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ABSTRACT
VIDEOGAME TOURISM: SPAWNING THE DIGITAL INTO THE PHYSICAL REALM IN THE BRITISH
ISLES
by
Heather R. Brinkman

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2020
Under the Supervision of Professors W. Warner Wood and Thomas M. Malaby

Video game tourism is in its infancy but growing in popularity. This dissertation is an
anthropological study of gamers’ attempts to interact with the physical environments in Scotland
that influenced the virtual landscapes to which they have an emotional connection. Seven of the
locations | identified as potential field sites provided some form of ethnographic material. |
traveled with gamers to these seven sites. While at these sites, | observed and interviewed people
that | met as well as did participant observations with those | went with. This project was able to
demonstrate that gamers and tourists alike attempt to reach toward an unencumbered self but
this process is fraught with obligations and is typically unattainable. Whether those obligations
or encumbrances are created before or during their travels, there is always an underlying sense
of connectivity that makes a complete break from the sociocultural world impossible.

Nostalgia is the driving force behind reenactments of precious memories so it is no
wonder that gamers who feel a strong connection to their virtual worlds would attempt to
recreate those memories through interactions with the physical landscape that shape their
virtual worlds. This dissertation demonstrates that while setting out to reenact specific nostalgic
moments is one of the motivations for gaming tourists, they have a cyclical relationship with

nostalgia. Once they return from their physical journeys to the virtual environment, they are hit



with another form of nostalgic reenactment. Gaming tourism is a new phenomenon that allows
for gamers to give in to their nostalgic sentiments and recursively represent their identities as
gamers in a more public fashion through recreating scenes from the game within the physical

landscape.
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Chapter One:

Loading Page: Introduction

As the nondescript caravan of characters make their way across the bottom of the screen that
signals the loading of the game, | tap my fingers with a bit of impatience as the loading seems
to be taking forever. After two minutes, my character pops onto the screen with a slight bounce
in the enchanted forest of Astellia. She is a small elven character dressed in purple and black
witch’s garb. She is a short character, only coming up to the shoulder of the nearby NPC (non-
player character) with her green hair in pigtails and pointed elven features. | quickly prepare my
character by casting the magical protection spells, bringing out her guardian (astellia), and
mounting her enormous brown and white shih tzu looking dog.

We gallop down the grassy path, dodging the living overgrown flowers and bear/troll
hybrid monsters that populate the area. The trees form a canopy overhead with streams of light
poling through sporadically. The dimly lit area adds to the need to rush to my destination.
However, this is ground that | have covered many times before and | know the exact path to
take in order to keep well enough away from the aggressive mobs (monsters) to make it
through quickly and without grabbing aggro (agrro is when you come within a predetermined,
through the programing, radius of a monster that has been programed to attack any player’s
character that comes within that area). After 500 yards, | turn sharply left and then quickly
dodge right to avoid the pathing giant grasshopper/praying mantis creature that screeches as it
sees me. “Damn,” | mutter softly as the bug is now trailing me, “l aggroed it”. | have my mount

go an extra 100 yards before | notice the bug scuttling back into its pathing position. Up the hill
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on the right-hand side, hidden behind the huge tree and deep within the tall grass so that you
can only see the point of his hat is the character | was looking for, Heath. He is the quest keeper
for the area. | smile as | accept the daily quests he has to offer today, and the real gaming

starts.



One of the new and growing reasons to travel is to visit locations that have been used as the
backdrops to video games. This phenomenon was first called “consoliday” in January 2016
(VisitScotland 2016) by the Scottish tourism council as a way of explaining the fact that people
were going on holiday solely to gain a closer connection with their beloved console games.
Scotland’s landscape is the inspiration and source for over 41 video game sites, including
Scotland’s own FallOut shelter located in Troywood, Scotland; Skara Brae on the Isle of Orkney,
the backdrop to the cult classic The Bard’s Tale; and the infamous Minecraft cave, based upon
Fingal’s Cave on the Isle of Staffa. With these and other examples, Scotland boasts a plethora of
opportunities for tourists to get up close and personal with the landscape upon which their
favorite video games are based. To better understand why gamers are making these
pilgrimages to physical spaces that video games are based upon, we need a deeper exploration
of this phenomenon. The program, consoliday, is sponsored by the Scottish government’s
tourism organization, VisitScotland. This organization is charged with ensuring that one of
Scotland’s most lucrative economic initiatives runs smoothly by consulting on tourism
endeavors, lobbying for laws, and serving as a go between for the tourism industry and
parliament. According to Daily Business’s Terry Murden (2015) the addition of this tourism
program has helped increase Scotland’s visitors by 7 percent, making this a significant
investment.

While this new phenomenon is intriguing in its own right, it is also important to
understand the reason why research should be conducted on this new type of tourism. The
budding phenomenon, like any other type of tourism, gives the researcher the ability to look at

both how the population of tourists sees the location they are visiting and how the local



population portrays itself to those tourists (the “host and guest” relationship that has been the
core focus of much tourism research, especially among anthropologists (Smith 1989, Bruner
2001, Carsten 2007, Desmond 2001, Urry 1992, et. al.). In general, this research has found that
tourists are seeking to confirm their own cultural identity through the act of tourism. Desmond
describes this phenomenon as follows: “the simultaneous emphasis on and experience of
difference helps the tourist define him- or herself as part of a different collectivity from that on
display” (1999:265). The virtual component of the tourism industry is in its infancy and the
gaming holidays that Scotland boasts are also a new way to look at the act of recursive
representation within gaming communities (an important area of research on gaming). The
dual focus of this study allows for new insight into how gaming communities are creating and
recreating their identities by bringing those identities out of the digital world and into the
physical realm. One fo the more interesting point of this is that the gamers will not have the
electronic medium to hide behind when their identities are being recreated. Virtual worlds
potentially give nonconformists a way in which they can develop personal identities in an
environment that is supposed to be safe, where they can explore the possibilities of who they
really are. The hope is that, without the constraints of both the society that they are from and
their physical body, an individual can create multiple aspects of themselves through which to
explore and create an identity. Turkle (1995) compares going online to stepping through the
looking glass, as we are able to re-construct our identities and play with what identity means.
Through the process of observing gamers and locals within and around the “physical
space” of the vistas of the British Isles used as backdrops for the digital environments within

different games | have gained a better understanding of the way that the different types of



gamers reenact their virtual identities, if there is a difference between their virtual identity and
the reenacted virtual identity, as well as the way that the non-gamers they encounter impact
said identities. These important new insights provide us with a better understanding of what
the different gaming communities are, as well as how they see themselves through the lens of
their sojourns to the “real world” locations of the games they love to play. People are
increasingly flocking toward online communities to create, maintain, and explore their
identities and new relationships. The different virtual cultures are also being commercialized
for consumption by the general public. These two facts make it important to try to understand
who these people are and what it is that has made them such an intriguing group as to be

commodified within the general population. And, in turn, why they travel to these locations.

Reviewing the Coding: The methodology

My main focus for this dissertation is on Scotland, as it was not my intention to do any work
within England. It was only by serendipity that | did a portion of my field work at Alnwick Castle
in northern England. After months of researching the history of the different games, sites, and
Scotland itself, May 8, 2018 finally came around and | left for Scotland. My first two days in
Scotland were supposed to be spent at the Forth Bridge, the location for the videogame Grand
Theft Auto (GTA, for more information regarding the locations and/or games, please reference
the appendix for a short history/explanation). However, they were spent in a hotel room with
food poisoning. From May 10" until May 31%, | was based out of the community of Melrose
which is an hour almost directly to the south of Edinburgh and 30 minutes from the border of

Scotland. Again, a setback occurred on my first day in Melrose. | had planned on spending much



of my time at Smailholm Tower, a five-minute drive from my rental. However, | was told by the
main attendant of the museum that most of the people who visited the tower were elderly and
he had no knowledge of the connection to the videogame Ben Jordan: Paranormal Investigator.
While nothing seemed to be going my way, | remembered that the mobile Harry Potter game,
Hogwarts Mystery (for more information regarding Harry Potter, please refer to Appendix C.)
had been released for the iPhone only days earlier, April 25™. The castle that boasts of being
the Harry Potter castle, Alnwick Castle, was only an hour and a half away. While | had only
planned on visiting on my scheduled day off, it became the base for my research between May
12t and May 31° (I did go back to the Smailholm Tower on two other occasions and stayed for
several hours but did not have any luck meeting any people who had knowledge of the
videogame). My time at Alnwick included talking to several of the actors who were involved
with the broomstick training lessons, working out permission to do research at the castle, and
for the last five days talking to some of the tourists. | also made plans to go back and revisit
Alnwick Castle with the intention of both doing my research and volunteering as a broom stick
flying training assistant from July 18 through the 22",

