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Trevor Whalen 

    System Shock 2 as an Ideal Model for Incorporation in Games 

 System Shock 2, a 1999 game release designed by Looking Glass Studios, has a 

believable sense-of-place and well-integrated narrative. Sense-of-place is the atmosphere or 

feeling of being in another world while playing a game, and integrated narrative refers to any 

objects or other elements that create narrative in a game. These two design elements better 

facilitate what Game Studies scholar Gordon Calleja calls “incorporation.” This is a process by 

which a player becomes fully immersed in a game. The key elements to sense-of-place and 

narrative integration themselves are non-linear design, immersive atmosphere, emergent 

gameplay, and a seamless gameworld. System Shock 2 has each of these design elements, and as 

such is an ideal model for narrative integration in games. And under the auspices of Alexander 

R. Galloway’s four Gamic Action moments, System Shock 2 also illustrates the importance of 

little-restrained player action in the gameworld.
1
 

 A gameworld’s structure affects a player’s engagement with the game. Structure can 

either be linear—like a straight path—or non-linear—like an open world. System Shock 2 is 

largely a non-linear game.
2
 There is some linear progression in Shock 2, as this cannot be wholly 

avoided—there will always be a step-by-step path of objectives given to the player no matter 

what the game. At the beginning of Shock 2, players are given the objective of meeting with a 

character named Dr. Janice Polito on Deck 3 of the starship Von Braun, System Shock 2’s 

setting. The ship’s elevator is offline, so the player must first go to the engineering deck and turn 

the power to the elevator back on. But, to get there, the player needs a keycard, and to get this 

keycard the player needs to find a way into the medical bay. This is an early example of an 

                                                           
1
 System Shock 2 is a science-fiction themed game set in an adrift spaceship that has been hijacked by an unknown 

force. The gameplay is part role-playing and part action. 
2
 System Shock 2 will henceforth be referred to as “Shock 2”. 
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‘objective path’ in the game. But Shock 2 is nonetheless non-linear because there are no scripted 

sequences that carry the player down a certain path, nor are there explicit checkpoints that the 

player must reach. Rather, the game environment is open-ended and players may explore it 

uninterrupted. This is in contrast to linear action games. In these, the virtual world is more closed 

and contrived. There is no open-ended exploration and, thus, no well-established sense-of-place. 

But Shock 2’s virtual environment feels like a real place to explore. Less like a roller coaster, it is 

more like a playground. Thus, while there is a path of goals and objectives through the game, the 

player is not restricted to a roller coaster ride, but is instead more like someone exploring a 

playground.
3
 

  

    The starship Von Braun is an open-ended environment for the player to explore. 

                                                           
3
 Gordon Calleja, Narrative Involvement in Digital Games, Institute of Digital Games, University of Malta. Page 5 

has a definition of “spatial narrative involvement” in games, which is that the very structure of the gameworld can 

affect its narrative. 
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 Emergent gameplay, like non-linear structure, is important for creating sense-of-place 

and well-integrated narrative. Shock 2’s emergent gameplay comes from it not being an easily 

categorized game. Shock 2 is neither pure role-playing nor pure action, but is a mixture of 

amounts of both. This hybrid gameplay makes the game malleable.
4
 This is the case from the 

very beginning of the game as players may choose one of three ‘careers’, and then give skill 

points
5
 to the primary skills, called “STATs” (statistics), before beginning the game proper.

 6
 In 

addition to these STATs are three branches of secondary skills.
7
 How players distribute points to 

these determines whether they are adept at using weapons, at hacking security systems and 

doors, or at using psionic powers, among other things. Players may form different gameplay 

experiences by how they choose to spend skill points on the STATs and the secondary skills. 

One may choose to play through the game without using any weapons, only focusing on tech 

skills and psionic powers. One may choose to play through the game only focusing on weapons, 

playing it like a shooter. One may choose to mix it up and be a jack-of-all-trades. Whatever the 

case, such freedom lends the game a greater sense of being an actual world. In real life we can 

choose to focus on certain skills, doing so to the detriment of others. Games that allow players to 

do the same better emulate choice and personal development from the real world, whereas games 

which give the player one type of skill set to iterate over and over again are more like scripted 

fantasies.
8
 

                                                           
4
 The game’s hybrid nature was noted by reviewers at the time. See Gamespot.com’s System Shock 2 review, by 

Desslock.  http://www.gamespot.com/reviews/system-shock-2-review/1900-2533150/ 
5
 Skill points are called “cybernetic modules” within the game. 

6
 System Shock 2’s five STATs are: Strength, Agility, Endurance, Cybernetic Affinity, and Psionic affinity. 

7
 System Shock 2’s three secondary skills are: Weapons, Tech, and Psionics. 

8
 This is the nature of current first-person action games, which give the player one skill, shooting, to iterate over and 

over again, and which also have gameworlds constructed as straight paths. 
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      Distributing STATs points requires careful consideration. 

