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Abstract: In this article, I introduce a methodological approach to video 
games I call interpretive player positioning. It foregrounds the 
speculative worldbuilding techniques of fantasy worlds in digital role-
playing games whose game mechanics fundamentally invite the player’s 
agency and active interpretation of the fictional world they build with 
their choices. With these entangling perspectives, the gaming 
experience of digital fantasy RPGs is portrayed here as mimetic and 
world-affecting. This concept is applied to a posthuman reading of The 
Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (2015), which highlights the potential of what I 
call critical mimesis: a re-interpretation of reality that foregrounds the 
player’s active interpretive role in critically examining various themes 
within the fictional world that they recognize from their reality. 
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1. Introduction 

Despite the continuously growing academic discourse around speculation and 
digital role-playing games (RPGs) in recent years, few approaches have thus far 
outright addressed the intersecting qualities of speculative fiction and digital 
game qualities that afford speculation. Speculation in reciprocal environments, 
where players not only interpret the text, but also interact with it by making 
choices and receiving feedback from the system (cf. Koenitz; Aarseth, 
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Cybertext), has intriguing applications in understanding our increasingly 
complex reality. Speculative narratives have great potential in describing 
phenomena like climate change and entanglements between human and non-
human agencies (i.e. Caracciolo, The Experientiality & Narrating; Kraatila, The 
Crisis & Speculative Mimesis; Kortekallio; Wilde). Similar discourses about the 
possibilities of engaging with reality have long existed in game studies. Since 
Espen Aarseth’s theorizations about ergodic literature (Aarseth, Cybertext), 
approaches including player positioning and implied players (Aarseth, “I 
Fought”; Farca; Roine, “Agency”), procedural and persuasive game qualities 
(Bogost, Persuasive) as well as emotional (Leino; Wilde; Tomlinson) and 
ethical (Sicart) interactions with digital games have added to the intersecting 
perspectives. 

Drawing from literary studies’ narratively informed approach and from 
game studies’ conceptualizations of interactivity, agency and reciprocal 
communication in digital games, I propose a new approach to the interpretive 
qualities of digital role-playing games.1 I call this approach interpretive player 
positioning. By this I mean the speculative condition created in the intersection 
of digital media and fantasy fiction that attunes players to use their interpretive 
skills throughout their gaming experiences. The approach zooms in on the 
processes that fuel the player’s interpretation of the game both as a participant 
in speculative worldbuilding and as someone who can use the fictional world as 
“an arena for speculation” (Kraatila, The Crisis) to understand the connections 
between fictional and actual worlds (cf. i.e. Farca; Bogost, Persuasive & “The 
Rhetoric”; Sicart; Roine, Imaginative; Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis), often in 
a critically attuned manner. 

Both literary and game scholars have studied the user’s role in building 
worlds beyond our own, but from slightly different perspectives. Fantasy 
scholars approach speculation with speculative worldbuilding and speculative 
mimesis: by understanding the fictional world as a kind of representation of our 
own, it invites the user to construct meanings with fantastical thought-
experiments (i.e. Roine, Imaginative). Game scholars often highlight different 
interactive characteristics, like the possibility to make choices that influence the 
narrative, which engage the user in a more concrete process of shaping the 
fictional world (i.e. Jański; Wilde; Roine, “Agency”). These approaches often 
intersect and influence each other both in theory (i.e. Aarseth, Cybertext; 
Murray; Ensslin) and in practice, where narrative qualities of literature travel 
to games and vice versa (i.e. Caracciolo, “Remediating”; Ensslin). 

These similar interests have resulted in attempts to bridge the gap 
between the speculative qualities of digital games and speculation as afforded 
by speculative fiction. Cameron Kunzelman (“The Click” & The World) recently 
argued that games combine their unique “mechanics of speculation”2 to the 

 

1 The arguments I make in this article focus on digital fantasy RPGs, which elegantly combine 
achievement-oriented and more narrative-focused forms of gameplay and provide the 
opportunity to roleplay as one of the game’s characters and situate oneself to the fictional world 
as well as its rules and mechanics (cf. Roine, “Agency” 68), which adds layers to interpretation 
by mixing various forms of speculative thinking (i.e. narrative, interactive, ethical). While some 
of the arguments I make might be true for similar games, I do not attempt to theorize about all 
digital games, but about this one genre only. 
2 The simplest example of these mechanics is the action of clicking a button: it attunes the player 
to consider the consequences of their actions and possibilities to act within the system’s frame  
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genre-typical affordances of speculative fiction, and in doing so expand the 
possibilities of speculative thinking that is at the heart of science fiction. Marc 
A. Ouellette explores GTA: San Andreas (2004) as a kind of speculative fiction 
that gives its players a chance to imagine and experiment with contemporary 
societal changes (cf. also Galloway). Gerald Farca also maps player engagement 
with dystopia as a way that might help them engage with their present. Hanna-
Riikka Roine’s dissertation (Roine, Imaginative) explores worldbuilding 
practices in contemporary speculative fiction, including digital games. 

