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Abstract: 

This paper analyzes the way stories are told in modern videogames. It demonstrates that the 

narrative techniques used in videogames can be compared with narrative techniques found in 

postmodern writing. Despite these similarities videogames rarely express a postmodern 

awareness that is typical for postmodern fiction and other forms of postmodern art. This paper 

therefore ends with a description of a newly created game that expresses this postmodern 

awareness with the help of postmodern meta-reflections.   
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Introduction  

  

 For years there has been discussion among videogame-scholars about the precise 

nature of the videogame [1, 2, 3]. Should videogames be considered as just another narrative 

genre, and if so, what are the characteristics of games as narratives? How do the stories told 

in videogames differ from stories told in other narrative genres, such as novels, films or 

comic books? Or should we understand the story told in videogames simply as the 

background, and focus our attention on the activity of gaming, focus our attention on the 

gameplay? These different ways of looking at videogames divide the videogames-scholars in 

two camps, the so-called ludologist and narratologist [4]. Ludologists believe that 

videogames will develop their own language if you study the things that are unique about the 

videogames, things that no other medium can do. Interaction or gameplay is often stated to be 

that special thing. The narratologists have a different approach to videogames. They say that 

videogames are a new kind of medium, like film or literature once was. What all these 

mediums connects is that they all tell stories. Videogames just need to find their own way of 

telling stories. In order to do that you have to study videogames that tell stories and then look 

for the mechanics behind these stories.  

 The one thing these two views have in common is that they both try to define a 

discourse for videogames, or the mechanics that make a videogame work[5]. In this paper we 

take the narratologist approach to videogame research and connect videogames to classic 

theories about narrativity. Then we use this theory to enrich the videogame discourse. 

 

Stories in videogames, the current sate of being 

 

Stories and videogames are actually two very different things. Stories are meant to be 

told to someone without any interruption. Videogames on the other hand are meant to be 

played with and the player decides what happens next. This is why stories in videogames can 

cause for some problems. On one hand you want to give the player enough freedom to 

influence the story or else it wouldn’t feel like a game. On the other hand you don’t want to 

give the player too much influence; otherwise you won’t be able to tell your story. How does 
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one unite an interactive game with a linear story? 

If you look at modern videogames you can find two kinds of games that have solved 

this problem, the adventuregame and the storysimulator. The Sims [6] can be considered a 

storysimulator. In a storysimulator you don’t experience one story but you walk around in a 

simulated world with a number of characters. When you interact with one of those characters 

a short story moment will happen. In The Sims for example, characters talk, eat, dance, fall in 

love and interact with each other. These things are all small story moments and as a player of 

such games you connect these moments to one big story. Storysimulators don’t have an 

explicit goal or purpose, the player rolls from one story moment into the next and tries to 

achieve his own goals: goals he sets for himself. In The Sims these could be goals like “I want 

to get a job as an astronaut” or “I want to earn enough money to buy that special chair”. This 

means that there is no clear ending to The Sims or in any other storysimulator. You play them 

as long as the characters or the stories are interesting, or there are interesting things to do or 

discover. 

Max Payne [7] could be called an adventuregame. In an adventuregame the player 

walks around in a world and is guided through this world with a story. As a player you have 

to perform special tasks in order to advance in the story. Solve puzzles or other things. For 

example, at one point in Max Payne you must find your way to the top of a building to find 

someone who will help you on your quest. In order to get there you have to shoot your way 

through a number of badguys. If you reach the top floor the next part of the story will unfold, 

but not the whole story. You will get another assignment in order to advance in the story. 

Again you have to fight your way through a lot of angry badguys. This happens a number of 

times until you reach some ultimate badguy, whom you kill and this ends the story.    

The contradiction between stories and games has resulted in two different ways of 

telling stories in videogames. You’ve got the free interactive storysimulations on one hand 

and on the other hand you have the constructed linear adventuregames. Gonzalo Frasca also 

points out this division in storytelling in videogames [8]. He bases his theory on a game 

classification by the 20
th

 century French sociologist Roger Caillois. Caillois divides games 

into two categories: LUDUS games and PAIDIA games [9]. PAIDIA games are basically all forms 

of child-play, games you played as a child without any structure or predefined rules, like 

playing with Barbie dolls or building Lego houses. LUDUS games are games that do have a 

structure or basic rules, games like chess or soccer. You know how to play them and you 

know that someone will win them eventually. Fransca uses this division and divides 

videogames in LUDUS and PAIDIA games. The main difference between LUDUS and PAIDIA 

videogames is that LUDUS have a main goal or an eventual winner and PAIDIA games don’t.   

