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5.4 Computer Games 
In this section we will be looking at the relationship between computer games and narrative. Rather than looking at a single exemplary game this will tend to be a genre-level discussion, referencing particular games where appropriate. Having said this, the bulk of the discussion within the literature concentrates on action or adventure games that take place within simulated 3D environments. These are the types of games where narrative elements are most likely to be found actually within the game itself: many games may provide narrative contextualization without there necessarily being a substantive narrative element to the gameplay itself:

Back stories are usually presented just before a game begins, or seen written on the back of game packaging or in its instruction manual to capture a player's attention as well as set the scene for the entire game. However, it has been contended that simple games do not require extensive back stories, and their use merely provides a basic method of contextualizing a game's objective. (Ip 2011: 5)

Others—Tetris being the iconic example—may not use narrative at all.
Having outlined the limitations of our discussion, we should immediately begin by observing that the nature of relationship between computer games and narrative has been the subject of some rather heated debate between the self-styled "ludologists"[footnoteRef:1] and the "narratologists." It is interesting to note how this develops. Its first clear manifestation is in Frasca's Ludology Meets Narratology of 1999. In this paper Frasca delineates the key terms and highlights the main areas of discussion; he makes the case for a ludology and defines its scope; drawing on the work of Roger Callois he differentiates between "play" (paidea) and "game" (ludus); and states clearly what he sees as the distinction between games and narrative: "It is not correct to claim that adventure videogames are narratives" but that "narrative characters are a very important component of traditional narrative, and that potential could be translated to the computer" (Frasca 1999). This was followed in 2001 by the creation of the online journal Game Studies. In its first volume it contains a series of articles almost all of which address in some way the ludology versus narrative question, written by authors whose names would become synonymous with this debate as it unfolded over the years: Aarseth, Juul, Ryan, Frasca, and Eskelinen. A notable aspect of some of this writing was its provocative stance. Aarseth's editorial mocks the traditional academic departments for thirty years of neglect of computer games, and Eskelinen makes his feelings known in no uncertain terms: [1:  The naming of the study of games, and computer games in particular, as "ludology" is usually credited to Frasca following his 1999 paper Ludology Meets Narratology. However, he did not originate the term and it was used as early as 1982, albeit in a different context (Frasca 2003: 93).] 


Games are seen as interactive narratives, procedural stories or remediated cinema. On top of everything else, such definitions, despite being successful in terms of influence or funding, are conceptually weak and ill-grounded, as they are usually derived from a very limited knowledge of mere mainstream drama or outdated literary theory, or both. Consequently, the seriously and hilariously obsolete presuppositions of Aristotelian drama, commedia dell'arte, Victorian novels, and Proppian folklore continue to dominate the scene. To put it less nicely, it's an attempt to skip the 20th century altogether and avoid any intellectual contact with it, a consumerist double assassination of both the avant-garde and advanced theory. (Eskelinen 2001)

And in his conclusion he goes on to say that a ludological understanding of games:

…should suffice to set games and the gaming situation apart from narrative and drama, and to annihilate for good the discussion of games as stories, narratives or cinema. In this scenario stories are just uninteresting ornaments or gift-wrappings to games, and laying any emphasis on studying these kinds of marketing tools is just a waste of time and energy. (ibid.)

Whilst Eskelinen's rather sneering tone represents the extreme end of this provocation, he and Aarseth continued to express similar views in a 2004 collection First Person. Nonetheless, other more reasonable voices were being heard and gaining ground, and there had already been obvious attempts by the ludologists to moderate their position by this time (e.g. Frasca 2003).
In some ways it is quite difficult to take the early ludologists seriously. Academically, some of their work is very poor. In particular, their understanding of narratology is hampered by the narrow and rather outdated range of sources that they use. Frasca references Bremond, Eskelinen uses Prince and Genette, and Juul relies mainly on Genette: all literary narratologists of the old school. As Ryan points out, the "ludologists have struck a surprising alliance with narratologists of the classical school" (Ryan 2006: 187), and the crucial developments in cognitive narratology that emerged in the 1990s are completely ignored. Even the journal that they started—Game Studies—has offered some pointed criticism in this regard: 

Because in the heat of the debate ludologists sometimes seem to have lost sight of such subtle distinctions their arguments against narrative and narratology have often been unnecessarily unconvincing. Their arguments are ideologically motivated rather than theoretically grounded, and don’t hold up against closer scrutiny. (Simons 2007)

Nonetheless, the ludologists have highlighted a number of issues that do bear "closer scrutiny." As a basis for discussion, we will consider the following passage from Frasca's seminal 1999 paper:

For an external observer, an adventure videogame session will look like a group of narrative sequences. Actually, it is perfectly possible to videotape an adventure videogame session and show it to a public as a work of narrative (probably the result will not win any Oscar award, but it will still be narrative). However, the player is not an external observer. Observers are passive, the player is active. If the player does not act, there will be no game, and therefore no session at all. It is a completely different activity to watch a game and to play the game.
The session is not the ludus, it is just a product of it. We have seen that, while ludus and narrative are not the same thing, some kinds of ludus (particularly the adventure videogame), can produce narrative sequences and, therefore, narrative. However, producing narrative and being narrative are different things. It is not correct to claim that adventure videogames are narratives. (Frasca 1999. Italics in the original.)

