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IntroductioN


When I first decided to write my thesis on interactive narrative, I knew it was going to be a difficult subject to tackle, especially at the undergraduate level.  However, I was keen on investigating some of the concepts that I felt would be the future of interactive works as we know them.  So, inspired by authors like Janet Murray and Espen Aarseth, game designers like Warren Spector, Harvey Smith, Raph Koster and Doug Church, and games like Chrono Trigger, Deus Ex, and a wide variety of adventure games, I set out to figure out just what I was dealing with when combining interactivity and narrative.  I wanted to understand its principles and practice.  I wanted to analyze these works to see what made them tick, and create a critical vocabulary that we could use to analyze further works.  I wanted to know not only how to make them, but how to make them better.  

I did not quite anticipate, however, how hard it would be to solidify just what exactly interactive narrative was.  In my research, I encountered few actual definitions of the word, if any.  Even books with subtitles like “the art of interactive narrative” offered little in the way of a critical understanding of the subject.  By the end, therefore, I resolved, for better or worse, to try to understand interactive narrative from a definitional perspective; a perspective that would tell us not only what it was, but how it was different from the other forms of interactive media which we commonly use like interactive fiction, interactive storytelling, interactive drama, or interactive story.  Even if my definition does not become the definition of interactive narrative, I have tried to outline in this thesis the process by which I came up with it, and the process by which I found the principles that are included at the end of this work.  

My hope is that this work will serve as a starting point for the development of this new narrative form, and that at least some of the concepts that were used to arrive at my final definition will be given serious consideration.  I feel that some of the concepts, given only a small amount of space in the overall work, are probably more worthwhile than the conclusion itself, specifically the concepts attached to audience freedom and constraint, and those surrounding interactive discourse.  My request to the reader, then, is to read this for what it is, a starting point for my own exploration into the concept, and not as an attempt to rigidly define or elaborate on the topic.  Instead, I encourage readers to interpret my investigations for themselves, and form their own conclusions concerning the definitive properties of such a work, for I feel that this is the only way that the medium can truly advance and develop.

PART 1

Interactive

Media


My discussion of interactive narrative begins with an examination of media and media theory.  In general, media theory is all about “who says what to whom through which channel with what effect” (Soenksen), or (in my own works) “the media gives us our media through several media with some effect.”  When we begin discussing media, we must realize that, in common language, media can simultaneously refer to several things: a transmission received through a channel, a collection of transmission channels, and the people that create those transmissions.  In the case of media theory and in the case of this work, “medium” usually only refers to the transmission channel.  This does not discount the other portions of media theory however, and we must consider five seemingly distinct portions of a mediated transmission: the author, the audience, the medium, the message, and the effect.


In his book, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, Marshall McLuhan tells us “the medium is the message;” that the “what” that is presented is the medium itself.  There are pure mediums, those that transmit pure information without a message, and from those we generate the messages that we commonly think of as the stand-alone “content.”  “This fact, characteristic of all media, means that the ‘content’ of any medium is always another medium.  The content of writing is speech, just as the written word is the content of print, and print is the content of the telegraph.” (8).  This gives us a nesting effect for the study of media, showing that it is not only important to take the method of transmission into account, but any media above and below it, including the message itself.  “The electric light [a pure medium] escapes attention as a communication medium just because it has no ‘content.’ … [I]t is not till the electric light is used to spell out some brand name that it is noticed as a medium.  Then it is not the light but the ‘content’ (or what is really another medium) that is noticed.” (McLuhan 9)

McLuhan explains “it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action.  The content or uses of such media are as diverse as they are ineffectual in shaping the form of human association.  Indeed, it is only too typical that the ‘content’ of any medium binds us to the character of the medium.”  (9)  If this is the case, the message we transmit is bound, and to some degree limited, to the way we choose to transmit it and through which channel we choose to have the content delivered.  On the flip side, the medium we choose will also have an affect on the type of message we choose to transmit.  In the end, these limitations will eventually affect the end result of our transmission.  The same message, delivered over multiple media, will not have the same effect, just as the different content delivered over the same media does not have the same effect.


Remember, however, that interactive narrative is not, in actuality, a medium, but a type of medium.  Though we will not talk about what interactive narrative is until later, it should be obvious that the way it is transmitted is independent of what it is and how it behaves.  There is no transmission channel or even any type of content that can be thought of as intrinsically an interactive narrative form, or, for that matter, interactive.  In truth, we are more concerned with these “types” of media than with the transmission channels and content in general.  However, the choice of transmission channel is just as important as the desired message and the desired effect.

Passive and Active Media

In Understanding Media, McLuhan divides media into two types: hot media, which are media that extend a single sense in high definition, and cold media, which are, basically, media that are not hot.  McLuhan goes on to explain that “hot media do not leave so much to be filled in or completed by the audience.  Hot media are, therefore, low in participation, and cool media are high in participation or completion by the audience” (23).  I am not, however, convinced that the “definition” of a medium, or even how far it extends one or many senses, is part of the participation or completion he discusses.  The definition almost leads us to believe that the transmission channel is as important as the content itself (the message medium).  In reality, however, it is in the transmitted message where the concept of participation is decided.  Furthermore, the concept of audience completion is not bound to sensory perception, but to the amount of required mental perception: the amount of activity the brain must do to create a complete picture from the amount of information provided.  

While this may sound like McLuhan’s concept of definition, the term has been bound to sensory concepts such as resolution and color depth, whereas the overall concept is much broader.  Certainly, certain media will lend themselves to more or less of this audience participation, considering their differing ability to present certain events in certain ways, but the concept is not intrinsically bound to a transmission medium.  Again, we find that the author and the message have more control about how much completion is required; more than the transmission medium itself.  

The concept of audience completion, however, is important, whether it is bound to the definition or resolution to the medium or not.  In actuality, this discrepancy may be the result of the degree of change in transmission channels since McLuhan wrote his book.  To avoid confusion, however, I will, instead, divide media into the concepts “active” and “passive.”  These are tied very closely to McLuhan’s concepts of hot and cold media, but are intrinsic to the message, not the definition of the transmission medium.  Furthermore, the use of the words ‘active’ and ‘passive’ will allow me to add more dimensions than the two-dimensional words ‘hot’ and ‘cold.’.

The pharse “active media” has been overused in the recent years.  It is typically a reaction to the concept of a passive medium, a medium in which the viewer expresses nothing.  An active medium, then, is supposed to refer to the antithesis of this concept: a medium in which the audience must put forth effort in order to complete the experience.  To some, this is a medium in which the viewer has the ability to take tangible action (hence active) and see a response.  What, then, would constitute interactive media?  What is the difference, and, if there is none, why do we differentiate between an active medium and an interactive one?


The differentiation can be made through first observing how much actual effort is required on the part of the user to experience the medium.  Some of the media that are usually referred to as “passive” are actually more active in this respect than one might think.  In literature and in movies, our mind has to constantly work to fill in the gaps.  This creates an experience unique to each audience member; one that is possibly entirely different from what the author originally intended.  These reader / viewer interpretations, however, are nonetheless valid, and, in some cases, part of the author’s overall goals.

The most common form of this “filling in the gaps” is referred to as closure, and it occurs in more than just mediated experiences.  Closure is defined as the “phenomenon of perceiving parts and observing the whole” (McCloud 63).  This is as simple as seeing motion when watching quickly presented pictures (flip books, motion pictures, etc.) or as complex as imagining a whole room when only part of it is described or shown.  Closure occurs without our knowledge, and it can be particularly effective when an author decides to manipulate our experience by exposing closure’s effects to us directly.  In his book If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler… one of the pseudo-authors Italo Calvino creates does this frequently.  Take the following passage for example:

Watch out: it is surely a method of involving you gradually, capturing you in the story before you realize it – a trap.  Or perhaps the author has not made up his mind, just as you, reader, for that matter, are not sure what you would most like to read: whether it is the arrival at an old station, which would give you a sense of going back, a renewed concern with lost times and places, or else a flashing of lights and sounds, which would give you the sense of being alive today, in a world where people today believe it is a pleasure to be alive.  This bar … could seem dim and misty only to my eyes, nearsighted or irritated, whereas it could also be steeped in light diffused by tubes the color of lightning and reflected by mirrors in such a way as to fill completely every passage and interstice, and the shadowless space might be overflowing with music, exploding at top volume from a vibrant silence-killing machine.  (12)


In reality, by now you have probably decided what this train station should look like, but the author pulls you back, making you second-guess the original assessment.  In most books, this information would be left out.  It is usually unimportant, and its absence can enhance the reader’s enjoyment by allowing a piece of herself to be imprinted onto the reading.  The author is right: such a lack of description is a trap, one he thankfully pulled you back from.


What is happening here is that the reader is exerting effort to make the medium an understandable whole, and is therefore an active participant in the experience.  This is, however, trivial effort.  The audience must do very little to shape what the train station looks like, and in reality it takes a clever author to even introduce the idea that it is occurring in the first place.  The same is true in a visual medium like movies; in fact, it is at the very heart of the movie experience.  Montage sets up several scenes placed in succession that when viewed together make a cohesive whole.  Or, at least they seem to make a cohesive whole to the audience.  In actuality, the scenes could be totally unrelated, in different locales and at different times, but the audience creates cohesion amongst them, and creates their own interpretation of the sequence of scenes.

This is the basis for what I will refer to as active media.  I don’t believe there is necessarily such a thing as an entirely “passive” medium, just varying degrees of active media.  It is not very often that a medium does not invite an audience to impart some part of themselves on it; it is rare that a medium requests nothing.  Certainly, some media require more effort than others.  Some even requires interaction, a concerted effort on the part of the audience that will generate a response.  We are, however, jumping ahead of ourselves.  What is important to understand is that audience effort is not an on off thing, it is a sliding scale from passive media to active media.

Interactivity

Up to this point, we’ve been talking about media that require effort to be complete; the medium doesn’t respond to audience thought, but simply completes itself through their imagination or closure.  Interactive media is possibly something new altogether: a medium in which the user can take action to which the medium responds.  The medium’s response (whether authored or not) is just as important as the user’s actions.  Medium response becomes the breaking point between a medium that is highly active, and one that is interactive.  However, to truly understand what we are referring to, we need to examine what constitutes an interaction, and what does not.  Then we can begin to discuss what constitutes an interactive system and then move onto an understanding of interactive media.

In Understanding Interactivity, Chris Crawford compares interactivity to a conversation: each participant takes turns alternately listening, thinking, and speaking – a never-ending process of give and take between the user and the medium (6).  Not only is there a request for effort by the user, but an expected effort and response from the medium.  A lack of response from the medium breaks the loop, and turns the experience into simply a highly active experience (depending on whether the user / audience actually decides to exert the effort to a medium that doesn’t respond).  Notice, however, that, in this definition, responses do not need to be specifically tailored to the action put forth by the user, though such a response would be nice.  

It is important to note that the concept of immediacy needs a bit of discussion.  In his book, Crawford eludes to the importance of seeing the response to an action immediately after its execution:

Some people claim that the computer’s true essence lies in its ability to crunch numbers, or handle mountains of information.  While these are all desirable features, they don’t lie at the core of what makes the computer so important to our civilization.  Remember, we had plenty of number-crunching and data-cubbyholing computers well before 1980, but we don’t talk about “the computer revolution” until after that date.  What changed? … [Software] permitted you to make changes and see the results instantly. … It wasn’t the number crunching or data storage that made these programs suddenly useful – those features were just as good on the old mainframe spreadsheets.  It was the interactivity, and only the interactivity, that made the new generation of spreadsheets so exciting. (Understanding 15)

This immediacy was what changed.  The ability to make a change and see its effects immediately was behind the computer revolution, and it is an important factor when considering interactive media.  Whether or not we consider immediacy a necessary part of the overall definition is not quite irrelevant, but not quite relevant either.  For the sake of argument, I will assume we are talking about immediate response to action, although in later theory I will talk about the use of changes in systems over long periods of time, a concept that would fall outside the realm of interactivity if immediacy were a requirement.

But there are a few problems as we continue to dissect Crawford’s definition.  The idea of an interactive system can leave out the concept of thought.  If I throw a ball against a wall it returns to me, the ball, the wall, and myself could constitute an interactive system under some definitions.  Under Crawford’s, however, with the absence of thought on the receiving end of the system, there is no interactivity.  Common sense, though, might dictate that we do have an interactive system.  Crawford almost helps us here, by providing the “Crawford scale”, contesting (just as I did with active media) that interactivity is not an on and off thing, that it is also a sliding scale (Understanding 10).  However, we can see that there is obviously no thought involved in our ball, wall, person system, right?

This may not necessarily be true.  It is possible that I perceive the wall to be an active participant and that it actually put thought into where it wanted to place the ball.  This is not likely, but it is a possibility.  Is perception of thought just as good as thought itself?  When we look at computer systems (which are thought to be the pinnacle of interactive systems) we can see that the perception of thought is absolutely as good, since the machine has no actual thought process other than programmed logic circuits; yet is considered an interactive system. 

The concept of thought in the system becomes less important if we consider interactions between a user / reader / audience and media (as we are discussing when we talk about interactive narrative).  The only possible way a medium can respond effectively is through thought or perceived thought.  Even a pre-authored response (the type seen in Choose your Own Adventure novels and a good deal of cybertext) can be interpreted as the medium’s thought process.  Indeed, when one of the interactors is dead, perhaps this is the best we can hope for.

However, we are still at risk if we consider the perception of thought in a response to be as good as thought itself.  It leaves the amount of interaction and even the concept of interaction up to the user, especially in borderline cases.  This does not help our general understanding of the concepts.  For Crawford, since he was almost exclusively talking about understanding interactivity in computerized or mediated systems, thought would generally be present, but when talking about interactivity in its entirety, a more general definition is needed.

To try to make sense of the concept of interactive media we turn to another type of media: ergodic literature, a term proposed by Espen Aarseth in his book Cybertext.  Aarseth defines ergodic literature by stating that “in ergodic literature nontrivial effort is required for the reader to traverse the text” (1). This comes from a slightly different perspective than our definition of interactivity.  For us, effort (whether trivial or not) was a given, and it was the media’s responsibility to create response in order to be interactive.  In ergodic literature, a medium with valid response is a given, and it is simply waiting for user effort to create the proper action.

The only question I would have about Aarseth’s definition is what separates non-trivial effort from trivial effort in a medium?  There is no good answer for this, since it seems the effort of turning a page is just as trivial as clicking a hyperlink (the type of effort requested in most cybertext).  The only answer I can give lies in expected response or ability to change what is happening in the work.  When a reader turns a page, they expect a simple continuation of the story: the response becomes as trivial as the effort.  In a cybertext or interactive narrative, a reader expects to get something different out of the effort they’ve expressed.  Instead of simply proceeding from page to page, the reader has affected the story by requesting the next perspective or the next sequence of events, “affected a semiotic sequence” as Aarseth describes (1). The effort then becomes one of thought and decision, rather than one of mindless clicking or turning of pages.  This is similar to both sides of the interactive loop in Crawford’s definition.

So we see the biggest difference between the sense of ergodic literature and Crawford’s interactive media comes from its central perspective, and its assumptions on what is constructed and what will be taken for granted.  So why not just use the word interactivity for both?  In Aarseth’s view (and I would have to agree), the word interactivity has lost all meaning, and has been charged with “strong ideological undercurrents” that have come to represent a new, technological, way of doing things.    “The word interactive,” he says, “operates textually rather than analytically, as it connotes various vague ideas of computer screens, user freedom, and personalized media, while denoting nothing.” (47-8).  However, if we understand that interactivity is not a new concept, or even limited to the technological age, and if we can assign it analytical meaning that helps our understanding of concepts independent of computer terminology, why should we simply discard it?  If we understand interactivity and interactive media as general terms (as perhaps an overarching term for terms like ergodic literature, interactive drama, interactive narrative, or cybertext), we might be able to keep it.  First, we have to come up with an idea of what interactivity is, and what constitutes an interaction.

Again, the question about thought comes into play.  Is going to a web page via a hyperlink thought on the part of the computer?  We know, behind the scenes, that logic circuits are working very hard to get you the information you requested.  As users, however, we see no actual thought process occurring and the perception of thought is broken.  To solve this problem, we can think of the thought that generates response instead as a tailored response, one that is consistent with the thought that we put into our action.  My definition for of an interaction therefore reduces to a tailored response to tailored action.

So what constitutes a tailored action, and what constitutes a tailored response?  A tailored action is an action taken by a participant that is expecting a certain (sometimes very specific) response.  A tailored response is, therefore, either the response the participant was expecting, or at least one that was specific to the action taken.  Furthermore, it is possible for that response to be both a tailored response as well as a tailored action to which the original participant is supposed to reply.  When such an exchange occurs, I refer to this as an interactivity loop.  Whenever a tailored response does not double as a tailored action, (or whenever a tailored action is not met with a tailored response) the loop is broken.  An interactivity loop, therefore, always begins with a tailored action, and always ends with a tailored response, with any number of tailored actions between them.

Related to the concept of an interactivity loop is an interactive system.  A system is "a set of parts that interrelate to form a complex whole" (Salen and Zimmerman 55).  To understand this in terms of interactive systems, we return to our wall, ball, person example.  At the lowest level this actually consists of several distinct interactions.  The person throws the ball and it flies through the air.  The ball hits the wall then flies through the air.  The ball approaches the person and he catches it.  All interactions considered separately, but also part of a larger, more complex whole.  They could even be considered as small loops to each other (since each tailored response is also a tailored action, though not to the original actor).  Though considering each interaction separately may help us understand the system in general, it does not help us understand the big picture.  It is therefore advantageous of us to consider it as one larger "complex whole" of interactions, one in which we are primarily concerned with the actions taken by only two actors: the wall and the person (through an intermediary, or medium).  Changing a channel is a similar example.  I push a button on a remote and the channel changes.  In actuality, there are several interactions between the television’s actual response and me, though we do not really care about them in the grand scheme of things.  To worry over these things is to ignore the system and the interaction as a bigger picture.  

This new definition has several advantages.  First, it removes the ambiguity of thought from Crawford’s definition, but keeps it secretly hidden, since thought is required for any sort of high-level tailored response.  Second, it allows us to say that ergodic literature is by nature interactive if user effort to traverse the text creates tailored responses, which it almost always does.  Next, through the use of the interactivity loop concept, it allows us to consider long chains of interactions as one interaction if we so desire, or as a chain of smaller interactions.  Both considerations are important, since it allows us to think of a large interactivity loop (such as opening a file from a file menu) as one interaction, or as a series of smaller interactions that should probably be streamlined.  In the same fashion, it allows us to consider interactions on the small scale of pressing a button, or on a larger scale of changing a channel.  Lastly, it helps our common sense (wall, ball, person) example since the ball bouncing back is tailored to the action we originally performed.

Interactive Media

There are also several problems with this definition.   Given the definition, turning a page is still considered an interaction: my tailored action (turning a page) presents a tailored response (a new set of words to read).  So is a book an interactive medium?  Since books are considered a channel (with all the associated positive and negatives) and since they do have an interaction every so often, that should make them interactive media.  In reality, we could even consider television an interactive medium in that respect, since it is possible to create a tailored action (pressing a button on the remote) that will present a tailored response (a new program to view).  Even web published stories that have you read only page-to-page are now interactive media.


But notice a common ground to each of these examples: we are not actually effecting a change to the message. The message itself has remained unchanged by our actions; we are simply privy to a different part of it, either on a different channel, on a different URL, or on a different page.  Though these are all examples of interactions, and all examples of interactions with or within a medium, and thusly could be considered examples of interactive media under current definitions, they are very poor examples.


The problem with the term interactive media is that it is simultaneously both over-extended and under-extended by popular press, corporations, and even academia.  Thinking that interactivity is something special, people refuse to believe that simply changing a channel or turning a page could be considered an example of an interactive mediated experience, whereas clicking a link to see separate portions of a story is considered an interactive mediated experience.  The idea is that changing a channel is not part of interactive media, but selecting a program from an onscreen list is.  Where is the line drawn?  Unfortunately, it is nearly impossible to say since those who would normally draw the line have long since abandoned the word.  Why then, don’t we abandon it here?


It is important to remember that the concept of an interaction is not new, nor is the concept of interacting with media.  The problem is not with our definition of interactive, but with the concept of what constitutes the “media” portion in this title.  By defining interactive media simply as “media with interaction”, we have sold the concept too short, since this designation actually fits all media very easily.  When we talk about interactive media, we want to talk about interaction with the transmission, the message, not the transmission channel.  Interaction with the medium itself, then, constitutes interaction within the medium, but not interactive media, since the transmission is not changing.  Put another way, in interactive media, the message must be an end participant of the interactive system, usually with the audience at the other end.  

But we are nowhere near finished with our discussion of the topic of interactive media.  Defined so broadly, it’s not hard to see why.  Before we continue however, let’s review the definitions so far.  Interactivity is a process in which participants take turns (cyclically) presenting tailored responses to tailored actions.  An interaction, therefore, is one tailored response to one tailored action.  An interactive system is created when several actors are collected together, and in this case we are usually concerned only with two points of interaction.  The intermediary interactions between them, then, could be considered the channel (or medium) through which the interaction took place.  Lastly, interactive media is an interactive system where one of the end actors is the message (the what) that is transmitted through a channel to an audience.