 If you look at the earlier examples you can say that Max Payne is a LUDUS game and 

The Sims a PAIDIA game. In the videogame discourse you can differentiate between these two 

extremes. You can tell the story in a LUDUS way, the player walks through a story and unlocks 

bit of it by performing special tasks until he has reached the end of the story. Or you can tell 

you story in a PAIDIA way. The player walks around in a simulated world and interacts with 

characters or objects and activates short story moments. There is no ultimate goal to these 

games but the player keeps on playing as long as there are interesting things for him to 

discover and do. 

 These two extreme forms of storytelling in videogames do have one thing in common. 

In both the player stands in a simulated world and explores this world in order to hear or find 

the story. In storysimulators this story is being told by a complex system that decides what 

story moment will be told. In an adventuregame the story is scripted by the game designer. 

But in both cases the player uncovers the story by walking around in gamespace. It doesn’t 
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matter if you’re guided through the story or that you find some story on your own.  

Lev Manovich describes it like this: 

 
          Instead of narration and description, we may be better off thinking about games in terms of 

narrative action and exploration (...) movement through the game world is one of the main 

narrative actions@ [3, p. 215] 

 

Videogames tell their stories not by describing the space but by the player moving through it. 

Again the player can have the freedom to walk through the space and find the story on his 

own or a scripted story can guide him through it. In both cases the wandering through space 

in the main narrative action. 

 

Postmodern narrative theory 

 

 At first sight narrative theories, like stories, seem to be unfit for videogames. These 

theories were created to describe how stories are told in books, not in the interactive way 

videogames tell stories. But even in this classic field of narratology there are theories that can 

be used for interactive stories or stories where the reader has a more active function. 

 These are postmodern narrative theories. These theories were created to describe the 

ways postmodern stories are told. Brian McHale describes postmodernism as a shift in the 

dominant from epistemology to ontology [10, p.10]. This means that prior to postmodernism 

writing, had an epistemological view on the world. Writing used to ask questions like: “how 

can we understand the world around us”, and “how do we gain better knowledge of this 

world”. In postmodernism this focus changed to an ontological view. Postmodern text asked 

questions like “can we understand the world around us” and “can we gain better knowledge 

of the world”. Instead of questioning the world postmodernism questioned the questioning of 

the world.  

Postmodernism questioned the way we see the world around us, this resulted in texts 

that tried to undermine this view of the world. With novels it tried to undermine the classic 

discourse of the novel.  Writers wanted to confront the reader with the fact that they were 

reading a book and did this with meta-reflections [11, p 22]. In the text they told the reader 

that what they were reading now was just black ink on a white piece of paper. This is called a 

meta-reflection, a text reflecting on the fact that it’s a text. Postmodern writing not only 

confuses the reader with such meta-reflections they go one step further. Postmodern writing 

also problematized the conventions of the story itself. [11, p. 40]. As a result of this the reader 

of a postmodern text is constantly wondering what he is reading. Is he reading some meta-

reflective text, is he reading on the story level or maybe something in between. That is why 

postmodern stories cannot be read in a normal realistic linear manner. Ernst van Alphen states 

that these kinds of texts demand that the reader takes a more active reading attitude when 

reading postmodern stories. Because these texts are more open, playful and can be read in 

different ways they demand an active reader who constructs on his own a meaning of this text 

[12, p. 45]. 

A good example of a postmodern meta-reflective text is Lost in the funhouse written 

by John Barth [13, p72 - 97]. This is a story about the young Ambrose who goes on vacation 

with his family to a beach resort “Ocean City” in the state of Maryland. When they get there 

the family entertains themselves with swimming and all kinds of carnival rides. Eventually 

Ambrose goes in the funhouse and gets lost in there, but the story is not the important thing of 

this text. The story is filled with meta-reflections on how the story is evolving, what just 

happened and what will or could happen next. For example in the first meta-reflection the 
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writer tells the reader that the italic text he just read is used in literature to illustrate the 

spoken word [13, p.72]. Halfway through the story the writer wonders what the point of the 

story will be. The characters are just lying on the beach and doing nothing. Don’t they need to 

go to the funhouse? The title suggests that at some point in the story someone is going to get 

lost there. [14, p. 83]. At the end of the story John Barth tries different endings to the story all 

without success [14, p. 95-97].  

