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Can interactive fictions teach us some propositional knowledge that more traditional, non-interactive 

fictions cannot? Here, I argue that they can. In particular, using insights from standpoint epistemology, I 

argue that there is some propositional knowledge the possession of which requires undergoing certain 

agential experiences. This leads to a kind of experience knowledge gap for traditional fictions: because 

they are non-interactive, such fictions are structurally unable to deliver these experiences and, by 

extension, this knowledge. However, interactive fictions allow players to undergo fictional analogues of 

the relevant experiences, which can be leveraged as a means of gaining the relevant knowledge. 

Consequently, there are some things interactive fictions can teach us that traditional fictions cannot. 

 

Spec-Ops: the Line, a 2012 video game developed by Yager Development and published by 

2k Games, is a harrowing depiction of the depths and horrors of war. Like many video games, 

Spec-Ops is plausibly classified as a work of fiction. This is reflected in the ease by which we 

apply to it the concept of fictionality – that is, the concept of something being true “in” or 

“according to” a representational work.
1
 For instance, it is true in Spec-Ops that Dubai was 

destroyed by a mammoth sandstorm, that a US Army division sent to Dubai to help evacuate 

civilians has gone radio silent, and that three US special forces operatives have been inserted 

into Dubai to determine what has happened. 

And, like many other video games, there seems to be something importantly 

interactive about Spec-Ops. Throughout the course of the game, players are asked to make 

various choices, choices that play an essential role in shaping the very content of the story 

itself. For example, at Spec-Ops’ finale, the player is asked to choose whether to shoot or 

spare the main antagonist. Players who shoot the villain make it fictional that he is shot, while 

those who spare him make it fictional that he is spared. Put otherwise, Spec-Ops leaves certain 

things aspects of the story open, and it is up to the player to decide which path is taken, and 

hence what is fictionalized. 

In contrast, Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, while also a harrowing depiction of the 

depths and horrors of war, lacks this interactivity. No matter what the viewer does, they 

cannot make it fictional that e.g. Williard does not take up the mission, Chief survives the trip 

up the Nùng river, or Kurtz likes to wear clown make-up. The fiction, as presented to the 

viewer, is in some sense closed – the events are pre-determined, and the viewer is just along 

to see what happens, which is simply not up to them.   

In light of this contrast, contemporary discussion of fiction has drawn a distinction 

between traditional fictions, which includes most novels, films, theatre (as an audience 

member), poetry, and dance, and interactive fictions, which include most video games, 

choose-your-own-adventure books, virtual and augmented reality applications, table-top and 

live-action role-playing games, and theatre (as an actor).
2
 The contents of the former, like 

                                                           
1
 The idea that fictionality is distinctive of fiction can be associated with Walton (1990). For an overview of 

fictionality, see Woodward (2011, 2014); for further discussion of the distinction between fiction and nonfiction, 

see Friend (2012), Stock (2011, 2017), Matravers (2014), and Davies (2015). 
2
 In treating (most) video games as interactive fictions, I follow Lopes (2001, 2010), Tavinor (2005, 2008, 2009), 

Robson and Meskin (2012, 2016), Meskin and Robson (2010, 2012), Cova and Garcia (2015), and Wildman and 

Woodward (forthcoming). Aarseth (2007) contends that video games are virtual, rather than fictional. However, 

there is no obvious incompatibility between Aarseth’s conception of virtuality and the notion of fictionality 

employed here. The ‘most’ qualifier is necessary because plausibly some video games – e.g. Tetris, 

Chessmaster, and Puzzle Bobble – are not fictions in the ordinary sense of the term, though they may be fictions 

in Walton’s sense (see Walton 1990). Finally, it is worth noting that this usage of ‘interactive fiction’, though 

relatively standard within philosophy, is broader than the other standard usage of the same term, designating the 

specific genre of game or electronic literature exemplified by Colossal Cave Adventure, Zork, and what is 

available on the Interactive Fiction Database (http://ifdb.tads.org/). As should be clear, all instances of the latter 

kind of interactive fictions will also be examples of the former, but not vice versa. 
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with Apocalypse Now, come to the viewer (in some sense) pre-packed, while the contents of 

the latter, like with Spec-Ops, are at least partially created by users’ choices when they engage 

with the fiction. 