Many of the approaches outlined thus far focus on subcategories of 
speculative fiction that are not fantasy. Kunzelman primarily talks about 
science fiction, Ouellette and Farca about dystopian fiction. Fantasy, though 
under the same umbrella, has its distinct qualities and affordances. Instead of 
making easily identifiable references to contemporary themes such as the role 
of technology or authoritarian figures, as is typical of dystopian and science 
fiction, the relationships between actual and fictional worlds in fantasy are 
more obscure (cf. Roine, Imaginative; Kraatila, The Crisis & Speculative 
Mimesis). The connections between fantasy fiction and speculative affordances 
of digital RPGs, I argue, remain understudied especially in their relation to the 
potential of speculation as a kind of navigation of our complex reality (cf. 
Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis; Roine, “On Speculation”). Thus, my approach 
has theoretical value in bringing fantasy research to areas where it has 
previously been overlooked, but it also has potential for more practical 
applications. 

I illustrate the interpretive player positioning approach by close reading 
one of the most prominent digital fantasy RPG titles in contemporary gaming, 
Polish game studio CD Projekt RED’s The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (2015). The 
game is based on a series of fantasy novels and short stories by a Polish author 
Andrzej Sapkowski, but The Witcher 3 is closer to a spin-off inspired by the 
texts rather than a direct adaptation (see Jański 119–120). The Witcher 3 makes 
some references to both the two previous games in the series3 as well as the 
books, but it can be played without prior knowledge of either. In The Witcher 
3, the player embarks on a quest to find their lost adoptive daughter, Cirilla 
Fiona Elen Riannon (otherwise known as Ciri), as Geralt of Rivia, a famed 
monster hunter mutant referred to as a “Witcher”. The main storyline follows 
Geralt’s quest to find Ciri, but beyond that, the player, as Geralt, gets entangled 
in monster hunts, political games and ethical dilemmas regarding both.  

This article is divided into four parts, followed by a conclusion discussing 
the limitations as well as future possibilities of interpretive player positioning. 
The first defines the key terms I use in my conceptualization of interpretative 
player positioning. After that, the two levels of interpretative player positioning 
—in-game interpretations and larger-scale speculations about reality—are 
discussed in their own sections. Finally, I illustrate a potential application of my 
approach by analyzing The Witcher 3 from a posthuman perspective. 
Posthumanism has largely focused on speculative genres beyond fantasy, such 

 

(Kunzelman “The Click”). Players speculate these consequences both on this mechanic level and 
in connection to their role in the fictional world, where their choices influence various aspects, 
such as the fates of NPCs. In this article, I focus on the latter; players’ engagement with fictional 
worlds from a more narrative-oriented perspective. However, the mechanics are a necessary 
part of the game, influencing player actions by providing a frame for the play. 
3 The Witcher (2007) and The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings (2011). 
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as science fiction. I want to participate in the discussion of fantasy fiction’s role 
in posthuman theory and show its possible applications. 

2. Interpretive Player Positioning – Main Concepts and 
Definitions 

Interpretive Player Positioning 

Interpretive player positioning is an opening to a discussion that aims to draw 
closer attention to how various forms of speculation (narrative, digital, 
philosophical; discussed below) converge in digital fantasy RPGs in ways that 
attune their player to constant, heightened interpretation of the game and, with 
it, the world(s) beyond. It calls attention to the cultural role and ethical 
potential of such interactive narratives as “heuristic devices” (Kraatila, 
Speculative Mimesis 18; 107–110; cf. Jagoda 201) that can be used in 
understanding our equally complex, constantly shifting social reality. By 
naming it this distinct positioning, I want to highlight the way players are 
constantly situated to an interpretive environment and face various elaborate 
interpretive processes. I aim to emphasize this key role of speculative thinking, 
while incorporating co-existing traditions to form a more unified approach that 
understands the speculative features of these games as world-affecting, 
describing their potential to contribute to reality, not only depict it (cf. Kraatila, 
Speculative Mimesis). 

I propose that interpretation in digital fantasy RPGs could be 
approached methodologically with two levels of interpretation. The first level of 
interpretive player positioning focuses on exploring the role of interpretation in 
the choice- and meaning-making processes of playing. It focuses on in-game 
interpretations, such as unravelling the game system’s clues and using them to 
support role-playing as Geralt. 4  The second level shifts the interpretation 
beyond in-game interactions. It illustrates the mimetic potential of the 
interpretive and speculative processes level 1 describes in participating in 
various contemporary discussions, asking how one might utilize the 
interpretive skills required in gaming to understand the world in which we live. 
Level 2 uses a hermeneutic approach to explain these connections, but in future 
research, other approaches including cognitive narratology might be fruitful. 

 
Speculation 

In this article, speculation is approached from three perspectives: (1) as 
speculative thinking afforded by speculative worldbuilding and speculative 
mimesis in the genre of fantasy fiction (2) as speculation afforded by digital 
RPGs (see below) and (3) as a more general, philosophical way of engaging with 
contemporary reality. In digital fantasy RPGs, these work together, highlighting 
the elaborate speculation at work. 

