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Abstract

This research examines the changing nature of the Asian online gaming
industry and the position of Taiwan in the regional market. The evidence used was
gathered through fieldwork conducted in Taiwan, Beijing and Shanghai from January
to October 1n 2007.

Firstly, it explores the situation from the perspective of political economy in
order to understand the process of commodification, including production, marketing
and distribution. The research establishes that the game industry operates within a
highly competitive market requiring substantial investments. Since game production
requires complex technological skills, there 1s a high capital cost, and the process is
very time consuming. Today’s online gaming business has segmented into different
sectors with varying roles, 1.e. developer, publisher, distributor and operator,
controlled by different players in the business. The research shows that Asian game
firms seek vertical synergies by expanding complex collaborative networks of
production, marketing and operation in order to minimize costs and maximize
profits. This implies that an international value chain has been established within the
regional economy due to that the capacity of modern East Asian cities to accelerate
the integration of the online gaming industry into regional economic activity.

Secondly, online gaming overall i1s a popular form of interactive
entertainment in the intra-Asian market. The key theories used to understand digital
games are debated between narratology and ludology. However, neither is capable
of providing an explanation for the Asian gaming culture. On further examination,
certain types of game genres, ‘wuxia’ and ’cute’ games, are found to have a
particular appeal for Asian users. The wuxia genre is exclusively circulated in the
greater Chinese cultural arena. The ‘cute’ game originates from the protagonists and
themes of Japanese video games. This genre is well accepted by Asian users living in
urban environments, and has become a force to unite city gamers in different Asian
countries.

Lastly, the thesis explores the unique position of Taiwan’s game industry,
which has been transformed from a test-bed for games aimed at the Chinese market
into an intermediary between China and the rest of the world. Before 2002, Taiwan
was regarded as a springboard for foreign firms wishing to enter the big Chinese
market. Now, China’s game industry has emerged and Chinese games have been
exported to other Asian countries. Currently Taiwan is the biggest export market.
The sophisticated features of the Taiwanese market mean that it can act as a stepping
stone for Chinese game firms wishing to expand into wider regional and global
markets.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Aim of research

The aim of this thesis 1s to study the changes in the Asian online gaming (OLG)
industry and the unique features of Taiwan in the regional market through political,
economic and cultural contexts.

Through investigation, this research aims to engage in the theoretical
framework of the transtormation of the industrial structure, the relationships of these
Asian game industries, the position of the local firms in the regional market, and the
implications of regional integration resisting global competition. This research

concentrates on the features of Taiwan’s OLG industry.

1.2 Research design

This research 1s structured into a dynamic global-regional-local network of
analysis 1n accordance with 1its research objectives and theoretical concerns. The
research uses two diverse approaches in a complementary prospective for mapping
an overview research of the inherently cultural industry of OLG, a political economic
study of media production and a cultural studies of media consumption.

The popularity of Asian OLG started in South Korea and expanded to other
Asian markets. The growth of middle-class Chinese is playing an important role in
the development of the OLG industry. Now, interactive online entertainment has
been integrated into regional economic activities 1n the intra-Asian market. The
research aims to find out whether Asian OLG industry plays a role as a locked-in
hierarchical position to integrate into the global markets. Does the Asian OLG
industry hold a unique role in adding value in the Asia Pacific markets? Does the

regional market of South Korea, China, Japan, and Taiwan form a geo-linguistic

market paradigm?

Currently, all four countries possess the competence to make and run an online
game title. As a strong competitor, South Korea has become the comer-stone 1n the
intra-Asian market. China has emerged as a bigger market than Korea, potentially
the largest market in the world. Its market scale and government support continue to
foster the strength of the nation’s OLG industry. China’s game industry has quickly
built up its capabilities to develop oriented game products. Taiwan has experiences
of creating different types of massive multi-player online games (MMOGs)
circulated not only in the domestic market, but also in foreign markets. Japan 1s a
consuming country rather than a producing country. Even so, Japan’s video game

industry has had a major influence on the Asian OLG industry. Examining the

1



relationships of the different Asian gaming industries and the formation of the Asian
gaming culture may provide answers to the above questions.

In addition, this research focuses on the unique features of Taiwan’s OLG
industry, and the uses of global strategies for integration in the global market. One
possibility 1s that Taiwan 1s simply an extension or a springboard of the Asian online
game markets. Studies reveal the contrasting positions of Taiwan’s OLG industry,
as either being integrated into the global market, or having a specific role in the Asia
Pacific market.

There are approximately 4 million online players in Taiwan, mostly aged 12 to
25 years. Betore 2002, Taiwan’s game firms made profits by operating domestically
produced online game titles, in Taiwan and China. Now, foreign licensed games,
mainly from South Korea, China and Japan, make up 85 percent of the market share.
The high proportion of imported games 1n Taiwan shows that being both the game
producer and the game operator at the same time makes 1t hard to earn high profits.
The Taiwanese feared they must rely on the supply of other Asian game firms when
they found that their gaming experiences did not apply to the new Internet
environment. At the same time, other Asian licensed games of better quality or
lower selling prices have threatened the development of the Taiwanese game
industry. To understand the changing role of, and the competence of, Taiwan’s OLG
industry, by observing the strategies of its game firms will provide empirical
evidence that would explain the genuine position of Taiwan.

This study covers the period 2002 to 2008. During this time, a series of changes
have been ongoing in the cultural industry, involving business models, market
segmentation, and structural changes. The major data used in this research were

collected during fieldwork conducted from January to October, 2007.

The investigation mainly looks at the current Asian OLG industry, Taiwan’s
OLG business, the relationships of Taiwanese and other Asian game firms, and the

role of Taiwan’s OLG in the intra-Asian OLG market.
At the regional level, this study investigates the nature of the Asian OLG

industry, its industrial structure, and the context of the game products. A political
economic approach is used in order to understand the processes ot commodification,

including production, marketing, distribution, and operation. In parallel, cultural
studies are used to analyse the constituents of the media content, such as text and

discourse, which allows us to understand the various connotations within the cultural

products.



At the local level, the study examines the unique features of Taiwan’s OLG
industry concentrating on strategies for integration into the regional market. Porter’s
Diamond model (1990) is used to evaluate the competitiveness of Taiwan’s game
firms. This research adopts a case study method to invest the importance of local
operators. The cases chosen are two of Taiwan’s major game firms: Soft World and
Gamania. As the biggest game cooperation in Taiwan, Soft World started its
business as a distributor, and then expanded to a game publisher. Gamania excels at

operating Korean licensed games in Taiwan’s market. The firm’s overseas

expansion 1s based on its successful business model.

1.3 Data collection methods

Two data collection methods, documentary research and semi-structured
interview are employed in this research. Data from interviews, governmental
publications, commercial reports by research institutions and internal organizational
reports serve as the primary data sources. Data extracted from academic literature
and mass media, including newspaper, industrial magazines, and the Internet, are
used as secondary sources to critically cross-check data gathered from primary
sources.

The majority of my data was collected in Taipei, Beijing, and Shanghai from
January to October, 2007. Twenty-eight Asian games firms were investigated,
spread throughout Taiwan, Korea, Japan, and China. Selecting Korean, Japanese,
and Chinese game firms as my survey targets i1s due to the following reasons: Korea
was the first country in Asia to develop an OLG industry; Japan has advanced skills
in video game production, which have had a major influence on the OLG industry;
Chinese game firms operate in a domestic market with the greatest global potential;
and Taiwanese game firms have the best ability to be both competitors as well as
collaborators.

The aim of the research design was to focus on ‘elite interviews’ to elicit

information clarifying the complex relationships between the different game

industries in the Asian market. Elite participants are more knowledgeable in the
macro-level of industrial structure, and they are the decision makers on major
investments and outward expansion. Their valuable experiences and visionary
observations, in spite of their successes or failures provide insight into how the
gaming industry has moved and developed under complicated conditions.  This

helps the research to compile a picture of the Asian OLG industry based on the

context of globalisation.



Fifty-nine face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted during my
fieldwork. Specifically, elite interview 1s used in this research. It is used when
- researchers seek highly specific information. A wide range of online game
protagonists, including executives, general managers, spokesmen, and journalists,
scholars, government officials and analysts, were interviewed. Interviews with the
first three positions are primary sources, and the rest were used as secondary sources
to provide indirect information and supplementary interpretation and explanation. In
the context of the interviews, an interesting finding showed that the interviewees in
senior management positions appeared to reveal important information and future
plans. At the same time, the interviewees from the games firms possessing advanced
capabilities 1n the gaming industry were more willing to disclose their business

strategies and possible challenges.

1.4 Main findings of the study
The findings of the study are displayed into three parts. First, the research

examines the Asian OLG industry from the political economic perspective in order to
understand the development of the cultural industry in the intra-Asian market. The
teatures of Asian OLG industry stand out: Asian game firms seek to consolidate their
advantages through integration, buyout, outsourcing, and Intellectual Property rights
(IP) games; and major game firms stand in a better economic position, controlling
the sources and market, forcing the minor game firms to cooperate with the game
operator or game publisher to create games based on market demands rather than
originality. The Asian OLG industry has been formed by three factors: the changing
environment of Asian OLG, the formation of an international value chain, and the
approaching globalised competition.

