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1. INTRODUCTION

Video games have been attached to narrative for some time and have
been increasingly becoming part of the mainstream cultural production.
It is that so, that even series and books have tried to emulate, one way
or another, the same sensation of avatarization, of belonging within the
videogame, of having an impactful effect on the cultural production that
the experience is trying to convey. Of course, this is not exclusive of
video games: Before their own existence, role-playing games, choose-
your-own-adventure types of books, or even some movies and theatres
would sometimes offer interactive experiences in which the audience
becomes part of the play as an active agent. If anything, video games
have mainstreamed this notion of interacting with the narrative that is
being offered to them. In a sense, video games have taken a step further,
as they allow for a connection between the I within the narrative and
the I outside of it that does not consist of merging them, but rather con-
trolling from outside of the narrative what happens inside of it. The
perspectives on the narrative debates that video games often show, then,
are from a different nature than those of other media, insofar as they
differentiate, but connect, players and their avatars in an alternative
manner than other cultural products.

This article, then, will tackle “Behind Every Great One”, a videogame
by the Spanish company Deconstructeam, in order to suggest that the
game shows a deep concern with the way it offers the narrative to play-
ers. Moreover, it will address the implications of what the narrative
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show, as well as the connection between the mechanics and the narra-
tive from a narratological perspective.

“Behind Every Great One” revolves around seven days and eight nights
in the life of Victorine and Gabriel, a couple that lives and works in a
single apartment. Gabriel is a famous painter, and Victorine attends the
house. During each of the days, players can decide which actions Vic-
torine performs, and then, by night, whether to have sex with Gabriel
or not. There are, at the beginning, six chores that can be done and four
stress-relieving actions, while later more chores appear. Each chore
adds one level of stress to Victorine, while any of the four stress-reliev-
ing actions decreases it, either one level or completely, as will be seen
later. At the end of the day, Victorine feels the stress for any chores that
are not performed: Since the game only offers time to perform four ac-
tions, at one point or another, Victorine will feel terrible and start cry-
ing. As such, “Behind Every Great One” focuses on stress, oppression,
and gender normativity under the pretense of greatness. The game was
first released in itch.io, and is now, as of May 18, 2021, rereleased on
Steam with some other games within the Essays on Empathy (Decon-
structeam, 2021) collection.

2. OBJECTIVES

This article has three clear objectives: its first aim is to analyze the dif-
ferent ways through which gender oppression is made patent within the
videogame. In so doing, the article will thus reflect upon the topics that
are tackled narratively within “Behind Every Great One”.

Additionally, the article will explore the many mechanics through
which players interact with the topics, as well as the boundaries within
which players experience the videogame. Hence, the article attempts to
explore the ways in which extranoematic agency is confined.

Finally, the idea of the article is merging both the videogame’s narrative
tropes and the mechanical elements to argue that the mechanics allow
for a further understanding of the gender perspective that the game sug-
gests throughout its short length.
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3. METHODOLOGY

In order to be able to achieve the goals marked above, this article will
review several key terms, as well as see how they apply to the cultural
production at hand. The first of these terms will be gender oppression.
Afterwards, this section will explore the notions of limited agency, and
will finish reviewing queergaming, the last key concept that is required
to follow the argument.

Gender oppression stems from the notion of autonomy. If a person is
not autonomous, they become vulnerable, and therefore subject to op-
pression. In this sense, this article understands autonomous persons as
“beings in actual control of their own choices, actions, and goals”
(Oshana, 2006, p. 3). In short, it can be argued that gender oppression
responds to an enforcement of a lack of autonomy by societal heteropa-
triarchal rules that are, at the same time, reproduced by actants. Gender
oppression, then, applies to women “who define themselves through
unequal personal relationships, or who harm themselves or others in
conforming to cultural norms” (Veltman & Piper, 2014, p. 2). Psycho-
logical gender oppression is key in understanding the ways in which the
game engages in the debate about oppression: “to be psychologically
oppressed is to be weighed down in your own mind” (Bartky, 2005, qtd.
as cited in Veltman & Piper, 2014, p. 3). Gender oppression, then, be-
longs to the systemic set of rules that establish hierarchies and exerts
violence over those that are not on, or over, the same step as an indi-
vidual (mainly, cis, white, heterosexual male).