Note several things about all of these definitions.  Interactivity and interaction are very loosely defined, since, in reality, interactivity and interactions are not new concepts, even in media.  To consider either as part of the new digital age actually looses the reason we want to put interaction in media in the first place.  We are used to having control in our lives, and we want to have control over our entertainment.  Interactive system is also loosely defined, since really it is just a collection of interactions.  It just so happens that in an interactive system we usually want to look at the end result, not the intermediary interactions.  It’s a way of encapsulating a set of small objects into a bigger conceptual one.  Our new definition, interactive media, takes into account our previous definitions, and throws in the idea of the message medium.  None of these take into account two actors, nor do they take into account the transmission medium of the action, or the reaction.  Also, just as importantly, in the case of many actors it does not require that each reaction be consistent with the action of every actor.  Thusly, we could have an action taken by several people over a telephone effect a message that will be transmitted over television.

There are, I’m sure, many of you balking at the idea that a show like American Idol is considered interactive media, but it fits our criteria.  Several tailored actions, taken by viewers over the phone, create a tailored response that affects the message that is transmitted over television.  Even though every audience member will not get the response they hoped for, they will receive the tailored response for the audience as a whole.  In this way, even movies that have you vote on the outcome of particular situations can be considered interactive media.

This should not surprise you.  There is interaction here, and it is affecting a transmitted message.  However, it may seam strange that the much touted and over sold concept of “interactive media” could be so simple.  It was, after all, supposed to be the future of entertainment, not the prey of reality TV shows.  It was also supposed to be hard to create, and open our eyes to new and interesting ways technology could be used to create stories, not vote in online surveys.  In reality, it is both, but in order to try to consider one without the other, we’ve made all sorts of strange loopholes and definitions that don’t fit logically with the overall concept.  For those that are still shocked by this concept, it will be pleasing to know that just as there are subdivisions of media, so are there also subdivisions of interactive media.  We will delve deeper into those types later.

Concepts of Interactivity

Interactivity in the Bigger Picture


Interactivity is much more complex then our simple definition would make it seem.  In reality, interaction with any system exists on many levels, each one giving its own unique spin on the whole process.  The book Rules of Play offers “multivalent model of interactivity,” defining interactivity in terms of different modes, some of which are vaguely connected to the book’s general mission of understanding games in the picture of rules, play, and culture.  Though, some of these modes are more enlightening than others when it comes to talking about interactive narrative, all of them are fairly useful for understanding interactivity in the bigger picture and in discussing them from the various variety of angles.


The book divides interactivity into 4 modes.  The first form, cognitive interaction, is concerned with the interactions that occur emotionally or psychologically between the user and the system.  The second form, functional interactivity or utilitarian participation, is concerned with how interactions take place with the system’s material components whether they are real or virtual.  Next is explicit interactivity, which is the type of interactivity that is most commonly thought of when discussing the subject.  Explicit interactivity includes choices, dynamic simulation, and other products “programmed into the interactive experience” (Salen and Zimmerman 60).  Their last form is called “beyond-the-object-interactivity” or “participation within the culture of the object.  This type is concerned with the object’s effects on culture and culture’s effect on the object.” (Salen and Zimmerman 59-60)

Of these, the modes that are most applicable to interactive narrative are the functional and explicit forms.  Functional interactivity, however, is highly specific to the implementation of the work, as well as the specific medium on which it is presented.  Therefore, we will keep discussions on functional interactivity to very general statements, many of which may be specific to certain disciplines or mediums (such as a digital medium).  As for the cultural form, though it is useful for studying the effect of a particular interactive narrative work in the larger social picture, such a study is beyond the scope of this paper, and would need a greater amount of pervasive material in order to be a worthwhile study.  The last form, cognitive interactivity, coincides with our definition of active media.  This form is also certainly worthy of study and consideration, but, since it is a larger concept, should be studied more from the standpoint of general media theory, not from within the bounds of interactive media.  Salen and Zimmerman admit that cognitive interactivity occurs “universally in human experience,” so its inclusion here is more for completeness than uniqueness.  The thought process is certainly different in interactive media, but it must be understood from a general media standpoint first, before making sense of it from an interactive standpoint is possible.  For our purposes, we want to focus on what makes this medium unique, rather than those points that are universal.

However, this does not mean that we can ignore these four forms of interactivity.  Each portion presents its own method of understanding the concept as a whole, and more importantly the process by which an audience creates an interaction.  Though not as clearly labeled as a process as Crawford’s concepts of “listening, thinking and speaking” (Understanding 6) these modes are still part of the process by which users make choices in any system; first by cognitive thought, then cultural influence, then through functional action to see explicit results.  Therefore, when designing an interactive system, the designer must think about where he wants to fit into this whole process.  If she wants to challenge the user’s cultural or cognitive boundaries and assumptions, she first needs to know what they are.  On the other hand, if a designer wants to avoid startling a user and offer them a familiar interface, then he must first know the user’s expectations and thought process when placed in front of such a system.

Design


When we talk about creating interactive systems, we’re actually talking about their design, so it is important that we understand what design is.  There are many fields for which the word design is used: graphic design, fashion design, design planning, textile design, as well as many others.  Each of these titles and definitions for design emphasize a different field: a distinct characteristic that separates their design from others. “Design as making; the artificial; action; visual appearance; communication; a reflective process; thought; transformation: each definition offers valid and useful ways of understanding of design by focusing on particular qualities or characteristics” (Salen and Zimmerman 40).  Though each definition is slightly different each focuses on the “design” of some thing (though not necessarily in the tangible sense) as well as the person that does the design or creation.  “Each design practice has a human being at its core.  Although this might seem obvious, it is an often overlooked basic feature of design.” (Salen and Zimmerman 40).

As designers of interactivity and interactive works, we must turn to a medium that similarly emphasizes interactions.  For this, we turn to the field of game design, and the book Rules of Play by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman.  They define design as “the process by which a designer creates a context to be encountered by a participant, from which meaning emerges” (41).  This shares the properties of design in other fields as it is concerned with the design of something and involves people.  Also note that the properties of design, emphasized in italics, generally line up to the author, the message, the audience and the effect, respectfully.  Remember, however, that since the “medium is the message,” it makes sense that it we may safely leave it out here.  Furthermore, it is only for the sake of the definition singulars were used: a context encountered by one participant is just as easily encountered by many, and indeed some contexts (especially in the confines of game design) may only be experienced with multiple participants.


When designing an interactive system, it is important to take all of these into account.  As Salen and Zimmerman explain, using the game Tag as an example: 

Without design we would have a field of players scampering about, randomly touching each other, screaming, and then running in the other direction.  With design, we have a carefully crafted experience guided by rules, which make certain forms of interaction explicitly meaningful.  With design a touch becomes meaningful as a ‘tag’ and whoever is ‘It’ becomes the feared terror of the playground.  (41)

When designing, keeping each of these in mind will improve not only the usability of the overall system, but the pleasure of using the system.


But what exactly are we designing when we go about designing an interactive system?  Salen and Zimmerman say that the designer creates context, and the meaning emerges when a participant encounters this context.  The context, as they describe, are the “spaces, objects, narratives, and behaviors” (41).  In interactive systems, this includes not only the objects available, but which objects can and can not be manipulated, in what fashion they can be manipulated, and most importantly the meaning of each interaction.  Furthermore, in a computerized environment, it might be advantageous to think of the computer sometimes as both context and participant, since it not only dictates how other participants may act in the context, but also reacts to that participation outside the bounds of what would traditionally be referred to as the context.

Related to the concept of design is the concept of semiotics.  When creating objects in the system, it is important to understand that each of these objects is going to have representative meaning, a meaning beyond what it actually is.  This is the basis for the science of semiotics, or the study of signs.  In Rules of Play, Salen and Zimmerman introduce four basic semiotic concepts: that signs represent something other than themselves, that this representation is interpreted, that meaning results from this interpretation, and that the context of the sign shapes its interpretation (Salen and Zimmerman 42).  As a designer, then, it is important to make sure that the signs that are created can be interpreted correctly given their context.  Even more importantly, new signs must be explained in context, since the same sign can mean many things in different contexts, as the definition explains.  Lastly, remember that the context includes other objects and other signs, so signs will only have meaning in relation other signs in the system.  Salen and Zimmerman use the example of the game Rock-Paper-Scissors.  “... The concept of ‘rock’ has identity only in opposition to the concepts ‘paper’ or ‘scissors.’ The meaning of a sign does not reside within the sign itself, but from the surrounding system of which it is part” (42).


There have been several authors that have come out against the idea of studying interactive narrative using the concepts proposed in semiotics.  Most notably, Espen Aarseth questions the validity of such study in his book Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature.  “[The] decision to posit the interface as a border between human semiosis and machine processing, on the other hand, makes it hard to see what relevance a semiotic approach and the idea of semiosis can have in the study of sign producing machines.”  He continues: “... the quasi-autonomous nature of complex sign machines makes a behavioral study of the surface sign phenomena rather inadequate and unsatisfactory.  These constructs are not simply media by which a human programmer communicates with human receivers.” (Aarseth 29).   In some ways, Aarseth is correct.  Interactive media are not, at their basest forms, constructs “simply” created for human programmers (or human designers for that matter) to communicate with human receivers; otherwise, why bother with interactivity in the first place.  Other media are probably much better at communication than interactive media.  


However, we must remember that, in some form, we do need to communicate information to an end user in order to both present the narrative, and to let the user know what interactions are possible.  This is done using signs and signals, and, even if natural language is used as the preferred method of communication (as it is in most of the works Aarseth is studying), the end user is going to need to make sense of it all.  This is accomplished through design and semiotics.  This is another reason why it might be advantageous of certain designers to think of computerized or automated systems as both context and participant.  From Aarseth’s view, the results produced from these systems are more important than how these results are achieved (the process, not whether they are or are not interactive), and he is therefore more interested in the computer as participant in the creation experience.  In other situations, the process may be more important.  This includes how words and are manipulated, how conversations are entered, and in what fashion the audience can specify the stories and poems that are constructed.  These are mostly contextual (interface) concerns.  In the end however, the participant must make use of the context to present creations in either direction, and this requires a shared set of signs that both user and computer can interpret.

Agency


Agency, as defined by Janet Murray, is the ”satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices” (126).  Agency is key to the success of interactive systems.  In order to be interactive, a system simply needs to present a tailored response, not necessarily one that is consistent with the action, nor does it need to significantly or meaningfully change the system.  It is when these actions and responses signal actual significant change in a system that an actual feeling of agency is experienced.  Therefore, interactivity and agency do not necessarily go hand in hand, but neither are they mutually exclusive.  Murray explains further saying that “because of the vague and pervasive use of the term interactivity, the pleasure of agency in electronic environments is often confused with the mere ability to move a joystick or click on a mouse.  But activity alone is not agency.” (128)  She calls for the use of agency as “an aesthetic pleasure, as an experience to be savored for it’s own sake,” specifically citing the highly structured world of games as the only commonly available avenue for such a venture.  Interactive media, however, also offers the possibility of such systems.


Agency, like interactivity, is a matter of degree.  The ability to meaningfully change a system can be as simple as changing the position of pieces on a checkers board, to the more complex changing the position of pieces on a chess board, to the horribly complex ability to change the rules of both games entirely.  In addition, the immediacy of effect of such interactions is variable.  In chess, and less so in checkers, certain moves show an immediate effect, such as the final move that puts the opponent into checkmate. Other moves, however, serve a more tactical purpose, and their effect on the overall system is not immediately apparent except to the most experienced players.  Along the same lines, rules that are added to a game can change it immediately, such as the creation of a rule to block an opponent’s final blow, or be created to help out a player’s long-term efforts.  These are perhaps the sneakiest rules, since they can so subtly shift the power in one person’s favor.  In recent computer games, these subtle forms of agency are almost entirely ignored in favor of simpler, immediate forms like firing a gun.  However, as Murray puts it, “we need to find substitutes for shooting off a gun that will offer the same immediacy of effect but allow for more complex and engaging story content.”  (147)  In my opinion, simply finding a way to allow more complex actions, whether they are story driven or not, is just as important as finding those that will allow such engaging story content.

Although both types of agency (immediate and subtly delayed) are valid and useful in an interactive environment, it is important that the audience know what can be changed with what effects, whether they be subtle or not.  Indeed, representing the objects that are available to a user to institute change in the system (sources of agency) is one of Brenda Laurel’s design principles discussed in her book Computers as Theatre.

Unclear agency places the locus of control in a place where we can’t “get at it.”  Even though we are in fact agents by virtue of making choices and specifying action characteristics, these shadowy forces manage to make us feel that we are patients – those who are done unto rather than those who do. (142).

On top of this principle, it is important to realize that, in order to conform to our definition of interactivity, these tailored actions require some sort of tailored response, hopefully in such a way that tells the user what their action actually accomplished.

Perhaps the ultimate show of agency is the ability to change an entire world at your whim, and have these changes affect the entire system.  In reality though, these last examples are not very pervasive.  Even when a system supports changing rules, there are rules on top of them that regulate how and when rules can be changed.  Rules of Play offers examples of such games:

There are many games in which changing the rules is part of the game in some way; however the way rules can be modified is always highly regulated… Even in games in which the rules are changed during play itself… the ways the rules change are quite limited and are themselves determined by other, more fundamental rules. (Salen and Zimmerman 123)


We will get into a discussion about this in greater detail as we look at rules and constraints on a more general level, but it should be readily apparent that the agency of an interactive system is limited not only by the skills of the audience, but the rules of the system that may limit them from making any sort of meaningful change.


It is important not to discount the importance of agency, though.  The goal of most good interactive systems is to provide as much ability to control what occurs in the system while still keeping the audience constrained to its rules (more on constraints next).  In this fashion, the system must be designed to allow meaningful interactions, and then be able to change itself in response to those actions.  The more the system allows such changes, the more the user can impart himself onto it, thus creating a more productive or even immersive environment.

Rules and Constraints 


As was discussed shortly in the previous section, all interactive systems have imposed on them rules and constraints that keep them from allowing all types of inputs and all types of outputs.  Although both rules and constraints are limitations on human behavior, rules tend to be more stringent, explicit, and binding (Laurel, Salen and Zimmerman).  Whereas constraints can be subtle, implied, or even intrinsic to the system, rules are expressed explicitly to the audience before interaction even begins.  Most games rules outline certain specific behaviors, creating the implied constraint that all other behaviors are “against the rules.”  Though in some cases rules will specify specifically certain behaviors that are not allowed this is usually to resolve an ambiguity intrinsic to the allowed behaviors.  Still, interactive systems rely on both in order to be successful.  Understanding the constraints of a system, whether they be designed or not, and the ability to express its rules create the first understanding between an interactivity designer and his audience.  Failure to express rules or constraints effectively may create ambiguity, something an audience must resolve before an effective interactive session can begin (Salen and Zimmerman 123).


However, why are these constraints necessary?  Is it conceivable to think of an interactive system that can react to all types of tailored actions, and generate appropriate tailored responses to every input?  In reality, no it is not.  Even in systems involving two humans with no rules or constraints per-se, certain actions could create an atmosphere where one of the interactors could not respond.  To combat this, there are certain societal rules we place on ourselves.  We use social scripts to determine what actions are allowed in what situations.  When someone deviates from such a script, we become uneasy.  Thus we find that rules and constraints are not necessarily alien to us, simply the variance in degree that is often present and necessary in interactive systems.  

Digital systems are an excellent example of heavily constrained interactive systems.  They arise from the technical limitations of the system (such as the use of the “QWERTY” keyboard) or even the limitations of the user combined with the limitations of the system (such as their typing speed, spelling or communication abilities).  However, it is also simply not possible to have a digital system that can conceive all possible inputs and outputs.  As Brenda Laurel puts it in Computers as Theatre, “Any human-computer system, no matter how elaborate, cannot be expected to comprehend all possible worlds simultaneously.  Preventing people from introducing new potential is essential in the creation and maintenance of dramatic probability” (100).  I would actually argue that even in non-human-computer systems it is impossible to comprehend all possible worlds simultaneously.  It is for this reason that social rules and scripts exist, so we can limit our own behavior subconsciously, though not necessarily to maintain dramatic probability.

In recent years, many interactivity designers have come out swinging against constraints in interactive systems, believing that it is the designer’s job to create as few constraints as possible, opening the system to any and all interactions the audience can throw at it.  However, it needs to be understood that these constraints are not necessarily a bad thing. In terms of games, rules are one of the properties that almost literally define it and give it its formal identity (that property that allows us to distinguish it from other games).  In the words of Salen and Zimmerman: “When it comes to defining the formal identity of a game, only the rules matter” (135).  Rules create the systems in which we can play, a shared space (sometimes referred to as the “magic circle”) where willing participants can enter into a world where seemingly mundane interactions have and create new meaning.  Without rules, this shared space dissolves and the meaning of these mundane actions is once again lost.  However this is not the only way that constraints are helpful.  Brenda Laurel discusses its ability to force users to work creatively:

 A system in which people are encouraged to do whatever they want will probably not produce pleasant experiences.  When a person is asked to “be creative” with no direction or constraints whatever, the result is… often a sense of powerlessness or even complete paralysis of the imagination.  Limitations – constraints that focus creative efforts – paradoxically increase our imaginative power by reducing the number of possibilities open to us.  Limitations provide the security net that enables us to take imaginative leaps. (101)


This is not to say that all constraints will increase creativity: a designer must be careful to balance those constraints that improve creative interaction with those that will create frustration and annoyance in the user.  In most digital systems (mostly because of the lack of processing power of home machines) the constraints have been overly imposed.  In some cases these constraints were imposed in such a way that it would force creative problem solving, but usually these constraints served only to frustrate the user. Designers need to know the properties of good rules and constraints in order to support this creative thought process in the audience.   We will talk more about the properties of good constraints and rules along with the theoretical concept of the willing suspension of freedom in the next section. 

Emergence


Emergence is not a concept specific to interactivity, though it appears very frequently in interactive systems.  Possibly one of the best explanations of emergent systems comes from Espen Aarseth in his book Cybertext:

When a system is sufficiently complex, it will, by intention, fault, or coincidence, inevitably produce results that could not be predicted even by the system designer. A typical example is a chess program that plays better than its programmer.  Even if there is no reason to suspect that anything but meaningless operations of shifting zeroes and ones go on inside the programmed machine, it nevertheless displays a significant behavior that is not – and if fact could not – be anticipated by its programmer. (27)

Here, Aarseth hits on most of the main points of what makes a system emergent.  Complexity creates a system that, for whatever reason, exhibits behavior that the original creator, or the people using the system, could not have been anticipated.  But then, how does a system become complex, what creates this concept of emergence, and how does it relate to interactive systems?


We once again turn to the world of game design and the book Rules of Play for the answers here.  A thorough discussion of complexity is beyond the scope of this work, but it is important to understand the basics of complex systems in order to understand emergent systems.  Remember that a system is "a set of parts that interrelate to form a complex whole" (Salen and Zimmerman 55).  The amount and regularity with which the elements of this whole changes dictates the system’s complexity.  Rules of Play explains complexity by comparing complex systems to 3 other types of systems: fixed, periodic, and chaotic.  Each refers to the amount of change that can be found in a system.   Fixed systems do not change, whereas periodic systems change, but they repeat the same patterns endlessly.  Chaotic systems, on the other hand, elements are in constant motion, but show no pattern.  They are totally random.  Complex systems lie somewhere between the simple periodic systems and chaotic systems.  They display certain patterns, but are not as predictable as the periodic systems, but not as random as chaotic systems (Salen and Zimmerman 157-8).

Systems designed to be emergent are complex systems that are the “product of coupled, context-dependent interactions.”  (Salen and Zimmerman 159)  This means that the elements of the system affect each other recursively (coupled) and affect each other differently at different times, or in different contexts (context-dependent).  In this way, simple designed rules can create a very complex system, creating unpredictable and often very useful behaviors.  Though it is fairly obvious how such systems are useful in game design, how does the concept of emergence relate to interactive systems?  

There are two answers to this.  The first is the lies on the negative end of an emergent system.  In interactivity design, there is this idea that more features means a better product.  This is rarely true, as Chris Crawford warns us in his book Understanding Interactivity: 

Additional features are never unalloyed benefits; every new feature interacts with the other features in complicated ways.  The feature interaction inside the program is bad enough – programmers will tell you how often a stable program can blow sky-high with the addition of just one little improvement. (78)

Though Crawford uses an example from programming, too many rules or features in a system will cause undesirable unpredictable results (instead of desirable unpredictable results).  My rule for this in game design is the concept of the difference between emergent play and an exploit.  If it affects the game in a positive manner, it is emergent play.  If not, it is an exploit.  Though this is a semi-humorous example, in the world of interactivity design is important to realize that features can interact in ways that can possibly break the program, so you must be careful when considering them.

The second answer lies on the positive end of emergent systems, and relies on our understanding of rules and constraints in an interactive system.  Remember, Laurel warns us against trying to make a system that can “handle all possible worlds simultaneously.”  This leads us as interactivity designers to create constraints and put limitations on what the user can do.  This is a double edged sword, though: constraining the user in any way partially goes against what makes interactive systems excellent at what they do, allowing the user to express himself.  The answer here is to allow emergence to create those features that will be the most useful, and offer as few constraints of that system as possible.  By creating a small set of rules and possible inputs with very few exceptions, you have given the user a complex system that can possibly be more powerful than those that offer many rules.  Emergence, in this case, works in your benefit.

The trick here is to balance emergence’s detrimental properties with their beneficial properties.  Properly managed, however, this principle can create amazing results.  The best example is probably the concept of many computer languages: with only a few words and symbols (and, in a good language, few exceptions), they are able to create all the programs you use on a daily basis.  Even the simplest interactive systems can (and sometimes should) strive for this level of flexibility.

