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ABSTRACT

This paper proposes a phenomenological and cosmological framework for
understanding digital play through the metaphor of Aion, drawn from Heraclitus and
revisited by Fink. By connecting phenomenology and contemporary game studies, we
argue that gameplay constitutes a mode of being-in-the-world structured by rhythmic
attunement, sensory engagement, imagination, and a non-linear lived temporality.
The contribution lies in articulating Aion as a conceptual operator that clarifies how
players inhabit, perceive, and co-create game worlds. This approach expands existing
theoretical models and provides a foundation for future research into the distinct
temporal experience of play.
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INTRODUCTION

Play has long been recognized as a foundational element of culture (Huizinga, 1955)
and imaginative activity (Caillois, 1989, 2001). Within Game Studies, increasing
attention has been devoted to phenomenological approaches that examine
embodiment, perception, affect, and temporality in gameplay. Motivated by an
interest in how players inhabit digital game worlds, this paper seeks to integrate these
dimensions by mobilizing the metaphor of Aion' — the ever-becoming child of
Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 540—c. 470 BCE) — as reinterpreted by Fink? (2016).

We propose that Aion provides a productive lens for understanding digital play as a
world-creating, rhythmically attuned, sensorially embodied, and temporally distinct
mode of existence. Through this framework, we connect philosophical accounts of
play with contemporary perceptions of aesthetics, imagination, spatiality, and sensory
flow in games (Kirkpatrick 2011; Keogh 2018; Amaro 2021; Paz, 2022; Freitas, 2023;
De Avila, 2024).

ONTOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF PLAY

Philosophical treatments of play consistently characterize it as more than
entertainment: it is an ontological principle. Huizinga’s (1955) conception of play as
an ontological element of culture further complements this view. For Heidegger
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(2009), being-in-the-world entails an affective openness (Stimmung) that precedes
cognition and shapes how meaning arises. Fink (2016) extends this insight by
describing play as a cosmological symbol that mirrors the tensions of human existence
—for exemple, mortality, struggle, work, and love. By foregrounding this symbolic and
existential dimension, Fink situates play within a broader metaphysical horizon in
which world and experience co-emerge.

Together, these perspectives suggest that play is not an accessory to life but one of its
founding modalities: a dynamic, rhythmic, and imaginative way of engaging with
reality. This understanding opens conceptual space for interpreting gameplay as a
mode of world-making rather than a purely representational or rule-bound activity.

AION AND LUDIC ATTUNEMENT

Fink’s return to Heraclitus’s metaphor of Aion highlights the continuous movement of
creation and dissolution that structures the world. The image conveys a temporality
of becoming, marked not by chronological succession but by an ongoing, renewing
flux. When applied analogously to digital games, the notion of Aion clarifies how
gameplay suspends everyday temporal and practical constraints, generating a distinct
experiential world governed by possibility, imagination, and rhythmic emergence.

In this context, ludic attunement (Reis, 2018) describes the affective and perceptual
adjustment through which players come into resonance with the gameworld. It entails
a coupling of body, sensation, and imagination (Freitas, 2023), in line with Merleau-
Ponty’s (2012) phenomenology of embodied perception. This attunement is not
merely emotional; it constitutes the existential condition that enables the co-
inhabitation of fictional and material worlds.

Through the lens of Aion, attunement emerges as the gateway that allows the player
to enter a field in which meaning is generated through imaginative, sensual, and
rhythmic becoming. A field where each action reconfigures the very spatiotemporal
world the player inhabits during gameplay.

DIGITAL PLAY AS A SENSORY-RHYTHMIC FIELD

Digital play unfolds through a dense interplay of audiovisual cueing, mechanical
timing, spatial patterning, and haptic feedback. These elements form an aesthetic
texture that structures how players perceive and act within the video game. Amaro
(2021) and Kirkpatrick (2011) highlight rhythm and harmony as central to gameplay’s
affective force; these rhythms are inscribed both in game architecture and in the
player’s bodily incorporation of movement, pause, tension, and release. Keogh (2018)
emphasizes the haptic-audiovisual involvement that makes representation and action
mutually constitutive. Fragoso’s (2015) differentiation between imagined,
enunciative, and material spaces further illustrates how digital environments
coordinate perceptual and imaginative engagements.

When examined through Aion, these aesthetic dynamics appear not as static formal
features but as temporal pulses and stimmungen through which the gameworld
continuously arises. Thus, gameplay becomes a sensory-rhythmic field (Triclot, 2019;
Amaro, 2021; Paz, 2022), sustained by the player’s ability to adjust and re-adjust to its
evolving patterns. This indicates the presence of a spatiotemporal dimension together
with a ludic body (De Avila, 2024) that grounds the experience of play.



