
Abstract
This article is about Real Time Strategy (rts) games, such as Age of Empires iii (2005) 
and Civilization iv (2005), that invite the player on a journey during which environments 
have to be explored, claimed and mastered. Throughout this expedition, which is set 
against an historical and colonial background, the player is expected to delineate, 
appropriate and colonise environments. What is particularly interesting about such 
games is that maps and mapmaking are essential activities for the player to be able to 
master ‘the world’. In other words, moving through the game-space in a successful way 
is very much bound up with the understanding and altering of maps. Through the 
use of digital maps that can be filled in and transformed, the gamer is encouraged to 
manage its spatial advancements. So, the player creates a story of mastery or defeat in 
which interactive cartography is essential. In this article I will discuss how cartography 
in such games can be understood. I will particularly focus on the non-fixed qualites 
of digital maps that are used by the player. I will show that the distinction between 
tour and map as has been theorised by De Certeau needs to be revised in order to 
comprehend such games.

Introduction
In this article I will examine computer games in which both mapping and 
spatial progress are important organizing principles. Games such as Age of Empires 
(1997-2005), Rise of Nations (2003), and Civilization (1991-2005), invite the player on an 
imaginary expedition, where a story is created by travelling through landscapes. During 
this process maps and landscapes are mutable instead of fixed, changing appearances 
according to where the player travels and what is being altered in environments (e.g. 
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mining, founding trade-posts or towns, expanding borders). Right through this 
explorative journey the player both develops a spatial story with her- or himself as the 
main character, as well as being an imaginary cartographer who interacts with maps and 
changes them according to the spatial advancements that are made. As I will show in 
this article, cartographical practices in such games augment the spatial awareness and 
reflection of players by inviting them to play with maps and change them according to 
their spatial advancements. Players themselves create spatial formations, thus generating 
a particular sense of place and space. 
 To specify how the relationship between transformative cartography and spatial 
progress can be understood, I will approach such games as spatial stories, a term that 
has been theorized by De Certeau (De Certeau 1984). Although I am aware of the 
fact that De Certeau is a nonconformist in how he uses terms such as space and place, 
his theories are pertinent to my argument because of the emphasis that he puts on 
the relation and oscillation between the map and tour when we create spatial stories. 
Clearly, in the games that are central to this article, mapping is combined with touring 
when moving through the game-space. De Certeau’s theories, if used critically, can thus 
facilitate an understanding of how spatial stories are being developed in such games, and 
how maps function in this process.
 In this context it is particularly interesting to see how spatial stories in computer 
games differ from conventional spatial stories, due to the use of digital instead of 
analogue mapping techniques. It has been often maintained that analogue maps—and 
space in general—have been ideologically constructed as fixed and objective, while they 
are actually socially produced (Lefèbvre 1991, Massey 1994), ideologically coded (Harley 
1988, Harley 1989, Wood 1992, Crampton 2001, Wood 2002) and one of the main 
institutions for national states to ‘imagine’ their power (Anderson 1991). De Certeau’s 
argument—written in the pre-digital era—also hinges on the fact that analogue maps 
are frozen representations. Hence, he maintains, a friction occurs between the personal 
and dynamic way in which people experience travelling through space in daily life, and 
how maps (and other techno-scientific representations of space) represent environments 
as unchangeable and abstract. Since the digital maps under scrutiny in this article have 
lost such preset qualities, this argument needs critical reconsideration. The mutability 
of the digital maps that the player can manipulate prompts questions about how and to 
what extent spatio-cultural meanings shift when maps become more alterable. 
 Another reason why De Certeau offers an appealing perspective to study these 
games is because he speaks of spatial stories as practices (Thrift 2004). Although his 
writings are very much indebted to a Lacanian and semiotic tradition, he no longer 
defines stories as conventional narrative structures with a predetermined outcome 
and determinable positions of reader and narrator. Instead he speaks of spatial stories 
as performative acts in which the traveller becomes the story-maker. This is a highly 
important notion when trying to understand mapping and spatial progress in these 
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games, or in fact any digital game. As has been amply discussed before, the player of a 
game cannot simply be theorised as a reader of or listener to a story as text, but is rather 
engaged in playful spatial practices through which personal stories are being developed 
(see also the ludology versus narratology debate: Juul 2001, Ryan 2002, Kücklich 2003, 
Jenkins 2004, Murray 2005, Frasca 2005, Jenkins 2005). De Certeau’s approach offers 
the means to deal with games as stories, yet at the same time acknowledging their 
simulative and interactive qualities and the agency of the player.