Immersion


The previous three concepts, agency, rules and emergence, combined with interactive media and properly managed, create an interesting effect on an audience.  This concept is known as immersion, and is discussed at length in Janet Murray’s book Hamlet on the Holodeck:

Immersion is a metaphorical term derived from the physical experience of being submerged in water.  We seek the same feeling from a psychologically immersive experience that we do from a plunge in the ocean or swimming pool – the sensation of being surrounded by a completely other reality, as different as water is from air, that takes over all of our attention, our whole perceptual apparatus. (98)

In a great deal of discussion on the subject of immersion, creating this effect means overwhelming the senses: creating a simulated environment that is so believable that an audience cannot help but be transported to this other created and fictitious world.  In reality, however, this is not the only way an “immersive” effect can be felt by the audience.


In Rules of Play, Eric Zimmerman and Katie Salen discuss the concept of “The Immersive Fallacy”, stating: 

The immersive fallacy is the idea that the pleasure of media experience lies in its ability to sensually transport the participant into an illusory, simulated reality.  According to the immersive fallacy, this reality is so complete that ideally the frame falls away so that the player truly believes that he or she is part of an imaginary world. (451)

They continue, explaining that “’immersion’ is not tied to a sensory replication of reality”  (452), and if we reread Murray’s definition of immersion, it is not necessarily centered on immersion of the senses, simply a sensation that is similar to such an experience.  Whether we are actually surrounded by this reality is irrelevant, but as designers, we are looking to create a system that supports such a psychological feeling. 

Note that, as designers, we can never truly force immersion on our audience, but then neither can media that are traditionally considered immersive.  Part of the equation is the audience’s willingness or desire to be immersed.  This concept is sometimes known as the “willing suspension of disbelief,” but is highly tuned with the concept of active media. As Murray explains later in her chapter on immersion, “when we enter a fictional world, we do not merely ‘suspend a critical faculty; we also exercise a creative faculty.  We do not suspend disbelief as much as we actively create belief.”  Our desire to experience immersion causes us to accept, either actively or passively, that which is presented to us, in all media.” (110)

As a result, interactive systems create such feelings almost by their nature; because they involve the audience directly in the decision making process, the system harbors a great deal of expressive power and a great deal of required investment (Crawford Understanding 14).  However, this concept is not quite as simple as interactivity designers often wish it was.  Violations regarding the rules, agency, or limitations in the power of emergence can cause the immersion of the medium to float away.


Interactivity first gives the audience the ability to express themselves, giving them the first sense of immersion.  However, without agency, the novelty of such a system quickly looses its original appeal.  Why continuously interact with something if all the responses will remain the same, no matter how many times you go through, and how many times you try to change how things occur?  An interactive medium lacking agency either becomes boring or frustrating; these emotions will quickly dispel immersion from even the most patient of audience members.  With agency, however, the medium becomes suddenly alive with possibility.  It allows us, as Murray puts it, to be “both the dancer and the caller of the dance… [It] goes beyond both participation and activity.”  It is “an aesthetic pleasure” and “an experience to be savored for its own sake”  (128) so its importance in interactive systems cannot be stressed enough.


Once agency gives the audience the ability to manipulate an interactive system, it is quickly realized that the ability to manipulate everything toward a meaningful end is not possible, for reasons stated before.  This is where rules become helpful.  They allow the user to know what is and is not possible, allowing them to fully appreciate the system itself.  Understanding the rules fully allows the user to act consistently, and without concern to what is and is not possible.  If these rules are well constructed and non-contradictory (more on this later), then the audience is pulled in once again to the system the designer has created, becoming entranced with the possibilities that lay before them.  However, in a simple system, it is only a matter of time before all paths are tried, and all avenues are exhausted.


This is where the final concept comes into play.  An audience, understanding their role as agents in a larger system and armed with a firm knowledge of the rules and constraints placed upon that system, will be drawn in even further if that system exhibits emergence.  A system with seemingly infinite possibilities will overwhelm an audience, or keep them digging for new ways to play with the rules they have come to understand.  Whichever reaction occurs is only partially defined by the designer, since the user’s preferences can certainly effect their reaction to finding a seemingly endless amount of possibilities available to them.  That said, however, a system with emergence will certainly allow a much more powerful immersion than one without it.


These concepts are not constrained to story driven interactive works either.  Although the feeling of immersion tends to be more powerful in such systems, this is because they have other tools at their disposal.  These tools work in conjunction with those specific to interactive systems, creating a more powerful immersive feeling.  Productivity applications can cause immersion as well, usually in the form of “play.”  Many word processor users are often amazed at all the possibilities available to them from a (usually) simple set of tools, and will sometimes spend hours designing and redesigning their layouts simply to see what can be done.  Interestingly, most such play sessions end when they find out something can’t be done, and then it’s back to work.  Even programming, a seemingly productive, work oriented task, seems to have this immersive effect.  Linus Torvalds, creator of the operating system Linux, explains while talking about the beauty of programming in his book Just for Fun:

To somebody who [programs], it’s the most interesting thing in the world.  It’s a game much more involved than chess, a game where you can make up your own rules and where the end result is whatever you can make of it… Part of the initial excitement in programming is easy to explain: just the fact that when you tell the computer to do something, it will do it… But blind obedience on its own, while initially fascinating, obviously does not make for a very likable companion… What makes programming so engaging is that, while you can make the computer do what you want, you have to figure out how. (73)

Though he does not express it in the same words, we can see Linus go through the same process we have just described moving from interactivity (the blind obedience of the computer) to an understanding of the rules and a fascination with experimenting with their emergence (figuring out how).


But why is this important?  Immersion separates the audience from the outside world and overwhelms them with the possibilities of this other world we have created.  It would seam that this is a negative, not positive, effect of interactive media.  However, as a person becomes more immersed in an interactive environment, they begin to understand how it works, if only in their own mind.  They begin to become more productive, and their level of enjoyment is enhanced.  As we know from the immersive fallacy, an audience never really totally separates from their surrounding environment.  The medium never becomes truly transparent.  On the other hand, an immersive system can get an audience to focus on the possibilities available to them, without concern to the real world.  It can cause them to forget about what an interactive system can’t do, and focuses them instead on what it can do.  Properly managed interactive systems can leave users giddy with the shear amount of possibilities available to them.  When designing an interactive system, it is important to realize that creating the environment for interactivity is only the first step; creating a truly immersive environment should be your end goal to get the full degree of productivity and enjoyment out of your audience.

Anthropomorphism


Anthropomorphism means “the ascription of human characteristics to things not human.” (ARTFL) In most cases, discussions about anthropomorphism in interactive systems are focused on the topic of anthropomorphic agents: programs that appear human in many ways, exhibit the ability to learn (in most cases) and help users with anything they may need in their digital world.  However, the ability to make such agents behave (or even pretend to behave) completely human is widely considered impossible, and in most cases, not necessary.

In Understanding Interactivity, Chris Crawford outlines several reasons for so-called “pseudo-anthropomorphism.”  His proposal is that the “use of [a fully anthropomorphic] agent implies a human mode of communication,” a human face on a program makes us believe that we can communicate to the computer as a human, and “the conventions of machine interaction – buttons, dials, and the like – must be jettisoned for human conventions: talking listening and thinking.”   Though this can possibly be a good side effect, the problem is that a system to put a human face on an interface would “surely be a fake, a mask that could all too easily slip off, revealing the true nature of the software in all its ugliness.”  Thus, he proposes instead agents that are able to display their limitations fully, without limiting the audience’s ability to use them affectively.  (85)

Brenda Laurel, in her book Computers as Theatre, recommends a similar, yet slightly different stance on the limitation of anthropomorphized agents; one that takes into account not only the limited ability of agents, but our desire for them to be predictable.  “People often want to be able to predict the actions of such agents with greater certainty than those of real people.”  Toward this end, she informs us to “think of agents as characters, not people.”  The reason for this is based on the fact that the practical knowledge for such characters is already in place in the form of dramatic characters and theatre:

The case for modeling system-based agents after dramatic characters is based on both the familiarity of dramatic characters as a way of structuring thought and behavior and the body of theory and methodology already in place for creating them.

Furthermore, she argues that our ability to recognize dramatic characters and separate them from real people will enforce our understanding of their limitations. (144-5)


However the question stands about why such agents are important.  Though most people present them as automated help systems, anthropomorphic agents, when used correctly, help us realize a variety of concepts outside of just automated help.  Though it would seam to run opposed to immersion, an anthropomorphic agent can, at times, help create a more immersive environment for the audience.  They can help “represent sources of agency” (Laurel 142), explain rules, or even start them on the process to locating combinations of rules that will enhance the interactive experience (Salen and Zimmerman 166-8).  Through this, an audience can find themselves instantly immersed, while a character helps them through any tough spots.  Conversely, a sense of immersion can also help an audience get past the failings of a poorly created or less than helpful agent.

It is important to note, however, that immersion and anthropomorphism are not interdependent, and anthropomorphized agents can exist outside of the realm of immersive systems.  Most “storytelling” AIs are examples of such agents, as are agents that exist outside of other interactive systems.  In addition, immersion can be broken by an annoying agent that seems out of place, one that is impossible to remove, or one that interrupts the natural flow of an audience’s interactions.  Anthropomorphism and immersion are as detrimental to each other as they are helpful, and so their combination should be approached with caution.

Theory of Interactive Systems

The Willing Suspension of Freedom


In the section on constraints, I touched briefly on the fact that no interactive system is complete.  It cannot, and actually should not, try to “comprehend all worlds simultaneously.”  This is why interactive systems must be constrained in some way, but such constraints are not necessarily bad.  Constraints can help the audience focus their energy on what is most important in the system, as well as help them think creatively about the possibilities within this constrained system.  However, this seems to conflict with the whole concept of interactivity.  Interactivity, in general, is an attempt to give the audience more control over what happens, how things are done, and how they are presented or revealed.  Yet, we know that this level of freedom is not possible, and thus the freedom perceived in these systems is actually an illusion, though frequently a very convincing one.


This should not come as too much of a surprise, since most common media work under these same conventions, through the use of the “willing suspension of disbelief.”  Remember that Janet Murray came out against the use of this term in my last section, stating that the term is “too passive a formulation even for traditional media.” (110)  I argue, however, that the audience’s suspension of disbelief is so fragile that considering them fully involved in the decision errs on the side of too active a formulation.  Certainly, the audience begins the relationship by actively and consciously deciding that they are going to let certain events, certain conversations, and certain violations of natural law slide. It is the basis of fiction, which was once defined as “the untruth that is not a lie.”  (Crawford Art of 10)  Fiction, and most entertainment, inhabits this magical borderland between total truth and total lie, and yet it is accepted as truth because that is what we want it to be.  The audience accepts “untruth” as truth in order to experience immersion; in order to let the medium fall away and the frame dissolve, making it transparent.  However, this decision can be easily dropped if the audience encounters something that stretches the borders between untruth and lie so far that they break.  If these borders are broken, the audience finds that they cannot suspend their disbelief any longer; the suspension topples and the magic of the work is lost.  If the audience were actively creating belief, such violations could easily go unquestioned.  As a slightly more passive experience, however, (yet still within the borders of active media) it is a delicate balancing act between the author and the audience that can be violated at any moment.


This is similar to how we can come to understand constraints in a system.  Though the actual concept of complete freedom in an interactive system is an illusion, it is the designer’s job to make this illusion as believable as possible.  Designers once again need to walk the fine line between “untruth” and lies.  The audience will usually give the designer the benefit of the doubt, but just like the suspension of disbelief, this willingness to be constrained can be easily broken if the rules don’t make sense, or if they offer nothing to the overall system.  This is why I refer to this concept as “the willing suspension of freedom.”  The idea is that the audience accepts that certain actions and inputs will not be possible.  In exchange, they expect either entertainment or productivity.  Just like traditional media, audiences of interactive media are willing to accept certain limitations in order to be immersed.  After the audience willingly suspends their freedom, however, it is up to the designer to balance possibility and the impossibilities created through constraint; he must walk the fine line between “untruth” and lie, creating a system that does not stretch the constraint or freedom too far.  Just as the audience that experiences a shattered suspension of disbelief will become uneasy about events in a traditional narrative media, the audience experiencing a shattered suspension of freedom will begin to become frustrated about the limitations of the system they are working with.  In the worst case, a seriously frustrated audience will abandon the system entirely.


That said, what are the characteristics of good rules and constraints?  What will keep the audience willing to accept their constrained situation, and still keep the power of the interactive medium intact?  The simple answer is to design constraints that support the illusion of freedom while keeping the user to a fixed portion of it.  Of course, this is simpler said than done.  We’ve already discussed one concept behind creating good constraints in the section on emergence.  Defining a small set of rules that combine in interesting (and unrestricted) ways gives a lot of power to the audience and allows them to find their own ways of doing things.  Unfortunately, there is only so far simple rules will get you, and every additional rule adds more possibilities, which can create more problems.  

So how do we design good constraints in more complex systems that have a great deal of rules, and a great deal of places where the user needs to be constrained?  Remember that rules interact in strange ways, not only in relation to emergence, but also within the audience’s mind.  As a designer, you are trying to avoid a situation in which a rule or constraint sets up false expectations in relation to another rule or constraint.  In Crawford’s words, “every feature you add creates expectations in the user’s mind.” (Understanding 78) If, as a designer, you make things look similar or install features, these features should work the same regardless of the situation.  Though Crawford asserts that there are no examples of this in commercial software, I’m not so sure.   Any time, as a user, you feel that something should have been possible and wasn’t, there is a violation of this type.  For some reason, the software made you think that certain things were possible, when, in fact, they were not.  This topples the willing suspension of freedom.  Interaction stops (if only for a short while) and the immersion that was once felt in the environment is gone.

I myself can draw an example from Microsoft Word.  Borders in Word seem to work on any small selection of text as well as the do on tables.  An interesting way to do a line across the entire page, for example, is to use a bottom border on that line of text.  Interestingly, however, on smaller selections of text, this is not possible.  Word constrains your ability to put borders on small sections of text within a paragraph by requiring that the border be around the entire selection, or that there be none at all.  A border only on the top or side of the selection is not possible.  For someone experienced with the program that is looking to put a line above and to the side of a portion of text, it would seam logical that the border interface should allow it.  The fact that it doesn’t breaks immersion, and the user becomes frustrated with the limitations of the program.  Interestingly, if the border tool only worked on tables and not on text selections, this false expectation wouldn’t have existed in the first place.

Another example from the world of game design also relates to the suspension of disbelief.  The game XIII has a weapon that you may use that is just shards of glass that you throw at enemies.  This weapon is often found around groups of broken bottles, windows, or other glass object that have been inserted by the level designers.  Interestingly, the game also supports the ability to break certain glass objects.  However, it does not allow you to pick up those glass shards that you have generated by breaking these glass objects.  Logic dictates, from the visual and logical cues we are given from the game, that picking up shards of broken glass to use as a weapon, when shards of glass are used elsewhere as a weapon should be possible.  The fact that this is not possible can be enough to topple the willing suspension of freedom.  Interestingly, the problem could have been solved or avoided by either taking out the weapon, or by not allowing the player to break glass objects.

The lesson is to realize what false expectations you may be creating with the addition of features or rules. If you cannot fully implement the integration of two sets of rules without constraining the user significantly, perhaps it is more advantageous to find another way to present that integration, or to abandon that integration entirely.  In general, what the concept of the willing suspension of freedom should expose is that as interactivity designers we should not be looking to design systems that allow the audience to do as much as possible.  Instead we should design systems that take limited possibility and allow the user to shape it into whatever they want.  This means that, as systems that follow this concept grow, the possibilities inside that system grow into a myriad of combinations, each of which is valid and each of which is possible, ironically, without limitation.

Listening, Thinking, and Speaking


Although we discarded Crawford’s definition of interactivity, thinking of an interactive system in terms of two participants engaged in a cyclical process of listening, thinking, and speaking is definitely worthwhile.  In Understanding Interactivity, Crawford explains shortly his dislike of definitions, explaining that the real power from a word comes from its nuances and subtleties.  The definition, therefore, is just a place to start for analysis (6).  In this sense, his definition is a good one, since it allows us to analyze interactivity in a very interesting way, separating this highly complex concept into readily understandable parts (parts that are more understandable, even, than my own concepts of ‘tailored action and tailored response’).  Furthermore, many of Crawford’s principles and much of his theory from Understanding Interactivity revolve around this definition, and, as many of them are excellent concepts, looking at interactivity in this fashion, if only for a short while, is advantageous.


In general, it may help the interactive media designer to work with this definition entirely, since listening, thinking, and speaking are very humanistic terms, whereas tailored action and tailored response are not.  If we wish to create systems that create believable responses to input, then perhaps thinking of such responses as an intelligent, well thought out conversational reply will help.  Certainly, with the advent of anthropomorphic characters and agents, such a design process may become necessary.  Before that, however, we must understand how we are able to “talk” to interactive systems, where and how to use their thought, and ways to express that thought meaningfully to the audience.

Probably the most fundamental principle Crawford covers in his book centers on the balance an interactive system must have between its listening, thinking, and speaking components: “If you want to interact well, both actors must perform all three acts well… weaknesses in one area are not weighed against strengths in another.” (Understanding 8-9)  In general, when designing an interactive system, the tendency is to speak without listening, offer output without appropriate input, or generate responses to non-existent actions.  This is evident especially in the field of digital games, where an emphasis is placed on created the prettiest and more realistic graphics.  However, in other fields like web design, there is still an emphasis on creating pages that look good and have a great deal of interesting animations, whereas the listening systems are still stuck to clicking on links: a fairly simple and clumsy system at times.  It is important to remember to offer to the audience the ability to control what is happening in the system.  This is, after all, what makes it interactive media (the ability to change the message).  However, the “ears” of most interactive systems are decidedly weak.  It is therefore up to the designers of these systems to create ways for the audience to “say what they mean” beyond link clicking and gun shooting.


This brings us to another principle of Crawford’s: verb design.  It is so important in his eyes that his first guideline for creating interactive systems is to “start with the verbs” (Understanding 67).  Other designers have stated the importance of this principle as well, realizing that the most important part in designing an interactive system is to first know what you want the audience to do.  The rest of the system, how it is designed, how it can be controlled, and how features will interact can be designed from there, so long as this central idea stays in tact.  Most importantly, however, once the verbs are designed, the audience must be given the ability to speak those verbs, along with the adjectives, adverbs and direct objects that will make the verb a complete thought.


This topic is, unfortunately, far more complicated than it seems, and designing systems and interfaces that allow the audience to speak in such a way that both audience and system understand is far beyond the scope of this paper.  It is important, however, that said interface conform to all of our concepts and guidelines from previous sections, making such design problems even larger.  Even worse is if there are verbs that don’t fall into discreet conceptual boxes with the ability to be expressed by lists, buttons or numbers.  How does one create the interface to express verbs that can occur on a sliding scale?  More importantly, how does one express the adverbs adjectives that modify those verbs and their direct objects?  Crawford refers to such systems as systems of “soft math” (Understanding 142), and does not discuss them in terms of verbs or user input.  For me, it is the concept of the fuzzy listening system, and is the next topic of discussion.

Fuzzy Listening Systems


The term “listening” suggests a more complex concept than the common term input, even though they roughly correspond to the same idea in Crawford’s definition of interactivity.  Whereas the concept of input is tied very heavily to the history of computers, discreet decisions and commands, listening is tied to conversation and carries with it certain nuances that are important, but commonly ignored in interactive systems: the need to pay attention to not only what is said, but how it is said.  Listening to a conversation also implies the ability to pay attention to tone, body language, and other fine distinctions.  These distinctions, however, are hard to express using dialog boxes, radio buttons, and sliders, and, in reality, we might feel strange quantifying those emotions that cause our tone to change, our bodies to slump, or even our mouse to move slower than normal.  This is the case for a concept I refer to as fuzzy listening systems.


Fuzzy listening systems (or fuzzy input systems if you don’t want to use Crawford’s terminology) are input systems that listen to not only what is said, but also how it is said. They pay attention to those inflections in tone or changes in posture that would indicate sarcasm or interest.  More realistically, a digital fuzzy listening system would pay attention to how quickly you move your mouse from command to command, how much you use keyboard shortcuts, and how often you perform certain commands or sequences of commands.  In a 3D game, a fuzzy listening system could pay attention to how much you move the camera, what the camera spends most of the time looking at, or what types of puzzles seam to give an individual user the most problems.  From these, the system can attempt to generate conclusions about the user based on fuzzy concepts such as their level of professionalism, their familiarity with the software, or their skill at navigating 3D worlds.

Fuzzy listening systems are not easy to create, and rely very heavily on the concepts created from the study of fuzzy logic since they need to quantify indiscreet input, compare it to previously interpreted knowledge, and make decisions based off of this data.  They are, however, becoming a necessity of large interactive systems, if only to simplify the growing complexity of tools, operating systems and other interactive environments for the end user.  The concept itself is not new, though.  In Computers As Theater, Brenda Laurel calls for something like a fuzzy listening system:

[A]s applications become more integrated and flexible… people’s goals cannot be so readily inferred by simply noticing what applications they launch.  Increasingly, systems will need to employ either explicit conversations with people to determine task objectives or implicit user-modeling techniques to infer objectives from behavior… (107)

Since explicit conversations with every user that will use your interactive system is near impossible, in-system user modeling is perhaps our only choice.  Using fuzzy listening systems, we can pay attention to the tools different users select or the features they use, then attempt to figure out their end goals.  This type of listening, in combination with well-researched and extensive user behavior templates, gives us the ability to finely tune software interfaces for each user.