There are at least three loosely related arguments conflated together in these paragraphs. Firstly, he seems to be claiming that the status of the game as a narrative text depends upon point of view: to the observer it is a narrative, to the player it isn't. Similar views are expressed by Juul (2001). Clearly this is logically impossible: a text is either narrative or it isn't, it can't be both at the same time. The observer and the player will undoubtedly have different experiences of the narrative and, yes, they are both  engaged in a "completely different activity," but neither of these have any bearing upon the fundamental status of the text.
Frasca's second argument is that because the game can only be instantiated or realized by the active participation of the player, the game itself is not a narrative even though it may produce "narrative sequences." Or, as Aarseth puts it, "a story generating system does not have to be a story itself" (2004: 50). On the surface this seems reasonable enough, highlighting as it does the "unfinished" nature of the computer game and reflecting the nature of the typical new media object. "The player is, then, a partial author of the narrative constituted by the screen history of play" (Lindley 2005: 9). However, looking beyond this medium-specific characteristic, it is clear that there is a further basic principle underlying the argument. Namely, that even in "old" media the status of story is never explicit, but is only ever realized by someone experiencing it. You cannot tell by looking at a book if it is narrative; you have to read it. A roll of film is not "a narrative," but when viewed it may or may not generate a story. Whether this process is reading a book, watching a movie, or playing a game the fundamental principle remains the same: the creation of story is always an active process in the mind of the person experiencing the narrative. In fact, to paraphrase Aarseth, the story generating system is not the story, and what the ludologists are doing is confusing the two.
Frasca's third argument pertains to the active involvement of the player in the game. This issue has also been taken up by Juul (2001) and Eskelinen (2001, 2004). Even so, it is still quite difficult to ascertain what the core of their argument is. Frasca seems to be arguing that the player is an active participant in an environment that is a "set of possibilities" rather than the "set of chained actions" that is narrative. Eskelinen talks in terms of computer games as "configurative practices," as opposed to the "dominant user function in literature, theatre and film" which is seen as "interpretive" (2004: 38). Juul also recognizes this distinction, but his main point is that "you cannot have interactivity and narration at the same time" (2001. Italics in the original.). It is tempting to see these as game-specific formulations of the (by now) well-trodden idea that interactivity calls into question the coherence of the narrative. But by way of addressing these issues directly, we could ask some specific and context-sensitive questions. In the cases of both Frasca and Juul, that question might be "can we show how the computer game maintains the story line whilst allowing meaningful gameplay"? In the case of Eskelinen, we might ask "does the configurability of the computer game allowed by interaction dominate the interpretive practices of the player"?
We can begin by clarifying the position of the game player. With "old media" narratives the reader is essentially passive. The narrative discourse is embedded within an intractable medium and therefore the story is fixed. With new media the user interacts with the text and—as we discussed in the previous section—this means that either the narrative discourse, the story, or indeed both may be subject to manipulation. However, in the particular instance of a computer game, the user does not simply become exclusively a "player," they are also actively involved in reading the game environment. In fact, the reading of a game is multimodal and potentially very rich. The user reads visual and spatial cues offered by the simulated environment; listens to dialogue, music or other sound cues; literally reads text onscreen; reads the behaviour of other characters; reads the rules of the game as they are encoded within the game play; and reads both the visual feedback onscreen and the tactile feedback through the controller.
But without actually playing the game, without interaction, the game will not progress. And it is within the scope of this interaction that the narrative status of the game resides, and if we are to claim that a particular computer game is a narrative text the question must inevitably become "how is its status maintained under conditions of interactivity"? It is here that we must look to our particular examples.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Both games were played on a Playstation 3 with a standard dual-shock controller.] 


Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 is a first-person shooter (FPS) released by Activision in November 2009. Set in the very near future, or an alternate version of the present, the game sends the player on a number of missions around the world: Russia, Afghanistan, USA, Brazil.[footnoteRef:3] The storyline is absolutely linear, with the game play divided up into discrete episodes presented in a fixed sequence. Between each episode is a cut scene, collages of voice-over narration, news clips, and computer read-outs that update the player on the progress of the story, provide back-story, and give them "orders" for their next mission. These cut scenes are non-interactive and are effectively short movies that can be seen as wholly narrative sections of the overall text. Each gameplay episode then becomes essentially a set piece with a specific story-related outcome: to rescue hostages, infiltrate an enemy base, or escape an ambush. And even though the player has a high level of interactivity within these episodes, the linearity and coherence of the story is constantly being reinforced during gameplay by the use of a range of discourse-level mechanisms. [3:  Only the single-player campaign mode is considered here. ] 


[image: ]
Figure 5.11: Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 screen capture.

