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Chapter 8. Pause before theory: Interactivity and its discontents

Storytelling is far better understood in our society than is the interactive technique, and there are far more people communicating through books than through interaction. When the tools for communicating through interaction are more widely available, a greater number of people will figure out how to do it well. This will permit us to explore the potential of interaction.

John Buehler, MUD-Dev list post, 22/11/01

Historical use of the concept

The writings on games and digital narratives abound with attempts to apply the word or concept of interactivity to an understanding of the workings of these phenomena (see for instance Pearce 1997, Murray 1997, Ryan 1997). As described below, be they academics or practitioners, many writers have often defined interaction in a paradigmatically hinged and somewhat normative and often unqualified discoursive style (such as a "high degree of interaction is more rewarding than a low degree of interaction" etc) which makes it impossible to use these forms of interaction as operational concepts in a concrete analysis of a specific text. This vacuity of the word eventually has even led some theorists to discard the concept of interactivity all together (Aarseth, 1997, 2002).  

Brenda Laurel as early as in 1986 in her seminal book Computers as Theatre classified interaction according to frequency, range and significance (how often interaction, how much  takes place via system, and how "deep" is it – that is, does “interaction” influence the development of system??). Most importantly she turned the discussion away from the technical aspects of interaction and instead asked: does interaction make us feel that we are part of the representation or not?

Richaed Ziegfield, one of the first literary scholars writing about “interactive texts” in the 1989 article "Interactive Fiction: A New Literary Genre" made a very basic distinction between  simple vs complex interactivity as part of an analysis of the work “XX”.

Michael Joyce, the author of the canonical hyperfiction afternoon and co-designer of the authoring tool Storyspace in  1995 in his collection of essays and thoughts Of Two Minds made a distinction between true interaction  and non-formulated opposite (false interaction??). This to him implied the difference between the ability to influence the "materiality" of text or simpel choice-making. It was also Joyce who introduced the distinction between explorative and constructive hypertext (that which can only be traversed, and that which can be added to).

Artist and theorist David Rokeby, also in 1995, in the anthology  called Critical Issues in Electronic Media discussed interactive artworks, and talked of  “Significant interaction” (in comparison to unsignificant interaction??). He made an noteworthy point by emphasising that in the end, what is  important is to making people believe they can interact.

The narratologist Marie-Laure Ryan in her article "Interactive drama: Narrativity in a highly interactive environment"  published in a special issue of  Modern Fiction Studies, which extraordinarily focused on digital fiction, made a distinction between works with low and high interactivity, that is interactivitiy which leaves "no mark left" in comparison to interaction which turns you into the "co-author of the plot". She also introduced a line-up of different schemes for structuring interactive narratives; these are eleborated on in her later book Narrative as Virtual Reality. She is one of the very few people who have tried to graphically represent different forms of interaction patterns looks like. Mark Bernstein is the other, in his article “Patterns of Hypertext” presented at the ACM Hypertext Conference in 1998.

The game designer Celia Pearce in 1997 published a book simply called the The Interactive Book and here she makes a distinction between gratitious vs meaningful interaction  (her example of the former is the interaction you have with a cash dispenser versus the interaction you have with digital pieces of work which gives you the "feeling you make sense").  One of the sensible criteria for making sense is to let the user know that her interactions has consequences.  Hence, gratitous interaction has no consequence or pertinence on the further experience of a work. Meaningful interaktion do.

Another seminal book in the body of liturature on digital aesthetics, interaction and narrativity is Janet Murray’s 1997 classic, Hamlet on the Holodeck. She suggests, that we talk about agency rather than interactivity, as something that "goes beyond participation and activity". (p 128). When we talk about something being "interactive" we are "really"  refering to the computers ability to be procedural and partipatory. When it comes to the question of designing interactive experiences,  she talks about "scripting the interactor" rather than writing an interactive piece.

