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Abstract

Providing enough information to allow the VR player to self-identify is an important factor in their immersion into 
a virtual world. The sensory information being provided to the player’s eyes and ears through the headset must 
support the suspension of disbelief and telepresence into the virtual world. Given sound’s easily realized potential 
for diegetic ambiguity and its influence on presence as immersion, the aim of this paper is to explore the role of 
disembodied voice in VR interactive narratives and its effect on presence through self-identification. We start by 
analyzing the shift of focalization in the film Saving Private Ryan, the trans-diegetic narration in the game StarCraft 
II, and the address of the player in the game Call of Duty. We then contribute with close readings of two VR produc-
tions, The Last Goodbye and The Book of Distance, in terms of the use of second-person voice and interactivity as 
well as an analysis of the resulting levels of self-identification. A further contribution is a Twine interactive narrative 
that demonstrates some of the key concepts discussed in the paper. We conclude that future empirical work should 
explore the impact of second-person voice and interaction on the resultant self-identification and immersion.

Keywords: virtual reality, second-person, immersion, interactive narrative

While visual discrimination between non-diegetic user interfaces and diegetic elements of a virtual world seen 

through a Virtual Reality (VR) headset is aided by depth perception, the aural dimension presents a challenge for 

the player to assess whether a sound is diegetic or not. Building on Bernstein’s [1] analysis of audio in terms of what 

information sounds provide the player, Ekman classifies sounds in relationship to the diegesis of their referent as ‘the 

thing being told by the sound’ [2], while empirical research found ‘participants directly connecting the sounds with an 

object/event’ [3]. Ekman presents two approaches to such an assessment: (i) whether its apparent source is itself diegetic; 

or (ii) whether the non-player inhabitants of the virtual world react to the sound. Both approaches are dependent on 

a non-guaranteed relationship between the sound and its potential source’s visual representation or lack thereof. The 

ambiguity is compounded by the layers of information carried by audio signals: frequency, timbre, and semantics [4] and 

the exaggerated use of audio to compensate for visual shortcomings [5] such as the use of the ‘menacing zombie drone 
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for brains’ [6] in Zombies, Run!

These multiple levels of aurally delivered meanings offer a challenge of understanding to the listener as 
they acclimatize and give meaning to the virtual space. As sound bounces off hard surfaces irrespective of 
their smoothness, which is a requisite for image reflection, we often hear objects before they become visible, 
causing players to speculate and build expectations as to what is to come [6]. This behavior is re-enforced 
in films where, when an off-screen sound calls for attention, the shot cuts to reveal the source of the sound 
[8]. Should these expectations fail to manifest themselves, such as when a voice is heard by the player but 
no speaker is seen or no reactions to it come from diegetic characters, the player’s understanding of the 
virtual space is challenged, undermining narrative engagement [9]. This is akin to the disruption of smooth 
filmic reception – what Pólya calls “perceptual reflexivity” – such as undermining the 3D illusion, which 
“leads to a state of quasi-awareness in the viewer” [10]. Following Ekman [2], this disembodied voice is thus 
perceived to be non-diegetic, which negatively influences the VR player’s immersion, as they are reminded 
of their non-diegetic existence. Embodied speech, on the other hand, supports the player’s (tele)presence, 
especially through the use of the second-person ‘you’ which helps create the feeling of being addressed 
through aesthetic-reflexive involvement [11] and thus present in the virtual world, which in turn increases 
immersion [12–14].

Given sound’s easily realized potential for diegetic ambiguity and its influence on presence as immersion 
[15], the aim of this paper is to explore the role of disembodied voice in VR interactive narratives and its 
effect on presence through self-identification. To this end, the first section considers voice as disembodied 
speech by asking ‘Who speaks?’ To demonstrate the effect of the ambiguity of disembodied voice, we use 
three popular titles from the cinematic and video game genres that present these concepts clearly and are 
closely tied to the Interactive Narrative form. Saving Private Ryan presents a very clear example of identity 
shift as a result of ambiguity resulting from a misdirected connection between voice and speaker, the 
StarCraft II campaign ties its gameplay tightly to a progressive narrative using a trans-diegetic voice to guide 
the player, while Call of Duty uses diegetic voices that use the second-person to address the player providing 
a compelling narrative that is based on non-fiction.

In the second section, we then shift to the VR player’s voice: ‘Who am I that speaks?’ and interaction: 
‘Who am I that acts?’ We explore the use of second person voice and self-identification in VR by considering 
the three identities a narratee may take in traditional narratives: narrator, protagonist, or non-protagonist 
third party. These offer a lens through which a close reading of two VR interactive narratives (The Last 
Goodbye and The Book of Distance) explores different implementations of voice and perspective, including 
a consideration of the elicited self-identification to compare its effect between the different uses.

