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Abstract

This thesis examines Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) as a narrative text and argues that the game
reworks conventions of classical detective fiction through postmodern representations of subjectivity,
ideology, and knowledge. While detective fiction has traditionally been structured around the figure
of the rational investigator who restores order through observation, deduction, and the production of
coherent truth, Disco Elysium challenges these assumptions by presenting investigation as a
fragmented and interpretively unstable process. The thesis therefore explores how the game
dismantles the rational, autonomous detective subject associated with classical detective fiction and
replaces it with a form of subjectivity shaped by competing psychological, ideological, and historical

forces.

The study is situated at the intersection of literary studies, narratology, postmodern theory, and game
studies. Drawing on the work of theorists such as Tzvetan Todorov, John G. Cawelti, Mikhail Bakhtin,
Gérard Genette, Jean-Francois Lyotard, Michel Foucault, and Espen Aarseth, the thesis develops a
framework for analyzing Disco Elysium as a narrative work that can be examined through literary
methods despite its interactive form. Particular attention is given to questions of focalization,

polyphony, ideological discourse, and epistemological instability.

The analysis demonstrates that the game's narrative structure destabilizes traditional detective
conventions by foregrounding uncertainty rather than resolution. Through dialogue-based gameplay,
fragmented narration, and a skill system that externalizes competing aspects of consciousness, Disco
Elysium presents subjectivity as divided and internally contested. The protagonist's cognition is not
organized around a singular rational perspective but emerges through the interaction of multiple
voices that continually reinterpret reality, memory, and experience. As a result, knowledge within the

game becomes provisional rather than definitive.
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The thesis further argues that this fragmentation extends beyond individual psychology. Through its
representation of Revachol as a city marked by political defeat, economic decline, and unresolved
historical conflict, the game depicts consciousness as shaped by broader ideological and material
conditions. Subjectivity is therefore presented as historically mediated rather than autonomous.
Similarly, institutions such as the Revachol Citizens Militia fail to function as stable guarantors of
truth, revealing the limitations of rational investigation within a world structured by competing

discourses and conflicting interpretations.

Finally, the thesis argues that Disco Elysium should be understood as a narratively legible text whose
primary mode of meaning production is literary and interpretive rather than mechanical. Although the
game remains an interactive medium, its reliance on dialogue, narration, internal monologue, and
textual interpretation makes literary analysis particularly productive. By combining detective fiction
with postmodern narrative strategies, Disco Elysium demonstrates how contemporary video games
can engage with questions traditionally associated with literature, including identity, ideology,

authority, and the production of knowledge.

The thesis concludes that Disco Elysium does not merely revise the detective genre but fundamentally
reconfigures its epistemological foundations. In place of the rational detective who uncovers objective
truth, the game presents investigation as an ongoing process of interpretation shaped by fragmented
subjectivity, ideological mediation, and narrative uncertainty. Through this reconfiguration, Disco
Elysium illustrates the potential of video games to function as complex narrative texts capable of

sustaining literary-critical analysis.
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Introduction

Detective fiction traditionally was associated with the production of knowledge. This comes from the
classical detective stories of the nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries to later procedural
and investigative narratives. The genre has frequently been structured around the assumptions that
investigative narratives, the genre was frequently structured around the assumption that uncertainty
can be transformed into something understandable through the use of rational inquiry. Detectives in
this case occupy the privileged position in this framework and function as an observer who is capable
of gathering information, evidence, reconstructing events, and producing a coherent explanation of
reality. As theorists such as Tzvetan Todorov and John G. Cawelti have argued, the detective genre
has been characterized by its movement from mystery towards resolution, where investigation serves
as a mechanism in which disorder is transformed into knowledge and narrative understanding is

restored.

Contemporary narrative work has increased to challenge these assumptions. Instead of presenting
truth as staple, objective, and recoverable, many postmodern texts foreground uncertainty,
contradiction, and limitations of interpretation. The questions of identity, knowledge, and authority
"have become increasingly difficult to resolve, and the archetype of the rational investigator often
loses the privileged position which has traditionally been associated with the genre. The shift it has
taken raises important questions as to how detective fiction operates when certainty no longer can be

taken for granted when the investigation itself becomes entangled with instability and ambiguity.

A significant example of this development is Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019). While formally serving
as a role-playing video game, Disco Elysium (2019) distinguishes itself through an extensive use of

dialogue, narration, internal monologue, and textual interpretation. Rather than emphasizing combat,
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or mechanical mastery, the game instead places language as the center of the player’s experience. The
investigation of a murder has come to serve as the narrative framework; however, the process of
investigation is shaped by a protagonist who suffers from severe memory loss, a fragmented and
polyphonic consciousness, and a social environment which is marked by political conflict, historical
trauma and institutional instability. As a result, the game continually complicates the assumptions

that traditionally underpin detective fiction.

The focus on narration, dialogue and interpretation within Disco Elysium (2019) also raises broader
questions about the relationship between literary narrative and digital games. Although video games
have often been discussed primarily through mechanics, systems and player interaction, some games
have gradually invited analysis through concepts traditionally associated with literary studies. The
extensive textuality of Disco Elysium (2019), together with the emphasis on focalization, narrative
voice, ideology, and subjective interpretation, makes it an especially well-suited approach. Rather
than treating narrative as secondary to its gameplay, the game integrates player participation into
processes of reading, interpretation and meaning making. This thesis therefore examines Disco
Elysium (2019) as a narrative text. To specify further, it investigates how the game reworks
conventions that are associated with classical detective fiction and what it reveals about contemporary
understandings of knowledge, subjectivity, and narrative form. The central research question guiding
the thesis is: how does Disco Elysium (2019) challenge the epistemological foundations of classical
detective fiction through its narrative construction of subjectivity, ideology, institutional authority,

and player interpretation?

This thesis argues that Disco Elysium (2019) can be read as a narrative text that reworks the
conventions of detective fiction by challenging the epistemological assumptions on which the genre

traditionally relies. Through fragmented subjectivity, ideological mediation, unstable institutional
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authority, and a narrative structure that foregrounds interpretation over deduction, the game
dismantles the figure of the rational and autonomous detective. By doing this it presents knowledge,
identity, and investigation as contingent, contested, and historically situated processes, which
demonstrates how interactive narrative can extend and transform literary conventions within a digital

medium.

To examine this argument, the thesis will draw upon a range of theoretical perspectives from
narratology, literary theory, game studies, and critical theory. Gérard Genette’s work on focalization
provides a framework for analyzing narrative perspective and the distribution of knowledge within
the text. Mikhail Bakhtin’s concepts of polyphony and dialogism inform the discussion of the
protagonist’s fragmented consciousness and the interaction of competing voices. The relationship
between narrative and player participation is examined through the work of Espen Aarseth and Jesper
Juul, whose theories of ergodic texts and game structures help illuminate the distinctive narrative
form of Disco Elysium (2019). These perspectives will further be supplemented by the work of Karl
Marx, Michel Foucault, Sigmund Freud, and Jean- Frangois Lyotard, whose theories provide tools

for analyzing ideology, discourse, subjectivity, and historical instability within the game.

The analysis proceeds in four stages. The first section establishes Disco Elysium (2019) as a narrative
text and examines how its narrative structure destabilizes traditional assumptions about investigation
and truth. The second section analyzes the game’s construction of fragmented subjectivity and
polyphonic consciousness, focusing on how competing internal voices challenge the notion of a
unified investigative subject. The third section examines the relationship between ideology,
psychology, class, and historical experience, demonstrating how consciousness is shaped by broader
social and material conditions. The fourth section investigates the limits of institutional authority and

rational order, showing how the game destabilizes traditional sources of epistemological certainty.
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Finally, the thesis argues that the game’s interactive structure reinforces rather than undermines its
literary qualities, positioning Disco Elysium (2019) as a narrative work that extends and reconfigures
conventions associated with both detective fiction and literary narrative more broadly. Through this
analysis, the thesis contributes to ongoing discussions concerning the relationship between literature
and digital media, while also demonstrating how Disco Elysium (2019) reimagines the detective genre
in ways that challenge established assumptions about truth, interpretation, and the production of

knowledge.

Theoretical Framework

Narrative Theory and Polyphonic Storytelling

Narrative theory provides an important framework for examining how stories organize perspective,
voice, and meaning. Within literary studies, narratology has traditionally focused on the structures
through which narratives communicate information and shape interpretation. Concepts such as
narrative voice, focalization, and the distribution of knowledge within a text are particularly useful

when analyzing works that experiment with narrative perspective or represent conflicting viewpoints.

One of the most influential contributions to narrative theory is the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. In
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin introduces the concept of polyphony, which refers to a
narrative structure in which multiple independent voices coexist within the same text. Rather than
being subordinated to a single authoritative perspective, these voices retain a degree of autonomy and
express different ideological positions or interpretations of events (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 6—7). For
Bakhtin, a polyphonic narrative allows characters to function as fully developed voices within a
broader dialogue, creating a narrative space in which meaning emerges through interaction rather

than authorial control.
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Polyphony therefore challenges more traditional models of storytelling in which a single narrative
perspective resolves ambiguity and establishes interpretive authority. Instead, meaning becomes
unstable and contested, shaped by the interaction of multiple voices within the narrative structure.
This concept is particularly useful for examining narratives that foreground internal conflict,
competing interpretations, or fragmented identities. Building on the concept of polyphony, Bakhtin
also introduces the notion of dialogism, which emphasizes that meaning is always produced through
interaction between voices rather than through a single, unified perspective. According to Bakhtin,
“the word in language is half someone else’s” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 293), suggesting that all utterances
are shaped by prior discourse and by the presence of other voices. This idea shifts attention away
from the author as the sole source of meaning and instead situates meaning within a broader dialogic
process. In this sense, narrative becomes a site of negotiation between competing perspectives, rather
than a stable vehicle for transmitting a singular truth. Related to this is Bakhtin’s concept of
heteroglossia, which refers to the coexistence of multiple speech types, registers, and ideological
positions within a single text. Heteroglossia highlights how language itself carries social and
ideological weight, meaning that different voices within a narrative are not merely stylistic variations
but represent distinct worldviews. As Bakhtin argues, “language is stratified into languages that are
socio-ideological” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 271). This stratification allows narratives to stage conflicts
between perspectives at the level of language itself, reinforcing the idea that meaning is inherently
plural and contested. Together, polyphony, dialogism, and heteroglossia provide a framework for
understanding narratives in which authority is decentralized and meaning emerges through
interaction. Rather than presenting a coherent and unified account of events, such narratives
foreground contradiction, ambiguity, and internal tension. These concepts are particularly relevant
for analyzing texts that depict divided subjectivity or competing interpretive frameworks, where the

boundaries between internal and external voices become blurred.
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Another important contribution to narratology comes from Gérard Genette, whose work provides a
systematic vocabulary for describing narrative structures. In Narrative Discourse, Genette
distinguishes between many aspects of narrative presentation, including narrative voice, focalization,
and narrative levels (Genette, 1980, pp. 186—211). Narrative voice refers to the entity responsible for
telling the story, while focalization concerns the perspective through which events are perceived or
interpreted. Genette’s distinction between different forms of focalization allows scholars to examine
how narratives regulate the flow of information and shape the reader’s relationship to events. For
example, internal focalization restricts narrative knowledge to the perspective of a particular
character, while external focalization limits the narrative to observable actions without access to
characters’ thoughts. These distinctions make it possible to analyze how narratives construct different
layers of perception and interpretation. Genette’s framework can be further developed through his
distinction between different narrative levels and the relationship between narrator and story. He
differentiates between extradiegetic and intradiegetic narration, referring respectively to narration
that occurs outside the story world and narration that takes place within it (Genette, 1980, pp. 228—
231). This distinction allows for a more precise analysis of how narratives embed stories within
stories, as well as how authority and perspective shift across different layers of narration. In addition
to narrative levels, Genette’s concept of metalepsis is particularly relevant for texts that blur the
boundaries between narrative layers. Metalepsis occurs when there is a transgression between
different levels of the narrative, such as when a narrator intrudes into the story world or when
characters become aware of their own fictionality (Genette, 1980, pp. 234-237). This phenomenon
challenges the stability of narrative structure and calls attention to the constructed nature of
storytelling. Furthermore, Genette’s work highlights how focalization is not a fixed property but can
shift dynamically throughout a narrative. Changes in focalization can alter the reader’s access to

information and reshape the interpretive framework through which events are understood. As Genette
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notes, focalization concerns not simply who sees, but also the regulation of narrative knowledge and
the limits placed on perception (Genette, 1980, p. 189). This makes it possible to analyze how
narratives guide interpretation by selectively revealing or withholding information. Taken together,
these concepts expand Genette’s usefulness beyond basic structural description. They provide a
framework for analyzing how narratives construct layers of perspective, manipulate access to
knowledge, and occasionally disrupt their own boundaries. Such tools are particularly valuable when
examining complex narrative forms that challenge conventional distinctions between narrator,

character, and audience.

Roland Barthes similarly examines the mechanisms through which narratives generate suspense and
meaning. In S/Z, Barthes introduces the concept of the hermeneutic code, which refers to the narrative
strategies that create questions, mysteries, and delays in explanation (Barthes, 1974, pp. 17-19).
Through the hermeneutic code, narratives encourage readers to search for hidden meanings and
anticipate the eventual resolution of narrative enigmas. This mechanism is particularly central to
detective fiction, where the narrative is structured around the gradual uncovering of a hidden truth.
Clues and fragments of information are distributed throughout the story in ways that encourage
interpretation and speculation. In this sense, detective fiction can be understood as a narrative form
built around the controlled release of knowledge. In addition to the hermeneutic code, Barthes
identifies other narrative codes that contribute to the production of meaning, most notably the
proairetic code, which concerns sequences of actions and events that drive the narrative forward
(Barthes, 1974, pp. 18-20). While the hermeneutic code structures the narrative around questions and
delays, the proairetic code organizes the progression of events, creating a sense of momentum and
causal development. Together, these codes illustrate how narratives operate through both suspense
and action, balancing the desire to know with the unfolding of events. Barthes’ framework also

emphasizes that meaning in narrative is not fixed or singular but produced through the interaction of

10
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multiple codes. Rather than yielding a single, definitive interpretation, narratives remain open to
multiple readings, as readers can activate different codes in diverse ways. This perspective challenges
more traditional views of narrative as a closed system with a clear resolution, instead highlighting its
openness and interpretive flexibility. This openness is particularly significant in detective fiction.
Although the genre often promises resolution and the revelation of truth, Barthes’ theory suggests
that the process of interpretation may remain inherently unstable. Even when a mystery seems to be
solved, the narrative structure that produced suspense and ambiguity continues to shape how meaning
is understood. In this sense, detective narratives can be seen not only as puzzles to be solved but as

systems that generate and sustain interpretive uncertainty.

