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The rise of interactive online games has challenged traditional notions of storytelling, where 

author tells and audience listens. This ebook uses Ricoeur's argument of a 'hermeneutic arc' to 

demonstrate how narratives in online games such as World of Warcraft differ from those 

presented through traditional media such as print and film. The analysis includes the book 

The Hobbit, the films Apocalypse Now and My Life as a Dog, the graphic novel Watchmen, 

and the online role playing game World of Warcraft. If you enjoyed this ebook, look out for 

Jürgen Habermas and Deliberative Democracy, John Dryzek and Deliberative Democracy, 

Deliberative Democracy Basics, and Deliberative Democracy Essentials. All of which are 

available through Amazon, The iBookstore, Smashwords, and all good ebooks vendors. 

 

Online Narrative: An Exercise in Hermeneutics  

Online role-playing games have become big business worldwide, with millions of people 

paying monthly subscription to play games such as World of Warcraft and Lineage. 

Subscribers find themselves drawn into these virtual worlds by interactive narrative streams 

that differ to narratives presented through other media such print and broadcast in that they 

require the audience to be active in the story through their avatar. This article has two distinct 

sections. First, it serves as an introduction to hermeneutic theory through an examination of 

Ricoeur's arguments for a hermeneutic arc (1991). Second, it uses a discussion centred on 

Ricoeur’s arguments to demonstrate that computer mediated communication (CMC) media 

allows individuals to adopt patterns of communication that enhance interactivity, and allow 



narratives to be presented in ways that are not possible through other media such as broadcast 

or print. CMC provides forums and channels that allow for greater interaction between 

audience members, and even between audience and author. The discussion will begin with 

hermeneutics and Ricoeur’s hermeneutic arc, and then examine the differences hermeneutics 

exposes in communication patterns that exist within different media.  

Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics is the science of interpretation and is to the human sciences what empirical 

methods are to the natural sciences. Just as the natural sciences use empirical methods to 

explore the physical world, the human sciences use hermeneutic methods to explore the 

social and cultural world. For example, the theory of relativity
 
describes the natural 

relationship between energy and matter in the known universe, and uses empirical methods to 

describe this relationship in human terms. The formula E=mc
2 

is a human observation of this 

relationship, with symbols used to describe the different elements and how they interact. The 

formula is, therefore, an explanation of this relationship in human terms, with the symbol ‘E’ 

representing energy, the symbol ‘=’ representing an equivalence, the symbol ‘m’ representing 

mass, the symbol ‘c’ representing the speed of light, and the symbol ‘
2
’ representing a 

multiplication of the preceding symbol with itself. Interpretation in hermeneutics, on the 

other hand, is the understanding of permanent records created by people, and the worlds that 

those records create. Reading a novel, for example, takes the reader into the world of the 

literature through the analysis of words that make up the novel; for example, reading The 

Peloponnesian War by Thucydides gives the reader an understanding of the events and 

motivations behind an event that happened in the distant past. Hermeneutics, therefore, is the 

interpretation of human records in order to understand the world created by the record. 

Individual philosophers, however, usually assign a narrower definition.   

 Philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey gives two definitions of hermeneutics: '…the methodology of 

the interpretation of written records' (Dilthey, 1976, p. 249), and the broader '…the 

understanding of recorded expression' (1976, p. 261). The second definition provided by 

Dilthey includes records such as painting, sculptures and, in the modern era, media such as 

film, photographs and audio tapes. Ricoeur begins defining his hermeneutic arc by taking 

issue with the way in which Dilthey uses a historical, and ultimately epistemological, base for 

hermeneutics that requires the audience to already know the author’s text if a full and 

complete interpretation of the text is to be made. In order to redress this tension, Ricoeur 



redefines the concepts of interpretation and explanation, using the structure of language as a 

foundation for explanation. He begins by exploring the differences between spoken dialogue 

and written communication and argues that the gap, either spatial or temporal, between the 

author of a text and the reader fundamentally affects the communication of the text. In a 

spoken dialogue, there is usually an exchange between the speaker and the audience- whether 

this is conscious or not (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 44). Even if the speaker does not directly refer to 

the audience, the audience will still be able to gather information not contained in the words 

themselves, but in the tone of the speakers voice, in their facial expressions and physical 

movements. For example, my father Doukas often regales me with tales of his adventures as 

a young man. During these extended monologues, he would often poke me in the shoulder to 

emphasize a point, smile at a fond memory, frown at an unpleasant thought and so on. In the 

exchange between speaker and listener, therefore, the spoken communication is only a part of 

the total communication. In a written text, however, the only avenue of communication is via 

the words and pictures presented by the author to the audience through the medium.  

The act of writing ‘fixes’ the text and prevents it from being changed or modified as can 

happen with oral narration (1991, p. 44). The tales of Doukas, for example, have a malleable 

quality as they can change with each telling. Doukas can also refer his tales to more recent 

happenings, equating the events of his distant past to the current, or to events experienced by 

his audience. Therefore, the spoken tales of Doukas can take on new aspects and be deepened 

or broadened, in a way that is impossible for a written text. As Doukas ages and his memory 

fades, the tales he tells will become fewer in number and some of the detail will be lost 

within those that do remain. Eventually, with Doukas’ death, the telling of the tales will end. 

 On the other hand, a written text is set and immutable- there can be no changes to the text, 

nor will it lose detail with age or cease to exist with the death of the author or authors. The 

text has become, essentially, a separate entity. There are also considerable differences 

between the structure and form of a written text and Doukas’ dialogue. If either of the two 

transformed, there would need to be changes made to make them intelligible; for example, to 

transform Doukas’ spoken dialogue to written form would take more than a simple 

transcription of the words he utters. The entire dialogue would need altering to allow the 

reader to participate in the narrative. Therefore, a written incarnation of the oral tales of 

Doukas would require an entire reworking of the language he uses, everything from structural 

elements such as tense, to narrative elements and chronology. Besides this shifting 