In the final section, the concepts touched upon in the first part of the study are considered in the context 
of these two experiences and an accompanying IDN that embodies the outcome of the discussion is described.
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In his essay on Narrative Discourse, Genette [16] uses Vendryes’s definition of voice as used in his Traité 

d’accentuation grecque (Treaty of Greek Accentuation): “the mode of action of the verb considered for its 

relation to the subject” ([17] as cited in [16]). Thus, voice determines ‘who speaks?’ where the subject of the 

action includes the narrator and the narratee(s). In the context of fiction, the narrator is a fictional character 

invented by the author, thereby separating the act of narration from the author’s writing and indeed from 

the author being in the narrative [16]. This frees the author from narrating in the diegetic first-person 

(homodiegetic narration), and gives the option to narrate in the non-diegetic third-person (heterodiegetic 

narration) [16], which in turn results in new options for narrating the protagonist’s experience of the plot: as 

the protagonist (autodiegetic narrator), as a non-protagonist character diegetic to the story (homodiegetic 

narrator), or as a non-diegetic, unrepresented, character (heterodiegetic narrator) (see Figure 1 for an 

overview). The author may decide to leave the relationship between the narrator and the protagonist 

ambiguous and even let it remain unresolved until the end of the narrative, if at all.

Such ambiguity is not restricted to the narrative of disembodied literary text, i.e., text without a visual 

representation of its source accompanying it. In the feature film Saving Private Ryan [18], the opening scene 

presents us with a silent old man visiting a military cemetery with his family in tow, falling to his knees in 

front of one of the white crosses. As the shot zooms in onto his blue eyes, we are taken back to June 1944, 

leading us as viewers to believe that we are visiting his memory and thereby marking him as the narrator. 

Throughout the film we follow the story of blue-eyed Captain John Miller leading his company on a search 

and rescue mission to find Private James Ryan. While the story is acted out using cinema’s photographic 

medium of mimesis, we also feel that the story is being narrated to us by a character in the story. Finding 

no clues in the silence of the elderly man, we are given the impression that the thinking blue-eyed narrator 

is the protagonist Miller (autodiegetic narrator), as only he could have known the details of his long search 

for Ryan. While we are given subtle clues as to the incorrectness of this assumption throughout the film, it 

is finally negated in the last scene of the story with the stillness of the fatally wounded Miller’s trembling 

hand and Ryan’s blue-eyed visage cross-fading into the face of the old man at the cemetery as we return to 

the opening scene. How Ryan could have known the details of Miller’s journey to him through France, from 

Omaha Beach to Ramelle, is a question left unanswered.

2. Background work: Who speaks in films and games?
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Aare [19] clearly distinguishes between the narrative voice (who speaks) and the narrative perspective 

(who knows), while making a slight reference to the camera’s perspective (who sees). The latter manifests 

itself as ‘ocularization’ and ‘auricularization’ of narrative [20, 21] shifting attention onto the narratee’s 

perspective, which we address in section 3.1.

As for narrative perspective, Genette categorizes it into three forms: (i) in Internal focalization, knowledge 

is bound to one character, usually the protagonist-narrator; (ii) in External focalization, knowledge about 

the protagonist is limited to a third-person’s perspective, and (iii) in Non-focalization, the knowledge would 

not be limited to the perspective of a single character. This could suggest the existence of a non-diegetic 

implied author [16] or an impersonal voice of the narrative, linked to no one character in particular [22] and 

comparable to a third-person heterodiegetic narration (see Figure 2).

The main story we follow in Saving Private Ryan is initially understood as being narrated by the old man 

whose identity is based on the camera perspective (‘ocularization’ and ‘auricularization’) of a heterodiegetic 

monstrator1 accompanying the protagonist Miller throughout his journey. As we follow Miller’s story, 

beginning from an assumed internal focalization, we discover that, like the soldiers under his command, 

there are many questions about the protagonist that are left unanswered, shifting us slowly to an external 

focalization. This is confirmed when we learn of Miller’s hometown and civilian occupation simultaneously 

with his squad as he opens up to defuse a high-tension situation towards the end of the journey. This shift of 

focalization helps smoothen the transition from autodiegetic to homodiegetic narration as we identify Ryan, 

rather than Miller, as being the narrating old man.

NARRATIVE VOICE DIEGESIS PERSON CHARACTER NARRATIVE 
PERSPECTIVE

homodiegetic diegetic 1st Person non-protagonist external 
focalization

autodiegetic diegetic 1st Person protagonist internal 
focalization

heterodiegetic non-diegetic 1st Person non-represented non-focalized

Figure 1: Overview of Narrative Voice and usually related Narrative Perspective

2.1Narrative Voice and Perspective
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Figure 2: Genette’s theory of focalization [16]

An alternative understanding is provided by Nielsen [17]. When the first-person narrator lets on more 

than they should know, Nielsen suggests that rather than being represented as one particular character, 

the narrator would represent an impersonal voice of the narrative, linked to no one character in particular. 