1) The changing nature of Asian OLG. In the contemporary world, a new
online game requires massive investment in technology, operations, and marketing.
It becomes very difficult for a game firm to develop and run a game product. The
commodified process of OLG has segmented into developing, publishing,
distribution, and operation in the Asian market. The OLG business has developed a
model, which involves a Korean game developer providing the game product and
another Asian operator running the same game title with specialized localized
content in the local market. The localized contents, including language translation,
change of backcloth and the arrangement of events and festivals, are all designed to
meet the demands of local gamers. The role of the game operator is important, as

they know how to localize the game product to suit the demands of local users.
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Online games have moved from a technology-leading product to a service product,

while most games titles have become free to play.

2) A formed international value chain. Asian game firms seek vertical
synergies by expanding complex collaborative relationships of production, marketing
and operation in order to minimize costs and maximize profits in the intra-Asian
market. Products sold out in advance means that game developers can complete their
work without budget pressures and adjust the content to fit a bigger market during
production. This cooperation lowers the investment risk, as well as helping both
game providers and game buyers. In addition, an increasing number of production
activities have been subcontracted from Korea and Taipei to China to lower
production costs. This further implies that an international value chain has been
established within the regional economy. To compensate for the inherent weakness
within a commodity chain, each successive node involves the organization of inputs
of labour, distribution, and consumption. Japan owns the resources to create a game,
Korea’s protits come from licensing its game products, Taiwan’s game firms profit
from the operational sector, and China has become a low cost labour factory. This
provides the most profitable combination of capital, labour, and technology.

The Asian game market 1s distinguished as a demand and supply oriented
marketplace formed by economic power rather than cultural forces. Innovative
technology has brought the Asian nations together. Having similar socio-economic
environments has contributed to the people of Asia, including Taiwan, South Korea,
Japan, and China, readily accepting newly developed interactive online
entertainment. Advanced internet techniques provide massive backend server
support to construct a game world. If Eastern Asia had not successfully gone
through similar modernizing processes, a regional economic activity could not have
been constituted. All the strategy based on a globalized economic system has further
formed an integrated industry in the regional economy.

3) Intense global competition. Global players have begun to enter the interactive
entertainment software industry. These internationals are good at global strategies by
using different types of alliances, such as EA and Blizzard’s horizontal mtegration,
and Sony’s diagonal integration. The global competitors have dynamically broken
into the Asian market, which has changed the ecology of the Asian OLG industry.
At the same time, the Asian gaming industries display an unequal relationship when
the game rules are overturned. Japan and USA have successtul experiences in the
gaming industry, controlling the scarce sources, and holding dominant positions 1n

the regional market. These two examples show that the position of global players
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will become concrete when the game industry has become a commodified process.

A sign value, such as intellectual property (IP), could become more valuable when
other sources, such as labour or technique, can be accessed more easily during the
process of production. According to Scott Lush (2007), the establishment of a
branded IP 1s design-intensive just as commodity production is labour-intensive.
Cultural studies provides an approach to analyse the constituents of
communication content, such as text and discourse, which gives insights into the

gaming culture and nature of the market for online games.

Online gaming, overall, is a popular form of entertainment in the intra-Asian
market. Only USA’s World of Warcraft (WoW), based on medieval history, has
gained any success 1n the global market and has more subscribers in Asia than in the
western market. World of Warcraft’s success may be due to product awareness and
the significant investment in production and testing. Asian gamers have a preference
for Asian oriented content. On further examination, certain types of game genres,
such as Western fantasy, ‘cute games’ (predominantly anime) and ‘wuxia games’
(predominantly martial arts), have a particular appeal for Asian users.

The content of almost all the earliest Asian oriented massive multi-player
online role playing games (MMORPGs) were based in the medieval age. Korea’s
Lineage and Legend of Mir have overwhelmed the Asian market, appealing to a mass
of core users. These Asian MMORPGs, based on Western genre of medieval
fantasy, rely on the habits of Eastern gamers who prefer intense combat and PK
(player killing) rather than completing a quest. Cultural ‘hybridity’ can explain why
these Asian cultural products adapted from Western epics into more localized forms,
attract Asian core users. This has further prospered the development of the Asian
OLG 1industry.

The ‘cute game’ genre originates from Japanese characters and themes 1n video
games. The Japanese originally designed the delightful characters with
unrecognisable cultural features to penetrate the Western market. Unexpectedly, this
cenre of MMOG attracted new groups of gamers, female and youngsters, dittering
from the core users targeted by the serious Western genre. Borrowing ideas from
Japanese boys’ games, the ‘cute’ game provides a naive adventure world which 1s
easily conquered by younger audiences. Girls’ cute games present a friendly world,
stressing mutual aid and social interaction. Consequently, the cute game genre

broadened the base of the audience by attracting users in the multitude of Asian

metropolitan areas.



Wuxia themed games were tirst developed in the Taiwanese market. These
have a special appeal to gamers 1n the Chinese cultural sphere. Most notably, these
MMORPGs are a third-person version, where the players are part of the central
character’s combat skills, differing from the first-person mode of Western shooting
games or Japanese ‘beat them up’ games. In Greater China, game titles based on
specitic topics, such as history, Sangoku, or popular culture, Jin Yong’s novels, have
become market triumphs.

In China, this type of genre attracts the mass of Chinese users who are residents
in 1nner cities or rural towns. While Asian gamers in wealthier areas are looking for
casual and relaxing content, the Chinese prefer combat games, which provide a
virtual social competition through killing and fighting. Chinese audiences are
motivated to select a role, pretending they are a knight fighting social injustice or a
warlord fighting for territories. This encourages Chinese game firms to provide only
simplified content to increase their market share. Now, China has become the
biggest market to produce, consume, and re-produce wuxia themed games.

The overall Asian game market 1s defined as a sub-global market where it
accepts a global master narrative with special local adaption. Different types of
games operated in the intra-Asian market reflect the constitution of the Asian OLG
market. Three relationships exist in the Asian gaming market: global, regional, and
national. At the global level, USA based game products provide a global master
narrative, which 1s circulated in the global market and at the regional level Asian-
oriented game products are operated in the Asian local markets. The national
cultural level produces games within the Chinese cultural form, whose primary
audience 1s a culturally Chinese audience. These aspects reflect that language
appears to be more important than geography, while the Chinese and the Chinese
Diaspora populations in other Asian countries have a common interest in Chinese
topic games. Although Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and China are termed as
broader Confucian-based influence markets, culture-oriented games still have
difficulty crossing borders.

Finally, this research used Michael Porter’s Diamond model (1990) explored the
unique position of Taiwan’s game industry theory. An earlier research hypothesis
was based on Taiwan being a springboard into the Chinese market. The result of
using Porter’s model is that the role of Taiwan has developed into becoming an

intermediary market.

1) The unique position of Taiwan. Taiwan has become integrated into the

regional market, as the local industry cannot support an independent game industry.
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Taiwan seeks cooperation with other Asian partners by establishing a relationship
between game buyer and game provider. Taiwan is seen as a sophisticated market.
with features of the demands of game products, such as diversified forms of game

genres and high rotation of game products. Now, South Korean, Japanese, and
Chinese produced online games comprise 85 percent of the market share in Taiwan.
One hundred OLG titles run at same time. In 2008, USA’s World of Warcraft, South
Korea’s Luna Online, and Taiwan’s Wulin Online ranked as the top three selling
game titles in Taiwan. Three different types of games appeal to mass gamers. Each
of these games in Taiwan can appeal to 100,000 people accessing its server at any
given time. For foreign firms, Taiwan can be seen as an extension of other Asian
markets, rather than as a test bed for the Chinese market because these two markets
share a similarity of cultural backgrounds.

In addition, Taiwan’s geographically advantageous position, in terms of
physical and cultural proximity, has shaped its uniqueness. The physical proximity
with China, South Korea, and Japan has accelerated the speed Taiwan was integrated
into the regional economy. Furthermore, modern infrastructures, such as the
convenient transportation and advanced telecommunications, facilitated Taiwan in
keeping frequent contacts with other Asian partners, decreasing the possibility of
misunderstanding. In addition, Taiwan has a cultural proximity with China, which
helps the Taiwanese easily transfer information to the local Chinese population.
Taiwan’s OLG can keep core development in the local OLG industry and make use
of cheap Chinese labour as a production tool.

2) Taiwan’s relationship with China. Before 2000, Taiwan was regarded as a
springboard for foreign firms to enter the Chinese market. The failures of Taiwan’s
game firms in China show that China’s game market has become a complicated
market, despite the two markets sharing geo-linguistic proximity. Most importantly,
the Chinese game industry has the capability to satisfy the demands of the national
market and even expand into the overseas markets, and Taiwan has, indeed, become
an important export market for Chinese game firms. The Taiwan market was the
largest importer of Chinese game products when these games were circulating only
in the Chinese cultural sphere. These Chinese games, with Taiwanese experience,
are now attracting other Asian gamers. So Taiwan’s gaming market has developed
into an intermediary for Chinese game firms to expand into other foreign markets.