Stories as Playgrounds
Surely, the fact that De Certeau’s theories open up possibilities to look at stories in 
interactive terms, is one of the reasons that the notion of spatial stories has so often 
been applied to computer games. It was especially a co-written article, or more precisely 
a dialogue, by cultural theorist Henry Jenkins and literary historian Mary Fuller, 
Nintendo® and New World Travel Writing: A Dialogue, that set this trend. Jenkins 
asserts in this article that Nintendo games, and even new media as a whole, may be best 
perceived as spatial stories. He observes that games and other digital expressions can be 
best described in such terms since players primarily construct a narrative by travelling 
through space (Fuller and Jenkins 1995). Friedman soon took this idea on board in his 
writing about the game Civilization. He used Jenkins’ remark for claiming that it is 
foremost a suitable concept for understanding simulation games in which the player re-
enacts and gives shape to history through the mastery of landscape (Friedman 1999). 
 Jenkins’ and Friedman’s views have since been the touchstone for many academic 
writings on games to follow (Douglas 2002, Poblocki 2002, Lammes 2003, Newman 
2004, Magnet 2006). Following the authors’ example, they mostly refer to the difference 
that De Certeau made between space and place, and between the map and the tour, 
and apply these dichotomies to games. Places and maps are then perceived as abstract, 
timeless and stable. Space and tours, on the other hand, are seen as concrete, known and 
changeable and part of a more personal spatial experience. 
 In the following section I will first briefly re-visit De Certeau’s writings on these 
four concepts, since they are often referred to in a rather condensed or, I would even dare 
to say, eroded way. After that I will move on to discuss how his vocabulary has been used 
in relation to games so far, and how it could be relevant to comprehend cartographical 
practices that figure in the games that are central to this article. Additionally, I will 
argue that De Certeau’s understanding of boundaries should be more explicitly added 
to this quartet to come to a better understanding of how the studied games treat spatial 
borders.

De Certeau Re-Visited
In The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) De Certeau dedicates a chapter to the working 
of spatial stories. Unlike some ludologist game researchers, who would claim that games 
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are in essence non-narrative (Frasca 2003, Juul 2004, Aarseth 2004, Frasca 2005), 
spatial stories are everywhere according to De Certeau. Spatial stories are not only 
the main way in which humanity makes sense of everyday life: they are the central 
organizing principle for all human activity, and are especially important when trying to 
come to grips with spatial change: ‘[E]very day, they [stories, S.L.] traverse and organize 
places. (…) They are spatial trajectories’ (De Certeau 1984, 115). To understand how 
such spatial stories take shape he makes the aforementioned distinction between space 
and place and map and tour. In the following paragraphs I will explain these terms in 
more detail.

Space/Place
The most important difference between place (‘lieu’) and space (‘espace’) is that the first 
term is about stability and an ordered configuration of elements, whilst the latter rather 
implies mobility and has a ‘polyvalent’ character. Place refers to the ‘proper’ order, to the 
way spatial positions are related in an objective account, whilst space is about how we 
deal with spatiality as ‘a practiced place’. He gives the example of walking the streets to 
explain what he means by this. The geometrical configuration of the streets he equates 
with place, while the act of traversing these streets changes them into space. So, as place 
is set and univocal, de notion of space has as many meanings as there are walkers (De 
Certeau 1984, 117).
 De Certeau speaks of both terms as constantly influencing each other. He 
identifies place as having the purpose to create static and lifeless objects. Space, on 
the other hand, presupposes a subjective purpose. It implies movement and change. 
In stories, these two determinations should be understood as in constant fluctuation 
in which a lifeless, objective, abstract place can become an animated and changeable, 
concrete space. Conversely, space can likewise be consolidated into place (De Certeau 
1984, 117-21).