AION BEYOND CHRONOS

The central contribution here is to articulate digital play as a non-linear temporality
grounded in Heraclitus’s image of Aion. In contrast to the mythological figure of
Chronos (the measurable, chronological time of everyday life), Aion denotes lived
intensities, rhythms, and perceptual condensations. The convergence of visual,
auditory, tactile, and imaginative stimuli (Keogh, 2018; Calleja, 2011, Freitas, 2023)
produces a temporal field experienced as a continuously transforming present.

Gameplay thus becomes an experiment in temporal becoming, a world renewed with
each gesture, perception, and affective modulation. Through Aion, this temporal
structure appears not as a deviation from linear time but as its own existential mode
— one that constitutes the very condition of play, bringing us closer to the free, open-
ended spirit of paidia.

CONCLUSION

By integrating the metaphor of Aion with phenomenological theories of play, this
paper has outlined an alternative perspective on how digital play organizes
perception, action, and experience. From the standpoint of Aion, the time structured
by rules and mechanics is not a neutral container but an active force that generates
the cadence of gameplay and governs the dynamism of its own ludic cosmos across
fictional, enunciative, and material environments.

It is through the spatiotemporal unfolding of audiovisual content, and its
manifestation in sensory rhythms, that the player is invited to engage imagination,
skill, and body. By attuning to these rhythms, the player assimilates the sensory-
rhythmic flow of Aion and inhabits an aesthetic atmosphere that organizes digital play
as an experience.

REFERENCES

Amaro, A. 2021. Botdes em Ritmo: Uma Visdo Comunicacional sobre Experiéncia
Tecno-Estética dos Controles de Videogames. Doctoral Thesis, Federal
University of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. http://hdl.handle.net/10183/236142

Caillois, R. 1989. Acercamientos a lo Imaginario. Mexico D.F.: Fondo de Cultura
Econdmico.

Caillois, R. 2001. Man, Play and Games. Urbana, IL: University of lllinois Press.

Calleja, G. 2011. In-Game: From Immersion to Incorporation. Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press.

De Avila, C. 2024. O Embodiment nas Imagens da Tecnocultura do Jogar. Doctoral
Thesis, Unisinos, Brazil.
https://www.repositorio.jesuita.org.br/handle/UNISINOS/13639

Dufrenne, M. 1973. The Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience. Evanston:
Northwestern University Press.

Fink, E. 2016. Play as Symbol of the World. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Fragoso, S. 2015. A Experiéncia Espacial Dos Games E Outros Medias: Notas a
Partir De Um Modelo tedrico analitico Das representacdes do espaco. In


http://hdl.handle.net/10183/236142
https://www.repositorio.jesuita.org.br/handle/UNISINOS/13639

Comunicagdo E Sociedade 27 (Jun):195-212.
https://doi.org/10.17231/comsoc.27(2015).2097.

Freitas, C. 2023. Imaginalis Ludens: Estudo sobre o Elemento Ludico do
Imaginario com Demonstracdo a Partir de Tetris Effect: Connected. Doctoral
Thesis, Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.
https://bdtd.ibict.br/vufind/Record/URGS 9872cceba73cc53833b28f775f91a
c3c

Gualeni, S., Vella, D. 2020. Virtual Existentialism: Meaning and Subjectivity in
Virtual Worlds. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave MacMillan.

Heidegger, M. 2009. Introdug¢do a Filosofia. Sdo Paulo, Brazil: WMF Martins
Fontes.

Huizinga, J. 1955. Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture. Boston,
MA: Beacon Press.

Keogh, B. 2018. A Play of Bodies: How We Perceive Videogames. Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press.

Kirkpatrick, G. 2011. Aesthetic Theory and the Video Game. Manchester:
Manchester University Press.

Merleau-Ponty, M. 2012. Phenomenology of Perception. New York, NY:
Routledge.

Paz, S. 2022. A Espectralidade Des/continuada do Tempo no Gameplay de Dark
Souls: Remastered e Dark Souls 3. Doctoral Thesis, Federal University of Rio
Grande do Sul, Brazil. https://lume.ufrgs.br/handle/10183/249785

Reis, B. 2018. Experiéncia de Jogo como a Afinacdo em uma Tonalidade Afetiva
Ludica: Stimmung, LARGs e Reencantamento do Mundo no Ingress. Doctoral
Thesis, Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.

Triclot, M. 2017. Philosophie des Jeux Vidéo. Paris: La Découverte.

ENDNOTES

1 According to Fink (2016), in his famous aphorism 52, Heraclitus, defines Aidn as the
time of life and the passage of that time as an expression of the very essence of the

world, likening it to a child at play.

2 In archaic Greek poetry, the symbolic figure of Aidn personifies both cosmic eternity
and lived time. It serves as an allegory and metaphor for the world’s unfolding as play;
an idea that Fink (2016) captures in the image of the child who plays freely within a
spatiotemporal realm shaped by creative imagination. Fink revisits it in Play as Symbol
of the World, stating: “Lifetime is a child at play, moving pieces in a game. Kingship

belongs to the child” (Fink, 2016, p. 314).
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