The next location proved even more helpful as | based myself in Kinlochleven which is
minutes from Glencoe, from June 1%t until the 8. | chose this location because of its relative
distance to Aonach Eagach Ridge, which is the landscape for World of Warcraft’s Storm Peaks,
St. Conan’s Kirk for Uncharted 4, and Fingal’s Cave, which is known as the Minecraft cave
because of the blocky stones that make up the cave (see Figure 1.1). This is the location of
many of my “ethnographic moments” with my travel companions Gwen and Cole, who were

integral to my understanding of the videogame tourism phenomenon. Gwen has been a friend



of mine for the past 10 years. We met in an anthropology class on folklore as undergraduate
students at Longwood University. She is short, with long thick brown hair, and always has a
smile on her face. Cole is Gwen’s fiancé, a somewhat tall Englishman, with long brown hair. |
was only able to visit Fingal’s Cave once and while | was able to talk to only one couple that
knew anything about Minecraft, they had no clue about the cave’s association with the game.
Both time and lack of monetary resources prohibited me from making the journey more than
once. Most of my time was spent going to Aonach Eagach Ridge and St. Conan’s Kirk after Gwen

and Cole left on June 4",

Figure 1.1 Fingal's Cave on the Isle of Staffa which is nicknamed the "Minecraft cave". (Photo by
the author)

From the Glencoe area, | moved to Glasgow for the Play Expo Glasgow gaming
convention on the 9t" and 10%™ of June. This was a relatively futile undertaking as far as

identifying participants in my study was concerned as most of the people were playing



videogames and did not want to be bothered. | did, however, have a very interesting
interaction with a gentleman going to my hotel room which | will describe in Chapter 8.

From June 11t until July 1%, | spent my time traveling between Anstruther and the
Troywood bunker. Located close to St. Andrews in The Kingdom of Fife, the bunker has been
called Scotland’s FallOut bunker (Packwood 2015), referencing the videogame series of the
same name (see Appendix H). This was a very fruitful location as | was able to talk to 12 people
about the connection between the game and the site itself as well as become friends with one
of the workers at the bunker who gave me a great deal of insider information regarding the
running of the bunker and the owner’s disdain for the connection to the videogame.

The next location where | conducted research was Stonehaven, which is the home of
Dunnottar Castle. This is one of the landscapes that is used for the “map” known as Stonehaven
in Call of Duty: Ghost (in the game Call of Duty, maps are different versions of the game that
keep with the theme of the expansion that the player is currently playing, they are known as
“maps” as they are different geographical arenas). It is also the castle that was used in the
creation of the Disney movie and videogame Brave. This location was interesting although | was
only able to get to the castle once due to injuring my knee on the way to Dunnottar Castle and
because United States President Donald Trump visited Scotland during this period resulting in a
travel warning for Americans. | did however meet several of my study participants during this
time and was able to gain a lot of useful information. By participants, | am referring to those
individuals who agreed to be a part of my study by signing a waver and discussing videogame
tourism in some form with me. In reaction to the US Embassy in London emailing every citizen

who was in the United Kingdom at the time of President Trump’s visit to “keep a low profile and



monitor local media for updates” (U.S. Embassy Alert 2018), | decided to become a tourist for a
portion of the time | was in Stonehaven. | decided to attempt to gain an in-game achievement
in Assassin’s Creed out of game and locate all of the stones. The narrative of Assassin’s Creed
involves the fight to save humanity from losing their free will to the Knights Templar (see
Appendix |). This activity also led to more avenues of inquiry and knowledge as | was able to
explore the area, talk with more locals than | had originally planned, and connect with a few
other tourists who had the same idea, if not the same reasons as | did for finding the stone
circles. It was during this time that | caught myself attempting to position my photographs in
such a way that they were idyllic and did not include the reminders of the modern era, which |
discuss in greater depth in Chapter 8.

| spent the next two weeks in Loch Ness. Unfortunately, this line of inquiry was not
helpful as none of the people that | talked to seemed to have any knowledge of the connection
between the Loch and two videogames, Tomb Raider Il or The Cameron Files: The Secret of
Loch Ness (1 have not included descriptions of these games and the location in the appendices
because no major data was gleaned from these sites).

The second to last location was the Isle of Skye. | was there from August 6% until the
12, | was supposed to also go to the isle of St. Kilda. However, heavy storms started on the
first day of my arrival on the Isle of Skye and destroyed the boat that | was scheduled to go to
the St. Kilda on. As St. Kilda is an UNESCO world heritage site and visitation to the island is
highly regulated, that was the last boat with authorization to make the journey for the season. |
ended up spending my time talking with locals, which would become the basis of Chapter

Seven.



For the final component of my field research, | made my way to the island of Orkney.
The first day on the island was a disappointment. | was only a few hours late and missed seeing
travel guru Rick Steves as he was visiting Skara Brae to shoot an episode of his television series
on the day of my arrival. The disappointments seemed to snowball from there as | was rebuffed
at each of my attempts to talk to the other tourists and the employees refused to talk about the
connection between The Bard’s Tale and the famous Neolithic site. My time came to an abrupt
end two days later when the Air B&B host went, to put it as the Scottish would, “a wee bit
mad.” The night before | fled the island, he became extremely drunk and admitted to lying to
me about everything we had talked about the day before. He started yelling that his life was
unfair, and nothing was going right. | quickly excused myself to go to my room and locked the
door. He raged for a few more hours and then seemed to fall asleep. In the morning, | went
down to get some Breakfast and was just sitting down with a bowl of cereal when there was a
knock at the door. It was the police. They took my host away after talking about the fact that he
had assaulted a patron at one of the local pubs. As the Island of Orkney is extremely small, |
decided that was enough for me and | quickly packed my bags, rescheduled my ferry trip and
hotels for the next two weeks, and fled the island before noon.

In total, | was in Scotland for three months, almost the entire length of the summer
tourism season. With the help of modern technology, | was able to reconnect with some of my
study participants after | left the island to do follow up interviews and get more information
from them through gaming together, talking on the phone, through FaceTime, Skype, and
Facebook. | visited nine different locations around Scotland and one in England (Alnwick

Castle). While this does not seem like a lot of time, on average, most tourists do not seem to

10



stay at a location for more than a few days at a time. | never ran into the same tourist twice in
my three months in the United Kingdom. Tourism is a fleeting activity and therefore regulated
by seasonal availability (which also makes talking with tourists a difficult undertaking unless you

can follow up with them post-trip as | did).

Player Stats: The people involved

In total, 36 people signed my IRB wavers to be a part of the study. Of those, 21 were
encountered at Alnwick Castle. Two of the Alnwick Castle study participants came back for
follow up interviews and one played Call of Duty with me after he had gone to Dunnottar Castle
after our meeting. Six of my participants were locals who lived on the Isle of Skye full time. Two
more (Gwen and Cole) were friends who | had known before going into the field and traveled to
the Uncharted and World of Warcraft sites with me. The Troywood Bunker provided three
signed participants. The last two participants were from Dunnottar Castle. In addition to these
participants, | was able to talk to one of the programmers for the Dear Esther videogame as
well as the reporter who called Troywood “Scotland’s FallOut Shelter”. An interesting side note
is that all of my participants were Caucasian.

As a cultural anthropologist, a lot of my work was gleaned through participant
observation—uvisiting sites with other tourists. This means that | observed far more people than
| was able to interview or talk to formally. A few of my ethnographic vignettes come from this
type of research. All observations that led to any type of noted work or insight of any sort were
carried out in public places where privacy is not anticipated. An IRB was not required as | did

not directly interact with any member of the public other than as a tourist myself. For each site
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that | visited, | had received permission from the landowners/caretakers before starting my

study.