However, one should question how to tackle its representation in fic-
tional works, especially in those where agency and interactivity are key,
such as video games. Eichner argues that

“While “[i]nteractivity means that the user/player is able to change the
visual appearance of a computer screen (and/or sounds from speakers)
by some motor action via an interface” (Grodal 2003: 142), this is not
equivalent to experiencing agency. Considering agency as a feature dis-
tinguishing video games from television and film falls short. In other
words, media experiences of agency are not reducible to a few mouse-
clicks and keystrokes, but arises as a comprehensive sense of influence.
“Agency is not about selecting between options,” but it is “more
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important to provide the player with the ability to take a single, mean-
ing-ful action than a dozen trivial ones” (Tanenbaum/Tanenbaum 2009:
8). (Eichner, 2014, p. 228)”.

In other words, what Eichner states is that, while all games are inter-
active, only those who offer extranoematic decisions — decisions that
are, as Aarseth puts it, “nontrivial effort[s]” (Aarseth, 1997, p. 1) — give
a sense of agency. “Nontrivial effort”, in this context, must be under-
stood under the requirements that the particular media has when talking
about how to “traverse the text” (2). In other words, while in a book it
is quite normal not to require anything but “eye movement and the pe-
riodic or arbitrary turning of pages” (2), in video games, these trivial
efforts must be considering regarding their mechanics. For example, in
the Graphic Adventure genre of video games, puzzle-solving might be
seen as a noematic decision, regardless of how hard the puzzle is, for it
is an effort required to “traverse the text” (2). On the other hand, choos-
ing between two different lines of dialogue that may change the out-
come of the game (but not impede the narrative advancement) can be
considered as an extranoematic decision, some-thing that the experi-
ence offers, but that makes players d decide how the game will advance.

Navarro Remesal mentions four elements that limit the agency of play-
ers within a gameplay. The first one is “the possibility, what players
can do within the game” (2016, p. 318)'7°. Navarro Remesal argues that
the first element that limits agency for players, then, responds to Law-
son’s design limitations — “designer ... client ... user ... user ... legis-
lator ... internal ... external ... radical ... practical ... formal ... [and]
symbolic” (106) — The second of this limitation is “The obligation,
what players must do because of rules and structure, regardless of their
opinion on such topics” (310). The videogame establishes a series of
rules or, in a way, forced decisions that limit the agency of players, such
as, for instance, making the main character of a videogame decide on
the fate of an antagonist. “Impossibility, what players cannot do even
when they want, that is, what is beyond the game mechanics” (310) is
the third element that Navarro Remesal mentions. Finally, he argues for

175 My translation. Unless otherwise specified, all translations in this chapter are from its author.
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“Penalization, what is punishable, that is, what the mechanics allow but
is penalized by the ruleset” (318). This last one is perhaps the most in-
teresting and ambiguous of all, since it deeply varies depending on
which game (that is, which ruleset) is to be applied. These punishments
may come from a strictly mechanic point of view — such as, for instance,
not “min-maxing” ("Min-Maxing (Concept)," n.d., para. 1) leading to
an eventual game over —, from a narrative point of view — obtaining a
particular ending in a gameplay experience that players (or even the
videogame) dub as “bad ending” —, or even a mixture of both — playing
in a way that makes the game more difficult.

In that sense, as he mentions later, within the magic circle — “where the
game takes place” (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004, p. 55) —, “Directed
freedom ... is a precise balance between power and impotence, between
obligation and prohibition or penalization” (Navarro Remesal 2016, p.
319). This balance, then stems from the videogame, affecting players
and thus the num-ber of limitless gameplays that could potentially exist.
Undoubtedly, this notion of directed freedom marks game design as
having players at the core of the experience. As Navarro Remesal men-
tions, “from the moment they begin to play, players become the driving
force of the system” (32). Developers intending to create experiences
in which there is agency, then, have to offer an (ideally engaging) ex-
perience that offers players not only interactive elements, but also ex-
tranoematic decisions. While it may seem that agency is contrary to the
elements that Navarro Remesal points as crucial in understanding vid-
eogame design, a plausible integration of agency within them would be
to include them within the ruleset that the designers have created,
whether intendedly or not.