 

4 The first level I describe here comes close to combining what Koenitz describes as interactivity 
levels 1 and 2, which I will discuss later in the article. In my approach, the second level of 
interpretive player positioning moves from understanding general interpretation and 
interpreting in-game possibilities to interact with the game system to a broader understanding 
of how we can use such interpretation that is at the heart of these playing experiences to interact 
with our reality. 



Nanna Numento Constructing Posthuman Worlds with The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt 

 

 

Fafnir – Nordic Journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy Research     17 

 

Speculative Affordances of Digital RPGs 

Digital RPGs create speculation in unique ways (cf. Kunzelman, “The Click” & 
The World). For the purposes of this article, I approach these with the concepts 
of interactivity, agency and reciprocity. Interactivity affords speculation with 
the cognitive activity of interpreting the game and in digital RPGs especially by 
responding to user input (cf. Koenitz). Agency, or the possibility to influence 
the game, can be roughly divided into ludic and narrative agency referring to 
different aspects of the game experience, but in practice, these forms are 
entwined (Joyce; Bodi and Thon). The player’s choices have both immediate 
and long-term consequences: non-playable characters live or die, rulers are 
dethroned and entire regions are transformed. Agency affords speculation by 
allowing the player to influence the fantasy world, a process in which they 
constantly speculate about possible scenarios that follow their choices. 
Reciprocal communication adds to this by commenting on player agency: the 
game rewards or punishes players for their choices, creating a feedback loop 
that might shape how players act in the future (cf. Kleinerman; Farca). It 
highlights speculation by explicitly reminding players that their actions have 
consequences, making them seriously consider what they should do when faced 
with particular choices. 
 
The Interpreting Player 

Traversing the world as one of its characters is a common feature in RPGs, 
situating the player in a partly scripted position from which they interpret and 
influence the fantasy world (Roine, “Agency”). Especially in The Witcher 3, 
where Geralt can be customized very little5 and has a strong scripted role in the 
story, players must balance their own goals against Geralt’s implied 
characteristics. For instance, refusal to spare characters the game considers 
“worthy of saving” (according to Geralt’s ethical codex) is often critically 
remarked upon, while saving them is praised. Doing the “right thing” can cost 
the player in game perks like rare items or money, even if the result is more 
narratively rewarding – and vice versa. As such, playstyles vary greatly. 
Speedrunners, who try to complete the game as quickly as possible, necessarily 
neglect narrative aspects. Players might also ignore the game’s almost didactic 
commentary and instead pursue an “evil” route for their character, which does 
not remove the discussion of ethical themes, but changes how they are 
interpreted. 

In using the term player, I refer to a kind of interpreting player: an 
assumed player who focuses on the narrative qualities of the game. The article’s 
focus is on the narrative side of The Witcher 3, but obviously not all interactivity 

 

5 Without fan-made modifications (mods) or add-ons, Geralt’s appearance can be customized 
by changing his clothes or going to a barbershop to change his hair and beard styles. His 
scripted role as a white, straight, male Witcher with certain ethical principles and existing 
relationships cannot be changed, though the player can choose how to react to it. In many RPGs, 
the player can customize these (and more) aspects of their character more freely. The digital 
format, however, limits possible interactions, so playable characters in digital RPGs always 
have a somewhat scripted role, but the level of player agency varies. The increased level of 
creative freedom influences the interpretive processes but does not fully change them since 
similar workings remain. 
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relates to narrative. My implied player understands this, and while they focus 
on the narrative of the game, they understand how ludic aspects, like better 
rewards, can influence decision-making. This is close to a humanities-based 
approach of a “critical author-as-player”, but it also touches upon social aspects 
of play in connecting players with real-world issues (cf. Aarseth, “I Fought” 130; 
Farca). Transgressive play, or the attempt to play against the idealized player 
(Aarseth, “I Fought”; Zhu), is beyond the scope of this article. I have made a 
conscious choice to focus on the narrative side of the game, which rules out 
achievement-oriented playstyles. This is necessarily an idealized version of a 
player built on how the game has prestructured encounters and responses (cf. 
Farca) and how it assumes its player to be at least somewhat interested in 
interpreting the game’s narrative clues as well as being at least somewhat 
familiar with the transmedia Witcher universe (cf. Jański 124–125; Phelan 7–
8). 
 

Critical Mimesis 

In the article’s final section, which presents a posthuman reading of The 
Witcher 3, I discuss an idea that mimesis in such speculative and interactive 
contexts might be referred to as critical mimesis. Drawing from the idea of 
speculative mimesis as world-affecting (cf. Halliwell; Kraatila, The Crisis 31–33 
& Speculative Mimesis), I engage with the idea that mimesis might sometimes 
be essentially critical in nature, examining how fictional worlds reflect real-
world discourses like war, racism, or in the context of this article, human-
nonhuman-relations. This connection between worlds is understood here from 
a hermeneutic perspective (i.e. Arjoranta, “Hermeneutics”; Kłosiński; Alber et 
al.). Such a critical and ethically motivated stance might be present in various 
forms of contemporary fantasy and other fiction, but in digital RPGs it gains an 
additional dimension when the player interacts with the fictional world in a 
more concrete sense (cf. Farca; Koenitz). This kind of interpretation 
foregrounds causal relationships of player actions, making the critical 
commentary more explicit by how the system reflects it back to the player. 