A Glimpse Beneath the World: Information Regarding the Theoretical Stance Taken

The theoretical framework for this project has three separate threads that are woven together
as a way of understanding this new phenomenon, videogame tourism. Those three greater
theoretical literatures are placemaking, authenticity within the touristic landscape, and gamer
identity. As this new type of tourism brings a new twist to two established branches of
anthropological research, the combination of gaming theories with the touristic theories of
placemaking and authenticity are imperative to interpreting what is at the heart of videogame
tourism.

A sense of history, connection to the land and belonging has been a part of identity
creation within most cultures. This is especially true in the case of the Scottish people (Carsten
2007; Gupta and Ferguson 1992), where meaning and a sense of pride is written on the
landscape through the way places are named, used, and/or discussed. Not only is meaning
placed upon the land that a culture is associated with, but it is also a way through which others
can attempt to understand the local culture as well as the landscape in which culture is
performed (Palmer 1999; Gray 2000). This adds another layer of meaning making upon the land
as it is not only a way of recursively representing one’s self and one’s culture but it is also an
expression (or assertion) to others of that identity. In order to connect meaning making of a
landscape with that of virtual worlds, | will use de Certeau’s distinction between place and

space (1984:117), where space is where meaning making occurs. This additional distinction
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between place and space allows for us to transfer the term space onto virtual worlds as it does
not require the tangibility that place does. Thus, the meaning making that occurs in a virtual
format is just as valid and allows for the landscape to hold both cultural context as well as
nostalgic memory.

Identity for gamers, as well as for the local populations, is an integral part of this study.
As Malaby (2007) theorizes, games, and play are inherently social and performative. How a
gamer interacts with the virtual environment effects opportunities for meaning making or
placemaking both within and on the digital landscape. This helps to reify said gamer’s identity
as they are performing social norms as a way of expressing their intention to be known as a
member of the community. This can be seen through the use of both Cooley’s 2019 bodiliness
theory as well as Boellstorff’'s (2008, 2011) embodiment theory. Both of these theories, while
different, are interested in the interactions between the gamer and the virtual landscape to the
point of identity creation and maintenance. Thus, the importance of social interactions for
creating a nostalgic link to the landscape.

The performative interactions between a gamer and a digital world generate a place of
social interaction in which meaningful connections and culture are created. It is this connection
between the actions and the environment that allows for the possible interest in the
reenactments of the nostalgic actions. It is the social meaning making as well as the identity
that is recursively represented and/or reified through the acts of tourism and gaming that bring
these two areas of research cultural anthropology into line for this study. The gamers have both

a physical and an emotional connection to the virtual landscape and this study explores the
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nuances and limitations of how those connections are transferred over to the physical
landscape through the act of touring them.

The landscape (and tourist sites more generally) is important to the creation of an
authentic experience for tourists. MacCannell through the use of Goffman’s (1975) staging
theory, states that there are six levels of staging that a good tourism site uses in order to give
the tourists the level of authenticity that they are looking for. This is important as each type of
tourist is looking for a slightly different level of authenticity from the site. The experience can
be as complex as attempting to live as a local for an amount of time to as simple as a very
surface and performative version of the local culture. It is up to both the tourist and the site to
negotiate the level of authenticity both experience. The addition of offering guided tours
expresses how the site and its history is portrayed to the public. This can have major
ramifications if it is too heavily skewed to one side or the other of the equation. This authentic
experience is also impacted by the fact that the sites are, at least to some degree, selling the
cultural norms of the local population (Salazar 2009). What Salazar means by this is that there is
a portion of the native population’s culture that is being put on display, which can cause a
sense of exposure and animosity directed towards the tourists by the locals. However, this is
easily balanced and authenticity is possible if the site works with the local population and there
is an understanding as to what portion of their culture will be put on display and what will be
held back in order to keep the community’s culture alive and intact. This is further complicated
by the fact that the authenticity that the videogame tourist is interested in achieving is based
upon the virtual landscape (something MacCannell did not consider) and the ability to interact

with the physical landscape. In other words, the virtual landscape, for the videogame tourist, is
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a kind of “benchmark” they use to measure the level of authenticity they are able to obtain

from their visit.

The Narrative of each Level: Explanation of What is to Come

The following chapters will jump from the physical to the virtual realms in the same cyclical
fashion that my participants (and |) do. This is done in order to give the reader a greater
understanding of the feeling that the gamer experiences as well as how | came to these
experiences. It will also explain the incorporation, or lack thereof, of the videogame “narrative”
into the tourist sites that | focused on. By narrative, | mean both the interpretation of the
known (and sometimes unknown) information regarding the virtual site in question and how
they are framed or staged for presentation to the tourists (reference Macleod et al. 2012;,
Azaryahu and Foote 2008;, Butler 2008;, Sheng and Chen 2013 et al.) as well as the storyline
that helps to facilitate the connections to the virtual environments for the players. The game’s
storyline acts as a version of a tourist location’s tour guide. Museums and historical locations
such as those | focus on create “structured experiences unfolding in space and time, ..., to
generate meaningful ... highly effective and affective museum spaces” which in turn function
“as a mechanism for the creation of engaging and meaningful interpretive environments”
(Macleod et. al. 2012: xix). The thought is that museums and tourist locations are a way of
disseminating the interpreted meaning behind the physical environment to the public.

In Chapter Two: “Tangibility of the Virtual”, | explore what drives a person to want to
connect in a physical way with a virtual environment. In this chapter, we first look at the

connections people have with their online avatars as a way of understanding why this
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connection is there in the first place. We do this by looking at Lambek (2013) and Boellstorff’s
(2008 and 2011) theories on bodiliness and embodiment. Then we turn to theories of
placemaking, including Gupta and Ferguson (1992), de Certeau (1984) and finally Appadurai
(1995). We then turn to Malaby’s 2007 theory on the intensity of play. Once we have
established the reasons for why and how there is a strong emotional connection between the
people and their virtual environments, we turn to look at theories surrounding pilgrimages as a
way to try to understand how and why people are flocking to these locations. Finally, this
chapter introduces the idea of the unencumbered versus the encumbered self. This theory is
one that is threaded throughout this dissertation as a way of connecting the virtual and the
physical realms with a greater intensity.

In Chapter Three, the gamers themselves are the focus (Chapter Three: “Live Action
Video Gaming: The Gamers and their interactions”). With the sites dating from 500BCE to as
recent as the 1600s, it is not hard to believe that there are pop culture references that would
bring people flocking to them. Video games have a special place within the hearts of a growing
number of people but still have a stigma attached to them. Most of the tourists that | talked to
were reluctant, at least to an extent, to publicly acknowledge that their interest in the site came
as a result of the connection it has with their favorite video games. We explore this
phenomenon with the help of Butler (2008). Within this chapter we investigate the reasons why
people are making this type of pilgrimage, based upon pilgrimage studies by Badone (2004) and
Roseman (2004), to these iconic locations, their experiences and reactions to being at these
sites, including a look at why their interactions are as constrained and limited as they have been

up to this point. We then compare this type of tourism to that of other media-based tourism to
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try to understand the unique position of video game tourists. This is a heavily ethnographic
chapter while also focusing on how analyzing how their identity is being shaped by the
narratives that are being exposed through different mediascapes.

Chapter Four, (“Reintegration”), looks at the aftermath of the touristic gaming experience.
This chapter dissects the effect that videogame tourism has had on the participants. We revisit
their experiences in order to assess any differences that can been seen in their identity creation
activities as well as the connections to the video games and/or avatars that are used within the
games themselves. We explore how the sense of connection to the physical as well as the
digital landscape has increased. The possible positive and negative reception of their
pilgrimages by both the gamers themselves as well as those that they share their experiences
with and how their gaming styles have changed since coming back from interacting with the
physical version of their beloved digital worlds is also be explored.

The next chapter, (Chapter Five: “Reaching for the Heavens: Legends, Myths, and
Evocative Landscapes”), focuses on the mythology surrounding the Scottish landscape. In a
country where it is not unusual to have ruins that are over 400 years old in your backyard, or to
find a Pictish carving while doing yard work, it is no wonder that there is a strong connection to
the old ways. As Geertz wrote, “There is no such thing as human nature independent of
culture” (1973:49). This side of the Scottish culture incorporates the myths and legends that the
landscape invoked in people of old. As Urry’s 1992 book theorizes, landscape is inherently made
by social and cultural construction.