Taiwan can be seen as a niche in Chinese culture. While China has become a
national market, Taiwan is close to being a sub-national one. According to Aphra

Kerr (2002), cultural contents continue to be marked by specific ‘market’ boundaries
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on the demand and consumption fronts, based around distinct national, ethnic and
other identities, whatever the global reach of the new technologies of content
production and distribution. However, the urbanity of Taiwan means the population
has more sophisticated and highly developed features compared to mainland China’s
inner cities. When Chinese games are operated in Taiwan, specialized adaption is
necessary to fit the demands of the wealthier market. Knowledge transfer takes place
from Taiwan to China, which helps the Chinese to understand the trend of
globalisation and the outside world. This research further reveals that not only

cultural specialties, but also socio-economic differences discriminate against the

locals 1n Asian OLG market.

1.5 Outline of the thesis

The thesis will consist of eleven chapters. Chapter I introduces the aims,
theoretical framework, analytical levels, and research methods of the study. The
chapter also reveals major findings and outlines the thesis’ structure.

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 review existing Anglo-American research on game
theories, digital games and game cultures. These chapters serve the purpose of
setting up the background to the research and reveal significant issues and tendencies
observed 1n the field.

Chapter 2 examines game genres, from the perspective of game theories. The
chapter explores the correlation between a specific game genre and its speciiic
technological support (i.e. how computer technology effects the development of a
oame story). Chapter 2 also provides a detailed explanation of the narrative, context,
and game-play of MMORPGs. Furthermore, the research concludes that technology
constructs a limited virtual world, rather than an infinite imaginary world. Computer
technology, abiding by the rule that technology can make and retrieve any world
based on real life or history acts, as a constraint on game designers, game players and
games. Chapter 2 further discusses the evolution of the medieval epic game, from
pencil-and-paper RPGs (role playing games) to today’s 3D (three-dimension)
MMORPGs with the features of complex engines, sophisticated graphic capabilities
and advanced network communication.

Chapter 3 reviews the existing research on Western game cultures as well as
Asian game cultures, and examines the differences between them. The chapter

provides an explanation of the concept of militarised masculinity, a core aspect of

Western games.



Chapter 3 explores certain types of game genres, which have been
specifically developed for Asian gamers, such as western fantasy games, wuxia
games and cute games. The Anglo-American games provided a concept for Asian
~game developers to follow. Asian MMORPGs based on Western medieval fantasies
rely on the user habits of Eastern gamers who prefer intense combat and PK (player
killing). The wuxia-themed genre, based on Chinese knight-errant fictions or
historical stories, 1s exclusively circulated in the Chinese cultural arena. The ‘cute
game’ genre originates from the protagonists of Japanese video games, such as
Mario Brotners and Final Fantasy. This genre is well accepted by Asian users living
in urban environments and has become a force to unite city gamers in different Asian
countries.

Chapter 4 examines the arguments and theories developed in both Euro-
American and Asian globalization studies, concerning the nature of media production,
and the nature ot the relationship between global influence and local media. Through
drawing these theories and arguments together, a multi-level (global, regional, and
local) theoretical framework 1s used to analyse the transformation of the OLG
industry in Asian markets under intensive global competition. In addition, cultural
studies are analysed in order to understand how the market conditions are influenced
by what consumers want and gain from culture. It 1s necessary to understand the
wider commercial and cultural forces that circumscribe and penetrate the materal
and practice of media organization and producers.

Chapter 5, the methodology chapter, establishes the investigative structure,
including the scope, levels, locations and reference period of the research and
identifies the data collection methods of the investigation in light of the research’s
objectives. Chapter 5 also mentions why ‘elite interviews’ and case studies are used,
including their strength and weakness in this research. The chapter also describes the
limitations of data collection in Taiwan and China, and explains the necessity of
documentary research to complement and cross-check the oral accounts.

Chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9 are the core of my research. Chapter 6 reviews the
existing research on the commodified process of a game title and concerns the nature
of the Asian game industries, including China, South Korea, Japan, and Taiwan. The
chapter also examines the process of game production, investigates the underlying
factors of global competition, and explains initial implications of a value-added chain
being established in a regional economy, the intra-Asian markets. The impact of

olobalisation is reflected on the trends of an increasing vertical integration,

outsourcing, and using licensed IP.
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Chapter 7 explores how a MMORPG is produced, marketed, distributed, and
~operated, and the negotiations and crucial factors influencing the game business. The
focus 1s on the changing business model and how capital and technological systems
structure and influence the process of commodities. Chapter 7 discovers that the
core of Taiwanese game firms have been transformed from game developers to game
operators. ‘These Taiwanese game firms have good marketing strategies to make
quick profits from running a game in the domestic market. This Chapter also
discusses the failures of Taiwan game firms in the Chinese market and shows that
Taiwan 1s not a springboard into the neighbouring market. The Chinese market has
become more complex than Taiwan’s so Taiwan’s experience cannot be used as a
model.

Chapter 8 examines the collaborative relationships between Taiwan’s game
firms and other Asian partners in the regional market. The model of the governance
of global commodity chain (Gereffi et al. 2005) is used to analyze how Taiwanese
game firms have linked with other parters. Module value chains are established
between Taiwan’s game buyers and other game providers. Now, Taiwan seeks to co-
develop games with other Asian partners, moving towards collaborative cooperation.
The sernies of studies on the commodified process of OLG in the intra-Asian markets
may shed some light that regional markets based on geo-linguist proximity have
formed.

Chapter 9 discusses the competitiveness of Taiwan’s OLG industry. Four
influencers, including factor conditions, demand conditions, related and supporting
industries, and firm strategy (structure and rivalry), are used to identify the
advantages of the weakness of Taiwan’s gaming industry. Factor conditions and
demand conditions distinguish Taiwan as a small market with insutficient manpower
to support the gaming industry. Nevertheless, the sophistication of Taiwan’s OLG
industry helps to enhance the strength of game operators rather than game
developers. In-depth cases studies examine two major local players, Soft World and
Gamania. Soft World concentrates on the big Chinese markets; Gamania 1s
significant because the company maintains many popular South Korean MMORPGs
in the Taiwanese market. The two cases show the uniqueness of Taiwan: Soft World
adds value in foreign licensed games by providing suggestions to revise the content;
Gamania maximizes profits by extending its business to other Asian markets.
Further analysis verifies the position of Taiwan’s OLG industry as an intermediary

for Chinese game firms which plan to expand their overseas markets.
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Chapter 10 analyses the study’s major findings, content arguments, and
theories, and explains the theoretical implications of the findings upon the study of
global competition within the OLG industry, on the global-regional-local analytic

framework 1n media globalisation studies. This chapter points out that the theories of

simple globalisation are inadequate and discusses the necessary synthesis of global
master narrative with local special content in media study. The research further finds
the Asian OLG 1ndustry has formed an integrated economic activity in the intra-

Asian market, which 1s based on the foundation of similar modern progress within

the different Asian countries.

Chapter 11, the conclusion, reviews research objectives, the theoretical
framework, the investigation structure, and data collection methods of the study, and
summarises the research findings. The thesis ends by pointing out the original
contributions the study made to the field of Asian online games, globalization studies

and 1ts theoretical implications, indicating the research’s limitations.
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Chapter 2.

Multi-player Online Role Playing Games: Narrative and T'echnology

This chapter examines game genres, from the perspective of game theories,
explaining the relationships between a game, the narrative and the technology. First,
the narratological approach is used to examine the development of the game genre.
This chapter explores the correlation between a game genre and its specific
technological support, such as platform, software, and the Internet. The research
discovers that technology should be counted as a crucial element in deciding how a
game story 1s developed. Subsequently, this study discusses the importance of new
technology in creating an imaginary world and breaking down the boundaries
between reality and fiction. In further analyzing the relationships between new
technology, player’s interactivity, and the back-story within the massively multi-
player role-playing games (MMORPGS). The study concludes that widely held view
that a fantasy MMORPG is a limited virtual world, rather than an unlimited world,

constrains the game designer, the game and the player.

2.1 Game theories

Traditionally, the term ‘text’ in media studies is used to signal a focus on the
conventions and physical form of a media message. Cultural studies, in contrast,
provide a broader focus on the physical form of the message combined with the
meaning, as interpreted by the user or audience. John Fiske (1987) points out that a
programme 1S produced by the media industry and a text 1s produced by the audience
during game-play. Gaming 1s not sitmply a cybemnetic relationship with a machine,
but game scenarios that carry social meaning (Fiske, 1987, pl17). Following the
established theories, other digital game researcher argues the necessity of extending
the concept of ‘text’ when applied to ‘interactive texts’, including, not only ‘the
mechanical organization of the text’ and the role of the audience or user, but also the
medium (Aarseth 1997, in Kerr, 2006, p20). The role of the medium 1n structuring a
media text is exercised, not only by the changing relationships between user, text and
medium, but also by the instability of the digital game text (Kerr, 20006, p21).

However, because this is a burgeoning area of study we will have to import the
main theories from other fields, such as the studies of literature and drama. The
usefulness of narrative analysis 1s widely used in studies of digital gaming.
Additionally, the key theories used to understand digital games are debated between

narratologists (who use narrative theories to examine digital games) and ludologists
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(who reject the narratological approach and look to play and game theory for

inspiration).