Together, these narratological frameworks provide a set of analytical tools for examining how
narratives construct meaning through perspective, voice, and the management of information. These
concepts are especially useful for analyzing works that experiment with narrative form or present

competing interpretations of events.

Video Games as Narrative Texts

The application of narrative theory to video games requires a clarification of how games relate to
narrative as a form. Unlike traditional literary texts, video games are interactive systems in which
player input influences the progression of events. This has led to ongoing debates within game studies
regarding whether games should be understood primarily as rule-based systems or as narrative
structures. However, rather than treating these positions as mutually exclusive, it is possible to

approach certain games as narrative texts while still acknowledging their interactive properties.

Jesper Juul argues that video games operate as “half-real” systems, combining formal rules with

fictional worlds (Juul, 2005, pp. 1-5). From this perspective, games cannot be reduced to narrative

11
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alone, as their meaning is also shaped by player interaction and rule-based structures. Similarly, Espen
Aarseth introduces the concept of ergodic literature to describe texts that require non-trivial effort to
traverse, emphasizing the active role of the player or reader in producing meaning (Aarseth, 1997, p.
1). These approaches challenge the direct application of traditional narratology to video games by

highlighting the importance of interactivity and participation.

At the same time, Janet H. Murray argues that digital environments can function as spaces for
narrative experience, in which users engage with stories through exploration and interaction (Murray,
1997, pp. 71-74). Rather than rejecting narrative analysis, this perspective expands it, suggesting that
narrative can emerge through the interplay between system, player, and textual content. From this
standpoint, video games can be understood as narrative forms that operate differently from traditional
texts but still rely on recognizable narrative structures such as character, perspective, and thematic
development. These theoretical positions indicate that video games cannot be treated as purely
narrative in the same way as novels or films. However, they also demonstrate that narrative remains
a principal component of many games, particularly those that emphasize dialogue, character
development, and textual world-building. As a result, the applicability of narrative theory depends on

the specific characteristics of the game in question.

In this context, it becomes necessary to adopt a selective and justified approach. While Juul and
Aarseth caution against reducing games to narrative structures, their frameworks do not preclude
narrative analysis altogether. Instead, they highlight the need to account for the ways in which
interactivity shapes the production of meaning. Murray’s perspective further supports this approach
by demonstrating how narrative can be embedded within interactive systems. On this basis, video
games can be analyzed as narrative texts when their structure and design foreground storytelling,

interpretation, and the organization of perspective. This does not imply that all games should be

12
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approached in this way, but rather that certain games invite and sustain such analysis. By treating
these works as narrative texts, it becomes possible to apply concepts from narratology, genre theory,
and postmodern theory in a way that remains methodologically grounded. This framework provides
the necessary justification for analyzing narrative-driven video games within literary studies. It allows
for a close reading of narrative structures, voices, and thematic concerns, while still acknowledging
the role of interactivity in shaping interpretation. As such, video games can be understood not as
exceptions to narrative theory, but as extensions of it, requiring adaptation rather than rejection of

established analytical tools.

Detective Fiction and the Rational Investigative Subject theory

The detective genre has historically been associated with rationality, logic, and the possibility of
uncovering objective truth. Classical detective fiction typically presents investigation as a process in
which a skilled detective analyzes clues, reconstructs past events, and reveals the hidden logic behind
a mysterious crime. A key theoretical account of detective fiction is provided by Tzvetan Todorov,
who argues that detective stories contain two distinct narratives: the story of the crime and the story
of the investigation (Todorov, 1977, p. 44). The first narrative concerns the events that led to the
crime, while the second follows the detective’s attempt to reconstruct those events through reasoning
and interpretation. The detective’s role is therefore to transform scattered clues into coherent

knowledge, allowing the hidden truth behind the crime to be revealed.

John G. Cawelti similarly argues that detective fiction follows recognizable narrative formulas that
shape readers’ expectations about how mysteries unfold. In Adventure, Mystery, and Romance,
Cawelti explains that genre fiction often relies on recurring narrative patterns that create familiarity

while allowing variation within those patterns (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—81). In the case of detective

13
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fiction, these patterns frequently emphasize logical deduction, rational explanation, and the

restoration of social order.

Todorov’s distinction between the story of the crime and the story of the investigation also highlights
an important temporal complexity within detective fiction. The crime itself has already occurred
before the narrative, meaning that the detective’s task is inherently retrospective. As a result, the
narrative unfolds through the gradual reconstruction of past events, rather than through linear
progression alone. This structure emphasizes interpretation and inference, as the detective must piece
together fragments of information in order to produce a coherent account of what has taken place.
Furthermore, Todorov argues that classical detective fiction tends to privilege rational explanation
and logical coherence, restoring order through the resolution of the mystery (Todorov, 1977, pp. 45—
46). This resolution reinforces the idea that truth is both accessible and stable, provided that the
correct methods of reasoning are applied. In this sense, the detective functions not only as an

investigator but also as a guarantor of epistemological certainty.

Cawelti’s notion of genre as a system of narrative conventions further clarifies how these expectations
are structured and maintained. By repeatedly presenting readers with narratives that culminate in
rational resolution, detective fiction establishes a set of interpretive norms that shape how audiences
approach the genre. These conventions create a sense of familiarity, but they also establish boundaries
for what counts as a “successful” detective story (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 82—83). At the same time,
Cawelti acknowledges that genre conventions are not static but evolve over time, allowing for
variation and subversion within established patterns. Later developments in detective fiction often
challenge the expectation of clear resolution, introducing ambiguity, unreliable interpretation, or

fragmented narratives. Such deviations from classical form draw attention to the underlying
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assumptions of the genre, particularly its reliance on rationality and the possibility of uncovering

objective truth.

Together, Todorov and Cawelti provide a framework for understanding both the structural
foundations of detective fiction and the expectations that govern its interpretation. Their theories
make it possible to identify how specific texts adhere to, modify, or subvert these conventions,

thereby revealing the broader cultural and epistemological assumptions embedded within the genre.

The classical model of the detective can be illustrated through the figure of Sherlock Holmes, created
by Arthur Conan Doyle. Within the framework outlined by Todorov, Holmes exemplifies the role of
the investigator who reconstructs the prior crime by organizing disparate clues into a coherent
explanatory narrative (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46). At the same time, as described by Cawelti, Holmes
operates within and fulfills the established conventions of the genre, particularly the emphasis on

logical deduction, causal coherence, and the ultimate restoration of order (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—83).

As such, Holmes can be understood as a paradigmatic instance of the rational investigative subject: a
figure through whom detective fiction articulates its commitment to reason, empirical observation,
and epistemological certainty. In this sense, the character functions less as an object of analysis in
himself and more as a theoretical reference point that embodies the structural and ideological
assumptions identified by Todorov and Cawelti. This makes the figure of the classical detective a
useful baseline for understanding how later texts engage with, modify, or challenge the conventions
of the genre. However, later literary works increasingly challenge this image of the detective as a
stable and authoritative interpreter of reality. Rather than presenting investigation as a straightforward
process of uncovering objective truth, more recent narratives often depict investigation as uncertain,

ambiguous, or shaped by subjective interpretation.

15
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The theoretical frameworks outlined by Tzvetan Todorov and John G. Cawelti highlight how classical
detective fiction is built upon a set of epistemological assumptions centered on rationality, coherence,
and the possibility of uncovering objective truth. Within this model, the detective functions as a stable
and autonomous subject who is capable of interpreting clues, reconstructing past events, and resolving
ambiguity through logical reasoning. The narrative structure of detective fiction thus depends on the
idea that knowledge can be systematically produced and that uncertainty can be reduced through
rational investigation. However, these assumptions become increasingly difficult to sustain within
modern and postmodern contexts, where the stability of both knowledge and subjectivity is called
into question. If interpretation is shaped by perspective, ideology, and unconscious processes, then
the figure of the detective as a neutral and reliable observer becomes problematic. Rather than
functioning as a guarantor of truth, the detective may instead be implicated in the very uncertainties
that the genre traditionally seeks to resolve. It is within this broader intellectual context that
postmodern theory becomes particularly relevant. By challenging the notions of stable identity,
objective knowledge, and universal explanatory frameworks, postmodern thought provides a basis
for rethinking the epistemological foundations of detective fiction. The following section therefore
examines how key postmodern thinkers conceptualize the fragmentation of the subject and the
instability of knowledge, in order to establish a framework for analyzing narratives that depart from

the conventions of classical detective fiction.
Postmodern Theory and the Fragmented Subject

The questioning of the rational detective figure can also be understood within the broader intellectual
context of postmodern theory. Postmodern thinkers frequently challenge the Enlightenment ideal of

the unified and autonomous subject that underlies many earlier philosophical and literary frameworks.
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By emphasizing the contingency of knowledge and the instability of identity, postmodern thought

calls into question the epistemological assumptions that underpin classical detective fiction.

Jean-Francois Lyotard famously describes the postmodern condition as characterized by skepticism
toward universal explanatory systems, which he refers to as “metanarratives” (Lyotard, 1984, p.
xxiv). These grand narratives once provided stable frameworks for understanding truth, knowledge,
and social order. From a critical standpoint, the reliance on such metanarratives in classical detective
fiction reveals the genre’s dependence on the assumption that objective knowledge is accessible and
that investigative authority is unproblematic. Postmodern contexts, however, render such claims
increasingly difficult to sustain, as knowledge is understood to be fragmented, provisional, and

context dependent.

Michel Foucault similarly emphasizes that knowledge is always embedded within systems of power
and discourse. In Power/Knowledge, Foucault argues that truth is not simply discovered but produced
within specific historical and institutional frameworks (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). Within detective
narratives, this implies that the detective’s conclusions cannot be treated as neutral or purely rational;
they are always already shaped by ideological and social forces. Consequently, postmodern theory
highlights how classical depictions of investigative authority risk overstating the objectivity and

stability of interpretation.

Earlier philosophical traditions also contributed to this critique, even if the thinkers themselves
predate postmodernism. Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, and Friedrich Nietzsche provide tools for
understanding subjectivity as internally divided and socially, psychologically, and historically
conditioned. Marx emphasizes the role of material and social conditions in shaping consciousness,
highlighting the ways ideology and economic structures influence thought (Marx & Engels,

1848/2002, p. 47). Freud challenges the idea of a transparent rational subject by introducing the
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unconscious, showing that human behavior is shaped by forces beyond conscious awareness (Freud,
1900/2010, p. 161). Nietzsche critiques traditional moral frameworks, exposing values and identities
as historically constructed rather than natural givens (Nietzsche, 1883/2006, pp. 12—13). While these
thinkers are not postmodern themselves, their insights into the fragmentation and mediation of

subjectivity provide a foundation for postmodern critiques of rationality and identity.

Bakhtin similarly anticipates postmodern perspectives in his literary theory. His concepts of
polyphony, dialogism, and heteroglossia illustrate how cognition, interpretation, and voice are never
singular but emerge through interaction among multiple ideological positions (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 271;
Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 67, 293). These frameworks make it possible to conceptualize narrative subjects
as internally divided and socially mediated, bridging classical literary analysis with postmodern

concerns about epistemic instability.

Todorov and Cawelti, while primarily focused on classical detective fiction, are included here to
establish the conventions and assumptions of the genre that postmodern theory interrogates. Their
work identifies the rational, autonomous detective as the narrative and epistemological norm
(Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46; Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80-83). By sitting down their contributions alongside
postmodern critiques, it becomes clear how postmodern theory challenges the authority, coherence,

and epistemic certainty embodied in classical detective narratives.

In addition, postmodern thought highlights the contingency and multiplicity of experience,
emphasizing that identity and cognition are influenced by temporal, social, and discursive contexts
(Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv; Foucault, 1980, p. 131). Subjectivity is thus not a fixed or universal property
but emerges through the interaction of cultural norms, personal history, and social conditions (Marx
& Engels, 1848/2002, p. 47; Nietzsche, 1883/2006, pp. 12—13). In literary narratives, this perspective

foregrounds how characters’ thoughts, perceptions, and actions are mediated by broader structures of
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power and ideology, which can produce conflict, inconsistency, and epistemic uncertainty (Bakhtin,

1984, pp. 6-7; Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161).

Postmodern theories of the fragmented subject also intersect with narrative theory through the lens
of internal voices and heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 271). As characters navigate competing
ideologies and psychological pressures, narratives can depict cognition as polyphonic, unstable, and
contested. This creates spaces for ambiguity in which the reliability of perception and interpretation
is constantly negotiated, undermining the notion of a singular, rational perspective (Bakhtin, 1984,
pp. 293-294). Furthermore, the postmodern critique of stable subjectivity challenges classical
narrative assumptions about coherence and closure. In detective fiction, for example, the
investigator’s reconstruction of events is traditionally guided by linear, logical reasoning (Todorov,
1977, pp. 44-46, Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80-83). Postmodern frameworks suggest that knowledge
production in these contexts is always provisional, contingent, and influenced by social, ideological,
and unconscious factors (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv; Foucault, 1980, p. 131; Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161).
The detective’s interpretations become one voice among many, rather than a definitive account,

destabilizing the epistemological authority of classical investigative narratives.