However, these design ideas contrast with the notion of queergaming.
Queergaming, as Chang proposes, refers to “ways of playing ... against
normative design ... that foreground not only alternative narrative op-
portunities but ludic ones as well” (2017, p. 242). In other words, play-
ers that attempt to obtain a different experience from the videogame
than the normative one (that is, winning). While most games have a
way of winning and a way of losing, however, some games just have a
proceeding forward, regardless of how the game is played. The idea of
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queergaming is intrinsically connected to the notion of agency, there-
fore, for it requires players to be able to take (within the boundaries of
limited freedom) meaningful decisions, and not simply having a “play
or stop” decision in normative design. Queergaming, however, poses
the question on how the game punishes players not following their
ruleset if the ruleset makes players bound to fail following it. In other
words, if the idea behind a gameplay is a narrative loss, one might ques-
tion how the design proposes to, in a sense, fail at failing. Given the
narrative gestalt — “a cognitive structure allowing the perception and
understanding of an unfolding sequence of phenomena as a unified nar-
rative” (Lindley, 2002, p. 209) —, losing becomes part of the gameplay,
and therefore is included — not in a punishable way — as part of the
mechanics. In that case (as is the case of “Behind Every Great One”),
the gameplay, the “conversation in which two co-creators [the player
and the developers] shape an experience or a discourse” (Navarro
Remesal, 2016, p. 318) makes the designers accomplices in shaping
such an experience. In other words, while in more normative games
there is a tension, a competition between the game and the player, in
this case the conversation tends towards cooperation: players are driven
through the illusion of normative design as an intrinsic part of the game-
play experience of failing.

One last issue that must be tackled is the notion of avatarization and the
creation of empathic links between characters and players. Klevjer ar-
gues that “An avatar is an instrument or mechanism that defines for the
participant a fictional body and mediates fictional agency; it is an em-
bodied incarnation of the acting subject” (2006, p. 87, my emphases).
The terms “fictional body” and “fictional agency” are essential in un-
derstanding the relationship between players and their representation
within the magic circle. In other words, avatars are the translators of the
player’s will within the world or are as close as possible to that idea. As
such, players are essentially connected to their fictional counterparts,
and such connections may be positively reinforced or negatively dimin-
ished. This can be done through the use of narrative elements that allow
for a connection (that is, elements that are outside of the realm of the
player’s will, such as the avatar’s take on the player’s decision), or
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through the avatar’s adaptability to the player’s wishes (arguably, the
more interaction between player and avatar, the more players may feel
connected to it). In that sense, the empathic links that players may cre-
ate with their avatar is different from the one that can be established
with the main character of a novel or a movie, since these are not capa-
ble of reproducing the will of their referential world’s counterpart.

4. RESULTS

Having reviewed the relevant key terms, this article will now apply
them to “Behind Every Great One”. In order to do so, first a brief review
of the plot is in order. Afterwards, there will be an analysis of the game
mechanics and how they relate narratologically to the story that the
game tells, as well as how interactivity forces such a narrative to trans-
cend the intradiegetic world, at least insofar as the player experiences
several of the issues that the videogame poses.