This results in a situation that is comparable to third-person heterodiegetic narration (as Ryan was non-

participant in Miller’s story until their meeting in Ramelle) and thus provides non-focalization (access to 

certain details that would have been beyond Ryan’s knowledge).

The old man’s silent disposition in the opening scene is continued throughout the recounting of the 1944 

D-Day landings and subsequent events: the film uses no voiceover that could justify the above understanding 

in terms of diegesis rather than the mimetic form of cinema. However, had there been a voice-over, the use 

of first-person or third-person voice could have disclosed the elderly man’s identity early on and possibly 

diminished the power of the final reveal.

2.1Narrative Voice and Perspective

Narration has been an important counterpart to mimesis in theatre [23] when, in prologues and 

epilogues, the presence of narrators on stage present a prolepsis (what is yet to be mimetically shown) and, 

in some non-Western drama, such as Japanese plays, the importance of the narrator is as much as that of 

the main characters in terms of lines and time on stage. Indeed, in Saving Private Ryan, the silent opening 

https://journal.ardin.online/volume1-issue1-article2
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scene at the military cemetery serves as a prologue for the presentation of events happening in 1944, while 

the closing scene rounds off with an epilogue, showing old Ryan’s grief and seeking acknowledgement from 

his wife as to whether he had earned the sacrifice of Miller and his squad for his rescue.

In games, prologues find their equivalent in tutorial missions. Due to their interactive nature, games 

most often use tutorials to guide the player-narratees in their participation of the narration through their 

gameplay. Such players are addressed using voices whose diegesis depends on the game’s genre. Non-

diegetic narration serves to direct the mimetic gameplay, giving motivation and justification for the player’s 

in-game actions, similar to ‘generative narrators,’ whose narration instantiates action [23].

An example of this is the in-game tutorial for Starcraft II [24], where an android with a female voice 

welcomes the player, who is addressed as a ‘recruit’, to the ‘Dominion Future Commander Training 

Simulation Module’ in order to learn how to use the interface and issue orders to the available forces (see 

Figure 3). The visuals present a controlled environment with gated progress, and visual indicators that are 

diegetic to the game are overlaid by non-diegetic arrows and highlights to indicate relevant sections and 

directions. The android, represented by a framed animated profile video feed forming part of the HUD, 

vocally guides the player through the easy challenges in the tutorial by making reference to non-diegetic 

aspects of the game such as the screen, keyboard and mouse. Any out of place actions executed during the 

tutorial, like attacking a unit out of sequence, are handled by red non-diegetic error text messages displayed 

underneath the android’s profile without interrupting its scripted speech. Completing actions quickly does 

however terminate the explanation using a fade out.

Figure 3: Starcraft II Tutorial interface showing (at 1:46 in the video) red text error 
messages on speaking android’s profile and (at 5:00) red text error messages 

accompanied by potentially disembodied female voice of android. 

https://youtu.be/Oy5DAxGhV_c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4M6UeDsNIwM
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Once the tutorial’s objectives have been reached, an incoming communication takes over, replacing 

the android’s feed with another from a male human officer of the Dominion who enlists the player into an 

upcoming mission. Once the mission has been accepted and the setting changes to the planet on which the 

mission is set, the voice becomes more natural and fitting for the scenario, but occasionally, reference is still 

made to the player’s screen as more features of the UI are introduced. What is interesting, however, is that 

when the player attempts an illegal action, such as training units when sufficient resources are unavailable, 

the female voice of an android – such as the one encountered in the initial tutorial – reports back the 

erroneous action in addition to the red error text messages. An android’s animated profile, representing the 

selected Command Centre, does not lip sync with the voice, thereby putting the provenance of the voice into 

question and suggesting a disembodied voice of another off-screen android. The movement of the game’s 

voices between diegetic and non-diegetic lead to a trans-diegetic experience that, together with the HUD 

overlay onto the 3D game setting, fits well within the omnipresent interaction mode offered by the Real-

Time Strategy (RTS) genre of this game.

Figure 4: In Call of Duty: World at War, the player is verbally and mimetically 
addressed as they are (at 2:12) given a helmet and gun and (at 2:16) ordered to grab 

a rifle. Instructions on how to carry out the latter order are given non-diegetically 

Diegetic voice is often situated inside the virtual environment via spatialization effects and the Barthesian 

concept of ‘voice grain’ to assist in matching the aural dimension with the visual representation of the source. 