In sum, postmodern theory provides a conceptual foundation for understanding how narrative texts
can depict fragmented cognition, contested interpretations, and the instability of knowledge (Lyotard,
1984; Bakhtin, 1984; Foucault, 1980). By sitting Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche as intellectual
precursors, Bakhtin as a literary intermediary, and Todorov and Cawelti as representatives of classical
detective conventions, this section makes explicit why each figure is included and how their insights
contribute to a postmodern understanding of the fragmented subject. These insights allow for an

analysis of works in which identity, perception, and understanding are shown to be provisional,
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socially mediated, and ideologically inflected, offering a theoretical lens for examining texts that

problematize the classical model of the rational, autonomous detective.

Literature Review

1. Classical Detective Fiction and the Rational Investigative Subject

The detective genre has historically been strongly associated with rationality, logic, and the
assumption that truth can be uncovered through systematic investigation. Classical detective fiction
constructs a narrative model in which disorder, typically introduced through crime, is resolved by the
application of reason. Within this framework, the detective functions not merely as a character but as
a figure of epistemological authority, capable of transforming fragmented and seemingly incoherent
clues into a coherent and reliable account of past events. As a result, the genre promotes a particular
understanding of knowledge as something that can be produced through observation, interpretation,

and logical reasoning (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46; Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80-83).

A key theoretical account of this structure is provided by Tzvetan Todorov, who argues that detective
fiction is composed of two interrelated narratives: the story of the crime and the story of the
investigation (Todorov, 1977, p. 44). The crime precedes the narrative itself, while the investigation
reconstructs these events retrospectively through the interpretation of evidence. This structure places
interpretation at the center of the narrative, as the detective must organize scattered signs into a
meaningful sequence that reveals the hidden logic of the crime. At the same time, Todorov
emphasizes that classical detective fiction tends toward resolution, in which the reconstruction of
events produces a stable and authoritative account of what has taken place (Todorov, 1977, pp. 45—

46).
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This emphasis on reconstruction and resolution reflects a broader commitment to rational explanation.
John G. Cawelti argues that detective fiction operates through recognizable narrative formulas that
privilege logical deduction, causal coherence, and the restoration of order (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—81).
These formulas establish expectations that guide the reader’s engagement with the text, encouraging
the assumption that the mystery will be solved through the correct application of reasoning. In this
sense, the genre does not merely depict investigation but reinforces a particular model of knowledge

production in which truth is both accessible and verifiable (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 82—-83).

The figure of Sherlock Holmes, created by Arthur Conan Doyle, serves as one of the most influential
embodiments of this model. Holmes’ investigative method is grounded in close observation,
empirical reasoning, and deductive logic, allowing him to interpret details that appear insignificant to
others. In The Adventure of the Speckled Band, for example, Holmes reconstructs the sequence of
events by carefully analyzing physical clues and inconsistencies in testimony, revealing a solution
that had remained hidden due to its complexity rather than its absence (Doyle, 1892). His reasoning
process is presented as both rigorous and reliable, reinforcing the idea that truth can be uncovered
through disciplined analysis. Holmes’ role extends beyond that of a skilled investigator. He functions
as a figure through whom the narrative asserts the possibility of objective knowledge. His
interpretations are rarely questioned within the text, and his conclusions typically bring the narrative
to a definitive resolution. As a result, Holmes embodies what can be described as the rational
investigative subject: a figure who is capable of observing the world objectively, interpreting it
correctly, and producing authoritative knowledge about it. This construction aligns closely with
Enlightenment ideals of rationality and autonomy, in which the subject is understood as a coherent

and self-governing entity capable of accessing truth through reason (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—83).
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Importantly, the authority of the detective in classical fiction depends on several underlying
assumptions. First, it assumes that reality is structured in a way that can be logically understood, even
if it initially appears chaotic. Second, it presupposes that the subject is capable of perceiving and
interpreting this reality without significant distortion. Third, it relies on the idea that knowledge, once
discovered, can be presented as stable and definitive. These assumptions allow the detective narrative
to move from uncertainty to resolution, transforming ambiguity into clarity. As such, the genre
reinforces a broader epistemological framework in which rationality is positioned as the primary

means of accessing truth (Todorov, 1977, pp. 45-46).

At the level of narrative structure, these assumptions are further reinforced through specific
storytelling techniques. Roland Barthes describes the hermeneutic code as a set of narrative strategies
that generate questions, delay answers, and sustain interpretive engagement (Barthes, 1974, pp. 17—
19). In detective fiction, this code is particularly central, as the narrative withholds crucial information
in order to create suspense and encourage the reader to speculate about the solution. However, unlike
more open-ended narrative forms, classical detective fiction resolves these questions, providing
answers that close down interpretive possibilities and reassert narrative coherence (Barthes, 1974, pp.
18-20). This tension between delay and resolution is central to the genre’s structure. While the
narrative invites multiple interpretations during the investigative process, it privileges a single,
authoritative explanation. The detective’s solution retrospectively organizes all prior events,
assigning them a fixed meaning and reinforcing the idea that ambiguity can be overcome through
rational analysis. In this sense, detective fiction does not merely represent investigation but models a
specific approach to interpretation, in which uncertainty is treated as a temporary condition rather

than a fundamental limitation (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46; Barthes, 1974, pp. 17-19).
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Taken together, these elements position classical detective fiction as a narrative form grounded in
epistemological confidence and a stable conception of subjectivity. The detective is constructed as a
unified and rational agent, capable of navigating complexity without being fundamentally altered by
it. Knowledge is treated as something that can be uncovered and verified, rather than something that
1s contingent, partial, or contested. At the same time, this model establishes the conditions for its own
critique. By presenting the detective as an authoritative interpreter and truth as ultimately accessible,
classical detective fiction creates a framework that later texts can challenge and destabilize. When
narratives begin to question the reliability of perception, the coherence of the subject, or the stability
of knowledge, they do so in relation to this established model. The figure of the rational detective
therefore functions not only as a foundational element of the genre but also as a critical reference

point for understanding its transformation in later literary and narrative forms.

2. Detective Narratives Across Media

While detective fiction originated in literary form, investigative narratives are no longer confined to
the novel or short story. Instead, the structures and conventions of the genre have been adapted across
a wide range of media, including film, television, and digital games. This expansion raises important
questions about how the process of investigation is represented when it moves beyond purely textual
formats. In particular, it challenges the assumption that the figure of the detective remains stable

across different media environments.

A key contribution to this discussion is provided by Kjertil Sandvik, who examines how murder
mysteries function across media in Plot til lyst — spilbare mordgdder pad tveers af medier. Sandvik
argues that investigative narratives rely on a set of core structural elements that can be adapted to
different formats, including the interpretation of clues, the gradual revelation of hidden information,

and the production of suspense through delayed explanation (Sandvik, 2010, p. 25). These elements

23



Thomas Lauesgaard Aalborg University
10 Sem. KA. 01/06/2026

suggest that detective fiction is not tied to a single medium but operates as a flexible narrative
structure that can be reconfigured in response to different technological and cultural contexts. At the
same time, Sandvik emphasizes that the medium through which a narrative is presented has a
significant impact on how these structures are experienced. While literary detective fiction typically
positions the reader as an observer who follows the reasoning of a fictional detective, other media
can alter this relationship by redistributing narrative agency. In particular, interactive media such as
video games introduce the possibility of participatory investigation, in which the player becomes
directly involved in the interpretive process (Sandvik, 2010, p. 169). This shift complicates the
traditional distinction between the detective as a character and the audience as a passive recipient of
information. This transformation has important implications for how knowledge is produced within
the narrative. In classical detective fiction, the process of interpretation is controlled by the detective,
whose reasoning provides a definitive account of events. By contrast, in interactive media,
interpretation becomes a shared or distributed activity. The player is required to engage with clues,
make decisions, and navigate uncertainty without necessarily being guided toward a single
authoritative solution. As a result, the epistemological structure of the detective narrative becomes

less stable, as knowledge is no longer guaranteed to emerge through a fixed process of deduction.

The shift toward interactivity can be further understood through the work of Espen Aarseth, who
introduces the concept of ergodic literature to describe texts that require non-trivial effort from the
reader in order to be traversed (Aarseth, 1997, pp. 1-2). Unlike traditional narratives, which can be
consumed in a linear and passive manner, ergodic texts demand active participation in the
construction of meaning. Video games, as a form of ergodic media, exemplify this shift by requiring
players to perform actions that directly influence the progression of the narrative. This perspective
highlights a fundamental difference between literary and interactive detective narratives. In the

former, the reader interprets a pre-structured sequence of events, while in the latter, the player
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participates in shaping that sequence. This does not mean that narrative structure disappears, but
rather that it becomes contingent on player interaction. As a result, the process of investigation is no
longer solely represented but enacted, introducing new forms of uncertainty and variability into the

narrative experience.

At the same time, scholars such as Jesper Juul argue that video games cannot be understood purely
as narrative systems. In Half-Real, Juul suggests that games exist at the intersection of rules and
fiction, combining structured gameplay mechanics with fictional worlds (Juul, 2005, pp. 1-3). This
dual nature complicates attempts to analyze games solely through the lens of narrative theory, as
player actions are constrained not only by story but also by rule-based systems. From this perspective,

the experience of investigation in games is shaped as much by mechanics as by narrative design.

However, this does not preclude the possibility of analyzing certain games as narrative texts. Janet
H. Murray argues that digital environments can support complex forms of storytelling, in which
narrative meaning emerges through interaction rather than being passively received (Murray, 1997,
pp. 152—153). This approach suggests that interactivity does not replace narrative but transforms it,
creating new ways of structuring and experiencing stories. When applied to detective narratives, this
transformation has significant consequences. The investigative process can no longer be understood
solely as a linear reconstruction of past events but must also account for the player’s role in shaping
how information is encountered and interpreted. Clues may be discovered in different orders,
interpretations may vary, and the outcome of the investigation may depend on player choices. This
introduces a level of contingency that challenges the deterministic structure of classical detective

fiction.

Taken together, these perspectives demonstrate that detective narratives across media are

characterized by both continuity and transformation. While core elements such as clue interpretation
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and narrative suspense remain central, their function is reshaped by the affordances of different
media. In interactive contexts, the role of the investigator becomes less stable, and the process of
knowledge production becomes more complex and less predictable. This shift is particularly relevant
for the analysis of Disco Elysium (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019), which combines elements of
classical detective fiction with the participatory structures of video games. By situating the detective
narrative within an interactive framework, the game foregrounds the role of interpretation, choice,
and uncertainty in ways that challenge the traditional model of the rational investigative subject. As
such, understanding how detective narratives operate across media is essential for analyzing how the

genre is transformed within contemporary digital contexts.

3. Postmodern Revisions of the Detective Genre

Postmodern literature frequently engages with and revises the conventions of classical detective
fiction, particularly its reliance on rationality, narrative coherence, and epistemological certainty.
While the classical model constructs investigation as a process that leads from ambiguity to
resolution, postmodern texts often resist this trajectory, foregrounding instability, fragmentation, and
the limits of interpretation. In doing so, they challenge the assumption that the detective can function

as a stable and authoritative interpreter of reality.

One of the central features of postmodern revisions of detective fiction is the disruption of narrative
closure. As established by Tzvetan Todorov, classical detective narratives are structured around the
reconstruction of a past event, culminating in a final explanation that resolves the mystery (Todorov,
1977, pp. 44-46). Postmodern texts, however, frequently refuse such resolutions, leaving questions
unanswered or presenting multiple, conflicting interpretations. This shift undermines the expectation
that truth can be fully recovered through rational investigation and instead presents knowledge as

partial and contingent.
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A key example of this tendency can be found in The Real Inspector Hound by Tom Stoppard. The
play operates as both a parody and a critique of classical detective fiction, exaggerating its
conventions to the point of absurdity. The narrative initially appears to follow the familiar structure
of a country-house murder mystery, complete with a set of suspects, clues, and investigative
procedures. However, as the play progresses, these conventions begin to collapse. The boundary
between the spectators and the characters becomes increasingly unstable, and the logic of the narrative
breaks down in ways that resist coherent interpretation (Stoppard, 1968). Rather than reinforcing the
authority of the detective figure, The Real Inspector Hound exposes the artificiality of the genre’s
narrative structures. The process of investigation no longer leads to a clear and stable explanation but
instead reveals the extent to which meaning is shaped by genre expectations. As a result, the detective
is no longer positioned as a reliable source of knowledge but becomes implicated in the instability of

the narrative itself.

This destabilization can be further understood through the work of Roland Barthes, whose analysis
of narrative codes highlights the openness and multiplicity of textual meaning. Barthes argues that
narratives operate through a range of codes, including the hermeneutic code, which generates
questions and delays resolution (Barthes, 1974, pp. 17-19). In classical detective fiction, this code is
resolved, producing a definitive answer to the mystery. In postmodern texts, however, the
hermeneutic code may remain unresolved or produce multiple possible interpretations, preventing the

closure that characterizes the genre in its classical form.

From this perspective, postmodern detective narratives can be understood as texts that foreground the
process of interpretation rather than its resolution. Instead of guiding the reader toward a single,
authoritative meaning, they expose the mechanisms through which meaning is constructed and

destabilize the assumption that interpretation can produce certainty. The detective’s role shifts

27



Thomas Lauesgaard Aalborg University
10 Sem. KA. 01/06/2026

accordingly, from that of a figure who uncovers truth to one who navigates competing possibilities
without necessarily resolving them. At the same time, these revisions reflect broader postmodern
concerns with the instability of knowledge and the fragmentation of subjectivity. As Jean-Frangois
Lyotard argues, postmodern thought is characterized by skepticism toward universal explanatory
systems, or metanarratives (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv). Applied to detective fiction, this skepticism calls
into question the idea that a single, coherent explanation can account for all aspects of a given
mystery. Similarly, Michel Foucault emphasizes that knowledge is produced within systems of power
and discourse, suggesting that interpretation is always shaped by contextual factors rather than being
purely objective (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). These theoretical perspectives help to explain why
postmodern detective narratives often resist closure and destabilize the authority of the investigator.
If knowledge is contingent and shaped by external forces, then the detective’s claim to objective truth
becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. The investigative process, rather than revealing a pre-
existing reality, becomes a site of negotiation in which multiple interpretations coexist without being
fully resolved. Importantly, postmodern revisions do not simply reject the detective genre but engage
with it critically. They retain many of its structural elements, such as mystery, clues, and
investigation, while simultaneously exposing their limitations. This dual movement allows
postmodern texts to both participate in and criticize the genre, highlighting the assumptions that

underpin it while exploring alternative ways of representing knowledge and interpretation.