Within this chapter, we examine three of the myths that are the most widely studied

and have become a standard representation of Scotland. Through these myths, the socially
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constructed nature of the social connections between the Scottish people and the earth
become apparent (what sometimes may lead to “Tartanism” or “Tartanry,” as described in
Chapter Five). From there, we will attempt to connect history and mythos to the sense of place
that is evident throughout the Scottish countryside. In order to do this, we will look at Palmer’s
1999 study of landscape and meaning, Douglas’ 1977 suggestion that the landscape and
atmosphere play a role in the outlook of the Scottish people, and Gray’s 2000 ethnographic
work involving Scottish herders. These theories will allow us to understand to what degree
landscape and lore have an effect on the “invented” (in the Hobsbawmian sense) cultural
traditions of the people of Scotland.

In Chapter Six: “The Puzzle Game Side Quest: Comparison of the sites and their
management/interaction ability”, | look at how, if at all, the tourism sites incorporate the
videogame narrative. The sites themselves can be broken into three separate groups with
respect to their promotion and incorporation, or lack thereof, of the video game narrative:
incorporation, ambivalence, and complete denial. Each of these classifications of levels of
acceptance can be equated to the difference in the quest for authenticity that is being
projected onto the site. While most of the sites at least officially fall into the category of
ambivalence, it is not felt to the same extent in each of these sites, nor is it something that the
employees are taking lying down. The trend, however, is for at least some level of incorporation
or at least an acknowledgement of the layered meanings attached to the sites of the sites. In
this chapter we start by looking at the different ways that the sites are currently dealing with
the addition of the video game narrative through the theory of Lacy and Douglas (2002) which

looks at how sites can have multiple narratives layered upon them, and any push back against
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the established norm by using MacCannell’s (1999) sacralization theory. Then we try to uncover
the possible reasons why there has been a level of backlash at each of the sites against this
infringing additional narrative with the help of Salazar’s (2009) theory of repackaging culture to
sell to tourists. Finally, the possible ramifications of the incorporation that is being called for by
both the national tourist association as well as the videogame fans is discussed. We look at
ethnographic examples that help to explain the reasons given and the realities of how and why
these sites vary so radically in their acceptance of videogamers’ interest in them.

In Chapter Seven: “TKO: Impact of tourism on the locals”, we switch gears and focus on
how the local populations are affected by tourism. Tourism has both positive and negative
connotations within the anthropological community, as both Walsh (2012) and Wood (2008)
explain. With a wide range of scholars arguing on both sides of this debate, we will look at how
tourism is affecting the local population of Scotland by attempting to look at both the negative
and positive ramifications of video game tourism at these locations. By looking at the economic,
cultural, physical, as well as the emotional impacts on them we can gain a greater insight into
the balancing act that the local population must play in order to have a normal life in the face of
video game tourism. We also look at how the native population’s identity is being reinvented in
order to make tourism more appealing. As Saragoza (2001) explains, these changes, when
accepted by the local populations, affect the way that the government distributes funds and
what effects this has on the population.

Chapter Eight: “Virtually Touring”, returns us to the virtual realm as we look at
videogame tourism in the digital form. There are an increasing number of gamers that turn to

being a tourist within their favorite games rather than going outside into the physical realms.
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Briefly, we look at the different types of virtual tourism and how similar they are to the more
traditional physical form of tourism. We then look at how this trend of staying in one’s home
and yet being a tourist works and if it changes the sense of tourism and identity that is
expressed through the more standard forms of tourism.

Finally, we come to Chapter 9: “The Credits: Conclusory Report”, which is the final
chapter of this “epic tale” of videogame tourism. It focuses on the results of this study and how
the (mostly) Scottish landscape lends itself to being both a physically inspiring force as well as a
digital sanctuary that coalesces into a nostalgia creating environment. The recursivity of identity
creation that the reenactment of these nostalgic occurrences allows is the basis of the idea that
this type of tourism is in fact a pilgrimage and life altering event. We also look at the aftermath
of the pilgrimage as a way of understanding the difference between this type of media-based
tourism and how it differs from other forms such as television and movie-based tourism.

In order to streamline this ethnographic work and not interrupt the flow of my own
narrative, | have added appendices where | briefly orient the reader to tourism sites and video
games instead of giving detailed descriptions of each of the sites and video games that are
being discussed in the text itself. In order to get a better understanding of the video games that
are being discussed it is important to note that most videogames have some sort of narrator
included in them as a way of helping to explain the story or narrative. This either takes the form
of a traditional narrator or non-player characters, also known as “NPCs”, within the story arc
helping to further the story. Each of the games that | will be discussing has a robust narrative
that the player must weave their way through in order to complete the game and | have

emphasized what these are in the appendices.
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Chapter 2:

Tangibility of the Virtual

When Gwen heard that | would both be in the United Kingdom and that my research would be
on video game tourism, she jumped at the chance to be a part of the action. We started talking
about the specifics almost immediately. We finally decided on sticking with the landscapes for
Uncharted 4 — St. Conan’s Kirk — and World of Warcraft’s Storm Peaks — Aonach Eagach Ridge.
Gwen was a huge Nathan Drake fan and her long-term boyfriend, Cole, had played World of
Warcraft during the expansion that included Storm Peaks (See Figure 2.1 for a small portion of

our conversation).

Girlilll

We shoulda brought the PlayStation &

| know, I'm going nuts!
| couldn’t fit my in my bag....I tned!

We could have! XD. But then you might not have gotten to see all the sights you're trying
tosee. @

Are we trying to hit up two places btw? Or just st Conan’s?

Either way! | was going to leave that up to you all. Have either of you played WoW?

I've played about 5 minutes of it lol. Lee has though. He says “For the horde!”

He says he played it every day for two years

Nooooooo...he's horde....ROFL

Specifically Forsaken he says

Bah, gnomes rock &

He’s chuckling. "Dwarves beat gnomes. Simply because their king accidentally turned
himself into a gem.”

Figure 2.1: Instant messages between myself and Gwen concerning the trip.
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When we met up at their bed and Breakfast, Gwen and | hugged and started chatting
away like we hadn’t been talking for the past few months on a regular basis. When there was a
quick Break in the conversation, she finally introduced me to Cole. He is an average height,
slender Englishman in his late 20’s, and he was wearing jeans, trainers, and a Punisher shirt
(referencing the Marvel character of the same name, it featured his symbol, a stylized skull).
When he noticed my World of Warcraft (WoW) shirt, we immediately exchanged the jabs that
are typical between WoW'’s alliance and horde players... He said that he had worn the Punisher
shirt as a representation of the Forsaken (a character type he played in WoW).

Gwen said that they had both been playing Uncharted right before coming and that she
had done some research on the two locations we had chosen. We started chatting about the
history of St. Conan’s. Gwen informed us that St Conan’s Kirk is nestled by the shores of Loch
Awe in the town of Argyll, just 40 minutes west of Oban. Walter Campbell built the original kirk
in 1886 for his mother, as she found the drive from the family home to the nearest parish in
Dalmally unbearable. The current version of the church was completed in 1930. This grand piece
of architecture is a hodgepodge of different styles and eras, with its creator’s imagination
fueling the construction. The building of this kirk coincided with the railroad’s arrival in the area.
Until the late 1800s, this was an uninhabited wilderness. With access to more populated areas,
via the new train, and a religious center, its population quickly grew.

St. Conan was an lIrish priest who came to Scotland. He is the patron saint of Lorne, and
local legend has it that he lived close to where the kirk now stands. He is said to have faced off
with the devil for the fate of the souls within his parish and caught the devil attempting to

cheat. The proverbial expression, “Na, na, fair play, paw for paw,” is attributed to St. Conan.
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This realization that St. Conan was linked to gaming made the connection between the game
and the kirk more intriguing.