Exactly how to demarcate traditional and interactive fictions is a difficult and 

contentious point. But it cannot be doubted that there is a distinction to be made.
3
 And once it 

is made, many new questions about the nature of fictions and fictionality emerge.  

This paper concerns one such question. Specifically, within the context of discussing 

how (and whether) we can learn from fiction, it is natural to wonder whether the two kinds of 

fictions differ in their teaching potential. That is, can interactive fictions teach us some 

propositional knowledge – some know-that – that traditional fictions cannot?
 4

  

Here, I argue that interactive fictions can teach us some propositional knowledge that 

traditional fictions are structurally incapable of delivering. More specifically, I begin (§1) by 

using insights from standpoint epistemology to show that there is some propositional 

knowledge that traditional fictions are simply incapable of teaching us. This is because a 

necessary condition for knowing some specific propositions is undergoing certain 

participatory or agential experiences, experiences which traditional fictions can describe or 

depict but cannot deliver. Building on this, I then proceed (§2) to demonstrate how interactive 

fictions can bridge this gap and teach us the relevant propositional knowledge. For interactive 

fictions, by virtue of their affordances, can provide (fictional) analogues of the relevant 

participatory or agential experiences, allowing players to (fictionally) assume the relevant 

standpoint, and hence satisfy the necessary conditions for knowing the relevant propositions. 

Finally, after addressing some objections (§3), I conclude that we’ve a positive answer to 

KNOW-THAT: there is an epistemic gap that no amount of traditional fictions can fill, but 

interactive fictions can. 

 

§1. The experience Gap 

 

Generally speaking, standpoint epistemology starts from the idea that having a particular, 

socially situated perspective provides an epistemic privilege or authority within a relevant 

realm.
5
 Importantly, this epistemic privilege extends beyond merely pragmatic know-how to a 

deep and fundamental know-that. Thus, for example, coming to known the oppression women 

face in patriarchal societies requires undergoing certain oppressive experiences; without the 

relevant experiences, there will be certain things you’ll never understand, certain facts that 

will remain beyond your epistemic ken. 

Of course this doesn’t mean these experiences are sufficient for the relevant 

knowledge – one can definitely undergo the relevant experiences but still fail to come to know 

whatever is at stake. But it does entail that being suitably experienced is a necessary condition 

for grasping some facts. In this way, the core thought of standpoint epistemology is what we 

might call the Hendrix Test: are you (relevantly) experienced? If not, then there are some 

things you simply can’t know. 

There are numerous plausible ranges of propositional knowledge that require passing 

the Hendrix Test. One example is most (and possibly all) de se knowledge. Here, one must 

undergoing certain experiences in order to grasp the relevant knowledge simply because the 

experience partially generates what it is we come to know. For example, I can only come to 

                                                           
3
 For discussion on how to draw the interactive/traditional fiction distinction, see the references in the previous 

footnote. 
4
 The know-that/know-how distinction is from Ryle (1945, 1949). This distinction has been influentially 

challenged by Stanley and Williamson (2001) and Stanley (2011), though defending it goes beyond the scope of 

present concern. I am here primarily concerned with know-that because I think it is obvious that interactive 

fictions can teach us know-how that traditional fictions cannot – for example, compare a novel that describes, in 

detail, how to fly a drone with an interactive fiction that includes an ultra-realistic simulation of doing so. 
5
 For more on standpoint epistemology, see e.g. Anderson (1995) and Hartsock (1987). 
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know that I am the one spilling the sugar in the grocery store aisle provide that I am 

undergoing the experience of doing so – if I wasn’t, then I wouldn’t be spilling the sugar, so 

the relevant proposition wouldn’t be true (and hence not something I could know).
6
 And the 

same goes for much phenomenal knowledge: the relevant experience at least partially 

constitutes the relevant proposition, so undergoing it is a necessary condition for the 

proposition’s truth (and hence knowability). For example, it is plausible to think that Mary 

can only know that seeing red feels like this once she’s undergone the experience of red, and I 

can only know what being depressed feels like after I have experienced it.
7
 

Of course, given the dependence of the relevant proposition’s truth on the experience, 

these feel a little cheap. We might then wonder, is there any propositional knowledge whose 

truth does not depend upon the undergoing of certain experiences, but knowledge of which 

still requires passing the Hendrix Test? 