As a result, the detective figure is transformed. No longer a unified and rational subject, the
postmodern detective may be unreliable, fragmented, or incapable of producing a definitive account
of events. The authority that once defined the role is replaced by uncertainty, and the process of

investigation becomes less about uncovering truth and more about navigating ambiguity.
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These developments are crucial for understanding contemporary reworkings of the genre. By
demonstrating that the conventions of detective fiction can be destabilized and reconfigured,
postmodern texts open the possibility for more radical transformations of the investigative subject.
This provides an important framework for analyzing works that extend these revisions further,
particularly in media forms that introduce additional layers of complexity through interactivity and

player agency.
4. Postmodern Theory and the Fragmentation of the Subject

The destabilization of the rational detective in postmodern revisions of the genre can be further
understood through broader developments in postmodern theory, particularly its critique of the
unified and autonomous subject. While classical detective fiction relies on the assumption that the
investigator is a stable and rational agent capable of producing objective knowledge, postmodern
thought challenges this assumption by emphasizing fragmentation, contingency, and the influence of

social and discursive structures on both identity and interpretation.

A central contribution to this shift is provided by Jean-Frangois Lyotard, who characterizes the
postmodern condition as a skepticism toward “metanarratives,” or universal frameworks that claim
to explain knowledge and truth comprehensively and coherently (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv). Within this
framework, knowledge is no longer understood as unified or stable but as fragmented and context
dependent. This has important implications for narrative forms such as detective fiction, which
traditionally depend on the assumption that a single, coherent explanation can account for a given set

of events.

Similarly, Michel Foucault argues that knowledge is not simply discovered but produced within

systems of power and discourse (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). From this perspective, truth is not an
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objective entity that exists independently of interpretation but is shaped by the historical and
institutional conditions under which it is articulated. This challenges the epistemological foundations
of the classical detective figure, whose authority depends on the assumption that observation and

reasoning can lead to an objective and neutral understanding of reality.

These postmodern critiques do not emerge in isolation but build on earlier philosophical traditions
that questioned the coherence and autonomy of the subject. Thinkers such as Karl Marx, Sigmund
Freud, and Friedrich Nietzsche each contribute to a conception of subjectivity that is internally
divided and shaped by forces beyond conscious control. Marx emphasizes the role of material and
social conditions in shaping consciousness, suggesting that ideology is inseparable from economic
and class structures (Marx & Engels, 1848/2002, p. 47). Freud introduces the concept of the
unconscious, arguing that human behavior is influenced by psychological processes that remain
inaccessible to conscious awareness (Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161). Nietzsche, meanwhile, critiques the
stability of moral and epistemological frameworks, highlighting the extent to which values and

identities are historically constructed rather than inherently given (Nietzsche, 1883/2006, pp. 12—13).

Although these thinkers are not themselves postmodern, their work provides an important foundation
for postmodern conceptions of the fragmented subject. Their relevance within this context lies in the
way they collectively undermine the idea of a transparent, rational, and unified self. This makes them
particularly useful for understanding how later theoretical frameworks conceptualize subjectivity as

shaped by ideological, psychological, and historical forces.

Within literary studies, these developments have been taken up in many ways, particularly through
approaches that emphasize multiplicity, contradiction, and the instability of meaning. The work of
Mikhail Bakhtin, for example, offers a model of subjectivity and narrative that aligns with these

concerns, even though it does not emerge from a strictly postmodern framework. Bakhtin’s concept
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of polyphony describes a narrative structure in which multiple voices coexist without being
subordinated to a single authoritative perspective (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 6—7). This challenges the idea
of a unified narrative voice and instead presents meaning as emerging through the interaction of

competing perspectives.

Similarly, Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia emphasizes that language itself is stratified and shaped
by social and ideological forces, meaning that different voices within a text represent distinct
worldviews rather than neutral variations in style (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 271). These ideas reinforce the
notion that subjectivity is not singular or stable but constituted through dialogue, conflict, and
interaction. As a result, they provide a useful framework for analyzing narratives in which characters’

thoughts and perceptions are internally divided or shaped by competing influences.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives challenge the assumptions that underpin classical
detective fiction. If subjectivity is fragmented, if knowledge is contingent, and if interpretation is
shaped by ideological and discursive forces, then the figure of the rational detective becomes
increasingly difficult to sustain. The idea that a single subject can objectively interpret reality and
produce a definitive account of events is replaced by a model in which understanding is partial,

unstable, and open to revision.

At the same time, existing scholarships often treat these theoretical frameworks separately from the
study of detective fiction or apply them only in limited ways. While postmodern theory has been
widely used to analyze narrative fragmentation and epistemological uncertainty, it is less frequently
integrated with genre analysis in a way that fully accounts for how these concepts transform the
structure and function of the detective figure. This suggests a gap in the literature, particularly in

relation to works that combine genre conventions with fragmented subjectivity in complex ways.
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As a result, the relevance of postmodern theory within this thesis lies not only in its conceptual
insights but also in its potential to be applied in a more integrated manner. By bringing together
theories of fragmented subjectivity with the conventions of detective fiction, it becomes possible to
analyze how narratives can simultaneously engage with and transform the figure of the investigator.
This approach provides a framework for understanding how the assumptions of rationality,

objectivity, and coherence are challenged within contemporary narrative forms.
5. Ideology, Psychology, and the Divided Subject

The fragmentation of the subject outlined in postmodern theory can be further specified through the
concepts of ideology, psychology, and self-construction. While the previous section establishes a
general critique of the unified subject, this section focuses more directly on how subjectivity can be
understood as internally divided and shaped by competing forces. This perspective is particularly
relevant for examining narratives in which cognition, perception, and interpretation are unstable or

contested.

A key contribution to this understanding is provided by Karl Marx, whose work emphasizes the role
of material and social conditions in shaping human consciousness. In The Communist Manifesto,
Marx and Engels argue that dominant ideas within a society are closely tied to its economic structures,
suggesting that individual thought is influenced by broader systems of class and ideology (Marx &
Engels, 1848/2002, p. 47). From this perspective, subjectivity cannot be understood as independent
or autonomous but must be seen as embedded within social and material relations. This challenges
the notion of the detective as a neutral observer, as interpretation itself becomes shaped by ideological

positioning.
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A different but complementary critique is offered by Sigmund Freud, whose psychoanalytic theory
introduces the concept of the unconscious. Freud argues that human behavior and thought are
influenced by psychological processes that remain inaccessible to conscious awareness, meaning that
the subject is not fully transparent to itself (Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161). This introduces a fundamental
instability into the process of interpretation, as perception and reasoning are no longer entirely
reliable. Within a narrative context, this suggests that a character’s understanding of events may be

shaped by desires, fears, and internal conflicts that operate outside conscious control.

Similarly, Friedrich Nietzsche challenges the stability of both knowledge and morality by arguing
that values are historically constructed rather than universally given. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra,
Nietzsche explores the idea that individuals actively participate in the creation of meaning, rather than
simply discovering pre-existing truths (Nietzsche, 1883/2006, pp. 12—13). This perspective further
destabilizes the idea of objective interpretation, as it suggests that knowledge is inseparable from

perspective and valuation.

Taken together, these thinkers contribute to a conception of the subject as internally divided and
shaped by ideological, psychological, and historical forces. Subjectivity is no longer understood as a
unified and rational center of consciousness but as a site of tension between competing influences.
This has significant implications for narrative forms that rely on interpretation, as it calls into question

the possibility of a stable and authoritative perspective.

Within the context of detective fiction, this model of the divided subject challenges the foundational
assumptions of the genre. As established earlier, classical detective narratives depend on the idea that
the investigator can interpret evidence objectively and reconstruct events with certainty. However, if
the subject is shaped by ideology, influenced by unconscious processes, and engaged in the active

construction of meaning, then interpretation becomes inherently unstable. The process of
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investigation can no longer be understood as a neutral reconstruction of reality but must be seen as

mediated by the subject’s internal divisions.

At the same time, existing scholarship often treats these theoretical perspectives in isolation or applies
them primarily to broader questions of identity and culture rather than to genre-specific analysis.
Their application to detective fiction remains relatively limited, particularly in relation to how they
might transform the role of the investigator. This highlights a gap in the literature, as the implications

of a divided subject for investigative narratives have not been fully explored.

By incorporating these perspectives into the analysis, this thesis approaches subjectivity as a dynamic
and contested process rather than a stable foundation for knowledge. This allows for a reinterpretation
of the detective figure, not as a rational authority who resolves ambiguity, but as a subject who is
shaped by and entangled within the very forces that complicate interpretation. In this sense, ideology,
psychology, and self-construction do not simply provide background context but actively reshape

how investigation and knowledge production can be understood within narrative forms.

6. Video Games as Narrative Texts

In order to analyze Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) within the framework of English literary studies,
it is necessary to address the status of video games as narrative texts. While traditional literary
analysis has focused on written and, to an extent, cinematic forms, the increasing narrative complexity
of digital games has led to growing scholarly interest in how they can be approached using tools
derived from narratology and genre theory. This shift raises important questions about how narrative
operates in interactive media and whether such works can be meaningfully analyzed within a literary

framework.
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A central issue in this discussion concerns the relationship between rules and narrative. Jesper Juul
argues that video games are “half-real,” combining rule-based systems with fictional worlds (Juul,
2005, pp. 1-3). From this perspective, games cannot be understood purely as narratives, as player
interaction is governed by formal structures that shape what actions are possible. This suggests that
the experience of a game is not solely determined by its story but also by the mechanics through

which that story is encountered.

However, this position does not exclude the possibility of analyzing games as narrative texts. Rather,
it highlights the need to account for the specific ways in which narrative is structured and experienced
in interactive contexts. Janet H. Murray argues that digital environments enable new forms of
storytelling in which meaning emerges through interaction, rather than being passively received
(Murray, 1997, pp. 152—153). In this view, interactivity does not undermine narrative but transforms
it, allowing for more dynamic and participatory forms of engagement. This transformation can be
further understood through the concept of ergodic literature, as developed by Espen Aarseth. Aarseth
describes ergodic texts as those that require non-trivial effort from the reader in order to be traversed
(Aarseth, 1997, pp. 1-2). Unlike traditional narratives, which are typically consumed in a linear
fashion, ergodic texts demand active participation in the construction of meaning. Video games
exemplify this principle by requiring players to make choices, navigate environments, and engage

with systems that directly influence the progression of the narrative.

Within this framework, the player occupies a dual role as both participant and interpreter. On the one
hand, the player engages with the game as an active agent, making decisions that shape the unfolding
of events. On the other hand, the player interprets narrative elements such as dialogue,

characterization, and thematic development in ways that resemble more traditional forms of reading.
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This dual role complicates the distinction between author, text, and audience, as meaning is produced

through the interaction between the game’s design and the player’s actions.

At the same time, scholars such as Astrid Ensslin have argued that certain video games can be
understood as forms of “literary gaming,” in which textuality, narrative complexity, and interpretive
depth play a significant role (Ensslin, 2014). This perspective is particularly relevant for games that
rely heavily on written dialogue, internal monologue, and branching narrative structures. In such
cases, the game can be approached in ways that closely resemble literary analysis, while still
accounting for the specific affordances of the medium. This is especially significant in relation to
Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019), which is characterized by its extensive use of text, its emphasis on
dialogue and internal thought, and its focus on narrative choice. The game presents the player with a
dense and layered narrative that unfolds through conversation, description, and reflection, making it
particularly well suited to close reading. At the same time, its interactive structure introduces elements

of variability and contingency that complicate traditional models of narrative analysis.

Rather than treating these elements as incompatible, this thesis approaches them as complementary.
The narrative of Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) is not separate from its mechanics but is deeply
intertwined with them, as player choices influence not only the progression of events but also the
interpretation of the protagonist’s identity and perspective. This makes it possible to analyze the game
as a narrative text while still acknowledging the role of interactivity in shaping meaning. Importantly,
approaching video games as narrative texts does not require reducing them to traditional literary
forms. Instead, it involves adapting existing analytical tools to account for the specific characteristics
of the medium. Concepts such as focalization, narrative voice, and the distribution of knowledge
remain relevant, but they must be applied in ways that consider the player’s role in navigating and

shaping the narrative.
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By situating video games within the broader field of narrative theory, this approach allows for a more
nuanced understanding of how storytelling operates in interactive contexts. It also makes it possible
to examine how established literary genres, such as detective fiction, are transformed when they are

adapted to new media environments.

As aresult, analyzing Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) as a narrative text is not only methodologically
viable but also theoretically productive. It enables an exploration of how narrative, interactivity, and
genre intersect, providing a framework for understanding how contemporary video games can engage

with and reinterpret established literary forms.

7. Positioning the Thesis: Disco Elysium as a Postmodern Detective

Narrative

Building on the theoretical and critical perspectives outlined above, this thesis positions Disco
Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) as a work that both engages with and fundamentally transforms the
conventions of detective fiction. While the genre has historically been structured around the figure of
the rational investigator and the promise of epistemological resolution, the preceding sections have
demonstrated that these assumptions have been increasingly challenged by postmodern theory and
literary experimentation. This creates a framework within which Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) can
be understood not simply as an instance of detective fiction, but as a critical reworking of its core

principles.

As shown in earlier sections, classical detective narratives rely on the idea that interpretation leads to
certainty. The detective reconstructs past events through logical reasoning, ultimately producing a
coherent and authoritative account of the truth (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44-46; Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—

83). However, postmodern revisions of the genre have demonstrated that this model is neither stable
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nor universally applicable. Instead, investigation can be represented as an open-ended and uncertain
process, shaped by competing interpretations and the limitations of knowledge (Barthes, 1974, pp.

17-19; Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv).

This thesis argues that Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) extends these revisions by placing the
instability of subjectivity at the center of the investigative process. Rather than presenting the
detective as a coherent and rational subject, the game constructs a protagonist whose cognition is
fragmented, contested, and shaped by ideological and psychological forces. As a result, investigation
is no longer a process that leads from confusion to clarity but one that continually exposes the limits

of interpretation and the instability of knowledge.