Firstly, because the player has an avatar in the game world, the simulated 3D space of the world itself can be used to guide the player (Jenkins 2004, Nitsche 2008). In some cases—the early Tomb Raider games, for example—the avatar is guided down an overtly linear path with only minor deviations allowing the player to collect hidden extras. Even so, these deviations are completely non-essential and the player always has to return to the main path. In a game such as Modern Warfare 2 there is more freedom of movement, and progression through some areas can be negotiated in a number of ways. Nonetheless, the entry, exit, and other "key" points always remain fixed. Figure 5.10b is a graphical representation of this type of game design. Secondly, it may be that interaction with characters in the game world will reinforce the storyline, and they may impart information that updates goals or fills out back-story. They may literally tell the player what to do next. Thirdly, as Figure 5.11 shows, there are onscreen prompts that inform the player of progress and goals.[footnoteRef:4],[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Some games include an option to disable these text prompts.]  [5:  Although not used by Modern Warfare 2, another very common prompting technique used in games is to have important objects visibly highlighted onscreen.] 

To sum up, we can observe that the linear storyline of Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 is sustained using a number techniques designed into the game. The overall structure of the game is fixed, with a determinate sequence of cut-scenes alternating with interactive episodes of game play. The linearity and coherence of this overall structure is reinforced by the explicitly narrative cut scenes, and by a range of discourse level mechanisms for keeping the player "on the right track," arguably the most important of which is the ability to constrain the movement of the avatar through the game world.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  An excellent discussion of the way in which space is constrained in both narratives and games—including the obvious example of board games—can be found in Lowe 2000: 41-46. ] 

Fallout 3 was released in October 2008 by Bethesda Game Studios. It is an action role-playing game (RPG) that also doubles up as an FPS. Set in Washington DC in 2277, two hundred years after a nuclear holocaust devastated much of the planet, the game follows the protagonist from his or her birth—the gender depends on player choice—up to their untimely early death at the end of the main story. This involves the protagonist leaving the nuclear shelter where they've grown up and finding their father, who disappears in mysterious circumstances. But this story only represents a small fraction of the overall game. The world of Fallout 3 is a city-sized playing area that the player can explore at will and without limitation. Along the way, he or she will encounter many other characters and become involved in their stories as well. In fact, a player could enjoy Fallout 3 for many a long hour without advancing or engaging with the main story line at all.[footnoteRef:7] However, for the game to finish, for there to be closure, the main story line must be played through to its inevitable, if variable, conclusion. [7:  Whereas Modern Warfare 2 represented perhaps eight hours of gameplay from beginning to end, Fallout 3 can be played for  a hundred hours or more without necessarily exhausting it.] 

It's very difficult to visualize what Fallout 3 looks like as a story architecture. Figure 5.9b comes closest, but gives little indication of the complexity of the game. It is not non-linear—the individual stories are themselves usually strongly linear—but multi-linear, with seventeen major stories other than the main story line, twenty minor stories, and sixteen repeatable stories (worth doing because they always yield some material reward).[footnoteRef:8] There are no cut scenes offering overt narrative structuring, nor any explicit preferred sequencing of the stories. [8:  These numbers derived from the Fallout Wiki: http://fallout.wikia.com/wiki/Fallout_3_quests ] 
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Figure 5.12: Fallout 3 play area showing individual locations.