In Lost in the funhouse John Barth plays a kind of hide-and-seek with the reader. He 

points the story in one direction and then changes that direction and wanders about in another 

direction. Reading the story Lost in the funhouse actually resembles the physical way you 

wander through a funhouse or a labyrinth. Always trying different directions in order to get 

out of the maze. Every time you think you’ve found the exit you walk into a dead-end. This is 

how postmodern stories work, the reader is busy to actively construct a meaning from the text 

he is given. Always wandering around small passages, double meaning and dead-ends of the 

text trying to find one story to read. This way of storytelling does resemble the way that 

videogames tell stories. In videogames we saw that the player wanders through the 

gamespace in order to find the story, just like the reader of postmodern writing wanders 

through the text in search for a meaning. In both forms the reader must actively construct his 

own story.     

 Postmodern theories of narrativity can be used to describe how videogames tell 

stories, but do videogames tell their stories in a postmodern way? Can you find in 

videogames that ontological dominant? Can you find in videogames meta-reflections that 

create a postmodern awareness?  

  

Meta-reflections in videogames 

 

 In videogames you can easily find examples of meta-reflections. Just think about 

sentences like game over, or round one fight that appear in the screen of the player. Also 

tutorial levels 
(1

 can be considered meta-reflections. The problem with these meta-reflections 

is that they stand outside the actual game. They tell you that the game is over or explain 

before you play the game how to play it. You could compare such meta-reflections with page 

numbering or chapters in a book. This meta-layer is not there as a reflection on the book but 

to define the structure of it. There are examples of meta-reflections that occur during the 

game and reflect on the game itself. 

 One example of a meta-reflection that happens within a game can be found in 

Discworld 2: Missing, Presumed...?! [14]. This adventuregame is very self-reflective. When 

something important happens, the main character will shout out “clue” to point your attention 

to that important thing. Also during many of the dialogs he will make sarcastic remarks on the 

fact that you’re playing just an adventuregame. For instance in a dialog with a troll, the troll 

tells you that he will give you the key you need if you find three items for him. Then the main 

character tells the troll that this is an adventuregame and that eventually he’s going to find 

three items, so he might as well help you right away. The troll, not being very bright, agrees 

and gives you the key you need.  

 Another example can be found in Max Payne [7]. During one of the cut scenes, Max 

Payne is found in a drugged state and realizes that he is just a character in a computer game. 

Max Payne tells you that he experiences “The paranoid feel of someone controlling my every 

                                                 
1) A tutorial level is a level in a videogame that explains how you should play the game. It explains what will 

happen if you push certain buttons and what you can and can’t do during the game.  
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step, I was in a computer game.” After this Max awakes and the game continues. These are 

all clear example of a videogames reflecting on the fact that they are videogames. 

 The problem with these meta-reflections is that they are not postmodern meta-

reflections. These meta-reflections only make the player aware that he’s playing a game. A 

postmodern meta-reflection should do more than this. Linda Hutcheon describes it like this: 
 

              Postmodernism goes beyond self-reflexivity to situate discourse in a broader context. Self-

conscious metafiction has been with us for a long time, probably since Homer and certainly 

since Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy. In film, self-reflexivity has been a common 

technique of modernist narrative, used to undercut representation and viewer identification. 

The more complex and more overt discursive contextualizing of postmodernism goes one 

step beyond this auto-representation and its demystifying intent, for it is fundamentally 

critical in its ironic relation to the past and the present. [11, p.41] 

     

Postmodern meta-reflections not only confront the reader with the fact that this story is a 

constructed reality, they also confront the reader with the fact that text in itself is a way to 

construct reality. In Lost in the funhouse John Barth does this by not clearly marking when his 

meta-reflection starts or where it ends. Barth has interwoven and scattered his meta-

reflections through the game. When you read Lost in the funhouse you’re constantly 

wondering if what you’re reading is a meta-reflection, normal text or something inbetween. 