A key aspect of this transformation lies in the game’s use of internal voices as a narrative device.
Drawing on concepts such as polyphony and heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 6—7; Bakhtin, 1981,
p. 271), the game presents cognition as a dialogue between competing perspectives, each of which
represents different ideological, emotional, or psychological positions. This structure challenges the
notion of a unified narrative voice and instead constructs subjectivity as inherently divided. In doing
so, it aligns with broader theoretical frameworks that understand identity as shaped by social,
discursive, and unconscious forces (Foucault, 1980, p. 131; Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161). At the same
time, the game’s interactive structure further complicates the process of investigation. As discussed
in relation to ergodic and interactive narratives (Aarseth, 1997, pp. 1-2; Murray, 1997, pp. 152-153),
the player participates directly in shaping the narrative, influencing both the progression of events
and the interpretation of the protagonist’s identity. This introduces an additional layer of contingency,
as meaning is not fixed but emerges through the interaction between the game’s design and the
player’s choices. The result is a form of investigation that is not only narratively unstable but also

structurally open-ended.
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Despite the increasing scholarly interest in video games as narrative forms, there remains a relative
lack of research that integrates detective genre theory, postmodern conceptions of subjectivity, and
interactive narrative analysis in a sustained and systematic way. Existing studies often focus on one
of these areas in isolation, without fully addressing how they intersect within specific texts. This
thesis addresses this gap by bringing these frameworks together, allowing for a more comprehensive
analysis of how Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) reconfigures the detective genre. In doing so, the
thesis advances a specific argument: that Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) does not merely subvert the
conventions of detective fiction but redefines the role of the detective altogether. The investigator is
no longer a figure who resolves uncertainty through rational analysis but a subject who is embedded
within and shaped by the very forces that complicate interpretation. Knowledge is not uncovered as
an objective truth but constructed through a process that is inherently unstable, contingent, and
ideologically inflected. By situating Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) within the traditions of detective
fiction, postmodern theory, and interactive narrative, this thesis demonstrates how the game reworks
one of the most enduring narrative genres. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing discussions within
literary studies by showing how contemporary video games can engage critically with established
forms, while also offering new ways of thinking about subjectivity, knowledge, and narrative

structure.
Analysis

Disco Elysium as a Narrative Text

In order to analyze Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) within a literary framework, it is necessary to
understand the game as a narrative text rather than solely as an interactive system. While video games

have often been approached primarily through mechanics, rule systems, and gameplay structure,
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Disco Elysium foregrounds language, dialogue, internal monologue, and textual interpretation to such
an extent that it becomes analytically productive to read it through tools derived from literary theory.
Characterization, ideological conflict, and psychological fragmentation are communicated
predominantly through written and spoken discourse rather than visual spectacle or reflex-based
gameplay. The player’s engagement with the game therefore resembles a process of reading,
interpretation, and inference, in which meaning emerges through textual engagement rather than

purely mechanical interaction.

This positions the game within a tradition of digital and hybrid media that can be productively
analyzed as narrative forms. Astrid Ensslin argues that certain video games function as literary games,
in which textual complexity and interactive systems converge to produce hybrid forms of meaning-
making (Ensslin, 2014). Similarly, Janet Murray describes digital environments as narrative spaces
in which agency and story are intertwined, allowing players to participate in the construction of
narrative meaning rather than passively consuming it (Murray, 1997, pp. 152—153). In this sense,
Disco Elysium can be understood as a narrative system in which textuality is not secondary to

gameplay but constitutive of it (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

Espen Aarseth’s concept of ergodic literature further clarifies this position. Ergodic texts require non-
trivial effort from the reader to traverse, meaning that interpretive labor becomes part of the
production of meaning itself (Aarseth, 1997, pp. 1-2). In Disco Elysium, progression depends not on
physical mastery or reflex but on interpretive engagement with dialogue, narrative context, and
ideological positioning (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The player therefore occupies a hybrid role
as both reader and participant, actively shaping narrative unfolding through interpretive decisions

embedded in gameplay structures.
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From a narratological perspective, this hybridity can be further examined through Gérard Genette’s
theory of focalization, which describes how narrative meaning is structured through the distribution
of perspective and information (Genette, 1980, pp. 186—211). In classical narrative forms, focalization
is typically anchored in a single perceiving subject, even when that subject is unreliable (Genette,
1980, p. 189). In Disco Elysium, however, focalization is unstable and distributed across multiple
layers of perception (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The game shifts constantly between external
description and internal cognition, creating a structure in which perception is not unified but

continually reframed through competing interpretive filters.

A central mechanism in this destabilization is the game’s skill system, which functions not merely as
a mechanical framework but as a narrative apparatus. Skills such as Logic, Inland Empire, Authority,
and Empathy function as internal voices that interrupt dialogue, reinterpret events, and generate
competing explanations of reality. Rather than presenting cognition as a unified mental process, the
game externalizes thought itself, which turns the protagonist’s mind into a dialogic system of
conflicting interpretive agents. This transforms subjectivity into a narrative space rather than a stable

point of perception.

From Mikhail Bakhtin’s perspective, this structure can be understood as polyphonic. Bakhtin
describes polyphony as the coexistence of multiple voices within a text, none of which are fully
subordinated to a single authoritative perspective (Bakhtin, 1984, pp. 6—7). While Bakhtin applies
this primarily to multi-character dialogue in the novel, Disco Elysium internalizes this principle within
a single subject (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The result is not only dialogue between characters
but also dialogue within consciousness itself. Interpretation emerges through interaction between

competing internal perspectives rather than from a unified interpretive authority.
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This multiplicity is intensified by the game’s interactive structure. Aarseth’s ergodic framework
already implies that textual traversal requires active participation, but in Disco Elysium, this
participation takes a specific interpretive form (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Dialogue choices,
skill checks, and narrative branching structures ensure that meaning is not fixed but contingent on
player action. Jesper Juul similarly argues that video games are hybrid systems where rules and fiction
interact, which means that outcomes are produced through the interplay between system structure and
player decision-making (Juul, 2005, pp. 1-3). Taking this into account the player is therefore not only
interpreting the narrative content presented to them, but they are actively co-producing it through
interaction with the systems constraints. Importantly, this introduces contingency into narrative
meaning. Different choices lead to different narrative trajectories, while even identical situations can
be interpreted differently depending on skill composition, prior decisions, and contextual framing.
Interpretation is therefore not external to the narrative but embedded within its structure. Meaning is
produced dynamically rather than revealed as a pre-existing truth. This has direct implications for the
construction of the detective figure. In classical detective fiction, the investigator is typically a
rational and autonomous subject capable of organizing evidence into a coherent explanatory
framework (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46; Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—83). In Disco Elysium, this model is
destabilized at the level of narrative form (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The protagonist’s
cognition is fragmented, his interpretive authority is divided, and his access to knowledge is
persistently mediated by both internal and external instability. This destabilization becomes visible
in the way knowledge itself is produced. Classical detective fiction assumes that clues function as
stable informational units that can be correctly interpreted to reconstruct a singular truth. In Disco
Elysium, however, information is rarely neutral (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). It is filtered through
memory loss, ideological framing, psychological instability, and competing internal voices,

producing multiple interpretations that cannot easily be reconciled into a single coherent explanation.
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Roland Barthes’ concept of the hermeneutic code is useful here, as it describes how narratives
generate and sustain interpretive questions (Barthes, 1974, pp. 17-19). In classical detective fiction,
this code is ultimately resolved through closure, producing epistemological certainty. In Disco
Elysium, the hermeneutic process is extended, complicated, or partially unresolved (Disco Elysium,
ZA/UM, 2019). Questions may be answered incompletely or in ways that generate further ambiguity,
thereby sustaining interpretive tension rather than eliminating it. This instability is reinforced by the
player’s role in navigating the narrative structure. Because progression depends on choice and
interpretation, the investigative process becomes non-linear and contingent. Information may be
missed, recontextualized, or interpreted differently depending on the path taken. The investigation

therefore does not unfold as a fixed sequence but as a branching interpretive system.

The temporal structure of investigation is also destabilized. As Tzvetan Todorov notes, classical
detective fiction relies on retrospective reconstruction, in which the detective uncovers the hidden
sequence of past events (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—45). In Disco Elysium, this structure is disrupted by
amnesia, fragmented memory, and unreliable testimony (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The
boundary between past and present becomes unstable, and investigation becomes a process of

assembling partial and uncertain fragments rather than recovering a complete narrative.

From a Foucauldian perspective, this can be understood as a consequence of discursive formation.
Knowledge is not simply discovered but produced within systems of language, power, and
institutional framing that shape what can be known and how it can be expressed (Foucault, 1980, p.
131). In Disco Elysium, this means that interpretation is always situated within ideological and

linguistic constraints that shape the production of meaning (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

Taken together, these elements establish Disco Elysium as a narrative system in which meaning is not

stable, unified, or externally given, but instead emerges through fragmented subjectivity, interactive

43



Thomas Lauesgaard Aalborg University
10 Sem. KA. 01/06/2026

interpretation, and epistemological uncertainty (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The detective figure
is no longer a rational authority who resolves ambiguity but a divided interpretive site through which

meaning is continuously negotiated.

This framework provides the foundation for the following sections, which examine how
fragmentation extends beyond narrative form into subjectivity, ideology, and institutional authority.
In this sense, the game’s narrative structure is not simply a stylistic feature but a core mechanism

through which it reconfigures the detective genre and challenges its epistemological assumptions.

Interrogation and the Instability of Truth

Classical detective fiction frequently treats interrogation as a mechanism through which hidden truths
gradually become accessible to rational investigation. Witness testimony, evidence, and deduction
collectively function to reduce ambiguity and restore narrative coherence. As Tzvetan Todorov
argues, detective fiction traditionally depends upon the movement from mystery toward explanation,
culminating in the reconstruction of truth through logical reasoning (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46). In
Disco Elysium, interrogation rarely produces stable knowledge. Instead, conversations often intensify
uncertainty by foregrounding contradiction, performance, and interpretive instability. This
destabilization becomes particularly evident during interactions with the Hardie Boys. Rather than
functioning as passive witnesses who gradually reveal objective information, the Hardies actively
resist and manipulate the investigative process. Their dialogue repeatedly undermines the assumption
that evidence can produce coherent or definitive truth. When the protagonist attempts to establish

connections between clues, Titus Hardie dismisses the logic of total coherence entirely, remarking:

“A little wisdom from old Titus -- not everything is connected to one thing. Keys just lie

around. It's a messy world” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).
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This statement directly challenges the epistemological assumptions underlying classical detective
fiction. Traditional investigative narratives typically rely upon the idea that seemingly insignificant
details form part of an intelligible system that the detective can decode through rational interpretation.
Titus instead presents reality as contingent, disordered, and resistant to total explanation. The “messy
world” he describes opposes the detective genre’s conventional movement toward coherence and
closure. The line is also significant because it foregrounds interpretation itself as unstable. Titus does
not simply withhold information; he questions the very logic through which the detective attempts to
organize reality into meaningful patterns. As a result, investigation becomes less a process of
uncovering hidden truth than a struggle between competing interpretive frameworks. This instability
is reinforced by the confrontational nature of the interrogation itself. Titus repeatedly undermines the
authority of both the protagonist and the RCM, responding aggressively to investigative questioning

and mocking the detective’s role within the conversation. At one point, he sarcastically remarks:

“Looks like the RCM sent us a big dick cop” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

The insult reduces institutional authority to performance and masculine posturing, destabilizing the
traditional image of the detective as a figure of rational legitimacy. Rather than commanding
automatic authority, the protagonist becomes vulnerable to ridicule, resistance, and social negotiation.
The investigative process therefore depends not solely upon logic or evidence but upon unstable
interpersonal dynamics shaped by power, intimidation, and performance. This narrative instability
becomes even more pronounced during interactions with Klaasje, whose dialogue consistently
complicates the relationship between truth and testimony. Unlike the passive witnesses commonly
found in classical detective narratives, Klaasje demonstrates an awareness of interrogation itself as a

performative structure. Before questioning even begins, she remarks:
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“It's gonna suck for you later when you have to interrogate me” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,

2019).

The statement is important because it reveals her awareness of the detective narrative as a process
governed by interpretation, manipulation, and anticipation. Klaasje positions herself not simply as an
object of investigation but as an active participant capable of shaping how information is presented
and understood. Her dialogue therefore destabilizes the asymmetrical relationship traditionally

established between detective and witness.

Throughout the investigation, Klaasje’s testimony remains difficult to fully verify. Her calm
demeanor, contradictory statements, and performative self-awareness continually complicate
attempts to establish objective certainty. Even seemingly casual remarks contribute to this instability.

When discussing alcohol and emotional perception, she casually states:

“I think it's alcohol that makes you feel like that. It must have something to do with

partying” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

The comment appears conversational and dismissive, yet it simultaneously reframes emotional and
psychological states through intoxication and social performance. Reality within the conversation
becomes filtered through irony, ambiguity, and unstable affect rather than transparent factual
discourse. From a narratological perspective, these interrogations demonstrate how Disco Elysium
transforms detective fiction into a space of competing interpretations rather than definitive solutions
(Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Witness testimony no longer functions as reliable evidence waiting
to be decoded by rational investigation. Instead, dialogue itself becomes fragmented, performative,
and ideologically mediated. The detective is therefore unable to fully separate truth from rhetoric,
performance, or subjective interpretation. This destabilization of interrogation fundamentally alters

the role of the detective figure. Rather than reconstructing reality through detached observation and
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deduction, the protagonist must navigate conversations in which language itself becomes unstable
and resistant to closure. Investigation consequently emerges not as a process of mastering uncertainty

but as an ongoing negotiation with ambiguity, contradiction, and competing narrative perspectives.