After our brief history lesson, we decided that would be our first stop. Since we planned
to leave for the Mountains of Storm Peaks the next day, our total focus became Nathan Drake
and his adventures within this portion of Scotland. We recounted parts of the storyline and
game play along the way to visit the kirk. Talking over each other from time to time and
interjecting when we believed it was necessary, we went through the whole portion of the game
that takes place within Scotland’s borders before arriving at the kirk. A high-stakes, treasure-
hunting, and parkour extravaganza, the Uncharted series is an action-adventure video game
series with a kick. The main character is Nathan Drake, who is a treasure hunter akin to Lara
Croft or Indiana Jones. We deliberated about one moment in the game, when one must slide,
jump onto a rope, and then jump onto another part of the ruins, assessing its difficulty level,
finally deciding that that was most likely the hardest part of that chapter within the game and
that the puzzles were easy, at least within the chapter we were discussing. As Gwen started
talking about the next chapters, Cole and | admitted to not finishing the whole of the game.
Gwen rebuffed us for having only finished a bit past the Scotland portion of the game. Luckily by
this point in our trip we had made it to the kirk’s carpark, and we were able to distract Gwen
enough that the topic was forgotten, and our adventure began.

One of the first things we noticed upon entering was that the kirk had a chapel dedicated
to Robert the Bruce, boasting a wood-and-alabaster, life-sized effigy of him and one of his bones
from Dunfermline Abbey. Because of this, the kirk’s reputation grew over time, and became a

destination for many. While the town is not huge, it does make for a nice stop between Oban
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and Loch Lomond. As Cole is a history enthusiast, he made a beeline for the chapel while Gwen

and | went to find different locations around the kirk that we recognized from the game.
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Introduction

What drives a person to want to connect with a virtual environment in such a way that they
desire an encounter with a reasonable analog of it offline? Is it an interest in engaging, in the
rich “bandwidth” of analog experience, something that is otherwise intangible? Or is it the
possibility of being able to perform in a public way the passion with which gamers connect with
their video games and avatars? If the engagement of one’s first experience with a compelling
game is a charged experience, associated with the release of endorphins and captured
attention, then the pursuit of the opportunity to experience in a different, possibly even richer,
mode such scenarios is a form of nostalgia. The video game tourists | studied expressed, and
demonstrated in their actions, an interest not only in reexperiencing these game moments and
environments, but also in upping the ante, if you will. By experiencing the nostalgic reality in a
different mode, other senses are given the ability to participate in the experience and cement it
in the mind’s eye.

In order to explore these questions, | must lay some important intellectual groundwork.
One potential land mine is the relative contrast between what is often characterized as “online”
experience and that which is “offline.” More precisely for the game tourists | worked with, we
might say this concerns the status of their more highly digitally mediated experience as
compared with their experiences that are less so. For the purpose of this study, | will not be
using the terms real and virtual, as this language has connotations of full separation that are
difficult to shake (and as | demonstrate, are inappropriate). | will, instead, lean on the
potentially less misleading contrast of the physical and the virtual, still understood as falling on

III

a spectrum, with neither ever departing the scene. | will use the term “virtual” as a shorthand
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to refer to the mode through which people interact with digital games and environments.

III

Similarly, and again as a shorthand, | will use the term “physical” to refer to the mode of
experience that video games tourists encounter when they visit the sites | explore throughout
this work. While | acknowledge the overwhelming and problematic connotations that the term
“physical” has, my hope is that it can be used as a way to signal that the physics, interfaces, and
environments of the offline terrestrial experience are notably distinct from those of digital
games. After all, online games are also a type of “physical” interaction, and the tourists are not
without virtual interactions while visiting sites, through their smartphones and other
technology. Having established this working distinction, | will now take up, in the discussion
that follows, three major topics that together inform my treatments of the ethnographic
material. These are digital embodiment/bodiliness, placemaking, and playfulness.

To better understand the types of connections that players have with the games, | will
begin by drawing on research regarding the emotional importance of the avatar. The avatar is
the digitally graphical representation of the player and the means through which they are able
to interact with the digital environment. Boellstorff’s (2008) work in Second Life provides us
with the tools to understand how and why players form attachments to these virtual versions
of themselves. We will also look at Turkle’s (1995) reasoning for why these avatars are created
in the first place and what role they play outside of the digital environment in the lives of the
players.

Once the connection that the players have to their digital avatar has been established,

we will look at how the environment plays a role in the meaning-making of the player’s

nostalgic remembrance of the games by looking at some of the research on placemaking by
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Gupta and Ferguson (1992), de Certeau (2011), and Appadurai (1995). The ability to connect
with one’s avatar is rooted within the idea of placemaking as a way that meaning is formed.
After establishing the link between belonging and placemaking, we will look at how this
attachment to place is similar to that of the physical world.

In any effort to understand gamers’ experience, the term “play” can be problematic,
and the impact of the games themselves can be tricky to articulate. Separating these terms
conceptually, | take up the first by building from Csikszentmihalyi and Bennett’s expression
that, “play is action generating action” and is “grounded in the concept of possibility” (1971:
45). The duo goes on to explain that a good game is one that can bring a player to a “state of
merged awareness and action”; that is, “playfulness” (1971:46). Similarly, | consider the cultural
form of the game and its relationship to the disposition of playfulness, charting how both terms
can help us to understand what is at stake for those who find great significance in the games
they play.

After exploring how significance is generated, we will look at some theories about the
motivations underlying pilgrimage as a means of gaining insight into why gamers would want to
travel to distant lands in order to have the physical connection with the virtual environment.
While not exactly religious in nature, the social impact of these games is driving people to
spend thousands of dollars for the chance to physically touch the inspirational landscapes they
have visited virtually so many times. There is a ritualistic format to this type of tourism that we
will explore through the lens of pilgrimage theory. Although | did not ask my participants if they
were currently practicing members of any religious tradition, the would be an interesting

addition.

27



Lastly, we will look at what it takes for most gamers to get ready for this type of tourism
and how it differs from other kinds of tourism (e.g. beach tourism, ecotourism, adventure
tourism, etc.) by going through a detailed exchange between myself and one of my gamer
participants on how they got ready for the trip and what they did leading up to walking from
the carpark to their destination. This will allow us to look at the differences and connect video
game tourism with pilgrimage as well as to show the deep emotional bond and longing that the

gamers inscribe on these environments.

The Bodiliness of the Virtual Avatar

I nudge my character, Nathan Drake, up to the edge of the crumbling roof top and peer over the
edge, mentally mapping the next two moves | will have to make him accomplish in order to get
to my destination. | take in a deep breath and hold it. One jump, two jump, perfection | think. |
have Drake throw the rope on his belt so that it loops over the beam six feet in front of me. It
coils around, and | push the forward button. He swings, once, twice. “Okay,” | say in a barely
audible voice, “angling to the right at 60 degrees, no that will have me hit the edge, and | will
bounce off the cliff. Thirty-five degrees will be perfect and allow for me to shift his angle about
two seconds after landing so that | glide around the curve.” With my plan readied, | start the
maneuvers as planned, but my finger slips off of the forward button while the other still pushes
the button which will make him jump. | feel my stomach fall as | watch my character fall to his
death. | shake it off and start again, this time completing the jump with my rear end rising
above the chair cushion a good six inches. “Now for the turn,” | mutter. As | guide Drake into the

turn, I am only slightly aware that my right-side ribs are starting to hurt as | am forcing them
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into the arm of the chair. | ignore the pain and lean a little deeper and then | am at the last
major jump of this obstacle. | jump to my feet as Drake grasps the edge of the ledge by his
fingertips. Now on my feet, | let out a “whoop” and then instruct Drake to pull himself onto the
ledge. | pump my arms and let out another “whoop” of accomplishment before looking at the
red mark on my side that tomorrow will be a bruise.

The above account is an example of a normal experience of bodiliness for a gamer (for
the purpose of this dissertation, | am using the term normal or normativity as defined by Frega
in his article: “The Normative Structure of Ordinary” (2015) or to put it another way, the
process through which most actions in a given situation are performed). The physical
connection of the human body to that of the character is something that many gamers feel
each time they pick up a controller or sit down in front of the computer in order to play a game.
This physical sensation can be best understood by looking at the difference between the
concepts of embodiment and bodiliness. Both of these terms, while intrinsically linked, have
distinctly different connotations. Embodiment is the layering of one’s persona onto another
object, in the case of gaming it is layered onto the avatar. An example of this would be the
popular movie Avatar released in 2009. Within this movie, humans control huge blue aliens that
have been given some of their physical characteristics and humans are able to experience the
world through the use of alien bodies. With embodiment, there is a clear differential between
the human and the object through which they are attempting to map or layer their being onto,
or as Cooley explains,

embodiment within the environment of a digital game could be said to occur in

two overlapping fields. On the one hand, there are the bodily comportments of
the player while playing the game. By this, | refer to the position of the hands
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while holding a game controller, or a keyboard and mouse; it also includes the

manner in which one positions oneself in front of the display, where a television

or a computer monitor.... Beyond the bodily comportment of the player, there is

the embodied aspect of the game avatar itself — the player’s representative

within the digital world of the game. Embodiment here is influenced according

to the perspective of the player within the game ... embodiment is further

experienced in terms of bodily comportments of the avatar itself. In many games

it is possible to jump or crouch, walk or run, pick up and manipulate objects

within the game (Cooley 2019:46-47).