3. Interacting with a Digital Fantasy World 

Interactivity in digital fantasy RPGs is at least twofold. Hartmut Koenitz (2023) 
illustrates this feature in interactive digital narratives by describing two levels 
of interactivity: interactivity 1 and 2. The first level describes the cognitive 
activity that is always present when interpreting anything, whether the object 
is responsive to user input or not (Koenitz 2–3). The second level describes the 
shift from static objects to dynamic systems: it maps the kind of interactivity 
typical of digital RPGs where players can influence the object of interpretation 
(ibid., 3–4), for instance by making choices that branch the narrative (cf. 
Aarseth, Cybertext). 

Speculation in digital fantasy RPGs can also be described from at least 
two perspectives: speculative fiction narratives and speculative game 
affordances. Fantasy fiction affords speculation with its imaginative 
worldbuilding and speculative mimesis (see i.e. Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis; 
Roine, Imaginative). Game qualities add to this by encouraging the player to 
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consider the consequences of their actions and the possibilities to act within the 
system’s frame (cf. Kunzelman, “The Click”). Together, these modes of 
speculation lead the player to philosophical modes of experimental and 
speculative thinking (Kunzelman, The World 53), including the kind of critical 
mimetic discourse I explore in this article. 

Digital fantasy RPGs utilize various storytelling practices, such as 
scripting and positioning, to support the player’s agency and role-playing 
(Roine, “Agency”). The Witcher 3 is no exception. The game opens with a 
cinematic sequence where a woman escapes from a battlefield. The scene then 
cuts to the aftermath of the battle, where two Witchers, Geralt and his mentor 
Vesemir, examine the destruction of the landscape. Later, Geralt dreams of the 
woman, and it is revealed she is Yennefer, Geralt’s on-and-off lover first 
introduced in the Witcher books. The game’s tutorial then begins. Here, the 
player learns the basic elements of gameplay while training with Vesemir and 
young Ciri in a dream-like flashback set in the Witcher stronghold, Kaer 
Morhen. The tutorial ends with an ominous vision of a spectral ship: the Wild 
Hunt, attacking Ciri. After Geralt wakes, the Witchers follow Yennefer’s tracks 
to the village of White Orchard. 

From the tutorial, the player gets a preliminary sense of who Geralt is, 
insight into some of his past experiences, and clues about what drives his 
actions in the present, including his relationships with Vesemir, Ciri and 
Yennefer. Throughout the game, the player must interpret and utilize similar 
clues. One of the first major quests in White Orchard involves hunting down a 
griffin to gain knowledge of Yennefer’s whereabouts. During the quest, the 
player visits an herbalist and may choose to ask whether an injured girl residing 
in the herbalist’s hut was attacked by the beast. The herbalist confirms this to 
be the case and tells Geralt that the girl, Lena, will soon die, as her methods are 
not powerful enough to save her. The player can try to help Lena by brewing a 
Witcher potion, a remedy that might save or kill her, as it is not intended for 
human consumption. The quest, titled “On Death’s Bed”, is one of the first to 
illustrate a repeating pattern of ethically complex choices in the game. 

Later in the game, and famously in the books in a similar way,6 Geralt 
describes his thoughts on making choices: “If I am to choose between a greater 
and lesser evil, I prefer not to choose at all. Usually, though, the stakes are just 
too damn high. ...” (TW3, Return to Crookback Bog, if Anna dies.) A conflict 
arises since the game is designed to be choice-based, and thus, it is impossible 
for the player not to make a choice when directed to do so. If the player were to 
stick to Geralt’s neutral position, they would never leave White Orchard, find 
Ciri, or defeat the Wild Hunt. 

The Witcher 3 prominently utilizes a character narrator (Backe and Thon 
4) to communicate player agency. Dandelion, a bard and a close companion of 
Geralt’s in the books as well as a character in the game, writes the game’s 
journal, which helps players track their progress. The journal also helps build 
the storyworld by chronicling Geralt’s adventures as mock history writing. 
Ultimately, it creates a “feedback loop” (Kleinerman; cf. also Farca) between the 
player and the game system, where player agency is commented on by either 

 

6 “‘Evil is evil, Stregobor,’ said the Witcher seriously as he got up. ‘Lesser, greater, middling, it’s 
all the same. […] But if I’m to choose between one evil and another, then I prefer not to choose 
at all. […]” (The Last Wish) 
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rewarding their actions or punishing them. Sometimes, if the player makes a 
choice Dandelion disagrees with, the narration switches tone and narrative 
person, moving from third-person to first-person narration. During the side 
quest “Contract: An Elusive Thief”, for example, the player must decide whether 
or not to kill a doppelganger who has been stealing food from local merchants 
in Novigrad. Should they choose to do so, rather than sparing his life, they will 
trigger a shift in the game’s narrative style. 