Narrative Legibility and the Question of Medium

Taken together, the preceding analysis establishes Disco Elysium as a narrative system in which
meaning is produced through interpretive engagement rather than linear revelation (Disco Elysium,
ZA/UM, 2019). The game’s fragmented focalization, internal polyphony, and ergodic structure do
not undermine its status as a narrative form; instead, they transform narration into a distributed
process in which meaning emerges through the interaction between textual input, interpretive
framing, and player decision-making. Rather than functioning as a departure from narrative logic, the
game intensifies narrative mediation by embedding instability directly into its formal structure. This
means that the game can be read as a narrative text in a literary sense, as far as its meaning is organized
through the same fundamental mechanisms that structure literary narration: focalization, temporal
arrangement, and the distribution of interpretive authority. Although the medium is interactive, the
representational logic of Disco Elysium remains grounded in language and perspective rather than
simulation or mechanical mastery (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The player’s role is therefore not
primarily one of skill execution, but of interpretive negotiation within a structured narrative field.
Importantly, this also clarifies the methodological position of the present analysis. To treat Disco
Elysium as a narrative text is not to reduce it to literature, nor to ignore its status as a video game
(Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Rather, it is to recognize that its design produces meaning through
narratively legible structures that can be productively analyzed using literary and narratological tools.
The game’s interactivity does not displace narrative analysis; it extends it by distributing interpretive

authority across both system and player. In this sense, the instability observed in interrogation
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sequences, cognitive fragmentation, and player-driven variability does not disrupt narrativity but
reconfigure its conditions. Narrative coherence is no longer guaranteed by a stable investigative
subject but emerges contingently through interpretive synthesis. The detective figure, rather than
serving as a unified epistemological authority, becomes a site where competing narrative forces
converge without resolution. This establishes the conceptual foundation for the following analysis. If
Disco Elysium can be understood as a narratively legible but structurally fragmented text, then the
question is no longer whether it can be read as narrative, but how its specific form of narrative
fragmentation reshapes subjectivity, ideology, and institutional authority (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,
2019). The subsequent sections therefore move from narrative structure to its consequences for

consciousness, social meaning, and systems of power.

Fragmented Subjectivity and Polyphonic Consciousness

While the previous chapter has demonstrated how the narrative structure of Disco Elysium
destabilizes the conventions of classical detective fiction, this instability becomes most apparent at
the level of subjectivity itself (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Rather than presenting the detective
as a unified and rational consciousness, the game constructs the protagonist as internally divided,
shaped by competing voices that challenge the possibility of coherent selthood. This section argues
that subjectivity within Disco Elysium is not merely represented as unstable but is actively produced
through a polyphonic narrative structure that undermines the idea of the autonomous investigative
subject (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). In classical detective fiction, the investigator functions as a
stable center of perception and interpretation. Although the detective may encounter uncertainty, this
uncertainty is resolved through the application of reason, allowing the subject to maintain
epistemological authority (Todorov, 1977, pp. 44-46). The coherence of both narrative and

investigation depends upon this underlying assumption: that the subject who interprets the world is
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internally consistent, rational, and capable of organizing knowledge into a unified explanatory
framework. Even when such figures are temporarily misled, the structure of detective fiction restores
their interpretive authority. Disco Elysium fundamentally disrupts this model by refusing to present
cognition as singular or internally consistent (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Instead, the
protagonist’s consciousness is fragmented into a series of distinct voices, each of which interprets
events according to its own logic, values, and perceptual orientation. These voices do not function as
passive reflections of thought but actively intervene in perception and decision-making. Thought is
therefore no longer an internal, unified process but an externalized dialogue that unfolds within the
narrative itself. Subjectivity becomes less a stable structure than a continuous process of negotiation

between competing interpretive impulses.

This configuration can be understood through Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony, in which
multiple voices coexist without being subordinated to a single authoritative perspective (Bakhtin,
1984, pp. 6-7). In Bakhtin’s formulation, polyphony allows for ideological plurality within the novel
form, where meaning emerges through interaction rather than authorial resolution. Disco Elysium
extends this principle by internalizing polyphony within the subject itself (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,
2019). The protagonist does not merely encounter multiple voices externally; they constitute him.
Consciousness becomes a field of dialogic tension in which no single voice can claim final

interpretive authority.

This internalized polyphony also destabilizes narratological focalization. As Gérard Genette argues,
focalization regulates the relationship between perception and narrative knowledge, determining who
sees and how events are interpreted (Genette, 1980, p. 189). In Disco Elysium, however, focalization
is dispersed across multiple internal perspectives (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Each skill-based

voice reframes perception differently, producing shifting interpretive lenses through which the same
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event may appear radically altered. The result is not a single mediated viewpoint but a plurality of

competing focal positions operating simultaneously within one subject.

The game’s skill system is central to this structure. Skills such as Logic, Inland Empire, Authority,
and Empathy function not only as mechanical attributes but as narratively active interpretive agents.
They interrupt dialogue, comment on perceptions, and generate alternative readings of events. Rather
than producing a consistent cognitive framework, the skill system externalizes internal contradiction.
Cognition is therefore dramatized as interaction between semi-autonomous narrative voices, each of
which offers a partial and sometimes conflicting account of reality. This has important implications
for the construction of subjectivity. Because no single internal voice possesses stable authority,
interpretation cannot be consolidated into a unified cognitive position. Decisions emerge through
negotiation between competing impulses rather than through rational deliberation. Even reflection
becomes unstable, as the act of thinking is itself distributed across multiple interpretive agencies.

Subjectivity is thus not grounded in autonomy but structured through internal plurality.

From a psychoanalytic perspective, this fragmentation resonates with Freud’s model of the divided
psyche, in which conscious thought is shaped by unconscious drives that remain partially inaccessible
(Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161). However, Disco Elysium differs significantly in that it externalizes these
psychic divisions into explicitly voiced narrative agents. Instead of hidden unconscious processes,
the player encounters cognitive fragmentation as articulated dialogue (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).
This transformation shifts psychological conflict into the domain of narrative structure, making
subjectivity directly observable and interactive. At the same time, these internal voices also carry
ideological weight. As Marx and Engels argue, consciousness is shaped by material and social
conditions (Marx & Engels, 1848/2002, p. 47). In Disco Elysium, ideological positions are embedded

within cognitive structure itself (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Different voices often express
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competing moral, political, and social perspectives, reflecting tensions related to authority, class,
violence, and institutional legitimacy. Subjectivity is therefore not only psychologically divided but
also structured through ideological contradiction, suggesting that cognition itself is socially inflected.
This convergence of psychological and ideological fragmentation undermines the notion of the
autonomous subject central to classical detective fiction. The protagonist cannot be understood as a
unified rational agent, but instead as a site where multiple discursive and psychological forces
intersect. Rather than originating interpretation, the subject becomes a medium through which
interpretation is produced, contested, and revised. This fragmentation extends directly into
perception. Because each internal voice frames events differently, perception itself becomes unstable.
A single situation may be simultaneously interpreted as threatening, comedic, tragic, or absurd
depending on which cognitive voice is foregrounded. These interpretations are not synthesized into a
single coherent worldview but remain in tension with one another, producing a layered and often
contradictory perceptual field. Importantly, this does not simply generate ambiguity at the level of
content but restructures the conditions of knowledge production. As a result, interpretation is not a
secondary act performed after perception but is embedded within perception itself. The subject does
not first perceive and then interpret; rather, perception is already interpretive and divided. This
collapses the distinction between seeing and understanding that underpins classical models of rational
investigation. This becomes especially significant in relation to investigation. Rather than functioning
as a linear process of deduction, investigation in Disco Elysium unfolds through fragmented
interpretive acts that are constantly reframed by internal voices (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).
Evidence does not accumulate toward a single explanatory endpoint but is repeatedly
recontextualized through competing cognitive perspectives. Even when new information is acquired,
its meaning remains contingent upon which internal voice is foregrounded at any given moment. This

instability is reinforced in moments where internal voices explicitly contradict one another. A single
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action or statement may be interpreted in opposing ways simultaneously, without resolution or
hierarchy. These contradictions do not resolve into synthesis but remain active tensions within the
subject. As a result, cognition does not converge toward clarity but persists as structured
disagreement. The role of the player further complicates this structure. Although the player selects
dialogue options and guides investigative progression, these choices are always mediated by the
protagonist’s internal plurality. Agency is therefore not exercised from a position of stable control
but within a constrained field of competing interpretations. Each decision privileges a particular
interpretive pathway while leaving alternative readings structurally intact. Even unchosen
interpretations remain conceptually active, shaping the texture of the narrative experience. From a
narratological standpoint, this produces a persistent gap between focalization and agency. While the
player has access to internal cognition, this access does not guarantee interpretive mastery. Instead,
the multiplicity of voices prevents full alignment between perception and decision-making. The
subject through which the player acts is never fully transparent and therefore cannot serve as a stable

vehicle for rational control.

Taken together, Disco Elysium constructs subjectivity as a dynamic and internally contested process
rather than a stable foundation for knowledge (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The polyphonic
structure of consciousness does not merely represent fragmentation but actively produces it,
embedding interpretive instability into the form of cognition itself. The detective figure is therefore
reconfigured from a rational and unified subject into a site of ongoing interpretive struggle in which
meaning is continuously negotiated rather than definitively established. This understanding of
subjectivity provides a crucial foundation for the following chapter, which examines how these
internal divisions are further shaped by ideological and material conditions. In doing so, it will

demonstrate how fragmented consciousness is not only a psychological structure but also a reflection
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of broader social and historical forces that shape perception, interpretation, and knowledge

production.

Polyphony and Fragmented Consciousness

One of the most distinctive ways Disco Elysium challenges the notion of the rational and autonomous
subject is through its representation of consciousness as fragmented, dialogic, and internal contested
(Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Rather than presenting thought as unified or transparent, the game
externalizes cognition through competing internal voices that constantly reinterpret reality, emotion,
and perception. These voices do not simply function as gameplay mechanics or informational systems
but operate as narrative agents that actively shape the protagonist’s understanding of both him and
the world around him. This fragmentation becomes especially visible during sequences involving the
protagonist’s internal skills, where multiple aspects of consciousness simultaneously comment upon
events, often contradicting one another. Such moments transform internal cognition into a polyphonic
narrative structure that closely resembles what Mikhail Bakhtin describes as heteroglossia and
dialogism. Bakhtin argues that meaning emerges through the interaction of competing voices rather
than through a single authoritative perspective (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 271). In Disco Elysium,
consciousness itself becomes dialogic, as no individual voice fully controls interpretation or possesses
definitive authority over reality (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). This is particularly evident during
the protagonist’s use of Pyrholidon, where internal voices react simultaneously to the experience of
intoxication. As the protagonist consumes the substance, Electrochemistry enthusiastically

encourages reckless behavior, describing the drug as

“a perfect match for a bad-ass junkie cop who's looking for a little heat” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,

2019).
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Electrochemistry frames intoxication as stimulation and liberation rather than risk or impairment,
privileging sensation over rational restraint. At the same time, other skills respond differently.

Interfacing cautiously interrupts with the warning;:

“Please don't actually operate any fire-machines,” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019)

While Endurance later notes the possibility of physical collapse through nausea and vomiting. The
coexistence of these contradictory responses demonstrates that the protagonist’s consciousness does
not function as a unified interpretive system. Instead, perception emerges through conflict between
competing impulses, emotions, and ideological tendencies. Rationality therefore becomes only one
voice among many rather than the governing principle of the subject. This directly challenges the
Enlightenment model of the autonomous individual that traditionally underpins classical detective
fiction. Importantly, the narrative does not clearly privilege one internal voice over another.
Electrochemistry’s irrational enthusiasm is not entirely dismissed, just as the warnings of other skills
do not fully restore rational order. The player is therefore confronted with a consciousness that
remains fundamentally unstable and internally divided. Meaning is produced through negotiation
between voices rather than through access to objective truth or coherent self-knowledge. This
instability becomes even more pronounced when the narration explicitly undermines its own

authority. During the Pyrholidon sequence, Electrochemistry describes the world as if.

“Gentle flames lick at its edges, as though it were a photo burning” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

Shortly afterward, however, the narration retracts itself:

“No. Of course not really. It's just a metaphor.” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

This moment is particularly significant because the narrative voice openly questions the validity of

its own representation. Rather than sustaining a stable description of reality, the narration foregrounds
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its own artificiality and interpretive uncertainty. The scene therefore exemplifies a broader
postmodern skepticism toward transparent representation and objective perception. Experience is
shown to be mediated, unstable, and linguistically constructed rather than directly accessible. From a
narratological perspective, this can be understood through Genette’s concept of focalization, which
describes the filtering of narrative information through a given perspective (Genette, 1980, pp. 186—
211). In Disco Elysium, this filtering is not unified but distributed across competing internal voices,
each of which generates a different perceptual framing of the same event (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,
2019). This fragmentation also extends beyond individual psychology into broader questions of
identity and selthood. During the same sequence, Inland Empire describes Kim Kitsuragi through

emotionally charged and almost mythic language:

“His glasses turn golden as the fire reflects off the lenses. Once again, you are filled

with the certainty: this man is your brother” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

The statement is not presented as factual knowledge but as emotional intuition shaped by the
protagonist’s unstable consciousness. Inland Empire transforms an ordinary interaction into symbolic
and affective meaning, demonstrating how interpretation in the game is constantly mediated through
subjective projection rather than objective observation. Such moments reposition perception away
from stable observation and toward competing interpretive framings in which emotional, ideological,
and psychological registers cannot be cleanly separated. In contrast to classical detective fiction,
where perception functions as a tool for logical reconstruction of hidden truth (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80—
83; Todorov, 1977, pp. 44-46), perception in Disco Elysium is already mediated and internally
contested (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The game’s internal dialogue system therefore transforms
consciousness into a site of narrative conflict rather than epistemological certainty. Thought is

represented not as coherent reasoning but as an ongoing negotiation between competing discourses
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that continuously reinterpret reality in contradictory ways. This polyphonic structure destabilizes the
classical detective figure by undermining the assumption that rational investigation can produce
objective knowledge independent of subjective mediation. These sequences therefore demonstrate
how cognitive fragmentation is not only structural but experientially enacted through specific

narrative moments in which perception, emotion, and interpretation diverge in real time.
Ideology, Psychology, and Class