Taking an example from Boellstorff's work regarding embodiment, most people have a
single embodiment or avatar to which they are associated, and which reflects their "actual-
world ideals of beauty and status" (2011: 506). This is the character they typically use as their
main character, and it is chosen based on their subjectivity in the matter, or the way they
would like to see themselves in terms of their community. They can choose which race, they
find the most attractive and then change the hair, clothing, and facial features of the avatar.
The race in this context depends heavily on the type of game that is being played. It can refer to
the human avatar’s skin color or a mythical creature. Avatars are made for a variety of reasons,
as Boellstorff explains through his three examples: Avatar the movie, CyFishy's interview, and
that of Eshi Otawara (2011:507-9). Within these examples we see the clear distinction between
embodiment and bodiliness. This is due to the layering of the player’s physical and emotional
self onto the avatar as opposed to the concept of bodiliness which is a connection between the
two that incorporates the recursive social markers that allow a player to represent themselves
within the digital environment.

Elsewhere Boellstorff discusses the idea that when talking to another person in a virtual

world it is the physical proximity of the avatars, or, as he puts it, the "presupposed virtual

embodiment" (2008:153), that makes it an intimate interaction. So why is it that this physical
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location of the avatar is so important? Boellstorff’s research concludes that people feel a
connection to their avatars to such a degree that they tend to put their own physical traits
and/or wants into them, making them feel as if they are really the avatar, even if they are able
to distance themselves from this extension of themselves through the alteration of other traits.
The connection that people feel for their avatars shows a strong level of emotion that is poured
into the virtual world through their avatar and the bonds that are formed with others through
the interactions with their avatars. Because the avatars are an extension of the person at the
keyboard, what happens to the avatar affects the emotional state of the person. A deep
connection exists between the online community and the people that interact within them.
Bodiliness, on the other hand, while it does involve some mapping of the human gamer’s
persona, signals the body as constitutive of a social identity. While embodiment would be
concrete experience through the body, bodiliness is about the social creation and
representation of that identity, or as Cooley theorizes,

Bodiliness ...[is] a key ingredient in the social construction of identity ... [T]he way

players’ avatars portray identity to other players has a significant influence on

the social environment within a game like WoW (Cooley 2019:55).
Cooley’s example of the transgender woman who first attempted the transformation of gender
identity through a virtual avatar is instructive on this issue. Through role-playing this alternative
gender identity, she was able to envision her life as a female and decided to go through the
process of gender reassignment (lbid:62). The difference between the two examples, the blue
alien and the transgender female, expresses the difference in how embodiment and bodiliness

are degrees of connectivity from a gamer’s physical to virtual body. Both can be performed
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simultaneously and give a sense of belonging as well as connectivity to the virtual
environments.

This still leaves unanswered the question: why do people turn to digital worlds? In order
to better understand the reasoning behind this turn away from the “meat world” (or the
physical world, a term that was coined in William Gibson’s 1981 book Neuromancer and is used
by gamers who classify themselves as being either a member of generation X or a fan of
cyberpunk) it is most productive to look at Falk-Moore’s ‘situational adjustment’ theory. Falk-
Moore (1975:51) states, “Ideology may be regarded as a product of what we have called the
regularizing processes. Yet its instance-by-instance use permits the kind of reinterpretation,
redefinition, and manipulation that is associated with processes of situational adjustment”. The
ability to be able to perform and manipulate not only one’s identity but surroundings in such a
way as to be outside of the normative ideology of the meat world has been a huge draw for
many of the people who flock to virtual worlds. When people enter a virtual world, they are at
least to an extent residing within a world that is a constant arena for the use of situational
adjustments which allow for a deeper sense of individuality and connectedness to one’s avatar.
The embodiment and connections that players are able to create and maintain are a driving
force behind the creation of these communities. It only makes sense that, if given the chance to

connect with their beloved digital world in another way, they would do so.

Placemaking

Traditionally, anthropologists have tended to think of ethnographic work as being done in a

remote location surrounded by people who are nothing like themselves. Such ethnographic
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work is situated within the physical boundaries of the community being studied. There were
perceived to be, at least until the 1980s, very clearly defined physical borders to ethnographic
work. That is to say, the ability to go beyond what has been presented as the defined area that
a group of people is inhabiting was not possible. This was because “cultures [are] based upon a
seemingly unproblematic division of space, on the fact that they occupy ‘naturally’
discontinuous spaces’” (Gupta and Ferguson 1992:6). With the advent of diasporic
communities, mass migration, and the Internet, those boundaries have long ago come crashing
down. According to Gupta and Ferguson, the creation of colonial capitalism is the reason for
the change in connection to locality and why many people tend to move from their places of
birth and have come to have connections to a wider if not entirely global social and cultural
space/spaces (Ibid:8). This movement results in a “profound sense of a loss of territorial roots,
of an erosion of the cultural distinctiveness of places, and of ferment in anthropological theory”
(Ibid:9). Gupta and Fergeson state, “The fiction that such boundaries enclose cultures and
regulate cultural exchange can no longer be sustained” (lbid:19). As previously discussed,
traditional fieldwork had been conceived as entailing going to a location in order to study “the
other.” With this type of field research, there is the understanding that you are physically
traveling to another location (the “field”) and that, over the course of your time at that
location, you could draw a map of the physical locality of the people who inhabit the cultural
landscape you are visiting. While an actual map might not be involved because of the
researcher’s interaction with the physical space, it would be possible to do produce one. With
most online communities, one can draw a map, like the one shown below (Figure 2.2), of the

current physical space that is being portrayed within the confines of the community, but it is
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not a physical space. What these scholars and the introduction of digital communities have
shown is that there is little need for this type of work to be done as globalization has removed
the physical boundaries that were once thought to have encompassed a sociocultural group of

people. The thought that “local” spaces contained “the others” that were the subjects of study.

Figure 2. 2: Screenshot of the map of the Timeless Isles from World of Warcraft. (Screenshot by
author)

| will explore, later within this chapter, how people create and maintain meaningful
connections within their virtual worlds, but that still leaves one question unanswered: How is a
virtual space a place? There are only 1’s and 0’s that make up these locations, and they are not
physically located within any tangible location, so how exactly does that make it a possible area
for anthropologists to study?

These questions are but a few that still plague digital anthropology. One of the most
convincing arguments that | have come across revolves around the use of the word “place.” In

order to do that we turn to de Certeau and Appadurai. Let us start with de Certeau and move to
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Appadurai as it is Appadurai’s theories that have fewer darkened edges that need to be
navigated through in order to overlay his theory of placemaking onto the virtual landscape.

In de Certeau’s book The Practice of Everday Life, he provides definitions of both place
and space. He defines place as “an instantaneous configuration of positions” (1984:117) and
space as being “composed of intersections of mobile elements” (Ibid). He sums up his definition
by stating that, “In short, space is a practiced place” (Ibid). So, what exactly does all of this
mean? He is saying that the difference between place and space is that place is where meaning
making occurs. For example, one would not say that a chapel is a space of worship, but, rather,
one would say that it is a place of worship or a space in which worship happens. This slight
differentiation between the words being used to describe a location is the difference between
meaning making that is taking place and just a space that is without meaning or social context.
Put another way, a physical location that has not been culturally inscribed with meaning would
be referred to as a space while any location that has sociocultural meaning should be referred
to as being a place. In terms of gaming and/or tourism places, this indicates that meaning must
be created and experienced within these two distinct locations in order for it to be considered a
place. One could walk through a beautiful church with a guide explaining the nuances of the
building without having any connection or even interest in the building and thus would come to
think of the location as being a space but not a place. When a player has an emotional tie to a
certain location, it is typically because they have experienced at least one, if not multiple,
meaningful events within that location.