Using character narrators in this a way adds narratorial complexity 
(Backe and Thon 4–5), which trickles down to interpretive complexity. As a 
bard, Dandelion seeks the best story, making his narration oftentimes 
exaggerated and even misrepresenting the events he tells of. He often makes his 
own deductions as to the motivations behind different choices, mirroring to 
them his friendship with Geralt. In this way, Dandelion’s narration further 
complicates the already complex relationship between Geralt and the player (cf. 
Backe and Thon 5–6). It makes comments on player agency, comparing the 
choices to the player’s interpretation of Geralt. Though such commentary does 
not outright limit the player, the bard’s disapproval may be seen as narratively 
unfavorable. In the least, it discusses and challenges the player’s choices when 
roleplaying as Geralt. Stories and storytelling techniques such as these can be 
highly persuasive, creating emotional pressure that may cause players to make 
choices that support the path perceived as “right” for their character instead of 
ones more ludically rewarding (Tomlinson 86–87; see also Wilde and Evans). 

Interpretation on level 1 of the interpretive player positioning approach 
zooms in on this reciprocal communication, asking, for instance, what kind of 
clues (narrative or ludic) the game gives the player, how can the player react to 
them, and what factors, like emotional connections with NPCs (Tomlinson; 
Wilde; Wilde and Evans) are connected to the decisions. The game setting 
should provide the player with meaningful encounters with the fantasy world 
as well as agency within it (cf. Bodi and Thon). By this I mean that the player 
should understand that their actions have consequences in-game, and that they 
have the potential to be persuasive and challenging in some way, for example 
by connecting player agency to ethical discussions of fitting punishments of 
crimes. In the later sections, I will go further into possible applications of these 
interpretations. 

4. Interplay between Actual and Fictional Worlds 

The interpretation of fantasy worlds can be understood as a process where the 
player re-constructs their understanding of the actual world with the help of the 
fantastic one (Kraatila, The Crisis 57–59). Such a process suggests the workings 
of a hermeneutic circle (or spiral), where the player’s interpretations are 
informed by their contextual background in the actual world, but these pre-
existing ideas, such as their understanding of similar games or knowledge of 
The Witcher franchise, are also shaped by the game, and so on (Ricoeur; Alber 
et al.; Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis; Arjoranta “How” & “Hermeneutics”; 
Aarseth and Möring; Kłosiński). This invites the player to take on an active role 
in imagining and speculating the workings and meanings of both worlds (cf. 
Kraatila, The Crisis 58) particularly by making them more involved in building 
the world compared to interpreting non-responsive works of fiction (cf. 
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Koenitz; Farca). However, these processes are not particularly subtle, but rather 
a key part of the worldbuilding techniques of digital fantasy RPGs, and the 
player is usually well acquainted with their workings (cf. Roine, Imaginative 
119). 

In The Witcher 3, the fantasy world is at war, and the player constantly 
faces famine and engages with broken families and suffering refugees. 
Discussions of real-world wars such as those in Ukraine or Gaza, might 
influence how the player approaches such scenarios in-game. The fictional 
setting, however, estranges them from the context of the real-world events (cf. 
Suvin), in a way alleviating some of the weight that is a part of the war discourse 
where real people suffer. Thus, instead of directly referencing each other, the 
relationships between fantasy worlds and reality are metaphorical, abstract and 
interpretive (see Kraatila, “N.K. Jemisinin” 257–258). The experience of 
encountering these themes in a setting where players can act and choose to 
make a positive influence in the fictional world might, at best, lead to actions in 
the real world (cf. Farca), or at least make them think about such themes, 
possibly from a critical perspective because of how the game portrays and 
positions them. In this way, the fictional world provides a place for the player 
to test their interpretive skills and mirror the reflections fuelled by them to 
themes they see discussed in the news (Kraatila, The Crisis 284; “N.K. 
Jemisinin” 257–258). Rather than merely attempting to imitate reality, the 
mimesis at play here is more world-reflecting than world-imitating, and as it 
includes possibilities to influence the world it comments on, it becomes world-
affecting (cf. Halliwell; Kraatila, The Crisis 31–33). In a digital environment, 
this tension between mimesis, interactivity and agency creates significant 
potential for ethical re-interpretations of our actual world, which might be 
conceptualized as critical mimesis, as exemplified in Section 5. 

The second level of interpretative player positioning invites closer 
consideration of how interpretation moves from the interpretation of in-game 
events, such as choice-making during dialogues, to speculative mimesis. By 
combining speculative affordances of digital environments in RPGs with the 
idea of fantasy fiction as a particularly effective format for engaging with our 
increasingly complex contemporary reality (Kraatila, Speculative Mimesis), I 
ask how we might utilize the interpretive skills required in digital gaming to 
better understand the complex world in which we live. 