While the previous chapter examined how Disco Elysium constructs subjectivity through polyphonic
narration and fragmented cognition, this fragmentation cannot be understood solely as a formal or
psychological phenomenon (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The protagonist’s divided consciousness
is also shaped by ideological, social, and material conditions that structure how reality is perceived
and interpreted. This chapter argues that Disco Elysium presents subjectivity as historically and
ideologically mediated, thereby challenging the notion of the detective as a rational and autonomous
individual detached from broader structures of power, history, and class (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,
2019). From a classical perspective on detective fiction, the investigator is typically positioned as an
independent rational subject capable of interpreting evidence without ideological distortion. Even
when operating within socially complex environments, the detective is assumed to maintain
epistemological distance from the world he investigates, allowing for objective reasoning and
deductive clarity (Cawelti, 1976, pp. 80-83; Todorov, 1977, pp. 44—46). This model presupposes that
rationality can function independently of social position, ideology, and historical context. Disco
Elysium systematically destabilizes this assumption by embedding cognition within ideological and
material structures that shape perception itself (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The protagonist does
not interpret a neutral world; instead, his perception is constantly mediated by political assumptions,

class relations, and historical memory. Consciousness becomes inseparable from the social conditions
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in which it is produced, suggesting that interpretation is always already ideologically inflected. This
perspective aligns with Karl Marx’s argument that consciousness is determined by material and
economic conditions rather than existing as an autonomous faculty (Marx & Engels, 1848/2002, p.
47). From this viewpoint, ideas and beliefs emerge from social relations, particularly class structures
and historical processes. In Disco Elysium, the city of Revachol functions as the primary site through
which these relations are expressed (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Once a revolutionary capital and
now a fragmented, semi-occupied post-conflict zone, Revachol is marked by economic decay,
political exhaustion, and unresolved ideological struggle. Revachol is therefore not merely a setting
but an ideological space in which history remains materially present. Its urban environment reflects
the aftermath of failed revolution and ongoing geopolitical control, producing a sense of suspended
historical time. This condition shapes not only the external world but also the protagonist’s internal
orientation toward meaning, authority, and identity. Importantly, ideology in Disco Elysium does not
appear only in explicit political discourse (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Instead, it permeates
everyday perception and cognitive processes. Internal voices frequently frame situations through
ideological assumptions, revealing how political meaning is embedded in perception itself. Rather
than forming a stable worldview, ideology appears as fragmented and contradictory, producing
competing interpretive frameworks that the protagonist must constantly navigate. This fragmentation
is further reinforced through the game’s ideological skill system, which allows the player to align the
detective with political positions such as communism, moralism, ultraliberalism, or fascism.
However, these ideological pathways do not resolve cognitive fragmentation. Instead, they function
as interpretive lenses that alter how events are perceived without producing a unified identity.
Ideology thus becomes performative rather than foundational, offering temporary frameworks of
meaning rather than stable systems of truth. This instability resonates with Jean-Francois Lyotard’s

critique of metanarratives, which describes the breakdown of universal explanatory systems in
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postmodernity (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv). In Disco Elysium, ideological systems no longer provide
totalizing coherence (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Instead, they compete, overlap, and conflict,
producing fragmented interpretations rather than stable ideological certainty. Alongside ideological
structure, the protagonist’s subjectivity is also shaped by psychological fragmentation. Freud’s model
of the psyche emphasizes that conscious thought is structured by unconscious drives, repression, and
internal conflict that remain partially inaccessible to rational control (Freud, 1900/2010, p. 161). In
Disco Elysium, this model is externalized and dramatized through memory loss, compulsive behavior,
and emotional instability (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The protagonist’s amnesia is particularly
significant. Rather than functioning as a simple narrative device, it reflects a deeper epistemological
condition in which identity cannot be accessed as a stable or continuous narrative. The detective must
reconstruct himself through fragmented memories, external testimonies, and contradictory internal
voices. Subjectivity therefore becomes a process of ongoing reconstruction rather than a stable
foundation for knowledge. This psychological instability cannot be separated from the social
environment of Revachol. The protagonist’s exhaustion, addiction, and emotional collapse are
consistently linked to a broader atmosphere of political disillusionment and economic decline.
Personal crisis and collective crisis mirror one another, suggesting that psychological breakdown is

not purely individual but structurally produced.

Revachol’s material conditions intensify this connection between subjectivity and environment. The
city is characterized by poverty, institutional decay, failed revolutionary movements, and lingering
geopolitical tension. These conditions do not merely form the backdrop of the narrative but actively
shape the interpretive possibilities available to its inhabitants. The detective’s subjectivity is therefore

not external to Revachol’s condition but emerges from within it.
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Nietzsche’s critique of morality further complicates this structure by challenging the idea that ethical
systems are grounded in universal truth. Instead, Nietzsche argues that values are historically
produced and shaped by relations of power and interpretation (Nietzsche, 1883/2006, pp. 12—13). In
Disco Elysium, moral judgment is similarly unstable (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Characters
justify actions through competing ethical frameworks that lack final authority, reinforcing the idea

that morality itself is contingent and interpretively constructed.

Taken together, these perspectives reveal that subjectivity in Disco Elysium is shaped by overlapping
ideological, psychological, and historical forces (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The detective does
not stand outside these structures but is constituted through them. His thoughts, judgments, and
perceptions are embedded within a field of social meaning that he cannot fully control or transcend.
This becomes particularly evident in the protagonist’s relationship to failure and self-destruction.
Alcoholism, memory loss, and emotional instability are not treated as isolated character flaws but as
conditions that reflect broader ideological and historical exhaustion. The detective’s self-destructive
behavior is therefore not external to his investigative role but structurally integrated into it. These
elements must be understood in relation to Revachol’s status as a post-revolutionary city. The
lingering presence of failed political transformation creates a temporal structure in which the past
remains unresolved and continuously shapes the present. History is not completed but persists as an
active force within both social structures and individual consciousness. The protagonist’s fragmented
memory mirrors this historical condition. Just as Revachol cannot fully reconcile its revolutionary
past with its present condition, the detective cannot reconstruct a coherent narrative of his own
identity. Memory functions as both personal and collective instability, reinforcing the idea that
subjectivity is historically mediated. From this perspective, investigation in Disco Elysium cannot
restore order in the classical detective sense (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Instead of resolving

uncertainty into coherent knowledge, investigation unfolds within a world already defined by
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ideological conflict and historical disintegration. The detective is therefore not positioned outside this

instability but is one of its expressions.

As aresult, Disco Elysium presents subjectivity as a historically produced and ideologically structured
process rather than an autonomous cognitive capacity (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Psychological
fragmentation, ideological conflict, and material conditions converge to produce a form of
consciousness that is inherently unstable and relational. The detective becomes not a rational observer
of reality but a participant in the very structures that make interpretation uncertain. This establishes
the foundation for the following chapter, which will examine how institutional authority and systems

of rational order attempt, and fail, to stabilize meaning within this fragmented ideological landscape.

Revachol, History, and Ideological Afterlife

Revachol functions as an ideologically mediated historical space in which political fragmentation
structures both memory and perception. Rather than serving as a neutral backdrop for investigation,
the city operates as an active site of competing historical narratives, where meaning is continuously
shaped by unresolved political conflict, institutional power struggles, and cultural memory. In this
sense, Disco Elysium does not present history as a stable framework against which investigation takes
place but instead situates investigation within a field where history itself remains unstable and
interpretively contested (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). This instability is already embedded in the

game’s encyclopedic narration, which describes Revachol as:

“The disgraced former capital of the world, divided into zones of control under foreign occupation -

- half a century after a failed world revolution” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

The phrasing is significant because it does not simply situate the city in a historical timeline but

frames it as a continuing condition of political aftermath. Revachol is not “after” revolution in any
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resolved sense; it is structurally defined by its failure. The city is therefore not a completed historical
object but an ongoing ideological residue, where the past remains materially and symbolically active

in the present.

From a literary perspective, this will transform setting into a form of ideological mediation. The city
functions as a textual structure through which history is interpreted rather than represented. This
aligns with postmodern critiques of historical objectivity, particularly Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s
argument that grand narratives of historical progress lose their legitimizing force under conditions of
fragmentation (Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv). In Disco Elysium, no single narrative of revolution,
occupation, or progress achieves interpretive dominance (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Instead,
history appears as a set of competing explanatory frameworks that fail to fully stabilize meaning. This
becomes particularly evident in the way Revachol structures everyday perception. Historical meaning
is not confined to political discourse or encyclopedic exposition but is embedded in ordinary
descriptions, cultural references, and neutral statements about the world. The city therefore does not
merely contain ideology; it actively produces ideological interpretation as a condition of perception

itself. This is visible in the encyclopedic voice’s description of global political geography:

“The Republic of Oranje is a democratic nation on the Mundi isola, north of here, over the sea and
across the pale. It is one of the six major Occidental nations to hold stake in the continued
occupation of Revachol (the Coalition). People consider it a reasonable superpower” (Disco

Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

The significance of this passage lies in the word “reasonable.” While it appears descriptive, it
introduces a normative framing that naturalizes a particular geopolitical order. The label does not
emerge from empirical neutrality but from an already structured ideological position that renders

certain forms of power legible as legitimate. In this sense, even encyclopedic narration, often
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associated with objectivity, participates in the production of ideological common sense. Knowledge

is therefore never purely descriptive but always already interpretive.

From a Foucauldian perspective, this can be understood as a manifestation of discourse as a system
that produces the conditions of truth rather than merely reflecting it (Foucault, 1980, p. 131).
Revachol illustrates how what can be known, said, or categorized is shaped by historically specific
regimes of language and power. The city is not simply described through discourse; it constitutes it.
What appears as “reality” is always already mediated through systems that determine what counts as
intelligible knowledge. This discursive structuring of reality is reinforced by the way cultural identity

and class consciousness are embedded in everyday expression. The Deserter’s statement:

“Real music, real proletkult. That's La Revacholiére, not your rock-and-roll misanthropy” (Disco

Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019),

[llustrates how aesthetic judgment is inseparable from ideological positioning. Music is not treated
as neutral cultural production but as a marker of political authenticity. However, the claim to “real”
culture is itself unstable, functioning less as an objective classification than as a rhetorical assertion
of ideological belonging. Cultural meaning is thus produced through contested symbolic frameworks
rather than stable categories. Importantly, these ideological structures do not remain external to the
subject. Instead, they shape perception at the level of cognition itself. Characters do not simply /old
ideological beliefs about Revachol; they perceive the world through ideologically structured
frameworks that determine what appears meaningful, relevant, or even visible. Ideology therefore
operates as a form of perceptual mediation rather than a secondary interpretive layer added onto

experience.

This has direct consequences for subjectivity. If perception is already structured by ideological

discourse, then the observing subject cannot be positioned outside of the world it interprets. The
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detective, traditionally assumed to occupy a rational and detached standpoint, becomes embedded
within the very ideological conditions that produce meaning in Revachol. Observation is no longer
separable from interpretation, and interpretation is always already socially and historically inflected.
This is further intensified by the relationship between ideology and historical memory. Revachol is
continuously defined through its unresolved past: revolution, occupation, and political failure are not
distant events but active forces shaping present experience. Memory in this context does not function
as a stable record of what has happened but as an ideological field in which competing versions of
history coexist without resolution. The past therefore persists not as a completed narrative but as an
ongoing interpretive struggle. As a result, Revachol functions not only as a setting but as an
epistemological condition. Knowledge itself becomes historically mediated, meaning that every act
of interpretation is shaped by the unresolved contradictions of the past. Investigation, in this
environment, cannot operate from a position of neutrality because the conditions of knowledge are

themselves historically and ideologically structured.

From this perspective, Disco Elysium extends the logic of fragmented subjectivity beyond individual
cognition and into collective historical experience (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The instability
observed in the protagonist’s mind in the previous chapter is mirrored at the level of the city itself:
Revachol is a macrostructure of the same fragmentation. Subject and world become structurally
continuous, each reflecting the instability of the other. This convergence between subjectivity and
historical space reconfigures the detective’s role. Rather than functioning as an external interpreter
who reconstructs a coherent account of events, the detective becomes part of the ideological field he
attempts to analyze. His perception is shaped by the same historical residues, discursive formations,
and cultural memories that structure Revachol itself. As a result, investigation becomes inseparable
from ideological positioning, and knowledge becomes contingent upon historically embedded

frameworks of interpretation.
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Taken together, Revachol thus emerges as a narrative mechanism through which Disco Elysium
stages the collapse of epistemological neutrality (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). History, ideology,
and perception form a single interconnected system in which meaning is always contested, always

partial, and never fully stabilized.

Institutional Authority and the Limits of Rational Order

While earlier chapters have demonstrated how Disco Elysium fragments subjectivity and situates
perception within ideologically mediated historical space, the game extends this destabilization by
interrogating institutional authority as a site of epistemological uncertainty (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,
2019). In classical detective fiction, institutions such as the police and judiciary function as stabilizing
frameworks that guarantee procedural legitimacy and secure the possibility of objective knowledge.
Investigation is therefore embedded within a coherent institutional order that presupposes a stable
relationship between evidence, rational inference, and final judgement. Disco Elysium systematically
destabilizes this model by portraying institutional authority not as an external guarantor of truth, but
as part of the same fragmented discursive field that structures perception, ideology, and subjectivity
(Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The Revachol Citizens Militia (RCM), to which the protagonist
belongs, is not represented as a unified epistemic apparatus but as a historically weakened
organization operating within a politically fractured and post-revolutionary environment. Its authority
is therefore not structural or absolute, but contingent, situational, and continuously negotiated through
social interaction. This instability becomes visible in moments where the category of “evidence” itself

is contested within dialogue. Titus Hardie’s remark:

“You don’t care about evidence? What the fuck are you a cop for then?” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM,

2019)
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Initially it reaffirms the centrality of evidentiary reasoning to investigative legitimacy. However,
within the broader logic of the game, the statement exposes that “evidence” is not a neutral or self-
evident category, but one that is already shaped by social position and interpretive framework. What
counts as evidence is therefore not guaranteed by institutional authority but negotiated within
competing epistemic perspectives. This destabilization is further reinforced when Titus rejects the

possibility of causal totality altogether:

“A little wisdom from old Titus -- not everything is connected to one thing. Keys just lie around. It's

a messy world” (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).