Such diegetic voice needs to be loaded with emotional semantics in order to help deliver the narrative and 

cohere it with the gameplay [5]. The tutorial for Call of Duty: World at War [25], for example, starts with the 

player as a prisoner of war in a Japanese camp during WW2 who gets saved by a platoon of US soldiers. The 

rescue team address the player as Miller, hand him a helmet and a gun and then instruct him to take a rifle

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DzDUI8wN9Qw
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see Figure 4). The soldiers’ voices are raspy whispers, full of expletives and hatred toward the depicted enemy, 

which helps encourage the player’s actions. The reference to the player’s keyboard is made solely through a 

non-diegetic message with a different font than the ones used for the subtitles to the soldiers’ diegetic voices. 

These subtitles, prefixed with the name of the soldier uttering them, help the player keep up to date with the 

mission objectives and his comrades’ actions without having to look away from possible oncoming danger. 

The disembodied voices help sustain the characters’ existence when outside the player’s field of view. A 

study describes the voice of the player’s mentor as ‘familiar’ and draws the player into the ‘intense mindset’ 

of the soldiers [26]. The minimal UI and the diegetic voices loaded with emotional semantics relevant to 

the narrative in Call of Duty: World at War are very fitting for the avatar-based interaction mode offered by 

First Person Shooter (FPS) games

VR marries theatrical mimetic performance with gameplay as, rather than pushing keys or buttons, the 

player virtually embodies the action-triggering performance. The question “Who speaks?” is pertinent to the 

VR player who, sensorially immersed in the virtual world, will seek out the owner of the voice being heard 

and attempt to identify their diegetic nature. This will inform the perspective, and thus the focalization, of 

this voice. Non-focalization gives access to information that would have been beyond one’s knowledge. This 

may confuse the player and lessen realism, such as the unexplained knowledge of Captain Miller’s journey 

to Ramelle by Private Ryan. Non-diegesis, or even trans-diegesis such as that of the StarCraft II tutorials, 

would lessen the VR player’s immersion, because they are reminded of their physical self ’s role as an external 

audience. Diegetic voices presenting an external focalization, on the other hand, would represent a realistic 

character’s perspective and thus heighten immersion [27], such as the soldiers in Call of Duty: World at War

Once the characters behind the voices around the player and their nature are identified and, especially, 

when addressed directly by these characters, the next question for the player is self-identification: ‘who am 

I that speaks?’ or rather, due to the affordable strong literal interaction [28] of VR, ‘who am I that acts?’ 

3. “Who am I that speaks?” in Virtual Reality

3.1 Second Person Voice and Self-Identification in VR

When the audience is addressed in the second person ‘you’ in a narrative, their presence in the virtual 

space is acknowledged and reaffirmed [29], whether they have no visible impact upon the narrative or its 

space, or they are given a role as co-creators[30], giving them a share in the responsibility of decision-making 

[31]. In digital interactive experiences such as first-person perspective games and interactive documentaries 

(i-docs), this responsibility demands knowledge of who they are relative to the storyworld and the characters 

within it, aided by the ‘ocularization’ and ‘auricularization’ chosen for the camera perspective [21]. Following
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Following Bell and Ensslin [29], answering the question ‘who am I that acts?’ in VR demands sensitivity 

to media-specific affordances, specifically having the player entering the virtual world through the aural 

and visual senses of a virtual character diegetic to the storyworld and demanding an interactive role in the 

virtual space. So, who could this character be?

In traditional narratives (e.g., novels or films) the narratee may identify as: (1) the narrator, who may or 

may not be the protagonist of the story; (2) the protagonist of a story, told by a third-party narrator; or (3) an 

onlooker to a protagonist’s story, narrated by the protagonist or a third party [32]. These identities are now 

considered in a VR context:

The first identity has the player identify as the narrator by assigning a voice to the player’s avatar that 

mismatches the player’s own voice but this breaks immersion [33].Thus using the player’s own voice for 

commands or reading out choices may be considered instead, as used successfully in games like In Verbis 

Virtus [34] and Phasmophobia [35]. Using the player’s own voice would allow us to address the original 

question, ‘who am I that speaks?’ and would also help further immerse the player through ‘ludonarrative 

consonance’ by matching voice with action [5]. Higher presence can be achieved if the voice is augmented 

with real-time echoes to model the spatialization effects of the virtual space being inhabited. Such effects 

suggest that the source of the sound is diegetically situated in the virtual space, and since the source of that 

sound is the player him/herself, then this supports the experience of telepresence [36].

