  k i l l e d .  

 

Another  good example  i s  Tota l  Refusa l ’ s  “How to D isappear ”  (Tota l  Re fusa l ,  2020) ,  

which s imi la r ly  demonst rates  how contemporary games can t ranscend mere  

enterta inment  to become a medium of  c r i t i ca l  re f lect ion . .This  20-minute  f i lm,  

created us ing in-game c inematography  wi th in Bat t le f ie ld V ,  eschews the  

adrena l ine-fue led spectac le  typica l  of  d ig i ta l  warfare  and ins tead focuses  on the  

rare l y  h ighl ighted f igure  of  the deserte r — systemat ica l ly  prohib i ted by the game’s  

mechanics ,  where  any p layer a t tempt ing to leave  the batt le f ie ld i s  automat ica l ly  

“executed .”  Under the s t r ic t  ru les  of  enforced combat ,  Tota l  Refusa l  explores  the 

quest ion :  “How can one ‘ re fuse  war ’  and ‘d isappear ’  i n  a  world that  on ly  permits  

f ight ing and death?”  By foregrounding th is  fo rbidden act ,  the  shor t  f i lm exposes  

the coerc i ve  s t ructures  embedded in v i r tua l  env i ronments  and mi r rors  the  ways  

rea l-world ins t i tut ions  suppress  d isobedience ,  pac i f i sm, or re fusa l .  I t s  pseudo -

documentary na rra t ion t rans fo rms the game world into an ana lyt ica l  space in 

which  the logics  of  mi l i ta r i sm, obedience ,  and a lgor i thmic cont ro l  can be c r i t i ca l ly  

examined.  In doing so ,  How to Disappear shows that  v ideo games not  only  s imulate  

conf l ic t  but  a lso prov ide  a  f ramework fo r r e f lect ing on the pol i t i ca l ,  e th ica l ,  and 

soc ia l  condi t ions  that  shape contemporary l i fe — demonst rat ing that  v i r tua l  wor lds  
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are  not  escapes  f rom rea l i ty ,  but  power fu l  s i tes  fo r  unders tanding and contest ing  

i t .   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

F i g u r e 2 . A n  a n t i - w a r  m o v i e  i n  t h e  t r u e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r d ,  H o w  t o  D i s a p p e a r  s e a r c h e s  f o r  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  

p e a c e  i n  t h e  m o s t  u n l i k e l y  p l a c e  o f  a n  o n l i n e  w a r  g a m e .  I t ’ s  a  t r i b u t e  t o  d i s o b e d i e n c e  a n d  d e s e r t i o n  -  i n  

b o t h  d i g i t a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l - r e a l  w a r f a r e .  

 

These examples  i l lus t rate  that  v ideo games have long t ranscended the domain of  

enterta inment  consumpt ion ,  emerging ins tead as  new soc io -spat ia l  laborator ies .  

They of fer  us  a  renewed lens  through which to recons ide r the re la t ionship between 

space and soc iet y ,  whi le  a lso prov id ing a  metaphorica l  f ramework for  re th inking  

the “generat ive  log ic”  of  urban des ign.  The rapid ,  mul t id imens iona l  evolut ion o f  

v ideo games wi th in a  re la t ive ly  short  per iod ,  I  a rgue ,  can be expla ined through 

two in ter re la ted  dimens ions :  te chnologica l  t rans format ion  and cul tura l  pe rmeat ion .  

0 .1 .1  Technological  Transformation  

From the ear l y  days  of  a rcade consoles  to the cur rent  forms on compute rs  and 

mobi le  dev ices ,  v ideo games exhib i t  a  c lea r t ra jectory o f  what  may be ca l led a  

movement  f rom the tangib le  to the v i r tua l .  

In ear ly  t i t les  such as  Tetr i s  (Pa j i tnov ,1984) ,  the  p layer ’ s  exper ience was  s t r ic t l y  

conf ined to a  s ingle  p lane .  At  that  t ime,  p leasure  arose f rom rhythm and re f lex  
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ra the r than f rom any spat ia l  immers ion — the game space mere ly  ser ved as  a 

background for act ion .  

With the progress  of  informat ion techno logy ,  however ,  the  product ion o f  v ideo 

games has  become inc reas ingly  sophis t i cated and rea l i s t ic .  Modern games engage  

not  only  s ight— with re f ined 3D imagery — but  a lso hea r ing ,  through e labora te  

mus ic  and sound des ign ,  and even touch :  the rhythmic ,  pa t terned operat ions  of  a  

keyboard or touchscreen generate  musc le  memory and a  sensory  p leasure  that  

verges  on phys ica l  response .  

As the r i tua l  boundary between “ rea l ”  and “v i r tua l ”  grows blurred ,  the p layer ’ s  

bodi l y  and menta l  engagement pa radoxica l l y  becomes more intense and tangib le .  

Immers ion and f reedom have thus  become the h ighest  pursui ts  o f  the medium 

today .  P laye rs  shi f t  f ro m pass ive  cont ro l  to act ive  explorat ion — they can walk ,  

c l imb ,  jump, interact ,  and even c reate  wi th in the v i r tua l  wor ld .  Moving f rom 

adapt ing to the world toward t rans forming i t  by the i r  own act ions ,  p layers  

exper ience a  genuine sense of  f ree dom granted by  the game i tse l f .  

For th is  reason ,  open-world des ign has  rapid ly  become the dominant  paradigm of  

contempora ry games .  To make th is  v i r tua l  l i fe  fee l  more authent ic ,  des igners  

cont inua l ly  re f ine  the world ’s  deta i l s :  day -and-night  cyc les ,  c l imat ic  va r ia t ions ,  

soc ia l  sys tems ,  geograph ica l  fo rmat ions ,  and so on.  These mechanisms endow the 

game world wi th a  se l f -susta in ing interna l  logic .  The playe r ’ s  act iv i t ie s  have 

accordingly  expanded— they a re  not  mere ly  p lay ing but  inhabi t ing the  world :  

t rave l l i ng ,  work ing,  communicat ing ,  cons t ruct ing ,  even organiz ing communit ies .  

The evolut ion  of  v ideo games i s ,  i n  essence ,  a  process  in which the p layer ’ s  sense 

of part ic ipat ion and cont ro l  i s  constant ly  s t rengthened.  In th is  regard,  the  

re la t ionship between games and the rea l  wor ld grows eve r c loser ,  fo r  both a re 

concerned wi th how  humans coex is t  w i th space and how they l i ve  between order 

and f reedom. This ,  u l t imate ly ,  i s  the  most  v iv id mani fes tat ion o f  the movement  

f rom the tang ib le  to the v i r tua l .  

 

  

F i g u r e 3 .  A  v i s u a l  c o m p a r i s o n  b e t w e e n  T e t r i s  a n d  R e d  D e a d  R e d e m p t i o n 2 ( R o c k s t a r  S t u d i o s , 2 0 1 8 )  
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0.1 .2  Cultural  Penetrat ion  

In  cont ras t  to the technologica l  revolut ion l ies  a  subt ler  yet  equa l ly  profound 

t rans format ion— the deepening o f  cul ture .  This  sh i f t  i s  c lose ly  re la ted to how both  

players  and des igners  pursue qua l i ty  and mean ing wi th in the i r  works .  In the 

beginning ,  people  were  content  w i th the s imple  p leasure  of  watching the  fa l l ing 

blocks  in Tetr i s  d isappear on the sc reen .  Later ,  in  an e f fo rt  to rat iona l ize  the  

player ’ s  goa l ,  ambi t ious  des igners  began to embed s tor ies  w i th in games ,  g iv ing  

Mario ’s  endless  journey of  co l lec t ing  coins  a  leg i t imate  purpose — to  rescue the 

pr incess .  

Jus t  as  technology opened up new dimens ions  o f  f reedom and express ion ,  i t  a l so  

enabled the const ruct ion  of  complex ,  immers ive  worlds .  When playe rs  encounte r  

a  more sophis t icated and be l ievab le  v i r tua l  env i ronment ,  they natura l ly  begin to 

wonder what  might  happen the re .  Why not ,  then ,  fu l ly  ut i l i ze  such a  world and 

br ing i t  to l i fe  through s toryte l l i ng? This ,  I  be l ieve ,  marks  the t rue b i r th o f  game 

narrat ive .  

Gradual ly ,  eve r grander s tor ies  began to inhabi t  the v i r tua l  rea lm: fa i ry  ta les ,  

persona l  des i res ,  soc ia l  a l legor ies ,  phi losoph ica l  medi tat ions ,  and more .  The  game 

thus  became a k ind of  labora tory o f  thought ,  a  vesse l  for  re f lect ing on the past ,  

the  present ,  and even the imagined future .  With in i t s  s imulated spaces ,  p layers  

could enact  chapters  o f  ex is tence that  rea l i ty  i t se l f  could never a l low .  

From a technologica l  pe rspect i ve ,  the  deve lopment  of  games has  indeed moved 

toward ever-greate r rea l i sm. Yet  f rom a na rrat ive  perspect ive ,  the  evolut ion points  

in the oppos i te  d i rect ion— toward t ranscendence ,  abst ract ion ,  and imag inat ion  

beyond the rea l .  Pe rhaps  th is  i s  why games today no longer mere ly  or ig ina te  f rom 

rea l i ty ,  but  in turn exe rt  a  growing inf luence upon i t .  

 

  

F i g u r e 4 .  S u p e r  M a r i o  B r o s ( N i n t e n d o , 1 9 8 5 ) :  M a r i o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  r e s c u e d  t h e  p r i n c e s s  a f t e r  c o m p l e t i n g  t h e  

l e v e l  
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0.2 The Latent Inspirations of Games for Urban Design  

From the two d imens ions  of  innovat ion discussed above ,  i t  becomes ev ident  that  

v ideo games today have evolved into a  new k ind of  spat ia l  a rt i fact .  When players  

perform a ser ies  of  three -dimens iona l  operat ions  in a  v i r tua l  wor ld ,  the  spat ia l  

logic  they exper ience pa ra l le l s ,  i n  many ways ,  that  of  rea l  c i t ies  and archi tectura l  

env i ronments .  Such spat ia l  models  do not  replace  rea l i ty ;  ra ther ,  they serve  as  i ts  

mir ror and ex tens ion .  The act iv i t ies  that  p layers  engage in — explor ing ,  p lanning ,  

soc ia l iz ing ,  construc t ing— const i tute  a  re-enactment  and re f lect ion of  urban l i fe  

i t se l f .  

The fo l lowing sect ions  out l ine  severa l  aspects  in which games revea l  potent ia l  

ins ights  fo r  urban s tudies  and des ign.  

0.2 .1  S imulated Cit ies  

The v i r tua l  wor lds  of  games are  of ten modeled af te r  rea l i t y ,  but  not  through s imple  

repl ica t ion.  Ins tead ,  they are  se lect i ve ly  recons tructed and idea l i zed through 

de l ibera te  des ign choices .  This  process  preserves  the logic  and cul tura l  s ymbols  

of  rea l  spaces  whi le  s imul taneous ly  exper iment ing wi th new forms o f  soc ia l  

operat ion ,  funct iona l  d iv i s ion ,  and cul tura l  interac t ion .  

Within such spaces ,  the  re la t ionships  and mechani sms exper ienced by p laye rs  can 

be unders tood as  pe rformat ive  models  o f  an idea l  c i ty — f rameworks  that  a l low us  

to re f lect  on and re inte rpret  rea l -world urban cul ture  and soc ia l  phenomena.  For 

ins tance ,  in v i r tua l  env i ronments ,  d is t inct  cul tura l  g roups  may  coex is t  whi le  

mainta in ing the i r  un ique ident i t ies ,  co l labora te  through funct iona l  

inte rdependence ,  o r  converge and inte ract  spontaneous ly  w i th in sha red publ ic  

spaces .  

These scenar ios  enable  des igners  and researchers  to obse rve how di f fe rent  soc ia l  

s t ructures  and spat ia l  s t ra tegies  funct ion under cont ro l led condi t ions ,  thus  

prov id ing theoret ica l  re ferences  for rea l  urban des ign — part icula r ly  concerning 

mult i cu l tura l  coex i s tence ,  publ i c-space format ion ,  and mechanisms of  soc ia l  

inte ract ion .  In other words ,  the  v i r tua l  wor ld  i s  not  mere ly  a  venue for 

enterta inment  and exper ience ;  i t  serves  as  an idea l ized laboratory for  urban 

cul ture ,  soc ia l  o rder ,  and spat ia l  sys tems ,  o f fe r ing new conceptua l  ground for  

innovat ion in the des ign of  rea l  c i t ies .  

0.2 .2  Spatial  Narrat ives  

The r i se  of  open-world games has  g iven bi r th to a  new cul tura l  pa rad igm in  which 

space i t se l f  becomes na rrat ive .  

T i t les  such as  Genshin Impact  (miHoYo ,2020)  and The Legend of  Ze lda :  B reath o f  

the Wi ld  (Nintendo ,2017)  interweave g loba l  cul tures ,  sys temic rules ,  v i r tua l  

soc ie t ies ,  and playe r behaviors  into dynamic worlds  where s tor ies  are  no longer  
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bound to l inea r text .  I ns tead ,  na rra t ives  emerge natura l l y  f rom explorat ion ,  

inte ract ion ,  and dec is ion-mak ing.  Each volunta ry act  o f  movement  or  pause 

const i tutes  a  new wri t ing  of  meaning upon the landscape .  

In th is  sense ,  the game presents  a  p layable  nar rat ive  space ,  where  genuine  

emot ion and memory take root  wi th in a  d ig i ta l  geography .  The s t ructura l  logic  of  

such open worlds  resona tes  pro foundly wi th the idea of  the nar rat i ve  c i ty :  both  

regard space as  a  me dium for meaning-making ,  and both integrate  indiv idua l  

part i c ipat ion ,  mobi l i t y ,  and exper ience in to broader cu l tura l  s toryte l l ing .  

Through dig i ta l  des ign ,  games reanimate the legib i l i ty  and inhabi tab i l i ty  of  the  

c i ty ,  p rompt ing us  to recons ide r the na r rat ive  potent ia l  o f  urban form. The c i ty ,  

l i ke  the open-world  game, i s  not  mere ly  a  phys ica l  set t ing  for movement  but  a  

cul tura l  text— one tha t  can be perce ived ,  to ld ,  and co -created through col lect ive  

exper ience .  

0.2 .3  Urban Part i c ipat ion  

Perhaps  the most  d i rect  demonst rat ion o f  th is  idea can be found in c i ty -s imulat ion  

games ,  which mir ror the logic  of  urban plann ing i t se l f .  The genre  or ig inated wi th  

S imCity  (Nax is ,  1989) ,  a  groundbreak ing s imulat ion that  inv i ted p layers  to  

const ruct  and manage the i r  own v i r tua l  c i t ies .  Rathe r than prov id ing  l inea r 

object i ves  or  na r rat ives ,  the  game presented a  set  of  sys temic rules — zoning ,  

taxat ion,  t ransportat ion ,  pol lut ion ,  and c i t i zen sat i s fact ion— wi thin which p layers  

could f ree ly  exper iment .  Each dec is i on,  such as  p lac ing a  road or adjus t ing a  tax  

ra te ,  produced v is ib le  feedback that  r ippled across  the c i ty ’ s  ecology :  industr ia l  

zones  a f fected pol lut ion and employment ,  whi le  in f ras t ructure  in f luenced 

populat ion growth and t ra f f ic  f low.  The c i ty  thus  evol ved as  a  dynamic ,  se l f -

regulat ing organism shaped by the p layer ’ s  inte rvent ions ,  revea l ing the de l icate  

balance between governance ,  economy, and envi ronment .  

What  made S imCity  revolut ionary was  not  i t s  graphica l  rea l i sm, but  i t s  p rocedura l  

rea l i sm— the way i t  s imulated urban complex i ty  through inte ract ing sys tems .  I t  

taught  p laye rs  to th ink l ike  p lanners ,  recogniz ing that  eve ry des ign act  pa rt i c ipates  

in a  network of  cause and ef fect .  Late r  t i t les  such as  S imCity  2000 (1993)  and 

S imCity4  (2003)  expanded this  model  w i th layered inf ras t ructure ,  regiona l  

economies ,  and soc ia l  indicators ,  g radua l ly  t rans forming the game into a  p lat fo rm 

for sys temic exper imentat ion ra the r than mere  enterta inment .  In th is  sense ,  

S imCity  became an ea r ly  cul tura l  rehearsa l  o f  pa rt i c ipatory  urbanism: p laye rs  were  

not  s imply bui ld ing c i t ies  but  engaging in cont inuous  negot ia t ion between order 

and emergence .  
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F i g u r e 5 .  G a m e p l a y  i n t e r f a c e  o f  S i m C i t y  2 0 0 0 .  T h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a n e l  o n  t h e  l e f t  d i s p l a y s  v a r i o u s  u r b a n  

m o d u l e s — i n c l u d i n g  w a t e r ,  e l e c t r i c i t y ,  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  a n d  r o a d  p l a n n i n g — t h r o u g h  w h i c h  p l a y e r s  c a n  

d e s i g n  a n d  m a n a g e  t h e i r  o w n  c i t i e s .  T h e  p l a y e r ’ s  o b j e c t i v e  i s  t o  b a l a n c e  t h e  c i t y ’ s  o v e r a l l  e c o n o m y  a n d  

t h e  c i t i z e n s ’  w e l l - b e i n g ,  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a  f u n c t i o n i n g  u r b a n  s y s t e m  t h a t  o p e r a t e s  s m o o t h l y .  T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  

k e e p i n g  s u c h  a  c o m p l e x  c i t y  r u n n i n g  p r o v i d e s  a  s t r o n g  s e n s e  o f  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t ,  m u c h  l i k e  a s s e m b l i n g  a  

v a s t ,  d y n a m i c  s e t  o f  b u i l d i n g  b l o c k s .  

 

 

F i g u r e 6 .  G a m e p l a y  i n t e r f a c e  o f  S i m C i t y  B u i l d I t .  T h e  i m a g e  d i s p l a y s  t h e  c i t i z e n s ’  n e e d s  w i t h i n  t h e  g a m e .  

I f  t h e i r  d e m a n d s  r e m a i n  u n m e t  f o r  a n  e x t e n d e d  p e r i o d ,  t h e  c i t y ’ s  h a p p i n e s s  i n d e x  d e c r e a s e s ,  l e a d i n g  t o  

a  s l o w d o w n  i n  u r b a n  d e v e l o p m e n t .  

 

More recent  successors  such as  C i t ies :  Sky l ines  (Pa radox In terac t ive ,2015)  cont inue  

th is  t radi t ion ,  p rov id ing more sophis t i cated s imulat ions  of  soc ia l ,  economic ,  and 
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ecologica l  sys tems .  Yet  the under ly ing phi losophy remains  the same — within a  

ru le-based f ramework ,  p layers  act  as  both des igners  and c i t i zens ,  shaping the  

c i ty ’ s  ident i t y  through the i r  cumulat ive  dec is ions .  Compared wi th na rra t ive -dr iven 

games ,  th is  type of  s imulat ion o f fe rs  a  c loser ana logy to c iv ic  par t ic ipat ion  i t se l f :  

a  d ig i ta l  rehearsa l  of  how urban l i fe  i s  co l lect i ve l y  const ructed through count less  

indiv idua l  choices .  

 

 

F i g u r e 7 .  F i g u r e .  A  C h i n e s e  p l a y e r  s h a r i n g  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  b u i l d i n g  h i s  c i t y  o n  Y o u T u b e .  T h e  v i d e o  

d o c u m e n t s  t h e  e n t i r e  d e v e l o p m e n t  p r o c e s s — f r o m  r o u t e  p l a n n i n g ,  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  a n d  

l a n d s c a p e  p l a n t i n g  t o  p o p u l a t i o n  g r o w t h  a n d  u r b a n  p r o s p e r i t y — c u l m i n a t i n g  i n  a  f u l l y  f u n c t i o n i n g  c i t y  

d e s i g n e d  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h i n e s e  “ T a i j i ” .  

 

Set t ing as ide construct ion-based games as  a  spec ia l  case ,  le t  us  look deeper in to  

the essence o f  modern game des ign .  As  d iscussed above ,  the h ighest  asp i rat ion 

of  contempora ry games l ies  in grant ing p laye rs  as  much f reedom as  poss ib le .  To  

achieve th is  f reedom, des igners  intent iona l ly  minimize the i r  own cont ro l  over the  

exper ience ,  employing branch ing and non - l inear narra t ives  to weaken the game’s 

dominance ove r the p layer ’ s  act ions .  

A l though eve ry  scene and event  i s  u l t imate ly  grounded in predetermined code ,  

the autonomy of  p layer part ic ipat ion a l lows indiv idua ls  to choose the i r  own paths  
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of  explorat ion .  Each ac t  o f  p lay ,  each smal l  dec is ion,  becomes a  thread woven into  

a  unique adventure— an emergent  nar rat i ve  authored through part ic ipat ion  i t se l f .  

Now, i f  we habi tua l l y  project  th is  logic  back into the rea l i ty  we are  accustomed to ,  

we might  ask :  does  a  s imi lar  mode of  autonomous  and par t ic ipatory c reat ion a lso 

ex is t  w i th in rea l  c i t ies?  Could res idents ,  through the i r  everyday  pract ices  and 

spat ia l  improvisat ions ,  weave the i r  own na rrat ives  of  urban space? In pos ing such 

quest ions ,  we may unconsc ious ly  p lace  games  and rea l i t y  in oppos i t ion .  Yet  

perhaps  the re la t ionship  between the v i r tua l  and the rea l  i s  no longer one o f  

separat ion .  The ways  we act ,  bui ld ,  and col laborate  wi th in v ideo games are  

inc reas ing ly  rewri t ing our pe rcept ion o f  phys ica l  space — hybr id is ing the dig i ta l  

and the mate r ia l ,  and t rans forming how we imag ine ,  exper ience ,  and des ign the 

c i ty  i t se l f .  Games are  no longer mere ly  metaphors  that  inspi re  urban des ign;  they  

have a l ready become par t  of  the c i ty ’ s  l i v ing na rra t ive .   

 

 

F i g u r e 8 .  R e a l i t y  i n s p i r e s  g a m e s ,  w h i l e  g a m e s  i n  t u r n  r e s h a p e  h o w  w e  p e r c e i v e  a n d  d e s i g n  r e a l i t y .  

 

0.3 Summary 

Video games have become one o f  the key media  through which we can unders tand 

the dynamics  o f  c i t ies  and cul ture .  They are  no longer mere products  o f  

enterta inment  and consumpt ion ,  but  ra the r generat ive  arenas  for urban soc iety ,  

cul tura l  format ion ,  and a lso  fo r urban plann ing and des ign s t ra tegies  de f in i t ion .  

By examining the na r ra t ive  logic  and spat ia l  compos i t ion of  v ideo games —

part i cula r l y  three-dimens iona l  works  endowed wi th r ich cul tura l  s igni f icance — we 

may reapproach the core  archi tectura l  and urbanis t ic  concepts  o f  space ,  na r rat ive ,  

and pa rt ic ipat ion f rom a new perspect ive .  
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To do so requi res  s tepping beyond convent iona l  modes  of  archi tectura l  and urban 

th inking ,  and de lv ing ins tead into the const ruct ive  logic  o f  the game world i t se l f .  

This  s tudy there fore  takes  “nar rat i ve” — one of  the cent ra l  p r inc ip les  of  game 

des ign— as  i t s  pr imary point  o f  ent ry ,  focus ing on Genshin Impact ,  a  landmark of  

Chinese open-world game des ign,  as  i t s  core  case  s tudy .  Through an ana lys is  of  

the game’s  world-bui ld ing,  cul tura l  express ion ,  and spat ia l  des ign logic ,  i t  seeks 

to uncover how games const ruct  wor lds  that  are  rea l i s t ic  yet  d is t inct  f rom rea l i ty .  

F ina l ly ,  the  d iscuss ion re turns  f rom the v i r tua l  to  the rea l ,  ask ing what  ins ights  

such a  work may o f fe r  fo r  the rethinking o f  urban des ign in contemporary c i t ies .  
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CHAPTER 1: Designing Constraints: The Governance 

of Time and Space in Game Worlds 

 

Before  turning to Genshin Impact ,  i t  i s  necessary to f i rs t  unders tand the format ive  

logic  of  the game world i t se l f .  Much l i ke  the rea l  wor ld ,  the  v i r tua l  wor ld i s  a lso 

const i tuted by both t ime and space ,  which together determine how playe rs  

perce ive  and ac t  w i th in i t .  Th is  chapter unfolds  a long these two dimens ions .  

The tempora l  d imens ion represents  the unfold ing of  gameplay exper ience — the  

player ’ s  act ions ,  the  progress ion of  nar rat i ve ,  and the generat ion of  events  a l l  

occur  through the cont inui ty  of  t ime .  Here ,  th is  process  wi l l  be  re fe r red to as  game 

narrat ive .  The spat ia l  d imens ion ,  by cont ras t ,  cor responds to the generat i ve  logic  

of  the v i r tua l  wor ld— how games ,  th rough three -dimens iona l  s t ructures ,  terra ins ,  

and envi ronmenta l  organ izat ion ,  shape the spat ia l  order o f  exper ience .  

For th is  purpose ,  I  w i l l  take as  a  point  of  departure  the genre  that  most  fu l ly  

embodies  spat ia l  openness  and s t ructura l  complex i ty :  the  open -wor ld  game . 

Through a  dua l  ana lys is  of  t ime and space ,  th is  chapter seeks  to revea l  how games 

reconst ruc t  the orde rs  o f  ex is tence and percept ion wi th in the v i r tua l  rea lm.  

 

1.1 Game Narrative  

1.1 .1  Novel s ,  F i lms,  and Games  

A s tory i s  composed of  a  sequence of  events ,  whi l e  narrat ive  re fe rs  to the way in  

which those events  are  presented and communica ted to an audience .  

As ear ly  as  Ar is tot le ’ s  t ime,  the Poet i cs  de f ined the c lass ica l  th ree -act  s t ructure  

of  na rra t ive ,  d iv id ing a  s tory into three par ts :  the  beginning ( the expos i t ion and 

the in i t ia l  conf l ic t ) ,  the  deve lopment  ( the intens i f i cat ion  of  the  conf l i c t ) ,  and the  

ending ( the resolut ion of  the problem) .  

This  s t ructure  remains  v is ib le  across  a  wide range o f  na rrat ive  media — nove ls ,  f i lms ,  

and even games .  

Later ,  mythologis t  Joseph Campbel l ,  in  h is  monumenta l  work The Hero  wi th a 

Thousand Faces（ Campbel l ,2008）, fu rthe r e laborated the archetypa l  pat te rn of  the  

hero’s  journey :  

“The he ro ventures  for th f rom the world of  common day into a  region o f  

supernatura l  wonder (departure) ;  fabulous  fo rces  are  the re  encounte red and a  

dec is ive  v ic tory i s  won ( in i t ia t ion) ;  the  he ro comes back f rom this  myste r ious  

adventure  wi th the power to bestow boons upon his  fe l low man ( return) . ”  
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Campbel l  d iv ided the he ro’s  journey not  only  into the t radi t iona l  th ree acts  but  

a lso into seventeen dis t inct  s tages .  Not  every  s tory necessar i ly  inc ludes  a l l  

seventeen s tages ,  nor do  they a lways  appear in the same order ;  some narrat ives  

focus  on only  one or two ,  o r rea r range them to produce di f ferent  e f fects .  

However ,  these c lass ica l  nar rat i ve  models  represent  only  the t ip of  the i ceberg 

when i t  comes to s tory te l l ing in v ideo games .  Modern game narrat ives  have 

evolved in to fa r  more diverse  and part ic ipatory forms ,  of fer ing playe rs  exper iences  

that  t ranscend the  boundar ies  of  l i near s toryte l l i ng.  

 

 

F i g u r e 9 .  T h e  H e r o ’ s  J o u r n e y :  A  n a r r a t i v e  f o r m u l a  p r o p o s e d  b y  m y t h o l o g i s t  J o s e p h  C a m p b e l l ,  w i d e l y  

a p p l i e d  a c r o s s  v a r i o u s  s t o r y  t y p e s  a n d  d r a m a t i c  s t r u c t u r e s .  

 

From a l i te rary pe rspect ive ,  v ideo games a re  regarded as  a  new form of  

s toryte l l ing— one that  succeeds  the nove l  and the f i lm .  

Unl i ke  c inema , games employ inte ract iv i t y  to f ree  the audience f rom pass ive ly  

rece iv ing the progress ion of  a  p lot ,  g rant ing them ins tead the abi l i t y  to choose 

and thereby to a l ter  the d i rec t ion of  the s tory .  At  th is  po int ,  the  p layer no  longer  

occupies  the  ro le  of  a  spectator seated before  the screen ,  wa i t ing for events  to 

unfold ;  they become , ra ther ,  an ac tor w i th in the narrat ive  i t se l f .  

Every act ion— whether f ight ing ,  soc ia l i z ing ,  t r iumphing ,  o r dy ing — reshapes  the 

growth o f  the v i r tua l  cha racte r and the evolut ion of  the v i r tua l  wor ld .  I n doing so ,  

the p laye r es tabl i shes  a  genuine re la t ionship wi th the d ig i ta l  rea lm, engaging wi th 



 

19  

 

i t  not  as  an obse rve r but  as  a  part ic ipant  whose dec is ions  ca rry  na r rat i ve  and 

onto logica l  we ight .  

1.1 .2  The Debate on Whether  Games Require Narrat ive  

Although narrat i ve  has  now become one of  the  pr inc ipa l  labe ls  through which  

people  pe rce ive  games ,  the quest ion of  whether games need na r rat ive  remains  a  

long-standing cont rove rsy wi th in academia .  Throughout  the his tory of  game 

s tudies ,  scho lars  have forme d dis t inct  camps around this  i s sue .  

Represent ing the ext reme ant i -na rrat iv i s t  pos i t ion,  Markku Eske l inen argues  that  

games and na rra t ives  should be complete ly  separated  (Eske l inen ,2001) .  As  he  

famous ly  put  i t :  

“People  can eas i ly  d is t inguish between na r rat ive ,  drama, and game wi thout  any 

help f rom academic theory .  I f  I  throw you a  ba l l ,  I  don’ t  expect  you to s tar t  

te l l ing a  s tory .  Yet  when games — especia l ly  computer games — are  theor ized,  the 

f ie ld i s  immediate ly  colonized by l i te ra ry ,  d ramat i c ,  and f i lm s tudies .”  

Eske l inen ins is ts  that  games must  preserve the i r  own dis t inct  cha rac ter i s t i cs  ra the r 

than be ing absorbed into  other d isc ip l ines .  I ndeed ,  non -narrat ive  games do ex is t  

in rea l i t y ;  the  so-ca l led consumpt ive  games ment ioned ear l ie r  focus  pr imar i ly  on 

gameplay mechanics  and interac t iv i t y .  Eske l inen fur the r argues  that  nar rat ive  in 

games funct ions  mere ly  as  a market ing tool ,  lack ing any genuine academic  va lue .  

For h im, s tudying the mechan ics  of  Tetr i s  i s  fa r  more meaningful  than s tudying i t s  

nonex is tent  na rra t ive  components .  

But  can we the refore  c la im that  nar rat i ve  wi th in games i s  ent i re l y  use less?  

I f  we turn to rea l -world  p lay ,  many t radi t iona l  games a l ready exhib i t  narrat ive  

qua l i t ies :  Eagle  Catching Chicks ,  Tag ,  and other p layground games a l l  embody 

what  might  be ca l led modula r na rra t ive  models .  According to Henry Jenkins ,  these 

games share  s t ruct ura l  s imi lar i t ies  w i th v ideo games ;  the only  d i f ference  i s  that 

d ig i ta l  games exchange the phys ica l i ty  of  outdoor  p lay fo r the express ive  potent ia l  

of  rendered ,  sur rea l  wor lds .  

Janet  Murray takes  an oppos ing s tance .  She argues  that  market  evolut ion has  

a l ready  proven that  the  fu ture  o f  games fundamenta l l y  l ies  in the i r  na r rat ive  

d imens ion .  Narrat ive ,  she suggests ,  enhances  in teract i v i ty ,  s t rengthens  p layer  

agency,  and produces  em ot iona l  resonance  (Murray ,2011) .  As  she famous ly  wrote :  

“The computer i s  the most  representat iona l  medium ever invented — a medium 

for model ing wor lds .  We must  make a l l  s to ryte l le rs  f luent  in th is  new language;  

to make the medium mature ,  we need a  Shakespeare  fo r the net i zen age .”  

Thus ,  even though the hi s tory of  games began wi th non -narrat ive  fo rms ,  we 

cannot  deny the meaningful  ro le  nar rat ive  p lays  in  enr iching the playe r ’ s  

exper ience .。   
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1.1 .3  The Confl ic t  Between Narrat ive and Interact iv i ty  

This  s tudy does  not  at tempt to resolve  the above  debate  d i rect ly .  Ra the r ,  i t  seeks  

to re f lect  on a  broader phenomenon revea led through i t — the inherent  tens ion 

between inte ract i v i ty  and nar rat ive  in games .  

One o f  the de f in ing features  of  game narra t ive  i s  prec ise ly  i t s  inte ract iv i ty  and 

immers ive  qua l i ty .  Yet ,  as  Jesper Juul  points  out ,  in teract i v i ty  a lso makes  nar rat ive  

const ruct ion more d i f f i cu l t ( Juul ,  2021) .  The reason i s  c lear :  inc reased inte ract iv i t y  

grants  p laye rs  the abi l i t y  to make f ree  choices  a t  every nar rat ive  node ,  thereby 

inf luenc ing the course  of  the s tory .  This  enhances  the p laye r ’ s  sense of  cont ro l —

but  i t  a l so undermines  one of  the essent ia l  sour ces  of  drama.  

In t radi t iona l  nar rat i ve  art ,  emot iona l  resonance ar i ses  f rom the i r revers ib i l i ty  o f  

events .  I n games ,  however ,  i f  p laye rs  can s imply  re load a  save and redo the i r  

choices ,  the  emot iona l  impact  of  the s tory becomes great ly  d iminished .  Thus ,  as  

inte ract iv i ty  inc reases ,  sus ta in ing  a  coherent  and emot iona l l y  power ful  na r rat ive  

becomes eve r more cha l l enging .  Th is  expla ins  why  most  games handle  cr i t i ca l  s tory  

moments  through non- interact i ve  cutscenes .  I f  p layers  were  a l lowed unres t r ic ted 

cont ro l  dur ing these sequences ,  i t  would inev i tab ly  weaken the immers i ve  e f fect  

of  the nar rat i ve .  

Juul  a lso notes  tha t  human cul ture  has  long admired the not ion of  the “ inf in i te  

work”— a text  that  can  be re read endless ly  w i thout  los ing i t s  appea l ( Juul ,  2005) .  

In t radi t iona l ,  non- inte ract ive  media ,  th is  def ines  h igh l i te rature  as  opposed to  

disposable  “popula r  f ic t ion .”  Yet  in v ideo games ,  the s i tuat ion appears  inverted :  

the less  na r rat ive  a  game conta ins ,  the  higher  i t s  replayab i l i ty .  Once a  game 

incorporates  a  f i xed s tory ,  i t s  replay va lue tends  to  dec l ine .  Afte r  a l l ,  once p layers  

know what  happens ,  repeat ing the same s tory holds  l i t t le  meaning .  