2.1.1 Narratology. The narratological approache relies on narrative paradigmes,
whereas ludological studies focus on the understanding of the structure and elements
of games (Apperley, 2006, p8). The most common narratological approach dates
back to Aristotle. According to Aristotle, narrative has a beginning, middle, and end,
which are sometimes called the crisis, the climax, and the resolution respectively.
Aristotle also 1dentitied the strict causal and temporal relationship between events in
a plot (Kerr, 2006, p22; Ndalianis, 2004, p3). In addition, the classical approach to
narrative 1s very much a product of the modernist era and post-structuralist theorists
question some ot the premises, including the supposed causality between events and
the role given to the participantin the process. Ryan (2001) adopts a post-
structuralist approach to narrative and suggests that new interactive literary forms
demand that we rethink our understanding of narrative. She contends that there can
be different types of narratives: conventional dramatic narratives, where a semantic
structure accords with the Aristotelian principles; sequential narratives, where events
are ordered in a temporal sequence; and causal narratives, where an interpretation of
events invokes causality (Ryan (2001) cited in Kerr, 2006, p23). Murray (1997)
identifies digital games as one new type of ‘storytelling format’ or ‘narrative art’,
while seeing a loosening of boundaries between stories and games. For Murray,
digital games are always a ‘story’, and can be seen as a new term, which provide an
agency, a virtual world, for the player to make believe, termed in ‘cyber-dramas’
(Murray (1997) cited 1in Kerr, 20006, p24).

According to Marie-Laure Ryan (2007)', another possibility for categorising the

game genres, from the narrative perspective are the embedded story, the emergent
story and the pre-scripted, but variable story.
The embedded story.

This structure covers any attempt by the player to reconstitute events that took
place in the past. It connects two narrative levels: the story to be discovered, and the
story of their discovery. The prime example of this design is the detective story.
The best-known game is Myst, in which there is a hidden story to discover. Myst

' In Ryan’s research four modes of narrative are presented in the perspective of novel, film and game.
The diegetic mode refers to telling somebody a happened story; the mimetic mode refer.s to creatigg a
story in the present by impersonating a character; the participatory mode refers to creating a story in
real time by playing a role in a story world; and, simulation mode refers to creating a story in re;al time
by designing an engine that will implement a sequence of events on the basis of its rules. The diegetic
mode is for novels, the mimetic mode for films, and a combination of the simulative and the

participatory is for computer and console games (Ryan 2007, pp9-10)
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depicts the saga of the wizard Atrus and his evil sons, Sirrus and Achenar. This story

is revealed progressively, as the player visits the various regions (Ryan 2007, pp16-
17). Sometimes, the embedded story is used as an instruction in game-play,
containing not only the clues in the context of a quest but also imparting fragments of
information about the game-world’s fictional history. For example, the indicator in

World of Warcraft provides fragments of information about the game-world’s
fictional history, and leads the player to understand the mosaic of the back-story
progressively (Krzywinska 2007).

The emergent story.

In contrast to the embedded story, the emergent story is not pre-planned by
the designer, but takes shape dynamically as a result of the interaction between the
user and the game system. The game design exploits a narrative interest by offering
the option of a ‘story mode’ through which players create comic strips by taking
snapshots of the screen and then add their own context. Stories created this way are
not necessarily the same as the stories created originally. The best-known example
of the emergent system 1s The Sims, a game which has achieved reasonable success
with users because it relies on the quintessential narrative theme of human
relationships (Ryan 2007, ppl17-21).

The pre-scripted, but variable story.

Within an interactive drama, the user impersonates a member of the fictional
worlds, interacting with system-controlled characters through an Artificial
Intelligence (AI) based dialogue system. To allow the plot to develop according to a
relatively pre-defined script, the users should play the role as an active observer,
rather than being cast as the main protagonist. This means that digital texts aiming at
a dramatic effect will have to rely on a pre-scripted, top-down design. But in order
to take advantage of the interactive nature of the medium, they should provide
bottom-up input for the user to introduce variations in the script. The system uses
pre-written dialogue modules that vary depending on the user’s input. For each

situation, the system maintains a list of discourse acts that constitute appropriate
responses. The input of the user is parsed by the system and mapped onto one of the
currently available discourse acts (Ryan 2007, pp21-25).

2.1.2 Ludology. Games are, at the least, not primarily textual. Ludologists,
emerging towards the end of the 1990s, attempted to decode games and to extract

meaning from games, because the narrative theory and other theories were proving

unsatisfying to anyone who actually played the games. Aareth (2004) argues that

theorists need to study the ‘game-world-labyrinth’ dimension of cyber texts which
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consists of three aspects: rules, a material semiotic system (a game-world), and

game-play (the events resulting from the application of the rules of the game-world)
(Aareth 2004 cited 1n Kerr, 2006, p33). In addition, Eskelinen (2004) states games
are under-theorised. For Eskelinen, two key aspects of digital games are markedly
different from traditional narratives: 1) the time scheme or causality of events, and 2)
the nature and the role of the character or user. Eskelinen stresses that the dominant
temporal relation 1s the one between user time and event time rather than the
narrative one between story time and discourse time. Characters in games are

functional and operate in different ways to characters in traditional narratives

(Eskelinen 2004, pp 33-34).
Jesper Juul 1s another key figure in this group. Eskelinen (2004) argues that

games are non-narrative by exploring three important reasons. Juul (2001) contends
that digital games are more game than just a story. The difficulties involved in
translating a narrative from a film or novel into a game lies in the notion that
narrative features are less important in digital games (Kerr, 2006, p34).

Juul (2001) focuses on different elements in game, of which narrative, time and
player-game relationships are the most important.

First, games are not part of the narrative media ecology formed by movies,
novels, and theatre. Games and stories actually do not translate to each other in the
way that novels and movies do. Juul compares the case of Star Wars the game and
Star Wars the movie. Star Wars the game cannot be said to contain a narrative that
can be recognized from Star Wars the movie (Juul, 2001)”. Most characters from the
movie are missing; however, they can be found in the game world. Events in the
game have become simulations where the player can either win or fail.

Second, time 1n games works differently compared to time in books or films. If
we play an action-based computer game like Doom 11, 1t 1s hard to find distance
between story time, narrative time, and viewing time. We may find that players have
to reconstruct some events from this representation. Clearly, since players can
influence events, the events represented cannot be in the past.

Third, the relationships between the participant and the story world are difterent
than the relationships between the player and the game world. The reader or viewer
needs an emotional motivation for investing energy in the movie or book. The player
is motivated to invest energy in the game because the game evaluates the player's
performance, which is why a game can be much more abstract than a movie or a

novel, because games involve the player in a direct way. In addition, the player

2 Source: http://www.jesperjuul.net/text/
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inhabits a twilight zone where they perform not only as an empirical subject outside

of the game, but also in a role inside the game (Juul, 2001).
Nevertheless, the narrative turn of the last 20 years has seen the concept of

narrative emerge as a privileged master concept in the description of all aspects of

sign-production. Aphra Kerr (2006) concludes, in the following words:

Game theorists generally adopt one of three approaches to narrative: a narrow,
formalist and classical approach; a broad, culturally and historically located, post-
structuralist approach; or an outright rejection of narrative theories. Given both the
diversity of narrative theories and the diversity of games, some of which are clearly

more narrative driven than others, it would be unwise to dismiss narrative theory

outright.
(Kerr, 2006, p26).

2.2 The genres of game

Grouping games together into genres, defined by core characteristics, might be a
solution to the game theories. However, genre is quite-theorised in game studies.
There have been some attempts to define what lies behind the generic categories.
Game genres can be distinguished depending on the balance of narrative, game-play
and simulation in a game (Kerr, 2006, pp 38-39).

Normally, the genres of video games are categorized into several types,
including simulation, action, strategy, adventure, RPG (Role playing game), puzzle,
sports, and other. Role playing themed content is one of the most popular online
game genres. Herz (1997) identifies eight different digital game genres: action,
fighting, sports, puzzle, adventure, role-playing, simulation and strategy; Poole
(2000) lists nine. The main differences between these two categorizations revolve
around defining action, simulation and strategy games. For Herz, action games are a
fairly broad group, while Poole distinguishes between ‘shoot ‘em ups’, racing games,
and platform games. Poole admits that the term °‘platform games’ 1s probably
outdated now and a more appropriate term might be ‘exploration game’ or adventure
game (Kerr, 2006, p40). However, many game titles are genre hybrids, and hard to
classify. A Japanese survey identified 22 game genres, including the tfollowing:
simulation RPG, action RPG, strategic, simulation, nurturing/love simulation,
rhythm-action, shooting, battle-type network games, and RPG type network games
(Kerr, 2006, pp38-39). Generic categories are described in the following paragraphs:

Action, fighting and sports games. The types of action consist of first-person
shooters and third-person games. This distinction 1s made along the lines of the

mode genre. When tracing back the development of video games, the toundation of
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video games based on arcade games and supports from the US military have been
designated to the limited genres of shooting and fighting. Because these types of
games at the arcade platform have always proved popular with young male
audiences, game companies have a strong economic incentive to continue and
amplify these genres (Kline et al., 2003, pp179-181). Famous games 1nclude
Wolfenstein 3D 1n shooting games, the Tekken series in fighting games and FIFA in
sports games.