The reader has to actively puzzle the text together in order to find a meaning in it. By doing 

this John Barth creates a postmodern awareness. The kind of awareness Hutcheon talks about.  

 In videogames you do have self-reflection but this self-reflection does not 

automatically result in postmodern awareness. The meta-reflections in videogames are all 

used in a very realistic manner. You know when and when not the game reflects on itself, and 

all the meta-reflections are used to help the player in the game. Postmodern meta-reflections 

would do exactly the opposite. They would disturb the players understanding of the game. It 

would disrupt the flow of the game. While videogames do tell their stories in a postmodern 

way, they don’t express a postmodern view in these stories.  

 

Max Payne and postmodern meta-reflections 

 

 It seems strange that videogames haven’t made the step from telling their stories in a 

postmodern way to expressing a postmodern view of the world. It is a logical next step to 

create a more interesting videogame. To see if postmodern meta-reflections would add 

something to the videogame discourse we built such a game as a case study. 

 We decided to model our game on Max Payne, a game described earlier in this paper. 

First because this is a textbook adventuregame, and we wanted to use a game that clearly tells 

a story. Secondly we chose for a LUDUS type of game and not a PAIDIA game because the story 

in a LUDUS game is scripted by the creator. This makes it easier to tell our postmodern story 

because we don’t need to develop a complex story-system to tell it. Thirdly we chose for Max 

Payne particularly because this game comes with an editor to modify and create different 

levels. For esthetic reasons we choose to use the editor of Max Payne 2: The Fall of Max 

Payne [15]. The storytelling techniques in Max Payne 2 are exactly the same as in Max 

Payne, Max Payne 2 only looks better. 

 For the postmodern meta-reflections we chose to use those from Lost in the funhouse. 

We chose this story because it’s a typical postmodern meta-reflective story, and there are 

many meta-reflections in it. The meta-reflections in Lost in the funhouse work on two 

different levels, on the mechanics behind storytelling and on this particular story itself, in 
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other words meta-reflections on the story and on the discourse. Meta-reflections on the level 

of the discourse are for example when John Barth tells you why he enhances the level of 

reality by using blacked out names [13, p 73] or that if you want to describe something in a 

text must use descriptions that invoke different senses, visual and auditory for example 

[13, p. 74]. Meta-reflections that work on the level of the story are for example when John 

Barth tells the reader that he could have given the impression of sailors on shore leave to 

enrich the atmosphere in the story but that he just didn’t do that [13, p 86]. 

 In the videogame we took all the meta-reflections from Lost in the funhouse and 

converted them to a videogame version. This naturally resulted in meta-reflections on the 

story and on the discourse of our videogame. At some point you are told that the interface is 

kept to a bare minimum to enhance the feeling of reality in a game, this is an example of a 

meta-reflection on the discourse of a videogame. An example of a meta-reflection on the level 

of the story is when at some point you hear that the design of this level could have been 

changed to atmosphere that resembles the atmosphere in the godfather [16]; this would have 

made the gamespace more meaningful but somehow we didn’t do that.  

 The level itself is designed to look like another typical Max Payne level. We used the 

same setting, look and characters that are used in the Max Payne game. You also get a simple 

Max Payne like assignment: reach the top of a building in order to save Mona Sax who was 

kidnapped by Vinni Gognitti
(2

. In order to do this you must kill every enemy that comes in 

your path. We decided on this typical Max Payne look because it would make the effect of 

our meta-reflections stronger. The player of our level might already have an expectation of 

how a Max Payne level should play and therefore you can manipulate this expectation. This 

would help to create a postmodern awareness because you don’t reflect on just a game, but on 

Max Payne, an established game in the videogame industry. The story itself is being told by a 

typical Max Payne voiceover. We used a voiceover because it is the main form of storytelling 

in Max Payne. During the game we’ve interwoven the normal story voiceovers with meta-

reflective voiceovers. This is done to confuse the player in the manner that the mix of story 

and meta-reflections confuses the reader of Lost in the funhouse.  

