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ABSTRACT
The textual structures and modes of engagement that are common to videogames create a
situation where it is possible to ‘feel responsible’ for fictional characters within the world
of the game.
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INTRODUCTION
When considering the elements which shape our experience of fiction, the line
distinguishing the text itself from the processes we go through in negotiating that text is
easy to miss. Even something as simple as knowing roughly how far through a book we
are as we read will influence our experience of the story.
Affect is the nebulous zone of potential emotions which makes fiction matter to us and
have an impact that spills out into our lives (Kavka 2008 x, 30-31). Affect functions
through a process of investment which is contextual and grounded in our situations and
what we find individually relevant (Grossberg 1997 158, Nyre 2007 26). When we
engage with fiction, we are invested in relating to the characters as if they were real.
Affective investment is how we can feel so strongly for characters who we know are
fictional.
The textual structures and modes of engagement that are common to videogames create a
situation where it is possible to ‘feel responsible’ for fictional characters within the world
of the game, together with feeling responsible for the decisions you make in that context.
This is part of what makes the experience of engaging with videogames so distinctive:
even if the narrative is completely linear and unchanging, the player can experience it as
if it were an outgrowth of their own decisions (Veale, 2012b).
The immediacy and intensity of our responses to games is grounded in this lack of
affective mediation, meaning that because we are responsible for events and decisions
within the game, they are happening as much to us as to our characters on an experiential
level (Veale, 2011).1 The revelation in Bioshock means that the person playing has been
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betrayed and manipulated, casting their decisions and actions in a different light. Bastion
and Shadow of the Colossus can have us doubting whether we are doing the right thing,
for the right reasons. Kentucky Route Zero makes us keenly aware of our responsibilities
by highlighting that what we don’t choose matters as much as what we select, and makes
each decision keenly felt. Gone Home explicitly places the player in the same context as
the young woman who is the protagonist: exploring an unfamiliar building during a storm
and trying to figure out exactly what happened here. Portal 2 can make us feel guilty for
dooming the protagonist to an untimely death despite the fact it will occur off-screen and
outside the boundaries of the game itself.
Games are not ‘better,’ ‘more immersive’ or ‘more immediate’ than traditional modes of
storytelling, like cinema, prose, or comics. However, the modes of engagement common
to videogames do produce distinctive experiences when compared other forms of
mediated storytelling. Understanding how different modes of engagement shape our
experiences of fiction will be helpful not just for the analysis of videogames and new
media storytelling, but for understanding how we have already been telling stories for a
very long time.
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ENDNOTES
1. Affective responsibility is relevant to game experiences beyond the fictional: it is a
fundamental element of how and why players respond so strongly (and frequently, badly)
to losing within online multiplayer games (Tassi, 2014). When a player knows that they
played as well as they possibly could but lost decisively despite this, their affective
frustration is grounded in helplessness. This is made worse if the loss is seen to be
caused by mistakes made by team-mates, or glitches in the game, but players are still
likely to lash out or carry their tension from the game out into the rest of their lives even
if it was simply that they were outplayed by more-practiced opposition.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Aarseth, Espen J. Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature. Johns Hopkins
University Press, Baltimore MD, 1997.
Alcorn, Allan. 1972. Pong. Atari Inc.
Allen, R.T. “The Reality of Responses to Fiction,” in British Journal of Aesthetics vol.
26 no. 1 (1986), pp.64-68.
Atkins, Barry. “What Are We Really Looking At?: The Future-Orientation of Video
Game Play,” in Games and Culture vol. 1 no. 2 (2006), pp.127-40
BioWare. 2003. Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic. LucasArts.
Bioware, and Demiurge Studios. 2007. Mass Effect. Electronic Arts.
Calleja, Gordon. In-Game: From Immersion to Incorporation. MIT Press, Cambridge
MASS, 2011.
Cardboard Computer. 2013. Kentucky Route Zero. Cardboard Computer.
Cavanagh, Terry. 2012. Super Hexagon.
Fullbright Company, The. 2013. Gone Home. The Fullbright Company.
Grossberg, Lawrence. Dancing in Spite of Myself: Essays on Popular Culture. Duke
University Press, Durham NC, 1997.
Jacques, Jeph. 2003. Questionable Content.
-- 22 --

