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introduction

• Today, i’ll be talking about the relationship
between games and stories
• Stories are routinely privileged
above games
– People talk about stories for games
– Unlike games, literature and drama have
been studied for hundreds of years

• I personally prefer to privilege games
above stories
• This is because Games are machines for
generating stories

Bear kombat

• Here’s a picture of two bear cubs playing

• Games are older than stories

story

• What is a story?
• “A story is a narrative of events arranged
in their time sequence”
– E. M. forster, aspects of the novel

• So:
– (usually fictional) events happen
– Some of these are selected and presented in
the order they will be read (if not occurred)
– The way they are told is a narRative
– The result is a story

plot

• A plot is not the same thing as a story
• Plots are predefined and include
causality
– An event happens because a situation, event
or series of events preceded it

• Example: here is a two-event story:
– I ate a bar of chocolate. I was sick.

• Did the chocolate make me sick or cheer
me up because i was already sick?
– Or “that’s two things off my bucket list”?

narrative

• A narrative is the telLing of a story
– Conveying the plot through the device of
the story

• It Usually means the story as a whole
– At words-on-a-page level, it’s discourse

• Backstory is the narrative of events
that preceded the story’s events
• It’s Usually only felt indirectly
– The charity worker does good to atone for
her time in prison for credit card fraud

history

• History is the reteLling of a series
of causally-connected past events
– UncausalLy-connected ones are records

• For non-fictional events there is no
plot created by a god-like author, but
the characters can still have plots
– The gunpowder plot

• Historians look at records to
explain and interpret their causality
– But these chains of events aren’t plotted

For games

• We have five terms defined here:
–
–
–
–
–

Story
Plot
Narrative (and discourse)
Backstory
history

• Let’s apply these to games
• A story is a linear retelling of events
– Not necessarily the same for each player
– nor for the same player each replaying

plot

• A plot is a possibly nonlinear series
of events predetermined by the designers
• It introduces some significant events
• That said, Most events come from
interacting with the game system
• These are predefined, in that the game
system embodies all events that can occur
• but they’re not predefined as events
– They’re predefined as the outputs of a
system for generating events

Plotless games

• Games don’t have to have plots
• No abstract games have them, because
plots require a fiction for their context
• Abstract Games do still create story
– It’s Implicit in their mechanics

• Remember that amazing game of tetris
when you were close to the top and just
needed one long brick then at last it came
and you collapsed almost the whole stack?
– There was No plot, but what a story!

narrative

• For game designers, narRative usually
means the way the plotTed events unfold
for the player
• Is doesn’t mean the way the events that
arise from the game system unfold
– They call that gameplay

• Discourse in games means:
– Quest steps, plot points, quick time events, ...
– Mechanics, game loop, core gameplay, ...
– (Well, it would if designers used the term...)

backstory

• Backstory covers the events that took
place before the player started playing
• backstory is Not history
– Backstory is actually prehistory that gives
an explanatory context

• History is what you get when players
reteLl what happened during play
• They selectively choOse which events
from their record of play to relate
– this interpreted story is their history

Story matters

• These stories – these histories – are
the ones that matTer for games
• If you can’t tell another attentive player
what interesting things happened, no
interesting things did happen
• If that’s the case, then why were you
even playing?!
– No decisions to make, no obstacles to
overcome, no unexpected situations, no
emotional or heart-stopping moments

explanation

• In playing a game, you can cause events
to occur that for you are significant
– Or could lead to something significant

• You’re looking for experiences to use
as building blocks in your story
– Some you ignore, some you hold on to

• Other people might think your story is
garbage, but it’s not for them
• You’re playing the game so you have fun
– Fun is that which you’d relate as a story

Novel idea

• an acComplished storyteller can tell
a very powerful story in a book
– A regular person would tell a weaker story

• However, the novelist’s story is nonspecific, therefore diluted
– The regular person’s story is specific to
them personally, therefore potent to them

• People who play games rather than read
stories are in fact reading stories
• They’re reading the stories they
themselves are writing through play

To summarise

Playing a Game spins a series of events
Players have some say in which events
They retell selected events as stories
Therefore Games are machines that
players employ for creating stories
• When you play a game, you direct it
towards the events best for you
• Everyone likes stories, but they like
their own stories most of all
•
•
•
•