Map/Tour
De Certeau introduces the difference between the map and the tour as a means to 
distinguish the different modes of this interplay in one of the most basic travel stories, 
namely spatial descriptions. From a former study of how residents describe their 
apartments, he learns that the majority of people describe their dwellings in terms of 
going, and that only a small minority uses terms of seeing to explain how their apartments 
look. The telling mode of seeing he links to the notion of the map. A map can then be 
described as a static representation of the world we live in. It objectifies spatial relations. 
The going mode he relates to the notion of the tour. Touring is a dynamic principle that 
is subjective, since the point of view of the traveller is central. According to De Certeau 
these two conceptions of spatiality are both incongruous dimensions of contemporary 
culture: we are confronted with a static representation of the world we live in, while 
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at the same time sensing our space in a dynamic and more personal way. As place and 
space, maps and tours necessitate one another and come into being through a two-way-
movement. Even more, a map always presupposes a tour, since one first needs to go 
somewhere to give an objective spatial account of it (De Certeau 1984 117-21).
 De Certeau argues that although these terms are in essence intertwined, maps 
have become more and more separated from the experience of tours in western cultures. 
He states that their interaction is still clearly discernable on medieval maps, where 
the itineraries themselves remain basic, while the emphasis lies on how long it would 
take to travel and where to stop, hence a map being ‘a memorandum prescribing action’. 
Gradually maps erased the traces of the touring that permitted their making. Maps 
became more formal and abstract and ‘[t]he tour describers have disappeared.’ De 
Certeau states that in contemporary western culture we have to deal with this isolated 
(…) system of geographical places’ simultaneously experiencing space as on ongoing and 
mobile practice. Everyday stories are, according to De Certeau, ways to make sense of 
such frictions: ‘they are treatments of space.’ (De Certeau 1984, 121)

New World Dialogues
In the aforementioned dialogue between Jenkins and Fuller, Jenkins uses the writings of 
De Certeau to situate Nintendo games in the wider landscape of popular entertainment. 
Additionally, his dialogue with Fuller is aimed at comparing the treatment of space and 
place in Nintendo games with earlier Anglo-Saxon writings on the ‘discovery’ of new 
lands. Consequently, an interesting picture emerges of the imagination of space as a 
popular discourse, one that is closely related to the American myth of the Wild West 
and new frontiers.
 Jenkins finds that De Certeau’s ideas on spatial stories are very apt for explaining 
imaginary spatial quests as stories. According to Jenkins Nintendo games are spatial 
stories because they can’t easily be defined in terms of an intricate plot or character. The 
story mainly develops by moving through landscapes whereas the plot remains relatively 
simple (Fuller and Jenkins 1995, Jenkins 2004). 
 When applying De Certeau’s distinction between place and space to Nintendo 
games, Jenkins relates place to the code that presupposes the game, while space ‘happens’ 
at the moment that the code is in the hands of the player who creates an own imaginary 
landscape that is both personal and mobile. The difference between the map and the 
tour is conceived to be more literary by Jenkins when he ascertains that the maps that 
are supplied with the game (on paper) are like the medieval maps of which De Certeau 
speaks, in which descriptions are less isolated from the tour that they facilitate. by giving 
more description to how to move through the game.
 The assessment that Jenkins makes about the use of paper maps is of course 
pertinent and intriguing. Yet I would argue that maps can also be found within the 
games themselves, and that these maps are even less isolated than the quasi-medieval 
maps of which Jenkins speaks.

Aether: The Journal of Media Geography • Summer 200888



Figure 1
Screenshot from Sid Meier’s Civilization iv.
Firaxis Games, 2005.