Simulation games. A simulation game contains a mixture of skill. chance, and
strategy to simulate an aspect of reality. Simulation games are intended to simulate
real world activities. The games are designed to simulate the activities of driving,
flying, and sports, as well as to simulate the geographical dynamics of towns, cities
and commumties. The Sim, one of the best-selling computer games in the USA, is a
simulation ot the daily activities of virtual people in a suburban household located
near Sim City. Players live in a perfect consumer society wherein they have to make
friends, find partners, and climb career ladders (Katsman, 1974; Rogers, 1986).

Strategy games. A strategy game is a game in which the players’ decision-
making skills have a high significance in determining the outcome. The word
‘strategy’ refers to mlitary terminology. Normally, all strategy games can also be
strategic or tactical in the military sense (Kline et al., 2003). Real-time strategy
games request players to make their decisions and actions within the backdrop of a
constantly changing game state, while the action in the game is continuous. This
type of game-play 1s characterized by obtaining resources, building bases,
researching technologies, and producing units, which focuses on operational aspects
and control of warfare. Famous strategy games include the USA’s Age of Empire

and Civilization and Japan’s Dynasty Warriors.

Adventure games. Adventure games are characterized by a process of
investigation. Players inside the game-play must complete a series ot explorations,
puzzle-solving and overcoming obstacles along the way. Adventure games are based
on the focus of narrative challenges, which need a detailed back(ground) story. Some
adventure games rely equally on the common adventure elements, but also on the
character building of RPGs. The main characters usually have a certain health meter
(marked in points) and a chart of skills. Some puzzles and feats in these games need
a minimum amount of skills in order to be solved so the player may have to choose

one specific character to solve it, or spend time building the skills of the first

character. Famous adventure games include Japan’s Legend of Zelda, Donkey Kong

and Mario and the UK’s Tomb Raider.
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Role-playing games. Participants in a role-playing game (RPG) assume the

roles of fictional characters and collaboratively create or follow stories. Detailed

back stories and different character identities are very important elentents to

construct RPG game-play. The RPG genre of computer games began with the
publication of result from the Dungeons and Dragons game series in 1974: the seed
of an immensely popular new hobby centred around face-to-face storytelling fantasy
adventures. One ot the players would take on the responsibility of the environment
and minor characters (dungeon master), whereas the other players would create one
or more characters to play within the world created by the dungeon master. The
story took place in the imagination of the players as they each described their actions,
and the Master, 1n turn, described the results of their actions.

Transtormed into PC (personal computer) or video platform, playing an RPG
involves the players creating a character in the game, based on a set of criteria, such
as strength, dexterity, charisma, etc. Gamers embark on an imagined adventure, thé
details of which the dungeon master (or referee) would have prepared in advance.
Characters 1n role-playing games are usually represented by a number of statistics.
Statistics are an abstract measure of how successful a character 1s likely to be at a
class of tasks. Famous PRG games include Japan’s Final Fantasy and the UK’s
Ultima Online.

2.3 Technology within new media

Some established literary theories depend on media and the narrative rather than
an interactive game world. Other researcher Juul reminds us not to tforget the
clements that games consist of (rules, goals, player activity, the projection of the
player’s actions into the game world, and the way the game defines the possible
actions of the player), while the narrative forms are too excessively focused (Juul,
2001). A game story involves more than technology, inventors, players, and wider
social and cultural contexts. Some scholars try to explain how technology makes the

game-play different from other media, presenting a virtual world which was created

by inventors and players collectively.

2.3.1 Milieu of game

When categorizing types of games, the specific design for particular game
machines, the ability of the player to move, and the visual aspect of the game by

using mechanical and structural rules should be taken into account. According to

game theory scholars Geott King and Tanya Krzywinska (2002), games can be

categorized on four levels: platform, genre, mode, and milieu. This 1s the result ot

19



the distinctive nature ot games as both particular kinds of audio-visual entertainment,
and as products of a particular industrial formulation (King & Krzyinska, 2002, p26).

Genre 1s a relatively classificatory term, for both producers and consumers,

King and Krzywinska think genre distinctions should be used to desi gnate different

kinds of teatures that occur more frequently in the variety of media products.

The game “platform’ 1s the type of hardware system on which a game is played.
This includes personal computers, various consoles, and hand-held settings. Some
games are designed with the capacities of a particular platform. Some are licensed
exclusively for one platform as a business strategy. In addition, the experience of
playing the game may be different because of adjustments made to cope with a
different style of controller or graphic interface. ‘

Games vary 1n types and forms, including games that are played alone, played
against the computer, and played against other players connected online, which are
the modes 1 which the game world is experienced by the players. Modes of games
may vary according to whether it 1s played with multiple players or single, while
online game play 1s an interactive activity. The single-player version of the game
centres on a linear narrative®. The multi-player version takes on a number of
permutations in which the various players either chat with each other or group

together to complete a mission (King & Krzyinska, 2002, pp26-27).

Milieu. Milieu 1s used to describe the types of virtual worlds within the games in

terms of location and atmospheric or stylistic conventions. Several distinct
established game genre of milieu exist, with science fiction, fantasy and war being
prominent. The effectiveness of different milieu 1s enhanced by using particular
mechanical and structural rules (King & Krzywinska, 2002, p27).

Different types of games require particular mechanical and structural rules. If the
game world is based on the medieval world, for example, all the buildings look
medieval, the music is medieval-sounding, the animals and trees look like they are
fourteenth-century France. Even the other avatars look medieval, the fighters look

like knights, the thieves look like street urchins, and the merchants look like cobblers

and tailors (Castronova, 20035, p98).
2.3.2 Neo-baroque

According to Angela Ndalianis (2003), contemporary entertainment forms can be

interpreted as ‘neo-baroque’, combining sight, sound, and text in ways that mimic the

> Wolfenstein 3D was a first ‘first person shooter’ computer game, in which the player as an escapee
from a Nazi concentration camp is sent to attack Hitler’s headquarters. The revolutionary shooting
game gives the illusion of occupying the vantage point of a protagonist who moved (Kline et al., 2003,

143-145).
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public entertainments of 17" century ‘baroque’ Europe. But today’s use of

technology expresses concerns of the late 20" and early 21% centuries. These entail

that they are:

1. Polycentric. Neo-baroque entertainment forms are not susceptible to linear
readings associated with traditional texts. Games are ‘ergodic’, structured in

accordance with the branching algorithms that regulate behavior.
2. Labyrinthine. Contemporary entertainment involves a start from nowhere in

particular and navigating a course to somewhere else equally non-specific. US

scholar Ndalianis stresses the role of users in co-creating the artefact.
3. Repetitive. Modem entertainment forms involve repetition. The same actions are

performed over and over until they are ‘right’ and a new way forward becomes

available.

4. Demanding of technological virtuosity. When players construct an experience
from the game, the complexity of skills is combined by the skills which are used
by the players and the skills which are developed by the game designers.
Theretfore, the virtuosity of both player and author of the game is ‘specifically
technological’ (Kirkpatrick, 2007, pp84-87).

Based on Ndalianis’ notions of the ‘neo-baroque’, characters are vyet
undeveloped, the storylines are obvious and repetitive and the audiences have to
work too hard to extract anything valuable in game play. The aesthetic, as the ‘neo-
baroque’, 1s given to account for its broad re-emergence 1in contemporary culture and
to delineate 1t from notions that place 1t as a particular artistic ‘style’ or periodization.
Rather, the neo-baroque is a form characterizing the shape of culture texts, notably
contemporary screen arts and new digital media, in particular, videogames (Surman,
2007, pp214-215).

This study will use narrative as a primary method to analyse the structure of
MMORPGs, since the concept of narrative 1s commonly and broadly used in the
study of storytelling media, such as drama, novels, film, and games. The study will
examine the elements inside a MMORPG and further explore why the fantasy story
has become a common embedded story for this type of game, even though complex

technologies are capable of making an imaginary world constructed without

limitations.

2.4 MMORPG

Multi-player online gaming allows a large number of players to interact with

one another in a game world. Role-playing games are the most popular genre. These
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are called massive multi-player online role-playing games. Multi-User Dungeon
(MUD) was one of the first multiplayer games, in text-only representation. When
technology moved to a more complex level, it helped the existing game genres to
gain the tabulous images ot today. Today’s modern computer graphics have replaced
the game world 1n the player’s imagination with complex 3D landscapes, crowded
cities, and miles of uncharted dungeon corridors to explore (Hartas, 2005, pl42;
Apperley, 2006, p17).

Interactive internet computer games host a large number of players in a single
game world, and all of those players can interact with each other at any given time.
An avatar 1s a computer user’s representation of themself in computer games.
Increasingly, games offer a basic character model, and then allow customization of
the physical features as the player sees fit. Players in the virtual worlds are
encouraged to change and develop their appearance and identity, building their own
virtual domiciles, acquiring personal possessions and collaborating with each other in
development. Many gamer titles now consider their activities within the virtual
space ot the game as creative work, not simply leisure play.