I t  fo l lows ,  then ,  tha t  game narrat ive  cannot  be unders tood s imply  as  the 

t ransplanta t ion of  l i near ,  non - interac t ive  s toryte l l ing into an inte ract ive  and 

exploratory medium. Rather ,  i t  invo lves  a  cont inua l  negot ia t ion between 

inte ract iv i ty  and na r rat i ve  coh erence .  Whi le  na r rat ive  undeniably  enr i ches  the 

gaming exper ience ,  the essence of  a  game s t i l l  l i es  in i t s  p layabi l i ty .  Even a  t i t le  

cente red on s toryte l l ing must  mainta in a  min imum leve l  of  interact ion — otherwise ,  

i t  would become ind is t inguishab le  f rom a v isua l  no ve l .  Game des igners ,  unl i ke  

wr i ters ,  cannot  devote  themselves  so le ly  to te l l ing  a  s tory ;  they must  a lso cons ide r  

how the playe r reads  and enacts  that  s tory ,  and above a l l ,  how to make that  

reading process  engaging.  

1.1 .4  The Problem of Boundar ies and Narrat ive Guidance  

Compared wi th nove ls  and f i lms ,  v ideo games are  a  medium in which narrat ive  

boundar ies  are  ext remely  d i f f i cul t  to cont ro l .  
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In two-dimens iona l  media  such as  l i te rature ,  the  author can eas i ly  determine what 

the reader i s  a l lowed to see .  The reader s imply fo l lows the words  on the page —

l i v ing,  l i ke  T ruman in The Truman Show , wi th in the constructed world — without  

ever g l imps ing the incons is tenc ies  or voids  tha t  l i e  beyond i t .  The same pr inc ip le  

appl ies  to c inema : the d i rector cont ro ls  what  i s  shown through the camera lens ,  

and concea ls  what  must  remain unseen.  No v iewer  ever perce ives  the nothingness 

outs ide  the  f rame , because those unseen a reas  hold no meaning wi th in  the work  

i t se l f .  

In  games ,  however ,  such “concea lment”  becomes remarkably d i f f i cul t .  Once  

players  s tep f rom a two-dimens iona l  sc reen into a  three -dimens iona l  space ,  they 

ga in a  f reedom that  approaches  that  o f  rea l i ty .  Cur ios i ty  dr i ves  them to explore  

every poss ib le  corner o f  the world— unless  they are  prevented f rom doing so .  As 

a  resul t ,  game des igners  must  impose certa in mechanica l  l imi ta t ions :  set t ing 

s tamina l imi ts  to res t r i c t  how long a  p layer can run;  d isabl ing vert ica l  c l imbing to 

prevent  them f rom escap ing the des ign ed world ;  const ra in ing camera ro tat ion to  

avoid expos ing the backs tage of  the i l lus ion .  

Some c lever des igners  d isguise  these boundar ies  through world -bui ld ing— plac ing  

fences  or natura l  obstac les  at  the world ’s  edge ,  somet imes  even adding a  s ign that  

reads  “Area inaccess ib le  beyond this  po int . ”  Others ,  more pragmat ic ,  s imply  ins ta l l  

inv is ib le  “ a i r  wa l l s . ”  They would rather sac r i f i ce  a  degree of  rea l i sm than r i sk  

los ing the player to the void beyond .  

Yet  not  a l l  p layers  obedient l y  fo l low the des igner ’ s  ru les .  In fact ,  many take  

pleasure  in  breaking  them.  Players  act ive l y  search  for bugs  or explo i t  p rogramming 

gl i tches  to s l ip  through inv is ib le  bar r ie rs  and peer in to forbidden zones .  At  that  

moment ,  the i r  in teres t  sh i f ts  f rom inhabi t ing the s tory to escaping i t — a  s i tuat ion 

that  few des igners  would  welcome.  

 

 

F i g u r e 1 0 .  T h e  i m a g e  o n  t h e  l e f t  s h o w s  p l a y e r - d r a w n  f l o w c h a r t s  o f  e n t e r i n g  a  b u i l d i n g  i n  f o u r  d i f f e r e n t  g a m e s ,  

c r e a t e d  t o  m o c k  t h e  n u m e r o u s  i l l o g i c a l  i n v i s i b l e  w a l l s  i n  B l a c k  M y t h :  W u k o n g .  T h e  i m a g e  o n  t h e  r i g h t  s h o w s  
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t h e  i n - g a m e  i n t e r f a c e  o f  B l a c k  M y t h :  W u k o n g ,  w h e r e  i n v i s i b l e  w a l l s  b e t w e e n  p i l l a r s  p r e v e n t  p l a y e r s  f r o m  

p a s s i n g  t h r o u g h ,  w h i c h  i s  u n r e a s o n a b l e .  

 

Thus ,  one of  the most  in t r icate  cha l lenges  of  game des ign l ies  in const ruct ing  a  

nar rat ive  s tage whose boundar ies  fee l  na tura l  and legi t imate ,  so that  p layers  do 

not  perce ive  them as  a rt i f i c ia l  constra ints .  The abi l i ty  to keep playe rs  engaged ,  

guid ing them to act  in a l ignment  wi th the des igner ’ s  intent ,  has  therefore  become 

one o f  the cent ra l  pr inc ip les  of  modern game des ign — commonly re fe rred  to as  

“guidance”  or p laye r d i rect ion.  

This  concept ,  in  fact ,  pa ra l le l s  path p lann ing in archi tecture  and urban des ign ,  

where spat ia l  cues  and envi ronmenta l  a f fo rdances  subt ly  guide use rs ’  movement  

and behavior .  Yet ,  as  the  d iscuss ion above sugges ts ,  games re l y  fa r  more heav i ly  

on such guidance  than archi tec ture  does ;  the very coherence of  the i r  v i r tua l  wor lds  

depends upon i t .  

 

1.2 Types of Game Narrative 

Within the f ie ld  of  game theory ,  the  categor i zat ion of  na rrat ive  forms var ies  

cons iderab ly ,  and the re  ex is ts  no s ingle  unive rsa l  s tandard or absolute  t ruth fo r 

game des ign i t se l f .  

This  chapte r pr imar i ly  draws on Jakub Majewski ’ s  theoret ica l  f ramework  

(Majewski ,2003)  ,  which ident i f ies  four major na rrat ive  models :  the  Beads -on-a-

Str ing Model ,  the  Branching Model ,  the  Theme Park Model ,  and the Bui ld ing  B locks  

Model .  Together ,  these four pat te rns  i l l us t rate  the evolut ion o f  game narrat ive —

f rom l inear s toryte l l i ng toward open and emergent  s t ructures .  

1.2 .1  The Beads-on-a-Str ing Model  

The Beads-on-a-St r ing model  i s  one of  the most  commonly used na r rat ive  

s t ructures  in v ideo games .  I t  descr ibes  the ent i re  nar rat i ve  as  a sequence of  

predete rmined nodes— “beads”— arranged a long a  s ingle  thread .  

Under th is  model ,  a  game’s  scr ipt  can be t ransplanted di rect l y  into the gameplay  

with minimal  obst ruct ion,  embedding a  l inea r s tory l ine  beneath the sur face of  

inte ract iv i ty .  

S t ructura l l y ,  the  overa l l  nar rat ive  remains  l i near ,  leading to a  s ingle  ending.  Each 

“bead”  represents  a  f i xed  nar rat ive  uni t .  A l though players  a re  granted a  degree of  

f reedom within each bead— moving ,  explor ing ,  and t r igger ing sub -events— they 

ul t imate ly  ca nnot  a l ter  the d i rect ion of  the ove rarching plot .  

Game des igner Jane Jensen descr ibes  th is  mode l  as  fo l lows :  every major s tory 

event  can be  v isua l ized  and t reated as  the  beginning of  a  bead .  Within each bead ,  
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p layers  can f ree ly  dr ive  var ious  deve lopments ,  which may appear non - l inear to 

some extent .  However ,  when they at tempt to complete  the bead,  both the p layer ’ s  

and the nar rator ’ s  ava i l able  choices  sha rply  decrease ,  leav ing only  one path  

leading to  the  nex t  bead .  In many cases ,  the  connect ion  between beads  takes  the  

form of  non- inte ract ive  cutscenes — the most  common means  o f  l i nk ing  nar rat ive  

uni ts  together .  

 

 

F i g u r e 1 1 .  S i m p l i f i e d  d i a g r a m  o f  t h e  “ p e a r l  n e c k l a c e ”  n a r r a t i v e  m o d e l .  

 

Because of  i t s  c lea r and l inear s t ructure ,  th is  model  a l igns  pa rt icula r ly  we l l  w i th 

the c lass ica l  three-act  na r rat ive  fo rm. As  a  resul t ,  i t  i s  of ten pre fer red for game 

adaptat ions  of  f i lms  or l i te rary works .  For ins tance ,  Ind iana Jones  and the Las t  

Crusade  ( Lucas f i lm Games ,1989) ,  adapted f rom the 1989 f i lm of  the same name , 

employs  th is  quas i - l inea r  nar rat ive  s t ructure .  The game is  d iv ided in to severa l  

c i t ies— New York ,  Venice ,  and a  number o f  German towns .  Within each c i t y ,  

p layers  can move f ree ly  and solve  puzz les  in a  non- l inea r order .  Yet  ce rta in key  

tasks  must  be completed before  they can proceed to the next  c i t y .   

This  approach i s  f requent ly  adopted in adventure  or s imulat ion games ,  where  

s toryte l l ing plays  a  dominant  ro le .  A c lea r ly  a rt icu la ted na rrat ive  arc  a l lows for  

the gradual  depict ion of  cha racte r growth and the  unfold ing t rans format ion of  

the game world .  

 

 

F i g u r e 1 2 .  “ I n d i a n a  J o n e s  a n d  t h e  L a s t  C r u s a d e ” ,  t h e  g a m e  a d a p t e d  f r o m  t h e  f i l m  o f  t h e  s a m e  n a m e .  
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At  t imes ,  however ,  des igners  in terweave other models  between beads  to enhance 

player f reedom. For example ,  in the Indiana Jones  game, dur ing the escape f rom 

Germany ,  p laye rs  can choose between s tea l ing a  b ip lane or sneaking aboard a  

zeppel in .  A l though thes e choices  lead to d i f fe rent  sequences ,  the  na r rat ive  soon 

converges  aga in into the  dominant  beads -on-a-s tr ing f ramework .  

Hence ,  the Beads-on-a-Str ing model  i s  remarkab ly f lex ib le .  I t  can funct ion as  an 

overa rching na rra t ive  template ,  capable  of  incorpora t ing othe r s t ructures  wi th in  

i t s  f ramework .  V i r tua l ly  any nar rat i ve  s t ructure  or s toryte l l ing techn ique ava i lable  

to v ideo games can be accommodated wi th in th is  model .  

Neverthe less ,  i t s  def in ing emphas is  on s toryte l l i ng often resul ts  in less  a t tent ion 

to gameplay mechanics  dur ing deve lopment .  Yet  many games wi th l ighte r  

nar rat ives  s t i l l  opera te  on a  beads -on-a-str ing  foundat ion .  Most  games are  

d iv ided into a  ser ies  of  le ve ls  or miss ions ,  each funct ioning as  an indiv idua l  bead.  

The gameplay wi th in leve ls  prov ides  inte ract ion and cha l lenge ,  whi le  cut scenes  

between leve ls  supply the connect ive  nar rat i ve  t i s sue .  

In short ,  the  beads-on-a-str ing model  remains  the most  access ib le  and wide ly  

appl icab le  na r rat ive  s t ructure  for  v ideo games .  However ,  when misused ,  i t  can  

create  a  d is junc t ion between s tory and gameplay ,  resul t ing in a  f ragmented or  

conf l ic t ing exper ience .  As  Poole  apt l y  notes :  

“ I t  would be rather s t range to ask an athlete  to read a  chapte r o f  a  nove l  

between two rounds o f  compet i t ion.”  

1.2 .2  The Branching Model  

In  cont ras t  to the Beads -on-a-Str ing model ,  the  Branch ing Model  des igns  the  

s tory to d iverge in mul t ip le  d i rect ions  ra the r than unfold l inear ly .  The na r rat ive  

s t i l l  begins  f rom a s ingle  s tart ing po int ,  but  when the playe r reaches  certa in nodes  

in the game ,  they must  dec ide what  to do next .  The s tory then cont inues  a long 

one of  seve ra l  poss ib le  paths  unt i l  i t  reaches  another point  of  cho ice .  

This  model  p laces  greater emphas is  on player agency — the abi l i ty  to determine  

the di rect ion o f  the p lot .  Every cho ice  made by the  p layer t r iggers  d i f fe rent  events  

and outcomes .  The s t ruc ture  resembles  a  t ree ,  o r ,  in  more complex cases ,  a  web 

of  inte rwoven poss ib i l i t i es ,  where  each branch represents  a  d is t inct  na r rat ive  

th read shaped by the p layer ’ s  dec is ions .  
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F i g u r e 1 3 .  S i m p l i f i e d  d i a g r a m  o f  t h e  b r a n c h i n g  n a r r a t i v e  m o d e l  

 

Many di f fe rent  mechanisms can be used to rea l i ze  branching s t ructures — th rough 

gameplay mechanics ,  cut scenes ,  o r  sc r ipted events .  Moreover ,  such choices  are  

not  a lways  immediate l y  v i s ib le  to the p laye r ;  i t  i s  ent i re ly  poss ib le  fo r a  dec is ion  

to be made wi thout  the p layer ’ s  consc ious  awareness .  

For ins tance ,  a  p layer might  choose to conf ront  an enemy at  a  part icular  moment ,  

only  to face that  same opponent  aga in la te r — th is  t ime under  more  di f f i cul t  

c i rcumstances .  In some cases ,  d is t inct  branches  may la ter  converge ,  leav ing the 

player w i th only  one  v iable  path to complete  the game (exc luding endings  in which  

the cha racte r d ies ) .  Some games even feature  death sequences  that  present  an 

obi tuary summari z ing the cha racte r ’ s  l i fe — an a l ternat i ve  form of  ending ,  though 

players  can o ften re load and return t o the s tory thereaf ter .  

The s t rength of  the Branching Model  l ies  in how i ts  r ich interact iv i ty  nar rows the  

emot iona l  d is tance between player and characte r .  Because every major dec i s ion i s  

made di rect ly  by the p layer ,  the  cha racter ’ s  fa te  appears  to res t  in  the  p layer ’ s  

hands .  In pract i ce ,  o f  course ,  these choices  remain l imi ted to the poss ib i l i t ies  

predes igned by the deve loper ;  yet  w i th in tha t  f ramework ,  p laye rs  s t i l l  exper ience  

a  s t rong sense of  persona l ized authorship .  

A representat ive  example  of  th is  model  i s  Detro i t :  Become Human ( Quant i c  Dream , 

2018) ,  an in teract ive  na r rat ive  game that  a l lows players  to cont ro l  three android 

protagonis ts— Connor ,  Kara ,  and Markus — whi le  explor ing ethica l  and emot iona l  

conf l ic ts  between humans and art i f i c ia l  i nte l l igence in a  near - future  Detro i t .  

At key moments ,  the  s tory branches  based on the player ’ s  dec is ions ,  a l lowing each 

choice  to in f luence subsequent  events  and end ings .  Each playable  characte r faces  

mora l  and emot iona l  d i l emmas ,  and certa in dec is ions  may even lead to  the i r  

permanent  death .  

By plac ing cont ro l  of  the nar rat ive  progress ion di rect l y  in the p laye r ’ s  hands ,  the  

game t rans forms choice  i t se l f  into a  centra l  mechanic ,  v iv id l y  demonst rat ing how 

the branching s t ructure  enhances  immers ion and indiv idua l izes  nar rat ive  outcomes .  
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F i g u r e 1 4 .  T h e  s t o r y l i n e  i n  D e t r o i t :  B e c o m e  H u m a n  g e n e r a l l y  p r e s e n t s  a  b r a n c h i n g  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  r a d i a t e s  

o u t w a r d  f r o m  a  s i n g l e  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t .  

 

However ,  the  Branching Model  i s  not  part i cu lar l y  favored by game deve lopers .  In  

the 1980s ,  i t  was  the s tandard s t ructure  fo r text -based adventure  games ,  s ince  

adding an ext ra  s tory path mere ly  requi red wr i t ing  addi t iona l  l ines  of  text .  But  as  

text  adventures  were  gradual l y  replaced by graph ic  adventure  games ,  the inc lus ion 

of  mul t ip le  routes  and endings  began to demand addi t iona l  vo ice  act ing ,  

animat ion ,  and cutscene product ion — dramat i ca l ly  inc reas ing deve lopment  costs .  

Moreover ,  f rom the player ’ s  perspect ive ,  only  a  smal l  subset  o f  “complet ionis t ”  

players  a re  mot ivated to replay the game repeatedly in order to exper ience every  

poss ib le  branch .  Most  p layers  lack the pa t ience to rev is i t  the  same content  

mul t ip le  t imes .  As  a  resul t ,  la rge port ions  of  narrat ive  mate r ia l  of ten remain  

unseen ,  e f fec t ive ly  turning product ion e f fo rt  into wasted resources  that  never fu l ly  

mater ia l i ze  in p laye r exper ience .  

Fundamenta l ly ,  the  Branching Narrat ive  Model  seeks  to d is rupt  the l i near ,  beads -

on-a-str ing f low by a l low ing playe rs  to act i ve ly  intervene in and reshape the  s tory .  

In essence ,  i t  i nc reases  nar rat ive  complex i ty  a long the tempora l  d imens ion .  At  

t imes ,  p laye r cho ices  may af fect  the d i f f i cul ty  of  gameplay — making progress  

eas ier  or ha rder— whi le  at  others ,  they d i rec t l y  a l ter  the s tory i t se l f ,  even 

permit t ing mult ip le  d is t inct  endings  or paths  to complet ion .  

This  added na rrat ive  complex i t y ,  however ,  comes at  a  s teep pr i ce .  The  cost  o f 

deve loping a  branching nar rat ive  fa r  exceeds  that  of  rea l i z ing the same s tory 

through a  beads-on-a-str ing s t ructure .  Moreover ,  the  s tory i t se l f  of ten suf fe rs  

f rom f ragmentat ion d ue to the l imi ts  of  desc r ipt i ve  coherence ,  and mainta in ing  

cont inui t y  across  seque ls  becomes increas ingly  d i f f i cu l t .  

There fore ,  a  fu l ly  rea l i zed  branching s t ruc ture — one that  o f fe rs  meaningful  choices  

at  every major nar rat ive  node — i s  p ract i ca l ly  imposs ib le  to achieve .  Most  games  

employ branching techn iques  only  in a  l imi ted  and loca l ized manner ,  us ing 

se lect ive  dec is ion points  ra the r than a  fu l l y  d ive rgent  network .  
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1.2 .3  The Theme Park Model  

Compared wi th the Branching Model ,  the  Theme Park Model  inc reases  narrat ive  

complex i ty  a long the spa t ia l  d imens ion .  

In th is  s t ructure ,  the  l inear na r rat ive  cha in o f  the prev ious  two models  i s  

complete ly  d ismant led— the “beads”  a re  scat te red throughout  the world .  Ins tead 

of generat ing cont inuous  nar rat i ve  branches  as  the game progresses ,  p layers  are  

a l lowed to f ree ly  explore  the env i ronment ,  encounter ing and act ivat ing di f ferent  

nar rat ive  ent ry points  d is t r ibuted across  the game space .  

The core  gameplay in th i s  model  revolves  around f reedom of  choice :  a t  any g iven 

moment ,  p layers  a re  presented wi th mul t ip le  opt iona l  cha l lenges ,  none o f  which 

are  s t r i c t ly  requi red for  complet ion.  Thus ,  the  focus  shi f ts  f rom fo l lowing a  

presc r ibed s tory to  the f reedom of  explorat ion and se l f -di rected act ion .  

 

 

F i g u r e 1 5 .  S i m p l i f i e d  d i a g r a m  o f  t h e  t h e m e  p a r k  n a r r a t i v e  m o d e l .  

 

Role-play ing games (RPGs)  are  pa rt icula r ly  we l l -sui ted to th is  model ,  a s  the i r  

nar rat ive  des ign emphas izes  persona l  cha racter deve lopment  wi th in a  vas t ,  open 

world f i l led wi th inte ract ive  poss ib i l i t ies .  P layers  interact  w i th var ious  non -

playable  charac ters  (NPCs)  to complete  quests  centered a round the i r  avatar ,  

deepening emot iona l  connect ions  whi le  a lso ga in ing a  better  unders tanding of  the  

world ’s  under l y ing lo re  and s t ructure .  

At  the same t ime ,  RPGs emphas i ze  character  progress ion ,  o f fe r ing mult ip le 

deve lopmenta l  paths .  By  complet ing s ide quests  and aux i l ia ry  miss ions ,  p layers  

acqui re  resources  that  improve the i r  character ’ s  abi l i t ies — whether re la ted to  

combat ,  soc ia l  inte ract io n,  or  l i fes ty le  sk i l l s .   

F rom th is  perspect ive ,  the  Theme Park Model  a l igns  natura l l y  w i th  the growth 

sys tems typ ica l  o f  RPGs .  For example ,  in the Japanese RPG The Legend o f  Ze lda :  

Breath of  the Wi ld ,  p layers  begin at  the center of  the map.  They may choose to 

confront  the f ina l  boss  d i rec t ly  in the cent ra l  region ,  o r  f ree ly  explore  the four 

sur rounding areas  to defeat  the e lementa l  D iv ine  Beasts ,  thereby weakening the  
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f ina l  enemy before  the ul t imate  batt le .  The order of  these cha l lenges  i s  determined 

ent i re ly  by the p layer .  

 

 

F i g u r e 1 6 .  T h e  m a p  s t r u c t u r e  i n  T h e  L e g e n d  o f  Z e l d a :  B r e a t h  o f  t h e  W i l d .  T h e  f i g u r e  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

p a t h s  p l a y e r s  m a y  t a k e  a s  t h e y  e x p l o r e  o u t w a r d  f r o m  t h e  c e n t r a l  r e g i o n .  

 

However ,  the  Theme Park  Model  i s  rare l y  implemented in  i so la t ion .  Complete  

nonl inea r i t y  tends  to produce a  sense of  non -urgency— i f  every subplot  i s  opt iona l ,  

p layers  may lose  the i r  mot ivat ion to engage wi th the na r rat ive  at  a l l .  

As  theor ies  of  p laye r guidance suggest ,  when players  lose  s ight  o f  a  pr imary goa l ,  

even an  abundance of  ava i lable  choices  can pa radoxica l l y  lead to dec is ion fa t igue  

and disengagement .  For  th is  reason ,  games o f  th is  type usua l ly  re ta in a  main  

s tory l ine  as  the cent ra l  ax is  o f  l i near explorat ion ,  wh i le  the branching nodes  

funct ion as  s ide quests .  

Neverthe less ,  the  non-compulsory nature  of  th is  s t ructure  a l lows playe rs  to shape 

the i r  exper ience in h igh ly  indiv idua l i zed  ways .  They are  not  requi red to complete  

the main quest  in order to explore  the s ide content .  I t  i s  there fore  common, fo r  

example ,  to  see a  “hero”  who ignores  the miss ion to rescue the pr incess  and 

ins tead spends  hours  v i s i t ing v i l lages  to p lay cards  wi th loca l  res idents — an 

emblemat i c  express ion of  p layer agency wi th in an open nar rat i ve  f ramework.  
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F i g u r e 1 7 .  T h e  f i g u r e  s h o w s  a  c o m p o s i t e  n a r r a t i v e  m o d e l ,  w h i c h  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  i t  c o n s i s t s  o f  

m u l t i p l e  i n t e r n a l  b r a n c h e s ,  t h e  o v e r a l l  s t r u c t u r e  s t i l l  f o l l o w s  t h e  f r a m e w o r k  o f  t h e  p e a r l  n e c k l a c e  m o d e l .  

 

This  f reedom, however ,  g reat ly  inc reases  the workload for des igners .  Because each 

node operates  semi- independent ly  ra ther than as  part  o f  a  t ight l y  l inked sequence ,  

every node must  funct ion  as  a  se l f -conta ined na rrat ive  un i t .  

Des ign teams therefore  need a  r ich reservoi r  of  na r rat ive  mater ia l ,  whi le  ensur ing  

that  each indiv idua l  s tory remains  cons is tent  w i th the ove rarching worldbui ld ing 

and themat ic  coherence of  the game unive rse .  

1.2 .4  The Bui lding Blocks Model  

The boundary between the Bu i ld ing B locks  Model  and the Theme Park Model  i s  

re la t ive l y  f lu id ,  as  both a l low players  to create  the i r  own s tor ies  to a  certa in extent .  

Game des igner  S id Meie r ,  when desc r ib ing h is  work C iv i l i zat ion ,  noted that  the  

key d i f fe rence between C iv i l i zat ion and more convent iona l  na r rat ive -dr iven games 

l ies  in the d is t r ibut ion of  dec is ion -making (Meier ,2020) :  

“ In  most  games ,  the des igner makes  a l l  the  important  dec is ions  and leaves  the 

unimportant  ones  to the p layer .  I n C iv i l i zat ion ,  the des igner makes  the 

unimportant  dec is ions ,  and the playe r makes  a l l  the  important  ones . ”  Thus ,  such 

a  game resembles  a  set  o f  bui ld ing blocks  that  p layers  can combine in any 

manner they wish .  

In games bui l t  on th is  model ,  p layers  take on a  god l ike  ro le  rather than embodying 

a  s ingle  charac ter .  They are  not  s imply act ing wi th in the world — they are  shaping 

the wor ld i t se l f .  

For example ,  in C iv i l i zat ion ,  p laye rs  must  make s t rategic  dec is ions  each turn fo r 

the deve lopment  o f  the i r  c i v i l i zat ion:  expanding ter r i to r ies ,  waging wars ,  

advancing sc ience ,  and cul t ivat ing cul ture .  

The model ’ s  appea l  l ies  in  enabl ing players  to const ruct  the i r  own unique his tor ica l  

narrat ive  f rom a d iverse  set  of  modula r e lements — assembl ing a  persona l ized  

c iv i l i zat ion f rom the b locks  prov ided by the game’s  sys tem.  
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F i g u r e 1 8 .  T h e  g a m e  i n t e r f a c e  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n  V I ( F i r a x i s  G a m e s , 2 0 1 6 ) .  W i t h i n  a  l i m i t e d  g r i d - b a s e d  m a p ,  p l a y e r s  

d e t e r m i n e  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  p o i n t s  o f  t h e i r  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  d e v e l o p m e n t  r o u t e s ,  a n d  t h e  b e h a v i o r  p a t t e r n s  o f  e a c h  u n i t .  

 

Fur the rmore ,  the t rue va lue of  th is  model  l ies  in how i t  compels  des igners  to 

recons ide r a  fundamenta l  quest ion :  who is  the rea l  author of  a  game’s  na r ra t ive?  

I f ,  i n  the Beads-on-a-Str ing and Branching models ,  the  s tory be longs  pure ly  to  

the des igner ;  and in the Theme Park model ,  the  narrat ive  becomes a  col labora t ive  

creat ion between des igner and playe r ;  then in  the  Bui ld ing B locks  Model ,  the  s tory 

be longs  ent i re ly  to the p layer .  

Take Death  Stranding  (Koj ima Product ions ,2019)  as  an example .  A l though the  

game inc ludes  a  main s tory l ine  to prov ide or ientat ion for p layers  who seek 

d i rec t ion,  i t s  g reates t  achievement  l ies  in how i ts  s tory emerges  f rom player  

inte ract ion .  The des igner mere ly  es tabl i shed a  r ich and engaging sys tem of  

mechanics ,  whi le  p laye rs ,  through these sys tems ,  c reate  the i r  own de l ive ry routes .  

The shortcuts  they const ruct  a long the way can ,  in  turn ,  ass is t  othe r p laye rs .  This  

mutua l ly  benef ic ia l  and symbiot ic  fo rm of  p lay mir rors  the dynamics  of  a  rea l  

wor ld— each indiv idua l  w i th in i t  generates  the i r  own unique nar rat i ve  through 

act ion .  

From a gameplay perspect ive ,  th is  model  exempl i f i es  what  i s  of ten ca l led emergent  

des ign :  the des igner def ines  only  the logic  and rules  of  the bui ld ing blocks ,  and 

players  f ree ly  c reate  d ive rse  outcomes wi th in those const ra in ts .  

In th is  process ,  p laye rs  a re  capable  o f  producing unant ic ipated content — s tor ies  

and s t ruc tures  that  even the des igner cou ld not  have foreseen .  
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F i g u r e 1 9 . I n  D e a t h  S t r a n d i n g ,  f a c i l i t i e s  b u i l t  b y  p l a y e r s  i n  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  w o r l d s  c a n  b e  s h a r e d  a c r o s s  t h e  

n e t w o r k .  T h e  i m a g e  s h o w s  a  s c e n e  w h e r e  a  p l a y e r  c r o s s e s  t o  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  a  c l i f f  u s i n g  a  b r i d g e  

c o n s t r u c t e d  b y  a n o t h e r  p l a y e r .  T h i s  s y s t e m  c r e a t e s  a  u n i q u e  f o r m  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  p l a y e r s .  

 

1.3 Open-World Game 

I t  i s  necessary to d iscuss  the concept  of  the open world separate ly  because the  

evolut ion o f  modern games has  essent ia l ly  fo l lowed a  t ra jectory f rom l inear ,  

beads-on-a-str ing na r ra t ives  toward more open forms such as  the Theme Park  

and Bui ld ing B locks  mode ls .  The open-world genre  s tands  as  the quintessent ia l  

representat ion o f  open narrat ive  des ign ,  he lp ing us  d i rect l y  obse rve how the most  

popular  contemporary games employ na rra t ive  s t ructures .  

At  the same t ime,  the open-world game— by us ing an expans ive  three -dimens iona l  

env i ronment  as  i t s  na r ra t ive  medium — has  become the game form most  c lose ly  

resembl ing rea l i ty .  This  makes  i t  par t icular l y  va luable  fo r es tabl i sh ing a  br idge  

between the spat ia l  s to ryte l l ing o f  archi tecture  and urban ism and that  o f  d ig i ta l  

game des ign.  

1.3 .1  The Problem of “Defini t ion ”  

Open-world games have become the emblem of  open -ended narrat i ves .  For 

p layers  l i v ing in 2025 ,  the term open world i s  a lmost  imposs ib le  to ignore .  V is i t  

any major gaming plat fo rm, and t i t les  such as  GTA V,  Assass in ’ s  Creed:  Or ig ins ,  o r  

PUBG wi l l  p rominent l y  d isp lay the open world labe l  beneath the i r  descr ipt ions .  

The term has  even become a market ing buzzword ,  of ten misused by opportunis t i c  

deve lopers  who assume that  s imply g iv ing players  a  sandbox to roam in qua l i f ies  

as  an open world .  
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Despi te  i t s  ubiqui ty ,  however ,  the  te rm remains  poor ly  de f ined — a pa radox that  

ra ises  an important  ques t ion :  why has  “open world”  become so wide ly  used,  yet  

so rare l y  unders tood?  

The di f f i cul t y  of  de f in ing the open world l ies  in i t s  fundamenta l ly  d i f ferent  des ign 

logic  compared to t radi t iona l  games .  As  Ul r ich Götz  obse rves :  

“When deve lopers  des ign most  games ,  they f i rs t  determine the core  gameplay 

and mechanics ,  and only then bui ld the support ing sys tems and e lements  around 

them.”  (Götz ,2021)  

In othe r words ,  t radi t iona l  games fo l low a  gameplay -centered des ign pr inc ip le :  

the  deve lopment  process  begins  wi th the core  mechanic ,  and f rom i t  b ranches  

outward into sys tems ,  leve ls ,  and nar rat ive .  Eve ry des ign dec is ion u l t imate ly  serves  

the p laye r ’ s  cen t ra l  i nte ract ive  exper ience .  

By contras t ,  open-world des ign operates  in reverse .  Des igners  begin by def in ing  

the world i t se l f— i t s  goa ls ,  logic ,  and govern ing rules — before  se lect ing the 

gameplay mechanics  that  best  f i t  w i th in that  f ramework .  

This  means  the open world i s  not  born f rom a spec i f ic  gameplay idea ,  but  f rom 

the act  o f  wor ldmaking .  Des igners  f i rs t  ask :  What  k ind o f  wor ld do we want  to  

create?  —  whether a  h i s tor ica l ly  grounded set t ing or a  fu l ly  imagined fantasy  

rea lm— and only  a f te rward dete rmine what  p laye rs  can do and how they  can play 

wi th in i t .  This  “world-f i rs t ,  gameplay-second”  des ign pa radigm makes  open -world  

games a  world-cente red model  ra the r than a  gameplay -dr iven sys tem.  

Consequent l y ,  open-world games exhib i t  fa r  greater complex i t y  and inc lus i v i ty .  As  

the same art ic le  points  out ,  the  genre  “ in tegrates  a  wide var ie ty  of  mechan ics ,  

p lays ty les ,  and game e lements ,”  a l lowing players  to “set  the i r  own goals  and create  

the i r  own sense o f  cha l lenge and achievement .”  Within  such vas t  v i r tua l  

env i ronments ,  mul t ip le  gameplay modes — explorat ion ,  surv iva l ,  combat ,  

const ruct ion ,  s toryte l l ing ,  and s t rategy — can coex i s t  and in terac t  dynamica l ly .  

Thus ,  the  open world funct ions  less  as  a  s ingle  genre  and more as  a  meta -structure  

capable  o f  conta in ing mult ip le  genres  and exper iences  wi th in one coherent  sys tem.  

Tradi t iona l  methods o f  c lass i fy ing games ,  which re ly  on gameplay typo logies —

such as  shoote r ,  ro le -p lay ing ,  o r  puzzle — there fore  fa i l  when app l ied to  open -

world des ign .  The essence of  the open world l ies  not  in any one mechanic ,  but  in  

i t s  p laye r-dr iven openness :  w i th in a  set  of  nar rat ive  and sys temic rules ,  p layers  

can explore ,  act ,  and c reate  f ree ly  according to the i r  own intent ions .  

This  des ign phi losophy a l lows open -world games  to t ranscend the convent iona l  

gameplay-cente red taxonomy and evolve  into  an integrated spa t ia l  exper ience  

that  uni tes  nar rat i ve ,  sys tems ,  and technologica l  form — a s t ruc ture  that  most  

c lose ly  mi r rors  the comple x ,  l i ved rea l i t y  o f  human envi ronments .  

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ulrich-Goetz-2?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19
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1.3 .2  The Difference Between Open Worlds and Real i ty  

The logic  of  spat ia l  const ruct ion in open worlds  and in rea l i t y  d i f fers  fundamenta l ly .  

In rea l  c i t ies ,  u rban planning pr io r i t i zes  publ ic  purpose and surv i va l  e f f ic iency ,  

serv ing the col lec t ive  needs  of  a l l  inhabi tants .  The form of  a  c i ty  i s  const ra ined by 

natura l  geography ,  c l imate ,  resource d is t r ibut ion ,  popula t ion dens i t y ,  and pa tterns  

of  economic act iv i t y .  Road networks  must  ensure  t ra f f ic  e f f i c iency ;  bui ld ing he ight  

and dens i ty  must  ba lance land use wi th the needs  of  habi tat ion ;  and the  

dis t r ibut ion o f  publ i c  spaces  re f lects  a  ba lance between soc ia l  s t ruc ture  and 

l i fes ty le .  The format ion of  rea l -world space  i s  thus  the  resul t  o f  negot ia t ion and 

compromise— i t  seeks  susta inable  order amid the const ra ints  of  nature  and soc iety .  