The interpretive position the player embodies in The Witcher 3 situates 
them between the defined categories of human, nonhuman and monster, 
allowing the player to approach conflicts from different perspectives. The game 
heavily builds on this. At one point, the player, as Geralt, can choose to show 
sympathy to a gay man driven away from the community because of his 
sexuality by telling him that they understand, because Geralt is “a freak, too” 
(TW3, The Beast of White Orchard, conversation with Mislav). They can 
similarly refer to Geralt’s profession as a monster hunter as someone moving 
between different worlds of experience: “Only Witchers stand between you 
[sentient monsters] and humans. We know both worlds, protect both. We kill 
dangerous monsters so the thinking ones can live in peace.” (TW3, Skellige’s 
Most Wanted.) Such liminality on a narrative level is not such an explicit part 
of all RPGs, but in any case, the player acts from a kind of liminal space situated 
between actual and fictional worlds. Their interpretations are inevitably 
influenced by their presence in the actual world (cf. Arjoranta, 
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“Hermeneutics”), but the game tries to persuade them to embody Geralt: to act 
and think as he would. 

This roleplaying draws attention to mutant experiences. There are 
numerous characters who are hybrid in nature, often combining human and 
non-human features. These mutant figures invite the player to question 
existing conventions and norms, and thus, encounters with their unfamiliar 
figures may lead to cognitive estrangement (Kortekallio 14–15; 88–92). Mutant 
narratives, in turn, engage in imagining things like species, genetics and 
environments beyond the conventional, normative and familiar, utilizing 
strategies of speculation and fantasy fiction in doing so (Kortekallio 4; 80). In 
The Witcher 3, I argue, this is a key feature in creating speculative commentary. 
As a Witcher, Geralt earns his living by killing monsters. Monster-hunts often 
invite the player into ethically motivated discussions with the very beings they 
seek to kill, as some of the creatures can speak in a language they share with 
both Geralt and the player. These “thinking monsters” fall under Geralt’s ethical 
code, and he refuses to kill them if they do not pose danger to others. The game 
often portrays Geralt pausing to talk with the monsters instead of immediately 
drawing his sword. In doing so, it synthetically builds ethical reflections into 
the game, foregrounding such reflections as a reoccurring rhetorical and 
reciprocal method of communication. It gives the player ethical agency, a 
possibility to make ethically challenging choices that influence the fates of NPCs 
(Dechering and Bakkes). Given this significant role of ethics, The Witcher 3 may 
be referred to as ethical fiction (cf. Brake and Decker). 

Level 2 of interpretive player positioning focuses on how the interpretive 
skills used in gaming move from merely interpreting possibilities to act in-game 
to recognizing how they connect to different discourses, such as the ethical 
implications of marginalizing, oppressing and even killing beings based on how 
they differ from the existing norms put in place by those in power. In the final 
section, I discuss such posthuman imaginations further by focusing on the 
ethically reflective potential they entail in their discussions connecting to 
contemporary discourses in the actual world. 

5. Posthuman Speculation as Critical Mimesis: The 
Ethical Potential of Interactive Fantasy Worlds 

Above, I have illustrated the intertwining qualities of fantasy fiction and digital 
RPGs that support the player’s speculation and interpretation. In this final 
section, I go further into speculative stories as world-affecting speculations of a 
different world by combining the two levels of interpretation to offer a 
posthuman reading of The Witcher 3. I consider the larger implications of such 
complex worlds and the equally challenging themes they discuss, arguing that 
in interacting with fantasy worlds, we may find unexpected routes to 
understanding the constantly shifting perceptions of reality. I call this process 
critical mimesis, by which I refer to the way the game invites the player to 
engage in a critically attuned, active, and ethically motivated reflection process 
that connects discourses of fictional and actual worlds. The agency related to 
this might be categorized in terms of ethical agency (Dechering and Bakkes), 
affective-interpretive agency (Suoranta) or perhaps even speculative agency. 
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Posthuman themes, such as the value and role of nonhuman7 beings in a 
human-ruled society, are central to The Witcher 3. Interpreting such themes, 
however, requires a deeper interpretive concentration than understanding the 
implications of war or racism, both of which are repeatedly discussed in the 
game. While the hierarchical relations between humans, elves, and dwarves can 
quite easily be interpreted as a critique of white supremacy, the discussion 
portrayed through monsters is more abstract, and its interpretation is more 
strongly the player’s responsibility (cf. Kraatila, “N.K. Jemisinin” 258). Though 
stories have their limitations for example with player agency (Tomlinson 82–
86) or portraying nonhuman experiences (Arjoranta, “Playing” 109–110), 8 
there is also significant potential in them for the critical re-interpretation of 
reality. In this context, mutant narratives have been brought up as a response 
to the crisis of humanism (Kortekallio). 