It seems there is. For one, as mentioned above, much of the core literature on 

standpoint epistemology has advanced the idea that there are certain facts about e.g. 

oppression that are only graspable once you’ve been oppressed in the relevant way. But this 

certainly isn’t the sole area where passing the Hendrix Test looks vital. 

Another concerns aesthetic testimony. Roughly, pessimists about aesthetic testimony 

hold that we cannot arrive at much aesthetic knowledge on the basis of testimony.
8
 The truth 

or falsity of pessimism is a highly debateable matter, and one that I am not keen to enter into 

here.
9
 Instead, I am happy to settle for the following conditional: if pessimism is true, then 

much aesthetic knowledge requires passing the Test. For the truth of pessimism entails that 

there is some propositional knowledge – for example, that Mondrian’s Broadway Boogie 

Woogie is lively, vibrant, and beautiful – that I cannot acquire indirectly, via testimony. 

Assuming my friend Richard tells me about the painting, the best I could come to know is that 

he believes that it is lively, vibrant, and beautiful. But this is a different proposition – his 

believing it ain’t the same as the painting’s being it. Rather, I have to engage with the work. 

Only then, after having undergone the relevant experience, will I be in a position to know. So, 

pending the truth of pessimism, much aesthetic knowledge will also require passing the Test. 

Yet another is what Paul (2015, ms) calls epistemically and personally transformative 

experiences. These are, respectively, experiences that teach us something we could not have 

learned without having that kind of experience, and experiences that change us in some deep 

and personally fundamental way (e.g. by altering our core preferences or desires). By 

definition, both are straightforward grist to the Hendrix Test mill: they feature certain 

propositional knowledge that is simply inaccessible to us prior to undergoing the 

transformative experience. And many of these experiences will be essentially agential, 

involving our taking on some specific agential role. 

Finally, a natural, though unexplored, application of the standpoint epistemology 

framework concerns war. Specifically, it is natural to think that ‘experience, sheer, vulgar 

experience’ (Fussell 1988: 14) provides the basis for a certain kind of epistemic privilege that 

allows one to grasp certain facts about the ethics and nature of war that are epistemically 

                                                           
6
 For more on de se knowledge, see e.g. Lewis (1979), Perry (1979), and Schlenker (forthcoming), though c.f. 

Millikan (1990) and Cappelen and Dever (2013). 
7
 See Jackson (1982) and the absolute explosion of literature discussing this case.  

8
 Exactly why pessimists are so pessimistic varies, though one strong motivation is because they accept 

something like Wollheim’s (1980: 233) Acquaintance Principle, according to which ‘judgements of aesthetic 

value… must be based on first-hand experience of their object’. Note that we need the qualification because 

most pessimists, including Wollheim (1980) and Hopkins (2000, 2007, 2011) allow for exceptions, though some 

– e.g. Scruton (1976) – adopt an unqualified version of the position. 
9
 For an excellent overview of the general debate about aesthetic testimony, see Robson (2012), and for 

discussion of pessimism in particular, see e.g. Meskin (2004), Whiting (2015), and Nguyen (2017). Finally, for 

more about the relationship between aesthetic testimony, pessimism, and standpoint epistemology, see 

[REDACTED]. 
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inaccessible to the suitably inexperienced. This is a point frequently and – to my mind – 

persuasively made in a large body of literature produced by combat veterans. For example, 

Sledge, writing about his experience in World War II, says he and his marine comrades 

 
existed in an environment totally incomprehensible to men behind the lines… …unless they have seen it 

with their own eyes, it is too preposterous to think that men could actually live and fight for days and 

nights on end under such terrible conditions and not be driven insane. … Often people just behind our 

rifle companies couldn’t understand what we knew. (1981: 131) 

 

Similarly, in a 1943 letter to his parents, Lieutenant John F. Kennedy noted that, ‘when I read 

that we will fight the [Japanese] for years if necessary and will sacrifice hundreds of 

thousands if we must, I always like to check from where he’s talking; it’s seldom out here.’ 

Finally, Fussell says that ‘what’s at stake in an infantry assault is so entirely unthinkable to 

those without the experience of one, or several, or many, even if they possess very wide-

ranging imaginations and warm sympathies’ (1988: 19). And I take it that the same goes for 

the myriad other forms war can take: the combat-experienced standpoint provides unique 

epistemic privileges which can then be leveraged into insights into the ethics and nature of 

war. In other words, when it comes to knowing war, experience matters.  