By cont ras t ,  the  v i r tua l  space of  open worlds  bears  no obl igat ion to susta in rea l  

soc ia l  func t ions .  I t s  purpose i s  not  to accommodate c i t i zens  or mainta in urban 

operat ions ,  but  ra the r to serve  the p laye r ’ s  exper ient ia l  engagement .  Topography ,  

archi tecture ,  and env i ronment  are  des igned ent i re ly  around the player ’ s  

percept ion and act ion ,  a iming to c reate  a  coherent ,  explorable ,  and in teract i ve  

exper ience .  A mounta in  might  funct ion  as  a  natura l  l ine  of  s ight ;  the  p lacement  or 

form of  archi tecture  might  cor resp ond to miss ion  rhythm or v isua l  pac ing ;  even a  

winding path  might  guide explorat ion or  imply narrat ive  meaning .  Eve ry  e lement  

in the game world thus  has  a  des ign intent ion — i t  ex is ts  fo r  exper ience .  Even in  

GTA V (Rocksta r  North ,2013) ,  though the c i ty  i s  modeled on Los  Angeles ,  the  

des igners  modi fy  rea l i ty  for  the sake o f  p layabi l i ty :  roads  a re  widened to  a l low 

smoother  dr iv ing ,  and changes  in e leva t ion are  exaggerated to he ighten v isua l  

var ia t ion . .  

 

 

F i g u r e 2 0 .  T h e  c i t y  r o a d s  i n  G T A  V  a r e  w i d e r  t h a n  t h o s e  i n  r e a l  l i f e  a n d  f e a t u r e  n u m e r o u s  s l o p e s  a n d  

e l e v a t i o n s .  
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Hence ,  extending these  re f lect ions  furthe r ,  two sets  of  re la t ionships  can be  

dis t i l led :   

⚫  the d is t inct ion be tween col lect ive  and indiv idua l  forms of  spat ia l  agency;   

⚫  the cont ras t  between soc io-natura l  o rders  and na r rat ive –mechanic  orders  in  

the product ion of  space .  

The dis t inct ion between col lect ive  surv iva l  and ind iv idua l  exper ience suggests  two 

fundamenta l l y  d i f ferent  concept ions  of  spat ia l  agency.  In rea l  c i t ies ,  agency i s  

d is t r ibuted ac ross  ins t i tut ions ,  in f ras t ructures ,  and soc ia l  g roups ;  indiv idua ls  

part i c ipate  only  pa rt ia l l y  w i th in a  dense network  of  const ra ints .  By  cont ras t ,  i n  

game worlds  agency i s  radica l ly  concentrated in the p layer :  the  spat ia l  o rder i s  

ca l ib rated a round a  s ing le  embodied subject  whose movement ,  pe rcept ion ,  and 

decis ions  fo rm the core  o f  the world ’s  funct iona l  logic .  In  th is  sense ,  the indiv idua l  

in a  v i r tua l  env i ronment  does  not  s imply inhabi t  space ,  but  act ivates  i t — space  

becomes meaningful  only  through the i r  p resence and act ion .  

S imi lar l y ,  the  contras t  be tween soc io -natura l  order and na r rat ive –mechan ic  logics  

revea ls  two di f fe rent  onto logies  of  space .  Rea l  c i t ies  emerge f rom s low,  

accumulat ive  processes  shaped by c l imate ,  topography ,  economy, and pol i t i ca l  

negot ia t ion.  The i r  form is  sedimentary ,  marked by his tor ica l  laye r ing and the  

iner t ia  of  mate r ia l  sys tems .  Game spaces ,  however ,  a re  te leologica l :  they are  bui l t  

backward f rom an intended exper ience .  This  means  that  order  in  games i s  synthet i c  

and purpos ive— ter ra in i s  sculpted to  c reate  legib i l i t y ,  tens ion ,  reve lat ion ,  o r  

immers ion .  Where rea l  c i t ies  grow through cont ingent  adaptat ion ,  game worlds  

evolve  through intent iona l  orchestra t ion.  

Yet  the deeper impl i cat ion i s  not  oppos i t ion but  resonance .  As  d ig i ta l  

env i ronments  re f ine  the i r  capac i t y  to  model  behavior ,  emot ion ,  and nav igat ion,  

they expose aspects  of  spat ia l  exper ience that  rea l  c i t ies  of ten obscure — how 

movement generates  meaning ,  how v is ib i l i t y  s t ructures  power ,  how dens i t y  shapes  

emot ion ,  and how rules  choreograph inte ract ion .  Game worlds  thus  do not  mere ly  

cont ras t  w i th rea l i ty ;  they  themat i ze  i t s  h idden mechan isms .  And in doing so ,  they 

of fe r  a  va luable  mi r ror  through which urban  des igners  can rediscover the 

exper ient ia l ,  na r rat ive ,  and af fect ive  d imens ions  of  phys ica l  space .  

1.3 .3  Interpret ing “Freedom ”  

As Berna rd Sui ts  e loquent ly  obse rves  in The Grasshopper :  Games ,  L i fe  and Utopia  

(Sui ts ,2014) ,  the  essence of  p lay ing a  game l ie s  in the “voluntary at tempt to 

overcome unnecessa ry obstac les .”  He suggests  that  p lay  i s  not  a  spontaneous  act  

of f reedom, but  a  de l iberate  se l f - l imi ta t ion.  The player w i l l i ng ly  accepts  a  set  of  

art i f i c ia l  ru les  that  res t r i c t  more e f f ic ient  means  of  achiev ing the goa l ,  p rec ise ly  

because such volunta ry const ra int  g ives  r i se  to meaning and purpose .  I n th i s  sense ,  

the ex is tence of  the game depends on the playe r ’ s  consc ious  dec is ion to be bound ,  

and f reedom, paradoxi ca l ly ,  does  not  mean the  absence of  res t r ic t ion but  the 
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abi l i ty  to act  meaningful l y  w i th in i t .  T rue f reedom,  there fore ,  i s  not  boundless — i t  

i s  s t ruc tured ,  condi t iona l ,  and se l f -aware .  

This  not ion of  “ f reedom within constra int”  p rov ides  a  cruc ia l  phi losophica l  

foundat ion for  unders tanding the open world  as  a  des ign pa radigm. Cont rary to 

the common assumpt ion that  “open world”  s imply means  unl imi ted scope ,  an 

open-world game is  not  an end less ,  lawless  space ,  but  a  sys temica l ly  generated 

universe  that  operates  under spec i f ic  ru les ,  parameters ,  and inte rna l  logic .  When 

players  ente r such a  world ,  they a re  not  re leased f rom constra int ;  ra ther ,  they are  

granted a  fo rm of  s i tuated f reedom — a k ind o f  agency def ined by the world ’s  

s t ructure .  Eve ry ac t  of  explorat ion,  construc t ion,  or  c reat ion must  conform to the 

governing logic  o f  the sys tem, yet  these same rules  s imul taneous ly  prov ide the  

condi t ions  fo r f reedom to ex is t .  The l imi ts  of  the world de f ine  i t s  edges ,  but  a lso 

g ive  shape to the poss ib i l i t ies  w i th in those edges .  

This  tens ion between rule  and f reedom is  v i v id l y  embodied in the des ign of  open 

worlds .  In t radi t iona l  games ,  ru les  serve  pr imar i l y  as  res t r ic t ions  that  guide and 

cont ro l  p laye r behavior ,  whereas  open -wor ld des ign reverses  th is  logic :  i t  s t r ives  

to produce  f reedom through the in te l l igent  use  o f  l imi tat ion.  The  des igner ’ s  task 

i s  no longer  to  d ic tate  what  the p layer  must  do ,  but  to const ruct  a  world in  which 

the p laye r can discover what  they a re  capable  of  doing .  Eve ry law of  phys ics ,  every  

inte ract ive  mecha nism, every behaviora l  response  of  an NPC becomes a  potent ia l  

medium for f reedom. Wi thin these constra ints ,  p layers  probe the boundar ies  of  

the sys tem, exper iment  wi th i t s  logic ,  and occas iona l l y  subvert  i t s  s t ructure .  In  

doing so ,  they pa rt i c ipate  in a  fo rm of  c reat i ve  negot ia t ion wi th the  ru les  

themselves— a process  that  t rans forms l im i tat ion into exper ience .  

From this  pe rspect ive ,  the  open world i s  not  mere ly  an expans ion of  phys i ca l  space ,  

but  a  procedura l  man i fes tat ion of  f reedom. I t s  essence does  not  l ie  in i t s  s ize  or 

rea l i sm, but  in how i ts  sys tems t rans form rule -based s t ructure  into meaningful  

choice .  Wi th advances  in technology — f rom dynamic phys ics  engines  to AI -dr i ven 

nar rat ive  sys tems— f reedom has  become inc reas ingly  computable .  The world can 

now react  to p laye r behavior in rea l  t ime,  a l low ing eve ry dec is ion to leave a  

tangib le  mark upon the evolv ing sy s tem. Thus ,  f reedom in open worlds  becomes  

something exper ient ia l ,  t raceable ,  and co -created— a process  that  i s  constant ly  

redef ined through inte ract ion rather than dec la red in abst ract ion .  

Ul t imate ly ,  the  s igni f icance of  the open world l ies  not  mere ly  in prov id ing a  s tage 

for act ion ,  but  in pos ing a  deeper quest ion to both des igners  and players :  w i th in  

a  world made of  ru les ,  how can f reedom become rea l?  The open world answers  by 

revea l ing that  f reedom emerges  through rules ,  and creat i v i ty  f inds  i t s  fo rm wi th in  

const ra int .  I t  inv i tes  the p layer to engage not  as  an omnipotent  be ing outs ide the 

sys tem, but  as  an act ive  subject  w i th in i t — one who wi l l ingly  accepts  boundar ies  

in order to rediscover  what  i t  means  to act  f ree ly .  
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1.4 Summary 

This  chapte r has  examined the construct iona l  logic  of  the game world through the 

dua l  d imens ions  of  t ime and space .  F rom the tempora l  pe rspect ive ,  the  ana lys is  

cente red on nar rat i ve ,  revea l ing that  gameplay i s  not  a  pass ive  recept ion o f  events  

but  a  dynamic process  o f  co-creat ion ,  cont inuous ly  shaped through the player ’ s  

act ions .  Over t ime,  the s tory i s  not  mere ly  to ld — i t  i s  exper ienced,  rewri t ten,  and 

embodied through part i c ipat ion.  

From the spat ia l  pe rspect ive ,  the  d iscuss ion focused on the open world ,  i l lus t rat ing  

how v i r tua l  env i ronments  are  conce ived not  as  s tat ic  set t ings  but  as  const ructed  

worlds— des igned through the orchestrat ion of  te r ra in ,  a rch i tecture ,  and pa thways  

to prov ide s t ructures  of  percept ion and explorat ion .  Unl i ke  rea l  c i t ies ,  wh ich ex is t  

to susta in col lect ive  l i fe ,  the  spat ia l  logic  of  the v i r tua l  wor ld serves  the 

indiv idua l ’ s  exper ient ia l  engagement .  I t s  order i s  not  governed by inf ras t ructure  

or economics ,  but  by  the a f fec t ive  and in teract ive  sens ib i l i t ies  that  def ine  

immers ion .  

T ime thus  grants  games the i r  na r rat ive  d i rect ion ,  whi le  space prov ides  fo rm and 

s i tuated exper ience .  Together ,  they es tabl i sh an inte rdependent  re la t ionship in  

which the p layer both moves  through and const ructs  meaning wi th in the world .  

Through this  synthe s is ,  the  game emerges  as  a  unique spat iotempora l  art  form —

one tha t  can be t rave rsed,  inhabi ted ,  and l ived .  
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CHAPTER 2: Designing a World to Be Inhabited: 

Genshin Impact 

 

This  chapter takes  the Ch inese v ideo game Genshin Impact  as  a  pr imary case  s tudy 

to examine how the dua l  s t ructure  of  t ime  and space discussed ear l ie r  i s  rea l ized  

wi th in  a  spec i f ic  v i r tua l  wor ld .  The ana lys is  begins  wi th an overv iew of  the 

his tor ica l  context  o f  Chinese v ideo games ,  of fer ing a  concise  int roduct ion to the i r  

evolut ion and dis t inct ive  cha racte r i s t ics .  Unders tanding th is  background prov ides  

cruc ia l  ins ight  into Genshin Impact ’ s  under l y ing des ign phi losophy and narrat ive  

orientat ion .  

After  es tabl i sh ing th is  foundat ion,  the d is cuss ion proceeds  to an in -depth  

examinat ion  of  the game i tse l f — beginning wi th  i t s  geographica l  and cul tura l  

f ramework ,  then moving toward an ana lys is  of  how players  exper ience na r rat ive  

through spat ia l  engagement .  Through this  exp lorat ion ,  the chapte r a ims to 

uncover how Genshin Impact ,  pa rt icula r ly  in i t s  representat ion o f  “Nat lan ” ,  

t rans la tes  cul tura l  imaginat ion ,  archi tectura l  order ,  and playe r agency into a  

coherent  exper ience of  t ime,  space ,  and mean ing.  

 

2.1 A Brief History of Chinese Video Games  

2.1 .1  The Emergence of  S ingle -Player  Games Through Imitat ion  

In  the la t te r  ha l f  of  the twent ie th  century ,  v ideo games were f i rs t  int roduced to  

China pr imar i l y  in the form of  a rcade machines  and a  handful  o f  domest ica l ly  

produced imi ta t ion home consoles .  In 1983 ,  Nintendo re leased the Fami ly  

Computer ,  bet te r  known as  the Famicom (FC)— one of  i t s  most  success ful  consoles ,  

w i th g loba l  sa les  exceeding s ix ty  mi l l ion uni ts  and dominat ing ove r n inety percent  

of  the American and Japanese markets .  However ,  the  FC was  never o f f ic ia l l y  

imported into China .  This  absence c reated a  substant ia l  market  gap ,  quick l y  se ized 

upon by Chinese manufacturers .  Some deve loped renta l -based bus iness  models ,  

others  at tempted to produce “or ig ina l ”  Chinese consoles ,  but  most  opted for d i rect  

imi tat ion .  Among them, the Xiao Ba Wang (L i t t le  Tyrant )  c onsole  became the most  

success ful  example .  

At  that  t ime ,  companies  l ike  Xiao Ba Wang epi tomized the ea r ly  Chinese gaming 

industry— swi f t  in ident i f y ing t rends ,  adept  at  imi tat ion ,  and aggress ive  in market  

expans ion .  A l though innovat ion  remained beyond reach ,  imi tat ion a l lowed 

f ledgl ing deve lopers  to  surv ive  and grow wi th in  a  chaot i c  market ,  mark ing the 

embryonic  s tage o f  China ’s  console  gaming deve lopment .  
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Around the yea r 2000 ,  mul t imedia  compute rs  began spread ing rapid ly  ac ross  China .  

The number o f  p laye rs  surged,  and the domest ic  game market  expanded 

accordingly .  For the f i rs t  t ime,  Chinese deve lopers  possessed the technica l  and 

economic foundat ion to  crea te  games independent ly .  S tudios  such as  “Object  

Software ”  ( 目 标 软 件 )  emerged as  p ioneers ,  emphas i z ing game qua l i t y  and 

promot ing the idea l  of  producing “games o f  our own,”  even aspi r ing to  br ing 

Chinese games to the g loba l  s tage .  

One of  the i r  landmark works ,  Pr ince o f  Qin (Object  Software ,2002) ,  set  aga ins t  the  

la te  Qin Dynasty ,  became the f i rs t  game to embed Chinese cul tura l  and his tor i ca l  

e lements  into i t s  na rra t ive  and worldbui ld ing.  The  game’s  sophis t i cated des ign —

featur ing mult ip le  branching quests ,  r ich cha racter d ia logue ,  and profound 

cul tura l  symbol ism — earned wide acc la im f rom Ch inese p layers .  I t  marked the f i rs t  

genuine at tempt by Chinese des igners  to integra te  a  d is t inct ive l y  Chinese va lue  

sys tem into gameplay .  

Had th is  t ra jectory  cont inued,  the Chinese gaming indust ry  might  have evolved 

a long the same s ingle-player deve lopment  path as  Japan and the Uni ted States .  

Yet ,  th is  opt imis t ic  progress  was  soon s t i f led .  With in jus t  a  few yea rs ,  the  combined 

forces  of  p i racy and government  regulat ion dea l t  a  dec is ive  b low to the domest ic  

game indust ry ,  abrupt l y  ha l t ing i t s  c reat ive  momentum. ”  

 

 

F g u r e 2 1 .  P r i n c e  o f  Q i n  i s  a n  a c t i o n  r o l e - p l a y i n g  g a m e  s e t  i n  t h e  l a t e  Q i n  D y n a s t y  o f  a n c i e n t  C h i n a ,  t e l l i n g  

t h e  s t o r y  o f  P r i n c e  F u s u ’ s  q u e s t  t o  u n c o v e r  t h e  t r u t h  b e h i n d  t h e  F i r s t  E m p e r o r ’ s  d e a t h .  T h e  g a m e  

r e p r e s e n t s  o n e  o f  t h e  e a r l i e s t  a t t e m p t s  b y  C h i n e s e  d e v e l o p e r s  t o  e x p r e s s  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  t h r o u g h  v i d e o  

g a m e s .  
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The Proliferation of Piracy 

When Pr ince of  Qin  rece ived widespread c r i t ica l  acc la im, i t s  deve loper ,  Object  

Software ,  found i tse l f  paradoxica l l y  s t ruggl ing wi th severe  f inanc ia l  d i f f i cul t ies .  

The company’s  cr i s i s  s temmed f rom two main factors :  f i rs t ,  i t s  pursui t  o f  h igh 

product ion qua l i ty  dramat ica l ly  extended deve lopment  t ime and ra ised costs ;  

second— and fa r  more destruct ive — was the pervas ive  p i racy cr i s i s  that  dominated 

the Chinese market .  

At the t ime,  China ’s  copyr ight  law was  both underdeve loped and poorl y  enforced ,  

creat ing an envi ronment  where  p i racy  posed an ex is tent ia l  th reat  to the ent i re  

cul tura l  indust ry .  The renowned wri te r  Yu Qiuyu ,  in the pre face to Notes  f rom the 

Mounta in Studio ,  reca l led how brazen counte rfe i ters  would even ca l l  authors  

direc t ly ,  u rg ing them to re lease new books  and o f fer ing “ f inanc ia l  support”  so they  

could p i rate  more quick ly .  The prof i t  model  was  s imple  and ruthless :  a  p i ra ted CD 

product ion setup cost  le ss  than 10 ,000 RMB, yet  could burn 2 ,000 to 3 ,000 discs  

overnight .  Even wi th a  margin of  jus t  a  few cents  per d isc ,  p i ra tes  could recoup  

the i r  investment  wi th in a  week.  

Dur ing  the la te  1990s ,  the  go lden age o f  Ch inese s ingle -player games ,  sa les  of  

p i ra ted t i t les  exceeded legi t imate  copies  by a  factor of  ten or twenty .  To compete ,  

game deve lopers  had no choice  but  to s lash pr i ces  repeatedly ,  but  even then,  they  

could not  r iva l  the  rock-bottom pr ices  o f  p i ra ted di sks .  According to a  2002 report  

by Popula r  Software  magazine ,  a  game se l l ing 10 ,000 legi t imate  copies  generated 

less  than 40 ,000 RMB in pro f i t — a devastat ing f igure  that  eroded deve lopers ’  

mora le  and suf focated the i ndustry ’ s  creat i ve  dr ive .  

The Game Console Ban 

In  June 2000 ,  the Chinese government  i ssued a  p i vota l  pol icy t i t led “Opinions  on 

Strengthening the Regula t ion of  E lect ronic  Game Venues .”  The document  dec lared  

a complete  ban on the product ion ,  sa le ,  and operat ion of  game consoles ,  

os tens ib l y  to prevent  youth addict ion .  Th is  “game console  ban”  ( 游 戏 机 禁 令 )  

las ted for th i r teen yea rs ,  f rom 2000 to 2013 ,  p ro foundly shaping the t ra ject ory of  

China ’s  gaming indust ry .  

The of f i c ia l  reasoning c i ted concerns  over the soc ia l  d isorder caused by the rapid  

spread o f  arcade ha l l s ,  but  a t  i t s  core ,  the  pol icy re f lected a  deep soc ieta l  

misunders tanding o f  games .  Under the inf luence  of  the “e lect ronic  he roin”  mora l  

panic ,  v ideo ga mes were s t igmat i zed as  “spi r i tua l  opium” ,  and became synonymous 

with juveni le  de l inquency,  addict ion,  and academic fa i lu re .  I n March 2000 ,  a  

provinc ia l  po l i t i ca l  de legate  openly dec la red that  “arcades  have become breeding 

grounds fo r problem youth ,”  urging the government  to take “dec is ive  measures .”  

This  conf la t ion o f  loca l ized soc ia l  i s sues  wi th  the ent i re  indust ry  la id the  

ideologica l  g roundwork for the nat ionwide prohib i t ion .  
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The consequences  were  far-reaching .  The ban ha l ted the  deve lopment  o f  console  

gaming in China and forced domest ic  companies  to p ivot  toward PC -based onl ine  

games ,  which remained re la t ive ly  unrest r ic ted .  In re t rospect ,  th is  pol i cy shi f t  

inadvertent ly  set  the foundat ion for China ’s  dominance in the onl ine  gaming 

market ,  s teer ing the ent i re  indust ry  toward the model  that  def ines  i t  today .  

2.1 .2  A Commercial l y  Dr iven Onl ine Game Market  

In  1998 ,  the South Korean company Actoz deve loped the onl ine  game Legend of  

Mir  (WeMade Ente rta inment ,1998) ,  which ente red the  Chinese market  in 2000 

under an operat ing contract  w i th Shanda Inte ract ive  Enterta inment .  At  a  t ime when 

China ’s  onl ine  game of fer ings  were  scarce ,  Legend o f  Mir  a t t racted tens  of  

thousands  of  concurrent  p layers  w i th in i t s  f i rs t  week o f  publ i c  tes t ing .  The game 

was  a  mass ive ly  mul t ip layer onl ine  ro le -play ing game (MMORPG) that  adopted a  

t ime-based payment  model  us ing prepa id cards .  

I t s  d is t inc t ive  feature  lay in enabl ing numerous  p layers  to sha re  a  pers is tent  v i r tua l  

wor ld  in  which they  could deve lop the i r  own characte rs  and bui ld re la t ionships  

wi th others .  The core  gameplay revo lved a round player -ve rsus-p laye r  (PvP)  

compet i t ion ,  rewarding v ictory wi th pres t ige and rare  equipment  drops .  F rom a  

commerc ia l  s tandpoint ,  th is  des ign s t imulated r iva l ry  and comparison among 

players ,  e f fect i ve ly  encouraging them to spend long hours  gr inding — an idea l  

outcome for t ime-charged bus iness  models .  T he  f inanc ia l  success  of  Legend o f  

Mir  quick ly  insp i red a  wave of  imi tators ,  es tabl i sh ing MMORPGs as  the dominant  

genre in Ch ina ’s  onl ine  gaming landscape .  

F rom a des ign perspect i ve ,  th is  shi f t  marked a  profound change in what  p layers  

were  actua l l y  purchas ing .  They were no longer paying for na rrat ive  or art i s t ic  

content ,  but  ra the r fo r  soc ia l  exper ience .  In the ear ly  2000s ,  as  the internet  began 

to take hold in China ,  p layers  va lued the interact ive  and communal  aspects  of  

games even more than gameplay depth or s tory .  Onl ine  games became dig i ta l  

soc ia l  spaces ,  where  f r iendships ,  team quests ,  and compet i t ive  bat t les  subst i tuted  

for content  r i chness .  Consequent l y ,  many deve lopers  pr io r i t i zed soc ia l  p res t ige 

and monet i zed compet i t ion — ensur ing that  h igh-spend ing playe rs  could ga in  

v is ib le  advantages  and soc ia l  recogn i t ion ,  whi le  the overa l l  qua l i t y  of  des ign 

became secondary .  

A Shift in Business Models 

In  2006 ,  the Chinese company Giant  Inte ract i ve  Group revo lut ion ized the  market  

w i th i t s  MMORPG ZT Onl ine  ( Giant  In terac t ive ,2006) ,  in t roducing the now -

ubiqui tous  “ f ree-to-play wi th in-game purchases”  model .  P laye rs  could enter the  

game wi thout  buying t ime cards ,  but  could purchase v i r tua l  goods and premium 

serv ices— such as  leve l ing resources  and power boosts — to enhance the i r  

gameplay  exper ience .  The f ree  ent ry  ba r r ie r  a t t racted a  mass ive  p layer  base ,  but  

a lso removed the age f i l t e r ,  leading to widespread yo uth add ict ion and impuls ive  
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spending .  This  phenomenon re inforced the publ ic  percept ion of  games as  soc ia l ly  

harmful ,  deepening soc ie ta l  host i l i t y  toward the medium.  

From a bus iness  s tandpoint ,  however ,  the  f ree -to-play model  maximized revenue .  

To susta in prof i t ,  des igners  made pa id i tems inc reas ing ly  tempt ing,  ampl i fy ing  

compet i t ive  imbalance and cu l t ivat ing psycholog ica l  pressure  to spend .  P laye rs 

were  subt ly  manipu l ated into constant  comparison and perpetua l  g r inding ,  turning  

gameplay into a  fo rm of  d ig i ta l  labor .  Whi le  h igh -paying use rs  enjoyed an inf la ted  

sense of  achievement — the pr imary revenue source for deve lopers — non-paying 

players  were  re legated to support ing ro les ,  serv ing as  fo i l s  o r  metr ics  of  

super io r i ty  fo r  wea l th ie r  users .  

 

 

F g u r e 2 2 .  T h e  g a m e  i n t e r f a c e  o f  Z T  O n l i n e  ( T h e  J o u r n e y ) .  T h e  d e n s e  c l u s t e r s  o f  p l a y e r s  g a t h e r e d  o n  t h e  

m a p  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  h i g h l y  s o c i a l  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  t y p e  o f  g a m e .  

 

In  essence ,  the “ f ree-to-play + microt ransact ion”  model  democrat i zed access  to 

gaming but  a lso commodi f ied the p laye r exper ience .  Games l i ke  ZT Onl ine  

exempl i f ied how players  were  “volunta r i l y”  t rans formed into ins t ruments  of  

corporate  pro f i t .  This  prof i t -dr iven envi ronment  entrenched the mic rot ransact ion  

model  as  the core  of  China ’s  game economy, fos ter ing an indust ry  saturated wi th 

low-qual i t y  but  h ighly  lucrat i ve  onl ine  t i t les .  

Despi te  i t s  explo i ta t ive  s t ructure ,  ZT Onl ine  remains  a  nosta lg ic  symbol  fo r  a  

genera t ion of  Chinese  p layers .  I t  represented the dawn of  mass  d ig i ta l  

connect i v i ty— a v i r tua l  a rena where people  who had never  touched the internet  

could meet ,  compete ,  and,  in the i r  own way ,  exper ience  a  new k ind o f  co l lect ive  

be longing .  
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The Mobile Gaming Era 

As the mobi le  e ra  a rr i ved,  China ’s  gaming indus try  t rans i t ioned smoothly  f rom 

browser-based games to mobi le  p la t forms .  However ,  due to the technica l  

l imi tat ions  of  ea r ly  smartphones — res t r ic ted in  both graphics  capabi l i ty  and 

process ing power— mobi le  games were in i t ia l l y  unable  to match the express ive  

depth or funct iona l  complex i ty  of  PC t i t les .  Gameplay had to become s impler ,  

fas ter ,  and more casua l ,  cate r ing to a  broader demographic  that  inc luded 

nontradi t iona l  p laye rs .  The era  o f  h ighly  demanding ,  t ime - intens ive  games gave 

way to short ,  access ib le  exper iences  that  f i t  i nto f ragmented da i l y  schedules .  Yet 

the commerc ia l  foundat ion of  the indust ry — “free-to-play + in-app purchases”—

remained unchanged ,  mere ly  evolv ing in i t s  methods of  monet i zat ion .  

A new generat ion of  soc ia l  media  g iants ,  most  notably  Tencent ,  leve raged the i r  

mass ive  user ecosys tems  to dominate  the mobi le  gaming market .  By convert ing  

the i r  soc ia l  p la t forms into d is t r ibut ion channels ,  these companies  cou ld promote  

games di rect l y  to ex is t ing users ,  lower ing market ing costs  and ensur ing rap id  

adopt ion .  Unl i ke  the ea r l ie r  MMORPG e ra ,  where  prof i t s  depended on a  smal l  

group o f  heavy spenders ,  th is  phase int roduced a  volume -based revenue model :  

by reducing indiv idua l  spending expectat ions  a nd re ly ing on sheer use r numbers ,  

companies  achieved equal  or greate r prof i tabi l i t y .  Th is  shi f t  a l so pushed mobi le  

games toward fa i re r  and more access ib le  PvP sys tems ,  emphas i z ing  quick 

part i c ipat ion  and unive rsa l  appea l .  As  a  resu l t ,  mobi le  games became t ru l y  mass-

market  ente rta inment ,  p layable  by users  o f  a l l  ages  and backgrounds .  

In cont ras t ,  smal le r  deve lopers  wi thout  bu i l t - in use r networks  turned to 

advert i s ing-based revenue models .  These games integrated th i rd -par ty ads  

d i rec t ly  into gameplay — encouraging playe rs  to watch advert i sements  in exchange 

for rewards  such as  power-ups  or ex t ra  l i ves .  The approach re l ied less  on in -game 

purchases  and more on player  engagement as  an  advert i s ing  commodity ,  turning  

at tent ion i t se l f  i nto a  fo rm of  currency .  

Together ,  these two monet iza t ion paths — soc ia l  ecosys tem integrat ion and ad -

based revenue— def ined the ear ly  mobi le  gaming economy in China .  Whi le  ne i the r  

pr ior i t ized art i s t i c  innovat ion ,  both succeeded in maximiz ing access ib i l i ty  and 

pro f i tab i l i ty ,  set t ing the s tage for the ubiqui ty  of  mobi le  games that  now dominate  

China ’s  d ig i ta l  landscape .  

2.1 .3  The Shi ft  Toward Cultural  Export  and High -Qual i ty Game Product ion  

The License Approval System 

In  2018 ,  the Chinese government  re ins tated the game l icens ing sys tem, a  pol icy  

a imed at  implement ing “ tota l  quant i ty  cont ro l ”  over onl ine  games .  This  meant  a  

s igni f icant  reduct ion in the number o f  new game l icenses  i ssued each year .  The 

dec is ion e f fect i ve l y  e l iminated a  la rge number of  low -qual i t y ,  pay-to-win  t i t les  
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that  had prev ious ly  dominated the market ,  fo rc ing deve lopers  to rethink the i r  

product ion s t rateg ies .  Under th is  new regula tory  env i ronment ,  companies  were  

encouraged to pursue innovat ion and cul tura l  depth,  mark ing a  turning po int  f rom 

pure ly  commerc ia l  operat ions  to content-dr iven creat i v i ty .  I t  was  wi th in th is  

context  tha t  h igh-qual i t y  nar rat ive  games such as  Genshin Impact ,  deve loped by  

miHoYo ,  emerged as  emblemat ic  o f  a  new era  in Chinese gaming.  

The Rise of “Content-Oriented” Games 

Content-or iented games  are  those that  a t t ract  p laye rs  through high -qual i t y  

product ion ,  d is t inct i ve  art i s t ic  s ty le ,  immers ive  s tory te l l ing ,  and emot iona l l y  

engaging mus ic  and voice  per formance .  They appea l  to p laye rs  not  through 

compuls ive  monet iza t ion ,  but  through the inherent  charm and depth o f  the i r  

content .  Dur ing the he ight  of  Japan’s  anime boom, Genshin Impact  was  des igned 

to capture  the at tent ion of  anime - inf luenced audiences  by shaping i ts  characters  

within the “ two-dimens iona l ”  aes thet ic .  To  emphas i ze  each cha racte r ’ s  

indiv idua l i ty ,  the  deve lopers  re f ined both the na r rat ive  and the v isua l  des ign —

down to the deta i l s  of  costume and persona l i ty .  In order to susta in a  cont inuous  

f low of  new characters ,  the  des igners  bui l t  a  wor ld capable  of  hous ing  them:  a  

comprehens ive  worldv iew organized into regions ,  each wi th d is t inct  cul tura l  and 

geographica l  ident i t ies .  Construc t ing such an expans ive  open world requi red  

careful  reg iona l  p lanning and the seamless  integrat ion of  gameplay into 

explorat ion .  Each region was  g iven a  un ique cul tura l  foundat ion ,  showcas ing loca l  

t radi t ions  through des ign ,  archi tecture ,  and mus ic .  This  approach extended 

beyond the game i tse l f — players ’  a f fect ion for v i r tua l  cha racte rs  spread into rea l  

l i fe ,  as  seen through the commerc ia l  succe ss  of  merchandise  and c ross -media  

col laborat ions ,  turning fans  into voluntary promoters  of  the game .  

I t  i s  c lear that  content -or iented games demand a  complete  product ion team. From 

creat ive  des ign and animat ion to  voi ce  act ing ,  mus i c  compos i t ion ,  and post -

product ion ,  every s tep i s  essent ia l .  Such projec t s  inev i tably  requi re  subs tant ia l  

investment .  However ,  the  success  of  Genshin Impact  has  led the industry  to  

recons ide r the importance of  qua l i ty  in game deve lopment  and to acknowledge 

that  h igh investment  can indeed y ie ld equa l ly  h igh returns .  
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F g u r e 2 3 .  T h e  m a i n  c i t y  a r e a  o f  “ L i y u e , ”  t h e  i n - g a m e  n a t i o n  i n  G e n s h i n  I m p a c t  i n s p i r e d  b y  C h i n a .  T h e  

g a m e  e m b o d i e s  r i c h  a n d  a u t h e n t i c  e l e m e n t s  o f  C h i n e s e  c u l t u r e .  

 

In  2024 ,  a  new Chinese  s ingle -player  t i t le  once aga in propel led  the nat ion’s  

gaming indust ry  in to a  t rans format ive  era .  On August  20 ,  2024 ,  the  highly  

ant ic ipated domest i c  masterpiece B lack  Myth :  Wukong was  of f ic ia l l y  re leased,  

achiev ing ove r 1 .5  b i l l ion R MB in tota l  sa les  across  a l l  major p la t fo rms — Steam, 

WeGame, Epic ,  and PlayStat ion — on i ts  launch day a lone .  The game presents  an 

innovat ive  re inte rpretat ion of  Journey to the West ,  one of  China ’s  four  great  

c lass ica l  nove ls .  By incorporat ing  his tor ica l  a rch i tecture ,  t radi t iona l  aes thet ics ,  

and poet ic  sens ib i l i t ies  drawn f rom Chinese cul ture ,  i t  ach ieves  a  seamless  fus ion 

between China ’s  profound cul tura l  he r i tage and modern interact ive  technology .  