The Map as Space: Friedman and His Discontent
It is in this vein that Friedman believes that simulation games like Civilization iii (1996) 
differ from the games that Jenkins describes in the way maps are used by the player. 
Dissimilar to what Jenkins claims, such games are more about inviting the player to 
become a mapmaker, so he asserts. Interestingly, Friedman maintains that the landscape 
through which the player travels has cartographical qualities: when playing the game 
one identifies with the environment (a spatial practice) in a more abstract sense, because 
one constantly sees the landscape from above. Through this birds-eye view, the players 
is fixed in a depersonalized frame of mind. So a story can be developed without ever 
bringing it to the level of individual experience. The map is not merely the environment 
for the story; it’s the hero of the story according to Friedman. Thus Friedman asserts 
that the player has a less subjective identification with the visited landscape, and that 
space is experienced as mapping (Friedman 1999).1

Friedman makes a relevant observation about the cartographical disposition of 
landscapes in such games. Yet, his argument needs some reconsideration as well. Firstly, 
when he states that the map becomes the protagonist of the story, with whom the 
player identifies, he overlooks a pivotal quality of any game: it is always the player who 
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becomes the hero (or the loser). Games are no pre-set texts with pre-set heroes, but are 
interactive forms of expression. The player has an enormous influence on the outcome 
of a game and thus a different identification process emerges, in which a map cannot 
be a protagonist, but the player dynamically fluctuates between the position of being 
a cartographer and traveller. To bring this back to the central argument of this article: 
such games offer the player more than a frozen ideological representation of space, they 
allow us to spatially transform environments, hence making sense of it in our own way. 
 What Friedman probably means to say is that identification in such games emerges 
even more on a spatial level than in the Nintendo games, since you don’t play with an 
avatar and are constantly involved in mapping (getting an overview) of the space that 
you create by touring from above instead of on virtual foot. Hence a strong interplay 
can emerge between mapping and touring, and the gamer is constantly and explicitly 
involved in making its own space, translating that into places and vice versa. As such 
these stories liberate us from the isolated, unchangeable and static form maps have 
gained since the renaissance. They bring maps back into life. 
 A second point that should be added to Friedman’s argument is that game-play in 
games like Civilization has actually changed since he wrote his article in 1999. Nowadays 
such games often heavily depend on the use of so called mini-maps. He is right to 
designate cartographical qualities to the environment that the player watches and 
masters from above, yet the use of mini-maps in recent rts games adds another layer to 
his argument. These mini-maps (left corner of figure 2) are, in turn, strongly interrelated 
to the landscapes of which he speaks: environments of touring obtain cartographical 
features and become somewhat de-personalized, but mini-maps become environments 
of touring and develop into more subjective playgrounds.
 I would like to explain this further by looking at the use of such maps in the 
game Age of Empires (aoe). In aoe the player is in a constant flux of moving through 
territory, which is translated into an expansion (filling in) of the mini-map (left corner 
of the screenshot). Conversely, one can click on the mini-map to move to an area on the 
big screen. It is even possible to click on an explorer on the main screen, go back to the 
mini-map, click on the area you want to send him to and subsequently move him to that 
chosen spot on the main screen. Hence mapping and touring entertain a highly dynamic 
relationship in this game, which somewhat complicates Friedman’s claim that the player 
simply becomes a cartographer as opposed to a tour-maker. The player indeed becomes 
a mapmaker, but this cannot be described as a depersonalized endeavour. It would be 
more precise to call the player a cartographer on tour.
 Like Friedman I do think that such computer games are the pinnacle of what 
De Certeau defines at spatial stories, precisely because spatial exploration is so central 
to them and is not hindered by plot or avatar (character). But in contemporary rts 
games it does not longer suffice to maintain that they give the player the opportunity of 
understanding space as a map. Instead, I would say, that they are such interesting spatial 
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Figure 2
Screenshot from Age of Empires iii.
Ensemble Studios, 2005.

stories because of the constant interplay they allow between the static and the mobile, 
the subjective and the objective. 
 Spatial categories actually obtain so much fluidity that these games slightly 
undermine De Certeau’s argument that maps and tours have become separated realms 
in western cultures. This could be clarified further by using his specification of the 
activities that mapping and touring presuppose. He relates maps to the act of looking and 
going to the act of touring. In the example I just mentioned, looking and exploring are 
constantly feeding into each other. This oscillation between looking and going is actually 
a crucial activity when one plays the game: maps become more fluid and transformable, 
are also loci to go to, and landscapes that have to be explored acquire cartographical 
qualities and a to-be looked-at-ness.