The second identity has the player identify as the protagonist [37], which is akin to the use of second-

person voice in Choose Your Own Adventure (CYOA) books, where players have a say in the narration of 

the story through the interaction afforded by the narrative device. The reader is addressed with a “you” as 

the main protagonist within the narrative (intradiegetic narration) but also as the decision-maker in charge 

of the non-diegetic interaction (extradiegetic narration), causing the narratee to shift alternately between the 

two [32]. Interactive Fiction, offline text adventure games, Multiuser Dungeons (MUDs), and their object-

oriented variations (MOOs), as digital adaptations of CYOA books, also employ second-person voice as they 

address the player in the role of a character – the same player who writes textual commands to guide the 

narrative in their role as co-author [33]. In the case of the digital game The Stanley Parable [38], the player’s 

actions cause Stanley to behave differently from the narrator’s description, as the role of the player from 

narratee to protagonist slowly reveals itself to the narrator.

In the context of VR interactive narratives, however, having the player inhabit the avatar’s visual and 

aural senses may minimize the separation between intradiegetic and extradiegetic narration by embedding 

their interaction into their diegetic agency and may thus augment their feeling of presence in the interactive 

narrative’s storyworld. This may cause tension between the authorial control of the narrative and the agency 

provided to the player, known as ‘ludonarrative dissonance’ [39]. For the third identity of the player as an 

onlooker, Larsen [40] suggests a solution in the use of second-person point-of-view that allows viewers to



10

participate as sidekicks (diegetic observers) to the protagonist without the ability to modify the narrative 

structure. This solution lets the audience tackle side quests alongside the main narrative, while still allowing 

the main narrative to progress resolutely, irrespective of player action. Larsen’s approach also suggests a 

preference for non-protagonist roles of the VR player in order to support ‘ludonarrative consonance.’ 

Thus, the character may be a bystander who perceives the protagonist as Other, as they suffer the narrative 

(narratee != protagonist). Whether the audience are passive observers or active sidekicks will depend on the 

agency afforded to the player [40].

3.2 Case Studies

We now consider the use of voice in a close reading of two VR documentaries. Both are situated during 

World War II, but our interest is in their use of voice, rather than their setting or subject matter. Both case 

studies project the viewer as a non-protagonist non-narrating character, but they use second-person voice 

differently and provoke different levels of self-identification through the provided agency..

3.2.1 Case Study #1: The Last Goodbye (2017)

Pinchas Gutter is an 89-year-old Polish Jew who survived the concentration camps of Nazi Germany. A 

series of interviews were held with Gutter in order to capture his memories and give evidence of the Holocaust 

atrocities perpetuated against the Jewish communities in Europe. There were four recorded narrations of 

Gutter about his experiences: two video interviews held during the 1990s, a collection of video-recorded 

replies used for an interactive interview [41] and a voice-over for the first ever Holocaust VR film entitled 

The Last Goodbye [42], in which the player accompanies Gutter on a visit to the Majdanek concentration 

camp through a 360 camera. The visit is narrated by Gutter: as a guide explaining the function of the place 

and his memories of it and as a voice-over in the opening and closing scenes, as well as during the visit to the 

crematorium, which brings him back memories that are too emotional for him to revisit.

While he never addresses the player with an absolute “you,” he often acknowledges the player’s virtual 

presence by breaking the fourth wall and looking at the camera, rather than at the objects he is describing. 

The effect is to help the player focus on the subject. The experience offers no interaction with the objects 

except for room-scale movement and observation, which sometimes leads to the ‘Swayze effect’ [33]. The 

illusion of presence is further broken by the penultimate scene when the camera drone’s shadow, cast on the 

grass as we accompany Gutter, is revealed by the sun. The single use of a derivative of “you” is left until the 

final scene. We are beside Gutter, who is seated on a bench. A young boy, possibly Gutter’s nephew, comes 

along on a scooter and talks with him inaudibly. The boy goes away on his scooter and Gutter, in a voiceover 

tells us that he expects better times for all of us in the future: “not in my lifetime, but maybe in yours…” 
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Our unacknowledged, intangible presence as Gutter looks away, the very recent presence of the young boy, 

and the suggestion that we are listening to his thoughts through the use of voice-over rather than being 

addressed directly, makes us wonder whose future Gutter was referring to: the implied player’s or the young 

boy’s.

3.2.2 Case Study #2: The Book of Distance (2020)

Randall Okita is the nephew of Yonezo Okita, a Japanese immigrant to pre-WW2 Canada who left 

behind his family in Hiroshima to seek a new life amongst other Japanese immigrants. Randall serves as 

the embodied narrator who takes the VR player along an imagined journey of his grandfather Yonezo 

in the VR short documentary entitled The Book of Distance [43]. In the experience, Yonezo is presented 

through original photographs, digitized and made virtually available for picking up for close-up inspection, 

during which Randall’s voice explains who is who in the photos. A game of horseshoes – which serves 

as a connection between Yonezo and his nephew as evidenced by one of the photos – is presented to the 

player as an ice-breaker into the interactive narrative, empowering the player with agency and bringing out 

Randall’s character. Playing on the lack of ambient light, Randall often moves off into the shadows, shifting 

the player’s attention to the unfolding story that his off-screen voice narrates. Members of Yonezo’s family, 

such as Randall’s father, are presented through their Japanese cartoon representation as well as the playback 

of recorded vocal interactions. Yonezo’s family in Hiroshima, including his younger sister, are presented 

through animated colored silhouettes but are not given a voice, reflecting the narrator’s lack of familiarity 

with them.