In nearly all MMORPGs, the development of the player’s character is a primary
goal. Many titles feature a character progression system in which players earn
experience points for their actions and use those points to reach more advanced
character ‘levels’, which makes them better at whatever they do. Traditionally,
combat with monsters and completing quests, either alone or in groups, 1s the
primary way to earn experience points. The accumulation of material wealth, such as
useful items, is also a way to progress in many game titles. Besides that, MMORPGs
'require the players to form teams. Guilds or communities form in MMORPGs, which

help inter-player interactions and grouped activities cohere into a small community

for the players.

2.4.1 A fantasy world
Most of the MMORPGs’ game worlds reconstruct a pseudo-historical magical

medieval realm, offering players a selection of characters, moods and atmospheres.
Actually, the game world is defined by academics, writers, and game designers alike;
the world should have a unifying consistency. Mythical structures, forms, and
rhetorics frequently provide informative sources for the creation of the world and 1ts
concomitant history. Many myths are characterized by the creation of extended

imaginary terrains, which either intersect with the ‘real” world, or bear a mixture of

familiar geographical features. These mythical worlds extend beyond a single story,
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providing the basis for a range of stories over a number of years. World-creations
within MMORPG footsteps are frequently forged into mythical systems such as
Celtic, Greek, and Nordic.

Transterred from pencil-and—paper role-playing games into a computer-setting
environment, Anglo-American online games first evolved into text-based games like
Adventure and Zork, and, then into early graphical adventure games like Wizardry, in
the 1980’s. In addition, other Western medieval fantasies, such as Might and Magic,
were at an early stage in the genre development adapted into computer games. The
series of Might and Magic 1s considered one of the defining examples of early
computer role-playing games, which has paved a way for the followers. The original
concepts 1nclude intense combats and large groups of alien creatures. Monsters and
situations encountered throughout the series of games tend to be well-known fantasy
staples such as giant rats, werewolf curses, dragon hoards and zombies. These
games provided the staging point for more complex real-time scrolling graphical 2D
1sometric games like Ultima and the Bauldur’s Gate series. A point worth noting is
that the single player role-playing games were based on more complex engines,
graphical capabilities, and social-networked text-based gaming environments.

All of these were developed into 2D graphical network games like Ultima
Online. The Ultima Online series narrative-style added chivalric virtues encouraging
the players to conform to the ‘Eight Britannian Virtues’, differing in form from the
scenario of the straightforward logic of violent conquests. On the other hand, the
players can purchase houses, run shops and banks, and build a social environment 1n
which, over time, entire communities and populations form. The narrative style
creates a chivalric romance based on the technical platform in which players can
experience a society of commodities. The online activities are termed, by Kline et
al., as an alliance of chivalric virtues and digital capitalism (2003, p161).

Eventually, during the early part of the 21* century, the technologies of 3D
graphical games and massive multiplayer networked communications have been
merged to make possible today’s 3D MMORPGs, such as Everquest, Dark Age of
Camelot and World of Warcraft (Stem, 2002, pp260-261). Since then Ultima Online
(UO) and Everquest (EQ) have been two of the most successful games in North
America. According to officially disclosed player subscriptions from late 2001,
Ultima Online had around 250,000 players, and Everquest between 400,000 and
700,000 (Stern, 2002, p261).

This applies not only to spatial coordinates, style and physics but also to the

past events that constitute the current state of affairs within the world and to which
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the player-character 1s subject. As a form of narrative used to explain a state of
affairs, myth is intrinsic to the creation of a particular worldview in all these cases

whether that worldview 1s to be taken as ‘real’ or as a form of ‘make beljieve’

(Krzywinska, 2006, pp385-387). Researcher Eddo Stern (2002) terms it as ‘neo-
medievalism’, when describing the bonds of the magic age and technology in a game

world. The tollowing explanation is quoted in his words:

The internet-mediated arenas for the hugely popular gaming environments known as
MMORPGs are prime loci of the new 21% century’s version of ‘neomedievalism’. The
range of historical and cultural influences on the fantasy game, the medieval age
stories, includes a wild amalgam of Celtic, Gothic, Medieval and Renaissance
combined with a deep commitment to a Wagnerian, Tolkienesque, Camalotian, and

Dugeon & Dragon’ish verisimilitude

(Stern 2002, p258).

2.4.2 Crucial elements within a MMORPG

Actually, to succeed with the structure of the digital world requires more than
advanced technology and good machines. A number of overarching parameters are
based on the particularities of the game’s programming infrastructure, including
back-story, character-play, Al system, and social interaction, which will be discussed
as follows.

Back-story. Back-story 1s one of the core parts of the games. The back-story is
likely to come into the foreground as a cue for players to adopt identities in the game
that are 1n keeping with the game world. An embedded story must draw the players’
interest first, and then invite them to engage in role-playing and make-believe and to
perform roles, as part of the game world. The inside elements not only give clues for
quests, but also to impart fragments of information about the game-world’s fictional
history. The intended function of the back-story in the diegesis* of a computer game
is to provide a contextual framework for the game narrative that will soon unfold 1n
real-time. All players in a synthetic world generally share some notions of what 1s
important there, and will theretore validate the actions one takes in that world. The
game designs encourage players to participate more closely within the
contextualising mosaic of the back-story that leads up to the state of the world 1n 1ts
present condition (Castronova, 2005, p112).

Most stories have an ending, but a MMORPG i1s never completed, and 1s a
never-ending story. Previous research reveals that Western game developers prefer

the topic of medieval age stories to be adapted into a large MMORPG. For example,

* A narrative’s ‘time-space continuum ’
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World of Warcarft (WoW) presents players with an expansive, constant, and
caretully structured ‘world” with a well-developed back-story, of which Tolkein’s
The Lord of the Rings is a primary source. Advanced MMORPG systems are
especially suited to story meaning. A sense of the game as a fantasy ‘world’ is
comprised of several diverse parts, ranging from the inclusion of mythical material
presented as familiar history, through the coherent audio-visual design of the game,
the logic of which dictates the types of landscapes, character-types, objects, and
quests found in the game (Hartas, 2005, p144; Krzywinska, 2007, p106).

Map and magic. Most fantasy adventure-based MMORPGs can be ‘mapped’. The
purpose of maps is to demonstrate graphically the relationships between spaces. The
various maps available aid travel and effective play. They are part of the game’s
functional realm. The maps contribute a sense of the game within the world by
locating the player spatially. The maps available are geographical but do not clearly
show the eftect of history or territory, which determines where a player can and
cannot roam (Krzywinska, 2007, pp107-108).

Players are encouraged to travel the game world to undertake a task or raid a
territory. The nature of WolWW’s quest system, for example, forces players to be
‘nomadic’, travelling the world to undertake the tasks required for progress. There is
a strong sense of journey structure, a structure found in Homer’s The Odyssey, within
the games. According to Krzywinska, advanced graphic design breaks through the
boundary between the fiction and reality and forms a key element of the journeying
component of the hero’s quest that forms the basis of the game through which the
player is able to move quite freely. The spatial aspect of such fictional worlds,
bearing in mind a three-dimensional space, lends itselt extremely well to the creation
multiplayer game environments (Krzywinska 2006, p390).

In . addition, the world within a MMORPG 1is constantly changing, vastly
expanding, and densely detailed. A player is promised the possibility of the intinite:
infinite expansion, infinite detail, and infinite time. Actually, the question of
traversing infinite space is a question of time and speed. The solution can be found
in UO and EQ in the form of the ubiquitous magic portal. It allows the players to
break the constraints of virtual materiality and instantaneously ‘teleport’ their avatar
to a distant location. Portals either exist as permanent magical fixtures at specific
locations, or are created by magic-using characters. When the game 1s based 1n the

medieval-age setting, the magic portal is a logical design in game play to allow the

players to instantaneously ‘teleport’ their avatar to a distant location (Stern, 2002,

p268; Castronova, 2005, p98). According to Stern (2002), magic portals serve as
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‘metaphoric patches’ allowing non-linear navigation to fit the demand of many post-

industrial consumers because they are accustomed to navigating freely through their

CDs, DVDs, databases, Internet sites and hypertexts (p268).

Researcher Edward Castronova (2005) terms the magic within games as a
‘magic circle’, which he explains in the following words:

The synthetic world is an organism surrounded by a barrier. Within the
barrier, life proceeds, accruing to all kinds of fantasy rules involving pace light,
fireballs, 1nvisibility, and so on...The membrane is the ‘magic circle’ within which the
rules are difterent. The membrane can be considered a shield of sorts, protecting the
fantasy world trom the outside world. The inner world needs defining and protecting
because 1t 1s necessary everyone who goes there adhere to the different of rules

(Castronova, 2005, p147).

Artificial Intelligence system. The only factor lacking in the new MMORPGs, that
differentiate them from pencil-and—paper role-playing games, 1s the Dungeon Master
whose role 1s replaced by the programmed environment in facilitating the players’
actions within the virtual world. Game Artificial Intelligence (Al) 1s a teature of the
software, not the machines that run it, and it operates in the virtual world for game-
play. According to Castronova (2005), the Al system will be designed in congruence
to the following functions:

1. Some of the robots are known as mobile objects (mobs), an abbreviation that
originally referred to all robots, but now means monsters. The role of a mob 1s
designed to provide hunting adventures for players. When a mob and player
meet, it’s a case of ‘to kill or be killed’.