This directly challenges one of the foundational assumptions of classical detective fiction, namely
that reality is structured in such a way that rational investigation can reconstruct hidden causal chains.
Instead, Titus articulates a world in which contingency replaces coherence, and meaning is not
something latent to be uncovered but something unstable and distributed. Investigation is therefore
deprived of its privileged epistemological status and repositioned as one interpretive practice, among
others. From a theoretical perspective, this aligns with Michel Foucault’s account of knowledge as
discursively produced within systems of power that define what can be known and said (Foucault,
1980, p. 131). In this sense, Disco Elysium does not merely depict institutional breakdown but
demonstrates how institutional authority itself becomes a site of competing truth-production (Disco
Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Authority no longer guarantees knowledge; instead, it participates in the
production of multiple, and often conflicting, regimes of truth. The internal structure of the RCM
further reinforces this condition. Rather than functioning as a stable institutional center, it appears
fragmented, historically burdened, and politically constrained. Authority is limited, authority is

unevenly distributed, and legitimacy must be continuously enacted in interaction with civilians and
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other factions. As a result, institutional power is performative rather than foundational: it exists only

as far as it is recognized and temporarily stabilized within specific encounters.

Within this unstable institutional field, Lieutenant Kim Kitsuragi initially appears to function as a
counterpoint to epistemological fragmentation. His procedural discipline, measured reasoning, and
commitment to evidentiary caution position him as a figure of rational stability. However, Kim does
not restore classical detective certainty. Instead, he demonstrates how rationality itself becomes
constrained within structurally unstable conditions. Rather than producing definitive conclusions,
Kim’s reasoning operates through inference, probability, and procedural restraint. His interpretive
position is consistently provisional, reflecting the limits of knowledge production within a fractured
institutional environment. Even when he provides clarity, it is never absolute closure but a carefully
bounded form of interpretation that acknowledges uncertainty. Importantly, Kim’s rationality is not
autonomous from the conditions it navigates. It is shaped by the political fragility of Revachol and
the institutional limitations of the RCM itself. He cannot transcend epistemological instability but
must work within it, treating uncertainty not as a problem to be eliminated but as a condition to be

managed. Rationality therefore becomes adaptive rather than foundational.

This has significant implications for the structure of investigation itself. Even within formal
questioning and evidentiary analysis, meaning does not converge toward a stable resolution. Instead,
interrogation produces competing accounts of events that resist synthesis. Titus Hardie’s assertion
that “not everything is connected to one thing” does not simply reject a specific line of inquiry but
undermines the broader assumption that investigation can totalize reality into a coherent explanatory

structure.

Taken together, the fragmentation of institutional authority, the ideological contestation of evidence,

and the constrained rationality embodied by Kim Kitsuragi collectively redefine the epistemological
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function of investigation in Disco Elysium (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Rather than operating as
a linear process that transforms uncertainty into truth, investigation becomes a negotiated practice
conducted within structurally unstable conditions of meaning production. This directly challenges the
epistemological foundation of classical detective fiction, in which institutional legitimacy,
evidentiary reliability, and rational deduction jointly secure narrative closure. In Disco Elysium, none
of these element’s function as stable guarantees (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Evidence does not
resolve ambiguity but multiplies interpretive possibilities, while institutional frameworks fail to
provide a final interpretive horizon. Consequently, the game does not simply depict institutional
dysfunction but exposes the limits of institutional epistemology itself. Closure is not withheld as a
narrative twist but rendered structurally impossible by the instability of meaning across all levels of
the text: subjective, historical, and institutional. Interpretation therefore remains irreducibly

provisional.

As a result, the detective figure is fundamentally reconfigured. No longer a rational agent operating
within a stable epistemic order, the detective becomes an embedded participant in a field of competing
interpretations. Investigation shifts from the production of truth to the management of epistemic
instability, defined less by resolution than by sustained interpretive negotiation. This transformation
of the detective figure signals more than a breakdown of institutional authority. It suggests that the
conditions enabling coherent knowledge production are themselves unstable, and that investigation

can no longer be separated from the interpretive frameworks that structure it.
Toward a Narrative-Literary Reading of Disco Elysium

The preceding analysis has demonstrated that Disco Elysium destabilizes the epistemological
foundations of classical detective fiction through fragmented subjectivity, ideologically mediated

history, and the structural instability of institutional authority (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). Across
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these dimensions, the game consistently undermines the assumption that knowledge can be stabilized
through rational observation, procedural verification, or institutional legitimacy. In light of this, the
question is not only how Disco Elysium constructs meaning, but what kind of textual and medial form
is required to account for a system in which interpretation is structurally unavoidable (Disco Elysium,
ZA/UM, 2019). This section argues that the game is most productively understood as a narrative-
literate system in which play is fundamentally organized through interpretive engagement rather than
mechanical mastery. This does not mean that Disco Elysium ceases to function as a game, nor that its
rule-based structures are irrelevant (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). As Jesper Juul argues, video
games are hybrid forms in which rules and fictional worlds interact, but where the relative weight of
each component varies across different designs (Juul, 2005). In Disco Elysium, however, this balance
is significantly tilted (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The fictional and narrative dimension does not
operate as representational framing for gameplay but functions as the primary medium through which
gameplay is experienced, structured, and understood. Progression is not primarily a matter of system
optimization but of interpretive positioning within a discursive environment. This becomes visible in
the game’s reliance on dialogue, description, and internal monologue as the central mechanisms of
progression. Rather than presenting challenges through reflex, spatial reasoning, or systemic
manipulation, Disco Elysium structures advancement through textual engagement (Disco Elysium,
ZA/UM, 2019). Dialogue trees, narrative exposition, and internal commentary do not merely
accompany gameplay but constitute its operative core. Even mechanical events such as skill checks
are immediately recontextualized through narrative interpretation, meaning that outcomes are never

purely systemic but always linguistically mediated.

As a result, the distinction between gameplay and narrative becomes analytically unstable.
Mechanical interaction is continuously absorbed into narrative framing, while narrative content

directly determines how mechanical outcomes are perceived and understood. The game’s internal
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skill system is central to this convergence, as it transforms cognitive and perceptual processes into
narrative agents. Skills do not simply modify probabilities but actively generate interpretive
statements that frame reality in competing ways. Cognition is therefore not represented as a
background process but externalized as a structured multiplicity of narrative voices. Within this
configuration, player agency cannot be reduced to decision-making within a fixed system. Instead,
agency emerges as interpretive alignment within a field of competing discourses. Choices are not
simply selections between predefined outcomes but acts of positioning within conflicting epistemic
framings. Each decision privileges a particular interpretive register while leaving alternative framings
structurally intact. Agency therefore operates less as control over outcomes than as participation in

the production of meaning under conditions of instability.

Espen Aarseth’s concept of ergodic literature clarifies this condition by emphasizing that traversal of
certain texts requires non-trivial effort from the user, who must actively participate in the production
of textual meaning (Aarseth, 1997). In Disco Elysium, however, this effort is not primarily
navigational or mechanical but interpretive (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The player’s labor
consists in negotiating ambiguity, reconciling contradictory narrative signals, and interpreting
perspectival fragmentation. Ergodicity here becomes a condition of reading rather than execution,
positioning the game closer to interpretive textual systems than to action-oriented gameplay

structures.

This does not collapse Disco Elysium into literature in a traditional sense, but it does complicate the
analytical separation between literary and ludic media (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019). The game
demonstrates that when interpretation becomes the primary mode of interaction, reading and play
converge as structurally identical processes. Engagement is not divided between narrative

comprehension and mechanical action but unified through interpretive activity. In this sense, play is
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not supplemented by narrative; it is enacted through narrative mediation. This reconfiguration also
reshapes the function of knowledge within the game. As demonstrated across previous chapters,
information is never presented as stable or self-evident but is filtered through competing cognitive,
ideological, and institutional frameworks. The player does not extract meaning from a stable system
but constructs it through interpretive negotiation across fragmented perspectives. Knowledge is
therefore not revealed through resolution but produced through sustained interpretive instability.
Within this structure, the detective figure loses its classical epistemological role as a rational
synthesizer of evidence. Instead, the detective becomes a site of interpretive dispersion, where
knowledge is continually refracted through competing internal and external voices. This directly
undermines the model of classical detective fiction, in which rational observation and institutional
authority converge to produce narrative closure. In Disco Elysium, closure is not structurally secured
because the conditions of interpretation remain unstable at every level of the system (Disco Elysium,
ZA/UM, 2019). Consequently, the appropriate analytical framework is not one that separates
gameplay from narrative, but one that understands both as aspects of a unified interpretive structure.
While procedural systems remain present, they are consistently subordinated to narrative mediation,
meaning that mechanical interaction is always already interpreted. The game therefore functions as a
narrative-ludic system in which meaning is not produced by rules alone but emerges through the

interaction between rules and their textual framing.

Taken together, this suggests that Disco Elysium is best understood not as a game supplemented by
narrative, but as a narrative system realized through interactive form (Disco Elysium, ZA/UM, 2019).
Its core structure is not organized around mechanical mastery but around interpretive labor, where
the player’s primary engagement is with language, perspective, and discursive instability. In this
sense, the game does not simply tell a story within a playable framework; it constructs play itself as

a process of reading under conditions where meaning is never fully stabilized.
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Conclusion

This thesis sets out to examine how Disco Elysium (ZA/UM, 2019) can be read as a narrative text and
how such a reading reveals the game's reconfiguration of the detective genre. Drawing on narratology,
postmodern theory, and literary approaches to digital media, the analysis has argued that Disco
Elysium dismantles the rational and autonomous detective subject associated with classical detective
fiction. Rather than presenting investigation as a process through which objective truth is
progressively uncovered, the game constructs knowledge as fragmented, provisional, and shaped by
competing psychological, ideological, and institutional forces. Through this reconfiguration, Disco
Elysium challenges traditional assumptions about identity, interpretation, and the production of
knowledge while simultaneously demonstrating the value of literary approaches to narrative-driven

digital games.

The analysis first established that the game's narrative structure departs significantly from the
conventions typically associated with classical detective fiction. While traditional detective narratives
often position the investigator as a coherent center of perception capable of reconstructing hidden
truths through rational deduction, Disco Elysium presents investigation as an uncertain process shaped
by interpretation and contingency. Through its dialogue-driven structure, internal narration, and
player participation, the game destabilizes the relationship between evidence and truth, transforming
investigation into an ongoing negotiation between competing perspectives. Knowledge is therefore
not presented as something that exists independently of interpretation but as something continually
produced through it. This destabilization becomes particularly visible in the game's representation of
subjectivity. As demonstrated in the analysis of fragmented consciousness and polyphonic narration,
the protagonist's mind is presented not as a unified source of knowledge but as a site of internal

conflict and negotiation. The game's skill system externalizes cognition through multiple competing
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voices that continually reinterpret events, emotions, and perceptions. Drawing on Bakhtin's concept
of polyphony and Genette's theory of focalization, the thesis has shown how Disco Elysium fragments
narrative perspective and undermines the possibility of a stable interpretive position. The detective
can no longer function as the rational authority traditionally associated with the genre because the

very processes through which reality is perceived remain internally divided and contested.

The analysis further demonstrated that this fragmentation extends beyond individual psychology into
broader social and historical structures. Through its depiction of ideology, class, and historical
memory, Disco Elysium presents consciousness as inseparable from the material and ideological
conditions in which it exists. Revachol functions not merely as a setting but as a historically mediated
space shaped by political conflict, economic decline, and the lingering consequences of past struggles.
Subjectivity is therefore revealed to be socially and historically situated rather than autonomous or
universal. The detective's attempts to understand the world are continuously shaped by ideological
frameworks that influence perception, interpretation, and judgment. Similarly, the game's treatment
of institutional authority challenges another central feature of classical detective fiction. Rather than
functioning as guarantors of order and objective truth, institutions in Disco Elysium are portrayed as
fragmented, contingent, and historically unstable. The Revachol Citizens Militia is unable to provide
the epistemological certainty often associated with investigative authority, while characters such as
Titus Hardie and Kim Kitsuragi expose the limitations of both institutional power and rational
procedure. Investigation therefore ceases to be a process that restores order through knowledge.
Instead, it becomes an attempt to navigate a world in which competing interpretations can never be

fully resolved into a single authoritative account.

Taken together, these findings form the basis for the thesis's broader argument that Disco Elysium

can be productively analyzed as a narrative text. Although the game remains an interactive digital
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work, its reliance on narration, dialogue, focalization, ideological discourse, and textual interpretation
places narrative meaning at the center of the player experience. The analysis has therefore argued that
literary methods are not only applicable to Disco Elysium but particularly well suited to examining
how the game constructs subjectivity, knowledge, and interpretation. Interactivity does not diminish
the importance of narrative analysis; rather, it becomes one of the mechanisms through which
narrative meaning is produced and negotiated. The significance of this argument extends beyond
Disco Elysium itself. By reworking the conventions of detective fiction through the affordances of
interactive media, the game demonstrates how digital narratives can participate in and transform
established literary traditions. At the same time, it illustrates the continuing relevance of literary
theory for analyzing contemporary forms of storytelling that operate across media boundaries. Rather
than existing outside the domain of literary study, narrative-driven games such as Disco Elysium
invite new ways of thinking about narration, interpretation, and textuality within digital environments.
Disco Elysium reimagines the detective genre by rejecting the assumption that investigation
culminates in stable knowledge or objective truth. Through fragmented subjectivity, ideologically
mediated history, unstable institutional authority, and player-driven interpretation, the game presents
a world in which meaning remains provisional and contested. The detective is no longer a figure who
stands outside uncertainty and resolves it through reason. Instead, he becomes a participant within
the same systems of ambiguity and interpretation that he seeks to understand. It is through this
transformation that Disco Elysium not only revises the conventions of detective fiction but also

demonstrates the potential of narrative-driven digital games as objects of literary analysis.
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