In digital RPGs, multiple dimensions of complexity converge, making 
them particularly interesting environments in terms of world-affecting 
mimesis. First, the themes they discuss are large-scale and challenging in 
various ways, which forces the player to concentrate on reflecting upon them 
whilst they play. Such speculative complexity (cf. Kraatila, The Crisis; 
Caracciolo, The Experientiality & Narrating) draws attention to the constant 
presence of speculation on a narrative level. Second, the digital format 
highlights this interactive process as the player must constantly consider how 
their actions shape the narrative and how the game might react to their input, 
which adds a level of digital complexity (cf. Koenitz 6–7). Third, mutant figures 
are fundamentally complex beings, and in challenging the existing norms with 
their hybrid features, they create a sense of narrative complexity (Kortekallio 
95), which might include ethical complexity. Together, the two levels of 
interpretation I have discussed in this article help navigate this complexity by 
focusing the interpretation first on a textual level and after that connecting it to 
larger interpretive possibilities. Digital and narrative complexity can be 
explored with level 1 by mapping how they afford interpretation in-game 
whereas speculative and ethical complexity more closely relate to level 2’s role 
in engaging with reality. 

The ethical potential related to the game’s posthuman qualities spans 
various perspectives from foregrounding posthuman themes in the narrative to 
enhancing such nonhuman visions with the audiovisual and digital fantasy 
environment. The three most central aspects, I argue, relate to (1) playing as 
and interacting with hybrid mutant figures who blur binary categories between 
various norms, such as human and nonhuman (2) the experiences of 
estrangement that relate to these and (3) the reciprocal and ethical 
communication between the game and its player, such as the player’s ethical 
agency in deciding the fates of monsters. Of these three, the first relates mostly 

 

7 In posthuman research, the term “nonhuman” is usually used to refer to anything differing 
from the human norm. In The Witcher 3’s world, however, nonhumans are their own category, 
referring to a range of human-like races such as dwarves and elves, who slightly differ from the 
human assumption, and are thus categorized by this divergence. In posthuman research, the 
term “nonhuman” would thus envelope all beings that are not human, such as monsters and 
nonhumans, but in the game’s world this differentiation is made between them. 
8 Unnatural narratology, for one, points out that “not all narratives are consistent with real-
world experience”, but that such narratives can still be approached with certain reading 
strategies (Alber et al. 447–448). 
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to the first level of interpretive player positioning, where the player (as Geralt) 
acts from a liminal narrative position and meets other hybrid beings. The 
second begins to draw the connection between worlds, moving closer to level 2 
by making the player reflect on the feelings of estrangement that stem from the 
actual world. The third illustrates level 2, where in-game interactions from level 
1 are understood not only as the game’s internal worldbuilding (hunting 
monsters as a Witcher), but in their relation to ethical discussions (questioning 
why norm-breaking beings are being oppressed). 

The constant presence of human-like, but not-quite-human characters 
who voice their opinion in a shared language, calls attention to the unjust social 
structures in the fictional world. By meeting individuals who are abused, 
discriminated against and even hunted by the human population, the player 
encounters discourses that challenge the assumed norms of order and 
civilization that place humans as central beings. Playing as Geralt is a key 
interpretive function to position the player to posthuman thematics, as he is a 
mutant.9 Born as a human but genetically enhanced and brutally trained to 
become a Witcher, he is left in a liminal position in between existing categories 
of human, nonhuman and monster. His human past and profession allow him 
to connect with human experiences, but he can also use their scorn to find 
common ground with beings who suffer in the human society. Encounters with 
such mutant narratives may create experiences of cognitive estrangement (cf. 
Suvin) in the player when they are forced to question familiar concepts of 
normative bodies and societal structures (Kortekallio). 

I have already discussed Geralt’s principles regarding sentient monsters, 
but even monsters who are considered insentient have qualities that encourage 
posthuman reflections. Some of these “dangerous monsters”, the unspeaking 
and aggressive ones, look more like humans than trolls or werewolves. 
Reoccurring enemies like drowners, who live near bodies of water, and ghouls, 
who are attracted by corpses, are both described by their resemblance to 
humans in the game’s bestiary. This familiarity, however, is deemed “eerie” and 
“foreign”, and the bestiary entries quickly move on to describe the qualities that 
make them “the utter negation of all that is human.” Narratively, they create 
contrast to the speaking monsters.10  

The distinction between human and nonhuman (in the posthuman 
sense) is built not only on appearance, but also on cognition and deeds. The 
latter, especially, draws comparisons between human and nonhuman actors in 
the fictional world. The definition of a monster is chief among the ethical 
discussions discussed by The Witcher 3 and its transmedia companions (see 
Brake and Decker). The question of who or what can be called a monster is a 
reoccurring yet complex theme. The comparisons between humans and those 
they like to call monsters only sharpen as the player travels from villages to 
cities, interacting with their human populations. One after the other, they 

 