 The level is divided in three stages. In the first stage you must walk a linear path. You 

walk inside an industrial building and you must find your way through several rooms. Most 

meta-reflections are on the discourse level. For instance in the beginning of level one you 

hear Max Payne in a voiceover wondering that it’s “awfully quiet here, maybe too quiet”, to 

create suspense in a Max Payne game. It’s quiet now but something is going to happen later 

on. A few moments later still nothing happens but when you walk over some ammunition you 

hear Max saying that “if you walk over an item in a videogame, this means that you pick it 

up”.  This is how we’ve interwoven meta-reflections with the normal story. Sometimes the 

voiceover tells you a story and sometimes the voiceover reflects on the discourse or the story 

of this videogame.   

 In the second stage the game gets a more open structure, and the meta-reflections are 

more on the level of the story. Max is standing in a big hallway with many doors and in one 

room he can find Mona and Vinni. He must go from door to door and kill all the enemies in 

every room. After killing all enemies in one room you hear the voiceover wondering what 

will happen if he rescues Mona and how the story will continue. Later, after killing enemies 

in more rooms, the voiceover questions if really is a Mona to rescue, because the only thing 

he has been doing so far is going from room to room killing people. After finishing the last 

                                                 
2) Mona Sax is the romantic interest of Max Payne, and Vinni Gognitti is a big mobster boss in the world of 

Max Payne. 
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room he realizes that there is no Mona or Vinni and that the story was just an excuse to keep 

the action flowing, an excuse for just another third-person-shooter. Then the last door opens 

and you can enter the third stage.  

 The third stage is a conclusion on how storytelling in games works as a whole, like the 

conclusive ending of Lost in the funhouse on how writing works. Max Payne concludes that 

stories in adventuregames and therefore his story are just there to keep the action moving and 

that the only thing you can do in an adventuregame is walk along and admire the scenery. In 

our conclusion we compare this to walking through the Sistine chapel. When it’s summer in 

Rome it’s always too crowded in there and you can’t really stand still and admire the ceiling. 

The only thing you can do is walk along with the crowd and slowly but surely be pushed 

through the chapel. In our third level we created the Sistine chapel. When you enter this 

building behind you the figures of Mona and Vinni appear and physically push you through 

this level, till you reach the end of the chapel. 

 A full version of the level can be downloaded at our website
 (3

.  

 

Conclusion and discussion  

 

 Our postmodern Max Payne level shows how with the help of postmodern meta-

reflections you can make a game that not only tells a story but conveys a postmodern view 

through this story. We did this in a LUDUS type of game, but it would be interesting to see if 

it’s possible to express a postmodern world view within a PAIDIA type of game. Slice 

postmodern meta-reflections through this type of game, and see what happens then. Maybe 

PAIDIA games are better suited for postmodern meta-reflections because they already have a 

more fragmented story. Perhaps this would make the difference between meta-reflections and 

normal story more subtle and more confusing for the player? We also only used a voiceover 

to express our meta-reflections but would it be possible to use other narrative instrument for 

meta-reflections. Lev Manovich wrote that wandering through the gamespace is the main 

form of narrative action in a game. Would it be possible to put meta-reflective elements in 

this wandering through the gamespace? These are very interesting question that only more 

game research can answer. 

 Postmodern narrative theory showed us that there are still many things to discover 

within the videogame discourse. Although videogames have some basic discourse, this 

discourse is only used to tell a story and not to express a fundamental opinion on the world. It 

doesn’t try to give the player something to think about, it’s only a game. By trying to express 

these opinions videogames could find more interesting ways of expressing themselves. 

Although there is still a lot more to discover in the relation between postmodern narrative 

theory and videogames, and although there is still al lot that these two disciplines can learn 

from each other, we did accomplish something in this research. We showed that it is possible 

to express a postmodern world view through the discourse of a videogames. We conveyed a 

postmodern view because it was a logical next step from narrative theory, but in theory you 

could express all kinds of messages. Maybe if videogames start expressing real thought about 

the world then they will be taken seriously as a genre, and will be considered more than just a 

game.  

 

 

                                                 
3) The address of this website is http://www.postmodernmaxpayne.com. Here you can find the level and 

instructions how to download and play the game. You do however need to have Max Payne 2 installed on your 

computer. 
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