It is worth clarifying the type of experience that is relevant here. From what combat-

experienced soldiers have said in interviews and memoirs, it is not that of being under mortal 

threat, or even of confronting gruesome scenes. Rather, the point that comes up again and 

again is that what matters is what they have done (or, in some cases, failed to do) in a combat-

context. Marlantes, for example, stresses facing ‘the death of those I killed’ (2011: 01, my 

emphasis), while Wold (quoted in Sites 2014) focuses on ‘the things [he] did’ while stationed 

in Fallujah. Similarly, A1C Bryant, a US Airforce drone pilot from 2007 to 2011, talks about 

‘watching someone bleed out, because of something [he] did’ (quoted in Power 2013), while 

those interviewed in Ouma et al’s (2010) extensive analysis of burnout/PTSD amongst drone 

operators heavily emphasized facing the consequences of their actions. 

In short, then, the relevant experience is that of being an agent in a combat-context, 

thereby bringing about certain moral, and possibly mortal, outcomes. Having undergone this 

essentially agential experience, individual are then placed in a position to grasp certain 

insights unavailable to the unexperienced. 

One immediate upshot of this experience being essential agential is that merely 

watching someone else undergo it won’t do: the relevant experience isn’t seeing someone 

participate in war, it’s doing so. You yourself have to be in one of these moral moments, then 

act, and, having done so, face the consequences. You’ve got to undergo what Fussell 

describes in the following: 

 
When the young soldier with the wild eyes comes at you, firing, do you shoot him in the foot, hoping 

he’ll be hurt badly enough to drop or miss-aim the gun with which he’s going to kill you, or do you 

shoot him in the chest (or, if you’re a prime shot, in the head) and make certain that you and not he will 

be the survivor of that mortal moment? (1988: 34-5, my emphasis) 

 

So understood, to take up the soldier’s standpoint, one must have the experience of acting in a 

‘mortal moment’. And those who lack this experience – who have not been agents in combat-

contexts – fail the Hendrix Test for knowing the various propositions about the nature and 

ethics of war that Fussell and his fellows have access to. That is, because they fail to satisfy 

one of the necessary conditions, there are certain facts about war which are epistemically 

inaccessible to the inexperienced.
10

 

                                                           
10

 Perhaps the clearest instance of this point is the exchange between Fussell and Walzer on the ethics of using 

the atomic bomb. Walzer argues – rather persuasively, it should be said – that the use of the bomb on Hiroshima 

was a political and not a military act, and hence an act of terrorism – it was a ‘violation’ of a ‘code’ that should 
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In this way, there is some propositional knowledge that requires passing the Hendrix 

Test. And it is plausible that a sub-set of this knowledge requires undergoing certain 

essentially agential or participatory experiences. 

The existence of this knowledge poses an insurmountable problem for traditional 

fictions. For traditional fictions are, in some sense, closed – novel readers and film viewers 

are unable to participate in the depicted events/actions in any way. They are removed from the 

action (though they might be “immersed” in an irrelevant sense if the depiction is of 

sufficiently high quality). This removal means that traditional fictions are structurally unable 

to deliver any kind of participatory or agential experience. To take up the example above, no 

matter how rich a description traditional fictions deliver, they cannot put us in the soldier’s 

standpoint – they can’t give us the experience of being an agent within a moral moment. They 

can of course depict or describe the relevant experience. But it is one thing to watch someone 

die, and another altogether to kill them. To take up the solder’s standpoint, we must 

experience (something like) the latter. All traditional fiction can deliver is the former. 

So traditional fictions cannot put us in the soldier’s standpoint. And since being in the 

soldier’s standpoint is a necessary condition for knowing certain facts about the nature and 

ethics of war, it follows that traditional fiction cannot teach us these facts. 

More generally, since such fictions are closed, in the sense that they do not allow 

readers to participate in the depicted or described events, traditional fictions cannot put us in a 

position to satisfy the relevant necessary conditions. Consequently, traditional fiction faces an 

experience knowledge gap: they are incapable of teaching us any knowledge for which 

passing the Hendrix Test with agential experiences is a necessary condition. 