9 From a ludic perspective, playing as such a character also opens intriguing possibilities to 
gameplay since Geralt’s mutations allow him to use basic magic, see in the dark and drink 
potent elixirs to fare better in fights against monsters. This helps create a semblance of 
estrangement in an audiovisual sense (cf. Arjoranta “Playing”). 
10 Such monsters serve as enemies the player can slay to fulfil ludic features like combat, which 
is a key part of The Witcher 3 and other RPGs. The player can collect items from the monsters’ 
corpses to use in brewing potions that further their ludic performance by making them stronger, 
faster, and so on. 
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illustrate the worst of humanity. A large number of humans Geralt interacts 
with on his quest to find Ciri are irrefutably greedy and violent. In Novigrad, 
the player witnesses a scene where a priest of a radical, human-oriented cult 
tortures a prostitute with a hot poker (TW3, Carnal Sins). The city is largely 
controlled by another fanatic, Caleb Menge, commander of the cult’s armed 
forces, and beyond the government level, by four undercover bosses each more 
corrupt than the next. In Velen, during one of the main quests, Geralt learns of 
an abusive relationship between an alcoholic man, referred to as “the Baron”, 
and his wife, Anna. Geralt is forced to help the Baron in order to gain 
information about Ciri’s whereabouts. During the quest, Anna is discovered to 
have miscarried as a result of the Baron’s physical assault (TW3, the Bloody 
Baron questline), evidencing further the violence of humankind within the 
game. 

These are just a few examples from the tens and hundreds of hours of 
gameplay, showing the stark contrast between the raping, thieving and 
murdering humans depicted throughout The Witcher 3, and the so-called 
monsters Geralt is sent to hunt, beings who often just try to survive in a human-
ruled world where they have no place. Naturally, there are exceptions on both 
sides: humans who prove their kind are not entirely corrupt, as well as monsters 
driven by greed or vengeance. However, the reoccurring encounters with 
mutants who challenge the distinction between human and monster invite the 
player to consider the ethical implications of definitions of monstrosity. These 
in-game interpretations of monsters in the context of the fantasy world and its 
inner workings (level 1) then shift towards larger implications of how similar 
discussions of oppression, violence and hierarchy are reflected and discussed in 
the game’s storytelling (level 2).  

By including the player in decision-making on level 1, the game’s 
speculative mimesis gains a critical application when moving to level 2, where 
a similar “call to action” is not explicit, but possible at least in the way it invites 
the player to reflect on these decisions. As discussed above, the interpretation 
of such themes is influenced by the player’s background and motivations, which 
are reflected in their play. Because of this, the basis of the interpretive player 
positioning approach is on the interactive gaming experience, which 
fundamentally is subjective: it does not aim to define any one argument that the 
game tries to convey about such themes, because something like that does not 
likely even exist—neither universally nor in such interactive worlds shaped by 
the player. Instead, I explore the complex interactions between players and the 
game where various forms of speculation converge and are highlighted by the 
interactive storyworld, creating possibilities for critical interpretations. 

6. Conclusion 

In this article, I have explored the interpretive and speculative interactions in 
digital fantasy RPGs, and their potential to invite ethical posthuman reflections, 
introducing the interpretive player positioning approach. The approach, as seen 
throughout this article, has two levels: (1) the player’s agency and meaningful 
interactions with the scripted world and (2) the interpretive and speculative 
potential in this digital ludo-narrative environment. Combined, this 
conceptualization can be used to examine the reciprocal interpretive processes 
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between actual and fantastical worlds, as seen in my posthuman reading of The 
Witcher 3. 

The interpretive player approach brings together fantasy research and 
digital media, focusing on how various forms of speculation converge, creating 
complexity across narrative, digital and ethical levels. By foregrounding the 
player’s active participation in the creation of the fantasy world, this complexity 
highlights their potential to engage with various equally complex discourses. 
Gaming experiences such as these have the potential to encourage critical 
reflections on the actual world, allowing players to experiment, speculate and 
test their interpretative skills in a digital fantasy environment. I call this 
critically attuned process of interpretation critical mimesis. Such a reading 
technique can be applied to various contexts, including postcolonial and 
feminist perspectives. From a posthuman perspective, the three key 
interactions include (1) playing as and interacting with hybrid mutant figures 
who blur the binary categories between norms (2) the experiences of 
estrangement that relate to these and (3) the reciprocal and ethical 
communication between the game and its player. 

The conceptualizations I have offered here invite further explorations to 
investigate the speculative and mimetic possibilities of digital fantasy RPGs. 
Possible directions for future study include, for example, adopting the 4E 
approach to better understand the cognitive implications of such 
interpretations (Polvinen; Wilde; Kortekallio), applying rhetorical narrative 
theory to map audience engagement with narratives (Phelan) and examining 
narrative positioning so as to further explore how narrative identities are 
constructed textually (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou). The kind of ethically 
attuned, often critical and future-oriented interpretation I have outlined also 
aligns with discussions of narrative literacy (Kraatila, “Narrative Literacy”), 
where it might gain practical usability. As such, the interpretive player 
approach contributes to various discourses about the role and potential of 
digital games, fantasy fiction and narratives in our contemporary society. 

Biography: Nanna Numento is a doctoral researcher in Literary Studies at 
Tampere University. Her research focuses on speculative strategies and 
narrative ethics in digital fantasy role-playing games. She is particularly 
interested in the complex ways these games engage with our contemporary 
reality, inviting their player to constant speculative thought experiments. 
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