


Figure 3.8. This type of puzzle requires the player to view the panel from the certain perspective. When

viewed correctly, the reflection of light will reveal the correct solution of the puzzle.

Figure 3.9. This type of puzzle requires the player to recognize the solution of the puzzle within the

shadows cast by tree branches and other objects in the world.
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As is true in studying systems, 1 plus 1 does not necessarily equal 2—a third
entity must be accounted for: the entity which arises when 1 and 1 meet and become a
new system. In the intersection of the manmade and the environment, a system emerges
which is more complex than simply the sum of its parts. Speaking to this idea, Timothy
Morton claims that, “to join the dots and see that everything is interconnected. This is the
ecological thought. And the more we consider it, the more our world opens up.””® This
new ability to see the world as a combined system allows the world to open itself to the
player and for new possibilities to arise. The panels begin to allow room for the
environment, which so often serves as only the background for player interaction in other
games, to stand confidently in the foreground and become one (figures 3.10 and 3.11). In
this way, the game now encourages the player, who has been discovering the island at
their own pace and by their own curiosity, to be truly present in the environment and to
be mindful of the ways in which the world around them is essential to their experience—
to use spatial reasoning rather than logic and to think more laterally. This is when the

player begins to think of the world as a system, in terms of 1+1=3.

Having learned these lessons organically in their explorations, the player begins to
become more aware of the world and the intentional ways in which the panels have been
placed to reveal their connection with the natural world around it—to bring the player to
truly appreciate the phenomenon happening around them at all times. The player’s eyes
will begin to recognize patterns and shapes which occur in the world and truly appreciate
the shape and form which has made up the background of their experience so far, likely

unnoticed until they chose to use their perspective and become truly present. And then,

7 Morton 1.
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Figure 3.10. This puzzle has no indication of what the solution will be until the player views the grid with

certain objects in the foreground.

Figure 3.11. Solving this type of puzzle requires the background—parts of the world which would

otherwise go unlooked—to become part of the foreground which the player actively observes in order to

find solutions and get a greater sense of how the world functions.
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they will see something that the game had not explicitly told them to look for, but had
been slowly training them to see—they will begin to recognize the shapes of line puzzles
appearing in the natural environment of the game (figures 3.12 and 3.13). Not only do
they look like the puzzles which are central to the game, if the player attempt to interact
with them, they can solve them just like any grid puzzle and it will light up in a similar
way that other puzzles do. In this moment, the player discovers that the line puzzle was
never bound to the panel as they thought, that the environment could not only serve as a

solution to a puzzle, but even become a puzzle itself.

A thorough knowledge of the line puzzles presented on panels and the ways in
which nature cleverly hides the solutions to puzzles slowly guides the player to be more
mindful of the world around them, thus leading them to find this new type of puzzle. If
the player had been distracted by narrative plot events or temporal constraints, the
organic exploration and curiosity required to discover these things naturally may not have
occurred at all. This revelation firmly plants the background in the foreground as the
human-made puzzles and the natural world come together on the same plane of the
world, becoming a form of true hybridity. Spaces through which the player has passed a
dozen times now reveal secrets that were hiding in plain sight the whole time which the
player could have easily noticed had they been truly present in the world rather than
trying to get to the next “place” where puzzles were located (figures 3.12-3.17). In
reality, the entire environment within the game is something to be interacted with, all

containing its own importance as one cohesive space.
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The Witness is a game which serves as a celebration of space and which reflects
on the role of the human perspective in becoming connected with the world around us,
one which wants to teach player that the worlds of nature and man do not exist as
separate planes of existence, but as a unified system in which we live. Rather than simply
providing a world in which to solve panel puzzles, the world actively works to help
players realize that there is no separation between the player and their surroundings—
between humankind and their environment. Though players often become accustomed to
the environment of the game serving as just a backdrop to the action and story, The
Witness uses the form of interactive media to bring players into full interaction with their
world and encourages them to recognize the ways in which artificial boundaries begin to
blur and fall away if we look more closely at the ways in which we interact with the

environment around us.