For example, in our previous sections we talked about anthropomorphic agents or characters: agents that exhibit ‘intelligent’ behavior in an attempt to offer help to the user when it is needed.  Yet, right now it is hard to tell when a user actually needs help: it requires that the system interpret certain types of actions that convey the fuzzy concept “lost.”  Along the same lines, certain users may be perfectly comfortable with a piece of software, but may overuse or under-use a particular feature, especially features that have been added into newer versions of the product.  In some cases, these features are shown in daily “did you know?” boxes.  However, if a system could pay attention to exactly which features were being used, that system could then tell whether certain features would be useful to each individual user, and would be able to explain their use at a convenient moment of down time.  Here, a system needs to not only determine which functions are useful and how to let the user know if these functions are being under or over used, but also when there is a moment of “downtime” in which to explain them, especially since each of these properties may be different from user to user.

Though Laurel begins to express interest in modeling listening templates after employee data, I wish to use a concept from this and take it in another direction: “Such [user] templates would function as recipes for the formulation of action and could be used to both predict and constrain a person’s behavior.” (109)  Though she is discussing constraints more in a work environment, the idea of creating user templates through listening systems to both predict and constrain user behavior is amazingly powerful, especially in interactive narrative systems.  For example, the ability to limit a user’s capability to make changes to a system they don’t seam to understand, or the ability to limit a student’s access to overused reference cards in educational software are legitimate uses of dynamic constraints.  Other systems could prevent the use of overused functions in order to familiarize the user with other controls (such as disabling menu options in favor of keyboard shortcuts).  In all cases, however, there should be a way for “power users” to turn of such dynamic constraints.

Unfortunately, the success of these systems depends on our success at modeling user behavior, and correctly identifying fuzzy concepts that can be put into user templates.  However, interactive systems, especially software tools, are becoming so complex that only those people most familiar with them are able to use them effectively.  In order to allow more people to be productive with these tools, we need to begin thinking about how to interpret user behavior in such a way that will allow us to not only effectively train them through the use of anthropomorphized agents, but also through the ability to manipulate menus, toolbar configurations and palette positions.  Furthermore, such changes should be automatic, and should not rely on previous knowledge of the program to get started (such as the changeable toolbars in many Microsoft Office applications and the moveable and closeable palettes of programs like Adobe Photoshop and Macromedia Flash).  Such automatic manipulation is near impossible to do effectively without the use of fuzzy listening systems, and yet could become an integral part of more usable and user friendly software.

Part 2

Narrative

Defining Narrative

We continue to try to understand interactive narrative by splitting it into its component parts, this time focusing on narrative, and the act of narration.  Narrative can get confusing as you delve into the common concepts of what a story must be, what events and structure make a good story, and how to present that story for it to be a good narrative.  We should find, however, that the concept of narrative is independent of the merit of the work, or, for that matter, its structure.


Our first definition of narrative comes from the book Rules of Play by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman.  Since games, play, and interactive narrative have so much in common it seems like a logical place to start.  Salen and Zimmerman use a definition from J. Hillis Miller explained in his essay “Narrative,” and they divide it into three elements: Situation, Character, and Form. Already we see a problem, for this definition focuses on what is thought to be a common structure of narrative, not its distinguishing characteristics.  Even Miller admits that there are narratives that do not fit his structure, but “draw their meaning from the way they play ironically against our deeply engrained expectations that all narratives are going to be like that” (Salen and Zimmerman 380).  However, their play against common convention does not make them any less of a narrative.  In order to understand narrative better, we must find a distinguishing characteristic that we can work with.


We therefore move to the world of Narratology, or the study of narrative.  Narrative theorist Mieke Bal provides us a definition from his book Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative.

A narrative text is a text in which an agent relates (‘tells’) a story in a particular medium, such as language, imagery, sound, buildings, or a combination thereof.  A story is a fabula that is presented in a certain manner.  A fabula is a series of logically and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by actors.  An event is the transition from one state to another state.  Actors are agents that perform actions… To Act is defined here as to cause or to experience an event. (Bal, p 5)

We are now closer to a definition that works independent of the structure of the narrative, or even the form in which it is told.  Bal makes a common separation here between three distinct traits of narrative: the telling, the events, and those events selected for telling. Also note that events are the key element of a fabula here, and therefore by extrapolation story.  This is fairly commonly held, even back to Aristotle, who makes the argument in Peoetics that tragedy (and story in general) is primarily imitation of action.  He points out that a play without characters could exist, but not one without action (Laurel 60).


The only thing we can question here is the necessity of a narrative agent.  If we consider an agent to be an element of the story that is empowered with the ability to act, it becomes questionable whether or not a story must be transferred through an agent to be narrative.  In general, the argument can be made that the manifestation of a narrator in entirely dependent on the audience’s interpretation of that presence, and its ability to affect change in the narrative.  Or, put more simply, “if [an audience] feels it is being told something, it presumes a teller” (Chatman 147).  However, there is a certain power in the illusion of an absent “teller,” or even a present voyeuristic teller.  

Movies, for example, are very good at manipulating the audience’s interpretation of scenes through the use of different camera movements and cutting.  Certain conventions in film can make us believe we are seeing through the eyes of characters that we know or “don’t” know are there.  Horror movies make use of shots blocked by objects, or use unsteady camera motions to make us believe we are looking through the eyes of a killer.  In other cases, cuts can be performed in such a way that we believe we are noticing objects through the eyes of other characters, or they can be composed in such a way that we believe we are seeing something that none of the characters of the story have noticed (this is known as a privileged shot).  Finally, we can have a camera that is simply and magically there to present the story to us: it behaves as if it is showing us the pure unadulterated truth.  In all of these cases, the concept of a narrative agent falls apart.  We do not expect the camera to influence the story, nor do we expect the cameraman to suddenly jump out from behind the camera and tell the characters what to do.

We can, however, get a similar definition of narrative, or more precisely narrative text, from Seymour Chatman, in his book Story and Discourse. Chatman also makes a distinct division between the story, and “the means by which content is communicated,” or the discourse of the story.  “In simple terms,” he says, ”the story is the what in a narrative that is depicted, discourse the how.” (19)  For this definition, there is no need for a narrator or narrative agent, simply a means of presenting the events that occur in the story.  This seems almost too shallow a distinction for our needs.  Chatman later talks about distinctions between showing and telling, between mimesis and diegesis.  He says:

Of course, even in the scenic arts like drama and the ballet, pure mimesis is an illusion. … By convention does a spectator or reader accept the idea that it is “as if” he were personally on the scene though he comes to it by sitting in a chair in a theater or by efforts to preserver the illusion that events “literally unfold before the reader’s eyes.” (147)

Here we come across the distinct paradox of a narrative with no physical narrator: a telling with no perceived teller.  I’ve argued that a narrative agent or perceived narrative agent is not necessary for narrative to actually exist but is the concept itself distinctly up to the observer or audience?  If the audience believes that they are being shown, not told, does narrative dissolve into pure action or drama?  In such a case, does discourse still exists, or has the entire structure of the narrative dissolved?


There is still the distinct possibility that narrative is not strictly definable, much like interaction and interactivity from the last section.  When we talk about interactivity, we look at it as a sliding scale, based on many factors.  Narrative is possibly similar.  However, we are able to define at least one element of narrative: story, and therefore fabula.  It is fairly simple to tell whether a given work has events, and whether it doesn’t (I can think of vary few borderline cases), so story is not necessarily where a sliding scale of narrative occurs.  Note also that, although story and fabula are distinct from a conceptual standpoint, I will lump them together as simply the events that occur and refer to them in most cases as simply the story, since we are not as concerned about the order or selection of events that creates the distinction between the two concepts.


The sliding scale for narrative occurs on the amount actual control the author directs over the perception of the events that occur in the story.  I will refer to this as the discourse of the narrative, and, while the ability to selectively present perceptions of the events of a story is necessary for narrative, the amount of actual influence the discourse has is variable.  Without discourse, we are left simply with the story, as it occurred with no interpretation, a pure diegesis.  As an author imparts more and more of a “narrator’s” interpretation of events on top of those selections made to bring it to from fabula to story, or the more stylized the presentation is (which suggests possible interpretation), the more we move toward mimesis and true narrative.  Note, though, that the discourse can also take many forms and shift through many different physical agents over the course of a narrative, or, as discussed earlier, be detached from a physical agent entirely.

Concepts of Narrative

Elements of Story


As a first step, we need to discuss those elements that are intrinsic to the concept of a story, which includes, for our purpose, a fabula.  These elements include, though are certainly not limited to events, their order, their connections through causality and the actors and settings through which these events occur.  Certainly, this is not a complete list of the theoretical properties of story.  However, they do form the foundation through which other elements are discussed, and, more importantly, they seam to be the most problematic characteristics for discussions in interactive narrative.  Therefore, an understanding of how they work in traditional narrative is important before we can apply such distinctions to interactive narrative.


The first important element of story, which has already been touched on, is that it is made up events.  Recall that Bal defined events as a “transition from one state to another state” (5).  Similar definitions exist, including Chatman’s, who defines events as “actions or happenings (acts). Both are changes of state.” (44)  It can be inferred, then, that a story must have a beginning state, and at least two changes of state.  Two is implied by almost all definitions of story and fabula, which are considered “sequences” of events.  This implies two or more.  Most definitions of story will also leave out the concept of a beginning state, however in order to have a change of state, an explicit or implied original state must be present.  Also included in most definitions is that these changes of state must be brought about by agents or characters (Chatman and Bal).  Discussions on these elements, however, will be differed to a later section.

In most cases, events are causally related, though there is some question about whether causal relations are necessary for story, or if they are part of another concept altogether.  The common example given in many books on narrative and narrative structure is the sentence “The king died and then the queen died.”  This, on its own, constitutes a story.  If we introduce explicit causality we get a sentence like “The king died and then the queen died of grief.”  To some, this additional portion contains the concept of plot.  It is often held (even by Aristotle) that the term “plot” implies causality; that while “The king died and then the queen died,” is a story, “The king died and then the queen died of grief,” is a plot.  On the other hand, it is possible that the arrangement and grouping of the elements in both sentences already implies that causality exists.  In his book Story and Discourse, Seymour Chatman covers this point: 

Unless otherwise instructed, readers will tend to assume that even ‘The king died and the queen died’ presents a casual link, that the king’s death had something to do with the queen’s. … So one may argue that pure ‘chronicle’ is difficult to achieve.  ‘The king died and then queen died’ and ‘The king died and then the queen died of grief’ differ narratively only in the degrees of explicitness at the surface level; at the deeper structural level the causal element is present in both. (45-6)

In this sense, causality is an implied property of most collections of events, and therefore all stories.  Also note that Chatman’s definition of plot is different from that the definition offered in Narrative and Genre by Lacey.  Since the term plot creates a great deal of ambiguity in both cases, this becomes simply another reason why the term will be generally avoided.


Besides being causally related, events in a story are also presented in a certain order, which is independent of their actual order in the fabula. In order to create a link between events separated over a long period of time, authors will frequently present events in different sequences in order to ‘treat’ the fabula towards their own end.  Bal touches on this in his preliminary remarks about story: “The fabula is ‘treated,’ and the reader is being manipulated by this treatment.  … It is basically at this level that suspense and pleasure are provoked, and that ideology is inscribed.” (79) Though it would seam logical for this manipulation to be part of discourse, not story, it is important to realize that changing the order in which events are presented does change the actual story.  “The king died, and then the queen died of grief” is a significantly different story than “The queen died of grief after the king’s death,” and are not simply differences in presentation, or creation of commentary.  Order changes the audience’s interpretation of causality, a property of story.  Many authors and filmmakers (most notably, Quentin Tarantino) have fun manipulating when events are presented, making the temporal viewing of events different from their actual temporal occurrence.  This change in implicit causality, therefore, makes ordering a property of story, whereas a change in explicit causality would be a property of discourse.


The last main property of story revolves around those elements that cause or experience the actions or events in the story.  Whereas Bal generalizes these elements into simply “actors” (5), Chatman refers to them as the existents, those elements that are not the events or actions, but have an effect on them, including actors, characters, and settings (19).  It should be mentioned here that, under most theories, characters are the slaves of events: they are a necessary evil that is there simply to enact the events required to advance the story.  This is evident in structuralist and formalist narrative theories, which mention characters only in conjunction with the structural story element they serve.  However, if this were the case, then events could be the only requirement for story, and character could be left out of our discussion entirely; yet both Bal and Chatman include agents or actors in their definitions, and I include them here as an element of story.  Furthermore, many modern narrative writers have challenged the common concept of events being the focus of story, creating narratives where characters become the focal point.  Even in these cases, however, events (either occurring, or being thought about) drive our understanding of who and what a character is.  

In reality, these two elements are inseparable, as Chatman explains: 

Both character and event are logically necessary to narrative; where chief interest falls is a matter of changing taste of authors and their publics ... But to me the question of ‘priority’ or ‘dominance’ is not meaningful.  Stories only exist where both events and existents occur.  There cannot be events without existents.  And though it is true that a text can have existents without events … no one would think of calling it a narrative. (112)

Note, however, this does not preclude the non-existence of character (as we mentioned earlier in our discussion of story and fabula).  Characters are more specific versions of actors, imparted with certain human like traits (anthropomorphized).  Though Chatman does not make this distinction (he only refers to setting and character as the elements of existents), the distinction is common in other narrative theories.   Bal, for example, explains the transition by stating: “that a character is the effect that occurs when an actor is endowed with distinctive human characteristics,” (115) though this is not necessarily the same view of other narratologists.  A fuller discussion of character, however, is delayed until a later section.


Setting is also a portion of Chatman’s existents, and an important element of story.  Setting is what “’sets the character off’ in the usual figurative sense of the expression; it is the place and collection of objects ‘against which’ his actions and passions appropriately emerge.” (139) This is not limited to just the area and small objects around the character; in some sense things that are close to becoming characters are actually part of the setting.  Though Chatman discusses these as “human beings – ‘walk-ons’” this is not always true.  In a story centered on animals, other animals could be mistaken as characters when in fact they are part of the setting.  Though a full theory of character is needed to decide whether an object is a character or part of the setting, Chatman does give us 3 ways to distinguish between a character and an element of setting: biology, identity, and importance.  He admits, however, that each of these alone is not enough to distinguish setting from character.  He explains that an element’s:

characterhood … would be a question of degree: a human being who is named, present and important is more likely to be a character (be he ever so minor) than an object that is named, present, and important, or a human being who is named, present, but unimportant, or whatever.  (141)

Chatman also states that setting elements, unlike characters, are “difficult to presuppose.”  A character’s presence must be announced or strongly implied for them to be “on the scene,” whereas those elements of setting can be inserted without them being announced directly.


Lastly, it is important to understand the types and purpose of settings in most narrative.  Although setting’s “normal and perhaps principal function … is to contribute to the mood” (Chatman 141), it is related to the events and characters of a story as well.  Critic Robert Lidell distinguished five types of setting, comparing them to the events that took place in and around them.  They were utilitarian, or “minimally necessary for the action,” symbolic, or “like the action,” irrelevant, where the setting is announced but is unimportant, ironic, or desperately like the action or character, and kaleidoscopic, a “rapid shifting back and forth from the outside physical world to the world of imagination.” (Chatman 143)


All of these elements, though condensed into the concept of story, become unraveled again as we talk about discourse. In general, the unadulterated version of each of these elements is never actually fully understood, and it can be argued that such versions exist only in the mind of each individual audience member (via closure).  The reason for this is that every narrative has attached to it a way of presenting these elements, and differs in the amount and nature of its presentation.  This concept is known as the narrative’s discourse.

Elements of Discourse


The first, and probably most important, concept surrounding discourse is that of the author, but unfortunately concepts in narrative are never as simple as that.  The author that is writing is not necessarily the author that the reader thinks of, and the author the reader thinks of is different than the narrator.  Italo Calvino offers perhaps the most entertaining way of looking at this concept in his books like If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, but perhaps a more formal concept of it comes from his work Uses of Literature.  He says, while talking about a narrator referred to as “I” that:

the person “I,” whether explicit or implicit, splits into a number of different figures: into an “I” who is writing and an “I” who is written, into an empirical “I” who looks over the shoulder of the “I” who is writing and into a mythical “I” who serves as a model for the “I” who is written.  The “I” of the author is dissolved in the writing. (Uses 15)

In narrative discourse, it is not enough to refer to simply think of the author, or even just the reader.  The person that is writing is different from the person narrating, who is different from the person that the reader imagines when they are reading.  This concept is sometimes referred to as the “level of narration,” and is often divided into the components of real author, implied author, narrator, narratee, implied reader, and real reader (Chatman 151).  The real author is the I who is writing, whereas the I who is written is the first person narrator, whereas the I who looks over the shoulder is the one for whom the story is written, and this person imagines the model for the narrator.  The I that is dissolved becomes the implied author.


This explanation, I’m sure, is very confusing, but it is important to understanding the flow of information in narrative and the amount of control an author has over a story through discourse.  Let us start with an explanation of possibly the most difficult to understand of these levels: the implied author.  In Story and Discourse, Seymour Chatman explains the concept of the implied author in comparison to a written narrator, stating that the implied author 

is… reconstructed by the reader from the narrative.  He is not the narrator, but rather the principle that invented the narrator, along with everything else in the narrative, that stacked the cards in this particular way, had these things happen to these characters, in these words or images.  Unlike the narrator, the implied author can tell us nothing. (148).

The implied author is those bundles of characteristics we believe the author of a work to have, whether this is true of the real author or not.  This author may have, and actually usually will have, characteristics different from the person (or persons, or committee) who actually wrote the work, but helps the audience understand why things are presented the way they are, and why they occur the way they do.  They present the “norms of the narrative,” (Chatman 149) and these do not necessarily have to be the norms of current culture, or of the author. Italo Calvino makes use of this understanding in If on a winter’s night a traveler….  He presents many small sections of different books that seam to be authored by different people and portray different implied authors, despite the fact that they are all written by the same person.  On top of this, we understand that all of these authors are, in fact, written by another implied author, one who is probably very different from the actual author, Italo Calvino.


Similar to the implied author is the concept of the implied reader.  When a piece is written, there is an audience “presupposed by the narrative itself” (Chatman 150).  This audience is very different from the person actually reading (or playing, or watching) the work.  The implied reader is that audience that the author is writing to, or that the audience believes is being addressed in the work.  Note that this is also separate from the narratee, the person or audience the narrator is addressing directly, though they are related.  It is only through comments to the narratee that the real audience knows how to read as implied reader (Chatman 150).

Narrator and narratee, the characters that tell and the characters that listen, are optional levels of a narrative text, unlike implied author and implied reader.  Remember the implied author and implied reader are presupposed by the narrative, and so are created in the process of writing and the process of reading.  Furthermore, the real reader and real author are outside of the narrative text.  “The real author and real reader are outside the narrative transaction as such, though, of course, indispensable to it in an ultimate practical sense.” (Chatman 151) This makes the narrative flow appear like the following diagram (reproduced from Story and Discourse, Chatman 151), with the arrows indicating the flow of information, and the optional narrator and narratee in parentheses:

 


The most important aspect to get from this discussion of optional narrator / narratee is that, despite its name, narrative does not require a narrator.  In some sense, the “actual” narrator is the implied author, and the “actual” narratee is the implied reader, but on top of this can be explicit character narrators and narratee.  The nature of discourse itself comes from this flow of information from implied author to implied reader.


This entire process of discourse has a unique effect on the elements of story, most importantly the time and setting.  Bal refers to this conversion as a process from “place to space” (133) and from time to rhythm.  Chatman, instead, refers to these concepts as “discourse-space” and “discourse-time,” emphasizing the transformation that takes place when discourse is applied to story. Bal explains that 

“[narrative] is determined by the way in which the fabula is presented.  Owing to this process, places are linked to certain points of perception.  These places seen in relation to their perception are called space.  That point of perception may be a character, which is situated in a space, observes it, and reacts to it.” (133)

Furthermore, related to discourse-time: “The attention paid to various elements gives us a picture of the vision on the fabula which is being communicated to the reader.” (Bal 101)  This is why a study of discourse is so important, and since time (related to events) and setting (related to existents) are such important concepts of story, their relation do discourse is just as important.


Discourse-space is probably the easier concept to understand, especially considering its relation to film, as Chatman explains on his introduction to setting: 

In films explicit story-space is the segment of the world actually shown on the screen; implied story space is everything off screen to us but visible to the characters, or within earshot, or alluded to by the action. … In real life there is no black rectangular edge sharply delimiting a visual sector but a gradual defocusing that we sense as much as see… (96) 

This explicit delimitation is different from many other narrative types, like verbal and written narrative, where the separation of spaces is “abstract, requiring a reconstruction in the mind.”  Chatman once again explains that the story-space in such cases “is what the reader is prompted to create in imagination… on the basis of the characters’ perceptions and/or the narrator’s reports” (104).   This means that the author has a great deal of power to manipulate what is and is not realized in a setting, or what is or what is not considered important.  It also allows the author to recreate the order of perception, and allows us to understand both characters’ perceptions (and thus our understanding of them) and perhaps the implied author.


Discourse-time is slightly more complicated, and is generally executed differently in different mediums.  In film, for example, the elapse of time is alluded to via montage and cutting, whereas in written narrative this can be accomplished with words, chapter breaks or the common ellipses.  Both Bal and Chatman dedicate substantial sections of their works on this subject, but there are several core concepts that emerge.  The first is that the importance rhythm places on an object, event, character, or setting can only be determined by examining the amount of discourse time it is given relative to other elements of the story.  Furthermore, rhythm can be analyzed by deciding how much time is given to various events relative to their actual duration in the fabula.  Rhythm, then, is an analysis tool for determining the importance of different events and existents.  In general, the more time spent on a particular event or existent, the more important it is.