Throughout the first part of the experience, the player acts as a sidekick to Randall’s grandfather, helping 

him pack his clothes and photographic camera into his luggage for his voyage to Canada, responding to his 

family and future wife’s waving whilst on the ship, having his passport stamped at the Canadian customs, 

taking photos of his housebuilding activities, giving a hand in clearing up the land, building the house, 

sowing the strawberries and serving them at the dinner table. All this ends abruptly as World War II starts 

and Yonezo’s family are taken away by Canadian military to an internment camp for the Japanese. All 

their possessions are taken away: the camera, the house, the strawberry business, and likewise the player’s 

narrative agency is greatly reduced.

Yonezo eventually returned to freedom, but it was hard earned and he never spoke about it to his nephew. 

Randall’s lack of familiarity with this part of the story is reflected in the narrative’s shift of focus away from 

the grandfather onto the father, and in the player’s lack of agency, distancing them from the storyworld. The 

photographic camera is back in post-war Yonezo’s hands as he takes photos of his growing children, photos 

that the player had seen at the beginning of the story. These are now brought back to the player’s scrutiny 

with the addition of more recent, colorful photos of the grown characters. The story ends with the player
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looking through photos of Randall’s father’s childhood while, in the background, Randall discusses them 

with his father, seeking to further understand the last years of his grandfather’s life in Canada.

Figure 4: The book of distance VR experience.

4. Discussion

The two case studies provide contrasting examples of the use of second-person voice and its effect 

on self-identification from the viewer’s behalf. With respect to the Holocaust VR film The Last Goodbye, 

Zalewska [42] reports that the subject of the VR film is the player’s experience of the Majdanek camp rather 

than that of Gutter’s. This is provided through an autodiegetic narration providing an internal focalization 

of Gutter’s traumatic experience as he imparts his painful experience of the concentration camp and his 

turmoil in remembering nothing about his twin sister except her golden braid. The 3rd person ocularization 

and auricularization, which is later revealed to be that of an impersonal camera, offers no requirement or 

incentive for the player to identify themselves with Gutter or with any other relevant character. The player is 

offered no meaningful agency except linear narrative progression. Thus while it is clear that Gutter is the one 

‘who speaks’, there is no self-identification for the player.

The Book of Distance tackles the VR player’s self-identity very differently. The player is immediately 

given agency through a book presented in front of them with instructions to turn the page – reminiscent 

of CYOA books. From the beginning, the player is addressed with the second-person voice: “To You, the 

Time Traveller” and, as soon as Randall (the narrator) makes an entrance, he addresses the player directly, 

teaching them how to throw the horseshoe. This second-person address of the player continues throughout 

the journey of discovery with the narrator’s voice (who speaks?) embodied by Randall’s character explicitly 

represented in the scene or implied to be hiding in the shadows around the player.

https://youtu.be/Oy5DAxGhV_c
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The Book of Distance makes use of mechanics and structures frequently used in games and traditional 

films, even though the experience itself is neither. The empowerment of the player’s agency and its subsequent 

reduction is a common technique used to challenge the player by limiting his/her skills. In The Book of 

Distance, however, the effect is not a feeling of increased challenge but a sense of loss of freedom, of identity. 

It starts with a prologue where modern-day Randall presents his grandfather, whose story we explore 

together throughout the rest of the experience, until we reunite with his father for the story’s epilogue. We 

are then told exactly how Randall knows of his grandfather’s life: through the photos, his father’s testimony, 

and the letters received from the Canadian government, to name a few. The experience uses touched-up 

heterodiegetic narration, attempting an internal focalization as the nephew tries his best to understand his 

grandfather’s experience of his life as a Japanese immigrant in war-time Canada.