Ut i l i z ing a  chapte r-based nar rat ive  s t ructure ,  B lack Myth :  Wu kong inv i tes  p layers  

to embody “The Dest ined One ,”  embarking on a  per i lous  westward journey f i l led 

with t r ia l s  and t rans format ions .  A long the way ,  p layers  encounte r de i t ies ,  demons ,  

and morta ls  whose s tor ie s  revea l  a  r ich tapestry  o f  myth and humani ty .  Thr ough 

this  re imagining ,  the game rek indles  g loba l  fa sc inat ion wi th Eastern fantasy ,  

achiev ing a  rare  synthes is  of  art i s t i c  c reat ion and cul tura l  resonance .  

The s igni f icance o f  th is  work l ies  not  only  in f i l l i ng the long -standing void wi th in  

China ’s  s ingle-playe r game market  but  a lso in fu l f i l l ing a  cul tura l  miss ion — to  

re in terpret ,  p rese rve ,  and sha re  Chinese t rad i t ion through dig i ta l  media .  B lack  

Myth :  Wukong thus  opens  a  new chapte r in the internat iona l  d isseminat ion of  

Chinese cul ture  and marks  a  mi les tone in the evolut ion of  China ’s  gaming indust ry ,  

proving that  cul tura l  authent i c i ty  and technolog ica l  innovat ion can coex is t  w i th in  

a  world-c lass  ar t i s t ic  fo rm.  
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F g u r e 2 4 .  A  p r o m o t i o n a l  i m a g e  o f  B l a c k  M y t h :  W u k o n g .  T h e  s c e n e  i s  i n s p i r e d  b y  t h e  e p i s o d e  o f  S u n  W u k o n g ’

s  r e b e l l i o n  i n  H e a v e n  f r o m  t h e  c l a s s i c  C h i n e s e  m y t h o l o g i c a l  n o v e l  “ J o u r n e y  t o  t h e  W e s t ” .  

2.1 .4  Summary  

The br ie f  h is tory of  Chinese gaming seeks  to i l lus t rate  the industry ’ s  

t rans format ion— f rom i ts  ear ly  s tage ,  when commerc ia l  p ro f i t ,  market  share ,  and 

economic return were the pr imary objec t ives ,  to i t s  cur rent  phase ,  where  the  focus  

has  gradual l y  shi f ted toward cul tura l  her i tage ,  a rt i s t ic  express ion ,  and soc ia l  va lue .  

This  t rans i t ion re f lects  a  growing emphas is  w i th in  Chinese game deve lopment  on 

cul tura l  depth  and re f ined content  qua l i t y .  Therefore ,  by ana lyz ing the 

contempora ry Ch inese game Genshin Impact ,  we can ga in a  deeper unders tanding 

of  how modern games embody and const ruct  nar rat ive  express ion as  both a  

cul tura l  and exper ient ia l  form.  

 

2.2 Introduction of Genshin Impact  

2.2 .1  Background Overv iew 

Genshin Impact  i s  a  cul tura l  game bu i l t  upon the mic ro -cores  of  wor ld c iv i l i zat ions .  

From the perspect ive  of  game c lass i f i cat ion ,  i t  be longs  to the genre  of  open -world ,  

ro le-play ing games wi th an anime - inspi red  art  s ty le .  Over  the course  o f  f i ve  years ,  

the  game has  cont inuous ly  expanded i ts  wor ld through updates ,  p resent ing playe rs  

w i th a  v iv id  and dynamic  new rea lm —  Teyvat .  Th is  i s  a  vas t  cont inent  composed of  

seven nat ions ,  each represent ing a  d is t inct  cul tura l  and phi losophica l  sys tem.  

The inspi rat ions  fo r these nat ions  span across  g loba l  c i v i l i zat ions ,  drawing f rom 

China ,  Japan ,  Germany ,  Egypt ,  Pe rs ia ,  India ,  England and F rance ,  as  we l l  as e lements  

of  anc ient  Greece and Rome, A fr i ca ,  Lat in Ameri ca ,  Ocean ia ,  Northern Europe ,  and 
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Russ ia .  The s ty l i s t ic  spectrum of  the game ranges  f rom medieva l  t rad i t ions  to 

futur i s t ic  sc ience f ic t ion ,  forming an immense and mult i faceted nar rat i ve  both in 

scope and depth .  

At  i t s  core ,  Gensh in  Impact  borrows f rom rea l -wor ld cul tura l  a rchetypes  to const ruct  

a s tory about  humani ty ’ s  res is tance aga ins t  dest iny ( the Heavenly Pr inc ip le s )  and the 

pursui t  o f  t ruth through wi l l  and fa i th .  I t  i s ,  in  es sence ,  a  symbol ic  wor ld nar rat iv e  

that  t ranscends  geographica l  and his tor ica l  boundar ies — an a l legory  of  c i v i l i zat ion ,  

be l ie f ,  and the eterna l  s t ruggle  between div ine order and human f reedom.  

 

F g u r e 2 5 .  S u m m a r y  o f  t h e  l o c a t i o n s  a n d  t h e m e s  o f  t h e  s e v e n  n a t i o n s  i n  t h e  c o n t i n e n t  o f  T e y v a t  ( t h i s  

v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  g a m e  m a p  w a s  t a k e n  f r o m  J u l y  2 0 2 5 ,  w h e n  S n e z h n a y a  h a d  n o t  y e t  b e e n  r e l e a s e d ) .  
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2.2 .2  Expressive Orientat ion  

Compared wi th GTA V ,  which reconst ructs  a  deeply immers ive  ve rs ion of  Los  

Angeles  through the col l age of  cul tura l  symbols ,  Genshin Impact  takes  a  rathe r 

d i f fe rent  approach to  cu l tura l  express ion .  I t s  essence does  not  l ie  in the  l i te ra l  

t ransplanta t ion o f  o bject i ve  h is tory into  a  v i r tua l  set t ing ,  but  in “v iewing the world  

f rom another pe rspect ive ”  and explor ing the idea of  “poss ib le  h is tor ies .”  

A Chinese Perspective on the World 

Because of  cul tura l  boundar ies ,  every c iv i l i zat ion tends  to inte rpret  the world —

and i ts  re la t ionship to others — through i ts  own habi tua l  lens .  Yet  th is  l imi tat ion  

paradoxica l ly  g ives  r i se  to d ivers i t y  in how humani ty  descr ibes  i t se l f .  The br i l l iance 

of  Genshin Impact  l ies  in how i t  t ranscends  the s tereotypica l  f rameworks  o f  cul tura l  

hegemony,  ins tead adopt ing an  equi table ,  Chinese -cente red perspect i ve  that  

ext rac ts  and re inte rprets  the beauty  of  d i f fe rent  cul tures .  Through i ts  evolv ing  

nar rat ive ,  the  game of fers  imagina t ive  yet  meaningful  resolut ions  to rea l -world  

conf l ic ts ,  depict ing a  world  that  resembles  rea l i ty  whi le  mainta in ing  a  d is t inct i ve  

di f fe rence .  In th is  sense ,  Genshin Impact  can be v iewed as  China ’s  un ique response  

to g loba l  cu l ture .  

Examples  of  th is  wor ldv iew appear throughout  the game. The f i rs t  nat ion ,  

Mondstadt ,  d raws inspi rat ion f rom medieva l  Europe and presents  a  seemingly  

t radi t iona l  “he ro ve rsus  dragon”  ta le .  However ,  beyond the fami l ia r  fantasy mot i fs  

of knights  and churches ,  the nat ion’s  ins t i tut ions  are  subt ly  re imagined through a  

more secula r  and humane  lens .  The rul ing bodies  a re  no longer d is tant  theocrac ies  

but  benevolent  s tewards  of  the people .  The centra l  theme — “freedom and the  

respons ib i l i ty  i t  enta i l s ” — i s  embodied by Monds tadt ’ s  de i ty ,  Vent i ,  who t rans fe rs  

div ine author i ty  to humani ty  i t se l f .  This  nar rat ive  car r ies  echoes  of  Daois t 

phi losophy ,  pa rt icula r ly  the concept  o f  “wu wei  er  zhi ”  (无 为 而 治 )  —  governing 

through non inte rfe rence ,  which advocates  harmony between governance and 

natura l  o rder .  

Another  example  i s  Fonta ine ,  inspi red  by  Anglo -French cul ture .  Whi le  i t s  sur face 

aesthet ics  evoke de tect i ve  int r igue ,  romant i c  opulence ,  and the e legance of  Art  

Nouveau,  i t s  deeper nar rat ive  re frames Western b ib l ica l  themes — part icula r ly  the  

s tor ies  of  Adam and Eve  and Noah’s  Ark .  The nat ion’s  de i ty ,  Foca lors ,  upholds  a  

human-cente red phi losophy ,  reconst ruct ing  the  not ion o f  “or ig ina l  s in”  into a  new 

worldv iew where the t rue jus t ice  of  gods  l ies  in the preservat ion and f lour ishing  

of  human ex is tence .  

Possible Histories 

The term “poss ib le  h is tory”  re fe rs  to a  hypothet i ca l  reconst ruc t ion of  rea l i t y — what  

the world might  have become i f  key his tor i ca l  moments  had unfolded di f fe rent ly .  

The Chinese- inspi red nat ion L i yue ,  for  ins tance ,  env is ions  an a l te rna te  China that  
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never c losed i ts  doors  to the outs ide world .  Sumeru draws f rom the inte l lectua l  

zeni th of  I s lamic c i v i l i za t ion ,  present ing a  land where wisdom and knowledge 

guide col lect ive  advancement — a v is ion of  progress  in which the enl ightened 

( ra infores t  schola rs )  up l i f t  the  margina l i zed (desert  t r ibes ) .  Nat lan ,  meanwhi le ,  

re imag ines  Lat in American c iv i l i zat ions  that  h is tory once labe led “pr imi t ive”  or  

“barbar ic . ”  Ins tead of  repeat ing colonia l  s te reotypes ,  the  game port rays  Nat lan as  

a land of  prosper i ty ,  openness ,  an d uni ty ,  rev iv ing the democrat ic  idea ls  of  the  

I roquois  Confederacy ,  where  ba lance and consensus  governed pol i t i ca l  and spat ia l  

order .   

2.2 .3  Core Themes  

I f  one word could summari ze  the essence o f  Genshin Impact ’ s  ent i re  world ,  i t  

would  be “uni ty .”  This  uni ty  encompasses  the bonds between indiv idua ls ,  the  

harmony among nat ions ,  and the reconci l ia t ion between humans and gods .  Though 

conf l ic ts  and f r ic t ion  inev i tably  ar i se  f rom di f fer ing be l ie fs  and ambit ions ,  each 

nar rat ive  ul t imate ly  converges  toward a  sha red resolut ion — when conf ronted by a  

common enemy, a l l  c iv i l i zat ions  set  as ide d iv is ion ,  t ranscend morta l i ty ,  and 

journey together toward the  boundless  s tar s .  This  re f lects  a  deeply Chinese  

phi losophica l  idea l :  “Long l ive  the great  uni ty  o f  the people  o f  the world . ”  

Fur the rmore ,  Genshin Impact  o f fe rs  an  innovat ive  answer to the quest ion of  how 

games can convey cul ture .  Pe rhaps  i t  i s  not  mere ly  about  creat ing a  v i r tua l  wor ld  

f i l led wi th cul tura l  symbols ,  but  about  c ra f t ing a  unique wor ld -v iew shaped by 

one’s  own perspe ct ive  o f  rea l i t y .  Each c iv i l i zat ion wi th in the game represents  a  

s l i ce  of  the world ,  and only when these s l i ces  are  seen together can humani ty  

perce ive  a  fu l le r ,  more  t ruth fu l  p i cture  of  ex is tence .  In  th is  sense ,  the  game’s  

highest  va lue l ies  in i t s  abi l i t y  to mi r ror ,  re inte rpret ,  and expand upon rea l i t y  i t se l f .  

2.2 .4  “Natlan ”  in  Genshin Impact  

Given the immense cul tura l  s cope encompassed wi th in Genshin Impact ,  th is  

chapte r w i l l  focus  so le l y  on one o f  the seven na t ions  —  Nat lan —  as  a  

representat i ve  example  through which the game’s  cul tura l  express ion can be  

examined.  

According to inte rpretat ions  sha red by  lo re  researchers  and l inguis t ica l l y  inc l ined 

players  w i th in the Genshin Impact  community :  

“The name Nat lan i s  e tymologica l l y  l inked to the  Aztec c iv i l i zat ion,  der i ved f rom 

the Nahuat l  language,  the l ingua f ranca of  the Aztec Empi re .  In Nahuat l ,  the  

suf f i x  ‘- t lan’  commonly appears  in toponyms to indicate  prox imity ,  meaning 

‘p lace near…’ .  Therefore ,  Nat lan can be roughly t rans la ted as  ‘ the  p lace near Na . ’  

As for the pref i x  ‘Na , ’  i t s  meaning remains  debated among fans .  The most  

conv inc ing inte rpretat ion  suggests  tha t  Na a lso comes f rom Nahuat l ,  where  i t  
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serves  as  a  f i rs t-person pronoun,  meaning ‘ I ’  o r  ‘me. ’  Consequent l y ,  Nat lan can 

be loose ly  unders tood as  ‘My Land . ’  This  inte rpretat ion a l igns  wi th the themat ic  

essence of  Nat lan —  a  land de f ined by i t s  heroic  sp i r i t  of  uni t y ,  res is tance  

aga ins t  invas ion,  and devot ion to homeland and legacy .”  (Paul ,  2024)  

F rom th is ,  we can infe r  that  Nat lan’s  cent ra l  theme revolves  around sol idar i ty  and 

the defense of  one ’s  homeland ,  an adventure  na r rat ive  rooted in Lat in American 

cul tura l  archetypes .  

There  a re  two main reasons  fo r se lect ing Nat lan as  the object  of  ana lys is :  

F i rs t ,  Nat lan represents  a  fus ion  of  d ive rse  cul tura l  sources ,  d rawing insp i rat ion  

f rom indigenous  c i v i l i zat ions  ac ross  pre -Columbian America ,  Sub-Saharan Afr i ca ,  

and Oceania ,  thus  cover ing an expans i ve  range f rom the Eastern to the Western 

Hemisphere .  Unl i ke  othe r  regions  in the game tha t  are  based on a  s ingle  cul tura l  

prototype ,  Nat lan s tands  out  as  a  unique ly  syncret ic  c iv i l i zat ion ,  a l lowing us  to  

d i rec t ly  obse rve how Genshin Impact  integra tes  a  mul t i tude of  t radi t ions  into a  

uni f ied ,  federat ive  world .  M oreover ,  themat ica l l y ,  Nat lan most  expl i c i t l y  embodies  

Genshin Impact ’ s  overa rching phi losophica l  core  —  uni t y  in d ivers i ty .  

Second ,  the dominant  cu l tura l  f ramework of  Na t lan i s  d rawn f rom Mesoamerican 

c iv i l i zat ions ,  pa rt icular ly  the Aztec and Maya cul tures ,  which sha re  int r icate  

mythologica l  and symbol ic  inter re la t ions .  Many of  Nat lan’s  key concepts  are  

deeply in f luenced by  Mes oameri can cosmology and theology .  What  makes  Genshin 

Impact ’ s  por t raya l  d is t inct ive  i s  i t s  use  o f  modern na r rat ive  logic  to re in terpret  

ancient  c iv i l i zat ions  —  p resent ing them not  as  re l ics  of  the past ,  but  as  l i v ing ,  

evolv ing ent i t ies  s i tuated on the same  s tage as  the modern world .  This  interplay  

between anc ient  myth and modern sens ib i l i ty  of fers  a  fasc inat ing case s tudy in  

how dig i ta l  media  can re imagine premodern cul tures  through contempora ry des ign .  

 

 

F g u r e 2 6 .  M a p  o f  t h e  N a t l a n  r e g i o n .  I t s  e a s t e r n  p a r t  c o n n e c t s  t o  t h e  d e s e r t  a r e a  o f  t h e  n a t i o n  o f  S u m e r u .  
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2.3 The Construction of the World  

2.3 .1  Landform 

Topography i s  the p layer ’ s  f i rs t  sensory encounte r  w i th an open -world game. The  

geographica l  des ign o f  Nat lan draws pr imar i ly  f rom the charac ter i s t i c  landscapes  

of  Lat in Ameri ca  —  vo lcanoes ,  canyons ,  water fa l l s ,  and ser rated mounta ins .  These 

dis t inc t  natura l  forms def ine  the cont inent ’ s  p r imary scenery and es tabl i sh the 

p layer ’ s  in i t ia l  impress ion of  the region .  Even before  these areas  were  made 

playable ,  concept  a rtworks  a lone revea led the s t rong geographica l  inspi rat ions  

behind the i r  des ign .  

However ,  not  a l l  of  Nat lan’s  regions  adhere  s t r ic t ly  to rea l i sm. Some areas  lean 

toward  the myst ica l  and dreaml ike ,  where  rea l -world  prototypes  are  obscured .  In 

these cases ,  des igners  appear to have used natura l  topography mere ly  as  a 

foundat ion,  t rans form ing i t  through bold ar t i s t ic  re imaginat ion to create  

fantas t ica l  te rra ins  that  express  the spi r i tua l  essence of  the cul ture  rathe r than i t s  

phys i ca l  geography.  

Overa l l ,  Nat lan’s  landscape des ign represents  a  fus ion o f  rea l i sm and fantasy —  

p layers  can recognize  fami l ia r  na tura l  fo rmat ions  whi le  s imul taneous ly  immers ing  

themselves  in the wonder  of  a  surrea l  wor ld .  The fo l lowing sect ion int roduces  one 

of  the region ’s  most  prominent  landforms .  

Great Volcano of Tollan 

The Great  Volcano of  Tol lan i s  the most  s t r ik ing geologica l  landmark in Nat lan ,  

tower ing ove r the cont inent  w i th an eve r -burning intens i t y .  I t s  co lossa l ,  conica l  fo rm 

dominates  the southwestern  highlands ,  v i s ib le  f rom near ly  every reg ion ,  w i th  

perpetua l  e rupt ions  cas t ing f ie ry  l ight  and dense smoke into  the sky .  I n the game’s  

world map, the volcano serves  as  the cent ra l  ax is  of  Nat lan’s  geography .  

The mounta in exhib i ts  the c lass ic  s t ructure  of  a  s t ra tovolcano ,  w i th a  summit  that  

remains  act ive  year- round.  The sur rounding envi ronment  i s  ve i led in volcanic  gases  

and shimmering heat ,  creat ing a  d is t inct  zone of  sul fur ic  vapor and the rmal  updraf ts .  

At  i t s  base s t retch vas t  f ie lds  of  hardened basa l t  and lava f i s sures ,  th rough which  

glowing magma f lows and je ts  of  s team burs t  f rom vents .  Some f ractures  descend 

deep underground ,  l i nk ing to int r i cate  cave rn sys tems beneath the mounta in .  This  

dua l- laye red format ion— a scorching sur face above and a  labyr inthine subter ra in  

be low— i s  h ighly  representat ive  o f  rea l  vo lcanic  s t ructures ,  emphas iz ing both the 

danger and the monumenta l i t y  of  the s i te .  

Rathe r than present ing a  smooth s lope ,  the ter ra in i s  d iv ided into natura l  sectors  

formed by s teep r idges ,  faul t  va l leys ,  and lava p lateaus ,  g radua l l y  t rans i t ion ing into  

canyons  and hot-spr ing areas  at  the footh i l l s .  
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The volcano’s  rea l-world prototype i s  c lear l y  ident i f iable :  the  Popocatépet l  Volcano 

in centra l  Mexico.  One o f  the most  act ive  s t ratovo lcanoes  on Ea rth ,  Popoca tépet l  i s  

renowned for i t s  tower ing he ight ,  sharply  de f ined cone ,  and pers is tent  p lumes of  

smoke .  I t s  sur rounding landscape — s t rewn wi th l ava p la ins  and geothermal  vents —

c lose ly  matches  the  in-game depict ion o f  Tol lan .  Moreover ,  the  name Tol lan i t se l f  

der ives  f rom the sac red c i ty  o f  the Tol tec c iv i l i za t ion ,  located at  the ve ry  base of  

Popocatépet l .  Th i s  d i rect  l ink between geologica l  re ference and cu l tura l  toponymy 

underscores  that  the  Great  Volcano of  Tol lan was  conce ived as  a  t r ibute  to the 

authent ic  volcanic  landscapes  and mythi c  he r i tage  of  Mesoamerica .  

 

 

 

F g u r e 2 7 .  t h e  i m a g e  a b o v e :  T h e  T o l l a n  V o l c a n o  c a n  b e  s e e n  e r u p t i n g  w i t h  f l a m e s  f r o m  a  d i s t a n c e .  b e l o w :  

P o p o c a t é p e t l  V o l c a n o ,  M e x i c o .  

 

Tequemecan Valley 

Located northeast  o f  the  Great  Volcano o f  Tol lan ,  Tequemecan Va l ley i s  one of  

Nat lan’s  most  d is t inct i ve  p lateau –canyon compos i te  landforms ,  and se rves  as  a 

key t rave rsa l  zone for  p layers  in  the  ear l y  s tages  of  explorat ion .  The  region 

s t retches  across  a  long ,  na rrow corr idor shaped jo int l y  by anc ient  tectonic  

f rac tures  and post-volcanic  c rus ta l  movements .  I t s  def in ing feature  l ies  in the  

towering rock wal l s  and nar row va l ley f loor :  the  c l i f f s  on both s ides  r i se  a lmost  
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vert ica l ly ,  expos ing dis t inct  s t ra t i f ied  laye rs  where volcanic  and sed imentary  rocks  

a l terna te  in  v is ib le  geologica l  bands .  This  s teep terra in creates  a  profound sense 

of  spat ia l  compress ion ,  g iv ing the a rea both the func t ion and symbol ism of  a  

natura l  s t ronghold.  

The va l ley f loor l ies  a t  a  much lower e levat ion ,  where  volcanic  geothermal  act iv i ty  

and the enc losure  o f  sur round ing c l i f f s  generate  a  mic roc l imate  of  contras t ing  

dryness  and humidi ty .  Scat tered throughout  the region a re  hot  spr ings  and s team 

vents ,  whi le  the rock wal l s  bear s igns  of  weathered lava and col lapsed s t rata ,  

revea l ing ev idence o f  the  crus t ’ s  secondary  evolut ion fo l lowing vo lcanic  e rupt ions .  

The ter ra in a lso features  numerous  na tura l  arches ,  f ractured ter races ,  and s tone  

pi l la rs ,  c lose ly  resembl i ng the  eros iona l  and faul t - formed landscapes  typ ica l  of  

great  canyons ,  add ing a  pronounced sense o f  ve r t ica l  depth and s pat ia l  layer ing  

to explorat ion .  

The rea l-world prototype for Tequemecan Va l ley cor responds most  d i rect ly  to the  

Grand Canyon o f  the Co lorado Rive r in the Uni ted States .  L ike  i t s  counterpart ,  

Tequemecan Va l ley d isp lays  hor i zonta l ly  s t ra t i f ied c l i f f s ,  vas t  e levat ion cont ras ts ,  

and meander ing canyon l ines  carved by long - term eros ion.  Ye t  in Nat lan’s  wor ld ,  

these canyon characte r i s t ics  are  creat i ve ly  merged wi th volcanic  geography ,  

forming a  t rans i t iona l  zone between the vo lcanic  h ighlands  and the cent ra l  p la ins .  

Within the broader world s t ruc ture ,  Tequemecan Va l ley serves  not  only  as  the 

natura l  boundary separat ing two major regions  but  a lso as  one of  Nat lan’s  most  

v isua l ly  s t r i k ing and geologica l l y  impress ive  env i ronments .  
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F g u r e 2 8 .  I m a g e  a b o v e :  A n  a e r i a l  v i e w  o f  t h e  S o l i d  R o c k  G o r g e ,  w h e r e  t h e  c a n y o n  d i v i d e s  t h e  g a m e  s p a c e  

i n t o  u p p e r  a n d  l o w e r  l e v e l s ;  I m a g e  b e l o w :  t h e  G r a n d  C a n y o n ,  U S A .  

 

Toyac Springs 

Located a long the southern r im of  the Great  Volcano o f  Tol lan ,  Toyac  Spr ings  i s  

one o f  the most  hydrologica l l y  act i ve  regions  in Nat lan.  The  ter ra in here  i s  

re la t ive l y  open,  where  subte rranean geotherma l  energy meets  surface  water 

sys tems ,  g iv ing r i se  to a  vas t  hydrothermal  p la in interwoven wi th hot  spr ings  and 

cascading waterfa l l s .  Count less  vents  of  vary ing  s izes  are  scat tered across  the 

landscape ,  where  s teaming wate r surges  f rom volcanic  f i s sures ,  f lowing gent l y  

down s lopes  into  sha l low creeks  and t ranqui l  lakes ,  be fore  p lunging over c l i f f s  in  

layered wate rfa l l s .  Pe rpe t ua l  mis t  and re fracted l ight  enve lop the ent i re  region ,  

making i t  appear ,  f rom a far ,  l i ke  a  k ingdom sculp ted f rom f lowing wate r and vapor .  

In cont ras t  to the f ie ry ,  mol ten te r ra in  o f  the Great  Volcano ,  Toyac  Spr ings  i s  

cha racte r ized by sof t  and s table  geothermal  act i v i ty .  As  the warm water t rave ls  

across  the sur face ,  i t  depos i ts  mi l ky -whi te  and pa le-ye l low minera ls ,  fo rming a  

ser ies  of  ter raced hot-spr ing plateaus .  The waters  are  warm and crys ta l l i ne ;  dense  

vegetat ion thr ives  a long both banks  of  the s t reams ,  nour ished by the humid and 

tempera te  mic roc l imate ,  creat ing a  lush oas is  d is t inc t  f rom the sur rounding 

volcanic  waste lands .  Within the ca nyons ,  s team vents ,  geothermal  pool s ,  and 

bowl-shaped bas ins  punctuate  the te r ra in ,  where  the sound o f  rushing water  

merges  wi th dr i f t ing mis t ,  imbuing the landscape wi th a  sense of  mot ion and 

v i ta l i ty .  
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F g u r e 2 9 .  T h e  s u r f a c e  o f  F o n t a i n e ’ s  C h a s m  i s  c o v e r e d  b y  e x t e n s i v e  b o d i e s  o f  w a t e r ,  m a k i n g  i t  t h e  m o s t  

w a t e r - r i c h  a r e a  i n  t h e  N a t l a n  r e g i o n .  

 

This  humid and l i fe- f i l led  region s tands  in v iv id cont ras t  to the sear ing imagery of  

lava  f ie lds .  I t s  des ign c lose ly  evokes  the hot  spr ing va l leys  a long the volcanic  

s lopes  of  Lat in America ,  such as  Papa l lacta  in Ecuador ,  where  a l ternat ing  hot  and 

cold s t reams wind through fores ted mounta ins ,  and Tolantongo in Mexico ,  where  

turquoise  the rmal  r ive rs  cut  through deep gorges  and sheer c l i f f s .  The interplay  

of  warm a i r ,  s team, and cascading wate r produces  a  mul t i sensory exper ience — the  

murmur of  s t reams ,  the roa r of  fa l l i ng water ,  and the shimmer of  vapor coa lesce 

into  a  l iv ing  atmosphere .  The te rra in ’ s  minera l  te r races  and color - r ich pools  re f lect  

the passage of  f lowing water ,  c reat ing the poet ic  impress ion of  “s t reams dancing 

upon the mounta in ’s  edge .”  
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F g u r e 3 0 .  T o p  i m a g e :  t h e  u n d e r g r o u n d  l a v a  r i v e r  i n  F o n t a i n e ’ s  C h a s m ; B o t t o m  i m a g e :  T o l a n t o n g o ,  M e x i c o .  

 

Sawtooth Mountains 

The Sawtooth Mounta ins  form one o f  Nat lan’s  mos t  v i sua l l y  d is t inc t ive  landforms .  

Towering and sha rply  contoured ,  the range i s  cha racte r i zed by ser rated ,  f ractured 

s t rata  tha t  resemble  the teeth of  a  g iant  b lade .  The mounta ins  r i se  s teeply ,  the i r  

f la t- topped peaks  enc i rc led by near-ve rt ica l  c l i f f s ,  evoking both grandeur and 

per i l .  The ove ra l l  s t ructure  of  the mass i f  combines  s tepped terraces  and faul ted 

r idges ,  appear ing as  i f  s culp ted by eons  o f  geo logica l  act iv i t y .  B road plateaus  

crown the summi ts ,  whi l e  t he mid-s lopes  and foothi l l s  a re  surrounded by deep 

rav ines  and shadowed gorges ,  c reat ing dramat ic  vert ica l  re l ie f .  This  pronounced 

layer ing and e levat ion di f fe rence lends  the landscape a  sense of  monumenta l  

th ree-dimens iona l i ty .  Beyond i ts  aes thet ic  impact ,  the  terra in a lso suggests  a  long 

process  of  geologica l  evo lut ion — where the exposed rock s t ra ta  have  been shaped 

by weather ing,  e ros ion ,  and tectonic  upl i f t ,  fo rming a  natura l  bast ion both majes t ic  

and forbidding.  

The des ign o f  the Sawtooth Mounta ins  draws c lear inspi rat ion f rom the tepui  

format ions  of  the Guiana Highlands  in northe rn South Amer ica .  These “ tabletop 

mounta ins”  a re  famous for the i r  sheer  c l i f f s  and near - f la t  summits ,  which r i se  

abrupt l y  f rom the sur ro unding ra in fores t  l i ke  i so la ted s tone c i tade ls .  The mult ip le  

f la t  peaks  o f  the Sawtooth range c lose ly  mi r ror  the morpho logy of  rea l  tepui  

format ions ,  most  notably  Mount  Rora ima ,  whose mass ive  sandstone plateaus  and 

vert ica l  esca rpments  s tand as  icons  o f  ge ologica l  i so la t ion and endurance .  

By adapt ing and s ty l i z ing  these natura l  wonders ,  the  des igners  of  Genshin Impact  

have t rans formed the  tepui ’ s  pr imordia l  g randeur into  a  fantas t ica l  geologica l  

landmark .  Through v isua l  abstrac t ion and a rt i s t ic  exaggerat ion ,  the Sawtooth  

Mounta ins  preserve the authent ic  sense o f  geo logica l  rea l i sm whi le  integrat ing  

seamless ly  into the game’s  mythic  aesthet ic .  The  resul t  i s  a  mounta in landscape 
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that  embodies  both sc ient i f i c  c redib i l i ty  and dreaml ike  wonder ,  s tanding as  one 

of Nat lan’s  most  emblemat ic  te r ra ins — a place where nature ’s  raw power meets  

human imaginat ion .  

 

 

 

F g u r e 3 1 .  T h e  i m a g e  a b o v e  s h o w s  a n  a e r i a l  v i e w  o f  M t .  S e g h e t t a t a  f r o m  t h e  g a m e .  T h e  i m a g e  b e l o w  s h o w s  

M o u n t  R o r a i m a  i n  r e a l  l i f e .  

 

Mirrorglass Mountain 

Nest led deep wi th in the rocky va l leys  of  the Sawtooth Mounta ins ,  the  t r ibe  of  the  

Smoke Riddle  Maste r inhabi ts  a  sec luded region enc i rc led  by  s teep c l i f f s  that  r i se  

l ike  natura l  fo rt resses .  Jagged peaks  surround the set t lement ,  and the ter ra in  

unfolds  in a  dramat ic  interplay  of  rav ines ,  s tone terraces ,  and sheer esca rpments ,  

g iv ing the a rea a  sense of  i so la t ion  and sac red mystery .  Before  p layers  uncover  

th is  region ,  i t  l ies  shrouded in dense mis t — i t s  topography f ragmented and 

unpredictab le ,  i t s  pa ths  tw is t i ng through shadow and fog .  The resul t  i s  a  landscape 

that  fee ls  a t  once forb idding and a l lu r ing ,  d rawing explore rs  into i t s  enigma.  

Unl i ke  othe r regions  inspi red by ident i f iable  rea l -world geograph ies  or 

c iv i l i zat ions ,  the  Smoke R iddle  Master ’ s  t r ibe  in Mi r rorglass  Mounta in has  no di rec t  

cul tura l  o r  geographica l  prototype .  I t s  concept ion leans  toward a  fantas t ica l  

re imag ining of  human habi tat ion,  where  the natura l  and the mythi ca l  converge .  
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The des igners  obse rve and re inte rpret  natura l  fo rms — mounta in va l leys ,  f ractured 

c l i f f s ,  and i so lated  r idges — and weave them into a  spat ia l  logic  grounded in  

fantasy .  The set t lement  fo l lows the  pr inc ip le  of  “dwel l ing by the mounta in ,  

bui ld ing wi th the land” ,  ba lanc ing the defens ive  advantages  o f  rugged te rra in wi th  

an aesthet ic  o f  coex is tence between humani ty  and nature .  

This  des ign phi losophy s tems less  f rom his tor ica l  imi tat ion and more f rom an 

imaginat ive  synthes is  of  mounta inous ,  sec luded habi tats .  Through exaggerated 

e levat ion cont ras ts ,  d ramat ic  c l i f f  p la t fo rms ,  and deep vert ica l  chasms ,  Mi r rorg lass 

Mounta in creates  a  v isua l  language of  myste ry ,  enc losure ,  and discovery .  I t  evokes  

the fee l ing o f  a  h idden sanctuary suspended between earth and sky ,  re in forc ing 

the immers ive  tens ion that  def ines  the Sawtooth Mounta in region.  In i t s  in terplay 

of  mis t ,  s tone ,  and s i lence ,  Mi r rorglass  Mounta in becomes both  a  mythic  landscape  

and a  psychologica l  space — a re f lect ion of  how Genshin Impact  t rans la tes  

geography into emot ion and exp lorat ion .  

 

 

 

F g u r e 3 2 .  A b o v e :  a n  a e r i a l  v i e w  o f  M i r r o r s t o n e  M o u n t a i n ,  w h e r e  t h e  m i s t  a t  i t s  b a s e  a d d s  a  s e n s e  o f  

m y s t e r y  t o  t h e  e x p l o r a t i o n  a r e a ; B e l o w :  H o r s e s h o e  B e n d  i n  A r i z o n a ,  U S A  —  a  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  G r a n d  

C a n y o n .  
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2.3 .2  Architecture and Sett lements  

In  Nat lan ,  soc ie ty  i s  o rganized as  a  “compos i te  confederat ion”  fo rmed by  s i x  t r ibes ,  

each deve loping independent ly  w i th in i t s  own dis t inc t  ecologica l  env i ronment .  

S ince anc ient  t imes ,  these s ix  t r ibes  have thr ived by  adapt ing to the d iverse  natura l  

condi t ions  o f  the land,  the i r  set t lements  scat tered ac ross  the cont inent  in  

geographica l l y  i so la ted  yet  interdependent  regions .  I t  i s  prec ise ly  th is  

env i ronmenta l  d i vers i t y  that  has  fos te red a  mul t ip l ic i t y  o f  l i fes ty les  and cul tura l  

sys tems ,  g iv ing Nat lan an inhe rent ly  p lura l i s t i c  ident i t y  f rom the moment of  i t s  

format ion .  