 Shock 2’s free-form gameplay makes it mostly “diegetic operator acts”, one of 

Galloway’s four gamic action moments. Diegetic operator acts include any action taken by the 

player within the narrative world of the game. While most games are mostly made up of these, 

the degree to which they are, and the exact nature of these acts, varies. One must consider to 

what extent a game allows a player to act in its world. Linear shooters like Gears of War or Call 

of Duty, or, to use examples contemporary to Shock 2, like Quake II or Perfect Dark, only have 

the player act by shooting, reloading, picking up ammo or health, and moving in a 

straightforward fashion. They also have cut scenes or other highly scripted game segments 

interspersed. Shock 2 has few of these. Instead, it allows the player to interact with the game 

environment by searching crates, bodies, and other objects for items; hacking computer 

terminals; picking up audio logs and other items; and perusing an inventory. Most importantly, it 

allows players to move about its environment in non-linear fashion, and gives players multiple 
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ways to combat enemies. A player may choose to focus on using and upgrading psionic powers 

or weapons, or focus on tech skills, or mix each of these up. So while most games rely on 

diegetic operator acts, Shock 2 has various ones, and allows for experimentation on the part of 

the player. It is not a question, then, of whether a game has diegetic operator acts or not, but of 

how much of these and what kinds of these the game has.
9
 

  

One player may experience System Shock 2 very differently from another. One may use guns only, or focus on the game's 

psionic powers. 

 Another of Galloway’s four gamic action moments are “diegetic machine acts.” These 

are moments in a game that are part of the game’s story but over which a player has no control—

these acts are run entirely by the game’s software. Examples are cut scenes
10

 or scripted 

sequences, parts of a game where the player has no control while the game is in action. Shock 2 

                                                           
9
Alexander R. Galloway, Gamic Action, Four Moments, in Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture, Introduction. 

University of Minnesota Press, 2006. 22-24 for exploration of diegetic operator acts. 
10

 Cut scenes are portions of a game where the game cuts from the game itself to an animated movie or scripted act 

within the game engine that serves only to tell story. 
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has little diegetic machine acts. This is partly because the Shock 2 developers were crunched 

both on time and money, and so avoided crafting complex scripted segments. This worked in the 

game’s favor.
11

 Diegetic machine acts take control away from the player for the sake of scripted 

narration, interrupt the player’s free exploration of the gameworld, and compromise the player 

gleaning backstory from the game environment. Thus, it is not surprising that Shock 2 relies on 

them so little. Shock 2 has an introduction cut scene and a few smaller cut scenes at the 

beginning of the game, and then another at the end of the game. In the middle of the game, there 

is a section where the player is enclosed in a small area as a story point is revealed. But these are 

the only diegetic machine acts in the game. Shock 2 keeps players immersed in the game 

environment, letting them discover the story through exploration.
12

  

 Due to its lack of reliance on diegetic machine acts, Shock 2 has a very well crafted, 

immersive atmosphere. Throughout the main portion of the game, the story is not told through 

cutscenes or preprogrammed, scripted sequences. Rather, the story is conveyed through the game 

environment. While exploring Shock 2’s setting, players see the dead bodies of its crew 

members, words written in blood on the walls, and other remains. These all speak of events that 

have happened. Creating story elements in a game environment that tell of happened events draw 

a player into the game’s world. In Shock 2, players may also pick up audio logs left behind by 

the crew. These audio logs tell the stories of several characters on the Von Braun and are 

equivalent to stories that tell of a person’s last moments leading up to their death or some other 

catastrophic event. They, like the other examples referenced prior, draw the player in by creating 

a story.  

                                                           
11

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

Books, 2003. 5-17. 
12

 Galloway, op. cit., 10-12 for exploration of diegetic machine acts. 
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    Narrative is embedded throughout the Von Braun, such as with this writing, in blood, on the wall. 

 In addition to these narrative elements, Shock 2 also has well done sound effects and an 

atmospheric soundtrack, other things which help create immersive atmosphere. Music does not 

play all the time. The game is divided between spaces where sci-fi music, either slow and 

ominous or fast-beat, plays and spaces where only the hum of the adrift spaceship plays. The art 

design complements the atmosphere too, such as in the enemy design. Rather than having a 

roster of random monsters, Shock 2’s enemies are fallen or degraded humans, and corrupted 

security robots. Thus the enemies have the same character as the game’s environment—both 

have been hijacked and turned from their purpose. Going for this “tragic vibe”, and creating 
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horror by it, was a key part of the developer’s design philosophy, and helps integrate enemies as 

a cohesive part of the gameworld.
13

 

 Shock 2 also established atmosphere by making the player feel isolated and vulnerable. 