Self-identification suffers, however, as the actual role of the VR player is indeterminate. Observation of 

Randall’s exploration of his grandfather’s story through his photo album evolves into active participation 

as he starts recounting his grandfather’s story. As players, we become active sidekicks to the grandfather, 

helping him paint, write letters, prepare the luggage for his voyage to Canada, and making him aware of his 

family waving him off. But as the experience progresses, it is not clear whose sidekicks we are: Randall’s or 

his grandfather’s. As we help the latter build his house, sow his fields, serve the strawberries on the table, 

the question begs to be asked: who am I that acts? A friend of the family perhaps? This becomes even less 

clear when, as Yonezo is separated from his family and taken away to a field, it is the player who gets to raise 

the lever that traps the Japanese farmer inside the internment camp. Are we now sidekicks of the Canadian 

government? It appears to be impossible to reconcile these three different roles: chronologically separate 

sidekicks to the nephew and to the grandpa and morally separate sidekicks to the grandpa and to the 

Canadian military, and it raises the question: Whose side is the sidekick on? As a result, the player identifies 

with none of these diegetic roles, but instead the experience constructs a non-diegetic player role whose 

responsibility is to push the narrative forward. By not sticking to a specific persona, the virtual character that 

is embodied becomes transient across time and actions, such that the question, ‘who am I that acts,’ does not 

resolve to a specific characterization, leaving the player with themselves as enactors of the experience. This 

was a design choice with the player only identifying themselves as ‘a part of the story’ [43].

Thus, neither of the two experiences manages to successfully assist in self-identification. The Last 

Goodbye, through its limited agency and non-address of the player only serves to inform of the terrible loss 

of Pinchas Gutter at the hands of the Nazi regime. The Book of Distance makes it a point to continuously 

address the player and to provide agency that serves ludonarrative consonance as the gameplay contributes 

to the progression of the narrative while the empowerment and reduction of agency progresses with the 

narrative. However, as the experience follows a prologue/interlude/epilogue structure pertinent to theatre 

and film, the diegetic identity of the player transcends time, and the fruitful agency of the player’s character 

places them on the same diegetic space as the younger grandfather and his family to which the nephew
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seems to have no access, except as an observer. The already fragile link between the two transchronological 

personas is further disconnected with the entrapment action that results in Yonezo Okita’s confinement in 

the internment camp, the character’s body language showing as much disbelief at the player’s traitorous act 

as his introvert self could afford.

It seems that involving the player to push on the narrative ever onwards was given greater priority than 

having them identify with a specific character within the grandfather’s story and its exploration.

5. Accompanying IDN
This article is accompanied by a novel contribution in the form of a short interactive narrative resulting 

from the analysis carried out above. It attempts to demonstrate the use of second person voice, perspective, 

gameplay and self-identification using a prototypical Twine IDN that mimics VR interaction. The reader is 

invited to become an interactor and attempt a few replays before referring to the below explanations. There 

are four different possible endings.

https://journal.ardin.online/volume1-issue1-article2
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This short IDN uses second-person voice to address the interactor when a new character comes into 

the room and seeks further information about what is going on. This helps situate the interactor into the 

scene, pins their perspective to an occupant of the room, and gives them a say into the narrative’s outcome. 

The gameplay is provided by shifting their attention to one of the characters present or by choosing what 

to say, each of which determines narrative progression. This eventually facilitates self-identification as the 

interactor falls into a specific role: the bully or the friend.

The setting is the principal’s office in a school where three students are present while a teacher, Ms. 

Spinnerwick, is complaining about one of these students’ behavior, identified as Tom, in order to hide the 

bullying behavior of one of her favorite students who is also present. After she has made her claim, a sixth 

character enters the scene, a Mr. Brimstone, who we later learn is an Education Officer (EO), who demands 

to know what is going on. After the Principal explains, the EO turns to address the interactor (who at this 

point is unaware of their identity: they could be the bully or the third student) and asks if there is anything 

else they want to add.

Besides clicking on NPC utterances for narrative progression in the initial stages of the IDN, the agency 

provided to the interactor are twofold: looking at specific characters and choosing what to say. Looking 

around is an interaction highly afforded by Virtual Reality headsets while speaking is an agency that this 

paper has emphasized as a potential interactive mechanism for self-identification. Thus, this Twine IDN can 

be considered as a prototype for a VR interactive narrative.

Figure 5 IDN’s flowchart
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Particularly, the identification process is carried out by the looking mechanic. This was preferred over the 

use of vocalized statements as the latter would have been too obvious. Rather, at the moment of identification, 

the interactor is given the choice to look at four characters: Ms. Spinnerwick, Tom, the Principal, or the EO 

(see Figure 5). If the interactor looks at Ms. Spinnerwick, then they are looking for support, because they 

identify as the bully. If the interactor chooses to look at Tom, it’s because they seek his counsel on what to 

say, as they identify with his friend. If the interactor looks at the Principal, they are judging his strength of 

character. If weak, then here’s the chance to bring justice to Tom, as they identify as his friend. If the principal 

has a strong character, this inspires the interactor to identify as the bully and own up. If the interactor’s gaze 

falls onto the EO, ignoring the other occupants of the room, they identify with the bully, confirming Ms. 

Spinnerwick’s statement on Tom’s bad behavior and blaming it on the Principal’s weak character, or owning 

up on his bullying behavior if the Principal was found to be of strong character.