These durations get divided into distinct categories based on the amount of time they take in story (in “reality”) and how much time they take in discourse. These distinctions help us understand just how important a given event is to the overall story.  The more time the author takes explaining or evaluating certain events, the more likely it is that those events are important, or the more likely it is that the author wants you to believe they are important.  In cases where story time is greater than discourse time, the particulars of the events that transpire are considered unimportant.  The audience is forced to assume that events occurred that are not described but whether we are right or wrong about what occurred is seemingly irrelevant. In cases where the discourse time is longer than the story time, the relative importance of events increases.  Common uses of these types of discourse in movies include slow motion, freeze frames, and repeat cuts, whereas verbal and written narrative simply need to spend more time describing events than they actually take to occur.  

Remember, however, that such divisions of importance are generalizations, and not all authors follow such conventions.  Again, analysis of discourse-time or rhythm is best thought of as comparative, not absolute.  Certain authors may present all events in real time, or no events in real time; this does not make the entire sequence of events equally important.  Such presentations require a finer analysis of the discourse, contemplating more on how events and characters are presented, and what this says about overall narrative.

The last important element of discourse is “commentary,” though I include many forms of discourse within this one overarching element.  Chatman defines commentary as “speech acts by a narrator that go beyond narrating, describing, or identifying,” (228) though interestingly an overt narrator, or narrative agent, is not really necessary for commentary to be present. In Narrative and Genre, Nick Lacey discusses the concept of non-diegetic material, those elements that are outside the story world, but make up part of the implied reader’s understanding of the “plot.”  This is similar to commentary.  “Commentary, since it is gratuitous, conveys the overt narrator’s voice more distinctly than any feature short of explicit self-mention.” (Chatman 228)  Commentary is the part of the treatment of the story that allows us to understand all elements of it from the perspective of the implied author or narrator.    If this is true, though, certain forms of description can be considered commentary, or could be considered replacements for description.  In reality these comments are probably some of the most interesting.  They provide us with an understanding of objects beyond common frames, and give us a glimpse into characters, their prejudices and their thoughts.

 
In film, I would include anything outside the narrative world as commentary, including subtitles, words on screen, music, and any voice-overs.  These serve almost the same purpose as side comments in verbal or written narrative, and parallels can be drawn in some books transformed to movie.  In the movie Trainspotting for example, overlaid letters point out that a toilet that the main character enters is “the worst toilet in Scotland.”  A book on Trainspotting would most likely make the same description, and yet this phrase, while a description, cannot be considered a truly pure description, which would make it part of the setting (Lacey 16).  A description of the worst toilet in Scotland would not drive home the character’s real feelings about it, nor does the image of it in the movie.  This additional material, then, enhances the experience of the scene, and the true desperation the character must have to use this particular toilet.


Beyond these elements, we will discuss those concepts that lie between story and discourse, elements that get their importance from story, but are then truly explained and imported to the story through discourse.  We will examine the different effects discourse can have on these simple elements, and what creates a full narrative.

Focalization


Focalization is a term distinct to narratologist Mieke Bal and is described in his book Narratology.  His reasoning behind the term is similar for our division of story and discourse, explaining that “whenever events are presented, they are always presented from within a certain ‘vision.’” (142) The act of presentation, the act of narrating in general, creates this vision that is necessary to have true narrative.  The concept, therefore, is not new to us, and is also not new to narratology though it is commonly referred to as “narrative perspective” or “point of view.”  Bal contends, however, such terms “do not make a distinction between those who see and those who speak.”  He also contends that this lack of distinction makes it “difficult to describe adequately the technique of a text in which something is seen – and that vision is narrated.”  (143)  He therefore uses the term “focalization,” which he defines as “the relationship between the ‘vision’ the agent that sees, and that which is seen.” (146) This simple change in terminology opens up new doors of discussion on such topics of vision, as it allows us to talk in terms of the subject and verb of focalization and opens up terms like “focalizor” and “focalized object,” that, in turn, allow more concrete analysis of the effect of switching points of view.


Bal divides focalization into two main concepts: the focalizor, the focalized object (or subject).  He defines the focalizor, the subject of the focalization, as “the point from which the elements are viewed.”  This point can exist inside or outside an existent, or even outside the fabula entirely, and each different position will (hopefully) offer a different perspective on things occurring in the fabula.  Thus, different types of narrative and different types of authors will choose to utilize different focalizors, and, for that matter, will use different methods for switching focalizors.  This is especially true in the case of the character bound focalizor.  In general, when “the focalizor coincides with a the character, that character will have an advantage over the other characters.  The reader watches with the character’s eyes and will, in principle, be inclined to accept the vision presented by that character.” (Bal 146)  Furthermore, in the case of a moving focalizor, “we are shown how differently the various characters view the same facts.  This technique can result in neutrality towards all the characters,” (Bal 148) or can, in fact, show many presentations of another character that we will come to love or hate.


The focalized object, on the other hand, can do little but be observed.  However, since we are seeing the object through the eyes of a focalizor, we cannot expect a pristine description of the true nature of this object.  In fact, as Bal describes, “the image a focalizor presents of an object says something about the focalizor itself.”  He then discusses the three main questions of focalization analysis: what is focalized, how is it focalized and who does it.  When such questions are asked of agents, and especially character narrators, we begin to understand just who these agents are, and whether they are reliable sources of information.  We compare their observations about what we know to be real, either in the context of the narrative or within the context of our own lives.  In this way, we are able to divide narrators into divide narrators into various different categories, based on the responses to these basic questions in relation to common knowledge.  

Generally, focalization is a concept of discourse: having the narrator or implied author switch focus (or focalize) and describe through another character does not affect the character, the events, the setting, or the event’s sequential ordering.  Such switches extend the audience’s understanding of these elements, but do not change them.  Furthermore, an understanding of the levels of narration is necessary to really understand the power of focalization beyond its descriptive quality.  Our understanding of character through focalization is really a communication from implied author or narrator to implied reader or narratee.  To truly understand whether the focalization goes beyond pure description, we need to know who is being addressed and to what end.  The classic example of this, alluded to the previous paragraph, is the concept of the ironic or unreliable narrator, described thoroughly by Chatman as elements of implied commentary (and thus discourse).  He explains:

If the communication is between the narrator and the narratee at the expense of the character, we can speak of an ironic narrator.  If the communication is between the implied author and the implied reader at the expense of the narrator, we can say that the implied author is ironic, and that the narrator is unreliable. (229)

Thus, if we recognize a focalizor’s report as incorrect, we must understand from which level of discourse this inconsistency generates, in order to understand its relation to the complete work.

Many other concepts of narrative rely on the presence or absence of focalization.  The suspense or twists in many books rely on the fact that we are only given opinions from one character’s (or a few characters’) perspectives.  Books like Great Expectations or movies like Fight Club or the Sixth Sense rely on our acceptance of the narrator’s description (or the camera’s vision) as unadulterated truth.  The surprise comes when we are shown that, in reality, a lack of shifting focalization or real perspective has created a false truth that is shattered at the moment of greatest emotional impact.  It is not until the end that we realize the irony or unreliability of the situation we were presented, though a second read-through usually shows the clues that were available to those that were paying close attention to what the implied author, not the focalized narrator, was trying to show the observant.

Agents and Characters


Despite a great deal of literature on the subject, there is still some confusion surrounding the difference between agents and characters.  Unfortunately, overlapping terminology with interactivity concepts makes this a hard portion of narrative theory to discuss.  Note that references to agents in this entire part are references to narrative agents, and a conversion from agents to characters is different from our previous concepts of treating interactive agents as characters.  This is simply an unfortunate choice of wording in both fields, even if they share striking similarities.  This discussion, however, must wait until the part on interactive narrative.  For now, we want to concentrate on the concept of narrative agents, how they evolve into characters, and what differentiates each concept.


Agent is defined in many ways even when we limit ourselves to concepts intrinsic to narrative.  Even then we have two definitions that work: “1) One who exerts power, or has the power to act; an actor.  2) One who acts for, or in place of, another, by authority from him; one intrusted with the business of another…” (ARTFL) This means that in a narrative, an agent is ether any existent that may, at some point have the power to act, or only those existents that are actually the means by which the author causes things to occur in the narrative.  We can most closely combine these two by showing that an agent is “empowered to act,” though this makes no distinction about whether the action is actually being performed or not.  This is probably closest to the correct definition of agent in narrative terms.  Since Bal describes actors as “agents that perform action” (Bal, p5), we must assume that actors are those existents that were empowered with the possibility to create action and were actually used to perform it, whereas an agent, though it could be used at any moment to actually perform action, does not.  Note this is also a reason to discard the concept of a narrative agent as intrinsic to narrative, since a narrator who is not empowered in any way is certainly possible.


In general, characters are simply a type of actor, which means that they must be agents that have taken action within the fabula (but not necessarily the story).  However there is more to creating a character than simply creating agents that perform action.  Characters have something more; something special that makes them more than just simple setting.  We discussed several of these concepts already in the section dedicated to the elements of story, so only a brief discussion these differences will be necessary here.  These previous elements are simply building blocks, a starting point to set off setting from agents and agents from actors; then from these preliminary distinctions we can begin to understand larger theories on character.  


Chatman proposed 3 key features to distinguish characters from elements of setting, and it stands that increasing any of these elements moves characters from status of simple agent to more complex character (141).  They were biology, identity and importance. Biology is a pretty simple binary concept (either the agent is human or it is not), but identity and importance are far more scalable.  An agent can have an identity ranging from a description to a full name, including nicknames, and can also range in importance from additional scenery to the main protagonist.  However, these three characteristics (if you pardon the pun) are not, alone, enough to distinguish setting elements from characters, let alone actors from characters, for which a finer line is drawn.  However, these characteristics were merely meant for distinguishing categories of existents, not for understanding character.

In his book Narratology, Bal devotes a section to distinguishing between actor and character.  His first distinction from actor to character revolves around the complexity of characters compared to actors.  He assumes that the effect of character “occurs when an actor is endowed with distinctive human characteristics.  In this view, an actor is a structural position, while a character is a complex semantic unit.” (115).  He admits, however, that characters are not humans, but resemble them.  He states that a character “has no real psyche, personality, ideology, or competence to act, but it does possess characteristics which make psychological and ideological descriptions possible.” (115) Unfortunately, these distinctions start to fall short as he tries to distinguish between those actors that are characters and those that are not.  Problems encountered when characters become more human lead to a false analysis that Bal warns about many times.  He states that  “we must restrict our investigation [of characters] to only those facts that are presented to us in the actual words of the text.” (115) He continues later by stating:

Characters don’t have an unconscious, only people do.  Psychoanalytic criticism does not, or should not, consist of diagnosing characters but of understanding how text affectively address the reader on a level that comes close to conscious preoccupations. (121).

This attempt to classify characters as not human, and yet “human-like,” though fairly universal to narrative theory, is problematic for both analysis and creation of narrative works.


Perhaps a better treatment of this topic comes from Chatman’s theory on open character.  Chatman argues for a “a viable theory of character” that would preserve the concept of cultural significance (openness) and “treat characters as autonomous beings, not as mere plot functions.”  Furthermore, he believes that such a theory should “argue that character is reconstructed by the audience from evidence announced or implicit in an original construction and communicated by the discourse,” (119) just as Bal argues that character should only be analyzed through facts actually presented in words.  Chatman, however, moves much farther than Bal in his analysis of what types of elements affect an audience’s understanding of a character, most notably through an understanding “traits.”  He argues for “a conception of character as a paradigm of traits; ‘trait’ in the sense of ‘relatively stable or abiding personal quality,’ recognizing that it may either unfold, that is, emerge earlier or later in the course of the story, or that it may disappear and be replaced by another.” (126)  As an audience, we try to understand characters through our understanding of the traits we know them to have.  If we cannot find a trait to explain a certain behavior, “we add another trait to the list (or at least put ourselves on guard for further evidence of the one we impute).” (127)

Note that although Chatman argues against a theory of character that treats them “not as mere plot functions,” they are, essentially, built for the purpose of driving events in a story.  More importantly, they are created with the ideas and purposes of the author in mind.  As we have pointed out, characters are not human: they are imbued with traits through their presentation by the author and interpretation of the audience.  However, it is important to understand why are they imbued with these traits in the first place.  Brenda Laurel, author of Computers As Theater, explains in her section on character agents that “the art of creating dramatic characters is the art of selecting and representing only those traits that are appropriate to a particular set of actions and situations.” (145, emphasis mine)  Furthermore, she explains that computerized agents should be designed to work on the user’s behalf, and not be perceived to have complex psychological agendas, something we have shown characters do not have.  In narrative as well, though, the presentation and representation of only those appropriate traits allows us to use our characters to further story and action, as causality unfolds and characters are forced to show their true colors.

Narrative Theory


Though this entire section has been a discussion on concepts technically lying in the bounds of Naratollogy or narrative theory, these next two sections are much more theoretical than those discussed in the section on concepts of narrative.  More importantly, their reliability and importance to the study of narrative is not readily agreed upon, thus they have been separated from the main analysis of narrative concepts.

Common Structure

The study of common structure in narrative comes from theories that postulate that narratives all share certain common attributes.  Though it has become an extensive portion of narrative study recently, the concepts surrounding common narrative structure have existed for quite a long time.  Some of these concepts are actually so pervasive that common structure is sometimes thought of as narrative’s defining trait.  Since grade school, students have been taught that all stories must have a beginning, middle, and end, and they grow up believing that this structure is defining of story and narrative, even though it is a misconception.  Though it may be true that all “good” stories have a beginning, middle, and end, it is not a defining principle of story, nor is it a defining principle of narrative.  This is important to keep in mind as we discuss these concepts further.  These common structures are not necessary to create a story, nor do they fit perfectly for every story ever made, yet it seems that stories that do follow these conventions are, in some ways, better than those that do not.

The discussions on common narrative structure we are all probably most familiar with are those surrounding the analysis of Gustav Freytag, and his diagrams, which are commonly called Freytag Triangles.  These diagrams are representations of story in terms of beginning, middle and end.  They visually depict a beginning of a narrative that builds up to some kind of climax or main crisis, and an end of a narrative that “unwinds,” wraps up, and relieves some of the tensions created by the climax. (Meadows 22-3) More sophisticated analyses have broken this triangle into steps and smaller climaxes, which eventually lead to the main problem of the work, with possible sub-climaxes surfacing as the action came to a halt.  However, the general concept has been with us for so long that many believe that these divisions are a requirement of narrative, rather than a suggestion.


Similar to Freytag’s analysis is that performed by Tzvetan Todorov.  Todorov argued that narrative is a “causal transformation,” or that “they have within them some form of logical change.” (Lacey 27)  This is similar to the concept of causality that we covered earlier.  Todorov, however, took this analysis one step further, by showing that most narratives consist of very specific type of transformation sequence: an initial situation, its disruption, and its resolution.  This is similar to Freytag’s beginning, middle, and end, and its generality can be reworked almost infinitely to support many types of narrative structures.  Common examples of this include structures such as thesis-antithesis-synthesis, and balance-imbalance-rebalance.  Afterward, Todorov further refined the structure from 3 to 5 parts that specified the middle of the work with greater detail by including two narrative steps before equilibrium can be restored: recognition of a disruption and an attempt to repair that disruption. (Lacey 27-9)

A slightly more complicated structural analysis, as well as one of the most famous, comes from Vladimir Propp and his analysis of Russian folk tales.  Propp suggested that there is a maximum of 31 narrative functions.  Each of these functions is optional to any given narrative, but their order is always the same.  He contested that these functions hold the purpose of narrative, and that the characters of a story served one or many of these 31 specific narrative functions.  In his mind, this divided characters into 7 spheres of influence depending on which functions the character served: villain, donor, helper, princess, dispatcher, hero and false hero.  However, it has been argued that Propp’s functions are just more specific versions of the structure proposed by Todorov, Freytag and Aristotle.  More specifically, Nick Lacey, the author of Narrative and Genre argues that because of the order Propp has specified the functions, they may be easily fit into Todorov’s 5-part structure.

The most contemporary of these common structural theories comes from Joseph Campbell and his book The Hero with 1000 Faces.  This book outlines various narrative steps that he contends are elements of all myths, almost unfailingly, worldwide.  These common plot elements occur over and over again in various stories and in various cultures, enough to the point where it cannot be explained by simple coincidence.  This makes him believe that there is something within human nature that compels us to tell such stories, and something that attracts us to them (“First”).  Campbell’s common structure includes 12 steps that have come to be known as the “Hero’s Journey.” Though Lacey again argues that this structure is similar to Propp’s functions (50), his delineation of Campbell’s structure to Propp’s functions leaves a great deal to be desired, especially considering how general Campbell’s steps are compared to the specificity of Propp’s.  However, it is still advantageous to understand both theories of structure, as an author may find each of them very useful in different situations.

Possibility and The Flying Wedge

Another way to look at common structure comes in the form of “the flying wedge;” a way to look at the structure of narrative (or drama) as world of possibility that becomes increasingly smaller as the events of a work make certain occurrences less and less possible. In other words, the potential of a work, as it progresses, is “formulated by the [author] into a set of possibilities.  The number of new possibilities introduced falls off radically as the play progresses.” (Laurel 69)  This reduction continues until only one set of actions is possible, after which the work shortly ends.  This moment is referred to as the climax of the work: the point at which possibility becomes necessity.  “In this moment… the whole action of the [work] is complete.  Thus, over time, dramatic potential is formulated into possibility, probability and necessity.” (Laurel 69)  Thus, for the characters and the author, the choices become limited to the point that “the final choice seems not a choice at all, but an inevitability.” (Chatman 46)

When this concept is graphically represented, we get what Brenda Laurel refers to as “the flying wedge.”  This representation gives us an idea of just how possibility transforms into inevitability in narrative. Furthermore, the diagram serves an analytical purpose that allows us to investigate both formal and material causality.  As Laurel explains: “Reading the diagram from left to right shows the progression of material causality… and reading it from left to right shows formal causality at work, where the necessary end of a whole action functions as a kind of magnet.” (69)  The concept of the flying wedge becomes important as we examine the nature of causality in narrative.  By understanding what choices eliminate certain probabilities, we can understand how the whole of the narrative is assembled by causal links.

Furthermore, this notion of possibility and its direct link to causality gives us a fundamental understanding behind the workings of impossibility in narrative, or at least an audience’s acceptance of actions that would otherwise be considered impossible.  As an author, in order to keep an audience convinced that the events in a work are “believable,” it is not necessarily important to stay within the bounds of real life possibility, but within the bounds of narrative possibility.  As Aristotle notes “an impossible probability is better than an improbably possibility.” (Laurel 80)  Though we know people cannot fly, we are willing to accept that they can in a narrative such as Peter Pan, though certain other possibilities would seem out of place.  As Brenda Laurel explains:

We can believe that Peter Pan flies because of the way the potential of his world is revealed through the way his character is established in the action and through dramatic situations that provide him with causes to use his ability to fly.  Conversely, it is possible that Peter Pan would try to have a conversation with Captain Hook instead of fighting him… but the improbability of that course of action robs it of credibility. (80-1)

As authors we are therefore not limited by what is possible, but by what is probable, but what is probable is not necessarily dictated by real life experience (save in the case of genre).  Instead we are limited to what we can explain as, in narrative and in drama, “understanding the cause is sufficient for understanding the action.” (Laurel 80)  Digressing from these explained probabilities, though, (into the realm of unexplained possibilities) tends to only succeed in alienating the audience, and shattering their willing suspension of disbelief.

Genre Theory


It is important when discussing narrative that we discuss how general culture analyzes it and what concepts form their expectations of any given narrative.  This is where studies in genre come in.  Genre can, in some ways, dictate many of a narrative’s properties, including character, style, events, and setting.  A second concept that I will add onto this is the concept of generic or generalized characters, which I will refer to as archetypes.  Whereas genre is a broad concept encompasses many narrative properties like generalized form, events, and settings, archetype is much more specific to the study of character, though they are related since many archetypes are spawned from generic works.


Genre is the method by which audiences come to understand common links between various similar works. “Once a text has been identified as belonging to a particular genre, then the reader has certain expectations about what will happen and what rules apply in this particular narrative world.” (Lacey 137)  Generic texts that break too many of a genre’s rules set to alienate their audience, so it is important that both authors and audiences understand generic expectations.  Towards this end, genre criticism actually focuses on the principle that both audience and authors understand works by their conventions, and use this to define and categorize works both socially and commercially. (Lacey 134)

However, though they are very consistently a topic of critical discussion in media studies, genres are societal, not critical classifications.  As Nick Lacey explains with a quote from Tudor in Narrative and Genre: “Genre notions… are not critic’s classifications made for special purposes; they are sets of cultural conventions.  Genre is what we collectively believe it to be.” (Lacey 212) Yet he defends critical discussion of genre, so long as it is useful to the discussion of texts, specifically in relation to other texts.  This is especially important since critics will already have experience with genre “as a cultural convention” and will also have “a predetermined idea of what to expect” from a genre. (Lacey 213) Note, however, that a critical discussion of genre is impossible in seclusion. In his discussion of genre analysis (using Berger’s 12 approaches to media texts), Lacey expresses quite clearly the idea that genre can only be analyzed truly through comparison to other genres, works within the same genre, and with society in general.

Nevertheless, genre and generic works help us create a fundamental understanding of how narrative works in society, so we must understand its features.  Lacey outlines 4 distinct concepts that help us delineate works into their generic categories: character, setting, theme / narrative, iconography and style.  However, like Chatman’s classifications for character, none of these categories alone will get us to a distinct understanding of a work as generic text.  Since certain genres are only delimitated in certain categories, and since certain works can belong to more than one genre simultaneously, a true analysis requires that we discuss the work in terms of those portions that fit the mold and those that do not.  Such classifications do, however, allow us to see distinctly where these differences appear, and help create a greater understanding of the work within its specific genre.