“Behind Every Great One” puts players in the position of Victorine, a
homemaker that lives in the shadow of Gabriel’s (her husband) success
as a painter. As such, the game revolves around several chores that Vic-
torine must do, since no one else would do them. The gameplay is sep-
arated in fifteen scenes, seven occurring during the intradiegetic day, in
which most of the interactive gameplay occurs, and eight occurring dur-
ing the intradiegetic night. Throughout the intradiegetic day, the game-
play consists in choosing which chores Victorine will do: dusting,
cleaning the bathroom, ironing Gabriel’s clothes, watering the plants,
cooking dinner, doing the dishes from the previous day... Players can
also choose among four relaxing actions: Victorine can read for a time,
use the computer, smoke a cigarette or watch TV. This seemingly easy
task for players becomes harder after the first day, since the mechanic
of stress will add a layer of complexity: If Victorine’s level of stress
gets too high, represented by a camera zoom and tilting, she will cry,
letting all stress out and restoring the camera to its original, far and
steady, position. Players may choose to have Victorine relax a bit dur-
ing the day scenes, which will lead to a reduction of her stress levels.
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Nevertheless, as players find out sooner than later, the game makes it
impossible to perform all the chores that it presents as tasks to do
throughout the day, instead offering only four slots of time to fill with
actions. This is relevant in the intradiegetic night scenes: After the day
scenes, Victorine shares dinner with her husband, and the rest of the
characters that appear throughout the narrative, namely Gabriel’s par-
ents and Victorine’s sister and nephew. This section of the game does
not have any interaction whatsoever with players, apart from the nec-
essary interaction to continue the narrative going, and instead responds
to the actions that players have been doing during the previous day
scene. For instance, should players have chosen to dust, smoke a ciga-
rette, clean the toilets and water the plants, Gabriel will notice that the
dishes have not been cleaned, that his clothes are not ironed, that Vic-
torine’s smoking habit is still going on, and that dinner consists on sand-
wiches, each of which will add a level of stress to Victorine. At the
same time, different characters will make their own remarks on what is
happening, which may add or reduce levels of stress to Victorine. Fi-
nally, the night scenes end with Victorine and Gabriel in bed, the latter
asking Victorine (and thus players) whether she wants to have sex with
him or not. Should Victorine say yes, the scene fades out and the next
day begins, but if Victorine says no, Gabriel will insist, asking for sex-
ual alternatives, such as “giv[ing him] a handjob” (Deconstructeam,
2021), and again making players choose between complying or not.
Each time Victorine says no, she gains another level of stress.

By the last day scene, Victorine takes a radical decision and destroys
Gabriel’s masterpiece, a self-portrait done in a giant canvas, by throw-
ing paint at it. This way, Victorine seems to be taking control over her-
self, and attempts to break with the normative patterns that the game
has been showing throughout the whole gameplay. This attempt to re-
bel, however, does not last too much, and the last scene offers a return
to previous patterns of submission, having Gabriel asking again for sex,
as if anything has happened throughout the week-long experience.

Throughout this continuum, the game suggests a sense of monotony, of
recursiveness. This is enhanced by the sound effects that the game uses.
The few elements that have sound effects are some of the chores, the
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dialogues (each of the characters having a non-phonetic sound associ-
ated with them), Victorine’s sobbing, and the sole music loop that ap-
pears throughout the whole gameplay, which is only modified (or, ra-
ther, distorted) when Victorine’s stress levels are too high.

The game shows, then, a story in which players seem to have some
agency that is stripped down from them the more they play. Throughout
the, approximately, thirty minutes that the gameplay lasts, players go
from choosing which task is better for Victorine to perform to under-
standing that her choices are eventually leading towards the same end,
that Victorine is unable to be in control, that she is oppressed by the
circumstances and people that surround them.

The day-scene sequences of the game revolve around the mechanic of
optimization. Mechanically, there is nothing wrong with crying, since
it does not impede the advance of the narrative for too long, but players
tend to feel that crying is equivalent to failure, especially because this
is how the game “punishes” players who simply perform their tasks.
While it is true that the game does not actually deduct any points or
anything of the sort, Victorine’s inability to do anything but crying,
should her stress levels be over the maximum, indicates a certain paral-
ysis of the narrative that enhances the idea of characters being unable
to “progress”.

In this context, it is interesting to reflect on the notion of queergaming
and how it applies to the lack of agency that players feel throughout the
gameplay. In essence, the chances that this videogame offers for queer-
gaming are limited, but simply because what both the narrative and the
mechanics offer is precisely that notion of overwhelmingness, a sensa-
tion of oppression, of not being able to even be meaningful in the few
chances the game seems to offer regarding the narrative. It does not
matter whether Victorine smokes or irons Gabriel clothes if, eventually,
she will be forced to cry. The small victories that Victorine and players
may feel are, essentially, meaningless insofar as the few moments in
which she can relax are going to haunt her back later. In the end, the
only queergaming solution that the game offers is to terminate the sim-
ulation, but that is not a fulfilling choice. Contrary to other games that
remember whether players have or not terminated the simulation — see,



for instance, Toby Fox’s Undertale (2015) —, in this case neither Vic-
torine nor any other character will remember whether players are com-
ing back to experience “Behind Every Great One” for the first time or
for the thousandth.