2. Other robots are the non-player characters (NPCs) who do not seek to kill players
but rather seek some kind of relationship with gamers. The functions of NPC
here are to offer virtual items or provide services (e.g. fixing items or providing
training).

3. Al appears in a third way when robots come under the user’s control. The newly
controlled robots are now known as the user’s pet or riding creature. Players are

allowed to give commands to their pets. As Al has advanced, the level of pet

control and sophistication has risen accordingly.

4 A fourth function of Al involves mentoring. Certain NPCs are programmed to

lead the users into the world and then spur them to activity. For example, a

mentor robot gives tutorials on the interface and then sends the user out on

missions, known as quests.
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In a synthetic world, the Al has a direct effect on each avatar, and therefore, a

dramatic 1mpact on macro-level features in the avatar society. However, making

programming believable Als for NPCs still remains a challenge for game designers

(Castronova 2005, pp93-97).

Characters. The play-characters are categorized into different professionals and
classes when players enter a game. Each player is able to develop their character and
therefore, determines certain aspects of play and player-character 1identity. Players
can make-believe in the game, according to details the NPCs would have prepared in
advance. The characters make progress and gain experience in the virtual world,
according to the condition of the gamers, and increase their skills becoming stronger,
cleverer, faster, more powerful and better able to take on tougher challenges. In
addition, they participate in the acquisition of more tangible possessions such as
better equipment, magical items, and wealth (Hartas, 2005, p142).

Players enter the game at an initial stage with the aim of becoming competent
with the user interface. A number of factors are built into the game to aid this
process, with tasks becoming progressively more complex. The RPG is successful in
the creative ownership the player feels for their character, particularly if they have
advanced 1t through several adventures. When players invest a great deal of time and
money, the game system will offer a powerful experience in identity play.
Transformative elements will make i1dentity play more skilled at playing the game,
acting as an apparent foil to the forces of determination. A player has to reach basic
levels for upgrading, from a powerless minion to a powerful clairvoyant magician, or
from an infantry trooper to a Special Forces general.

Through achievement, the avatar gradually accumulates powers, either through
wealth, an increase in skills, an increase 1n attributes, or an increase i1n general
experience. Once sufficient experience points are accumulated, the avatar will attain
a new experience ‘level’. The game mechanics reward players who attain a new
level by enhancing their powers in some way, including increased power of spells,
faster running, and so on (Castronova, 2005). A character gets better skills requiring
more attempts to increase, as the skill system asks the player to repetitively practice
activities. For example, players are required to practice their fishing or sword-
fichting skills by standing in one place for hours, even days, performing the same
repetitive task. The cycle produced by these conditions, e.g. combat leads to new
weapons allowing for more combat with no change in the game-play, 1s sometimes

referred to as the treadmill level or ‘grinding’. Interestingly, a situation, common 1n

Asia, is that players find supportive software available to download from other
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websites (tfreeware and proprietary), which alter the game-playing experience.

Although many game operators take direct approaches to prevent this type of
activity, 1t 1s still hard to forbid players from using ‘cheating’ software.

In addition, the game system offers numerous assignable ‘feats’, ‘powers’, and
the activities of collecting 1tems. These game designs are contextualized within the
game, and are assigned relative social and cultural values through the game-play. An
important note 1s that the focus of character transformation in the game world is not
on character development, but the acquisition of characteristics that are
contextualized and valued through play. The activity of collecting value items is
regarded as an important process that develops desires and emotions in players
during game-play.

By engaging in role-playing games in this fantasy world, actions lead to
practical and inherently desirable goals, like rescuing princesses and saving the earth
from evil aliens, as opposed to goals made desirable by conventions, such as kicking
a ball into a net or aligning three tokens 1in a row (Ryan, 2007, p13). In WoW, the
player starts by selecting a character from the available range of different bi-pedal
races as well as selecting their functional types (e.g. warrior, druid, rogue, priest and
hunter). Each functional type has a role in creating a great sense of identity for
players within the context of the game (Krzywinska, 2007). According to Apperley,
the context comes not from the game itself, but by the process of the contextualizing
play of many individuals who collectively form a discourse that assign a value to the

various transformations (2006, p18).

Guilds. Online gaming provides a world in which any number from hundreds to

thousands of game players can interact simultaneously. The devices of online gaming
have networked interactivity. Generally, this is traditionally best accomplished via
combat. Also in the genre is the eventual demand on players to team up with others
in order to progress at the optimal rate. In many MMORPGs, player based character-
identities must offer support for in-game guilds or clans. Even if players never join a
formal group, they are still usually expected to be a part of a small team during
game-play, and will probably be expected to carry out a specialized role. In combat-
based MMORPGs, for example, the healer is a character responsible for maintaining
the health of the party, and the trader has the role of providing gold and money for
purchasing military supplies. — These organizations will likely have further
expectations for their members (such as intra-guild assistance). Many players will

find themselves as either a member or a leader of such a group after playing in a
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MMORPG for some time. As a result, all gamers have met 1 cyberspace and
navigate the world they collectively inhabit.

The guild system potentially counteracts the more transient nature of passing
inter-player interaction and grouped activities, and can help to bond players. Guilds
have a dedicated ‘chat channel’ seen by all members. Furthermore, some guilds
advertise tor players to join, particularly in the early stages. Membership of a guild
has the advantage of potentially providing a more stable social experience for
players. When players get to know each other well, the functions of members are
likely to help each other in a task, such as giving objects, passing on objects, or
providing advice. The game provides a number of ways for the players to find a
group. In the ‘chat window’ there are different channels dedicated to certain types of
player ‘speech’, one of which is looking for group channels. Another ‘window’ can
be accessed 1n the user interface, allowing the player to see which ‘friends’ are online
(Castronova, 2005, p163).

Role playing games revive in a commercial form, bringing interactivity and
open-ended gaming together in a winning formula. MMORPGs blur the boundary
between game and community, which is an important shift as the social arena of the
game 1s becoming the game itself (Apperley, 2006, p18). The social dimension of
MMORPGs are largely composed of interactions between players who are
represented in the game-world by a predefined game character. The social

dimension of the game is given shape by the players as they create guilds.

2.5 A constrained magical world

According to Krazywinska, MMORPGs are presented in the following way:

Questing, gathering valuable items, taking part in raids, and becoming increasingly
efficient agents in the game-world combine the striving to complete set game goals

with the opportunity for make-believe and to playful in a social context; each has a

role in creating a great sense of agency and identity for players within the context of

the game... (2007, pl112)

MMORPG, a constant game world, provides 24 hour server access with zero
downtime, and committed online services, including live in-game tech support,
creative narrative twists, and game balance research. Players can be make-believe
characters navigating and constituting a high-fantasy world. The imaginary world
allows hundreds, thousands, or even millions of players to have simultaneous access.
Based on the above discussion, Internet technology, mass players, and a back-story

can be found to play the key roles in maintaining a constantly online world.
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Internet sites offering information on a wide variety of games get an
exponential number of hits from gaming fans, and many Internet portal sites are
online games that provide different entertainment activities for players. Online
gaming 1S Interactive entertainment played over computer networks. At the present,
the expansion of OLG has reflected the overall expansion of computer networks
from small local networks to the Internet and the growth of Internet access itself
Despite Internet techmques having been developed for a long while, it is a challenge
to develop complex engines for running a successful MMORPG with tens of
thousands of players.

Incorporating complex graphics and a virtual world is to create a back-story
based on the pre-existing literature and the historical event. Even though games
provide elaborate and complex back-stories, research points out that the significance
of these stories in the context of game-play is minuscule. The inherent interplayer
narrative dynamics of MMORPGs are so complex and compelling that engaging the
back-story becomes redundant; it functions as an outer skin, deemed to be shed
(Stern, 2002, p265).

The game-world is experienced by players. MMORPGs host a large number
of players in a single game world, and all of those players can interact with each
other at any given time, 1.e. real-time. Online gaming must work on company
servers. The size of the game world and its capability to support a large number of
players are the aspects that should matter. Most MMORPGs can fit up to a few
thousand players on a single game server at one time. Since a typical server can
handle around 10,000 to 20,000 players, 4000 to 5000 active simultaneously,
dividing the game into shards (servers) has up till now been the solution. To support
all those players, MMORPGs need large-scale game worlds, and servers to connect
players to those worlds. Sometimes a game features a universe which 1s copied onto
different servers separating players; this 1s defined as a ‘sharded’ universe (Stern,
2002, p265).

MMORPGs rely more on technological supports, such as server architecture,
Internet network protocols, and relational database design to construct an
imagination world populated by players. Game developers had the capabilities to
break through the limitations in the reality, to make an accessible imaginary world,
and to allow a large number of gamers to participate in online activities, when
advanced technology made it become possible. However, both game developers and

game players have to obey the rules ot technology. Designers set up a nomadic

adventure by laying out story plots, different interwoven characters and assignable
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online activities. Players have to follow the rules to gain values through repetitive
activities, and attack the monsters designed by Al systems. Actually, the world is
constructed under branching algorithms to regulate the behaviour of gamers.
According to Kline et al. (2003), a ‘technological circuit’ within the game industry
refers to the interaction between the programmers, users, computers or gaming
consoles, and the underlying software. This interaction encourages the development
of particular forms of subjectivity and embodiment particular to the networked
telecommunications environment such as skill, speed, and textures of the
computerized environment (Kline et al. 2003, p55).