http://www.questionablecontent.net/
Jacques, Jeph. 2010. "Twitter Update," December 01.
http://twitter.com/jephjacques/status/5397351535480832.
Jarvis, Eugene, Larry DeMar, and Sam Dicker. 1980. Defender. Williams Electronics.
Juul, Jesper. “Games Telling Stories?” in Game Studies vol. 1 no. 1 (2001).
Juul, Jesper. 2004. “Introduction to Game Time.” in First Person: New Media as
Story, Performance, and Game, edited by Noah Wardrip-Fruin, and Pat
Harrigan. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press.
Kavka, Misha. Reality Television, Affect and Intimacy. Palgrave Macmillan,
Basingstoke [England] & New York, 2008.
King, Geoff, and Tanya Krzywinska. “Computer Games/Cinema/Interfaces,” in
Proceedings of Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference (2002),
edited by Frans Mäyrä. Tampere University Press.
Livingstone, Ian. Deathtrap Dungeon. Wizard Books, London UK, 2002.
Massumi, Brian. Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation. Duke
University Press, Durham NC, 2002.
Meer, Alec. 2009. “Gaming Made Me, #2 - Alec's Meeriad Influences,” in Rock,
Paper, Shotgun, July 7.
http://www.rockpapershotgun.com/2009/07/07/gaming-made-me-2-alecsmeeriad-influences/.
Miyazaki, Hidetaka, and From Software. 2011. Dark Souls. Namco Bandai Games.
Murray, Janet. Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace. MIT
Press, Cambridge MASS, 1998.
Mythos Games, and MicroProse. 1994. UFO: Enemy Unknown. MicroProse.
Namco. 1980. Pac-Man. Midway & Namco.
Nguyen, Dong. 2013. Flappy Bird. GEARS Studio.
Nyre, Lars. “What Happens When I Turn on the TV Set?” in Westminster Papers in
Communication and Culture vol. 4 no. 2 (2007), pp.24-35
Pajitnov, Alexey, and Vladimir Pokhilko. 1984. Tetris.
Poole, Steven. Trigger Happy: Videogames and the Entertainment Revolution. Arcade
Publishing, New York, 2000.
Riot Games. 2009. League of Legends. Riot Games.
Söderström, Jonatan “Cactus”, and Dennis Wedin. 2012. Hotline Miami. Devolver
Digital.
Supergiant Games. 2011. Bastion. Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment.
Taito. 1978. Space Invaders. Taito & Midway.
Tavinor, Grant. 2003. “Fiction and the Emotions.” PhD diss., University of Auckland.
Tassi, Paul. 2014. “At Long Last, Video Game Aggression Linked to Losing, Not
Violence.” Forbes, May 8.
http://www.forbes.com/sites/insertcoin/2014/04/08/at-long-last-video-gameaggression-linked-to-losing-not-violence/
Ueda, Fumito, and Team Ico. 2005. Shadow of the Colossus. Sony Computer
Entertainment.
Valve. 2004. Half-Life 2. Valve Corporation & Sierra Entertainment.
Valve. 2011. Portal 2. Valve Corporation.
Veale, Kevin. 2012a. “Comparing Stories: How Textual Structure Shapes Affective
Experience in New Media.” PhD diss., University of Auckland.
Veale, Kevin. 2012b. “’Interactive Cinema’ Is an Oxymoron, but May Not Always
Be.” Game Studies 12, no. 1.

-- 23 --

Veale, Kevin. “Making Science-Fiction Personal: Videogames and Inter-Affective
Storytelling,” in The Projected and the Prophetic: Humanity in Cyberculture,
Cyberspace & Science Fiction 'Critical Issues' Vol. 176 (2011), pp.41-49
Walker, John. 2009a. “Bastard of the Old Republic - Part 1.” Eurogamer, February
22. http://www.eurogamer.net/articles/bastard-of-the-old-republic-article
Walker, John. 2009b. “Bastard of the Old Republic - Part 2.” Eurogamer, March 22.
http://www.eurogamer.net/articles/bastard-of-the-old-republic-article_2
Walker, John. 2009c. “Bastard of the Old Republic - Part 3.” Eurogamer, April 26.
http://www.eurogamer.net/articles/bastard-of-the-old-republic-part3
Weiner, Bernard. Judgments of Responsibility: A Foundation for a Theory of Social
Conduct. Guilford Press, New York, 1995.
Bio
Kevin Veale is a PhD graduate of the Media, Film, and Television department of the
University of Auckland in New Zealand, and currently employed by the School of
English and Media Studies at Massey University in Wellington, NZ. He is terrible at
actually playing games, but they fascinate him. His current academic work focuses on
how processes of engaging with textual structures shape the experience of storytelling in
different media forms, essentially applying a form of medium theory to experiencing
fiction. He has written for the Nightmare Mode website which critically engaged with
videogames, game design, and broader social discourse around the subject, and can be
found online on Twitter as @krveale.

-- 24 --