Narratively, there are several topics that the videogame covers. The first
of these is privilege: during the first dinner, Gabriel mentions that Vic-
torine is in a privileged position and that she should “find a hobby” or
something to fill her days (Deconstructeam, 2021). In this sense, it can
be argued that not only female privilege is being argued here, but also
male privilege, insofar as Gabriel considers that, since Victorine’s
needs are economically covered, she should have as much free time as
he has to pursue her dreams. Of course, as the game shows, this is bla-
tantly false, at least within their relationship, for Gabriel makes himself
not in charge of how their house is. Furthermore, he does not seem to
understand how Victorine might or might not feel regarding their rela-
tionship, especially in terms of sex. This sort of not-so-subtle sex-coax-
ing hidden under some sort of negotiation reflects upon gender oppres-
sion as much as it argues against the equality on gender privilege: while
Gabriel does not understand how Victorine is not happy, having all her
needs economically covered, he subtly leads her to a submissive posi-
tion in which, as mentioned before, she does not have any control over
her own choices. He is so oblivious of his wife’s psychological situation
that he even imposes his own anxiety towards her: at the end of the
videogame, after Victorine destroys Gabriel’s opera magna — as he
says, “its huge, and not only conceptually” (Deconstructeam, 2021) —
Gabriel starts talking about how he has been “so depressed ... I feel so
empty. [ was eager to feel something again and started that absurd huge
piece. Why do I even care? ... My life is empty ... Will I ever be
happy[, Victorine]?” (2021). At the beginning of the game, it is sug-
gested that Gabriel is going to therapy, since his “doctor said I should
verbalize my thankfulness more” (2021). Once more, Victorine com-
forts Gabriel and, once he calms from this episode, the scene ends with
him asking her: “Do you want to make love?” (2021), and both the
scene and the videogame end. Players have experienced Victorine’s
point of view, and they know she cries in her solitude, not confronting
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any of the uninvited guests that stress her, and only having one simple
act of rebelliousness towards her situation: destroying Gabriel’s big
painting. However, Gabriel seems to be incapable of understanding
Victorine’s pain. As he says during the second dinner, “you are a priv-
ileged woman who doesn’t have to worry about money. Do you know
how many people dream to be in your position? ... I mean, no pressure.
You can just relax and do whatever you want” (2021). This is, of course,
false, because right before that, Gabriel mentions all the tasks that have
not been done during the day.

This is not the only relationship in which gender oppression is made
patent: they replicate the way Samantha and Juan (Gabriel’s parents)
interact, having Samantha as the one concerned with chores — Gabriel
mentions that her mother “is ridiculously serious about [watering the
plants]” (2021), while Juan is focused on having a good time without
considering how dirty he might be — even to the point of saying that he
“always clean after [peeing outside of the toilet]” (2021), implying that
it is something that happens quite often, and makes him, probably, not
as clean as he says he is —. In that sense, the game makes patent a nor-
mativity that reflects upon the players’ referential world and adds yet
another layer of gender oppression.

5. DISCUSSION

After the analysis shown before, it is arguable that the game shows a
deep concern in connecting the several narrative themes that it tackles
with the mechanics that allow players to experience such a narrative. In
other words, the ludonarrative dissonance, the disparity between the lu-
dic contract and the narrative contract that players tacitly sign at the
beginning of the experience (Hocking, 2007, para. 4), is almost non-
existent the more the narrative progresses: players are experiencing a
narrative in which Victorine is unable to have actual control of herself,
and players are capable of feeling that impossibility. Moreover, the me-
chanics are thought towards that purpose: from choosing which chore
to do even when there are no meaningful insights after that, players feel
that the absolute control that they seem to have over Victorine is, in

— 1236 —



fact, non-existent insofar as Victorine has no control over herself what-
soever. This leads to a consideration of the directed freedom that other
games offer and how “Behind Every Great One” does, in fact, subvert
these notions. If, at the beginning of the article, the review of directed
freedom argued for a notion of agency that the game strips away slowly,
one should bear in mind that there is a narrative purpose behind that
decision. As such, this videogame works as a regular videogame in
terms of programming, but it leads players under the false pretense of
freedom, only to make them aware (both narratively and mechanically)
that their decisions are not only limited to what players can imagine
they can do, but also to what, the narrative conveys, Victorine is capa-
ble of managing in her little, house-like world.