Espen Aarseth in his seminal Cybertext – Perspectives on Ergodic Literature in fact discards the concept of interactivity, but nevertheless defines a cybertextual work as one which requires a “non-trivial effort” of the reader in order to be read or used. That is, conscious choice and concrete engagement with the materiality of the text in some form is necessary to produce it.  This could also be described as a process of interaction between between text, text-producing machinery and reader. (Aarseth, 1997).

Nygaard, Wiibroe and Bøgh Andersen  in a 2001 anthology simply named Virtual Interactions, make an extended distinction between levels of interaction. They discuss interaction on 3 levels, that of story interaction (influence on the turn-out of the story, characters), plot-interaction 

(influence on the access to info and when to get it) and finally, they introduce the notion of

kinetic interaction, which refers to the interaction which creates the avatars movement through the world.

The cultural historian Erkki Huhtamo in his article “From cybernation to interaction: a contribution toward the archaeology of interactivity” in the 199x anthology Digital Dialectics has an alternative take on the discussion. Personally he understands interaction as a human-system relation which takes place in real-time. He has an interesting discussion of the rise of the use of the word interaction and very interestingly points out that as term and marketing gimmick “interaction” was not used before the early 1990's. However he traces the problematics and perspectives on the human-system relation further back and relates it to the history of automation. He identifies an age-old dichotomy in our understanding of the automat (the machine): is it a system which allows control and intervention (an automated system, adehumanising machine) or one which relieves of the triviality of repeated actions (an activity initiated by man, an extension of him).

Literature and Media scholar, Jens F. Jensen has also written extensively on the paradigmes and development of the concept of interaction, and these will be further discussed in the following chapter. That discussions on interactivity naturally continue, but is increasingly related to the experience of computer-mediated interactivity in general, is apparent in recent articles by Mayer (Mayer 1998), McMillan (McMillan 2002) and Kiousis (Kiousis 2002). 

Making further distinctions

The definitions of interaction presented above is primarily concerned with the interaction between user and work; they are concerned with ”interactivity” as the ability to affect the text or artwork in question. This reading of interactivity is not necessarily exactly similar to that of other research traditions and it is important to be aware of possibile differences in the application of the word within various scientific paradigmes. In several articles (see f.i. Jensen 1997, 2001), Danish media researcher Jens F. Jensen has identified 3 concepts of interactivity at play in 3 scientific paradigmes - those of the schools of Sociology, Media & Communication, and "Informatics" (HCI). Jensen mainly discusses the concept it in its relational sense as:  between whom is the interaction going on. He points out that where interaction in the sociological sense defines interaction as that between human-to-human, the media science concept of interaction refers to the relation between receiver and the media "message" (and the pseudo-human-dialogic instances of these as when we actually feel that the newsreader in the BBC news is a human talking to us, often referred to as para-social interaction) and the tradition of  Human-Computer Studies to the relation human-machine (Jensen 1997).
 This observation is also supported and sketched by Steuer (Steuer, 1995.)

A paradigm, which Jensen understandably does not refer to (as his initial study was written several years ago) is that of  "ludology", in practice used primarily as a designator of computer game theory.  As discussed in chapter 7, within this paradigm, interaction is often equal to the possibility of user action and the interactive parties are thus in this discourse accordingly posited as, at one end, the player and at the other end, the “game world" itself and the rules governing the possible interaction with it. A pure ludologist would claim that the gameworld should ideally be readily accessible to the player at all times.
Rafaeli, though of Communication Studies tradition, has an interesting alternative definition: 

”Interactivity is a variable characteristic of communication settings. Formally stated, interactivity is an expression of the extent that in a given series of communication exchanges, any third (or later) transmission (or message) is related to the degree to which previous

exchanges referred to even earlier transmissions.” (Rafaeli, 1988, p. 111)

in that he describes interactivity as an experience of “causality”; that what is exchanged in communication depends on what has previously been exchanged. This relates well to the concept of interactivity in Game Studies as that which is an interesting choice which has an effect on later choices and the game outcome, discussed in chapter 6. 

Now, that we have noted these differences, let us turn to Jens F. Jensen, who makes a useful distinction between interaction and interactivity (Jensen, 2001), which will at the moment suffice as a reasonably neutral starting point. 