In addition, games vary in type. Modes of game may vary according to multi or
single-players. Internet computer games accommodate multi-players and a never-
ending narrative. The variety challenges the designers to set game rules which can
be followed by users and secure the running of an inside world. Western mythical
structures provide sources for designers to compose an imaginary terrain which is
familiar not only to the designers but also to the players. In the early text-only stage,
the design expressed an unlimited world based on the player’s imagination. Today
complex graphic design and modern advanced technologies aim to replicate a fantasy
world based on the pre-existing source of computer format of more than 20 years,
which has constituted a historical fiction familiar by game designers and game
players.

Advanced technologies help MMORPG construct a virtual world moving
forward; however, it is not unlimited. Only when a back-story is based on a mythic
world, performing the same repetition illogic activities, such as killing monsters,
practicing fighting skills, or shuttling across different screen spaces, does the back-
story become valuable in an imaginary world acceptable by game designers and
game players. Actually, magic is ergodic, a tool to be used by designers for defining
and protecting the inner world. On one hand, the features of new technology,
polycentric, labyrinthine and repetitive, presented 1 a technological virtuosity,

illustrate that technology helps the game developers, game players, and game itself to

define reasonable game rules to follow. On another hand, technology creates a

believable magical world constraining the imagination of the designer and provides

limited activities for gamers because all of them have to follow a rule based on a

feasible concept implemented by technology.

2.6 Conclusion
This research examines the correlation between MMORPG its narrative and
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specific technological supports. When defining the game genre and its narrative, we
have to stress the role ot technology with regards to software/narrative hybrids in
game study. However, the study poses a different point of view: new technologies
help to build up an imaginary world, which is to replicate a ‘reality’ pre-existing in
history or a ‘real’ world.

First, there 1s no jump-start for game development. Most of the US games
originated from the US military or defence industries. The US game industry, in
conjunction with advanced military planning, computer simulation, and simulation-
designing expertise from visual media, has been nourishing the power of new digital
entertainment, evolving into different modes of game-play based on video, PC, or
Internet PC platforms (Kline et al., 2003, pp179-181).

Difterent games are designed based on a predestined platform. Varied game
genres have been developed based on specific technological backgrounds since they
have first appeared. A first-person shooter or a racing game can be played on a
console machine or computer. Multi-player option needs to be played on the Internet
or on a local area network (King and Krzywinska, 2002, p26). At the same time, it is
very hard to accommodate every possible function into a game genre. Each platform
is only capable of developing certain game genres, because of the technological
Iimitations. This 1s due to the previous foundational constraints, which the game
designers get accustomed to in order to amplify the range of genres.

Second, the themes of strategy, simulation, adventure, and role-playing
require a back-story to draw the attention of players. A story is extended in different
ways depending on the technology system, platform, mode and milieu. Within a
MMORPG, a player travels a virtual world, undertaking a task, gaining the level
though performing the same action repeatedly. Players only have to manipulate the
joystick or keyboard, and they can complete all the necessary actions, including
flying, jumping, working, picking > and fighting. When players construct an
experience, they improve the proficiency of their skills in an imaginary world. Most
importantly, the complexity of skill existing within a game reminds both the player
and the designer that the game is ‘specifically technological’. While this 1s an
unreal, even surreal, experience for players, the goal of the new technology 1s to

enhance a sense of reality during game-play.

Internet computer games provide an interactive environment for players. A

MMORPG is connected with fragmented worlds, different territories occupied by

> During gameplay gamers can be rewarded by picking up value items after completing a quest or
defeating a monster.
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different races. Players have to complete a quest by banding together as a group, and
sometimes a range ot player-character types is required. The large game requires
more complex technologies for live in-game support, more comprehensive and
expansive back-stories to entice players, and the most controversial clement, to
compose a variety of cultural experiences and social relationships. Through
technological supports, designers supply a ‘magical’ world through servers to
connect players and game engines to handle the vast numbers of game players.
Outwardly, MMORPG provides an imaginary world allowing all those players to
move freely. Actually, the ‘neo-medievalism’, based on a mythical structure familiar
to players presents regularity for controlling all the online activities and making sure

everyone follows the game rules in a virtual universe.

Finally, new technology helps a fantasy world break the boundaries of
‘reality’. Researcher Ndalianis (2003) points out that the central characteristic of the
neo-baroque 1n new media 1s lack of respect for the limits of the frame, when the new
technologies persistently seek to blur the spaces of fancy and reality. Closed forms
are replaced by open structures that favour a dynamic and expanding polycentrism.
Stories 1nside the game refuse to be constrained within a single structure, expanding
their narrative unmiverse into further sequels and serials. Story development starts
from nowhere 1n particular and progresses in a labyrinthine way. The narrative of
MMORPG 1s not based on linearity, but polycentrism and labyrinths (Ndalianis
2003, p25).

MMORPGs do provide an open-ended structure and the face-to-face nature
of the multiplayer environment, having much greater potential for a story to develop.
Actually, the fantasy world has to be constrained by game rules, which are supported
by different integrating technologies. Technology makes the elements inside a
fantasy world, such as magic, Al system, and avatar systems, function appropriately.
Most importantly, the supporting software maintains a world following a unitying
consistency which must be accepted by designers, programmers, players, and
academic researchers. Therefore, a pseudo-historical magical medieval realm offers
came designers fertile ground for creation and offers game players a selection of
moods and atmospheres that do not occur coincidently. An imaginary world 1s
constructed and constrained by new technology, and is constrained 1n the same time.

As for MMORPGs, the evolution started from the introduction of the IT-
based creative service. At that time, technology-leading games became popular.
Now, the online game industry in the Asian market has moved to the dominant

design, which emphasizes the service sector (Choi, 2007). The emphasis of Asian
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OLGs has moved from technology-oriented to market-oriented games and, recently,

concept-oriented games, although the technology-oriented games have maintained
their market position to some extent. The ensuing step in the development process
emphasized the role of users, as innovative sources, which enables new ways for old-
fashioned technologies to expand the life cycle of game products, rather than explore
new technologies. Game producers normally consider technology and content to be
the main aspects. A point worth noting 1s the most popular online games in the East
Asian market have evolved 1into a new typology under the influence of variations in
innovation characteristics. A variety of genres have been developed in the Asian
market thus broadening the base of gamers. The Asian game world attracts not only

the traditional core users but also other groups, including younger users and females.

The research will discuss in the following chapter, the differences between the

Western and Eastern game genres.
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Chapter 3 The Ditference Between Western and Asian Game Genres

This chapter reviews existing research on Anglo-American game cultures as
well as Asian game cultures. The chapter serves the purpose of setting up a general
background to the whole research, and reveals significant issues and trends observed
in the field. In this chapter, the approach of cultural studies is used to analyze the
constituents of digital content. This research also attempts a texture analysing
approach to representation, examining the various connotations associated with
images, while finding that cultural value plays a dominate role in aesthetic
representations, textures, and formats. This chapter also examines the development
of the Western and Asian games, discussing the prospective of technological support,
art design and narrative. The chapter provides an explanation why militarized
masculinity became the core of Western games and analyses the development of

Astan MMORPG game genres, e.g. ‘wuxia’ and ‘cute’ games, designed specifically

for Asian users.

3.1 Game culture

This chapter examines, from the perspective of cultural studies, the various
connotations associated with images and narratives. Gaming is not simply a
cybernetic relationship with a machine, but also a mediated cultural text that offers
the gamers subject-positions and game scenarios that carry social meaning. Game
culture 1s a form of new media culture that has been influenced by human computer
interactions, game textures, and the representations of game artefacts (Kline et al.,
2003, pl61). As video games and PC games have increased their popularity among
audiences, they have caused a significant impact upon popular culture. This form of
entertainment has spawned many fashion trends. Cultural studies’ researchers
analyze how media texts give our experience of the world meaning through
representations and patterns of narratives. They provide an approach to explain how
things are in the world at large (Kline et al., 2003, p43).

Players are always limited by the game’s underlying code, so the unequal
conditions of the cultural practice of interactive games need to be examined. The
game cultural circuit refers to the gaming environment as a semiotic domain in which
game designers, players and games interact to produce a virtual world of meaning
and identity. A note worthy of attention is that interactivity in game-play 1nvolves
players within the game’s environment not only created by developers, but also by

players. Gaming is now a well-established art genre encompassed with the

35



introduction of many entertainment elements. The cultural code of today can be read

though a performance that has as its motif an online game (Kline et al., 2003, p123;

pl183; p183).

3.2 Militarized masculinity

Almost all researchers agree that computer games and console games are
technology that embodies game culture which presents excessive masculinity (Schott
and Horrell, 2000; Kline et al., 2003; Dovey & Kennedy, 2006). Computer games
incorporate ‘tantasy and human violence’ intended to maintain gender differences in
play and limit the degree of female <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>