For each t r ibe ,  geography i s  more than a  mere phys ica l  foundat ion — i t  i s  a  symbol  

of  ident i ty  and be long ing .  Every set t lement  i s  deeply intertwined w i th i t s  

sur rounding envi ronment :  people  dwel l  upon the land ,  ha rness  i t s  natura l  

resources ,  and const ruct  so c ia l  o rders  and be l ie f  s ys tems tha t  re f lect  the logic  o f  

the i r  hab i tat .  Some t r ibes  inhabi t  r ive r  va l leys  and wet lands ,  maste r ing the rhythms  

of  water and humidi ty  to susta in the i r  way o f  l i fe ;  others  endure the rocky  

highlands  and volcanic  s lopes ,  where  t he ha rsh terra in has  shaped disc ip l ined ,  

res i l ient  communit ies ;  s t i l l  othe rs  wander ac ross  vas t  p la ins  and open plateaus ,  

the i r  nomadic  l i fes ty les  born f rom the mobi l i ty  demanded by open space .  

No matter how dive rse  the landscape ,  the cul ture  of  each t r ibe  i s  insc r ibed into  

i t s  terra in— archi tecture ,  set t lement  layout ,  and mater ia l  use  a l l  mi r ror the t r ibe ’s  

worldv iew.  The fo l lowing sect ions  prov ide an overv iew of  the s ix  major t r ibes ,  

examining how the i r  cul tura l  va lues  and archi tectura l  forms embody the i r  

re la t ionship wi th the natura l  wor ld .  

The Children of the Echo（Natzkayan） 

The Chi ld ren of  the Echo,  known as  Natzkayan,  inhabi t  the depths  o f  Tequemecan 

Va l ley ,  l i v ing s ide by s ide wi th the nat ive  Ridgeback Drakes .  The i r  l i ve l ihood 

cente rs  on the ext ract ion of  so l id fue l  crys ta ls  and gemstones ,  and the colossa l  

dr i l l -shaped mini ng towers  as  we l l  as  the explos ive  ceremonia l  s tages  have 

become the i r  most  recognizab le  symbols .  The  t r ibe ’s  overa l l  des ign draws  

inspi rat ion f rom sub-Saharan Af r ica ,  pa rt i cula r l y  regions  r ich in gold and gem 

depos i ts ,  where  earth ,  s tone ,  and r i tua l  coex i s t  w i th in a  v ibrant  cul tura l  landscape .  

The set t lement  of  Natzkayan i s  bui l t  w i th in the canyon’s  s teep rock faces ,  c l inging 

to the c l i f f s  in laye red ter races  that  fo l low the  va l ley ’ s  contours .  Rather than 

const ruct ing  separate  houses ,  the  peop le  he re  l ive  wi th in the rock  i t se l f .  The  

v i l lage expa nds  ver t ica l l y  f rom the canyon f loor  to the r idges  above ,  l i nked by  

s tone s ta i rways ,  suspens ion br idges ,  and na rrow c l i f f s ide  passages  ca rved in to the  

rock .  Most  dwel l ings  are  ha l f -embedded into the c l i f f s ,  expos ing  on ly  a rched s tone  

doorways  and s l i t - l i ke  windows ,  whi le  the inter io rs  extend inward a long geo logica l  

layers ,  fo rming a  network of  cave - l ike  l iv ing spaces  that  va ry in depth and s i ze .  

This  archi tecture  not  only  adapts  ingenious ly  to the ter ra in but  a lso  shie lds  
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inhabi tants  f rom windstorms and ex treme tempera tures ,  c reat ing a  se l f -conta ined 

re fuge wi th in the earth .  

The set t lement ’ s  s t ruc ture  embodies  a  c lea r ve r t ica l  h ie ra rchy of  space .  At  the  

canyon f loor l ie  the communal  and product ive  a reas — ore s torage s i tes ,  forges ,  

markets ,  and wate r sources .  The middle  t ie rs  se rve  as  res ident ia l  zones ,  dense ly  

packed wi th fami l ies ,  whi le  the upper  leve ls  host  r i tua l  and counci l  spaces ,  

inc luding cant i levered plat fo rms and semic i rcula r  ter races  carved into the  c l i f f s .  

These e levated te r races  over look the ent i re  va l ley ,  funct ioning as  both ce remonia l  

cente rs  and repos i tor ies  of  co l lec t ive  memory .  At  n ight ,  the  l ights  scat te red a long 

the c l i f f s  f l i cker w i th the  vert i ca l  re l ie f  o f  the landscape ,  c reat ing a  t ranqui l  yet  

so lemn atmosphere reminiscent  of  s ta r l ight  embedded in s tone .  

Sound holds  profound cul tura l  and spat ia l  s igni f i cance for the Chi ld ren o f  the Echo . 

The natura l  resonance of  the canyon has  been de l iberate l y  integrated into  the i r  

archi tectura l  p lanning :  ter races ,  cor r idors ,  and a rchways  are  des igned at  spec i f ic  

angles  to ampl i fy  and t ransmit  voices ,  songs ,  and foots teps  throughout  the  va l ley .  

Language and melody thus  become archi tectura l  exper iences — communicat ion 

through reverberat ion .  Dur ing  fes t iva ls ,  the  t r ibe  gathers  in mass ive  chora l  

ceremonies  where human voices  in te rtwine  wi th the resonance of  ins t ruments  and 

the canyon i tse l f ,  t rans forming sound into  a  communal  r i tua l  of  ident i t y  and 

be longing .  

 

 

F i g u r e 3 3 .  T h e  N a t z k a y a n  t r i b e  w a s  b u i l t  w i t h i n  a  c a n y o n  r i f t ,  w i t h  i t s  s t r u c t u r e s  e m b e d d e d  i n t o  t h e  

m o u n t a i n  w a l l s  o n  b o t h  s i d e s  a n d  c o n n e c t e d  b y  s u s p e n s i o n  b r i d g e s  i n  t h e  m i d d l e .  

 

People of the Flowing Springs(Mextli) 

The People  o f  the F lowing Spr ings ,  known as  Mext l i ,  dwel l  i n  the va l ley  where  

count less  hot  spr ings  and founta ins  emerge ,  coex is t ing ha rmonious l y  w i th the  

aquat ic  F inback Drakes .  Among a l l  Nat lan’s  t r ibes ,  the i rs  i s  the  most  we lcoming to  
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outs ide rs— i t s  gent le  mis t ,  soothing wate rs ,  and t ranqui l  mus ic  have made i t  

synonymous wi th le i sure  and re juvenat ion .  The cul ture  and aesthet ics  o f  Mext l i  

draw heavi l y  f rom Hawai ian and Aust rones ian t radi t ions ,  evoking a  sense of  

t ropica l  sereni ty  and sp i r i tua l  int imacy wi th water .  

The Mext l i  se t t lements  are  d is t r ibuted a long the rmal  r ive r  va l leys ,  where  

archi tecture  and waterways  inte rweave seamless ly .  The ent i re  v i l lage conforms to 

the te r ra in ,  f lowing natura l ly  a long the  r i vers  ra ther than r i s ing  in  t ie rs .  Un l ike  the 

c l i f f-ca rved dwel l ings  o f  Natzkayan ,  the s t ructures  here  adopt  so ft ,  curv i l inear  

forms ,  exuding a  sense of  warmth and f lu id i ty .  Many bui ld ings  res t  on broad 

wooden or s tone plat forms e levated above the water ,  the i r  bases  hover ing ove r  

sha l low pools  or  wet lands .  This  te chn ique prevents  mois ture  e ros ion whi le 

mainta in ing constant  contact  w i th the spr ings ,  re inforc ing the people ’s  be l ie f  that  

to l ive  i s  to l ive  wi th water .  

The set t lement ’ s  o rganizat ion emphas i zes  the cont inui t y  of  waterways .  The hot  

spr ing’s  f low is  d iv ided into mul t ip le  gent le  channels  that  thread through the 

community ,  l i nk ing res ident ia l  c lus ters ,  communal  baths ,  gathe r ing plat fo rms ,  and 

f loat ing corr idors  in to an organic  network .  At  the heart  o f  each v i l lage  l ies  a 

natura l  hot  spr ing t rans formed into  a  semi -open plaza— a space  that  funct ions  

s imul taneous ly  as  a  bathhouse ,  a  fo rum, and a  r i tua l  ground .  Within the dr i f t ing 

s team, the sound o f  water becomes t he mus ic  o f  da i ly  l i fe ,  shaping both rhythm 

and mood.  

Cul tura l l y ,  the  Mext l i  a re  devoted to sensory exper ience and emot iona l  connect ion .  

Water i s  regarded as  the vesse l  of  memory and t ime,  and the i r  a rch i tecture  

embodies  th is  be l ie f  th rough t ransparency ,  gent leness ,  and cont inu i ty .  Wal l s  are  

of ten semi-permeable ,  b lurr ing the boundary be tween inte r io r  and exter ior ;  a i r  

and vapor c i rculate  f ree ly .  Constant  mis t  ve i l s  the s t ructures ,  producing an  

etherea l  layer ing o f  space .  Inte r io rs  favor smooth textures — pol i shed s tone ,  

seashe l l  in lays ,  and burni shed wood, avoi d ing sharp edges  so  that  everything fee ls  

as  ca lm and y ie ld ing as  water i t se l f .  

This  pro found in tegrat ion of  l i fe  and wate r def ines  the Mext l i ’ s  temperament :  

gent le ,  i nc lus ive ,  and empathet ic .  The i r  set t lements  lack tower ing wal l s  o r  grand 

axes ;  ins tead ,  f lu id i t y  replaces  h iera rchy .  The v i l lage breathes  and grows l ike  a  

l iv ing s t ream— i t s  archi tecture ,  i t s  r i tua ls ,  and i ts  people  a l l  mov ing in  quie t  

synchrony wi th the pulse  of  water .  
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F i g u r e 3 4 .  T h e  M e x t l i  t r i b e ’ s  b u i l d i n g s  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  a b o v e  t h e  w a t e r ,  r e s e m b l i n g  l a r g e  f i s h  o r  s h i p s  i n  

f o r m .  

 

The Skywood People (Wiztlan) 

The Skywood People ,  known as  Wizt lan ,  inhabi t  the towering c l i f f s  of  Mir rorg lass  

Mounta in ,  sha r ing the i r  aer ia l  domain wi th the  e lus ive  Leafve i l  D rakes .  The i r  

ancestors  once suspended enormous t ree  t runks  between the c l i f f s  us ing  ropes  

and i ron hooks ,  g iv i ng r i se  to both the i r  name and the i r  d is t inct ive  way of  l i fe .  As  

descendants  of  sky-borne bui lde rs ,  the  Wizt lan are  renowned for the i r  love of  

ext reme movement and ba lance — dar ing c l imbers  who dance between the edges  

of mounta ins .  The t r ibe ’ s  cul tura l  des ig n draws inspi rat ion pr imar i l y  f rom Incan 

c iv i l i zat ion and broader Andean t radi t ions ,  echoing the ingenui ty  and spi r i tua l  

e levat ion o f  South Amer i ca ’s  mounta in peop les .  

Unl i ke  the Echo dwel le rs  who ca rve into  the rock ,  the Wizt lan choose to hang f rom 

the c l i f f s  themselves ,  a l lowing the i r  homes to “ f loat”  in the a i r .  The ent i re  

set t lement  resembles  a  cha in o f  w ind ch imes c l ing ing to the mounta ins ide — l ight ,  

f lex ib le ,  and imbued wi th a  quiet  sense of  danger .  The archi tecture  re l i es  on a  

s t ructura l  sys tem of  inte r locked t imber beams and mass ive  cha ins :  the  beams form 

tr iangular  support  f rames that  are  anchored into the rock face by th ick i ron l inks ,  

secur ing each dwel l ing in  m ida i r .  Most  homes take  the shape o f  pointed ,  tent - l ike  

pav i l ions ,  the i r  surfaces  wrapped in  laye rs  o f  weatherproof  c lo th or  t reated hide —

mater ia ls  that  breathe wi th the wind wh i le  protect ing aga ins t  mounta in s torms .  

The set t lement  unfolds  in  asymmetr ic  ver t ica l  t ie rs .  There  are  no s t reets  or o rder ly  

rows of  houses— only a  network of  hanging br idges ,  wooden ladders ,  and 

suspended walkways  that  weave between platforms at  d i f fe rent  e levat ions .  

S tanding on these na rrow pat hs ,  one looks  down in to bottomless  rav ines  whi le  the 

a i r  above shimmers  wi th dr i f t ing fabr i c  and mis t ,  evoking the sensat ion of  wa lk ing  
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through a  dream suspended in mot ion .  La rger s t ructura l  decks  jut t ing out  f rom 

the c l i f f  serve  as  publ ic  gather ing spaces — arenas  for  meet ings ,  ce lebrat ions ,  and 

aer ia l  pe rformances .  These plat fo rms a re  re in forced wi th heavy t russes ,  the i r  

per imeters  s t rung wi th ret ractable  cha in nets  fo r  sa fety ,  a l lowing them to funct ion  

as  both s tage and she l te r .  

In te rms of  mate r ia ls ,  the  Wizt lan favor l ightweight  t imber  and f lex ib le  f ibe r ropes  

that  minimize load and enable  easy repa i r .  Cha ins  a re  both func t iona l  and 

aesthet ic— thei r  rhythmic  ar rangement def ines  the  t r ibe ’s  archi tectura l  language .  

From the ends  of  these cha ins  hang wood carv ings ,  feathe rs ,  and smal l  be l l s ,  which  

chime together when the  wind sweeps  through the c l i f f s .  The sound — a mingl ing 

of  meta l ,  wood ,  and a i r — fo rms a  sonic  landscape unique to the t r ibe ,  turning  

every gust  into a  chorus  of  ex is ten ce ,  a  l i v ing echo that  marks  the rhythm of  l i fe  

suspended between ea rth and sky .  

This  a i rborne way of  l i v ing re f lects  a  cul tura l  temperament  o f  l ightness  and 

openness .  The Wizt lan re ject  the heav iness  of  s tone and soi l ,  p re fer r ing s t ructures  

that  can breathe ,  sway ,  and y ie ld .  The tent - l i ke  dwel l ings  b lur the threshold 

between ins ide and outs ide ,  a l lowing wind ,  mis t ,  and l ight  to f low through f ree ly .  

At  n ight ,  the i r  lanterns  f loat  aga ins t  the darkness  l ike  a  conste l la t ion o f  s tars  

scat tered  ac ross  the mounta in  face .  The people  of  Wizt lan take pr ide in “dancing 

wi th the wind ,”  the i r  da i l y  l i ves  def ined by agi l i ty ,  ba lance ,  and an eve r -present  

awareness  of  the space beneath the i r  feet .  

 

 

F i g u r e 3 5 .  T h e  W i z t l a n  t r i b e  i s  s u s p e n d e d  a l o n g  t h e  m o u n t a i n s i d e ,  w i t h  l a r g e  o v e r h a n g i n g  s t r u c t u r e s  

f o r m i n g  t e n t - l i k e  s h a p e s .  
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The Keepers of the Smoke (Mikhtlan) 

The Keepers  of  the Smoke ,  known as  Mikht lan ,  inhabi t  the mis ty  canyons  of  

Mir rorglass  Mounta in ,  shar ing th is  shrouded rea lm wi th the e lus ive  Nightseer 

Drakes .  The i r  t r ibe  serves  as  the memory weavers  of  Nat lan ,  ent rus ted wi th 

gather ing and inte rtwining the  s tor ies  of  every c lan into sac red fabr ics  that  g low 

fa int l y  in the dark .  These luminous  mark ings  and myst i ca l  g ra f f i t i  a re  not  mere  

ornaments— they  are  vesse ls  of  h is tory and spi r i t .  Cul tura l l y ,  Mikht lan  draws  

inspi rat ion f rom the Indones ian a rchipe lago ,  t he Aztec world ,  and the  Huron 

(Wyandot)  people ,  merging shamanic  sp i r i tua l i ty ,  text i le  ar t i s t ry ,  and mythic  

s toryte l l ing in to a  s ingle  l iv ing t radi t ion .  

The Mikht lan set t lements  are  h idden deep wi th in the northwestern gorges  of  

Nat lan,  enve loped in pe rpetua l  v io le t -blue haze that  dr i f t s  th rough the a i r  l i ke  

gauze .  Laye rs  of  mis t  c l ing to the c l i f f s  and hol lows ,  concea l ing the v i l lage f rom 

outs ide eyes .  The  ter ra in i s  s teep and i r regula r ,  w i th sheer wa l l s  and j agged 

outc rops .  Archi tecture  fo l lows the fo lds  of  the rock i t se l f — low s tone dwel l ings  

and wooden overhangs  are  bui l t  a long the canyon’ s  natura l  contours ,  s tack ing and 

inte r locking in complex t i e rs .  F ro m above ,  the v i l lage appears  as  a  web of  ter races ,  

s ta i rs ,  and br idges  woven into the mounta in ,  c reat ing a  labyr inth o f  shadow and 

depth that  seems to brea the wi th the fog .  

Color fu l  text i les  hang f rom roofs  and s ta i r  ra i l s ,  the i r  pat te rns  v iv id under the pa le  

shimmer o f  the mis t .  These fabr ics  a re  both records  and r i tua ls :  each thread 

preserves  the v is ions ,  p rophecies ,  and ancest ra l  ta les  of  the t r ibe ’s  seers .  At  n ight ,  

the p igments  absorb ambient  l ight  and emit  a  gent le  phosphorescence ,  turning  

the canyon in to a  soft ly  g lowing ve i l  of  s tor ies .  The wind animates  these c loths ,  

caus ing them to f lu t ter  and whisper ;  the  ent i re  set t lement  hums fa int ly ,  as  though 

the mounta in i t se l f  were  murmuring anc ient  memories .  

For the Mikht lan ,  weaving i s  not  c ra f t  but  communion .  Fabr i c  becomes a  l iv ing 

scr ipture— color and mot ion replace ink and voice .  Every movement  o f  the breeze 

reshapes  the na r rat ive ,  b lur r ing the boundary between the mater ia l  and the  

spi r i tua l .  Walk ing through the i r  mis ted v i l lage fee l s  l i ke  wander ing ins ide a  dream,  

where his tory ,  be l ie f ,  and landscape dissolve  into one another ,  and eve ry  g l immer 

of  l ight  might  be the echo of  a  s tory s t i l l  un fo ld ing.  
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F i g u r e 3 6 .  T h e  M i k h t l a n  t r i b e  i s  b u i l t  a t o p  a n  i s o l a t e d  r o c k  f o r m a t i o n  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  M i r r o r s t o n e  

M o u n t a i n .  S u r r o u n d e d  b y  i m p a s s a b l e  c l i f f s ,  i t  i s  n a t u r a l l y  s e p a r a t e d  f r o m  t h e  o u t s i d e  w o r l d .  

 

The archi tecture  of  Mikht lan res ts  upon a  dua l  s t ructure  of  so l id rock foundat ions  

and l ightweight  t imber f rameworks ,  achiev ing a  harmony between permanence and 

f lu id i ty .  S tone prov ides  s tabi l i ty  aga ins t  the rugged canyon ter ra in ,  whi le  the  wood 

beams int roduce res i l ience and mot ion ,  a l lowing s t ructures  to adapt  to shi f t ing  

fog and mois ture .  Wal l s  and courtya rds  a re  adorned wi th  luminescent  g lyphs  and 

pigment  s tones ,  the i r  s ymbols  inv is ib le  under normal  l ight  yet  revea led in 

moonshine or he ightened spi r i tua l  pe rcept ion— c reat ing the sense that  each 

bui ld ing i t se l f  pa rt ic ipates  in a  sac red r i te .  The  set t lement ’ s  na rrow a l l eyways ,  

s taggered ter races ,  and semi -open shr ines  fo rm an int r icate  spat ia l  h ierarchy 

where the boundar ies  between publ i c  and pr iva te ,  rea l i t y  and the unseen are  

intent iona l ly  b lur red .  R i tua l  spaces  of ten occupy  ra ised plat fo rms ;  ve i l s  of  dyed 

fabr ic  and pa tterned screens  def ine  the i r  per imeter ,  g rant ing these sanctuar ies  

both a  ceremonia l  aura  and a  de l icate  independence f rom the da i ly  rhy thm s of  the 

v i l lage .  

Cul tura l l y ,  the  Mikht lan  fo l low a  shamanic  t radi t ion of  communion w i th the  

underworld ,  where  archi tecture  becomes both a  vesse l  of  r i tua l  and a  repos i to ry 

of  memory .  The i r  text i le s ,  g lowing symbols ,  and myst ica l  gra f f i t i  a re  not  mere  

decorat ions  but  sp i r i t ua l  ins t ruments— mediums for d i v inat ion,  ancest ra l  record -

keeping ,  and the invoca t ion o f  fo rgot ten r i tes .  Each wal l  i s  a  scr ipture ;  each 

pattern ,  a  porta l .  At  n ight ,  mis t  and phosphorescence  weave together ,  the  

re f lect ions  s l id ing across  s tone and fabr ic  as  the  Nightseer Drakes  g l ide  above ,  

the i r  luminous  eyes  inte rpret ing the shi f t ing s igns  and movements .  The  ent i re  

set t lement  seems suspended between dream and waking — a breathing labyr inth  

of  fog ,  l ight ,  and meaning.  
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Thus ,  Mikht lan  embodies  a  symbios is  of  sec lus ion and sanct i ty .  I t s  a rchi tecture  

fuses  the grounded weight  of  s tone wi th the ethe rea l  l ightness  of  t imber and fabr ic .  

Color fu l  d raper ies  and glowing mot i fs  t rans form dwel l ings  into spi r i tua l  th resholds , 

whi le  the layered paths  and s tepped courtyards  const ruct  a  spat ia l  maze  r ich in 

rhythm and myste ry .  I n th is  mounta in enc lave ,  bu i ld ings  are  not  mere ly  she l ters  

but  l i v ing monuments — the tangib le  express ions  of  cul ture ,  ce remony ,  and  

communion .  They are  the br idge s  through which the t r ibe  converses  wi th the  lower 

rea lms and wi th i t s  own ancestra l  past ,  ensur ing that  even in s i lence ,  the s tones  

and fabr i cs  of  Mikht lan cont inue to speak .  

 

 

F i g u r e 3 7 .  T h e  M i k h t l a n  t r i b e ’ s  c e r e m o n i a l  h a l l  

 

The Skybound Tribe (Tlalocan) 

The T la locan,  o r F lower-Feathered Assembly ,  dwel l  upon the summits  of  Nat lan’s  

highest  c l i f f s ,  sha r ing the open sk ies  w i th the  majes t ic  Downfeather Drakes .  

Renowned for the i r  mastery of  aer ia l  t rave l ,  they form ent i re  squadrons  of  dragon 

r ide rs  who gl ide through the c louds  in br i l l iant  fo rmat ion.  The t r ibe ’s  cul ture  draws 

deeply f rom North Ameri can Indigenous  t rad i t ions ,  re f lec t ing a  worldv iew in which  

sky ,  w ind ,  and spi r i t  a re  inseparable  fo rces  o f  l i fe .  

The i r  set t lements  perch upon prec ip i tous  r idge l ines  and suspended plat fo rms ,  yet  

t rue habi tat ion l ies  not  on the ground but  in the a i r .  Through ingen ious  use of  

hot-a i r  ba l loons  and l ightweight  t russ  s t ructures ,  the  T la locan e levate  the i r  homes  

into the heavens— each dwel l ing a  dr i f t ing “wing ,”  te thered between mounta in and 

sky .  The v isua l  language of  the t r ibe  i s  de f ined by deep c r imson ,  ochre ,  and sunl i t  

orange ,  hues  symbol i z ing  f lame,  v i ta l i t y ,  and div ine communion wi th the heavens .  

These colors  echo the spi r i tua l  aes thet i cs  of  many Nat ive  Amer ican nat ions ,  where  

red represents  both l i fe  force  and sac red energy .  

Each home cons is ts  of  a  l ight  p la t form suspended beneath a  vas t  ba l loon ,  sheathed 

in woven fabr ics  and t reated hides ,  c reat ing hybr id spaces  between tent  and 
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gondola .  Archi tectura l l y ,  they reca l l  the  p la ins  t r ibes ’  conica l  lodges — open-s ided,  

c i rcula r  in p lan ,  and respons ive  to sh i f t ing wind and l ight .  Around the per imeter 

hang feather ornaments ,  bead s t r ings ,  and geomet r ic  banners ,  each pattern 

nar rat ing  fami ly  l i neage ,  c lan ident i ty ,  or  ancest ra l  myth .  The pla t fo rms  are  l inked 

not  by pe rmanent  paths  but  by rope br idges ,  z ip  l ines ,  and ret ractable  ladders ,  

forming an aer ia l  web of  c i rculat ion that  moves  wi th the wind.  In the set t lement ’ s  

cente r ,  a  broad “sky p la za”  f loats— a ceremonia l  vo id reminiscent  of  the c i rcula r  

gathe r ing grounds of  t radi t iona l  Nat ive  communi t ies .  There ,  r i tua ls ,  fes t iva ls ,  and 

dances  unfold seamless ly ,  the  sky serv ing as  both roof  and wi tness .  

The T la locan reve re  f reedom, wind ,  and mot ion .  The i r  soc ie ty i s  decent ra l ized yet 

cohes ive ,  bound together  by r i tua l  and the shared rhythm of  f l ight .  When fes t iva ls  

arr ive ,  the  t r ibe ’s  c r imson banners  r ipple  ac ross  the hor izon ,  and the a i r  f i l l s  w i th 

the echo o f  drums and wings .  Archi tecture  here  does  not  res is t  nature — i t  r ides  

upon i t ,  t rans la t ing the l anguage of  the wind into  form and color .  I n th is  a i rborne  

world ,  the  boundary between home and hor izon di ssolves ,  and to l ive  i s  to dr i f t  in  

harmony wi th the breath of  the sky .  

 

 

F i g u r e 3 8 .  T h e  T l a l o c a n  t r i b e  i s  b u i l t  a t o p  t h e  m o u n t a i n  p e a k s .  I t s  b a l l o o n - s h a p e d  s t r u c t u r e s  e m b o d y  a  

l o n g i n g  f o r  t h e  s k y  a n d  t h e  f r e e d o m  o f  f l i g h t .  

 

The Landborne Nation (Tetelocan) 

The Tete locan dwel l  on the fe rt i le  p la ins  beneath the Great  Volcano o f  Tol lan ,  

l i v ing wi th the Horncres t  Drakes .  The i r  s t rength and v i ta l i ty  come from the volcanic  

so i l  that  sus ta ins  the i r  c rops  and de f ines  the i r  sp i r i t .  Unl i ke  the skybound T la locan ,  

the i r  archi tecture  i s  so l id and grounded ,  ce lebrat ing endurance and col lect ive  

power .  

Set t lements  are  ar ranged in c i rcula r  or ax ia l  fo rms ,  cente red on a  la rge plaza 

symbol iz ing the sun and the volcano’s  hea rt .  This  echoes  the Aztec capi ta l  



 

67  

 

Tenocht i t lán ,  where  c i ty  layout  fo l lowed r i tua l  symmetry .  Houses  bui l t  f rom 

volcanic  s tone ,  adobe ,  and red br ick s tand heavy and warm, the i r  ochre  and 

cr imson façades  g lowing under sunl ight .  F la t  roofs  serve  for dry ing gra in or  

gather ings ,  whi le  arches ,  co lonnades ,  and sun mot i fs  b lend Spanish colonia l  

deta i l s  w i th pre-Columbian symbol ism.  

The cent ra l  square  funct ions  as  both r i tua l  and communal  space .  S tone terraces  

and a l ta rs  r i se  in  s teps ,  re inforc ing  the l ink be tween ceremony and s t rength.  

Fes t iva ls  f i l l  the  p laza wi th dance and contests ,  ce lebrat ing uni ty  between people  

and land.  For the Tete locan ,  archi tecture  i s  not  mere she l te r  but  a  mani fes tat ion  

of the ea rth ’s  power— a place where labor ,  fa i th ,  and f lame meet .  

 

 

F i g u r e 3 9 .  T h e  T e t e l o c a n  t r i b e  b u i l t  a  m a s s i v e  s h i p - s h a p e d  b a s e  a t  t h e  f o o t  o f  T u l l á n  V o l c a n o ,  g i v i n g  a n  

i m p r e s s i o n  o f  s t a b i l i t y  a n d  s t r e n g t h .  

 

At the heart  of  Tete locan l ies  a  vas t  wrest l ing plat form, the t r ibe ’s  pr inc ipa l  publ ic  

arena .  Here ,  res idents  hold fes t iva ls  of  s t rength  and f lame,  s taging wrest l ing  

matches ,  f i re  r i tua ls ,  and communal  feas ts .  Through these bodi l y  and ce remonia l  

acts ,  they  a f f i rm col lect ive  ident i ty — a pract ice  deeply a l igned wi th Lat in American 

t radi t ions  of  fes t iv i ty ,  where  r i tua l  and compet i t ion merge into express ions  of  uni ty .  

Cul tura l l y ,  the  Tete locan reve re  musc le  and f i re ,  va lu ing honor ,  pass ion ,  and di rec t  

express ion .  The i r  a rchi tecture  mi r rors  th is  temperament — open ,  monumenta l ,  and 

resonant .  At  n ight ,  when volcanic  embers  mingle  wi th the l ight  o f  ce remonia l  

f lames ,  the ent i re  set t lement  g lows l ike  a  l iv ing forge .  This  f ie ry  spectac le  i s  not  

mere ly  s cenic ;  i t  embodies  be l ie f .  The Tete locan hold that  s t rength r i ses  f rom the  

soi l  beneath one ’s  feet — and must ,  in  turn ,  be o f fered back to i t .  
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F i g u r e 4 0 .  T h e  T e t e l o c a n  t r i b e ’ s  w r e s t l i n g  a r e n a .  

Summary 

This  spat ia l  layout — bui l t  upon the correspondence between env i ronment  and 

t r ibe— forms the foundat ion o f  Nat lan’s  soc ia l  s t ructure .  The s ix  t r ibes  s tand as  

independent  cul tura l  p i l l a rs :  none are  fo rc ib ly  un i f ied under a  cent ra l  power,  nor  

conf ined to a  s ing le  model .  Each inhabi ts  i t s  own landscape ,  preserv ing autonomy 

and the f reedom to susta in i t s  cul tura l  l ineage .Though seemingly f ragmented,  th is  

arrangement  embodies  a  coherent  and endur ing soc ia l  o rder .  The  spat ia l  

separat ion re in forces  t r iba l  ident i ty ,  e nsur ing that  the i r  languages ,  r i tua ls ,  and 

t radi t ions  endure through t ime wi thout  d i lut ion .  

2.3 .3  Bonded Space  

Though Nat lan appears  to be a  land of  d ive rse  and independent  t r ibes ,  i t  i s  not  a  

rea lm div ided by s ix  impassable  borders .  Each t r ibe  inhabi ts  i t s  own ecologica l  

zone ,  yet  none ex is t  in complete  i so la t ion .  Ins tead,  a l l  s ix  are  uni ted by a  shared 

spi r i tua l  and geographica l  heart — the Cruc ib le  of  Ten Thousand F lames .  

Basin of Unnumbered Flames 

The Bas in o f  Unnumbered F lames i s  a  rea lm of  s ingular  importance — more than 

the geographica l  center of  Nat lan,  i t  i s  the  convergence of  i t s  sp i r i t  and order .  

This  vas t ,  c i rcula r  amphi theater has  s tood s ince t ime immemoria l ,  regarded as  the  

sacred ground jo i nt l y  guarded by the s ix  t r ibes .  Both in form and in func t ion ,  i t  

car r ies  meaning that  t ranscends  geography :  though each t r ibe ’s  borders  are  

c lear ly  marked ,  the i r  roads ,  r i tua ls ,  and l ines  of  s ight  a l l  u l t imate ly  converge upon 

this  one point .  

In  Nat lan’s  anc ient  lore ,  the  Bas in was  not  cra f ted by human hands ,  but  remains  

as  a  re l ic  o f  the F i re  God ’s  descent .  Thus  i t  s tands  as  the sha red emblem of  uni ty  

and div ine or ig in ,  the  heart  through which every f lame and eve ry spi r i t  of  the s ix  

t r ibes  a re  bound toge ther ,  sus ta in ing the ve ry essence of  the nat ion .  
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F i g u r e 4 1 .  F r o m  t h e  t o p  v i e w ,  t h e  C r u c i b l e  o f  a  T h o u s a n d  F l a m e s  e x t e n d s  t h r e e  m a i n  r o a d s  o u t w a r d  f r o m  i t s  

c e n t e r ,  c o n n e c t i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  t r i b e s  o f  N a t l a n  

 

I t  i s  here  that  the bonds  among the t r ibes  are  fo rged and susta ined.  The  Bas in 

serves  at  once as  a  counci l  ha l l ,  a  s tage for r i tua l s  and fes t iva ls ,  and a  crossroads  

of  compet i t ion and fa i th .  Whenever momentous  events  ar i se — be i t  pol i t i ca l  

de l ibera t ion,  the  s igning of  a l l iances ,  the  media t ion o f  t r iba l  d isputes ,  o r  grand 

ceremonies ,  sacr i f i ces ,  and contests — the s ix  t r ibes  gather in th is  sac red place .  

Through these recurr ing encounters ,  the i r  re la t ionships  are  a f f i rmed,  renewed,  and 

deepened ,  ensur ing that  even in d ispersa l ,  Nat lan remains  one uni f ied whole .  

 

   

F i g u r e 4 2 .  F i g u r e .  T h e  l e f t  i m a g e  s h o w s  t h e  C e r e m o n i a l  C e n t e r  o f  t h e  C r u c i b l e  o f  a  T h o u s a n d  F l a m e s ,  u s e d  

f o r  l a r g e - s c a l e  c o m p e t i t i o n s  a n d  p u b l i c  g a t h e r i n g s ;  t h e  r i g h t  i m a g e  d e p i c t s  t h e  i n d o o r  m a r k e t ,  w h e r e  

p e o p l e  f r o m  a l l  t r i b e s  m e e t  a n d  i n t e r a c t  o n c e  a g a i n .  

 

Most  cruc ia l l y ,  the  Bas in of  Unnumbered F lames i s  the sacred ground of  the F i re  

God’s  se lect ion .  In Nat lan,  the F i re  God is  ne i the r he redi ta ry nor a  preorda ined 

dei ty ,  but  a  warr io r  or  sage chosen and tes ted by a l l  s ix  t r ibes .  At  certa in  

inte rva ls— when the  div ine f lame wanes  or the  o ld god’s  duty i s  fu l f i l led —

representat i ves  f rom each t r ibe  gather  at  the Bas in to  undergo r igorous  t r i a l s  and 

r i tes ,  th rough which a  new F i re  God is  born .  The F i re  God is  not  mere ly  a  symbol  

of  fa i th ,  but  the supreme spi r i tua l  l eader who upholds  Nat lan’s  order .  The 
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ceremony las ts  fo r  severa l  days :  the  cent ra l  f lame o f  the Bas in  i s  k indled and grows  

ever br ighter as  the r i te s  progress .  At  las t ,  when the chosen one rece ives  the 

b less ing o f  f lame before  the eyes  of  the gathered t r ibes ,  the  Bas in once aga in  

fu l f i l l s  i t s  sacred ro le— to renew the nat ion’s  sp i r i t  and susta in i t s  o rder .  