Thus, through their looking and their speaking, the narrative may conclude in one of four endings. 

In two of the endings, #2 and #3, the interactor identifies with the bully while in endings #1 and #4 the 

interactor identifies with Tom’s friend. Whether the bullying behavior is uncovered depends on two factors: 

the Principal’s strength of character and the faithfulness of Tom’s friend. If the Principal is weak, then there 

will be impunity and the bully (revealed to be Peter) will thrive (endings #3 and #4), unless the friend is 

strongly faithful to the bullied boy (ending #1). A strong Principal will drive the bully to own up (ending #2) 

unless the friend betrays the bullied boy (ending #4). While the latter is determined by the interactor’s choice 

of words, the Principal’s weakness is determined by whether the interactor chooses to look at the Principal 

in the opening sequence, putting pressure on him and finding him weak. This is reflected in additional 

descriptions along the narrative as well as available narrative choices.

6. Conclusion

Providing enough information to allow the VR player to self-identify is an important factor in their immersion 

into a virtual world. The alternate sensory information being provided to the player’s eyes and ears must 

present a virtual world that is supported by its visuals and sounds in order to support the suspension of 

disbelief and telepresence into the virtual world.

Narrative theory on fiction provides answers to the ‘who speaks?’ question by identifying possible 

relationships between the narrator, the protagonist and the narratee on a spectrum having them as three 

separate characters at one end, and all in one character at the other. Another aspect of the spoken text is 

the content itself: what is being said. How that knowledge is known by the speaker reflects on the Genettian 

perspective of focalisation. The narrator-protagonist is expected to show internal focalisation while a non-

protagonist diegetic narrator is expected to demonstrate superficial knowledge, thus external focalisation. 
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Unrestricted knowledge of the storyworld reflects non-focalisation and projects a non-diegetic narrator or 

an impersonal voice.

The use of narrators in mimetic forms such as film and theatre are commonly used in epilogues and 

prologues and are similarly used in gameplay tutorials in games. The diegetic nature of the narrator depends 

on the game’s genre with the diegetic use in first-person view games being most relevant to virtual reality. 

Once the owners of the voices around them have been identified, VR players will next question their 

relationship to these characters: ‘who am I that speaks/acts?’

Having the sole function of a narrator is superfluous to VR unless the player’s own voice is used to move 

the experience forward, such as in In Verbis Virtus [34]. Being the protagonist implies a certain amount of 

agency that may conflict with the narrative direction of the experience, favoring the role of the bystander, 

or in Larsen’s words, ‘virtual sidekick’ [40], tackling side-quests along the game spine [44] that is the main 

narrative. Moreover, having the player acknowledged and addressed by the diegetic characters and favoring 

the diegetic narrator through touched-up heterodiegetic narrations with internal focalization improves 

immersion through telepresence.

In light of the literature, two case studies were analyzed in terms of the use of secondperson voice 

and interactivity. The scripted VR film, The Last Goodbye, in which the player passively accompanies a 

Holocaust survivor on a visit to the concentration camp where he lost his family, does not address the 

player resulting in reduced telepresence. On the other hand, the ‘virtual pilgrimage’ The Book of Distance 

addresses and empowers the VR player to be the narrator’s grandpa’s virtual sidekick as he emigrates from 

Japan to Canada to start a family and a business, but loses all when he ends up in an internment camp 

during the Second World War. As the diegetic narrator attempts to understand his grandpa’s experience, 

a touched-up heterodiegetic narration with internal focalization is seen [19] becoming more pronounced 

as the protagonist’s social belittling is reflected in the reduced agency of the player, making his loss felt in 

parallel by the player. What diminishes the players’ immersion is the non-identification of whose sidekick 

one is playing: the narrator’s, the protagonist, or the antagonist?

Thus, the use of diegetic narrators and having the VR player act as a sidekick with agency magnitude 

that reflects the protagonist’s power over his narrative suggest greater levels of immersion for the player once 

they have identified the owners of the voices around them and their character’s relationship with them. A 

short IDN prototype attempts to present an example where the interactor may identify with the antagonist 

or with the protagonist’s sidekick, through actions that mimic VR interaction such as looking and speaking.

Future work ought to improve upon the work by Vosmeer et al. [33] to explore any causal relationship 

between the use of second-person voice to address the VR player and the level of identification perceived. 

This study explored off-the-shelf VR experiences and presents arguments that favor such a relationship.
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Note
This article is based on an earlier publication (https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92300-6_1) published as 

part of the Proceedings of ICIDS 2021 by Springer. This extended version includes a more extensive literature 

review, explanatory figures, as well as an accompanying IDN that demonstrates the concepts presented in 

the article.. 
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