We start our analysis of genre with setting, which plays an important part in many genre categories.  Some genres, westerns for instance, are named specifically for their setting, but this is not to say that all works that take place in the “wild west” are westerns.  Usually, the setting gets bundled with other conceptually similar properties that form our expectations of the common “western.”  The iconography (another property of genre) in westerns, for example, relies on very common concepts that are sometimes linked to the setting.  The use of six shooters, horses, swinging saloon doors, poker tables, and the “ten gallon hat” are intrinsic to the genre, though not necessarily linked to the time period or setting. 

Narrative style also plays an important part in the categorization of various genres. Film westerns can have a very distinct visual style that audiences come to expect.  Common scenes, such as the hero riding off into the sunset and the disruption of joy at the saloon are so common for the genre, that they have become almost mainstays of the culture.  On top of this, certain genres are even named almost specifically for their visual or directorial style.  The film noir, for example, is visually distinct, consisting of sparse lighting and the use of exaggerated shadows.  This visual theme is usually used to exaggerate the conceptual theme, which revolves around the dark underbelly of a society driven by deceit and corruption.

Besides character, theme is probably the most interesting of the generic concepts, especially because so many different genres choose very similar themes.  Probably the most common of these themes is that battle between good and evil.  The difference between genres, however, becomes clearer as “how [the notions of ‘good’ and ‘evil’] are expressed is dependent upon the genre.”  (Lacey 141) Thus, many westerns will present common “good and evil” binary oppositions as lone gunmen protecting towns against savages, or traditional sheriffs defending truths that are rejected by society.  Film noirs, on the other hand, will portray this common theme as a civilization filled with deceit and corruption, with a disillusioned hero forgotten by society trying to fight for it.

This concept of common theme has become a familiar way to look at narrative through common structure, most notably via the work of Claude Levi-Strauss and Ronald Barthes. Instead of looking at narrative though the concept of common structure, however, both Levi-Strauss and Barthes were looking at commonalities between concepts in texts; they were looking not so much the evolution of the events in a story, but the evolution of its codes.  They both believed that these codes were impossible to interpret on there own: part of the interpretation of codes required an understanding of other signs and codes within the work, and between other similar works.  This is consistent with the concept of semiotics, and in some way is influenced by semiotic study.  It also makes it more connected to genre than common structure, since the study of genre is also intrinsically focused on similar principles.

As a side effect of our inability to really consider signs and language in seclusion, we can really only understand language “by using a system of oppositions, the most extreme of which is a binary opposition.” (Lacey 65) In his studies on creation myths, Levi Strauss hypothesized that “binary opposites formed the basis of humanity’s attempts to understand reality.” (Lacey 65) Using these simple constructs, we find ways to make sense of our more complicated lives; lives that defy conclusion, resolution and definition.  Furthermore, we find that in the presentation of these binary opposites one becomes “privileged” over the other.  It is through this hierarchal organization that we come to understand the theme of the piece, since in general, and especially in common generic pieces, “good” always triumphs over “evil.”

Themes and signs also reveal themselves through an understanding of a text’s “narrative codes.”  The concept of narrative codes comes from Ronald Barthes, who proposed 5 types by which audiences understand narrative: enigma (questions and solutions), semic (characters and object), symbolic (binary oppositions), action (meaningful behaviors) and cultural (meaning from outside the text).  Each of these is concerned with when a particular sign or signal in a narrative stands for something else, and they operate inter-textually and inter-culturally.  We cannot come to understand the meaning of readying a gun (an action code) if we have not seen action movies or horror movies.  We cannot understand the meaning of a longing gaze if we do not have previous experience with it in our lives, or within other love stories.  Themes are similarly hard to address if author and audience do not have a shared set of cultural codes or signals. This is one of the purposes genre plays.

The last portion of genre analysis is generic character, or archetype, as I’ve referred to it.  Archetypes are types of characters that occur time and time again, and usually serve a specific narrative purpose any time they are present.  In analyses of common narrative structure, characters only serve the evolving events of a story.  Thus, archetypes of such analyses become as simple as “hero” or “villain.”  One of the most famous of these common structure analyses was that done by Vladimir Propp in Morphology of the Russian Folktale.  Propp describes different spheres of action that a character may have to support various events that commonly occur in Russian folktales.  They are the villain, donor, helper, princess and father, dispatcher, hero and false hero (Lacey 52).  Each of these holds special purposes for the evolution of a Proppian story.

However, as Chatman noted in his proposal for an open theory on character, characters are not merely the slaves of events in a story.  Using semic codes in combination with cultural codes, authors can create recognizable archetypes that serve as a template between genres and between works in similar genres.  The use and treatment of these archetypes allows audiences to quickly identify themes and feelings in the work.    Furthermore, they are able to immediately understand the traits of these characters without them being revealed.  Thus, various actions can be explained not through the discourse of the work but through the inter-textual nature of the character through genre.

Through these analyses, we have learned to understand the concepts of genre; notice, however, that to understand them truly, we have to compare generic works to other similar works, or to works in other genres.  It is near impossible to analyze a genre or generic texts as standalone concepts, since they are built from societal comparison and separation in the first place. This is also true of the concept of common structure, on which the concept of both genre and archetype depend.  As Lacey describes, “it could be that Propp’s theories are only useful in suggesting similarities between narratives rather than giving particular insights into individual texts.” (53) Yet this does not discount the use of its analysis, or its practicability pertaining to narrative texts.  Lacey continues by saying that such theories “have described very general and conventional narrative structures and the application of [these] ideas to particular narratives can, on occasions, be very revealing.” (53)

Part 3

Interactive Narrative

Defining Interactive Narrative


With a semi-firm understanding of the concepts of interactivity and narrative, we can now look at combining them in a meaningful fashion.  However, we do not want to run into the same problem we ran into when defining interactive media.  Simply combining terms to achieve “narrative with interaction” falls short of an interesting, or even meaningful definition.  If we thing of interactive narrative as simply “narrative with interactions,” we run into the same problems that we ran into when we defined interactive media as “media with interactions.”  Since turning a page, changing a channel, and clicking on a hyperlink all constitute interactions, narratives that use these conventions could be considered interactive narrative by this definition.  From a less extreme vantage point, modern computer games that allow a fair amount of interaction, but none with the actual authored narrative would also be considered interactive narrative.  However using the term in this fashion does not really lend anything to our examination of the possibilities of the actual concept we are dealing with.  Instead, we need to look at interactions that affect the narrative as a whole.


The most interesting examination of interactive narrative comes from first examining two concepts that stem from our definition of narrative.  Remember, we defined narrative in terms of its story and its discourse (and fabula, though we have lumped this into the concept of the story).  We can therefore start examining interactive narrative by first examining the distinct concepts of interactive story and interactive discourse.


Interactive narrative and interactive story have been used interchangeably for quite a while, but they are indeed distinct by our definition.  Again, we will ignore the trivial definition of “story with interaction” and move directly to the idea of an interactive system where the story is an end participant of the interactive system.  Here, the user or audience is able to change the events that occur through meaningful action.  This can be on a micro level (in the case of moment to moment play in games) or on a larger scale, where then entire path of a story is changed by a single decision, a concept common to what is referred to as “branching narrative.”  


In Rules of Play, Eric Zimmerman and Katie Salen distinguish between these types of narrative in games: those that form a story from moment to moment play and those that are part of content embedded by the author.  As they explain “players can experience a game narrative as a crafted story interactively told… [and] players can engage with narrative as an emergent experience that happens while the game is played.” (Salen and Zimmerman 383).  However, Salen and Zimmerman do not mention the idea of embedded narrative that finds its way into the game via this moment-to-moment play, or from choices made in various situations.  The game Deus Ex, for example, selected dialogue responses depending on how you performed in previous missions, how many people you killed, and how you generally acted around other characters or within the environment. This type of “embedded emergent” narrative is perhaps the most interesting in terms of discussions on interactive narrative, since it gives power to both author and audience and allows for a more responsive environment overall.


The second component of interactive narrative, interactive discourse, is the independent ability to change the way events of a story unfold but not the actual events.  This ability makes the discourse an end participant of an interactive system.  This is commonly done through the ability to change narrators, the ability to change points of view while events unfold, or even the ability to view the same events from distinct vantage points or interpretations.  On a slightly less dramatic level, this can also be achieved through the simple ability to move the camera.  Since the camera is the narrator or discourse in movies, it only makes sense that the camera is the discourse or narrator in many other media as well.  Though in most recent computer games the ability to move the camera is simply overlooked as a necessary evil, the power to give the audience the ability or inability to selectively perceive certain objects, agents, or events is much more exploitable than is usually attempted.


Now we have two distinct terms that make up interactive narrative, both of which are applied in modern “hypertext” literature, computer games, and even Choose Your Own Adventure novels to a great extent, though all in very different ways.  Many pieces of hypertext literature, including the infamous Afternoon, focus on exploring the same events from multiple perspectives, or offering the user the ability to selectively perceive events (Murray 57-8).  The work, in actuality, does not end until the user believes she understands what happened, whether she actually does or not.  This would be an example of pure interactive discourse, since the events in Afternoon do not change, just which ones the user is able to see.  This particular construction could be considered interactive focalization, though we already discussed that focalization is an element of discourse.  However, the principles of focalization and importance still hold.  Choose Your Own Adventure, on the other hand, borders on pure interactive story (usually) where the narrator is kept statically telling you what you see, and the events change based on your page turns.  Most computer games, on the other hand, border between the two, fusing the ability to change what happens moment to moment with the ability to change what is perceived.  I would not however, classify any current computer games as interactive narrative.


Why though?  Computer games have what we want, both interactive story and interactive discourse.  Shouldn’t they, therefore, be classified as interactive narrative?  However, narrative is not just the haphazard combination of story and discourse, just as interactive media is not the haphazard combination of interactivity and media.  What matters, and what makes narrative so interesting, is how story and discourse combine and (if you pardon the expression) interact.  The same is true in interactive narrative.  It is not enough for a user to simply be able to create or change the events, or to move the camera around; both need to work in and around each other to affect the overall experience.  The combination becomes a pyramid of interaction between the discourse of the work, the story of the work and the user / audience.  Therefore, in order to be true interactive narrative, a work must contain interactive story and interactive discourse, and each needs to have the ability to affect the other.

Concepts of Interactive Narrative

Interactive Story


The first major portion of interactive narrative is interactive story.  Defined previously, interactive story is an interactive system in which the story (the events of a narrative) is one of the end participants.  This means that in order to have true interactive story, the tailored responses to actions need to affect what events are presented.  Common examples of this range from emergent narrative as defined by Salen and Zimmerman, to the branching narratives and story webs of hypertext, to the self-proclaimed “interactive dramas” of the Oz project at Carnegie Mellon.  Each of these is a valid option for interactive story.  Some give more control to the audience, sacrificing the ability to impart certain ideals into the narrative, whereas others offer more control to the author, creating more constraints for the audience.  The art of creating interactive story comes from finding the balance between what you as author want to say, versus what you want the audience to be able to do.  Most of the power of interactive story comes from this balance.


This balance can be seen as a balance between embedded and emergent narrative, as defined by Salen and Zimmerman.  As we discussed earlier, emergent narrative comes from the events that occur moment to moment in an interactive system; the audience, in effect, creates their own story.  Embedded narrative, in contrast, is a set of authored sequences that the audience has no ability to manipulate. (Salen and Zimmerman 383) I presented a third term that takes into account the ability to affect embedded narrative through the choices made, or through extended emergent narrative sequences.  I called this concept “embedded emergent narrative” which is just to say that, although an event is authored to happen, which particular event occurs is up to what emergent story has taken place up to this point (that is if we ignore the effect of interactive discourse).  Such events are not truly emergent, since the audience does not cause them explicitly, and yet they are not truly embedded, since the author does not have complete control of which of events occur.  

However, it is important not to ignore the other components when discussing interactive story.  Remember, story is made of both events and existents: the things that happen and those elements that cause things to happen.  Both are interesting considerations for interactive story.  Note that most studies on interactive story have focused on the manipulation of events (Murray and Aarseth).  Very rarely is the manipulation of character and setting thought of as a possibility for the creation of interactive story, except possibly in asides to the use of anthropomorphized agents.  Even then, manipulation of character is limited to believable agents with a single personality, and rarely concerns itself with actually changing which character or type of character is used to further the events.


This is where a generalization of Propp’s theories on story functions and spheres of action can make a difference.  In general, interactive stories have limited themselves to a specific number of characters with specific purposes defined explicitly by the author.  In general, no character plays two roles, and, more importantly, only one character can fill any given role.  However, in Propp’s theories on spheres of action, characters are only used as a way to propel certain types of events forward; there is no system of seclusion as multiple characters can be in one sphere of action, and several spheres of action can be within a single character.  Therefore, it is possible to imagine a system for interactive story in which any number of characters, endowed with the power to be in a general sphere of action, could cause certain events to happen.  This can be in the form of conversational clues, or actual events that cause the story to evolve.  In the game Chrono Trigger, for example, party members must make certain comments in order to set out the clues for the story to move forward, or to explain events that have just occurred.  However, since the game limits the player to having three of approximately seven characters in the party at any one time, and since the player selects which characters to use, the designers could not depend on certain characters being in the player’s party at any given time.  Therefore, many of the comments made in the game can be made by any of the characters, though each comment is slightly modified to reflect each of the character’s own personally.  

The selection of which characters do what can be based on a great deal of different requirements, from interactive discourse to simple proximity, but swapping characters can have an effect on more than just the events of a story.  The ability to exchange one character for another could change the mood or theme of an interactive story entirely.  Though two characters in the story could be considered “helpers’ or “princesses” according to Propp’s spheres of action, slight differences in their personality could change not only what happens, but how and why, thus effecting the explicit or implied causality between events.  Since each character in a story is bound to have a great deal of different traits that makes them distinct from every other, whether they share a specific sphere of action or not, exchanging one for another can have profound effects on the overall narrative, even if the actual events that occur in the story do not change.

These ideas also revolve around the concept of common structure: the exchange of one character for another could easily be replaced with the ability to exchange one story element for another, so long as they served the same general function.  In fact, most experimentation into story generators use Propp’s functions as a base (Murray 197).  By labeling certain events as functions in Propp’s list, we can string together certain events by causality and order, creating a well-formed story.  Furthermore, we are not limited to Propp’s functions in such a system.  Remember, his theories are based off of a concept of common structure in all narrative, not in any particular one.  In a specific work, it would be possible to create relationships and functions for that particular story, thus allowing authorial control over the different presented themes. 

However, a question still stands about which event to select over any other.  In story generators, this is done (almost) randomly or by its beliefs on causality and dramatic structure.  In interactive narrative, the use of an audience’s reaction to previous events (either through their influence on other characters, events, or the discourse) can be used to either produce the greatest amount of tension, or relieve it.  Brenda Laurel suggested such a theoretical system in her doctoral thesis as well as in the book Computers As Theatre.  In her proposal, an expert system, called the Playwright, would analyze various possible actions and select one of that fit its ideas about well-formed drama and structure.  The system would use suggestions from computer and human characters in the system, and from them decide which of many events to select, relying on story generation if no good match could be found. (136-7) Such a theoretical system could be simplified by allowing only specific authored content within a single model, or by using only a specified set of authored functions for story generation.  An expert system for such a selection database would not need to be smart enough to create dramatic content, and the room for error would be significantly reduced.

However, this is not to say that at any point any character or any event could be substituted for any other; the theory of the “flying wedge” comes back into play.   With every substitution of character or event, certain events become less and less probable within the world, considering their relationships to one another.  As one character becomes more and more central to the story, it becomes less and less likely that another will take that character’s place.  Eventually, if we authored our interactive story / narrative correctly, at the end of the story only one event would be possible.  Furthermore, if each event in the story complied with the audience’s expectations on causality, such an ending, no matter what it actually was, should seem to be the correct one.

It is a misconception, however, that interactive story is simply the formulaic creation of events in response to action, and that these responses must be unique to all possible types of audience involvement.  Such misconceptions have led to the research and application of story generators and believable agents, systems that are still so primitive and unpredictable that their application beyond research in the near future is questionable.  However, interactive narrative developers should not be afraid of human authored content.  Though it is often argued that the stories people create for themselves are always better than those they are told, if this were actually true, why would narrative be a valid or popular form of entertainment?  Even when technology did not keep people from creating blockbuster movies or books, stories were still told by those who had the talent to present good stories (bards or acting troupes).  In general, part of the magic of narrative comes from two ideas: first, that the person telling the story is good at it, and second, that the person telling the story has a message worth listening to that lies somewhere beyond the actual words.  One of the primary goals of interactive story, then, is not to provide a system for an audience to create their own story, but to provide the convincing illusion of such a system that still serves the artistic needs of the author, both in quality and in message.

Interactive Discourse


Interactive discourse is the ability to manipulate not what happens in a narrative, but how it is presented.  The events remain the same, but their interpretation changes based on how this discourse it manipulated.  This comes in many forms, the most common of which are the ability to switch narrators at various times, or the ability to manipulate a camera in interactive television, DVDs, or video games.  However, this is not the full extent of the possibilities of interactive discourse, as the ability to manipulate what can and cannot be seen, and even how it is seen, is a power often ignored in modern interactive media.

Interactive discourse is much simpler than interactive story, and relies mostly on the ability to manipulate the levels of discourse.  If you recall, the levels of discourse (in the order of flow of information) are real author, implied author, narrator, narratee, implied reader, and real reader, where real author and real reader are outside of the actual text.  This is, of course, assuming a one-way flow of information.  In interactive discourse, however, there is an implied flow of information from the implied reader back to the implied author, which affects how are things are presented back through the chain to the real reader.  Interactive discourse derives its power for audience manipulation from this feedback.

Note that, because they are effectively outside the text, there is no communication between the real author and the real reader.  In general, although it is a real reader giving instructions to the implied reader on how to proceed through the work, the message sent back to the implied author is interpreted only through the implied reader.  As Laurel makes her point in Computers as Theater that we should treat agents as characters not people (145), it makes sense to treat the real reader as a character as well, since the only way an audience can communicate back to the implied author is through the filtering performed by the implied reader.  Aarseth disagrees, arguing against Laurel’s system of interactive story in context of theater by stating that 

the playright paradigm treats the implied user on the one hand as a dramatis persona and on the other as an audience; in other words, both as an agent without a will and as a watcher without a say.  The real user, however, is neither, and given a fair range of possible actions it will behave like a real person (with the added excitement of an unreal world) and not like a puppet.  To paraphrase Laurel’s dictum that we should ‘think of agents… as characters, not people’, we should regard players as people, not characters. (140)

I am not sure this is the best course of action, however.  Though Aarseth is right, that a real user given a fair amount of control will “behave like a real person,” the human psyche is so complex that we cannot hope to create accurate responses to their true feelings presented through input.


However, our inherent inability to respond correctly to complex human input is not the only reason for thinking of real readers in terms of characters.  First, since all we know about the real reader is what they have presented to the system in the first place (which is, I’m sure, only a small portion of their actual thought process) we can only hope to respond accurately to those traits that they have presented.  A collection of traits, if you remember was our exact definition of character.  Furthermore, according to the theories introduced earlier, we cannot make assumptions about characters.  Just as “we must restrict our investigation [of characters] to only those facts that are presented to us in the actual words of the text,” (Bal 115) we must restrict our analysis of users to only what they present to the system.  This makes true psychoanalysis impossible.

Second, trying to interpret and use the complexity of the human psyche defeats the one of the cultural purposes of narrative as “an anxiety-reducing mechanism that deals with unresolveable contradiction in a culture and provides imaginative ways of living with them.” (Lacey 65) Narrative structures complex problems as binary opposites and resolves the presented problems neatly by the end of the work. It is therefore a simplification of the way life works, and way for us to understand its complexities.  We use narrative to remove the complexity from our lives, not to complicate them further.  Therefore, attempting to complicate a work by using attempted analysis of the human psyche runs contrary to our expectations of narrative

Lastly, the levels of discourse are so ingrained into society that it is very possible users will not behave like humans so long as they are not treated like humans, thus making interpretation on the part of the implied author easier and more accurate.  Just as we realize that addresses to “you” in narratives like If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler are not to us, but another entity entirely (Calvio), it is possible that, so long as complexity is kept out of the equation, a user will act more like a character, so long as the levels of discourse are not broken.  This can be made even more of a possibility if the audience is attached to a character in some way, either visibly or invisibly.  In these cases it is possible that the audience will try to act more like the perceived character than like themselves.


On top of the issues provided by the simple interactions between the levels of discourse are those properties that present themselves when full interactive discourse is achieved.  The easiest of these to understand are those manipulations of the two authorial portions of a narrative text: the implied author and the narrator.  In most common examples, manipulation of a camera that is outside a character is (usually) a manipulation of the implied author, since we rarely think of the person holding a camera as a narrator.  Manipulation of the camera allows the audience to see more than just the original scene, allowing them to make their own “privileged shots,” notice features of the setting, or pay more attention to various events that occur as part of the story.  The ability to switch narrators also has this effect, though it is much more limited.  Since the narrator is character driven, changing narrators will give us a better understanding of events only through their eyes.  A camera, however, is believed to be all knowing and unadulterated, whether it actually is or not.


Notice, however, I have made a distinction by specifying the camera “outside a character” (sometimes known as a “third person camera”).  In general, we cannot assume that the things we see as implied reader ever make it to the characters of the narrative.  In contrast, when a camera is attached to a character (usually in the form of a “first person camera”) we can assume that this character has seen what the implied reader has seen; it is therefore a manipulation of the narratee.  This is, unless, we were manipulating the vision of the person telling the story, and then it would be a manipulation of the narrator. Such systems, however, are tricky to create as they involve a division between narrator and narratee not often made in interactive narrative or digital games.  Though this may seem like a trivial distinction, within it likes the power of dramatic irony and unreliable narrators.  Dramatic irony would rely on an unattached camera noticing something characters in the narrative did not, a communication between the (manipulated) implied author and implied reader.  The unreliable narrator, a communication between “the implied author and the implied reader at the expense of the narrator” (Chatman 229) comes from an either an attached or unattached camera noticing something for which the narrator draws the wrong conclusion.  Such possibilities allow changes in theme or extensions of the narrative without affecting the actual events (though they could).


