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Calleja, Gordon, In-Game: From Immersion to Incorporation. The MIT Press, 2011. 

 In this book, Gordon Calleja approaches a proper understanding of player-engagement 

with games, after arguing that standard definitions of player-immersion do not properly define 

immersion in games. Calleja emphasizes the uniqueness of games, specifically in that they 

should be understood as virtual environments with many games embedded within them. 

 Chapter 1 lays down some basic elements of understanding games, including: their 

simulated environmental properties, or those properties that establish a physical world and its 

rules in a game environment; their material medium, or the medium through which a game is 

played, and how it can create different experiences; and “digital games as hybrids”, that is, 

digital games as not just games but also as virtual environments. 

 Chapter 2 covers various definitions of immersion and presence in relation to gaming. 

Calleja goes through the existing scholarship on immersion in games, and concludes that this can 

neither be described fully as ‘immersion by absorption’—that is, losing oneself in a task—nor 

‘immersion by transportation’—that is, escaping into a virtual world. Immersion in games is a 

mixture of the two. Other terms explored are “telepresence” (inhabiting a distant space), 

perceptual immersion, and psychological immersion. The basic point in this chapter is that there 

is a lot of confusion in game studies over a precise definition of immersion in games. 

 Chapter 7 covers “narrative involvement” in games, which operates on the premise that 

traditional narratology is not adequate for understanding narrative in games. Calleja offers a 

distinction between ‘alterbiography’ in games and ‘scripted narrative’ in games, terms that 
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distinguish narrative generated by the player from narrative scripted by the designers. Like in 

chapter 2, Calleja here cites the inadequacy of definitions of game narrative so far in game 

studies.  

 In Chapter 10 and the conclusion, Calleja offers his own understanding of immersion in 

games. His definition, “incorporation”, is a careful blending of all the definitions explored so far 

in the work. Essentially, incorporation understands immersion in games as the player 

internalizing the game environment, and the avatar embodying the player in the game 

environment. That is, the player is both immersed in the gameworld and the gameworld is 

responsive to the player. 

 I would use the material from chapters 1, 2, 7, and 10, and the conclusion, in my analysis 

of immersion and narrative in System Shock 2. 

 

Calleja, Gordon, Narrative Involvement in Digital Games. Institute of Digital Games, University 

of Malta. 

 This piece by Gordon Calleja covers key points on narrative in games. He first 

establishes that the defining quality in games is their ergodicity, or interactivity. Narrative cannot 

be considered in games as it is in other media because in games players actualize the story.  

 In summarizing narrative in games, Calleja lists the six components to his ‘Player 

Involvement Model.’ This includes: kinaesthetic narrative involvement (movement and action), 

spatial narrative involvement (how structure and scope of the gameworld can affect narrative), 

affective narrative involvement (emotional or mood-affecting parts of a game), ludic narrative 

involvement (how the rules of the game create a narrative), scripted narrative involvement (any 

structured narrative progression scripted by the designers), and shared involvement (how players 
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playing together in a multiplayer game create narrative). I will apply each of these to System 

Shock 2, except for the last one, as I will only be considering System Shock 2’s single-player.    

  

Chey, Jonathan, Irrational Games’ System Shock 2, in Postmortems from Game Developer. San 

Francisco: CMP Books, 2003. 

 This is a piece written by one of the developers behind System Shock 2, Jonathan Chey. I 

can pull facts on the development of System Shock 2 from this, specifically that the development 

team was working on a tight budget and a tight schedule, and made a conscious decision to work 

within the limited technology they were using, and not try to push its limits. These facts affected 

the gameplay: the developers reiterated simple gameplay systems throughout each section of the 

game and avoided constructing many complex scripted sequences. 

 I can also draw from this piece brief bits on the narrative elements and the interface of 

System Shock 2 for the sake of understanding its immersive atmosphere. 

 

Desslock, System Shock 2 review. Gamespot.com, 1999. 

http://www.gamespot.com/reviews/system-shock-2-review/1900-2533150/ 

 From this review I can draw several reaffirmations of my own observations on System 

Shock 2. The reviewer, “Desslock”, comments on the unclassifiable nature of both the System 

Shock games, and notes how the interface contributes to the ambiance, rather than detracts from 

it. He also notes the difficulty of the game (especially in regards to scarce ammo), the ambiance 

of the sound and music, and the freeform nature of the gameplay. 
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Galloway, Alexander R., Gamic Action, Four Moments, in Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic 

Culture. University of Minnesota Press, 2006. 

 This reading breaks down gaming into four moments of “gamic” action. These are: 

diegetic operator, diegetic machine, non-diegetic operator, and non-diegetic machine moments. 

Diegetic refers to being within the narrative structure of the game, with non-diegetic meaning not 

part of the narrative. Operator refers to acts of the player, and machine refers to acts of the 

hardware or software. 

 I am applying these four moments to System Shock 2 to discover which moments are the 

most important for successful narrative integration in a game and successful establishment of a 

“sense of place” in a game. 

 

Gamespot, System Shock 2 Retrospective. GameSpot.com, 2004.  

http://www.gamespot.com/articles/system-shock-2-retrospective/1100-6109881/ 

 Brief notes on gameplay can be drawn from this source. Two are on the story: the tragic 

nature of the enemies, being fallen humans rather than monsters, and the senses of isolation and 

of horror the developers instilled. There are also a couple notes on the gameplay, specifically the 

meticulous pacing and the sense of vulnerability. 

 

 

 