Beyond div ine se lect ion ,  the Bas in se rves  as  a  symbol ic  a rena  of  cooperat ion 

among the t r ibes .  Here ,  they hold fes t iva ls ,  tournaments ,  and re l ig ious  p i lgr images .  

Dur ing  these grand occas ions ,  people  f rom every  t r ibe  br ing the i r  totems ,  

of fe r ings ,  and cra f t s ,  jo in ing in the igni t ion of  the cent ra l  f lame .  In the  

tournaments ,  warr io rs  f rom a l l  s ix  t r ibes  compete openly ,  d isp lay ing the s t rength,  

honor ,  and convict ion o f  the i r  d is t inct  cu l tures .  These gather ings  are  not  mere ly  

acts  of  worship or ce lebrat ion — they are  the l iv ing bonds of  mutua l  recogni t ion  

and respect .  

F rom the perspect ive  o f  modern urban logic ,  one  might  assume the Bas in  to be 

Nat lan’s  densest  or most  pol i t i ca l ly  cent ra l  d is t r ic t .  Yet  in t ruth ,  i t  funct ions  

d i f fe rent ly .  I t  more c lose ly  resembles  the “ ceremonia l  cente rs”  once proposed in  

ear ly  American a rchaeology— a concept  suggest ing tha t  anc ient  peoples  l ived 

dispersed ac ross  smal l  v i l lages ,  assembl ing only  a t  sacred s i tes  fo r  r i tua l  events .  

Though this  theory has  s ince been rev ised by  la ter  d iscover ies ,  the  game’s  

adopt ion o f  such a  model  v iv id l y  re inf orces  the Bas in ’ s  essence :  a  p lace of  

gather ing ,  where  d iv is ion  f inds  harmony ,  and the many become one .  

Summary 

This  “d is t r ibuted-yet-convergent”  spat ia l  s t ructure  forms the core  logic  of  

Nat lan’s  soc ia l  operat ion .  Each o f  the s ix  t r ibes  possesses  i t s  own cu l tura l  base 

and geographic  autonomy — an independence that  ensures  s tabi l i t y  in  the i r  

co l lect i ve  ident i t y .  Yet  t he presence o f  the Bas in o f  Unnumbered F lames prevents  

such independence f rom turning into d iv is ion or host i l i t y .  The Bas in serves  as a 

meet ing ground ,  a  sp i r i tua l  ax is  that  a l l  t r ibes  must  jo int ly  face ,  part ic ipate  in ,  

and protect  together .  

I t  i s  prec ise ly  because o f  th is  that  Nat lan’s  nat iona l  fo rm di f fers  fundamenta l ly  

f rom that  of  many cent ra l ized s tates .  There  i s  no dominant  t r ibe  impos ing i t s  

order upon others ,  nor  a  s ingular  capi ta l  exert ing di rect  cont ro l  over the  

per iphery .  I ns tead ,  Nat lan operates  through a  f lex ib le  s t ructure :  a  sacred cente r 

as  the p ivot ,  and t r iba l  autonomy as  the foundat ion .  The s ix  t r ibes  mainta in the i r  

d is t inc t ions  whi le  remain ing uni ted through shared fa i th and ceremonia l  pol i t i cs .  

In th is  sense ,  such a  spa t ia l  conf igurat ion i s  unique among a l l  nat ions  in Genshin 

Impact— a rare  ba lance  between un i ty  and plura l i ty ,  between f reedom and 

be longing .  
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F i g u r e 4 3 .  S p a t i a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  m a p  o f  N a t l a n  

 

From a des ign perspect ive ,  th is  spat ia l  compos i t ion car r ies  a  c lear symbol i c  

meaning .  Through the di s t r ibut ion of  the s i x  t r ibes  and the cent ra l  ro le  of  the  

Bas in of  Unnumbered F lames ,  i t  conveys  an idea l ized v is ion o f  mul t ie thnic  

coex is tence wi th in the wo rld of  Nat lan .  Much l i ke  the d ive rse  mosa ic  of  cul tures  

across  the American cont inent ,  Nat lan’s  geography  and soc ia l  pat te rn are  not  born 

of uni fo rmity  or ass imi la t ion ,  but  of  a  dynamic equi l ib r ium founded on the 

recogni t ion of  d i f fe rence  and the respect  f o r  p lura l i ty .  

The s ix  t r ibes  are  l i ke  s ix  f lames ,  each burning independent l y  upon i ts  own land ,  

yet  converging at  the Bas in ’ s  cente r in to a  s ing le  radiant  b laze .  This  sha red f i re  

symbol izes  a  col lect ive  fa i th ,  the  spi r i tua l  essence upon which the na t ion s tands :  

d i f fe rence i s  not  e rased but  embraced ;  d ive rs i ty  i s  not  d isso lved but  woven into a  

l i v ing tapest ry  o f  coex is tence .  I n th is  way ,  Nat lan’ s  spat ia l  s t ructure  becomes the 

tangib le  embodiment  of  i t s  idea l — a harmony o f  many voices  susta ined by one  

uni fy ing l ight .  

2.3 .4  Social  Organizat ion  

Social Prototype 

Nat lan’s  soc ia l  s ys tem draws part ia l  i nspi rat ion f rom the I roquois  Confederacy  o f  

North America ,  a  po l i t i ca l  s t ructure  wi thout  monarchs ,  governed ins tead by a  

counci l  of  t r iba l  representat ives  who reach dec is ions  through consensus .  The  

Confederacy comprise d t r ibes  that  d i f fe red great l y  in geography and cul ture ,  each 

mainta in ing high autonomy whi le  convening a  grand counc i l  to address  matters  
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that  concerned the ent i re  a l l iance — such as  warfa re ,  defense ,  d ip lomacy ,  and r i tua l  

observances .  This  pr inc ip le  of  decent ra l i zed governance i s  c lea r ly  re f lected in  

Nat lan’s  spat ia l  o rganiza t ion ,  as  prev ious ly  d iscussed.  

Division of Tribal Roles 

Within Nat lan’s  soc ia l  f ramework ,  the  pol i t i ca l  funct ions  of  the s ix  t r ibes  a re  not  

the resu l t  of  de l iberate  ins t i tut iona l  des ign but  have organica l ly  evolved f rom 

geography ,  cul ture ,  and spec ia l ized sk i l l s — fo rming a  cooperat ive  sys tem where 

funct iona l  d i f fe rent ia t ion  and spat ia l  d is t r ibut ion deeply over lap.  

For ins tance ,  the Chi ld ren of  Echoes ,  l i v ing among canyons ,  re ly  on the i r  unique  

acoust i ca l  knowledge and terra in to deve lop super io r reconnaissance ,  defense ,  

and memory sk i l l s ,  making them the “ea rs  and eyes”  of  the a l l iance .  The People  of  

F lowing Spr ings ,  b lessed wi th abundant  wate r sources ,  serve  as  the foundat ion o f  

l i ve l ihood and resource c i rculat ion,  ove rsee ing agr icul ture ,  i r r igat ion,  and 

essent ia l  suppl ies .  The Hanging Woodfolk ,  experts  in woodcra f t  and suspended 

archi tecture ,  ac t  as  bu i lders  and co nnectors ,  the i r  engineer ing prowess  a l lowing 

scat tered set t lements  to fo rm a tangib le  network .  The Feathered Assembly ,  

dwel l ing in the sk ies  and embodying the symbol ism of  f l ight ,  governs  r i tua l  and 

externa l  re la t ions ,  represent ing Nat lan’s  sp i r i tua l  uni ty  and dip lomat ic  image.  The  

Mis t  Enigmas ,  shrouded in myste ry and r i tua l  p ract ice ,  funct ion as  shamans and 

spi r i tua l  guides ,  p reserv ing the ideologica l  and ceremonia l  o rder o f  the a l l iance .  

F ina l ly ,  the  Land of  P lenty ,  located at  the volcano’s  base ,  upholds  s t rength,  

d isc ip l ine ,  and defense ,  fo rming the mi l i ta ry  and labor backbone of  the  

confederat ion.  

I t  becomes ev ident  that  these t r ibes  are  not  i so la ted or h iera rchica l ,  but  mutua l ly  

dependent  and symbiot i c :  de fense and enforcement  re l y  on inte l l igence ,  supply ,  

and t ransport ;  r i tua ls  and spi r i tua l  order prov ide legi t imacy fo r governance ;  

engineer ing and product ion susta in da i ly  operat ion .  A l l  of  these funct ions  

converge wi th in the Bas in of  Unnumbered F lames ,  a  neut ra l  a rena where counci l s  

and ce remonies  occur .  Thus ,  Nat lan mani fes ts  a  mul t i -cente red co-governance  

sys tem,  grounded in funct iona l  inte rdepen dence ,  sus ta ined through spat ia l  

networks ,  and uni f ied by r i tua l  pol i t i cs .  

2.4 Spatial Narrative 

In  the  preceding sec t ions ,  we ana lyzed the s t ruc tura l  compos i t ion o f  the  v i r tua l  

wor ld .  Yet ,  w i thout  the d imens ion o f  na rrat i ve  exper ience ,  such a  world  would  

remain nothing more than a  s tat ic  d iorama — an e laborate  sandbox for v i sua l  

apprec iat ion but  devoid  of  meaning .  Therefore ,  i t  becomes essent ia l  to examine  

how Genshin Impact  constructs  i t s  nar rat ive  through space ,  and how the  act  of  

explorat ion i t se l f  becomes a  s toryte l l i ng mechanism.  
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When opening Nat lan’s  map,  one can observe that  the region presents  a  

direc t iona l ,  be l t - l ike  fo rmat ion,  composed o f  severa l  major spat ia l  nodes .  From a 

player ’ s  perspect ive ,  t ravers ing these nodes  through se l f -di rec ted exp lorat ion 

a l lows for an intu i t ive  g rasp of  the under ly ing nar rat ive  thread — a progress ion not  

so le ly  to ld by d ia logue or quests ,  but  embedded in the spat ia l  rhythm i tse l f .  

By inhab i t ing the ro le  o f  the p layer ,  one perce ives  that  Nat lan’s  geography subt l y  

orchest rates  na r rat ive  tens ion :  each zone ,  landmark ,  and t rans i t ion  po int  funct ions  

as  a  nar rat ive  t r igger ,  shaping both pac ing and emot iona l  resonance .  Thus ,  ins tead 

of  focus ing on per iphera l  lore  or p lo t  deta i l s ,  the  fo l lowing ana lys is  cente rs  on the 

re la t ionship between spa t ia l  s t ructure  and s toryte l l ing exper ience — that  i s ,  how 

space i t se l f  na rra tes ,  guides ,  and t rans forms meaning through movement .  

 

 

F i g u r e 4 4 .  S p a t i a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  m a p  o f  N a t l a n  

 

2.4 .1  Initiation 

As fore ign t rave le rs  cross ing the desert  border of  Sumeru — the prev ious  na t ion —

Natlan’s  spat ia l  s i lhouet te  gradual ly  unfolds  be fore  our eyes .  A d is tant  oas is  

gleams l ike  a  s t roke of  co lor aga ins t  the ochre  landscape ,  whi le  tower ing peaks  on 

both  s ides  f rame  a  na tura l  cor r idor .  The te r ra in s teadi ly  descends  as  we advance ,  

and wi thout  rea l iz ing i t ,  the  path gent ly  guides  us  deeper into the heart  of  the 

land .  This  d i rec t iona l  and l inear spat ia l  organizat ion e f fect ive ly  d isso lves  any sense 

of  d isor ientat ion  upon  ent ry ,  leading the  playe r a long an intended yet  seamless 

route .  As  the te rra in nar rows ,  an  ar t i f i c ia l ly  carved cave ent rance appears  between 

the c l i f f s— a da rk void sharply  cont ras t ing wi th the natura l  sur roundings .  This  

marks  the  f i rs t  man-made spat ia l  node in the ent i re  exper ience ,  symbol i z ing both 

the formal  c ross ing into  Nat lan and the nar rat i ve  t rans i t ion f rom wi lde rness  to 

c iv i l i zat ion .  
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Upon enter ing the cave ,  p layers  encounte r the Ch i ldren o f  Echoes — the f i r s t  t r ibe 

and ,  s imul taneous ly ,  the i r  f i rs t  contact  w i th Nat lan’s  c iv i l i zat ion.  Through these 

inhabi tants ’  da i ly  act iv i t ies ,  the  p laye r ga ins  a  f i rs thand unders tanding of  the 

region’s  cu l tu re  and soc ia l  order :  the i r  methods of  labor ,  fo rms of  soc ia l  gather ing ,  

and ways  o f  adapt ing to the env i ronment  are  a l l  conveyed through spat ia l  

observat ion.  The set t lement  i s  compact  and she l tered ,  serv ing as  a  micro -sca le 

explorat ion node where p layer s  can move f ree ly ,  observe ,  and inte ract  w i th the  

v i l lagers  to p iece together an image of  Nat lan’s  soc ie ty .  

The des ign of  the space exhib i ts  a  natura l  sense of  guidance — i t s  c i rculat ion  

patterns ,  s ight l ines ,  and a l te rnat ing open -c losed segments  shape  both 

di rec t iona l i ty  and rhythm, enhancing immers ion .  In th is  sense ,  the node fu l f i l l s  a  

dua l  funct ion :  nar rat i ve l y ,  i t  int roduces  Nat lan through the ordina ry l ives  of  i t s  

people ;  spat ia l ly ,  i t  prov ides  a  sa fe  yet  engaging envi ronment  fo r f ree  explorat ion .  

Together ,  these e lements  es tabl i sh the foundat ion  for the p layer ’ s  emot iona l  and 

exper ient ia l  connect ion to the wo rld be fore  ventur ing into the broader expanse  

that  l ies  ahead .  

 

  

F i g u r e 4 5 .  F r o m  o u t d o o r  s e t t i n g s  t o  i n t e r i o r  s p a c e s  

 

2.4 .2  Development  

After complet ing the quest  w i th in the Chi ld ren of  Echoes ’  set t lement ,  we ascend 

a gent l y  s loping path  leading toward the upper reaches  of  the Tequemecan Va l ley .  

The gradual  e levat ion  sh i f t  o f fe rs  the p laye r the i r  f i rs t  panoramic  pe rspect ive  of  

the ent i re  region.  F rom th is  he ight ,  the  va l ley ’ s  w inding contours  natura l l y  sugges t  

a forward di rect ion ,  whi le  the d is tant  s i l houette  of  the Great  Vo lcano o f  Tol lan  

anchors  the  hor i zon ,  h in t ing  at  an  u l t imate  dest inat ion s t i l l  beyond reach.  Th is  

v i sua l  a l ignment  subt l y  es tabl i shes  na r rat ive  tens ion and ant ic ipat ion ,  guid ing the  

player ’ s  cur ios i t y  toward a  d is tant  goa l  that  remains  shrouded in myste ry .  

The Tequemecan Va l ley s tands  in sharp cont ras t  to the l i near corr idor t raversed 

ear l ie r .  Where the prev ious  sect ion re l ied  on narrow te rra in to channel  p laye r 

movement ,  th is  new env i ronment  suddenly expands ,  revea l ing a  broad canyon -
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shaped node— a rectangular  expanse wide enough to support  mul t ip le  nav igable  

routes .  This  t rans i t ion f rom constra ined l inear i t y  to open explorat ion marks  a  key 

nar rat ive  shi f t :  the  p laye r  moves  f rom pass ive  progress ion to act ive  d iscovery .  The 

va l ley ’ s  vert i ca l  d i v i s ion between mounta intop and canyon f loor furthe r enr i ches  

spat ia l  exper ience .  Be low , dense vegetat ion and towering baobab - l i ke  t rees  create  

layers  o f  v i sua l  depth,  emphas i z ing the va l ley ’ s  habi table  and explorable  qua l i t y .  

For the more adventurous ,  the s teep c l i f f s  inv i te  a  cha l lenge of  s tamina -based 

c l imbing .  Those who sca le  the he ights  may  encounte r the Wizt lan (Hanging 

Woodfolk )  ahead of  schedule — an opt iona l  but  reward ing na r rat ive  detour  that  

revea ls  f ragments  of  the i r  c ul ture  be fore  the main s tory l ine  fo rmal l y  int roduces  

them. Nonethe less ,  the  des ign in tent  c lea r ly  pr ior i t i zes  the va l ley f loor as  the 

dominant  exper ient ia l  zone .  I t s  v i sua l  dens i ty ,  ecologica l  d ive rs i ty ,  and mult ip le  

t rave rsa l  routes  encourage prolonged en gagement ,  making i t  both a  nar rat i ve  and 

spat ia l  cente rpiece wi th in the ea r ly  s tages  o f  the Nat lan journey .  

 

  

F i g u r e 4 6 .  U s i n g  t h e  v o l c a n o  a s  a  l a n d m a r k  a n d  e m p l o y i n g  c a n y o n  f i s s u r e s  t o  g e n e r a t e  d i r e c t i o n a l  c u e s ,  

t h e  d e s i g n  d r a w s  p l a y e r s  t o  m o v e  s p o n t a n e o u s l y  t o w a r d  c o n t e n t - r i c h  a r e a s .  

 

2.4 .3  Transition  

As we cont inue forward a long the canyon f loor ,  the  path ahead narrows ,  

momenta r i ly  obstruc ted  by a  mass ive  boulder .  The p laye r ’ s  f ie ld o f  v i s ion 

compresses ,  and movement  becomes caut ious .  Yet  the very next  moment — upon 

turning the corner— the  landscape sudde nly expands  into a  vas t ,  b reathtaking  

arena :  the Bas in of  Unnumbered F lames ,  the cent ra l  node of  Nat lan.  I n  s tark 

cont ras t  to the va l ley ’ s  l inear ter ra in ,  th is  space mani fes ts  as  a  geometr ica l l y  

def ined c i rc le ,  w i th c lea r  boundar ies  and a  powerful  centra l  focus .  Approaching 

v ia  a  sp i ra l ing suspens ion br idge ,  the p layer moves  a long the per iphery before 

enter ing  the heart  o f  the arena .  This  gradua l ,  centr ipeta l  movement  i s  deeply  

r i tua l i s t ic— t rans forming the act  of  wa lk ing in to a  process  of  psychologica l  

convergence f rom exp lorat ion to reve rence .  
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F i g u r e 4 7 .  T h e  p u b l i c  s p a c e  s e r v e s  a s  t h e  m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  v a n t a g e  p o i n t  f o r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  r e g i o n ’ s  

c u r r e n t  c o n d i t i o n .  W i t h i n  t h i s  s p a c e ,  p l a y e r s  c a n  o b s e r v e  e v e r y d a y  l i f e ,  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  r o u t i n e  r i t u a l s ,  

a n d  p e r c e i v e  t h e  c r i s e s  f a c e d  b y  t h e  v a r i o u s  t r i b e s .  

 

The c i rcula r  arena na tura l ly  commands at tent ion.  I t s  form gathers  v is ion ,  sound ,  

and movement  toward  the center ,  making i t  an idea l  s tage for narrat ive  

culminat ion .  In open-world des ign ,  such “convergent  spaces”  o f ten serve  as  the 

locus  of  dramat ic  reve la t ion— and here ,  i t  i s  where  the  p laye r f i rs t  encounte rs  

Nat lan’s  de i t y .  Through this  spat ia l  encounte r ,  the  nar rat i ve  communicates  a  

cr i t i ca l  t ruth about  Nat lan’s  soc iopol i t ica l  s t ructure :  the  god is  not  an immorta l  

sovere ign but  a  leader chosen through r i tu a l  combat .  This  reve lat ion i s  not  mere ly  

de l ivered by d ia logue but  embodied through space — the a rena i t se l f ,  as  a  symbol  

of  equa l i ty ,  t r ia l ,  and col l ect ive  wi l l .  

Soon af te r ,  a  new tens ion emerges :  the  nat ion faces  externa l  invas ion.  The funct ion  

of  the arena t rans forms f rom a ce remonia l  sanctum into a  space of  mobi l i zat ion .  

Around th is  cent ra l  node ,  p laye rs  are  sent  outward to ra l l y  the s ix  t r ibes ,  turning  

the prev ious l y  centr ipeta l  s t ructure  in to a  radiant  network of  miss ions .  The  arena  

thus  becomes the na rra t ive  p ivot  f rom which  the world unfolds  in  mul t ip le  

d i rec t ions .  Rathe r than be ing conf ined to l i near progress ion ,  the p laye r now 

engages  in mul t i -d i rec t iona l  explorat ion ,  o rganica l ly  unlocking diverse  regions ,  
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inte ract ing wi th new t r ibes ,  and const ruct ing an inc reas ing ly  complex web of  soc ia l  

and spat ia l  connect ions .  

When the invaders  f ina l l y  re turn to the Bas in of  Unnumbered F lames ,  the  arena 

once aga in fu l f i l l s  i t s  centr ipeta l  dest iny :  i t  ga thers  a l l  nar rat i ve  threads  and 

characte rs  into one grand convergence .  The s ix  t r ibes  assemble ,  and the c i rcula r  

geomet ry ampl i f ies  the sense of  co l lect ive  uni ty  and emot iona l  intens i ty .  The  

“cente r–rad iat ion”  s t ructure  here  i s  more than aesthet ic  compos i t ion — i t  becomes 

a  mechanism of  na r rat i ve  orchest rat ion ,  synchroniz ing emot ion,  act ion ,  and 

meaning wi th in spat ia l  order .  

Af ter  the c l imact i c  bat t le ,  the  surrounding t r iba l  l ands  open ful l y  fo r  explorat ion ,  

s igni fy ing the t rans i t ion f rom l inear guidance to regiona l  openness .  The arena ,  

once a  s i te  of  ceremony and conf l ic t ,  now s tands  as  the ax ia l  heart  of  Nat lan’s  

world— a spat ia l  anchor  ba lanc ing focus  and di spers ion.  Through this  des ign ,  

Genshin Impact  demonstrates  how archi tecture  and geography can act  not  mere ly  

as  set t ings ,  but  as  s t ruc tura l  agents  o f  s tory te l l i ng ,  shaping nar rat i ve  rhythm,  

d i rec t ing movement ,  and binding world and player into a  coherent  exper ient ia l  

whole .  

 

   

F i g u r e 4 8 .  T h e  q u e s t  s y s t e m  p r o m p t s  t h e  p l a y e r  t o  v i s i t  e a c h  o f  t h e  t r i b e s .  T h e  o r d e r  o f  v i s i t a t i o n  i s  l e f t  

t o  t h e  p l a y e r ’ s  d i s c r e t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  s t o r y l i n e  a d j u s t s  s u b t l y  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  s e q u e n c e  i n  w h i c h  t h e s e  

e n c o u n t e r s  o c c u r .  

 

2.4 .4   Resolution 

From a nar rat ive  s tandpoint ,  the  preceding three phases  might  seem to encompass  

the ent i re ty  of  Nat lan’s  main s tory l ine .  Yet  when we reca l l  tha t  f i rs t  moment —

s tanding at  the border and gazing toward the dis tant  vol cano — we rea l i ze  that  th is  

landmark ,  though ever-present  in the v isua l  f ie ld ,  has  not  yet  been integrated into  

the nar rat i ve  f low .  I t s  pers is tent  absence wi th in  presence awakens  the p layer ’ s  

cur ios i t y ,  p rompt ing a  des i re  fo r further explora t ion .  Thus ,  depart ing f rom the  

Bas in of  Unnumbered F lames ,  we fo l low the ter ra in toward the volcano ,  beginning 

an extens ion of  the main nar rat i ve — a voluntary  journey tha t  l ies  beyond the  

presc r ibed s tory l ine .  
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At the  volcano’s  foothi l l s ,  we a rr i ve  at  the set t l ement  of  the Te te locan,  a  t r ibe  

whose remote geography  spared them f rom the turmoi l  of  war .  Though the player  

may have encountered a  few of  the i r  warr io rs  dur ing ea r l ie r  events ,  th is  i s  the  f i rs t  

t ime we t rul y  enter the i r  homeland .  Through conversat ion and r i tua l ,  we learn that  

the volcano is  not  mere ly  a  geographica l  summit  but  a  repos i tory o f  ancestra l  

memory ,  a  monument  in which Nat lan’s  h is tory  i s  sedimented .  Guided by the 

t r ibe ’s  e lde rs ,  we begin our as cent  toward th is  symbol i c  he ight .  

The volcano’s  spat ia l  compos i t ion cont ras ts  sha rply  w i th prev ious  regions .  Here ,  

the path assumes a  spi ra l ing ,  cent r ipeta l  s t ructure ,  i t s  geomet ry t ight l y  

const ra ined ,  of fer ing a lmost  no branching choices .  The playe r ’ s  movement  i s  

rhythmica l ly  synchronized  with the mounta in ’s  form — each turn ,  each inc l ine  

choreographed to susta in  tens ion .  Per iodic  erupt ions ,  fa l l i ng rocks ,  and scat ter ing  

creatures  int roduce dynamic res is tance ,  t rans forming the c l imb in to a  v iscera l  

performance of  endurance .  This  des ign,  a f te r  the openness  of  the canyon–arena–

t r iba l  sequence ,  represents  a  de l ibe rate  reconvergence of  space — a  compress ion 

of  f reedom into focus .  

Upon reaching the summi t ,  the  nar rat i ve  once aga in shi f ts — th is  t ime inward  rathe r  

than upward .  With the he lp of  the skyborne drakes ,  the  p layer descends  into the 

volcano’s  core ,  d iscover ing a  h idden inner world .  F loat ing i s lands  enc i rc le  a  molten 

cente r ,  forming a  three-dimens iona l  r ing- l ike  sys tem. Unl i ke  the natura l  or  t r iba l  

spaces  of  ear l ie r  zones ,  th is  inte r io r  rea lm merges  anc ient  techno logy and mythic  

ru in ,  revea l ing a  deeper  layer of  Nat lan’s  c iv i l i zat ion .  Through explorat ion ,  we 

uncover that  th is  l and was  once home to an  anc ient  l i zard - l ike  race— masters  of  

energy and meta l lu rgy — upon whose remnants  the cur rent  nat ions  were  bui l t .  

S t ructura l l y ,  the  volcano serves  a  dua l  narrat i ve  funct ion :  as  an epi logue  to the 

cent ra l  s tory l ine  and as  a  cosmologica l  expans ion o f  the world .  I t  no longer prope ls  

immediate  conf l ic t  but  ins tead enr iches  the mythos  through spat ia l  symbol i sm and 

cul tura l  laye r ing .  I t s  l i near ascent  and enc losed ruin cont ras t  the open -wor ld f low ,  

turning  the c l imb and descent  into  metaphors  fo r h is tor ica l  excavat ion and 

spi r i tua l  descent .  As  a  “h idden zone ,”  the vo lcano embodies  intent iona l  spat ia l  

absence— a gap des igned to igni te  cur ios i ty .  The reward for th is  cur ios i ty  i s  

knowledge :  the reve lat ion of  deep t ime ,  cont inui ty ,  and cul tura l  inher i tance .  In 

doing so ,  the vol cano not  only  ex tends  the s tory ’ s  tempora l  and spat ia l  depth but  

a lso pays  homage to i t s  rea l -world inspi rat ions— the laye red c iv i l i za t ions  of  pre -

Columbian Lat in America .  Through this  f ina l  convergence of  geography ,  na r rat ive ,  

and myth ,  Nat lan’s  spat ia l  na rrat ive  at ta ins  i t s  fu l l  c losure :  the world  becomes 

whole ,  and i ts  s i lence f ina l ly  speaks .  
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F i g u r e 4 9 .  T h e  i m a g e  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  p l a y e r ’ s  p r o g r e s s i o n  f r o m  c l i m b i n g  a t  t h e  b a s e  o f  t h e  v o l c a n o  t o  

a s c e n d i n g  i n t o  t h e  a i r ,  u l t i m a t e l y  r e a c h i n g  a  v a n t a g e  p o i n t  f r o m  w h i c h  t h e  v o l c a n i c  c r a t e r  c a n  b e  v i e w e d  

f r o m  a b o v e . .  

2.5 Summary 

Through the preceding ana lys is ,  i t  becomes ev ident  that  Nat lan’s  exper ient ia l  

s t ructure  in Genshin Impact  i s  composed of  two inter locking spat ia l  logics :  l inea r  

space and open space .  The l inea r segments  employ s t rong guidance mechanisms 

to ensure  that  p laye rs  inev i tably  encounter  key  narrat ive  events ,  mainta in ing the  

rhythm and coherence of  the overa rching s tory .  I n cont ras t ,  the  open zones  

operate  pr imar i l y  on the leve l  of  gameplay ,  g rant ing playe rs  the f reedom of  

autonomous explorat ion .  Within these areas ,  f ragmented miss ions ,  env i ronmenta l  

deta i l s ,  and symbol ic  cues  col lect ive ly  enr i ch the unders tanding of  Nat lan’s  cul ture  

and worldv iew beyond the main na r rat ive .  The inte rdependence between these two 

spat ia l  sys tems— one di rect ive ,  the  other generat ive — embodies  the quintes sent ia l  

tens ion of  open-world s toryte l l i ng :  p reserv ing nar rat ive  order wi th in exploratory  

uncerta inty .  

I f  we were to v isua l ize  Nat lan’s  spat ia l  organizat ion ,  i t  would resemble  a  “s t r ing 

of  pear ls . ”  Each “pear l ”  represents  a  key spat ia l  node ,  ca r ry ing dis t inct  na r rat ive  

weight .  Some funct ion as  int roductory gateways ,  acqua int ing playe rs  w i th the  

geography and cul tura l  context  o f  the nat ion ;  o thers  se rve  as  c l imact ic  s tages ,  

advancing the cent ra l  s tory l ine  through major events ;  s t i l l  othe rs  act  as  h idden or 

per iphera l  zones ,  reward ing cur ios i t y  w i th sec rets  and supplementa l  lore .  On the  

des ign leve l ,  the  deve lopers  connect  these nodes  through a  main na r rat i ve  ax is ,  

sequenc ing them according to a  ca l ibra ted rhythm that  ensures  p layers  encounter  

cr i t i ca l  s tory moments  in an intent iona l  order .  Thus ,  movement  through space 
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becomes a  form of  na r rat ive  progress ion ,  where  t raversa l  i t se l f  const i tutes  

s toryte l l ing .  

However ,  when we shi f t  focus  f rom the macrost ruc ture  to the mic rost ructure ,  each 

“pear l ”  revea ls  i t s  own nonl inea r inter io r  complex i t y .  Rathe r than be ing composed 

of a  s ingle  d i rec ted path,  eve ry node houses  a  web of  inte rsect ing routes  and 

mic ro-env i ronments .  These a l low players  to nav igate  accord ing to persona l  

prefe rence— choos ing s ide quests ,  inte rpret ing env i ronmenta l  c lues ,  and 

assembl ing f ragments  of  nar rat ive  into a  persona l i zed s tory mosa ic .  In th is  sense ,  

each node operates  l ike  a  “ theme -park module” ,  embedding wi th in i t s  boundar ies  

a mic rocosm of  open-wor ld des ign :  mul t ip le  pa thways ,  layered spat ia l  s to ryte l l ing ,  

and an abundance of  env i ronmenta l  inte ract i v i ty .  P laye rs  a re  thus  l ibera ted f rom 

be ing pass ive  rec ip ients  of  a  f i xed na rra t ive .  Ins tead,  through play i t se l f ,  they  

const ruct  the i r  own exper ient ia l  nar rat ive  logic ,  turning explorat ion into 

authorship .  

Ul t imate ly ,  th is  hybr id model — where l inea r s tory te l l ing coex is ts  w i th networked 

f reedom— demonst rates  Genshin Impact ’ s  sophis t icated spat ia l  na rrat i ve  des ign .  

By orchest rat ing macrol inear cont inui ty  and micro loca l  openness ,  the  game 

enables  both des igned s t oryte l l i ng and emergent  d iscovery to coex is t ,  c ra f t ing a  

l iv ing world where space i s  not  mere ly  the s tage o f  the s tory ,  but  i t s  ve ry syntax .  

 

 

F i g u r e 5 0 .  T h e  f i g u r e  s i m u l a t e s  t h e  p l a y e r ’ s  p r o g r e s s i o n  a l o n g  t h e  m a i n  n a r r a t i v e  l i n e  a n d  i t s  k e y  p l o t  

n o d e s .  F r o m  a  m a c r o  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e  o v e r a l l  n a r r a t i v e  p a t h  e x h i b i t s  a  c l e a r  s e n s e  o f  d i r e c t i o n ;  

h o w e v e r ,  o n  a  m i c r o  l e v e l ,  p l a y e r s ’  e x p l o r a t i o n  a t  m a j o r  n a r r a t i v e  n o d e s  o f t e n  d i s p l a y s  a  d e g r e e  o f  

r a n d o m n e s s  a n d  d i s o r d e r .  
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Viewed as  a  whole ,  Nat lan’s  map can be unders tood as  a  hybr id na r rat ive  construct ,  

synthes iz ing two dominant  models  of  spat ia l  s to ryte l l ing :  the “s t r ing -of-pear ls ”  

s t ructure  and the “ theme-park”  model .  The former ensures  the percept ib i l i ty  of  

the main s tory l ine  and the s tabi l i ty  of  na rrat ive  rhythm, whi le  the la t ter  enr i ches  

the p laye r ’ s  subjec t ive  exper ience through f ragmented ,  non l inea r explorat ion .  

Thei r  inte rplay a l lows the  world to mainta in na r rat ive  coherence and formal  order  

on the macro sca le ,  whi l e  s imul taneous ly  preserv ing f reedom, cont ingency,  and 

player authorship on the mic ro sca le .  

More important l y ,  th is  mode  of  spat ia l  s toryte l l ing i s  not  a  mere  fo rmal  

juxtapos i t ion but  a  re f lect ion o f  the contempora ry open -world des igner ’ s  

phi losophica l  negot ia t ion between na r rat ive  cont ro l  and playe r agency .  Through 

de l ibera te  spat ia l  o rganizat ion  and route  des ign ,  the deve lopers  const ruct  an 

impl ic i t  nar rat ive  grammar— one that  subt ly  gu ides  the p layer  beneath the sur face 

of f reedom. Yet  w i th in th i s  f ramework ,  the p laye r ’ s  choices ,  rhythms ,  and moment -

to-moment inte ract ions  in ject  indiv idua l i t y  and  emot iona l  resonance into the s tory . 

The resul t  i s  a  co-authored nar rat ive ,  one in which meaning a r i ses  not  so le ly  f rom 

scr ipted dia logue or textua l  expos i t ion ,  but  f rom the dynamic interact ion between 

spat ia l  fo rm and exper ient ia l  tempo.  