The last portion of interactive discourse comes through focalization: “the relationship between the ‘vision,’ the agent that sees, and that which is seen.”  The ability to specify not only what characters see but also how they see it (specifically the narrator or the implied author) can greatly change how the story is interpreted.  However, its most interesting effects come from its ability to specify which characters will play a major role in upcoming events.  This, however, is the topic that truly binds interactive narrative together as not only the combination of interactive story and interactive discourse, but also the interactions between them.

Interactions Between Story and Discourse


Interactions between story and discourse form the last, and probably most important part of interactive narrative.  The full concept requires that not only the discourse to affect the events, but also the story to affect the discourse.  This is not a simple concept to understand, nor is it a simple concept to implement, both technically and cognitively.  Perhaps the simplest way to think of it at the start is as an extension to the ideas of irony presented in the previous section.


 Earlier I supplied the example of dramatic irony available through interactive discourse, allowing the implied reader to see something that the characters of the work cannot; in movies this is done through the use of a “privileged shot” where the audience is invited to look at something that others might have missed.  In the case of interactive discourse, the addition of this dramatic irony would not necessarily be required, but it adds more to the overall narrative.  Actual privileged shots, however, usually give away events that are going to occur later in the story.  It is possible, then, to imagine a system of interactive discourse that could detect whether or not certain important elements had been “seen,” thus changing the reactions of characters and the events in the story.  This would be especially useful in mystery works, where simply viewing a piece of evidence could make a fairly large difference in the outcome of the story.


Using the same concept in reverse, we can create a situation that uses events in the story to change what can or cannot be seen, or how much it attempts to attract the audience’s attention.  If, for example, the audience begins to ask questions about certain items or people (suggesting their importance), the discourse could change to accentuate the presence of those items in various scenes, either through direct manipulation of the camera or by making the item “sparkle” as is done in many adventure games to accentuate the presence of important items.  Interestingly, the discovery of the item could lead to even more changes in the story and the discourse as the work progressed, creating a loop that would feedback onto itself.


Problems can occur, however, when an interactive narrative is “reread” or “replayed,” especially when an audience believes that certain items or elements are important.  On these replays, whether or not the discourse or story actually accentuates the importance of certain elements, the audience will still believe in their significance.  In the most extreme cases, where certain elements could be removed or replaced with others depending on their perceived importance in the system, this can create confusion, or worse frustration, in the audience.  It is therefore crucial to make sure that audiences understand the amount of change they are actually effecting in the work.  If this is properly managed, the pleasure of agency will be the key driving force of the work, and the audience’s expectations for a reread change from a desire to experience the same narrative, to a desire to experience that same sense of agency they felt on the first read.

As an author, this means designing for single reads, not multiple.  The feeling of agency is a pleasure in itself, and interactive narratives should take full advantage of the enjoyment agency can produce.  Interactive narrative works should continually remind the audience just how much the work is changing because of their decisions.  In the case of dynamic importance on objects, an audience needs to understand why certain elements have attained importance in the story, and why others have not, especially in cases where such distinctions can heavily affect the overall narrative.  If the clues of the work give them a full understanding of the reasons why, they will not expect that same object to be important on a reread, and the problem is avoided.  This is similar to one of Laurel’s dictums (discussed earlier), calling for the representation of “sources of agency” (142) but also their effects.  The audience needs to understand not only how they can affect the work, but also how they have affected the work.

Other examples of interaction between interactive story and discourse are harder to comprehend, and even harder to implement.  They are centered on the concept of focalization and its relation to importance.  In traditional narrative, the more time a character or narrator focuses on a certain attributes or elements, the more important they are likely to become in consideration of the overall work.  Therefore, implementing similar theories into interactive narrative, the longer an audience spends investigating elements (through discourse or conversation) the more important they should become, both through the discourse and through the events.  Interactive story can benefit from this principle by selecting the character from within a certain sphere of influence that the interactive discourse has said is the most important.  Similarly, the discourse could accentuate those characters and elements that the interactive story has selected as the most important.  An example of this comes from the game Silent Hill 2, in which the player has in his inventory a letter and picture from his dead wife, as well as a knife he has taken from another character that has tried to kill herself.  Depending on the amount of time the player spends looking at any of the items, the ending of the game can actually change.  From an ending where he gets to leave the evil town, to ending where he has to spend an eternity with a sick wife he can not cure, to an ending where he ends up killing himself, the theme of the game changes based off a type of interactive discourse.


One last possibility for interactive story affecting discourse is by affecting the perceived theme.  General theme in many visual mediums is accentuated by the use of texturing and lighting.  As events unravel according to the wishes of the audience, the system can analyze those events and create an overall “feel” for the work, adjusting camera angles, texturing, lighting, and even character appearance accordingly.  The two common examples of such systems are the games Black & White and Knights of the Old Republic.  Black & White uses the player’s good or bad actions to actually change the appearance of the world, as well as the creature “familiar” you use throughout the game.  The more evil acts you do, the more “evil” the world and the creature appear.  Similarly, the game Knights of the Old Republic analyzes a player’s actions and conversation responses and changes the character’s appearance to compensate.  Though, such systems are not limited to “good and evil” analyses, such binary oppositions are probably the simplest to create and present.

Listening and Speaking In Interactive Narrative


One of the obstacles to creating good interactive discourse, and allowing it interact well with an interactive story are the limitations in input and listening.  In general, binary input devices cannot truly convey relative importance of elements.  This necessitates the use of the fuzzy listening systems described in the first part of this work.  The ability to interpret certain types of actions and discourse manipulation as “lost,” “contemplative,” “hatred” or “love” could add a greater level of reality to interactive narrative systems.  For example, when presented a choice between several characters in an interactive narrative, the character we choose to take the part of the “damsel in distress” (if you pardon the sexist term) would be the one the system thinks the audience is most interested in.  This could be the one that the audience has spent the most time with, spent the most time looking at, spent the most time talking about to the other characters, or some combination of them all.


In conjunction with this, it must be realized that the quality of the input received is proportional in some way to the amount of change the audience believes they can affect in the narrative.  When we represent sources of agency we want to show not only that certain elements can change given input, but also how much they can change.  In general, the quality of speaking in most interactive applications, especially games, is so terrible that even if the ability to change the environment exists, it is not realized.  This is not to say that games or interactive applications don’t speak well, since, especially in recent years, the emphasis has been put on creating prettier interfaces and better graphics. However, this is speaking without actually saying anything.  In general, lots of beautiful descriptive words are said, but they signify nothing, and thus the input back is similar.  


Using concepts from narrative and more subtle themes, it should be possible to speak to audiences in such a way that they realize even subtle differences in input can create a large difference in the system’s perception.  At the moment, listening is only done through explicit action: in effect designers are only paying attention to the story of the work.  In contrast, systems paying attention to the discourse could interpret small changes in camera position as input to the system.  As the system learned to reply to this information in a meaningful and consistent fashion, audiences would be more careful about what they looked at for any length of time, or, better, pay more attention to what they felt was important.  Generally, in order to improve the whole loop, audiences must realize that even simple input can have great meaning in the environment.  This means informing them of what effect small changes can have, and imparting more meaning to that input.  As a result the loop as a whole improves.


For a while now, we have been conditioned to think of listening and speaking, or input and output if you prefer, as binary opposites: that having control over the conversation is totally different from listening to it. However, I like to think of these components as complements. A person can't generate a good response without first listening to what someone else has to say, and, in turn, they can't respond unless the original person had something meaningful to say in the first place.  If we improve the quality not the quantity of what we say, especially in terms of the story, we can expect (theoretically) that what we get back will be more meaningful as well.

Co-Authorship


The concept of co-authorship is a fairly common discussion in the fields of game development, hypertext fiction theory, and interactive story in general.  It revolves around the idea that in an interactive story, the events that occur are a combination of what is written by the author, and the events that are created by the audience, thus making them both authors of the overall story.  This term is not without controversy, however.  In a non-narrative game, we do not refer to players as co-authors or co-designers, even though the emergent story of the game is entirely in their hands.  Furthermore, even in the case of a interactive story with a large amount of embedded emergent narrative, the rules by which this content can be experienced is fixed by the author.  Even in the case of a completely emergent narrative, one author dictates the rules and types of events that can occur, and the audience cannot (usually) change these rules.  Even when the rules can change, the way in which they can change is outlined specifically, making even changing the rules a designed experience. (Salen and Zimmerman)

The idea of co-authorship is met with either “elation or horror” (Murray 152) by those that believe that the audience of an interactive story (or narrative) is partially an author.  However, because the audience is limited to the authored rules, the proponents of co-authorship believe the audience has more power than they actually have, whereas the opponents are possibly giving them too little.  The term itself, however, clouds where the real power of interactive story and narrative resides.  As Janet Murray explains:

There is a distinction between playing a creative role within an authored environment and having authorship of the environment itself... [I]nteractors can only act within the possibilities that have been established by the writing and programming… The interactor is not the author of the digital narrative, although the interactor can experience one of the most exciting aspects of artistic creation – the thrill of exerting power over enticing and plastic materials.  This is not authorship but agency.  (Murray 152-3) 

Therefore, when creating interactive narrative we are not trying to provide a system for audiences to necessarily create their own story, but a system in which they can exert influence over one.  Through agency and the use of creative writing and design, an interactive narrative will appear to let the audience help “write” the story, even though in actuality all the possible stories are already written; all the possibilities have already been played out.


A true co-authorship system is not a system that allows influence and interaction with narrative, but allows the co-author to create or modify the rules for narrative on top of those already created.  Level design packages such as those included with Neverwinter Nights and the popular computer game modification community are examples of co-authorship. However, these are still cases in which an author has created all the possible stories by laying down the rules under which the story can be experienced.  Once these rules are again outlined on top of those made by other authors, audiences find ways to pull these stories into existence with reads.  They are not creating the stories themselves, but simply realizing them within the rules of the system. 


This is not to say, however, that all stories have been predicted or experienced by the authors or by the audience.   Although all of the possibilities are within the rules of the interactive narrative itself, rules that are sufficiently complex will eventually exhibit behaviors that the neither the authors nor the audience could have predicted.  However, even in this case it should be evident that the audience did not author the behavior either.  The possibility for it was ingrained into the original rules, and they just happened to combine in this interesting way in this instance.  Such emergent events may not be desired, though they are not necessarily frowned upon either.  Rather humorously, in a case where the discovery such combinations creates a more interesting play atmosphere, it is called emergent, and in the case where it is considered “breaking the (implied) rules”, it’s called an exploit.  Both concepts rely on the simple ability for an audience to use rules to their own end and find interesting ways to combine them to either further the experience, or break it in interesting ways.


Co-authorship then, is a misnomer; we are, instead, working with the concept of agency.  From a creational standpoint, this allows us not to think about what events the audience will want to put into the story, but instead what events they will want to change, and in what ways those changes can be worked into the system so that the audience does not feel like an author, but like an agent.  This slight difference in perception takes a small amount of the guesswork out of interactive story and narrative creation, as the audience is not thought of as a free agent (as is thought with the term co-author) but as limited character.  Though this may seam contrary to the ideas of interactive media, it takes us back once again to the concept of the willing suspension of freedom.

The Willing Suspension of Freedom Revisited


In the first part of this work, I introduced the concept of the willing suspension of freedom, which was built off of the idea that no interactive system can hope to offer complete freedom to its audience; that no system can be engineered to “comprehend all worlds simultaneously.” (Laurel 99) However, I stated that the audience approaching an interactive work also understands this, and that they willingly accept constraints for the purpose of productivity or entertainment.  This willing suspension, however, is fairly fragile, much like the willing suspension of disbelief in narrative.  Though Murray believes that the term willing suspension of disbelief is “too passive even for traditional media” (Murray 110), I have argued that if this were true it would not be such a fragile concept.  The audience can be thrown off and disillusioned by fairly simple breaks from the rules set up by the narrative.  In terms of the “flying wedge,” any time an author moves outside of the wedge of possibility, a crack is going to form in a reader’s suspension of disbelief; if the jump is too great, the suspension will shatter, and the work will loose all merit.


The suspension of freedom is similar, though it works the other way.  When designers set up the rules of interactive systems, they create their own “flying wedge” of possibility.  The problem occurs when these rules create the illusion of a flying wedge that is bigger than it is in reality.  When the audience perceives possibilities for interactions that do not actually exist, this is where the willing suspension of freedom falls apart.  The most common form of this mistake is addition of features that enlarge the perceived wedge but do not fill in the all of the gaps it creates.  If the designer is not careful, such additions can create very large holes in the wedge of possibility that will serve only to topple the willing suspension of freedom.  I gave several examples of such design mistakes in the first part.


However, the willing suspension of freedom is even more closely tied with the willing suspension of disbelief in interactive narrative.  In an interactive narrative there are now two separate levels of constraints, possibilities and audience expectations that a designer must keep in mind: the possibilities and constraints created by the narrative and the those created by the interactive clues of the work.  Violating either of these in terms of belief or freedom will cause the audience to become frustrated or confused.  Any expectations that are set up through the interactivity follow through into the narrative, and visa versa.  In an action game, for example, if a character jumps through a window, then topples over a table then use is for cover, this creates several expectations for interaction: one that the player can break windows, two that the player can jump through them, three that objects (specifically tables) can be moved, and lastly that objects can be used for cover.  Whether all of these are actually possible or not, the narrative has made it appear that these possibilities exist.


However, narrative can also be used to impart constraints onto the user as well, so long as these constraints are explained.  Just as “actions that are patently impossible in the real world… can be made believable and understandable in their dramatic context if probability is established,” (Laurel 80) so too can the patently possible be made unbelievable in a dramatic context, so long as improbability is established.  The inability to use weapons in certain games can be explained through narrative devices just as the ability to fly can be justified in Peter Pan.  By using narrative in this way we have established two ways for audiences to understand the limitations set forth by an interactive work: first through the work itself and second through its context.


In terms of character interactions, the willing suspension of freedom can also be used to limit what an audience can and can not do as the system begins to learn more about how their character is evolving.  Audiences that have been creating peaceful characters, for example, could find their use of weapons limited, whereas an audience creating a more violent character could find their abilities to have a straight conversation with someone somewhat limited.  Besides offering some protection to the system against sudden trait changes in the character, it also allows audiences to experience the consequences of earlier choices in a different way.  On the contrary, a system that allowed an audience to build trust for certain characters could be designed to allow them break it at a moments notice to serve their own ends.  The limiting factor in this case is not the technical abilities of the system, but its abilities to present such options as valid, which is a problem for the author, not the system.


Narrative can also be used, however, to set up the constraints of an interactive narrative system quickly and easily.  Just as the beginning of a narrative serves to set up the rules of the narrative world, so too can it serve to set up the rules and constraints of an interactive narrative world.  Through the use of story or visual cues, the paradigms of an entire work can be set up quickly and easily.  A game that does this exceptionally well is P.N.03, which uses a short cut-scene intro to establish how the game works.  We get to see not only that the collision detection will be fairly accurate (as lasers fly very close to the main character’s head) but also that most of the game will involve shooting and dodging (as these are the emphasis of the intro).  On top of that, we get a fairly good idea of the visual and animation style of the game in a short, 30-second introduction.

This also takes us back to the concept of agency in interactive systems, and the importance of representing the sources and effects of agency.  Without an understanding of what is possible in an interactive system, an audience will be lost (or not using the system to its fullest potential), and without a full understanding of what is not possible in an interactive system the audience will become frustrated.  The trick is to supply audiences with all of the tools necessary to affect the story in a meaningful (and consistent) fashion, without sacrificing the overall concept of the work.

Interactive Narrative and Other Media

In order to truly understand what we are dealing with when we talk about interactive narrative, we must first compare it to other, similar media in order to get our bearings.  This section, therefore, dedicates a small amount of time on discussing the differences between different interactive media before examining their binding force.  Through this, I hope to communicate a better idea of just what interactive narrative is, and what it is not.

Games v. Interactive Narrative


In Rules of Play, Eric Zimmerman and Katie Salen define a game as "a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome."  (Salen and Zimmerman 80)  Using this definition, they extract 6 key concepts: a game is a system, it has players, it is artificial, it has conflict, it has rules, and it contains a quantifiable outcome / goal.  From this, I ague that interactive narrative can lack certain distinct qualities of games, and yet this does not discount interactive narrative from being games.  Basically, a game can be an interactive narrative, and an interactive narrative can be a game, but one is in no way defining of the other.  


The major quality in which interactive narrative and games differ is in the presence or absence of the "quantifiable outcome", which is usually connected to a "quantifiable goal" (in fact Salen and Zimmerman mention the term as a goal first in their explanation of it).  Players in games are working towards a goal: an ending state in which they are considered either the "winners" or the "losers."  In some definitions, those games that lack a quantifiable goal are called "toys", and though they contain many of the same principles as games, the way they are approached (by players and designers) is ultimately different.  However, most designers will note that when a player begins to set up his or her own goals, then for them the toy becomes a game. Indeed, many toys are designed with this type of play in mind, even if the goal created by the player is not a goal specifically thought of by the original toy designer (Costikyian).  Toys are designed specifically to offer possibility, where as games are almost specifically designed to limit it.


This makes toys very to similar to interactive narrative.  In traditional narrative, the plot moves in a select path (though a distinct story), and the audience is along for the ride, turning pages or simply squirming in their seat.  There is no real goal for the audience defined within the context of the work.  Certainly, the audience may have a “goal,” but even then it is not really inside the authored context.  It is usually set up as a personal goal for themselves; these include goals like “I must finish this book,” “I must understand this character,” and “I will finish chapter 3 before going to bed.”  Such goals are not defined by the work itself.  This is notoriously true of interactive stories as well, except to an even greater degree.  Many interactive stories or interactive discourses do not have distinct “endings.”  The ending is defined by an audience when they feel they have made sense of the events, or have simply decided they’ve “seen enough.”  (Murray) Lacking a designed goal and even a designated, distinct and authored ending, such goals must be improvised by the audience.


An interactive narrative with the same approach is fairly easy to imagine: one that constantly lets you return to and change previous events, see multiple angles, or see new and different things is imaginable.  This again makes interactive narrative similar to toys.  A child playing with dolls, for example, will frequently explore possibilities that end up in disastrous dead ends.  The child then backs up and tries again, exploring new and different possibilities.  This can happen many times in many different iterations until the child gets to a point they like, or until they become bored with the practice.  A similarly structured work of interactive narrative would only be exhausted when the audience had seen (or thought they had seen) all possible distinct ways for the story to unfold and from all distinct angles.  Even then, an audience may want to return to other parts of the work and witness them again, knowing more about the way actors and characters work in other situations.  This type of exploration would never end, until the audience felt that the work was “complete.”  


Interestingly, digital toys are more like games than toys when looked at in this respect.  Their ultimate limitations, brought about from their necessary constraints of the computer systems on which they are hosted, make the construction of goals almost a necessity.  In all but a few select cases, digital toys do not really allow you to return to previous states and try new avenues (save the use of a save file), and many have a concept of “correct” ways in which they can be used.  In these cases, the creation of narrative is more reactionary to events occurring in the toy, rather than the creational and controllable relationship that is common in many non-digital toys.


However, goals are not the only way in which games and interactive narrative differ.  The relationship between “players” is different as well, as well as the relationship between the players and the author.  A key point to the Salen / Zimmerman definition of games is that “players engage in artificial conflict,” a point that is distinctly lacking in interactive narrative.  Players, though plural here, does not necessarily mean that there is a distinct need for multiple players, since games with single players are fairly common.  In these games, players are engaged with conflict with the rules of the game itself.  In an interactive narrative, however, the author / designer does not want to design the rules to create conflict against the audience, even in a single “player” situation.  In actuality, it is in the designer’s best interest to design the rules to help the audience understand how to move through the work and help them along the way while still limiting the player’s reach to only those elements that make dramatic sense. This makes designing the rules for an interactive narrative very different from designing for a game.  Furthermore, unlike a game in a game where each player (or team) is engaged in conflict with every other player, an audience with multiple people experiencing an interactive narrative is (usually) working together to create the most interesting story, not in conflict with each other to achieve only their discernable goals.


This is not to say that games have nothing to learn from interactive narrative, or visa versa; games and interactive narrative share so much that it is almost ludicrous to throw away game theory when talking about interactive narrative, and to throw away interactive narrative theory when studying games.  From our definitions, we can still see that both games and interactive narratives are systems with artificial conflict that are defined by rules.  Where did these similarities come from though?  The answer (with the exception of conflict) lies in the fact that both concepts rely heavily on the concept of the interactive system.  As Warren Spector once put it: “The word ‘interactivity’ isn’t just about giving players choices; it pretty much completely defines the game medium.” (Salen and Zimmerman 57).  Even though it is not explicitly stated in Salen and Zimmerman’s definition of games, the concept of engagement, along with the concept of rules, give it away.  These designed rules specify what a player “can and can not do” when engaging in the conflict against other players, (80) and therefore fall in the bounds of both interactivity theory, and game theory.  Such rules can be studied by interactive narrative designers to improve the transparency of the suspension of freedom, or, more realistically, limit the accessible content at any given point in the narrative.