Stories and Boundaries
I would argue further that the games under scrutiny in this article are not only unusual 
spatial stories, because they entail a breakdown of the map as a means of seeing and 
tour as a way of going. They also accentuate two other figures that are important to De 
Certeau’s definition of spatial story and which he presents as much more paradoxically 
related, namely the frontier and the bridge.
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 De Certeau argues that stories perform an important function in everyday life 
by setting limitations. By describing space they arrange and order cultural domains. 
As such they do not only set limits but also alter boundaries: ‘(…) one can see that the 
primary function is to authorize the establishment, displacement or transcendence of 
limits’ (De Certeau 1984, 123). To describe this paradoxical quality of boundaries, he 
distinguishes two narrative figures in every story that respectively have the power to fix 
boundaries and to revise them, namely the frontier and the bridge. 
 In explaining the figure of the frontier De Certeau takes his reader on an 
etymological tour to prove that stories are ways of creating borders. Be it more scattered 
now than before, the ‘primary role of stories’ has always been to function as a playground 
for actions after their formation as a delineated domain. Such actions can nevertheless 
also transgress the limits that are first set by the story (e.g. feudal conflicts in which set 
borders are contested). As such boundaries are the prerequisite for any social practice. In 
this process the figure of the frontier and the bridge entertain a paradoxical relationship 
(De Certeau 1984, 118). 
 In De Certeau’s vocabulary the frontier should be equated with ‘legitimate’ domains, 
since it creates spatial formations such as nations and empires. The bridge, on the other 
hand, points to what is not part of that area, in other words to ‘its (alien) exteriority’, 
such as other nations, unconquered territories or no-man lands. Yet, as he indicates, 
they entertain a dynamic and paradoxical relationship. The frontier has a mediating or 
‘bridging’ quality because it is the point of contact between the two entities it separates. 
In itself it does not belong to either entity (De Certeau 1984, 126-28). Frontiers are in 
that sense twilight zones. 
 The games that are central to this article, explicitly ask the player to mark off land 
and to both create borders and transgress them in an interactive way. As a player I have 
to deal with at least two different kind of borders at once: the border between filled 
in territory and the undiscovered black space on-screen and the borders between my 
own territory and that of others. Interestingly, games like aoe foreground the bridging 
qualities of borders. Since continuous spatial transgression is so central to such games, 
borders have gained a semi-permeable quality. They are always crossings to ‘otherlands’ 
and borders are never presented as hard and definite lines. In the following screenshot 
of Civilization iv (Figure 3) they are for example depicted as changeable and unstable by 
presenting the player’s territory like liquid spreading over a surface:
 Certainly, the map that has to be filled in has preset limits on what Jenkins calls 
the level of code. And also, demarcating your territory is an ongoing activity when 
playing the game. Yet the way your own territory is shown on screen is rather fuzzy. In 
aoe it is presented by different colours for different nations, and in Civilization iv by an 
opaque line that is drawn around your zone of influence. As a player I am involved in a 
constant process of defining and expanding my own territory, while other players can 
try to diminish my playroom or push back my borders. Hence frontiers are points of 
passage.
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Figure 3
Screenshot from Sid Meier’s Civilization iv.
Firaxis Games, 2005.

That such games can foreground processes of bridging should again be seen in the light 
of the interactive quality of games. Because the player is able to draw and transcend 
boundaries and can be interactively involved in creating a spatial story, the emphasis lies 
on the passing of borders. Players become enactors instead of tellers of spatial stories, 
trying to develop a story by pushing spatial limits.