We can express this ‘experience gap’ directly via the following argument: 

 

(1) If there is some propositional knowledge the possession of which requires passing 

the Hendrix test with certain agential experiences, then traditional fictions will not 

be able to provide it 

 

(2) There is some positional knowledge the possession of which requires passing the 

Hendrix test with certain agential experiences. 

 

(3) Therefore, there is some propositional knowledge that traditional fictions cannot 

provide 

 

The support for (1) comes from fact that traditional fictions are structurally unable to deliver 

any kind of participatory or agential experiences. For these experiences require the kind of 

affordances that traditional fictions lack. Meanwhile, (2) is motivated by the points made 

above: there is some propositional knowledge that require agential experiences. Given these, 

(3) straightforwardly follows. 

 

§2. Filling the gap: interactive fiction & fictional participation 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
not be broken (1981: 14). Fussell’s response is that the bombing was both ‘political and military, sadistic and 

humanitarian, horrible and welcome’, a point he suggests that it’s only possible to see once you adopt the 

soldier’s view. He then ends his response by saying: 

 

I was arguing the importance of combat experience, alas, in influencing one’s views on the ethics of the 

bomb. I observed that those who deplore the dropping of the bomb absolutely turn out to be largely too 

young to have been killed if it hadn’t bene used. I don’t want to be needlessly offensive … But I note 

that in 1945 Michael Walzer, for all the emotional warmth of his current argument, was ten years old. 

(1981: 14) 
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The upshot of the previous section is that traditional fictions can’t fill the experience gap 

because these experiences require participation, which traditional fictions cannot support. 

However, interactive fictions support fictional agency – they allow their players to shape the 

relevant work’s contents by taking-up the role of active agents within the world of the fiction. 

And this fictional agency can be used to fill the gap.  

Interactive fictions are able to support fictional agency because they feature 

affordances.
11

 Roughly, affordances are quasi-causal real-world to fictional-world functions, 

with their inputs being various actions of the player and the output being some corresponding 

change in the world of the fiction. Exactly what form these affordances take depends upon 

what form of medium the interactive fiction is an instance of. For example, a standard 

affordance for video game interactive fictions is that the player can manipulate a thumb-stick 

and, in so doing, move the player-character – a fictional entity that serves as the player’s 

proxy in the game-world – around in the game-world. Meanwhile, affordances of choose-

your-own-adventure books like Project UFO and Hyperspace typically involve the reader 

flipping to a certain page depending upon what actions/events they want to occur within the 

fiction. Finally, table-top and live-action role-playing-games like Dungeons & Dragons and 

Vampire: the Masquerade often feature affordances that involve verbal or written 

communication describing what the players would like to have happen (e.g., ‘I cast magic 

missile!’), accompanied by some form of chance mechanism (frequently dice or rock-paper-

scissors) to determine the action’s success or failure. 

Of course, traditional fictions (and, arguably, all artworks), feature something that 

looks a lot like, but are in fact distinct from, affordances. For traditional fictions allow 

appreciators to control the sequence or means in which they access the traditional fiction’s 

content. But, as Lopes notes, changing the order or manner in which a fiction’s content is 

accessed isn’t to change the content itself – as he puts it, ‘whatever Ulysses is about is not 

altered by my reading it in order, say, of chapter length’ (2001: 68). In this way, though 

traditional fictions are weakly interactive, in that they only allow readers to alter how the 

work is displayed, but not alter its contents, interactive fictions are strongly interactive, in that 

reader’s inputs don’t merely cue up various previously encoded fictional events, but instead 

actively shape the work’s very contents. What happens in the world of the interactive fiction 

depends upon the reader’s input, such that the world is only generated after the inputs are 

supplied. And it is the interactive fiction’s affordances that translate the player’s inputs into 

the relevant fictional content. 

The nature and number of a fiction’s affordances delineates what can and can’t be 

changed (and hence how interactive the interactive fiction is). For example, by Dark Souls 

allows players to determine, by pushing a button, whether they link the flame and prolong the 

Age of Fire, or walk away and usher in the Age of Dark, but there is no means for players to 

make it such that the story takes place in somewhere other than Lordran. Still, many 

interactive fictions feature a significant range of affordances, allowing players to have direct 

control over a large amount of the fiction’s content – control that, with traditional fictions, is 

only in the hands of the writer/director. 