Appadurai builds on the work done earlier by de Certeau but views locality as being

“primarily relational and contextual rather than scalar or spatial” (1995:204). With this said, he

35



does change the terms from space and place to that of “neighborhoods” or localities as he
believes this term has a more inclusive feel for what place is meant to be. His idea draws
heavily from Durkheim as well, in that a locality is something that is continually achieved
through the actions of the people and requires ceremonies in order to strengthen the social
bonds through which it is achieved. Rituals as a kind of social practice are important as they
have a “highly specific way of localizing duration and extension, of giving these categories
names and properties, values and meanings, symptoms and legibility” (Ibid:206). By this he
means that it is through doing the rituals that people are able to give meaning to location and
themselves by giving voice to their ideologies and, in turn, naming themselves and their
environment as constitutive in practice.

Appadurai (Ibid) goes on to explore what this means for the concept of “local
knowledge”, stating, “Local knowledge is what it is, not principally by contrast with other
knowledges — which (from some non-local point of view” the observer might regard as less
localized — but by virtue of its local teleology and ethos.” This means that, like ritual, local
knowledge is how the environment is understood and/or characterized as being. The meaning
within a location belongs to the locals and the importance that is placed upon it is up to them
as a method of connecting to each other and their environment. It is the “local subjects [that
are] possessed of the knowledge to reproduce locality” (Appadurai Ibid:207). Through the
reproduction of the knowledge that a group of people have they are able to continue to
produce locality or placemaking.

An example of this, from my own work within WoW, would be the red lake just to the

right of Ordon Sanctuary within the Timeless Isles (see Figure 2.2 above). This location is home
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to Garnia, a water spirit who spawns randomly within this lake. Now for those who are long-
time players or are at least in the know, this has special meaning. The slaying of this monster is
good for two achievements and a companion pet, the Ruby Droplet. Since it is one of the few
monsters in the area that does not spawn at given times, it is one of the hardest to get of the
“achievements” (Achievements are explained in the next paragraph). In addition to the monster
having a random spawn rate, the drop rate of the pet (a WoW pet, in this instance refers to a
small being that follows the player around when it is summoned, it can be anything from a red
droplet of water to a dancing tree), is extremely low, so it takes killing this monster many times
over in order to get both achievements and the pet. There is one other part about getting to
the location that is tricky and only those with inside knowledge (at least until it was released on
a forum) could reach this red lake. In order to get up to the lake you have to take an albatross,
which, in and of itself, is a bit tricky as you have to hit it without dramatically damaging it at just
the right time and then mount it while it is still moving. Then you have to stay on the albatross
until you are at the lake, which is a long flight, and start attacking the bird on which you are
flying at just the right time so that when it dies you are able to land in the lake and not on the
ground. If you do not time the landing right, you will die and must do it again until you get the
timing down right. Now with all that knowledge to get to the place, you need to know how to
kill the monster, which, while it is not hard, does take the ability to interrupt the spells that this
monster casts. Knowledge of this monster and location, in and of itself, is an example of local
knowledge producing locality as there is meaning and information that needs to be discovered
in order to obtain both the pet and the achievement (and for those two activities to come to

have meaning as well).
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Now let us quickly look at the achievement system as an example of local knowledge
and the production of locality. The achievement system was started with the release of the
expansion Wrath of the Lich King on October 14, 2008. This allowed players a way through
which they could show off their knowledge and abilities by completing tasks and receiving an
achievement tag that can be shown as a way of proving that the player does in fact have
knowledge of the place that is being discussed. An example of this is killing Garnia and
obtaining the Ruby Droplet. This example not only allows a player to show off the achievement
but also gives them a noncombat pet that is a representation of said accomplishment.
(Reference figures below.) Those who have been playing for a longer amount of time have
more achievement points and, therefore, are able to show off their knowledge of the world by
Coleing their achievements within chat channels when they are called out on their knowledge.
This is similar to the tally marks on a spear staff or an awl representing the abilities and

knowledge gained in order to prove one’s achievements.

Figure 2.3: Screenshot of the noncombat pet awarded to players who have killed Garnia and
received this rare drop. (Screenshot by author.)
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Figure 2.4: A screenshot of the achievement earned once a player a has killed all of the elite
monsters on the Timeless Isles, which includes Garnia. (Screenshot by author)

With the above example from my own work, it is easy to see how a place is given meaning and
how local knowledge links the people to each other and their environment. As Appadurai
states, “The transformation of spaces into places requires a conscious moment, which may
subsequently be remembered as relatively routine” (lbid:209). This is seen in the way that
achievements are gained, prized, and displayed by the more avid World of Warcraft players. It
is through this and other examples of “work” as a kind of gaming practice that the idea of
locality or placemaking as constituted in practice by the community members of WoW is best
understood. If these activities were to stop and the reproduction of the knowledge were to
cease, this community would no longer exist as a place constituted in practice.

One tangential, but still very important, point to consider is what Appadurai says is the
“production of locality in the societies” (Ibid:205) that anthropologists have historically studied
and not the location itself. Although the physical location has been the focal point on which
many anthropologists have gotten hung up as a defining feature of their study, Appadurai

would argue that it is the producing of the locationality and not the location itself that is
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important. Just because you cannot physically touch the space or objects within the virtual
world does not make them less important or less socially constructed. The fact that identity and
socially constructing ideologies and actions are happening make this location just as important
a place as any far-off land whose people have traditionally been conceived of as the “other”.
Those within the digital environment have the same feeling of belonging and connection to
their virtual environments, as we will see in the Chapter five discussion on the Highlanders and

the rough terrain of the Scottish Highlands.

Intensity of play and games

For many generations within Western culture, play has been associated with children. For
adults to actively involve themselves with an act of play has been seen as taboo since it is not
considered a productive use of time (Malaby 2007:100). In this section we will look at a quick
history of how play has been handled as a concept within anthropology.

When, approximately fifty years ago, anthropologists began looking deeply into the
issue of play and attempted to assess its usefulness as a focus for cross-cultural research, they
found that it fell short in many ways. David Lancy (1980), Stephen Miller (1973), Mihalyi
Csikzentmihalyi (with H. Stith Bennett 1971) each, in their own way, found themselves rejecting
the predominant approach to play, one that was founded on its status as an activity (and, often
implicitly, its opposition to work). Indeed, playfulness, in their and others’ treatments of it,
presents itself as a disposition, and therefore as a more reliable concept. For example, in the
1970s the relationship of play to work arose for Lancy (1980) during his time with the Kpelle of

Liberia in Western Africa. The Kpelle refused to define “play” and work as separate things. They
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would, when pressed to do so, define the type of work by degree of hard and light work, but
that is as distinct as they were willing to go in distinguishing between work and play.

For these scholars, the merged state of awareness and action that we can gloss as
“playfulness” is a liminal space through which meaning is made and in which can arise distinct
ways of learning to engage the world in all of its possibility. It encompasses what Stephen Miller
(1973) memorably describes as “galumphing,” the sometimes-awkward casting about (literally
or metaphorically) that social actors do as when they are playing with new affordances and
circumstances. Thomas Malaby summarizes anthropology’s insights in this area and suggests
the following for our work going forward: playfulness is “an attitude characterized by a
readiness to improvise in the face of an ever-changing world that admits of no transcendently
ordered account” (2009:206).

If this is playfulness, then how are we to understand games? As Malaby explains, the
term game in most scholarly treatments has been strongly associated with three
characteristics: pleasurable, safe, and separable from everyday life (2007:96). These
assumptions began to be broken down by anthropology in the late 1960s, alongside the work
done on play noted above. Claude Lévi-Strauss famously put games on a par with the
preeminent and revered cultural form for anthropologists, ritual, in The Savage Mind (1966:32-
33). Even more famous is Geertz’s (1972) treatment of the Balinese cockfight (titled: “Deep
Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight”). Geertz demonstrates that cockfights have more to do
with social positioning and reaffirming alliances than they do with the winner of the fight. Men
will only bet on the cocks that they have a political and/or familial connection to rather than

the one they believe will win even if it means knowingly losing money. While fun and exciting,
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the fight between the two rivals and not the birds themselves is in the center of the ring. Who
will triumph and who will walk away with a loss of status, chicken (their foe’s “cock”), and
money has more to do with the political positioning and reinforcing of the relative status of the
men who own the cocks. Geertz’'s essay makes plain that games are arenas of great meaning
and high cultural stakes, suggesting that we must always see them as firmly connected, rather
than separate, from other arenas of social action.