Digital Mapping
Although it has been suggested before that games offer us digital playgrounds to express 
and play with our daily spatial experience of living in a world that is overcrowded and 
offers less and less places to play outside (Fuller and Jenkins 1995, Friedman 1999), it 
would not do justice to what the discussed games are about by just sticking to such a 
basic explanation of the socio-spatial function of cartographies. 
 Jenkins places Nintendo games in the same league as early SF pulp fiction and 
imaginary quest like Alice in Wonderland where the story also develops through an 
exploration of unknown territory and plot and character are of minor importance. He 
also draws a parallel with playground attractions such as the rollercoaster. Like such 
attractions, Nintendo games offer the recreational sensation of sightseeing. But contrary 
to these attractions they offer the participant the opportunity to interact and transform 
landscapes during touring. 
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 As Jenkins points out, such games are also part and parcel of a more widespread 
western fascination with new world exploration. Although a nostalgia for being an 
explorer and cartographer that marks out ‘new’ territory has been present in, for example, 
travelogues and certain board games, the actual possibilities of making environments 
and maps have actually been limited (Fuller and Jenkins 1995). The discussed games are 
unique in that they offer players the potential of being an active explorer and mapmaker 
at once. Still, I would like to add, they involve not so much a spatial reproduction of 
being a new world explorer, but rather entail a transformation of past endeavours to 
map and conquer new lands. Being a new world traveller is not so much re-constructed, 
but rather transformed into a playful activity in which mastering space becomes more 
of a personal power struggle than an accurate historical re-iteration of how spatial 
relationship have been shaped by external hegemonic forces (Lammes 2003). Games 
translate spatial hegemonies into play, thus necessarily changing them into something 
more personal and subjective: players are given ludic powers of marking territories 
and empires and can thus create their own (post) colonial stories by translating world 
histories into personal stories. 
 I would argue further that the games that I have been talking about should also 
be situated in a wider contemporary development in which cartography has taken on 
new meanings and functions. Since the emergence of new media, maps in general have 
changed drastically. Not only do they look rather different from older and analogue 
maps, but also the way we use them has altered significantly. We can now interact with 
maps while using them. Older maps may have offered some possibilities of modification 
(e.g. adding notes), but now users have the opportunity to really interrelate with maps 
whilst navigating. Be it a automated navigation system that alters its itinerary when the 
driver chooses to drive elsewhere, or a map in a computer game that is partly created by 
the player(s) during the game, maps have become less fixed and are now co-produced by 
their users.
 The games that have been discussed here are particular performances within this 
wider techno-scientific network of digital cartographies. The Lithuanian writer Gailitis 
stated that with gps technologies ‘the subject becomes the object, and we are nothing 
more than our own remote control’ (Gailitis 2005, 479). Yet, as the above analysis has 
shown, computer games differ from gps devices in that they do not simply present us 
with an objectification of our personal whereabouts, but actually overcome the one-
directional transformation of which he speaks. They are for that matter more closely 
related to Google Earth that also allows users to mix observant roles with subjective 
and personal experiences of space (e.g. The 21 Steps, Panoramio). As playful domains 
they allow gamers to appropriate spatial practices and make sense of them in their own 
way, hybridising notions of objective place and subjective space.
 It has been argued that new media have deprived us of a sense of spatial belonging. 
Through their global and ubiquitous use and representations, they are believed to have 
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created ‘geographies of nowhere’ instead (Eberle 1994, Kunstler 1994, Augé 1995). Yet 
this contention becomes problematic when one thinks of the increasing amount of 
digital maps that we have to deal with. How different the purpose of such technologies 
may be, they all point to an increasing involvement of the user with environments, 
through digital means of cartography. The mapping technologies that are prevalent 
in the games that I have discussed in this article are anyhow clearly targeted towards 
creating spatial awareness. As cartographers on tour, players are engaged in a process 
that is targeted towards a personal rather than a global or homogenous conception of 
spatiality. Such games do more than just ask a certain degree of spatial attentiveness from 
players to win the game. In addition, they invite them to create and transform maps and 
landscapes according to their individual choices. Gamers are thus actively exploring and 
transforming territories and maps in a highly personal, precise and even reflexive way.  
As such these games demonstrate that the global use of new media (and globalisation 
in general) may have transformed our sense of belonging, but has not necessarily led to 
spatial homogenizations (Appadurai 2002). Our sense of place and space may indeed 
have changed, but has not disappeared.

Endnotes
1 At this point Friedman mixes up De Certeau’s spatial concepts. He uses the term space from the 
 distinction space/place that De Certeau uses as two determinations in any story and the term 
 map from the map/tour distinction that De Certeau employs to analyze the working of 
 descriptions of voyages.
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