It is worth considering whether this sort of experience could be trans-
lated to other media without losing part of its qualities, or, rather, trans-
muting them into something quite different. As in any videogame, there
is an intrinsic connection between players and their avatars, the playa-
ble characters within the experience. It is them who take some of the
decisions that, later, will impact Victorine’s life. With the ludological-
interactive element that video games include by nature, players can feel,
from a safe point of view, the way in which Victorine’s decisions are
rendered as irrelevant, and they can do so because they are, in fact, the
motor behind her decisions. This merging between avatar and player
adds a thread of connection between the referential world and the intra-
diegetic world. This is not exclusive of video games: theater drama also
includes this sort of merging between worlds through the actants. Yet,
without the element of ludification, the experience would lose part of
its essence. In other words, this experience, without it being shaped by
the fact of it being a game, existing within the magical circle, and
shaped by specific rules and possible interactions, would lose part of its
narrative weight. Furthermore, the fact that “Behind Every Great One”
offers such a concern with directed freedom enhances its narrative in-
sofar as it uses it to further lead players towards the sensation of irrele-
vancy, as mentioned before.

In short, video games and their narratives are necessarily shaped by
their ludological aspect: it is not only that the game is narratively
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interesting, but also that it includes certain mechanics, or rules, within
which such a narrative is included. Furthermore, the fact that they pro-
duce sensorial inputs (moving images, sound) allows for a more con-
crete representation of the narrative conflict, and for a necessary dis-
tancing from the actual avatar. While tabletop role-playing games, for
instance, offer a deeper connection between the avatar and the player
(insofar as the narrative occurs in everyone’s imagination, and therefore
is shaped collectively by each individual), video games offer enough
distancing between players and their avatars to rationalize and
acknowledge the existence of a narrative through which the game de-
velops.

5. CONCLUSIONS

All in all, this article has offered an insight on how Deconstructeam’s
“Behind Every Great One” explores the notion of gender oppression
and how the mechanics enhance such a notion. By understanding that
gender oppression implies the notion of lack of control due to a series
of systemic rules that do not allow for women to be independent and,
instead, are forced under the social and economic context of men. In
the case of the videogame, this is represented by the not-so-subtle
prominence of Gabriel and the control that he exerts over her. Further-
more, this article has offered an analysis of directed freedom, and the
ways in which a game suggests that players are led towards a goal
through a false pretense of agency. This is not the only time a Decon-
structeam game has shown concern with such a notion. In fact, in 7The
Red Strings Club, the villain expresses that

“One of the sciences I like the most ... is game design. It’s super amus-
ing! To me, it’s the most beautiful form of manipulation. Designing
magic circles in which you can influence players to certain behaviours.
Determining objectives and the tools to achieve them... Constraints can
greatly enhance emotional payoffs. When someone ... gains access to
that kind of wisdom ... can actually design games for society — deter-
mined groups or just individuals — to play. (Deconstructeam, 2018, my
emphasis)”.
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The quotation in fact may prove useful when exploring this videogame.
The process of avatarization allows for the establishment of an em-
pathic link between players and their avatars within the boundaries of
the videogame, and the emphasized sentence seems to add yet another
layer of emotional connection between players and Victorine. It is that
so, that, as hinted earlier, during the gameplay players feel the same
constraint as Victorine does in her intradiegetical existence. The only
playthrough the videogame suggests is, indeed, an emotional one, since
there is no point in choosing one action over another if the game is pre-
determined to stress Victorine out each night, regardless of her actions
during the day. By stressing the narratological constraints that both the
medium and the narrative convey, the videogame thus boosts the links
between players and their representation within the world.

This connection has some implications after the experience is finished.
Victorine may go back to the beginning of the experience in a never-
ending oppressive circle, but the target audience can reflect upon what
has happened, and how it relates to their referential world. The question
whether Victorine’s life serves as a reliable or unreliable testimony to
what happens in several Western households is left to players, and play-
ers alone, but, at least, they have been able to experience the powerless-
ness that “Behind Every Great One” implies, ironically, quite power-
fully.
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