From a broader perspect i ve ,  Nat lan’s  spat ia l -narrat ive  sys tem exempl i f ies  a  wider 

t ra jectory in v i r tua l  wor ld des ign :  the search for ba lance between openness  and 

s t ructure ,  between order  and improvisat ion.  This  logic — of “s t ructured guidance”  

coex is t ing wi th “perceptua l  f reedom”— does  not  mere ly  def ine  the rhythm of  p lay ;  

i t  a l so of fe rs  a  metaphorica l  f ramework fo r rea l -world spat ia l  des ign.  Jus t  as  

Nat lan inv i tes  f reedom w ithin order ,  so too might  urban spaces  aspi re  to create  

env i ronments  where p lanned s t ru cture  and persona l  exper ience coex is t — where 

the c i ty ,  l i ke  a  we l l -des igned v i r tua l  wor ld ,  becomes a  narrat ive  f ie ld o f  potent ia l ,  

capable  of  accommodat ing both col lect ive  coherence and indiv idua l  s toryte l l ing .  
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CHAPTER 3: From Playable Worlds to Urban 

Rationalities 

 

The preceding chapte rs  focused on the inte rna l  wor ld -bui ld ing logic  of  v ideo 

games ,  examining how they const ruct  inhabi table  v i r tua l  env i ronments  through 

narrat ive  and spat ia l  des ign .  F rom narrat i ve  s t ruc ture  to cul tura l  symbol ism, the  

ana lys is  o f  Nat lan i n Genshin Impact  revea ls  what  might  be ca l led  the spat ia l  

organizat iona l  power of  games :  they not  only  shape v is ib le  landscapes  but  a lso  

es tabl i sh exper ient ia l  o rders  through inte ract ion and rules .  As  v ideo games evolve  

f rom enterta inment  media  into comple x laborator ies  of  spat ia l  exper imenta t ion ,  a  

new poss ib i l i ty  emerges — games a re  no longer mere re f lec t ions  of  rea l i ty ,  but  

conceptua l  dev i ces  capable  of  re imagining the c i ty  and reconf igur ing our  

unders tanding of  space i t se l f .  

This  chapter there fore  shi f ts  focus  f rom the v i r tua l  wor ld to the rea l  c i ty ,  

address ing the centra l  quest ion of  th is  thes is :  When v i r tua l  space acqui res  the 

capac i ty  to  na r rate ,  s t ruc ture ,  and generate ,  what  can i t  teach us  about  rea l -world  

urban des ign? This  quest ion s igna ls  a  methodo logica l  turn — f rom observ ing games  

to th inking through games .  By ana lyz ing the spat ia l  logic  and operat ive  

mechanisms o f  game worlds ,  we can ga in new ins ights  into the form, order ,  and 

f reedom that  def ine  urban exper ience .  

From the discuss ions  above ,  th ree interconnected concepts  can be extracted as  

points  o f  d ia logue between game space and urban ism:  soc ia l  s imulat ion,  na r rat ive  

c i ty ,  and par t ic ipa tory p lanning .  These a re  not  i so la ted themes but  ra the r  s tages  

wi th in a  conceptua l  cont inuum— f rom representat ion to na r rat ion ,  and f ina l ly ,  to 

genera t ion.  Together ,  they revea l  how v ideo game spaces  can inspi re  a  rethinking  

of  the urban :  not  as  a  s tat ic  ar t i fact ,  but  as  a  dynamic medium of  co l lect ive  

imaginat ion and l ived s toryte l l i ng .  With in the f ramework of  the v i r tua l  wor ld ,  the  

c i ty  reemerges  not  mere ly  as  something bui l t ,  but  as  something cont inuous ly  to ld ,  

exper ienced ,  and generated— a l iv ing process  of  co-creat ion between s t ructure  

and play .  

 

3.1 Simulated City : The Social Model within Virtual Worlds  

As demonst rated by Nat lan in Genshin Impact ,  i t s  model  of  “s ix  co -governing  

t r ibes”  i s  not  mere ly  a  f ic t iona l  pol i t i ca l  a r rangement ,  but  a  spat ia l –soc ia l  coupl ing 

s t ructure  wi th s igni f icant  rea l -wor ld impl ica t ions .  Rathe r than re l y ing on a  s ingle  

cente r or  uni f ied ins t i tu t iona l  f ramework  to susta in coex is tence among diverse  

groups ,  th is  s t ructure  operates  through the coord inat ion of  geographic ,  funct iona l ,  

and r i tua l  nodes ,  fo rming a  loose ly  coupled  yet  remarkably  res i l ient  sys tem.  I t  
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suggests  that  a  po lycent r ic  urban s t ruc ture  should  not  be unders tood as  a  s imple  

aggregat ion of  hete rogeneous  funct ions ,  but  as  an organizat iona l  logic  capable  

of  mainta in ing coherence  wi th in d i f ference .  

In  th is  sense ,  the idea of  “ funct iona l  t r ibes”  art icula tes  an a l ternat ive  fo rm of  urban 

di f fe rent ia t ion that  i s  no  longer grounded in adminis t rat ive  boundar ies  or e thnic  

ident i t ies ,  but  in the l ived tempora l i t ies  and prac t ices  of  spec i f ic  g roups .  Urban 

soc ia l  uni ts  should be ident i f ied through l i fes ty le  pat terns ,  age pro f i les ,  work  

rhythms ,  and da i ly  needs — fami l ies ,  s tudents ,  a rt i s ts ,  sen iors ,  n ight -shi f t  

workers— each o f  whom occupies  the c i t y  according to d is t inc t  sequences  of  t ime  

and space .  These di f fere nces  demand spat ia l  express ions  wi th  c lea r ident i t i es  and 

degrees  of  autonomy. Ra ther than forc ing a l l  groups  into s tandardized solut ions ,  

c i t ies  should cul t ivate  d i vers i f ied env i ronments  that  a l low each mode of  l i fe  to  

f ind i t s  appropr ia te  a rchi tectura l  a nd inf ras t ructura l  support .  This  cor responds ,  in  

pract ica l  te rms ,  to  p lanning for “ funct iona l  t r ibes” :  des igning ne ighbourhoods or  

neighbourhood uni ts  whose phys ica l  form, publ ic  fac i l i t ies ,  and serv ices  expl ic i t ly  

respond to the needs  and rhythms o f  the i r  pa rt i cular  populat ions .  

Yet  the protect ion o f  d i f ference does  not  negate  the necess i ty  of  sha red publ ic  

l i fe .  Nat lan’s  spat ia l  logic  revea ls  that  a longs ide autonomous per iphera l  te rr i tor ies ,  

a mult i funct iona l  and symbol i ca l ly  charged common center i s  essent ia l — a place  

where pe r iodic  gather ings ,  r i tua ls ,  markets ,  and publ ic  de l ibe rat ion  shape 

col lect i ve  exper ience .  Thi s  “urban center”  i s  not  an adminis t rat i ve  town ha l l  but  a  

c iv ic  s tage ,  capab le  o f  fac i l i ta t ing encounter ,  negot ia t ion ,  and symbol i c  

integrat ion .  Within such s t ructure d publ ic  set t ings ,  d i f fe rent  funct iona l  t r ibes  

reta in the i r  spec i f ic i t y  whi le  deve loping mutua l  recogni t ion.  This  model  of  

“per iphera l  autonomy wi th an integrat ing cent re”  prov ides  a  spat ia l  governance  

s t rategy for hete rogeneous  contemporary c i t ies :  ne ighb ourhoods or d is t r i c t  uni ts  

may deve lop s t rong ident i t ies  and spec ia l i zed fac i l i t ies ,  yet  remain phys ica l ly  and 

funct iona l l y  connected to a  h igher- leve l  c iv ic  core  that  anchors  c i t y -wide 

inte ract ion .  

This  pr inc ip le  a lso of fe rs  c lear opera t iona l  pathways  for contempora ry p lanning .  

Per iphera l  ne ighbourhoods may be equipped wi th d i f ferent ia ted publ i c  spaces —

community  gardens ,  p laygrounds ,  loca l  markets ,  sports  areas — each ta i lored to 

the needs  and ident i t i es  of  the i r  respect ive  groups ,  whi le  a  major cent ra l  park or 

c iv ic  p laza hosts  fes t iva l s ,  la rge -sca le  markets ,  and col lect ive  dec is ion -making 

events .  Such a  dua l  s t ructure  ensures  that  groups  mainta in eve ryday autonomy 

whi le  pe r iod ica l ly  ente r ing sha red c i v ic  l i fe ,  tu rning mult icul tura l  integrat ion in to 

a  gradual ,  sus ta inable  process  rather than a  superf i c ia l  e f fect  of  forced 

cohabi tat ion .  Through this  spat ia l  and ins t i tu t iona l  choreography ,  d i vers i ty  

becomes a  generat ive  force ,  and the c i t y  acqui res  a  poly cent r ic  coherence  

grounded in both di f ference and sha red be longing.  
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3.2 Narrating the City: The Experiential Narrativity of Game Space  

Through the spat ia l -narrat ive  ana lys is  of  Gensh in Impact ’ s  Nat lan ,  i t  becomes 

c lear that  i t s  spat ia l  o rganizat ion serves  not  only  gameplay  mechanics  but  a lso a  

deeply nar rat i ve  funct ion.  Ter ra in ,  pathways ,  nodes ,  and symbol ic  sys tems are  

orchest rated as  la ye rs  of  s toryte l l ing :  the landscape acts  as  grammar,  routes  as  

syntax ,  and cul tura l  s igns  as semant ics .  Together  they const ruct  a  mul t i - l ayered 

nar rat ive  logic  of  space .  From this  f ramework ,  four des ign pr inc ip les  emerge as  

potent ia l  inspi rat ions  fo r  enhan cing the na r rat iv i ty  of  rea l  urban envi ronments :  

env i ronmenta l  s toryte l l ing through te r ra in ,  path -based nar rat ion ,  nar rat i ve  nodes  

and landmarks ,  and the express ion of  cul tura l  symbols .  These dimens ions  

col lect i ve ly  form a methodologica l  s t ructure  for the nar rat ive  c i ty .  

3.2 .1  The Narrat ive of  Terrain  

In  Nat lan,  the ter ra in i s  not  a  pass ive  backdrop but  the grammat ica l  foundat ion of  

the world ’s  na r rat ive .  The  volcano’s  vert ica l  tens ion,  the f ractures  of  rock ,  and the  

movement of  lava  together compose a  topograph ic  drama . As  p laye rs  c l imb and 

descend ,  they exper ience emot iona l  t rans i t ions — between power and f ragi l i ty ,  

exposure  and she l te r— embedding meaning di rec t ly  in to geography .  

Rea l  c i t ies  demonst rate  the same pr inc ip le :  topography i t se l f  i s  a  pr imal  na r rat ive  

medium. F rom S iena ’s  concave urban form tha t  gathe rs  l i fe  a round i ts  s loping 

piazza ,  to the laye red rhy thms o f  Chongqing or Hong Kong where e levat ion def ines  

soc ia l  and v isua l  tempo,  ter ra in shapes  both exper ience and ident i ty .  I f  u rban 

des ign can t reat  topography not  as  an obstac le  to f la t ten ,  but  as  a  s t ructura l  

s toryte l le r ,  the  c i ty  ga ins  na rrat ive  depth — i t s  fo rm becomes a  record o f  t ime and 

memory .  

This  i s  not  romant ic i z ing  nature ,  but  a  des ign s t rategy :  th rough he ight  va r ia t ion ,  

spat ia l  layer ing ,  and the  sequencing of  ascents  and descents ,  des igners  a l low 

inhabi tants  to sense the i r  re la t ionship wi th the env i ronment .  The Os lo Opera 

House ,  which s l ide s  seamless ly  into the f jo rd ,  demonst rates  how a bui ld ing can 

guide the body f rom so l id ground to  re f lect ive  water — turning  movement  into  

nar rat ive  t rans i t ion .  The urban sur face ,  l i ke  l anguage ,  can be fo lded and 

modulated so that  te rra in becomes a  car r ie r  of  emot ion and cu l ture .  In th is  sense 

we could th ink about  a  theory o f  so i l .  Not  only  explo i t  the  ex is t ing topography  

(h i l l s ,  s lopes ,  waterways )  as  a  pr imary na rrat ive  e lement ,  but  explore  i t s  ecologica l  

and conf l ic t ing poss ib i l i t i es ,  such as  how to negot ia te  wi th the so i l .  
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3.2 .2  The Narrat ive of  Pathways  

In  rea l  c i t ies ,  th is  logic  resonates  profound ly wi th Miche l  de Certeau’s  assert ion  

that  wa lk ing i s  a  fo rm of  wr i t ing .  In The Pract i ce  of  Everyday L i fe ,  De Certeau draws 

a  cr i t i ca l  d is t inc t ion between the c i ty  as  imagined f rom above and the c i t y  as  l i ved 

f rom be low . The e levated,  panoramic v iew — embodied in maps ,  maste rplans ,  and 

admin is t rat ive  v is ions — produces  what  he ca l l s  s t ra tegies ,  fo rms o f  cont ro l  that  

a im to s tabi l i ze ,  c lass i fy ,  and rat iona l i ze  urban space .  This  i s  the c i ty  o f  p lanners ,  

a rchi tects ,  and  ins t i tut ions :  ordered ,  coherent ,  and abstracted into a  v isua l  tota l i ty .  

Yet  De Certeau argues  that  the t rue l i fe  of  the c i t y  unfolds  not  in th is  panoramic 

abstract ion ,  but  in the everyday pract ices  of  pedestr ians  who nav igate  i t  f rom the 

ground .  The i r  movements  const i tute  tact ics — improvised ,  s i tuated ,  and often 

res is tant  acts  that  re-appropr ia te  the p lanned c i ty .  A shortcut  taken through an 

a l ley ,  the  choice  to pause at  an unexpected v is ta ,  the  detour around a  crowded 

inte rsect ion,  even the  pattern  o f  s t ro l l i ng wi thout  dest inat ion :  a l l  of  these are 

nar rat ive  gestures .  They  insc r ibe a l ternat ive  meanings  onto the urban fabr ic ,  

producing a  spat ia l  tex t  that  i s  laye red ,  po lyphon ic ,  and never fu l ly  conta ined by 

the of f ic ia l  map .  Thus ,  wa lk ing does  not  s imply  t rave rse  the c i ty ;  i t  authors  i t ,  

creat ing what  De Certeau ca l l s  “anthropolo gica l ,  poet ic ,  and mythic”  layers  of  

space .  

This  theoret i ca l  lens  revea ls  why path -based nar rat ion i s  so power ful  fo r  urban 

des ign .  I f  wa lk ing i s  a  fo rm of  wr i t ing ,  then pathways  become narra t ive  media —

s t ructures  that  choreograph how meaning unfolds  through mot ion.  Des igning a  

path i s  there fore  not  mere ly  a r rang ing c i rculat ion,  but  compos ing a  sequence of  

exper ient ia l  events .  Changes  in pav ing texture ,  the  compress ion and expans ion o f  

space ,  the modulat ion  of  l ight  and shadow, the interrupt ion o f  movement  through 

a  s ta i rcase ,  s lope ,  o r  turn— a l l  funct ion l i ke  punctuat ion marks :  commas that  s low 

the rhy thm, colons  that  prepare  a  shi f t ,  exc lamat ion points  c reated by sudden 

v is tas  or sensory cont ras ts .  

Precedents  across  g loba l  c i t ies  demonst rate  how such na rra t ive  th inking can 

t rans form everyday  mobi l i ty .  Kyoto’s  na r row mach iya  lanes  orchest rate  cont ro l led 
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s ight l ines  and s low rhythmic unfold ing,  turning each turn into an ant ic ipatory ac t .  

New York ’s  High L ine repurposes  an obsolete  ra i lway into a  l inea r promenade 

where e levat ion,  p lant ing ,  and f ramed v iews create  a  c inemat ic  sequence of  moods .  

Even the labyr i nth ine medinas  o f  Fez or Marrakech exempl i f y  De Certeau’s  not ion  

of tac t ica l  space ,  where  wander ing  becomes a  fo rm of  imagina t ive  authorship that  

constant ly  negot ia tes  between planned s t ruc ture  and l ived improvisat ion .  

Through these rhythmic and perceptua l  orchest rat ions ,  movement  becomes the 

protagonis t  of  spat ia l  exper ience .  The c i ty  i s  no longer a  s tat ic  compos i t ion to be 

v iewed,  but  a  na r rat ive  text  cont inuous ly  read ,  in terpreted ,  and rewri t ten by i t s  

wa lkers .  De Cer teau thus  t rans forms the act  o f  wa lk ing into a  c r i t i ca l  des ign 

pr inc ip le :  to des ign pathways  i s  to des ign the ve ry ways  in  which urban s tor ies  are  

produced .  

3.2 .3  The Narrat ive of  Nodes and Landmarks  

Every s tory needs  turning points ;  i n  c i t ies ,  these are  nodes  and landmarks .  I n  

Nat lan,  r i tua l  s i tes ,  set t l ements ,  and ruins  act  as  emot iona l  and v isua l  foc i — the 

loc i  where  memory condenses  and or ientat ion s tabi l i zes .  They punctua te  the  

landscape ,  t rans form ing the vas t  wor ld into an inte l l ig ib le  sequence o f  events .  

In  rea l  c i t ies ,  nodes  serve  s imi lar  na r rat ive  funct ions .  Par i s ’ s  P lace de la  Concorde 

cente rs  pol i t i ca l  symbol ism; Rome’s  Piazza Navona f rames r i tua l  theat r ica l i t y  

through i ts  ova l  enc losure ;  Ba rce lona ’s  P laça de Cata lunya inte rtwines  c iv ic  l i fe  

and pol i t i ca l  express ion .  The i r  meaning a r i ses  not  on ly  f rom geomet ry or  sca le ,  

but  f rom the  events  and memories  they host .  

Des igning landmarks  i s  thus  an act  of  cons truct ing memory punctuat ion . 

Prese rv ing t races  of  fo rmer indust r ia l  s t ruc tures  or juxtapos ing new and old  

archi tectures  a l lows t ime to be spat ia l i zed .  The c i ty  becomes not  mere ly  a  ne twork  

of  funct ions  but  a  networ k o f  memories .  By  l ink ing such na r rat ive  nodes ,  the  urban 

exper ience acqui res  rhythm and coherence — complete  wi th ant ic ipat ion ,  c l imax ,  

and echo .  

3.2 .4  The Narrat ive of  Cultural  Symbols  

I f  te r ra in ,  paths ,  and nodes  form narrat ive  s t ructure ,  cul tura l  symbols  prov ide i t s  

semant ics .  In Nat lan ,  the mot i f  o f  f i re  permeates  re l ig ion,  a rch i tecture ,  and soc ia l  

order— i t  s igni f ies  energy,  dest ruct ion ,  and rebi rth .  This  uni f ied symbol i c  sys tem 

susta ins  conceptua l  and v is ua l  coherence ac ross  the world .  

C i t ies ,  too ,  requi re  symbol ic  sys tems to t rans la te  loca l  sp i r i t  i nto spat ia l  language .  

Kyoto’s  t i led roofs  and wooden la t t ices  express  res t ra int  and r i tua l  order ;  

Barce lona ’s  curves  and co lors  evoke Medi ter ranean openness ;  Norway’s  t imber and 

s tone art icu la te  a  s tark ,  e lementa l  ident i ty .  These mater ia ls  and mot i fs  enable  

recogni t ion— they make cul ture  v is ib le .  
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Reconstruc t ing such symbol  sys tems today means  des igning mul t i - l ayered 

semant ic  networks :  f rom bui ld ing textures  and color pa let tes  to publ i c  art  and 

l ight ing language.  E f fect i ve  symbols  are  not  nosta lg ic  repet i t ions  but  extendable  

metaphors— s t ructures  of  meaning that  evolve  through re in terpretat ion.  The resul t  

i s  a  c i ty  as  an open text ,  remaining a l ive  through cont inuous  use and 

re in terpretat ion .  

 

3.3 Generative City: Toward a Truly Participatory Logic of Planning  

Having examined the representat iona l  d imens ions  of  s imulat ion and nar rat ion ,  th is  

sect ion turns  to the foundat iona l  logic  of  v ideo games — the leve l  of  ru les ,  s ys tems ,  

and inte ract ions  that  const i tute  the i r  generat i ve  s t ructure .  Here ,  the focus  shi f ts  

f rom sur face representat ion to processua l  format ion :  a  game world i s  not  bui l t  

th rough images ,  but  through the dynamic inte rp lay of  code ,  feedback,  and agency.  

Within th is  logic ,  we can begin to ask :  How does  f reedom ar ise  wi th in order?  How 

can emergence occur w i th in const ra int?  These quest ions ,  fundamenta l  to  game 

des ign ,  a lso o f fe r  a  phi losoph ica l  re f raming o f  urban planning — suggest ing that  

c i t ies ,  too ,  might  be  conce ived as  open sys tems of  cont inuous  generat ion  rather  

than f ixed products  o f  des ign .  

3.3 .1  “Real i ty does not know i tsel f ”  

To begin th is  d iscuss ion,  I  draw upon the phi losophica l  f ramework of  S lavoj  Ž ižek ,  

the S loven ian theor is t  who famous ly  asserts  that  “ rea l i ty  does  not  know i t se l f . ” (Ž

ižek ,2013)  In  Ž ižek’s  inte rpretat ion ,  rea l i t y  i s  never a  se l f -conta ined ,  t ransparent  

tota l i ty ;  ra ther ,  i t  re l ies  on the inte rvent ion of  the subjec t  to become mani fes t .  

This  idea or ig inates  f rom hi s  reading of  quantum mechanics .  

In c lass ica l  phys i cs ,  rea l i t y  was  assumed to  ex is t  independent l y  o f  obse rvat ion — a 

pre-given s tage upon which events  unfold .  Quantum theory ,  however ,  d ismant les  

th is  assumpt ion :  before  measurement ,  rea l i t y  i s  indete rminate  and probabi l i s t ic .  

For Ž i žek ,  th is  impl ies  that  the world i s  not  a  f i xed whole  awai t ing discovery ,  but  

something that  i s  re t roact ive ly  constructed through the act  of  obse rvat ion and 

inte rpretat ion .  There  i s  no “God’s -eye v iew”  of  rea l i ty ;  i t  takes  shape only through 

the interplay of  subjec ts ,  i ns t ruments ,  and symbol ic  f rameworks .  I n h is  

psychoanalyt ic  and pol i t i ca l  wr i t ings ,  Ž i žek extends  th is  argument  to ideology :  jus t  

as  quantum measurement  col lapses  potent ia l  s ta tes  into observable  outcomes ,  

ideology s t ructures  how we “measure”  and the reby const i tu te  soc ia l  rea l i ty .  

This  pe rspect ive  maps surpr is ingly  we l l  onto the logic  o f  v ideo games .  In a  game 

world ,  the  na r rat ive ,  env i ronment ,  and mechanics  do not  preex is t  as  a  complete ,  

autonomous ent i t y .  Des igners  mere ly  es tab l i sh a  ru le  set — a mat r ix  of  

poss ib i l i t ies — and i t  i s  th rough the playe r ’ s  act ions  that  the world t ru l y  “comes 

into be ing .”  In Ž ižek’s  terms ,  a  game that  emphas izes  p layer  f reedom inv i tes  
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part i c ipants  to wr i te  rea l i ty  in to ex is tence through the i r  own engagement ,  

l iberat ing them from the i l lus ion of  a  se l f-suf f ic ient  wor ld .  

From this  angle ,  quantum phi losophy and game des ign sha re  a  s t ructura l  a f f in i t y :  

both re ject  the not ion o f  prede termined tota l i t y .  The world i s  not  completed in  

advance— i t  i s  p roduced through inte ract ion ,  percept ion ,  and feedback .  Each 

dec is ion a  p laye r ma kes  col lapses  a  f ie ld of  potent ia l i t ies  into a  tangib le  spat ia l  

exper ience .  

In  Gensh in Impact ’ s  Nat lan,  th is  becomes pa rt icu lar ly  ev ident .  P layer agency —

choos ing  explorat ion  routes ,  i nte ract ing wi th env i ronmenta l  e lements ,  a l igning 

wi th d i f fe rent  t r iba l  na r rat ives — cont inuous ly  reshapes  the perce ived order and 

emot iona l  tona l i t y  of  the world .  The v i r tua l  env i ronment  thus  operates  as  a 

probabi l i s t ic  space ,  one that  conta ins  mul t ip le  poss ib le  s tor ies  ra the r than a  s ingle  

l inear  rea l i ty .  The moment o f  choice  i s  not  s imply  na r rat ive  branching;  i t  i s  

onto logica l  const ruc t ion.  

From this  s tandpoint ,  the  v ideo game can be seen as  an exper imenta l  model  of  

cont ingent  urban ism: a  sys tem where s t ructure  and spontane i ty  coex is t ,  where  the  

bui l t  env i ronment  responds dynamica l l y  to par t i c ipat ion ,  and where the c i ty ’ s  

“ rea l i ty”  i s  co-produced through the act ions  o f  i t s  inhabi tants . 。  

3.3 .2  “The Quantum Observer ”  vs .  “The Big Other ”  

In  h is  phi losophica l  reading of  quantum mechanics ,  S lavoj  Ž i žek draws an 

i l luminat ing pa ra l le l  between the “quantum observer”  and Lacan’s  “B ig Other .”  For 

Ž ižek ,  the essence of  quantum phys ics  i s  not  the d i scovery of  a  complete ,  ob ject ive  

rea l i ty  but  the exposure  of  observat ion  i t se l f  as  a  const i tut ive  act .  Rea l i ty  only  

“col lapses”  into a  def in i te  s tate  when i t  i s  obse rved.  L i kewise ,  in the symbol ic  and 

soc ia l  domains ,  the  B ig  Other— that  i s ,  the  to ta l i ty  o f  language,  norms ,  and 

meaning— does  not  ex is t  as  an omnisc ient ,  t ranscendent  s t ructure .  I t  i s  a  necessary  

f ic t ion ,  a  const ruct  the subject  presupposes  in order to susta in the coherence of  

the wor ld .  

From this  s tandpoint ,  both phys ics  and psychoanalys is  d ismant le  the idea of  a 

detached “God’s-eye v iew.”  Rea l i t y ’ s  coherence i s  not  pre -g iven but  re t roact ive l y  

assembled through part i c ipat ion ,  inte rpretat ion ,  and be l ie f .  This  means  that  what  

we ca l l  “ the world”  i s  a lways  unstable — produced through the inte rplay o f  subject  

and s t ruc ture ,  act ion and i l lus ion.  

Transposed into the context  of  v ideo games ,  th i s  f ramework prec ise ly  descr ibes  

the re la t ionship between the player  and the game des igner .  The player  acts  as  the 

quantum observer :  the i r  choices  not  only  determine the course  of  events  but  a lso 

g ive  meaning to the ent i re  world ret roact i ve ly .  Yet  th is  genera t ive  process  i s  neve r 

pure ly  open .  Games inev i tably  inc lude na rrators ,  a lgor i thms ,  and rule  sys tems that  

suggest  a  “correct”  pa th or des i red behavior .  These inv is ib le  mechanisms 
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const i tute  the B ig Other  of  the game — a pervas i ve  symbol ic  order  ( the des igner  

and the i r  code)  that  mainta ins  the world ’s  apparent  coherence and legi t imacy.  

Rules ,  the refore ,  are  not  a  const ra int  but  the precondi t ion for p lay i t se l f .  Without  

ru les ,  there  i s  no or ientat ion ,  no ob ject ive ,  and no meaningful  agency.  The paradox 

i s  c lear :  even as  des igners  s t r ive  to c reate  f reedom, such f reedom is  a lways 

condi t iona l ,  shaped by a  pr io r  f ramework that  enables  i t .  The p laye r can never  

t ru ly  escape the logic  o f  the B ig Other ;  they can only  act  w i th in i t s  s t ructure .  As  

Žižek would put  i t ,  the  B ig Other does  not  ex is t — but  we must  act  as  i f  i t  does .  

This  pa radox def ines  the  core  tens ion of  game narrat ive :  the  p layer i s  both the  

creator o f  mean ing and a  capt ive  wi th in a  predes igned i l l us ion o f  f reedom.  

Neverthe less ,  game des ign can modulate  th is  re la t ionship by expanding the f ie ld  

of poss ib le  act ions .  Wi thin a  f i xed f ramework ,  des igners  can maximize the p layer ’ s  

sense of  agency by of fer ing mul t ip le  paths ,  var i able  outcomes ,  and respons ive  

sys tems that  ma ke the world appear indete rmina te .  This  a l igns  c lose ly  w i th the  

logic  d iscussed in Chapter 1 — the idea o f  “c reat ing f reedom within rules . ”  Open -

world games exempl i fy  th is  approach:  each “pear l ”  of  des igned content  can be 

rear ranged in count less  sequences ,  g enerat ing hundreds  o f  emergent  exper iences .  

Whi le  these poss ib i l i t ies  are  not  inf in i te ,  they are  suf f i c ient  to susta in the i l lus ion 

of  boundless  f reedom.  

Perhaps  the most  expl i c i t  mani fes tat ion o f  th is  tens ion appears  in meta -games—

t i t les  that  consc ious ly  break  the fourth wal l  to engage the playe r a s  both  

part i c ipant  and observe r .  I f  we imagine a  game as  a  const ructed box in which the 

p layer pro jects  an ava ta r and exper iences  a  s imulated world ,  then meta -games 

make the playe r aware  of  the box  i t se l f .  They  t rans form the ac t  o f  p lay into  a  se l f -

re f lect ive  inqui ry .  

A pr ime example  i s  Davey Wreden’s  The Stanley  Parab le  (Ga lact ic  Café ,2013) ,  a 

meta-game bu i l t  ent i re ly  around the dia lect ic  o f  f reedom and cont ro l .  The player  

assumes the ro le  of  S tanley ,  an of f ice  worke r explor ing his  empty workplace under 

the commenta ry o f  a  narrator .  At  every junct ion,  the nar rator desc r ibes  what  

Stanley shou ld do— for ins tance ,  “S tanley entered the door on his  le f t . ”  The player  

can choose to obey  or defy .  I f  they  d isobey ,  the  na rrator  reac ts  w i th  i r r i ta t ion ,  

chast i s ing the player for  bre ak ing the rules  and cont inua l ly  a t tempt ing to res tore  

order .  

The pleasure  o f  the game l ies  prec ise ly  in th is  rebe l l ion aga ins t  the B ig Other .  

P laye rs  der ive  enjoyment  f rom disobedience ,  f rom tes t ing the edges  of  the sys tem, 

even as  they know that  every act  o f  res is tance has  a l ready been sc r ipted  by the 

des igner .  In  doing so ,  the author inv i tes  p laye rs  to embrace a  pa radoxica l  f reedom:  

to become the rebe l l ious  chi ld who dares  to act  as  i f  genuine autonomy were 

poss ib le .  The game thus  becomes a  phi losophica l  exper iment — a mi rror  o f  our own 

condi t ion wi th in symbol i c  sys t ems ,  where  res is tance and obedience ,  f reedom and 

s t ructure ,  coex is t  in perpetua l  p lay .  
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F i g u r e 5 2 .  I n  T h e  S t a n l e y  P a r a b l e ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  g u i d e s  t h e  p l a y e r  t o  t a k e  t h e  r e d  d o o r  o n  t h e  l e f t .  W h e n  t h e  

p l a y e r  d i s o b e y s  a n d  g o e s  t o  t h e  r i g h t  i n s t e a d ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  p u l l s  t h e m  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  s c e n e  t o  m a k e  t h e  c h o i c e  

a g a i n ,  e v e n  d e l e t i n g  t h e  b l u e  d o o r  o n  t h e  r i g h t .  ( I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i f  t h e  p l a y e r  t u r n s  a r o u n d  a t  t h a t  p o i n t ,  

t h e y ’ l l  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  b l u e  d o o r  h a s  b e e n  h i d d e n  r i g h t  b e h i n d  t h e m . )  

 

3.3 .3  The City as an Unf inished Narrat ive  

After  th is  long theoret i ca l  detour ,  we can f ina l l y  re turn to the rea lm of  urban 

planning .  I f  the  v ideo game of fe rs  a  h ighly  coded yet  open v i r tua l  s t ructure —

where the playe r ,  as  a  “quantum observe r ,”  co l l apses  potent ia l  na rrat ives  into  

actua l  t ra jec tor ies— then the c i ty ,  as  the eve ryday s tage  of  l i ved  exper ience ,  

operates  through a  remarkably s imi lar  logic .  Ž i žek’s  f ramework a l lows us  to 

recons ide r urban des ign not  as  the representat ion  of  an  a l ready g iven rea l i ty ,  but  

as  a  cont inuous  p rocess  of  na r rat ive  ge nerat ion .  

Tradi t iona l  p lanning car r i es  w i th in i t  a  k ind of  fa lse  unive rsa l i ty .  I t  of ten descr ibes  

the c i t y— especia l ly  i t s  publ ic  space — as a  “natura l ”  and se l f-evident  common 

ground ,  concea l ing the ideolog ica l  mechanisms that  const ruct  th is  very i l lus ion.  

Yet  jus t  as  a  quantum sys tem remains  indete rminate  before  obse rvat ion ,  urban 

space only  mate r ia l i zes  through use and percept ion.  A masterplan ,  v iewed through 

this  lens ,  resembles  a  superpos i t ion of  potent ia l  s ta tes — i t s  la tent  poss ib i l i t ies  

col lapse into concrete  fo rm  only when people  move ,  pa use ,  negot ia te ,  and inhab i t  

i t .  

More  c ruc ia l ly ,  the  c i ty ’ s  “ rea l  func t ion”  i s  neve r complete .  I t  constant ly  exceeds  

the des igner ’ s  in tent :  tempora ry occupat ions ,  informal  reuse ,  spontaneous  routes ,  

shi f t ing boundar ies ,  and unplanned soc ia l  p rac t ices  a l l  emerge as  forms o f  urban 

remainder .  Within t radi t iona l  p lanning logic ,  these i r regula r i t ies  are  t rea ted as 

“errors”  or “bugs”  in the sys tem — dis rupt ions  that  must  be managed or e rased.  

Yet  game des ign teaches  us  the oppos i te  lesson :  the unf in ished i s  not  a  fa i lu re  but  

an ontolog ica l  condi t ion.  A c i t y  l i ves  prec ise ly  because i t  accommodates  

heterogenei ty ,  tempora l  mul t ip l ic i t y ,  and dive rgent  act ions .  Eve ry act  of  

const ruct ion ,  adaptat ion ,  or everyday use i s  a  new “measurement”  of  the  urban 

f ie ld— an act  that  re t roac t ive ly  rewri tes  the spat ia l  nar rat ive .  The c i ty ,  in  th is  sense , 

has  no f ixed gesta l t ;  i t  ex is ts  only  through the presence and part i c i pat ion  of  i t s  

users .  
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3.3 .4  Designing for  the “Gli tch ”  

In Ž ižek’s  terminology ,  the c i ty ’ s  indete rminate  e lements  can be seen as  the Rea l  

erupt ing wi th in the urban symbol i c  o rder — the points  where regulat ion ,  zoning ,  

and representat ion fa i l  to fu l ly  code rea l i t y .  In formal  markets ,  s t reet  vendors ,  

gra f f i t i ,  tempora ry gather ings ,  or  pol i t i ca l  p rotes ts  a l l  expose the ins tabi l i ty  of  the 

sys tem. L i ke  “bugs”  or  “g l i tches”  in a  v ideo game, they revea l  both the 

const ructedness  of  the s t ructure  and the potent ia l  for  new meaning to emerge  

through i ts  rupture .  