In this way, affordances are a defining feature of interactive fictions. They are the 

mechanisms by which players are able to fix the content of the interactive fiction, the things 

that make interactive fictions genuinely interactive. And, for the same reason, affordances are 

absent in traditional fictions: if a work has includes affordances, then it is interactive.  

And these affordances mean that interactive fictions allow players to fictionally 

participate in the world of the (interactive) fiction: by providing inputs, readers have a kind of 

agency within the fiction, shaping and (partially) determining what occurs. This also allows 

for certain unique emotional reactions. For example, as Tavinor (2005: 37-9, 2010: 631) 

                                                           
11

 For more on affordances, see e.g. Juul (2005) and Cogburn & Silcox (2009). 
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notes, a player of an interactive fiction might feel guilty for what they (fictionally) did. Such a 

response looks utterly inappropriate in the context of traditional fictions, since the relevant 

emotional attitude presupposes an active role. Or, to put the point another way, you can’t feel 

guilty about what Apocalypse Now’s Cpt. Williard does – that’s out of your hands – but you 

can (and probably should) feel guilty about what Spec-Ops: the Line’s Cpt. Walker does, 

because it’s your hand that made him do it.
12

 

So, interactive fictions, via their affordances, support a kind of fictional agency. And, 

in turn, this means interactive fictions can bridge the experience gap. 

The process to do has three steps. First, we, who lack the relevant real-life 

experiences, can, via interactive fictions, generate fictional experiences – that is, experiences 

within the fiction that are analogous to the relevant real-life ones. In this way, we can be said 

to, within the fiction, pass the Hendrix Test by fictionally take up the requisite standpoint. 

Then, staying within the fiction, we can derive the desired knowledge. Finally, using standard 

export mechanisms, we can extrapolate the knowledge.  

For example, we can engage with an interactive fiction that allows us to (fictionally) 

serve as agents in a (fictional) combat situation. This will generate a body of (fictional) 

agential experiences, many of which will, if the interactive fiction is well done, correspond to 

the real-world experiences that Fussell et al contend are necessary for knowing war. So, 

within the fiction, we would then satisfy the necessary condition for knowledge – we have 

fictionally taken up the soldier’s standpoint. Then, staying within the fiction, we can perform 

whatever necessary cognitive operations – the requisite bit of thinking – to take us to the 

know-that we are seeking. Finally, using the same mechanisms we standardly employ, we can 

export this genuine knowledge from the (interactive) fiction to the real world.
13

 

 Of course, this process might fail in numerous ways. For example, the interactive 

fiction might not be very well made, and hence fail to deliver fictional experiences that are 

analogous to the relevant real-life ones. In that case, players would fail to fictionally take up 

the relevant standpoint, and hence not be in a position to pass the Hendrix Test (within the 

fiction). Alternatively, the interactive fiction might deliver the right fictional experiences and 

thus allow us to fictionally take up the relevant standpoint, but we might fail to properly 

perform the reasoning to grasp the desired knowledge. This might happen because a player is 

not engaging with the interactive fiction with the appropriate attitude – e.g., just playing to 

blow off some steam, or to look at the amazing visuals/listen to the in-game music. Finally, 

we might be able to get the right (fictional) experience and derive the appropriate knowledge, 

but, for whatever reason, fail to properly extrapolate it. Such cases will most likely occur 

when players mistakenly believe that their fictional experiences are not genuinely analogous 

to the relevant real-life ones. 

 For these reasons, it would be foolhardy to claim that interactive fictions always fill 

the experience gap and deliver the relevant know-that. Even so, the above shows that 

interactive fictions can deliver a range of fictional participatory experience and, if the process 

goes smoothly, provide some know-that traditional fictions are structurally incapable of 

delivering. 

This modal difference – interactive fictions can, traditional fictions cannot teach us 

certain propositional knowledge – is enough to provide a positive answer to KNOW-THAT. But 

there is good reason to think that interactive fictions not only can but, in certain cases, do 

                                                           
12

 Augustine (Confessions, Book 10, chapter XXX) argues that our actions in dreams are not morally appraisable 

and thus we should not feel guilty for doing X in a dream where X, if done out of a dream, would warrant 

appropriate guilt. This argument would seem to naturally extend to some X done in the fiction, raising a potential 

problem for this point. However, we’ll leave the point here, since discussing it would take us too far afield. 