As Morton states, “Studying art is important, because art sometimes gives voice
to what is unspeakable elsewhere, either temporally... or intrinsically... Since the
ecological thought is so new and so open, and therefore so difficult, we should expect art
to show us some of the way.”%® Without the interactivity which the form of video games
allow for, The Witness would not work because it teaches something that has to be
personally learned through experience—through being a “witness” to it. As Emerson
argues, “Our age is retrospective... Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to
the universe... by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs?”” (Emerson 181). By
letting go of narrative structure and planned progression, the game’s design is able to take

full advantage of the player’s ability to interact with the world, not only through

80 Morton 12.
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Conclusion

The works which have been explored in this project are all the product of human
imagination, cultural belief, physical perspective, and human fallibility. Though none of
these works is perfect and each has an inherent bias in approaching their respective goals,
there is a reach for a new perspective in each work. The human perspective controls how
much a human is able to physically observe and sense in their daily interactions with the
world around them, but these works explore the potential of using those senses, that
perspective, to attempt to adjust the focus of human trajectory. Many western societies, in
their focus on improvement and progress have lost sight of the larger implications of their
actions on the world around them. The systems at play in their environment are lost from
focus while progression is placed firmly in the forefront of the cultural identity, as well as
at the forefront of their artistic works. This thesis has sought to show, however, that there
are strong exceptions to the rule which can raise a renewed awareness of these problems
and seek to readjust the societal perspective regarding the effects of their actions—

whether they directly address climate change or not.

Ghosh laments that the novel has been largely ineffective in bringing attention to
the climate crisis happening around the globe and that when it addresses these themes,
they are often considered radical or campy. This project has sought to call attention to the
importance of recognizing the nature of ecological connection between man and nature in
all forms of media. Though these works have used experimental methods and used the
strengths of their respective mediums in different ways, they serve as examples of works
which can provide a more nuanced lens through which to view the human perspective.

The Overstory gives greater spatial awareness through its use of temporal shifting and

82



both microscopic and macroscopic views of the natural world in conjunction with
mankind. The production of resources and the effects of mass lumber exploitation are
explored from a perspective that often drifts beyond the societal perspective and into the
natural world itself, the narrator taking moments to provide nature’s perspective on the
matter. It seeks to reveal the various ecosystems at work behind each piece of the world,
whether it be 10 feet or a hundred miles wide. In a similar manner, Still Life seeks to
capture the valley surrounding the Three Gorges Dam in as much of a real scope as
possible. The camera’s firm position in the world of the film, as well as its focus on the
effects of human progression upon both the environment and the people within the
environment, allows viewers to consider the world of the film in terms of real systems of
cause and effect, not just an idealized landscape recreated on a soundstage. Finally, The
Witness explores the value of the human perspective through creating an island which
contains puzzles which are not only contained on panels, but with bleed into the larger
world and which sometimes are unsolvable without considering the manmade in relation
to the natural environment around it. Its interactive elements and the ways in which the
perspective of the player are so essential call attention to the importance of the human
perspective and invite the payer to consider the progress of the game in tandem with the

spaces in which they take place.

In conclusion, the concerns of the various critics which have been referenced in
this project are important to consider because they raise serious questions regarding our
societal focus on progress and production—often without consideration of its effects on
the environment—and the perpetuation of that mindset through the media which we

consume in increasing quantities. However, this thesis stands with Timothy Morton and
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Jennifer Fay in defense of the humanities and their potential to help people become
reconnected to the natural world and environment around them. As the age which we
enter become increasingly incomprehensible and raises an increasing abundance of
questions and uncertainties, facts and statistics alone may be insufficient to awaken
people to the realities of the systems at work around them. As has been true of ages past,
the arts can serve as an important element in reconnecting people to the important events
happening around them and make them aware of their part in it. In an increasingly
technological age with exponentially expanding access to these various mediums, there
has never been a better time to experiment with our forms of expression to reach

audiences around the globe with messages that desperately need to be heard.
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