Aside from this, the mechanics of the game are similar to Modern Warfare 2: within individual stories movement through the 3D space is often highly constrained; interaction with characters is unusually rich, and almost every character has something useful to impart. Whilst there are no onscreen prompts, there are a whole range of devices used to offer guidance, provide direction, and to fill out back-story: diaries, answering machines, computers, logs, radio broadcasts, maps, etc. But although both games have similar game mechanics and are both ultimately based on rigidly linear story elements, this is where the similarities end. From the point of view of the player the straightforward strategy of numerically multiplying the linear story elements has resulted in a game that is both complex and hugely satisfying, both intellectually and emotionally. The narrative discourse is soft and malleable, yet strong enough to hold together the discrete structural elements of the stories into a coherent and believable game world.
There are many variations upon the types of approach offered by the two examples cited here. Grand Theft Auto: Vice City (Rockstar Games 2002) falls somewhere in the middle of a continuum drawn between the rigid linearity of Modern Warfare 2 and the "open world" experience offered by Fallout 3. There is an explorable world through which the player can roam more-or-less freely, but progression through the games is far more circumscribed and unless the main story line is addressed nothing significant changes: the game is essentially linear, but allows the player freedom of action at the discourse level with the caveat that these actions have little or no bearing on the main story. Deus Ex (Ion Storm 2000) is a basic linear FPS, but one that allows the player to choose from three different endings and therefore three slightly different stories. Graphically it would look like Figure 5.7 or 5.8a, but with three branches coming off the final node. Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 2010) is a film-noirish third-person thriller where the player switches between four main characters as they attempt to solve a series of crimes. Depending on how the player plays the game different outcomes can be generated: at the discourse level it most resembles Figure 5.9d, but at the story level a simplified tree diagram as in Figure 5.10a. In fact there are only two story outcomes: the boy is rescued or he drowns. At the discourse level, the game manages player-generated variation by presenting the particular endings as one of a series of pre-prepared cut-scenes (i.e. each possible ending has a unique "epilogue" that is presented after the gameplay has ended).
So can we now "show how the computer game maintains the story line whilst allowing meaningful gameplay"? And, as Eskelinen claims, "does the configurability of the computer game allowed by interaction dominate the interpretive practices of the player"? The answer to the first question is a clear positive, and our case studies have yielded at least three game-specific mechanisms used by the designers to maintain the story line: spatial constraint within the 3D environment, interaction with characters, and the use of onscreen prompts and/or in-game "found" objects such as diaries, logs, etc. These, in conjunction with the full range of cinematic cues available—music, sound effects, camera angle, lighting, overt narration provided by voice-overs—provide the designer with a rich repertoire of mechanisms for narrative guidance. In short, we can have interaction and narration at the same time.
In answering the second question, what these observations suggest is that the configurable practices of the computer game do not dominate the interpretive-practices, but that they are in balance, or in a tension that the designer must somehow reconcile.[footnoteRef:9] The examples that we have discussed in this section present a range of different solutions to the problem, each of which has their own strengths and weaknesses. The overt linearity of games like Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 allows for an intensity of experience, a greater sense of immersion because of the formulaic structure (Douglas & Hardagon's "highly normative schemas"), whilst the more open-ended game play of something like Fallout 3 allows for a more diffuse, variable, and perhaps deeper level of engagement as the player negotiates the extended and unfolding narrative discourse. [9:  Again, one wonders whether this is not a game-specific reformulation of a generic new media problem; in this case, the "optimal point of interactivity" continuum discussed in section 4.3.] 

Mention of immersion brings us to our final point in this section. Computer games are presumed to be highly immersive because the user/reader/player is a part of the action, they are in the narrative itself: immersion is "the feeling of being present in another place and engaged in the action therein" (Mateas 2002: 23). However, there has been a good deal of debate over the use of cut-scenes within games, with commentators suggesting that these cinematic elements actually disrupt immersion because they—in the new media terminology discussed in the previous chapter—change the cognitive mode of the user. Whilst involved in the interactive episodes of the game the user is "looking through" the representation (Bolter 2001: 137-138), they are "fascinated" (Bang 1993: 219-220), they are "absorbed" (Calleja 2007: 238). But when the cut scenes play the user is "looking at" the representation (Bolter 2001: 137-138), they are in "contemplation" mode (Bang 1993: 219-220), they are "ergodically involved" (Calleja 2007: 238).[footnoteRef:10] In other words, what would normally be seen as an immersive experience itself—the passive immersion of the cinema—becomes an intrusion into the "flow" of the interactive elements of the game (Douglas & Hardagon 2004: 204).[footnoteRef:11] [10:  "A form of involvement that requires non-trivial effort" (Calleja 2007: 238).]  [11:  Flow is "where self-consciousness disappears, perceptions of time become distorted, and concentration becomes so intense that the game or task at hand completely absorbs us" (Douglas & Hardagon 2004: 204).] 

Game designers are attempting to address this issue. For example, Uncharted 2: Among Thieves (Naughty Dog 2009) is another basically straightforward linear third-person action game, but it is notable in the way it minimizes the use of lengthy cut-scenes to propel the narrative. Instead, the AI of the game engine will often—but for short periods only—take control of the character in the midst of otherwise extended interactive sequences, with the consequence that interaction and authorial control become more smoothly integrated within the overall forward movement of the game rather than being distinct and discrete presentational modes. This type of approach is recommended by Lindley:

Good game design achieves better integration of the game-play and narrative structures of the game, using methods like continuously and unobtrusively reminding the player of the narrative context (rather than having a few perfunctory cut scenes), and using cut scenes and automated animation sequences as rewards at appropriate moments within the rhythmic patterns of game play. (Lindley 2005: 17). 
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