Interaction,  we may understand in a sociological grounded sense as the 

"actions of two or more agents (or agent-like entities) observed to be mutually interdependant"

however, the agents need not necessarily be human, but they must each have the ability to influence the other party. The moment interaction in this sense happens between two agents, can then be described as an observable event; of somebody interacting with somebody else in a specific interactive setting. Interactivity, in comparison, can be thought of as a general term which describes the potential of an entire media form as such. Jens. F. Jensen defines interactivity as the
”measure of a medium’s potential ability to let the user exert an influence on the content/or form of the mediated communication”

This is not far from Steuer, who in 1994  which defines interactivity 

as the extent to which users can participate in modifying the form and content of a mediated environment in real time (Steuer, 1994, pp )

Jensen’s definition of interactivity is useful in that it encompasses both the possibility to affect content and form, and simultaneously opens up to an interpretation of interactivity as a medium’s potential ability to let the user exert influcence. Hence, this definition does not consider interactivity a prerequisite in mediated communication, and we avoid dangereous discussions,  which might very easily lead us back to the field of normative validations, where we would no doubt be headed, if we defined interactivity is an essential property of digital media, or an essential property of games or a characteristic of a specific genre of art etc. However, the definition allows for potential scaling in measuring the application of it; and the possibility of scaling “interaction”, it would appear, seems rather necessary, judging from the diffuse differences in scale introduced in the literature, I referred to in the beginning of the chapter. However, Steuer’s definition adds an interesting dimension to the definition in that he includes “modificiation in real time” as an defining feature. Since we are here dealing with environments in which users interact with each others and the virtual environment in real time and since the awareness of being able to exacly interact in real time, or “on the spot” seems an essential part of the virtual world experience, it would seem relevant to include it. Hence, let us then, for our purposes, define 

interactivity as 

measure of a medium’s potential ability to let the user exert an influence on the content/or form of the mediated communication in real time

In order to make clear distinctions, it is important to make distinctions between who is interacting and what they are interacting with. Hence, let us now continously make a distinction between the agents involved in an interactive event and the form of interaction through which they exert influence on each other or the environment and the scope of interaction, which they are allowed.  Finally, a fouth perspective on interaction, should also be included. This relates to the experience of being able to interact in real time and the system’s memory of this interaction and how it relates to our experience of presence in an interactive environment, that is: interaction-in-time.This issue of the importance of  being able to interact in real time and the importance of it in creating a feeling of presence have been addressed by Lombard & Ditton. Though they in the quote below focus on the computer’s ability to create an illusion of being a social entity, this discussion is also related to their general analysis of what creates the feeling of telepresence in an represented digital environment (Lombard & Ditton, 1997). Building on amongst other’s Rafaeli’s definition, they identify ”interactivity” as one of the factors which helps create the feeling of telepresence (a concept, which will also be discussed further in the following chapter):
There are two aspects of interactivity that are especially important: the number of previous user inputs that are acknowledged in the current response of the technology [Rafaeli, 1988, 1990] and the speed (or lag time) of the response to user input. A computer which appears to have no memory of recent events in an interaction, or one that is excessively slow in responding, should be less likely to evoke the illusion that the medium is a social entity.

Briefly, we can then concluse that technologically “successful” interactivity, disregarding the scope of it, would thus be interactivity which takes place in an environment which swiftly responds to the user’s input and which seem to contain a memory of the user’s previous (inter) actions. This, for instance, allows for the experience of gratitious interaction, as Celia Pearce defined it, and would hence appear to have some promise of being succesful, also from a story-telling perspective. Gratitious interaction or the experience of a gameworld as one presenting a series of interesting and non-trivial choices is the experience of interaction-in-time and by virtue of this already a story of the succesfulness of actions. 

The reminder of this chapter will primarily look at the difference in scope of interaction as way of making very general distinctions between different forms of interactive texts. Chapter 9 will discuss the relation between agents, interaction forms and interaction-in-time in more detail----------------------------------------- snip ----------------------------------------------------
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