(Thanks for [REDACTED] for raising this point.) 
13

 One upshot of this is that it looks like interactive fictions can provide fictional surrogates of epistemically and 

personally transformative experiences, and hence put us in a position to be able to grasp the otherwise 

inaccessible knowledge. 
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supply us some such knowledge. Perhaps the strongest evidence for this is that those who are 

most interested in producing capable soldiers think so. From 2000 to 2010, the U.S. military 

spent roughly $6 billion annually on designing, producing, and distributing video games.
14

 

These range from America’s Army, a ‘tactical multiplayer first-person shooter’, to Gator Six, 

a game that simulates, through the use of (edited) real-life combat video, the judgement calls 

an officer has to make in modern war. Their motivation for spending so much on such games, 

besides their being cost-effective alternatives to real exercises and an extremely effective 

recruitment tool is nicely expressed by Col. Matthew Caffrey, professor of war gaming and 

planning at the Air Command and Staff College: ‘Combat veterans live longer. One reason we 

use war games is to make virtual vets’.
15

 This ‘virtual vets’ claim makes no sense unless the 

experience players get from engaging with these video games is sufficiently similar to war. 

 But there are other, more readily available interactive fictions that seem to support 

similar (fictional) experiences. Returning to our initial example, Spec Ops is a fairly run-of-

the-mill “realistic”, cover-based, third-person shooter. Yet what makes what the game does – 

and does well, it must be said – is place the player in a variety of ‘fictional mortal moments’: 

players are asked to participate in the (fictional) war activities of the game-world, being 

placed in situations where the moral stakes are as high as they can get. And the game does not 

shy away from showing the player the consequence of their actions, displaying the brutal 

effects on those they are done to (and by). 

Then, in the finale, the game asks: why did you do it? And this question isn’t directed 

at the player-character, but at the player. This is made most explicit by how the final 

confrontation is framed, with the main antagonist pointing his gun/directing his questions 

strait at the camera – i.e., strait at the player themselves. Thus the game isn’t asking Walker, 

‘Do you feel like a hero yet?’, it’s asking you, the player, the one in control. 

Challenging players in this way, the game forces them to confront the violence that 

they’ve (fictionally) committed and admit they’ve (fictional) blood on their hands. And this is 

exactly the sort of experience so important to Fussell et al. The players have, within the 

context of the game, participated in war. Then, after they’re shown the grisly consequences of 

their actions, they are asked to reflect on what they’ve done, to see what they make of 

themselves now. And many players have said that they feel Spec Ops changed their 

conception of war.
16

 For these reasons, it is not a bridge too far to say that Spec Ops is an 

interactive fiction that supplies us with fictional combat experience – the kind of fictional 

combat experience which can be used to fill the experience gap. 

Of course, even if this last point fails and there are in fact no current actual instances, 

the larger remains: interactive fictions can teach us some propositional knowledge traditional 

fictions cannot. 

  

§3. Anticipating some objections 

 

Let me quickly summarize what we’ve done. I began by arguing that traditional fictions face a 

kind of experience gap: no matter how informative they might be, there is some propositional 

knowledge – that which requires passing the Hendrix Test with agential experiences – they 

simply cannot teach us. However, interactive fictions can (and, if the previous is correct, 

                                                           
14

 Figures from Singer (2010). 
15

 Quoted in Singer (2009). Edery & Mollick note that, ‘30 percent of all Americans age 16 to 24 had a more 

positive impression of the Army because of [playing America’s Army] and, even more amazingly, the game had 

more impact on recruits than all other forms of Army advertising combined’ (2008: 141). 
16

 For example, see the discussion in https://forums.somethingawful.com/showthread.php?threadid=3723999, 

http://www.escapistmagazine.com/forums/read/6.381605-Zero-Punctuation-Spec-Ops-The-Line, 

https://www.giantbomb.com/forums/off-topic-31/spec-ops-the-line-questing-morality-warning-spoile-1472864/.  