Conflict is also part of interactive narrative, though not between players or between the players and the rules, but instead within the narrative itself.  This is somewhere game designers can learn from interactive narrative authors.  Though there is something to be said about conflict for no discernable reason in games, the inclusion of a reason (sometimes referred to as a “back story”) can create a more immersive experience for game players.  “A stirring narrative in any medium can be experience as a virtual reality because our brains are programmed to tune into stories with an intensity that can obliterate the world around us. ... The experience of being transported to an elaborately simulated place is pleasurable in itself regardless of the fantasy content.  We refer to this experience as immersion.”  (Murray 98)  Evolving stories can also serve to create new goals, new sources of conflict, and even new forms of play; the best evolving stories could even effectively change the rules of the game, something that probably wouldn’t be tolerated by an audience lacking a story driven reason.  


Interactive narrative theory would offer ways to create new situations given audience input, and would offer rules for effectively limiting player exploration while keeping within the rules of game and (more importantly) within the suspension of disbelief.  Therefore, even if the games did not take advantage of the dynamic qualities of interactive discourse, or the power of agency in a fully interactive story, or the immersion created by their interaction, it would still be able to create a fuller narrative experience by picking and choosing which concepts to follow.

Hypertext Fiction v. Interactive Narrative


Discussions on interactive narrative take a great deal from hypertext literature theory, so it is important that we differentiate between the two.  Though hypertext literature has gained popularity since the introduction of the World Wide Web, the concept is independent of such technologies.  Janet Murray explains hypertext (and hypertext fiction) as 

a set of documents of any kind (images, text, charts, tables, video clips) connected to one another by links.  Stories written in hypertext can be divided into scrolling “pages” (as they are on the World Wide Web) or screen-sized “cards” (as they are in a Hypercard stack)… (55)

Each of these documents, or generic chunks of information is referred to as a “lexia,” and the audience moves among these lexia in a variety of fashions, though the most common are through “hyperlinks,” portions of each document that indicate that they “lead somewhere else.” (Murray 55)


Related to the concept of hypertext is Espen Aarseth’s concept of “ergodic literature” and cybertext, which I touched on briefly in the discussions on interactive media.  Aarseth defines ergodic literature as literature in which “nontrivial effort is required to traverse the text,” (1) and although I brought up the question of what, exactly, nontrivial effort entails, it still stands as a possible definition for the phenomenon of a hypertext audience’s ability to “[effectuate] a semiotic sequence.” (Aarseth 1) However, this ability does not necessitate the existence of interactive narrative.  Furthermore, some of the limitations inherent in hypertext (by its definition) make actual true interactive narrative near impossible.


Most hypertext literature actually tends to focus on the concept of interactive discourse: allowing audiences to switch narrators at different points, or look at different events from the narrator’s (or character’s) past.  A few focus on the use of interactive story and, through of hypertext as a “story-web,” make many different events accessible. Usually, however, such events are not presented as options, but as possibilities, leaving the creation of the actual events of the story up to the audience.  Afternoon, commonly considered the pioneering work of hypertext, is much like this: a combination of interactive discourse with a multitude of events, none of which are presented as “correct.”  In Afternoon:

There is a lot to learn about the narrator, Peter, and about his ex-wife, lovers, and friends, but most readers are not able to determine whether his son is alive or dead or what Peter may have seen at the site of a roadside accident….[Afternoon] does not have the finality of an ending or of an unambiguous solution to a mystery.  Instead it deepens the range of possible interpretations of Peter’s morning and afternoon. (Murray 58).

Furthermore, hypertext fiction will usually allow you to return to previous lexia, making a commitment on any one particular version of events impossible, or more likely improbable.  Such a concept is so ingrained into hypertext, that its removal could affect the medium.  When readers experience hypertext, they expect to be able to move back and forth between versions of the “truth” via either bookmarks or “back” hyperlinks.  Actually the inability to bookmark certain lexias was a common criticism of Afternoon. 

In general, hypertext fiction could loose some of its luster by presenting a particular version of events and by leaving less interpretation to the audience.  This, however, puts it outside the bounds of interactive narrative, and more closely to a straddling point between experiments in audience interpretation and interactive discourse.  Furthermore, these fairly standard paradigms of hypertext can cause an interpreted loss of agency, and subject the user to what Aarseth refers to as an “author induced fragmentation,” caused by the only possible way of reading a hypertext: “hyperlinear reading, the improvised selection of paths across a network structure.” (79)  


On the other side of the spectrum are systems known as “story generators.”  Story generators work of the theories of common structure and character presented in the section on narrative theory, together with other theories on drama and tension to build stories (or narratives) almost randomly or based on a series of parameters supplied by the user.  Some story generators even allow the selection of desirable possibilities from a list, and learn “good” story telling techniques through user interaction.  Similarly, story generators are often connected with hypertext, creating events based on which hyperlinks are selected and which events an audience chooses to stress.  This presents the concept of interactive story without interactive discourse.  The user can change which events occur, but not how they are perceived or presented.


However, hypertext has yet to combine both interactive story and interactive discourse effectively, much less any effects between them.  Even the next evolution of such systems, where hyperlink selections modify both events and presentations, fall short from true interactive narrative.  In general, interactive narrative relies on the help of generated (though still authored) content, and thinking about such content in terms of ready made and linked “documents” creates a barrier that is hard to evolve from.  Though story generators are thought to be a move in the right direction, problems are associated with their writing style, formulaic approaches, and failures that are much more interesting than actual successes (Aarseth 139).

Interactive Television v. Interactive Narrative


Probably the most talked about medium in new media and interactive media studies is interactive television.  However, interactive television is not, in essence, interactive narrative, and in actuality most experiments with the medium do not focus on the possibilities of interactive story or interactive discourse.  This is not to say that these possibilities do not exist.  In general, the big push for interactive television came after the increased popularity of the World Wide Web and after broadcasters realized that they could offer supplementary material to their shows on web sites, increasing their appeal.  The combination of the two was inevitable.  However, at the moment, discussions on the additions that interactivity would bring to television are limited (almost exclusively) to hyperlinks that supply viewers with more information on products, rather than supply changes in narrative.


The counter example to this are many web sites that offer more information on events that occur in narrative driven television shows, allowing a type of interactive discourse.  Though the events don’t change, interested viewers are able to read about those that they didn’t see, or they can peer into the journals of characters to get their interpretation on the events portrayed in any given episode.  An example of this is the online soap opera The Spot. Though not a television show, the principles from it could easily be applied to television.  The site allowed readers to read through character’s posted journals, and view events from various points of view (an example of interactive discourse) as well as post advice or opinions to the character.  (Murray 55)  If these postings actually affected events that occurred (though it is questionable if they did or not), this would be an example of interactive story as well.  However, what makes this distinct from interactive television is that, even if The Spot were a television show and website, it relies on two different mediums for manipulation.  True interactive television would exploit itself through a single medium.


Because of these similarities to web based content and the integrations of television and Internet technologies, however, interactive television could be made into a delivery method for hypertext fiction, bringing it a step closer to interactive narrative.  Such systems, however, would deny television of its unique property: full motion video from the comforts of home.  Furthermore, because hypertext is such a niche form of story, it is unlikely that we will see many hypertext narratives made for television delivery, though combinations like The Spot are valid possibilities.  Instead, we must look to producing interaction in the already established visual medium.

Possibly the greatest roadblock for interactive television is that it is a broadcast medium: messages are not tailored, and actually cannot be tailored to specific viewers or specific audiences, making true interactivity hard.  At the moment, interactivity is limited to requesting more information or voting on our favorite singers over the telephone.  These messages are not really tailored to a specific person, but to the collective audience in general.  There are so few choices in such systems that an individual audience would find no real reason to view an interactive television show over another, more passive show, especially if they felt their interactions had no real impact on the outcome (if they did not feel a sense of agency).  One of the reasons that shows like American Idol are so popular are their perceived sense of agency: the viewers get to see the effects of their voting every week, and therefore are enticed to watch and vote again.

Though current TV technology does not really allow an interaction with the broadcast, it is possible to perceive a technology that would allow it, especially with the increases in bandwidth that are promised from HDTV.  I believe that the use of the television medium and cable as a broadcaster (with Internet protocols as communication back channel) would allow the broadcast of short interactive narrative segments that are aided by computers, consoles, or set-top boxes connected to the television.  Through the use of a system like a game console, signals received via a TV tuner could be interpreted as 3D navigable spaces (allowing interactive discourse), menus, choices and their consequences (allowing interactive story).  Choices and ending states for specific audiences could be sent back to the author(s) and interpreted for the next episode.  Such a systems allows specific responses as well as a generalized, broadcasted response for the audience.

Other possibilities use other concepts from interactive narrative in interesting ways: specifically interactive discourse and focalization.  Companies televising sporting events, for example, could transmit several camera feeds at the same time, and allow users to select their favorite camera angles for a variety of choices (much like what is done in the multi-camera views in DVD movies).  This would allow viewers to pay attention to the particular portion of the field they are most interested in, from the view they feel most comfortable.  Similarly, companies could dedicate several channels (or several portions of a single high bandwidth channel) to differing segments of an interactive story.  Audiences could then switch tracks or channels at specified times to change how different events evolved.  This still falls short, however, of a truly realized interactive narrative.

Though such technologies may be quite far off, they are a possibility.  However, because of their dependence on a separate medium (the game console or set top box), they are still not (truly) interactive television, but nor are they interactive narrative.  In such a situation, principles of games, interactive narrative, television, and mass communication theories all apply, making it probably the most complex theoretical forms we will look at.

The Binding Force

We’ve spent a great deal of time pointing out the differences between these media without pointing out what makes them similar.  They are all, by definition, in some way interactive, and they are related in other ways as well.  Just as I have argued that an interactive narrative can be a game, so too can interactive television be a game, or a hypertext.  Similarly, interactive television can deliver a hypertext, or offer us the ability to wander through worlds of possibility as an explorer.  Each one gives us the possibility of changing the message as it is presented to us, though each in a fairly different way, and to a different end.  In some cases, this also means that, although the mediums are not interactive narrative, they can still draw from those concepts that make up interactive narrative, especially interactive story and discourse.

This also means that any one of these interactive media could be interactive narrative, either as the delivery method or as an integrated part of the whole experience.  In the case of interactive television or hypertext, it is simply a matter of exaggerating concepts that are already present, and in the case of games, the addition goal and player / audience conflict on top of concepts from interactive narrative can make works that are both.  It is not through the separation of these media that their power is realized, but the precise combination of concepts from all of them, while still emphasizing the qualities that make them unique.


It is important to realize that, first, this is not an exhaustive list of possible presentation methods for interactive narrative, and that, second, each of these methods will have different ways of presenting it.  Therefore, it is nearly impossible when discussing interactive narrative theory to focus on a particular way to create such works; we can only focus on the generalized concepts and supply possible ways to make those concepts real.  Hypertext’s way of creating interactive story and discourse through the use of hyperlinks and hot spots will be very different from a game’s use of actual action and goal-oriented objectives.  Interactive television’s use of interactive camera or menu choices will differ from hypertext’s use of words or objects as links to various opinions or discourses.  In general, the only way to truly understand each medium’s relation to interactive narrative is to analyze a work’s solutions to inherent problems, and its implementation of various concepts.  In the absence of such works, however, the only way to understand such considerations is to create an interactive narrative in the medium.


This work, though, is not an attempt to outline “how” to create works in a specific medium, nor even how to create one in general, though I have dedicated a small section to principles for creating interactive narrative.  It is, instead, focused on outlining what interactive narrative is, how it works, what problems are associated with its creation and interpretation, and principles for its success.  Until such work is created and analyzed, however, a full understanding of the medium will elude us.

Creating Interactive Narrative


Taking these concepts of interactive narrative, we can now begin to talk about the various principles surrounding the creation of different types of interactive narrative.  This is not, of course, an exhaustive list of the possibilities of interactive narrative, nor is it an exhaustive list of principles by which interactive narrative can be made.  On the contrary, as more works of interactive narrative are created, and as more non-interactive narrative works are created using these principles, we may find many other concepts that are more enlightening or practical under different circumstances.  These principles are meant to serve simply as a starting point: a place from which interactive narrative authors can build new and interesting works that combine narrative and interactivity in interesting ways.

The first principle for creating interactive narrative has been reiterated many times in the previous sections: represent both the sources and effects of agency.  Systems that have an intense feeling of agency constantly reminded the audience that our choices render certain elements and paths inaccessible. According to Aarseth: 

… when you read from a cybertext, you are constantly reminded of inaccessible strategies and paths not taken, voices not heard.  Each decision will make some parts of the text more, and others less, accessible, and you may never know the exact results of your choices; that is, exactly what you missed. (3)

In this sense, the experience of agency becomes “an experience to be savored for its own sake” (Murray 128).  The ability to change the environment becomes the pleasure of the work itself.

However, in order to experience this feeling of agency, the audience needs to understand exactly what they are able to change and what these changes accomplish, both in the immediate system as well as in the long term.  The audience must be able to decipher what elements they can change, when they can change, how to change them, and by how much they can change.  Furthermore, each of these changes should present immediate feedback, because, without it, audiences will never understand exactly how they are affecting change in the work.  This reduces the overall feeling of agency, making the work seem static, even if it isn’t.

One exception to this is the case where you don’t want the audience to use the system effectively.  There are cases, especially in interactive narrative, where effective use of the system is not a desirable effect, since some tension and conflict can be formed in the user’s mind if they do not understand the long-term effects of any particular change.  For example, part of the skill and tension of chess come from the inability for all but the best chess players in the world to truly understand the ramifications of each move on the overall system.  It is this tension and challenge that, arguably, makes chess an interesting game.   In an interactive narrative, the long-term effects of a particular decision may not be evident until much farther through the work, creating a tension in the user’s mind about whether it was the “right” decision.  Assuming, of course, there was a right decision to begin with.  This will be discussed in greater detail later, however.  This does not discount the need for immediate feedback to change, however.  Even if audiences do not understand the long-term effects of a particular change, they still need to understand that something changed.  Otherwise, we have lost that feeling of agency we are striving to build.  

Another exception is that if you, as an author, don’t want the work to appear to change in the long-term.  Sometimes the power of a work comes from the inability to change it, despite all attempts.  Ironic interactive narrative could use the feeling of agency to develop meaning about inevitability: that despite all of the audience’s ability to change the narrative, certain events must still occur.  The game September 12th is an example of such a work.  In the game, the player is given the task of eliminating terrorism, only to find through extensive play that this is not possible.  The message, and the irony of the work for that matter, is realized only when the user comes to the conclusion that the control they have is worth nothing in the grand picture.  In these cases, however, it is the combination of limited agency, together with an implied agency that creates the general meaning.  It comes from both the maintenance and shattering of the illusion of control.  This means that the feeling of agency is sustained through the use of immediate feedback, but shattered in the long term as you realized that each small change has no real effect on the system.

Note that this principle applies to changes brought about through interactive discourse as well, and in many cases it will be more important to emphasize the effects of interactive discourse on story, especially considering the concept is very rarely used in interactive works.  Unless informed, audiences will not understand that looking at particular objects or people may change how the narrative evolves.  The simplest way to accomplish this is by using character and narrator reactions to the various objects and camera positions.  Exclamations from the narrator about the importance of certain objects or characters, obvious blushing from characters, flirtatious looks, discomfort, or even anger at various levels of attention are all possible reactions to clearly expose the effects of interactive discourse.

The second broad principle for creating interactive narrative is to try to avoid exposing the limitations of a system whenever possible.  In other words, suspend the willing suspension of freedom as long as possible.  Though constraints are a necessary part of interactive systems, audiences do not want to be reminded of what is not possible and instead want to focus on the possibilities this interactive system offers.  Though much interactive story and hypertext fiction theory is concerned with creating distinct lexias and branch points, more advanced interactive narratives should avoid these concrete distinctions whenever possible.  When faced with these discreet branch and division points, the limitations of the system are evident.  When choices are solidified to menus, the first compulsion is to ask why other choices are not available.  On the contrary, if choices are kept hidden in the form of longer and more audience driven experiences, audiences will believe that they have more control over what occurs, even if the actual changes in the system occur at a definite point.

Furthermore, thinking in terms of these types of fuzzy choices pulls designers out of the habit of thinking of interactive narrative in terms of distinct choices and “what-if” scenarios, such as “what if the audience wants to go through the other door” or “what if the audience decides to kill this person instead of talking to them.”  Such scenarios quickly lead not only to decision trees that are almost impossible to implement, but also to the need for exceptions to the freedoms granted the audience, thus shattering the willing suspension of freedom.  Therefore, divisions from one story element to another should be thought of as choices made over a long period of time, driving the audience to a specific goal.  In this case, the death of various characters or the choice of one door over another may not make an immediate difference, even if the overall story is affected.

In order to accomplish this, interactive narrative authors are going to need to begin thinking in terms of the base story functions and spheres of influence discussed in the second part of this thesis, and in terms of their relationships to each other.  By thinking in terms of what sphere of influence is needed to drive a particular event, instead of what particular character is needed, suddenly many characters are able to fulfill what could formerly only be accomplished by one.  Furthermore, when events are arranged into their similar functions (not necessarily those outlined by narrative theorists like Propp and Cambell), the combinations of logically connected spheres and functions can create powerful story structures.  This makes it feasible to make a system in which the story always continues, with or without various characters or events and regardless of various decisions made by the audience.


In relation to this, the third principle for creating interactive narrative is to configure constraints and narrative in such a way that there is no way to make a “wrong” decision.  Though in terms of the overall narrative, wrong decisions may be inevitable (especially when we are concerned with characters like tragic heroes), there should never be a case in which the audience must go back and rework entire sections of an interactive narrative because of a bad decision.  This means that the system needs to be able to cope with various unexpected audience decisions.  However, by keeping away from discreet decision trees and by using relationships between objects and plot elements intact, an interactive narrative should be able to cope with some very interesting narrative developments, whether they were originally considered by the author or not.

The fourth principal for creating interactive narrative is to create constraints consistent with your narrative desires.  Possibilities and constraints should build themselves out of the necessities of the narrative, and what elements of the narrative you want the audience to be able to change.  From there, it is simply a matter of analyzing the possibilities, story elements, and constraints from previous sections to make sure they do not conflict.  Remember, the goal is never complete freedom, but consistent freedom and constraint in terms of both narrative and interaction.

The last principal of interactive narrative is really a concept that should be kept in mind as authors create various interactive narrative works.  Authors must realize that creating feelings of immersion and pleasure though agency is the aim of much interactive narrative.  As I mentioned earlier, these feeling can and should be experienced during the first read through.  Therefore works should be written with this goal in mind.  The argument against this is that it is impossible for the audience to truly understand the depth of the work and how they are affecting it while they are immersed in it, and thus multiple reads, choosing different directions each time, are necessary.  However, this is only true if the work is making the effects of agency unclear, causing a confused audience to act fairly randomly and without direction.  On the other hand, a work that is making the effects of decisions fairly clear consistently reminds the audience that certain paths were not taken.  Thus, the audience would only need multiple reads when they want to play with the different elements of causality embedded in the system, experience different available possibilities, or, in the case of an extremely well created interactive narrative, relive those feelings of agency in a different way.  These re-readings, however, are not necessary to understand the work as an experience, and thus works of interactive narrative should be made with a single read in mind. 

Part 4

Exploring the Fringes


There are many avenues still left to examine in interactive narrative, and this thesis only really scratches the surface of the many theories and principles available to interactive narrative authors.  Many of the concepts I have glossed over in this thesis actually do require a great deal of investigation in the future.  In general, I believe the first step along this road is finding meaningful ways to communicate with other authors of interactive works, not just interactive narrative.  To my knowledge, there is no way to effectively communicate the possibilities contained within an interactive system without using tree diagrams that rely heavily on the concept of branching, something I have warned against in the further development of interactive narrative.  Therefore, I believe there is a need for a notation for interactive systems that has the ability to show various key concepts and conform to several key properties.


As noted, this system should, first and foremost, avoid using the branch or choice as its key interactive element.  Instead, it should be able to notate fuzzy concepts cleanly and efficiently; the notation should be so easy to read that a simple glance will suffice to be able to interpret all but the most complex interactive systems.  I believe it should work on systems of dependency and universality instead of systems of branching.  This means that different events will be clearly labeled as universally accessible, whereas others will only be accessible if certain other events are fulfilled.  Highly specific versions of these diagrams would include different ways events could be completed, and their effect on the overall system.  Armed with all of these, designers should be able to start developing patterns for interactive systems, common ways of structuring interactive works that increase agency, reduce frustration, and enhance the willing suspension of freedom.


Another area of research that is needed is the creation of fuzzy listening systems and the perfection of user templates that can effectively interpret user needs.  However, I do not believe that they need to perfectly predict all of a user’s actions and desires.  So long as designers are careful to efficiently represent the effects of agency, the problems associated with generating incorrect assumptions soon dissolve as the user begins to understand just how to act to avoid certain desirable and undesirable behavior.  Couple this with a system that makes judgments over longer periods instead of at distinct intervals and the possibilities for interface and constraint manipulation through interpretation of user intent, rather than relying on an informed user, become very feasible and important addition to not only interactive narrative or even interactive entertainment, but to interactive works in general.


The last thing that I believe needs serious consideration, though it was not touched on at all in this thesis, is the possibility of different types of interactive narrative that are not bound to specific platforms or stationary mediums.  Using connected devices, GPS systems or multiple users, the possibilities of interactive narrative and its concepts seem limitless.  The use of location to trigger events, the presence of other users experience the narrative in the near vicinity, or even the ability to bring the narrative into the general culture are all possibilities with emerging technology.  If people can find a way to take interactive narrative to this next level, I cannot even imagine the power of the works that would be created.
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