The player felt alone, as there were no living human characters in sight on the Von Braun, but 

only corpses. Players also felt vulnerable due to a weapon system whereby weapon use caused 

the weapons to jam and break. Ammunition and other items were scarce. The gameplay 

mechanics of weapons breakage and ammo resourcefulness created a tense, survivalist 

atmosphere for the player.
14

 

 Immersive atmosphere is also enhanced by how Shock 2 handles “non-diegetic machine 

acts”, another of Galloway’s four gamic action moments. Non-diegetic machine acts include a 

game’s interface: the menu, inventory screen, and heads-up-display,
15

 but only if these things are 

outside of the game’s narrative world would they be considered a non-diegetic machine act. 

Shock 2’s interface, rather than interrupting immersion, adds to it, as both the inventory screen 

and the heads-up-display are part of the fiction.
16

 So there are no truly non-diegetic machine acts 

in Shock 2, as the parts of a game that would typically be these are integrated into Shock 2’s 

fiction.
17

 

                                                           
13

 Gamespot, System Shock 2 Retrospective, GameSpot.com, 2004. http://www.gamespot.com/articles/system-

shock-2-retrospective/1100-6109881/ 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 The graphic on a gamescreen indicating a player’s health and any other pertinent information. 
16

 Gamespot.com, System Shock 2 review, by Desslock.  http://www.gamespot.com/reviews/system-shock-2-

review/1900-2533150/ 
17

 Galloway, op. cit., 28-31 for exploration of non-diegetic machine acts. 
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  System Shock 2's inventory screen does not interrupt the narrative or player exploration. 

 The only part of Shock 2 that hampers its immersive atmosphere is its “non-diegetic 

operator acts.” These acts are the least important of Galloway’s four gamic action moments to 

consider, as these involve a player configuring the graphics, the controls, or lending any other 

enhancement or change to the software of the game. Every game has these, and their extent 

depends on whether a game is on the PC platform or on a console system. Console games allow 

for limited configuration, being built specifically for the respective hardware, whereas PC games 

allow for much configuration, as the player’s hardware can vary on many levels. So Shock 2 has 

extensive configuration options as any PC game would. Unavoidably, they interrupt the 

gameplay experience.
18

 

                                                           
18

 Ibid., 12-14 for exploration of non-diegetic operator acts. 
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 In addition to Shock 2’s non-linear exploration, emergent gameplay, and immersive 

atmosphere, the game has a fourth element, just as important as these first three, yet hard to 

define. This is the game’s seamless game environment, or a mixture of every element of a 

game’s world into an interwoven whole. In a non-linear, exploration-based game, every element, 

from the sound, to the music, to the combat (or any type of AI engagement), is intertwined into 

the game environment. Each piece of the game is seamlessly woven together, which in turn 

facilitates uninterrupted exploration.   

Seamlessness in a game environment allows for what Calleja calls “incorporation.” 

Calleja argues that incorporation occurs when the player internalizes the gameworld into their 

mind and, at the same time, the player becomes a part of the game environment through the 

player character. Immersion in games does not happen as it would in traditional media. 

Traditional media does not respond to the audience, but in games players hold agency in the 

gameworld. The game responds to players. It is the game’s response to player action by which a 

player becomes incorporated.
19

 When the game environment is not seamless, this process of 

incorporation is less facilitated. This is because in non-seamless gameworlds the player is not 

exploring a world but is more going for a ride. One may still become immersed in a game that 

plays like a ride, but this immersion is little different from the immersion one experiences with 

movies or books. To get lost in a game designed as a playground, like a world, is to be immersed 

in a way unique to games, which is incorporation. This Shock 2 facilitates very well, because of 

its well-crafted seamless game environment, which is due to all the elements explained so far. 

                                                           
19

 Gordon Calleja, In-Game: From Immersion to Incorporation. The MIT Press, 2011. Chapter 10. 
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         The starship Von Braun is one of the best virtual environments in a game. 

 Creating game worlds successfully requires several parts of the game to be carefully 

shaped. The overall nature of the game must be open, must encourage exploration, and must give 

the player several different skills to choose between, in order for narrative to be successfully 

integrated and sense-of-place to be established. From Galloway’s four moments there is a double 

conclusion to be made in light of Shock 2. The first is not surprising. Diegetic acts, both operator 

and machine, are more important for successful narrative integration. The second part is less 

obvious: how to approach these diegetic acts. Shock 2 keeps diegetic machine acts at a minimum 

and gives the player wide freedom in regards to diegetic operator acts. By following Shock 2’s 

standards in these areas, designers can create games which best allow for incorporation. Game 

designers may choose to make games that are more like interactive movies, rife with cutscenes 

and with simple gameplay, in which case the design explored in this paper is unnecessary. But to 
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create a gameworld with effective sense-of-place, and to couple it effectively with a narrative, 

then game designers must create a game with non-linear structure, emergent gameplay, and 

immersive atmosphere, and give the player a wide range of action and interrupt the player’s 

interaction with the gameworld as little as possible. By these principles, any game would allow 

for uninterrupted exploration of and engagement with its virtual environment. This is the case 

with Shock 2, and so it serves as an ideal example for creating sense-of-place, integrating 

narrative, and facilitating incorporation.  
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