Meanwhile, for an interesting counter-vailing view, see https://forums.2k.com/showthread.php?260331-A-

Disabled-Combat-Veterans-Perspective 
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sometimes even do) teach us this knowledge by allowing us to fictionally undergo the 

relevant agential experiences. The upshot is that interactive fictions can indeed teach us some 

know-that that traditional fictions cannot. 

Before concluding, I would like to anticipate three objections. The first targets the 

experience gap argument against traditional fictions. I suggested that interactive fictions let us 

fictionally take up the relevant standpoint, from which we can make the necessary cognitive 

steps to arrive at the desired knowledge, which we then export. With this in mind, why 

couldn’t we have a traditional fiction that simply included the relevant know-that, that we 

could then directly export, without having to go via the fictional standpoint middle-man? 

 Recall that the knowledge in question has an experiential necessary condition: those 

who aren’t experienced simply can’t know it. Consequently, even if we did have a traditional 

fiction that included a statement of the aimed-at knowledge, we wouldn’t be able to know it, 

perhaps because it isn’t expressible, or because the only potential justification for it is 

experiential, or what have you. Regardless, assuming that being in a certain experiential 

standpoint is a necessary condition for possessing such knowledge, any attempt to acquire it 

via direct testimony – fictional or otherwise – is bound to fail.  

 Of course, one might then object to the assumption that an experiential standpoint is a 

necessary condition for such knowledge. However, we then fall back to the earlier discussion 

about e.g. war, where those who are experienced seem to advocate for the standpoint 

assumption. That looks enough to defuse the objection. Even so, we can give a bit of ground 

to the objector and weaken the overall claim to a conditional: if there is any know-that which 

has an experiential necessary condition, then traditional fiction is unable to teach us it, though 

interactive fictions can. 

 The second objection grants that interactive fictions deliver fictional experiences, but 

denies that these are enough to allow us to learn the associated know-that. For, says this 

objector, only real-world experience satisfies the necessary condition for knowledge, and all 

the interactive fiction can do is deliver fictional experience. Much like the first objection, this 

would undercut the main claim, since there would be no basis for saying that interactive 

fictions can teach us know-that that traditional fictions cannot. 

 A first point in reply is the empirical evidence raised earlier – that is, those who train 

and treat real-world soldiers seem to think the experience offered by interactive fictions are in 

some sense sufficient. Relatedly, suppose we place someone in a situation that they can’t tell 

is real or fictional, e.g. they sit at a console and ‘pilot’ a drone, and have them perform what 

look for all the world like war-time operations.
17

 Further, during these operations, suppose our 

pilot undergoes several significant and traumatic experiences (e.g. they destroy a convoy, 

killing several ‘insurgents’). Thinking about this experience, they then come to know 

something about the nature of war. It seems clear that such Ender’s Game-style scenarios 

make sense. But these scenarios only make sense if whether the experience is fictional or not 

doesn’t matter – that is, if the fictional experience satisfies the necessary condition just as well 

as the real thing. Consequently, it does seem that, contra the objection, at least on some 

occasions, the fictional experience suffices. 

 The third and final objection also concerns the kinds of experiences that interactive 

fictions can deliver.
18

 Specifically, part of the argument for interactive fictions being able to 

teach us things traditional fictions cannot hinged upon the former’s delivering (fictional) 

experiences that are sufficiently analogous to the relevant real-life ones. But how can we tell 

when the fictional experiences are in fact analogous?  

                                                           
17

 It is clear that it would be easy to actually bring about such a scenario, since e.g. the PS3 Dualshock controller 

is nearly identical in form to the controller used for some of the US military’s unmanned drones, and there are a 

multitude of contemporary war games where you use said controller to operate a drone engaging with enemy 

combatants. 
18

 Thanks to [REDACTED] for pressing me on this objection. 
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 This is a tricky question. A key part of addressing it will involve explicating a kind of 

reality principle that explains or characterizes “similarities” between (fictional or otherwise) 

depictions and relevant real-life matters. Frankly, I do not have such a principle ready-to-hand 

(nor do I know what shape such a principle would take). And, until such a principle is fully 

developed, there is a problem for my argument. However, it is clear that we have some rough-

and-ready, intuitive conceptions about what is and is not sufficiently analogous – the 

experiences delivered by Pilot Wings definitely are not analogous to real-life piloting, those of 

X-Plane V10 are – which will be enough to allow us to bridge the experience gap in most 

cases.
19
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