Cons ide r ,  fo r  ins tance ,  Hong Kong’s  t radi t iona l  s t reet  markets  or Mumbai ’ s  Dharav i  

set t lement .  These spaces — often deemed “unplanned”  or “ i l lega l ” — actua l l y  fo rm 

int r icate  micro-networks  of  exchange and product ion,  o f fe r ing h igh -f requency ,  

low-barr ie r  soc ia l  i nteract ion and adapt ive  economies .  They const i tute  what  we 

might  ca l l  a  “ th i rd zone”  between macro - leve l  o rder and mic ro- leve l  improvisat ion :  

zones  of  negot ia t ion where the rea l  na r rat ive  o f  the c i ty  unfolds .  

 

 

F i g u r e 5 3 .  D h a r a v i  s l u m ,  o n e  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  s l u m s  i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  1 8 8 2  d u r i n g  t h e  B r i t i s h  

c o l o n i a l  p e r i o d .  I t  i s  a  d i v e r s e  s e t t l e m e n t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  m u l t i p l e  r e l i g i o n s ,  e t h n i c i t i e s ,  a n d  

c o m m u n i t i e s .  D h a r a v i  p r o v i d e s  a f f o r d a b l e  h o u s i n g  f o r  w o r k e r s  a n d  l a b o r e r s  c o m i n g  f r o m  o u t s i d e  

M u m b a i ,  a n d  i t  h o s t s  a  l a r g e  n u m b e r  o f  t h r i v i n g  s m a l l - s c a l e  i n d u s t r i e s .  

 

Thus ,  the task o f  p lanning i s  not  to e l iminate  uncerta in ty but  to susta in a  ba lance  

between s t ruc ture  and openness — to prov ide enough f ramework fo r s tabi l i t y  whi le  

preserv ing the capac i t y  for  re inte rpretat ion and spontaneous  adaptat ion .  Jus t  as  

an open-world game requi res  minimal  sys temic ru les  to funct ion yet  leaves  room 

for p laye rs  to c reate  the i r  own pa ths ,  so too must  the c i t y  operate  wi th in the 

tens ion between rule  and f reedom.  

Regu lat ion ensures  access ib i l i ty ,  usabi l i t y ,  and governab i l i ty ;  openness  ensures  re -

use ,  re- inte rpretat ion ,  and re-narrat ion .  The c i t y ,  the refore ,  i s  not  a  completed 
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art i fact  but  a  l iv ing text ,  rewri t ten da i ly  by i t s  inhab i tants .  P lanning ,  l i kewise ,  

ceases  to be a  f ina l  b luepr in t  and becomes a  f ie ld of  potent ia l i t y ,  a  scaf fo ld ing for  

ongoing s toryte l l ing and col lect i ve  meaning -making .  

3.3 .5  The Truly part i c ipat ion  

Contemporary urbanism inc reas ing ly  champions  the language of  “pa rt ic ipatory  

p lanning”  and “co-c reat ion .”  On the sur face ,  these s t rategies  appear to  empower 

res idents ,  i nv i t ing them to take part  in shaping the nar rat ive  of  urban space .  Yet ,  

as  Ž ižek’s  cr i t ique of  ideology reminds  us ,  the  most  power ful  ideology i s  not  the 

one that  fo rbids  act ion — i t  i s  the  one that  a l lows you to f ree ly  choose wi th in  a  

predete rmined f ramework .  I n other words ,  democrat ic  part i c ipat ion  often  

funct ions  less  as  a  red is t r ibut ion o f  power than as  a  sophis t ica ted mechan ism for 

i t s  concea lment .  

Publ ic  hear ings ,  d ig i ta l  surveys ,  onl ine  vot ing  plat fo rms ,  and par t ic ipatory  

workshops f requent ly  do  not  a l ter  the core  s t ruc ture  of  urban dec is ion -making ;  

ins tead ,  they manufac ture  the i l lus ion of  be ing heard .  Pa rt ic ipants  exper ience a  

sense of  agency whi le  remaining  conf ined wi th in a  pass ive  sys tem. The  

phenomenon mir rors  what  happens  in v ideo games :  the i l lus ion of  f reedom 

mainta ined through t ight ly  scr ipted choice .  

In t radi t iona l  b ranching or pea r l -necklace na r rat ive  games ,  p layers  make  dec is ions  

f rom a l imi ted set  of  predef ined opt ions .  They appear to d i rect  the s tory ,  but  every 

path has  been programmed wi th in the des igner ’ s  logic .  The supposed f reedom is ,  

in  fact ,  the  per formance of  f reedom within boundar ies .  S imi lar l y ,  in  many  

part i c ipatory p lanning processes ,  the  s t ructura l  l imi ts  are  a l ready set  by p lanners ,  

deve lopers ,  o r  adminis t rat ive  bodies .  Publ i c  input  i s  reduced to conf i rmat ion or  

data  col lect ion— cit izens ’  vo ices  are  quant i f ied and archived rathe r  than 

t rans fo rming the des ign agenda i tse l f .  

In  th is  sense ,  pa rt ic ipat ion becomes an ideologica l  conta ine r .  Ž ižek ca l l s  th is  

mechanism the “ imperat i ve  of  enjoyment” :  peop le  are  encouraged to express ,  to  

part i c ipate ,  to fee l  fu l f i l led ,  yet  in doing so ,  they unwit t ingly  re inforce  the s tabi l i ty  

of  the ve ry order they inhab i t .  Smart -c i ty  p la t fo rms ,  v i r tua l  hear ings ,  and c iv ic  

engagement apps  promise  t ransparency and inte ract iv i ty  whi le  concea l ing  

a lgor i thmic c losure  and admin is t rat ive  cont ro l .  What  appears  as  openness  of ten  

deepens  the inv is ib i l i ty  o f  pow er .  Jus t  as  the gamer enjoys  the fee l ing of  making 

choices ,  the  urban pa rt ic ipant  enjoys  the sense of  be ing heard — both exper iences  

h inge on sys temica l l y  pe rmit ted f reedom.  

A more c r i t i ca l  and generat ive  approach to pa rt ic ipatory urbanism does  not  re ject  

ru les  but  ra ther des igns  wi th in them the space for ambigui ty ,  rupture ,  and 

re in terpretat ion .  Here ,  the open-world game becomes a  v iv id metaphor .  Ins tead 

of  d i ctat ing a  s ing le  s tory l ine ,  the des igner sets  up sys temic  boundar ies  w i th in  

which mult ip le  nar rat i ves  can emerge .  L ikewise ,  the  urban planner ’ s  task i s  not  to  
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wr i te  the s tory ,  but  to wr i te  the rules — to const ruct  the condi t ions  under  which 

conf l ic ts  can coex is t ,  evo lve ,  and produce meaning.  

Ber l in ’ s  s t ra tegy of  Cr i t i ca l  Reconstruct ion exempl i f ies  th is  e thos .  Rathe r than 

eras ing the spat ia l  sca rs  of  the Cold War ,  the  c i ty  used a rchi tectura l  tens ion ,  

reconst i tuted block s t ruc tures ,  and the recompos i t ion of  h is tor ica l  f ragments  to  

produce an urban fabr i c  that  acknowledges  d i scont inui ty .  The resul t  i s  not  

harmony but  a  deeper fo rm of  who leness  throu gh the recogni t ion o f  f racture .  

 

 

F i g u r e 5 4 .  T o d a y ,  p a r t s  o f  t h e  B e r l i n  W a l l  r e m a i n  s t a n d i n g ,  t h e i r  s u r f a c e s  c o v e r e d  w i t h  g r a f f i t i  a n d  

m u r a l s .  C o n f r o n t i n g  t h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  s c a r ,  t h e  c i t y  d i d  n o t  c h o o s e  e r a s u r e ;  i n s t e a d ,  i t  p r e s e r v e d  t h e  

r e m n a n t s  a n d  r e - i n s c r i b e d  t h e m  w i t h  n e w  m e a n i n g ,  t r a n s f o r m i n g  t h e m  i n t o  a n  i n t e g r a l  e l e m e n t  o f  

p u b l i c  m e m o r y .  

 

S imi lar l y ,  L i sbon’s  LX Factory demonstra tes  how user -dr iven adaptat ion can 

t rans form r ig id industr i a l  s t ructures  into dynamic c reat ive  eco logies .  Art i s ts ,  

cra f tspeople ,  and entrepreneurs  col lect ive ly  rede f ined the s i te  through in formal  

reuse and i terat i ve  t rans format ion .  There  was  no  masterplan,  only  a  f ramework 

wi th in which mul t ip le  na r rat ives  accumulated ove r t ime .  The space evolved not  

through cent ra l ized v is ion but  through co l lect i ve  p lay — a l i te ra l  enac tment  of  

f reedom genera ted wi th in rules .  
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F i g u r e 5 5 .  I t  i s  i n  t h e  y e a r  o f  1 8 4 6  t h a t  t h e  C o m p a n y  o f  W i r i n g  a n d  F a b r i c o s  L i s b o n e n s e ,  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  

i m p o r t a n t  f a c t o r y  c o m p l e x e s  o f  L i s b o n ,  s e t t l e s  i n  A l c â n t a r a .  N o w  i t  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  c i t y  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  

L X F A C T O R Y ,  w h i c h  h a s  b e e n  t h e  s c e n e  o f  a  d i v e r s e  r a n g e  o f  e v e n t s  i n  t h e  f i e l d s  o f  f a s h i o n ,  a d v e r t i s i n g ,  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  m u l t i m e d i a ,  a r t ,  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  m u s i c ,  e t c .  

 

True part i c ipat ion ,  the re fore ,  does  not  res ide in procedura l  formal i t y  but  in the 

prov is ion of  indeterminacy .  The ethica l  task o f  the urban des igner i s  to create  

spaces-yet-to-be-def ined— places  that  can be re in terpreted,  reoccupied,  and 

reto ld .  Jus t  as  the  open-world  game des igner l eaves  intent iona l  b lankness  for  

p layers  to f i l l ,  the  p lanner must  prese rve cont ingency wi th in order ,  a l lowing the 

c i ty  to be cont inua l l y  p layed into be ing and to ld int o ex is tence by i t s  inhabi tants .  

Such a  c i ty  does  not  seek to ta l  cont ro l  but  embraces  the complex i t y  o f  f reedom 

i tse l f— a cond i t ion where s t ruc ture  enab les ,  ra the r than l imi ts ,  the  unpredictable  

creat iv i ty  o f  co l lect ive  l i fe .  

 

3.3 .5  The Ripples in  the City  

Game mechanics  demons trate  wi th c la r i ty  that  f reedom does  not  a r i se  f rom the 

absence o f  ru les ,  but  i s  produced wi th in a  s t ructured f ramework;  l i kewise ,  

emergence does  not  s tem from randomness  or chaos ,  but  re l ies  on a  sys tem 

capable  of  accommodat ing change  and enabl ing re-narra t ion.  T rans la ted into the  

context  of  urban planning,  th is  impl ies  that  des ign should not  a im at  producing a  

s tat ic  “ f ina l  p lan ,”  but  should  ins tead focus  on construct ing an open yet  bounded 

set  of  ru les .  Such rules  may inc lude minimum  green rat ios ,  mandatory pedestr ian 

connect ions ,  l im i ts  on bui ld ing he ight  and dens i ty ,  permit ted mate r ia l  sys tems ,  

and bas ic  access ib i l i t y  requi rements .  These condi t ions  prov ide the s tabi l i ty  

necessary for urban funct ioning whi le  re f ra in ing f rom presc r ib i ng spec i f ic  forms ,  

a l lowing space to be  cont inua l ly  rede f ined by shi f t ing  needs ,  pract ices ,  and soc ia l  

inte ract ions .  
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This  shi f t— f rom presc r ib ing idea l  fo rms to des igning operat ive  rules — a l igns  

c lose ly  w i th the concept  of  per format ive  zoning .  Rather than assuming that  spat ia l  

meaning can be f i xed in advance by the des igner ,  performat ive  zoning recognizes  

that  meaning i s  generated through the accumulat ion of  events ,  act ions ,  and soc ia l  

pract ices  over t ime .  Ins tead of  determining what  the c i ty  should be ,  i t  es tabl i shes  

how the c i ty  may opera te ,  replac ing the r ig id i t y  of  convent iona l  p resc r ipt ive  

zoning wi th an open but  regul at i ve  f ramework .  The process  resembles  host ing a  

soc ia l  gathe r ing in which the organizer prov ides  the set t ing for interact ion but  

does  not  d ic tate  the prec ise  sequence of  events :  encounters  and patterns  emerge  

organica l ly  through use .  In th is  way,  the c i ty ,  l i ke  a  we l l -des igned game sys tem,  

acqui res  va r iabi l i t y ,  adaptabi l i ty ,  and long -te rm evolvabi l i ty .  

This  generat ive ,  “ ru les -before- fo rm” logic  has  been v iv id ly  demonst rated in 

severa l  canon ica l  p ro ject s .  The Pa rc  de la  V i l le t te  in Par is  i s  exempla ry :  i t s  des ign 

does  not  at tempt  to  produce a  c losed ,  completed l andscape  but  ins tead constructs  

an open spat ia l  s yntax through a  “points – l ines–surfaces”  f ramework .  The red fo l ies ,  

embedded wi th in a  s t r ic t  gr id ,  do not  ca rry  prede termined funct ions ;  ra ther ,  they  

act  as  event  t r iggers ,  reserv ing space for future  act i v i t ies  and unforeseen 

appropr ia t ions .  The l inea r promenades  and themat ic  ga rdens  create  exper ient ia l  

nar rat ive  sequences ,  wh i le  la rge areas  of  open lawn and undef ined grounds 

operate  as  f ie lds  of  indeterminacy — spaces  that  we lcome tempora ry ins ta l l a t ions ,  

co l lect i ve  gather ings ,  and future  re inte rpretat ion s .  Through this  programmable  

spat ia l  s t ructure ,  ra ther  than any f ixed form, La  V i l le t te  exempl i f ies  the pr inc ip les  

of  pe rformat ive  zoning,  ensur ing mult ip l ic i t y  and evolvabi l i ty  ac ross  t ime .  

 

  

F i g u r e 5 6 .  T h e  r e d  f o l i e s  i n  P a r c  d e  l a  V i l l e t t e  c r e a t e  p o i n t s  t h a t  g e n e r a t e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  e v e n t s  t o  

o c c u r  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  p a r k ,  l i k e  s t o n e s  d r o p p e d  i n t o  w a t e r  c r e a t i n g  r i p p l e s .  

 

The conceptua l  foundat ions  o f  Parc  de la  V i l le t te  can be  t raced to the ideas  of  

Br i t i sh a rch i tect  Cedr ic  Pr ice ,  whose work pushed generat i ve  th inking toward even 

more exper imenta l  hor i zons .  I f  the  Fun Pa lace was  conce ived as  a  provocat ive  

apparatus  for act ivat ing  pass ive  cul tura l  subject s ,  then the Potte r ies  Th inkbe l t  

represented a  more mature  and operat iona l  exp lorat ion o f  s imi lar  pr inc ip les —
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of fe r ing not  only  a  theoret i ca l  s tance but  a lso  organizat iona l  s t ra tegies  and 

implementable  methods .  

The project  reassembled the disused ra i lway inf ras t ructure  o f  a  dec l in ing indust r ia l  

region and t rans formed i t  in to a  mutable  lea rning network composed of  mobi le  

c lass rooms,  laborator ies ,  and res ident ia l  uni ts .  I n th is  sys tem, educat ion ,  work ,  

and everyday  l i fe  were  env is ioned as  f lu id and adjus table  components  of  an 

evolv ing urban metabol i sm. Pr ice  re jected the cu l tura l  e l i t i sm he assoc iated wi th 

the term “unive rs i ty , ”  arguing that  contemporary unive rs i t ies  had become 

“medieva l  cas t les  w i th power nodes ,  e l egant l y  w i thdrawn f rom the wor ld and 

detached f rom appl ied  sc ience and technology .”  In contras t ,  the  Potter ies  

Thinkbe l t  (pTb)  proposed an open ,  d is t r ibuted learning communi ty  capable  of  

accommodat ing approx imate ly  22 ,000 s tudents  in sc ient i f i c  and technica l  f ie lds .  

Teaching and research modules  were  mounted di rec t ly  onto the o ld ra i l  l ines ,  

a l lowing them to be grouped ,  assembled ,  o r redeployed according to immediate  

needs ;  meanwhi le ,  modular hous ing and adminis t rat ive  fac i l i t ies  were  anchored at  

severa l  f i xed nodes  a long the network .  

 

F i g u r e 5 7 .  T h e  p l a n  a n d  r o a d  n e t w o r k  o f  t h e  P o t t e r i e s  T h i n k b e l t  
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At the heart  of  Pr ice ’ s  th ink ing was  a  rad ica l  c r i t ique of  a rchi tecture ’s  f i xa t ion on 

permanence .  He sought  to d ismant le  the dominance of  f i xed bui ld ings  by 

re f raming the c i ty  as  a  dynamic sys tem — capable  of  renewal ,  subst i tut ion,  and 

recombinat ion .  As  soc i eta l  condi t ions  or funct iona l  demands shi f ted,  ind iv idua l  

spat ia l  uni ts  could be replaced ,  re located ,  or reconf igured,  demonstrat ing the  

c i ty ’ s  potent ia l  to ex is t  not  as  a  s tat ic  phys ica l  fo rm but  as  an ongoing process .  

The Potte r ies  Thinkbe l t  thus  s tands  as  a  semina l  prototype o f  generat i ve  urban 

planning ,  revea l ing how spat ia l  organiza t ion can be governed by adaptabi l i ty ,  

respons iveness ,  and tempora l  evolut ion ra the r than by mater ia l  f i x i t y .  

 

 

t h e  ‘ t a r t a n  g r i d ’  s t r u c t u r a l  p l a n  o f  t h e  F u n  P a l a c e  

 

t h e  m o b i l e  m o d u l a r  u n i t s  o f  t h e  P o t t e r i e s  T h i n k b e l t  

 

s i t e  m o d e l  w i t h  k e y  t o  c u b e  f u n c t i o n s  f o r  G e n e r a t o r  

F i g u r e 5 8 .  P l a n s  o f  C e d r i c  P r i c e ’ s  w o r k s .  A l l  t h e  t h r e e  p r o j e c t s  e n d o w  a r c h i t e c t u r e  w i t h  a  c a p a c i t y  f o r  

a d a p t a b i l i t y ,  e n a b l i n g  i t  t o  r e s p o n d  t o  d y n a m i c  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s  a n d  e v o l v i n g  f u n c t i o n a l  d e m a n d s .  
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This  br ings  us  back to  the not ion o f  the c i t y ’ s  “unf in ishedness” .  A  genuine ly  

genera t ive  c i ty  must  intent iona l ly  des ign unf in ished spaces — s i tes  whose 

boundar ies  are  porous ,  whose func t ions  are  not  fu l l y  predete rmined ,  and whose 

conf igurat ions  remain open t o t rans format ion .  Such spaces  are  not  the resul t  of  

p lanning fa i lu re ,  but  the s t ructura l  reserva t ion of  potent ia l :  p laces  le f t  open for  

future  act ions ,  events ,  and na r rat ives  to unfold .  Reconf igurable  pub l ic  squares ,  

open grounds reserved for community  se l f-organizat ion ,  and l ightweight  

s t ructura l  s ys tems that  can be adapted as  needs  evolve  a l l  exempl i f y  th is  logic .  

They of fer  res idents  opportuni t ies  to re interpret ,  extend ,  and reshape  urban 

meaning over t ime .  Within such a  f ramework ,  the nar rat i ve  of  the c i t y  i s  co-

authored by p lanners  and inhabi tants  a l ike ,  and space cont inua l ly  absorbs  new 

events ,  emot ions ,  and memories .  In th is  sense ,  the  f reedom exper ienced in games 

i s  not  mere ly  re fe renced metaphorica l l y ,  but  t rans la ted in to concrete  spat ia l  

pract ice .  

 

3.4 Summary 

The inspi rat iona l  power  of  game worlds  l ies  in the way they expose ,  w i th 

except iona l  c lar i t y ,  the  tens ion between rules  and f reedom, s t ructure  and 

cont ingency .  In such spaces ,  the  env i ronment  i s  never a  f in ished object  imposed 

f rom above by the des igner ;  rather ,  i t  i s  cont inuous ly  “wr i t ten”  through the  

inte rvent ions  o f  users ,  nar rators ,  and actors .  In th is  sense ,  the c i t y  shares  a  

pro found s t ructura l  a f f in i ty  w i th the open world :  i t  should be unders tood as  a  

dynamic sys tem that  i s  perpetua l l y  generated ,  act ivated ,  and rewri t ten through 

the act iv i t ies  o f  i t s  inhabi tants .  This  observat ion  leads  to the three conceptua l  

paths  deve loped in th is  s tudy — the S imulated C i ty ,  the  Narrat ive  C i t y ,  and the 

Generat i ve  C i ty— and es tabl i shes  the bas is  upon which they can be  t rans la ted into 

concrete  methods fo r rea l  urban planning .  

Faced wi th inc reas ingly  complex  soc ia l  s t ructures  and spat ia l  demands ,  the ro le  of  

the urban des igner must  there fore  shi f t :  no longer  the producer o f  o rder ,  but  the 

weaver of  potent ia ls .  What  must  be des igned is  not  only  phys ica l  fo rm but  the 

very condi t ions  under which ac t ion and nar rat ive  may unfold .  By preserv ing 

ambigui ty ,  leav ing room for f i s sures ,  and accommodat ing di f fe rence and conf l ic t ,  

the  c i t y  becomes an open sys tem that  can be cont inuous ly  rede f ined — one in which  

f reedom emerges  wi th in rules ,  and  v i ta l i t y  ar i ses  wi th in order .  This ,  perhaps ,  i s  the 

most  s igni f i cant  lesson that  game worlds  o f fe r  urban des ign :  the va lue of  p lanning 

l ies  not  in per fect  complet ion wi th in a  f i xed f ramework ,  but  in the ongoing 

poss ib i l i t y  of  becoming.  

On the bas is  of  the three paths  d is cussed ,  a  more s t ructura l  and operat iona l  des ign 

f ramework begins  to  take shape — one  in  which the three logics  do not  s tand as  

para l le l  concepts  but  fo rm a progress ive  sys tem extend ing f rom the macro  to the  
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mic ro ,  f rom s t ructure  to exper ience ,  f rom rules  to  subjects .  Generat ive  logic  fo rms 

the foundat iona l  laye r :  i t  def ines  how the c i ty  operates  through an open yet  

bounded rule-set  that  enables  long-te rm evolut ion and res i l ience .  Upon this  

macro-f ramework ,  na r rat ive  logic  acts  as  the meso -sca le  organizat iona l  s t ructure ,  

t rans la t ing the potent ia l s  created by generat ive  rules  into percept ib le  spat ia l  

grammar— te r ra in ,  paths ,  nodes ,  and landmarks  that  compose the nar rat ive  

sequences  o f  urban exper ience .  F ina l ly ,  s imulat i ve  logic  funct ions  at  the micro  

sca le ,  o rganis ing di f ferent ia ted community  uni ts ,  publ i c  cores ,  and mult i -centered 

arrangements  that  a l low heterogeneous  groups  to locate  themselves ,  se l f -

organize ,  and susta in col lect ive  l i fe .  

Together ,  these laye rs  c reate  a  sys temic integrat ion :  f i rs t ,  des ign a  rule  f ramework  

( the Generat i ve  C i ty )  that  ensures  va r iabi l i ty  and openness ;  then cons truct  a  

nar rat ive  spat ia l  s t ruc ture  upon i t  ( the  Narra t ive  C i ty)  that  grants  percept ib i l i t y  

and exper ient ia l  coherence ;  and ul t imate ly  accommodate d ive rse  communit ies  

w i th in that  na rra t ive  f rame ( the S imulated C i ty) ,  enabl ing coex is tence ,  negot ia t ion ,  

and shared inhab i tat ion .  In o the r words ,  genera t ive  logic  determines  what  i s  

poss ib le ,  na r rat ive  logic  de termines  how i t  i s  unders tood,  and s imula t ive  logic  

determines  how i t  i s  l i ved.  The i r  p rogress ion f rom macro to mic ro forms an  urban 

s t ructure  that  i s  both s table  and accommodat ing of  d ive rs i t y .  

Within th is  three-t ie red  f ramework ,  the c i ty  i s  no longer  conce ived as  a  f i xed  

formal  product  but  as  an  ongoing process  of  becoming:  i t s  ru le  f ramework ensures  

evolut ion ,  i t s  na r rat ive  s t ructure  organizes  exper ience ,  and i ts  community  

s t ructures  grant  soc i a l  v i ta l i t y .  Such integrat ion responds not  only  to the 

complex i ty ,  var iabi l i t y ,  and uncerta inty of  contempora ry urban condi t ions  but  a lso  

of fe rs  a  genuine ly  operat iona l  methodology for pract i ce — one that  ba lances  

s t ructure ,  mean ing,  and subject iv i ty .  Thus ,  the  c i ty  remains  open wi th in rules ,  

acqui res  meaning through na rrat ive ,  and cont inua l ly  becomes i t se l f  th rough the 

part i c ipat ion of  d i verse  actors — ul t imate ly ,  wr i t ten and rewri t ten,  much l ike  an  

open-world game .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

100 

 

CHAPTER 4: Urban Design Beyond Final States 

 

To look at  the c i ty  through the lens  of  v ideo games i s  not  to indulge in a  na ïve  

ana logy— the c i ty  i s  l i ke  a  game, the p lanner i s  l i ke  a  des igner ,  and so on .  On the  

cont ra ry ,  such an approach becomes t ru ly  product ive  only  at  the moment we res is t  

th is  tempta t ion .  What  v ideo games of fer  i s  not  a  new metaphor ,  but  a  d isp lacement : 

a  way of  grasping the c i ty  not  as  a  completed ob jec t  but  as  a  sys tem tha t  funct ions  

prec ise l y  because i t  i s  never completed.  In th is  sense ,  the c i ty  i s  not  an a rte fac t  

but  a  process ,  a  pa radoxica l  ent i t y  whose coherence depends on i t s  very  

incompleteness .  

Open-world games make  th is  logic  expl i c i t .  The i r  wor lds  a re  not  or iented toward  

c losure  or complet ion ,  but  toward endurance .  They  pers is t  not  because eve rything  

has  been des igned in advance ,  but  because they are  cont inuous ly  enacted ,  misused , 

re in terpreted ,  and even explo i ted by p laye rs .  The  “world”  ex is ts  only  insofar as  i t  

i s  be ing p layed .  What  we encounter here  i s  not  f reedom opposed to s t ruc ture ,  but  

f reedom as  an e f fect  of  s t ructure ,  an ins ight  that  resonates  uncanni ly  w i th how 

urban space actua l l y  wor ks .  

Seen f rom th is  angle ,  the  c i ty  no  longer appears  a s  a  s table  spat ia l  conf igurat ion  

awai t ing inte rpretat ion ,  but  as  a  f ie ld  of  ongoing operat ions .  Spat ia l  fo rm is  only  

one e lement  wi th in a  dense network o f  regula t ions ,  in f ras t ructures ,  symbol i c  

orders ,  economic pressures ,  and everyday prac t i ces .  Urban space i s  not  what  i s  

there ,  but  what  constant l y  happens .  The re levance of  v ideo games l ies  prec i se ly  in  

the i r  capac i t y  to formal i se  th is  condi t ion :  they  show how coherence can be 

susta ined wi thout  f ina l i t y ,  how  order can pers is t  w i thout  resolut ion,  and how a 

sys tem can funct ion only  by remaining open to i t s  own modi f i cat ion .  

 

4.1 Rules,  Not Forms 

Here we ar r ive  at  what  may be the most  uncomfortable  lesson o f fe red by open -

world games :  f reedom does  not  emerge in spi te  o f  ru les ,  but  because o f  them. The  

exper ience of  openness  that  p laye rs  assoc iate  wi th these worlds  i s  never a  matter  

of  unl imi ted cho i ce .  I t  i s  produced ,  w i th met iculous  prec is ion ,  through constra ints ,  

th resholds ,  a f fo rdances ,  permiss ions ,  and prohib i t ions .  In other words ,  what  

appears  as  f reedom is  a l ready s t ructured ,  pe rhaps  even over -s t ructured .  

This  ins ight  s t r ikes  at  the heart  o f  t radi t iona l  urban des ign,  which has  long 

pr iv i leged the product ion of  v i s ib le  fo rm — layouts ,  typologies ,  zoning schemes ,  

whi le  re legat ing rules  to  a  secondary ,  technica l  ro le .  Through a  ludic  lens ,  th is  

h iera rchy  col lapses .  The t rue  objec t  o f  des ign i s  not  the fo rm that  space takes ,  but  
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the condi t ions  under which space can be acted upon .  Urban des ign becomes less 

an art  o f  compos i t ion and more a  sc ience ,  i f  not  an ideology ,  o f  ru le -making .  

In th is  sense ,  the p lanner  resembles  the game des igner not  as  a  creator of  wor lds ,  

but  as  an a rchi tect  of  constra ints .  S t reets ,  bu i ld ings ,  and publ ic  spaces  funct ion 

as  interfaces  fo r inte ract ion,  wh i le  the rea l  des ign e f for t  l ies  in conf igur ing  

ins t i tut iona l  ar rangements ,  compat ib i l i t ies  between uses ,  and mechan isms capable  

of  absorbing conf l ic t  w i thout  fa l l i ng into pa ra l ys is .  The c i t y  does  not  fa i l  because  

i t  conta ins  cont radic t ions ;  i t  fa i l s  when these  contradict ions  a re  den ied or 

premature ly  resolved.  

Cruc ia l ly ,  th is  shi f t  does  not  s igna l  a  w i thdrawal  of  respons ib i l i ty .  Qui te  the 

oppos i te .  Rules  are  never  neutra l .  They determine who is  permit ted to act ,  whose 

act ions  matte r ,  how conf l i c ts  are  adjudicated ,  and which  ways  of  l i fe  appear  

legi t imate .  As  in games ,  the cruc ia l  po l i t i ca l  quest ion i s  not  whether there  are  

ru les ,  but  who des igns  them, at  what  sca le  they operate ,  and whether they can be  

rev ised when the i r  ideologica l  funct ion becomes unbearable .  

Once we th ink  in  these terms ,  pa rt i c ipat ion  i t se l f  must  be radica l ly  rede f ined.  The  

fami l ia r  r i tua ls  o f  pa rt ic ipatory p lanning ,  workshops ,  consul ta t ions ,  publ ic  

hear ings ,  o f ten funct ion less  as  mechanisms o f  empowerment  than as  ideologica l  

a l ib is ,  a l lowing  predete rmined outcomes to appear democrat i ca l ly  grounded.  What  

they o f fe r  i s  pa rt ic ipa t ion wi thout  consequence :  engagement s t r ipped of  

authorship .  

Open-world games suggest  a  d i f ferent  model .  P layers  do not  s imply “ take part”  in  

a pre-given world ;  through the i r  act ions ,  they act ive ly  generate  i t s  rhythms ,  

h iera rchies ,  and meanings .  The s tory o f  the world emerges  ret roact ive l y ,  as  a  

sedimentat ion  of  pract i ces  rathe r than as  a  sc r ip ted na r rat ive .  Urban inhabi tants  

act  in a  s t r ik ingly  s imi la r  way ,  co -producing the  c i ty  through both formal  and 

informal  prac t ices  that  f requent l y  exceed ,  d is tort ,  o r  d i rect ly  contradict  

ins t i tut iona l  in tent ions .  

A part ic ipatory urban ism informed by th is  pe rspect ive  does  not  a im at  consensus .  

On the contra ry ,  i t  recognises  d issensus ,  asymmetry ,  and misunders tanding not  as  

obstac les  to be ove rcome , but  as  const i tut i ve  cond i t ions  of  co l lect i ve  l i fe .  The task  

of  des ign i s  not  to e l iminate  f r ic t ion,  but  to  const ruct  sys tems capable  of  

sus ta in ing i t  w i thout  col laps ing into e i the r chaos  or tota l  cont ro l .  Part ic ipat ion  

thus  ceases  to be a  procedura l  add -on and becomes an opera t iona l  condi t ion :  the  

capac i ty  of  the urban sys tem to regis ter ,  endure ,  and be t rans formed by use .  

 

4.2 The Limits of the Ludic Paradigm  

And yet ,  th is  i s  prec ise ly  the point  where  we must  res is t  a  new ideologica l  t rap .  

Game worlds ,  for  a l l  the i r  openness ,  a re  ul t imate ly  c losed sys tems .  The i r  ru les  are 
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opaque,  non-negot iable  at  a  fundamenta l  leve l ,  and enforced by an author i ty  that  

remains  la rge ly  inv is ib le .  P laye rs  may exper ience f reedom, but  they cannot  rewri te  

the code .  What  appears  as  openness  i s  care ful ly  c i rcumscr ibed — a f reedom that  

funct ions  pe rfec t ly  we l l  w i thout  democracy .  

I f  t ransposed uncr i t i ca l ly  to the  c i t y ,  th is  logic  r i sks  becoming deeply react ionary .  

The danger i s  not  that  c i t ies  become playful ,  but  that  they become programmable :  

spaces  where agency i s  channel led ,  pa rt ic ipat ion s imulated,  and cont ro l  d isguised  

as  choice .  The lesson of  games ,  the refore ,  i s  not  that  the i r  models  should be  

repl ica ted ,  but  that  the i r  cont rad ict ions  should be exposed .  

The i r  t rue theoret ica l  va lue l ies  in making rule -making v is ib le .  They show, w i th 

bruta l  c la r i t y ,  how f reedom is  produced ,  l imi ted ,  and adminis te red .  In do ing so ,  

they fo rce  upon us  the centra l  u rban quest ion that  p lanning discourse  so  often  

avoids :  who has  the power to def ine  the rules  through which space i s  l i ved?   And 

who bears  the consequences  when those rules  prove inadequate?  

 

4.3 Toward an Urbanism of Open Systems  

Approaching the c i t y  through the log ic  o f  open -world games thus  enta i l s  a  

genuine methodologica l  sh i f t .  I t  demands that  urban des ign abandon i ts  f i xat ion  

on objects ,  p lans ,  and end s tates ,  and ins tead engage wi th sys tems ,  processes ,  

and compat ib i l i t ies .  The  c i ty  appears  not  as  a  ha rmonious  whole ,  but  as  a  

polyphonic  assemblage he ld together by a  f ragi le  and constant ly  renegot ia ted  

f ramework .  

In th is  sense ,  urban des ign becomes an exerc ise  in intent iona l  incompleteness .  A 

pro ject  succeeds  not  when i t  resolves  a l l  antagonisms ,  but  when i t  const ructs  a  

sys tem capable  o f  surv i v ing them. L i ke  a  game world that  remains  p layable  

prec ise l y  because i t  i s  never f in ished ,  the c i ty  endures  through the openness  of  i t s  

ru les  and the creat i v i ty  o f  those who inhabi t  i t .  

Conce ived in th is  way ,  the c i t y  i s  neve r complete .  I t  i s  endless ly  rewri t ten,  

contested,  and reprogrammed through the uneasy interplay of  s t ruc ture  and 

agency.  To des ign the c i ty ,  then ,  i s  not  to impose a  f ina l  form, but  to enable  i t s  

capac i ty  to remain ne got iable ,  to pers is t  as  a  l iv ing sys tem open to mul t ip le ,  and 

inev i tab ly  conf l ic t ing ,  futures .  
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