Malaby’s (2007) study of gambling in Greece throws yet another wrench into the
conventional Western treatments of games as a subcategory of play, and therefore as safe,
pleasurable, and separate from the rest of experience. This is because there are real stakes
involved in the gambling that takes place in Greece. One of the stories that Malaby uses to
exemplify this is that when a patriarch dies or is close to death, the sons will cast lots in order to
see who will inherit the land. “It may be that some would not be prone to classify these as
games, precisely because they fly in the face of our Western preconceptions about games as
safe, separable, and pleasurable. But there is no formal difference between them and the
gambling that they resemble” (Ibid: 98). The fact that games do not necessarily fall within the
original static lines that have defined gaming for a long time rattles the cages of the box within
which academia long understood games. The example of casting lots shows that games can and
often do have outcomes that are neither safe nor separate from everyday life. While the
outcome of such an episode of gaming may be pleasurable for the winner, it is not likely that
the losers will have had much, if any, fun in the gaming, and then losing, of their future financial

stability.
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This brings us to Malaby’s definition of a game as “semibounded and socially legitimate
domain of contrived contingency that generates interpretable outcomes” (lbid:106). Within this
definition, a game will involve and create “culturally shared meanings” (Ibid). The idea of
culturally shared meaning brings the game into contact with everyday life. This allows for and
extends the idea that Geertz put forward that there is, at least to some extent, the
reinforcement, and possibly the redefinition, of cultural normativity within many games and
types of play. Malaby’s theory allows for a flow and growth within the game itself that Geertz’s
theory does not. As Malaby states, “Games are grounded in (and constituted by) human
practice and are therefore always in the process of becoming” (lbid:103). It is because of this
ability to grow and the fact that it is humanly contrived, that a normative habitus (see my
discussion below for a further explanation of Bourdieu’s theory of habitus in relation to gaming)
can be created. This allows for the players to have a sense of what is and what is not considered
a normative behavior within the confines of the game, leading to a sense of belonging.

While Malaby’s theory of play is extensive in its detail and important to my research, |
believe that identity creation as has been described by Butler (1992) and Desmond (1999) is a
more productive theoretical framing of these processes and practices in relation to my
discussion of playfulness. Returning to Malaby’s example of gambling as a form of play is useful
to my rationale for this addition to his theoretical framework. No matter what position you take
within a gambling arena, a character or persona is adopted, in the Goffmanian sense, as is true
of all social action. This can be as simple as becoming the aggressive player or as complicated as
becoming the strategic competitor. One could become the guru of whatever game is being

played. Either way, the players are taking on roles or positions through which they will play that
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game. One could call it a mask, in the Goffmanian sense, or as many gamers do, a character.
The players can, and normally do, take on roles that are foreign to their normal personas, or the
forensic dimension of a person as Lambek (2013) suggests, since during the game they tend to
feel it is more acceptable to play with their persona or identity.

Malaby’s concept of playfulness, “readiness to improvise”, is necessary to
understanding the ability that gamers have within a good game to be able to improvise and
thus create the persona they wish to attribute to the avatar. This allows for the ability of fluid
movement between the two dimensions of personhood and simultaneously refining the
recursivity of the overarching persona of the individual. A number of anthropologists and other
scholars have given us insight into the relationship between games and game-like
environments, on the one hand, and the intense engagement and significances these can
produce in their players, on the other. The work of T.L. Taylor and Julian Dibbell revealed the
permeability of the online experience, the depth of connection that a player can have not only
with their avatar but with other players as well, and the idea of the construction of personhood
within the digital realm. Dibbell characterizes the nature of the connections that are made
within the virtual world by stating, “what happens inside a MUD-made world is neither exactly
real nor exactly make-believe, but nonetheless profoundly, compellingly, and emotionally true”
(1998:17).

One of the examples that Dibbell recounts as an example of the truth is when he is
forced to reimagine his digital home. He comes to the realization that it is the ability to shape

and then reshape the space within the virtual communities that both pulls people to it and yet,
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at the same time, provides a disconnect. He very eloquently expresses this notion when he
states,

They constituted neither an escape from historical existence nor simply an

electronic extension of it, but rather a constantly disputed borderland between

the two — between history and its simulation, between fate and fiction, between

the irrevocable twists and turns of life and the endlessly revisable possibilities of

play (Ibid:62).

The residents are creating their homes within huge structures and tiny drops of seawater alike,
placing their marks onto the landscape of this ever-growing virtual world. While adding their
own mark, the residents of this community are performing meaning making activities that
change the space of the virtual world squarely into the category of being a place.

Taylor’s 2006 work tackles the intensity of the relationships that can, and often times
do, become cultivated during virtual play sessions. Taylor (2006) provides an example from
when she attended a convention for players. While she does not know the people that are
there beforehand, she does become close with a few of those that she meets while at the
convention and is able to continue that relationship online afterward. For these scholars,
intense engagement in these games is co-constituted with the formation of identity and the
social construction of an avatar. Taylor states, “Avatars do not appear in the game world simply
as blank objects that allow users to construct independent meaning systems on them. They
present themselves as complex symbolic referents that then circulate in a broader social
economy” (lbid:117-118). The creation of an avatar is done through a combination of the
player’s physical world enculturation and later once a player has been incorporated into the

sociality and cultural normativity of the virtual world. These scholars, along with Malaby’s work,

demonstrate the intensity of the play that takes place within these worlds as well as the
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relationships that are constituted in play and how creating and playing with personhood
through the use of the gamer’s avatar is culturally situated.

While identity is often seen as being a personal phenomenon, it is a socially constructed
and reinforced idea. Butler (1993) argues that no identity exists behind the acts, but it is the
acts that create the identity. Butler’s theorization of identity lends itself to the study of play
since there is at least an element of performance taking place within any type of game as
players take on the different role or characters they wish to personify. She theorizes that
identity is created and recreated in two cyclical processes: performances and performative
actions. A performance is how the identity is acted out, while the performative action is the
process through which identity comes into existence. ldentities are scripted, rehearsed, and
then performed like a play. When trying to understand why people attempt to perform specific
roles, it is important to understand that the “subject [of that role] is culturally constructed, it is
nevertheless vested with an agency, usually figured as the capacity for reflexive mediation, that
remains intact regardless of its cultural embeddedness” (lbid:182). Thus, they are performing
the role based upon a culturally constructed norm—roles that are prefigured. As has been
stated before, identity is intrinsically linked to society and is a social construction and this
prefiguration is one of the ways that is the case.

Butler states, “one comes to ‘exist’ by virtue of this fundamental dependency on the
address of the Other” (Ibid:5). To put it more simply, one has to look outward at another in
order to understand one’s place within a group as one moves through that society. Identity is
the recursive representation of one’s position, actions, and available movements within any

group that is constantly being adapted to different spheres of habitus (as discussed below) as it
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changes through the movement of the individual. To put it more simplistically, this is a process
that is always happening as identity is renegotiated depending upon what social group the
person is currently in. The movements, or masks as Goffman calls them, depend heavily on
what the community that the person is interacting with finds acceptable.

To look at this movement another way, consider Bourdieu’s habitus. Within this theory,
there is the social habitus, or normative behavior, which is culturally and socially accepted.
These behaviors are what individuals check their own actions against in order to continue to be
considered within the group. The checks and balances come when the heterodoxy clashes with
the habitus, challenging normative behavior. However, the orthodoxy typically is able to make
short work of this intrusion and restore things to the status quo. This system, while normative
in Western society, for the most part does not allow individuals to dramatically play with and
alter their social standing or identity except within fairly limited ranges. Games are one of the
acceptable venues through which one is able to push against the socially constructed habitus
and venture out more widely to find out what is behind one’s mask.

Each different type of game has its own level of recursivity or the ability for the
persona/avatar to continually reassert their/its social presence. However, it is always there, as
the players must negotiate their movements within the society that they have chosen to
interact with. This means that there is at least a small portion of the game that is liminal in
regard to social standing and characteristics. To reiterate, identity is not something that one
should think of as static, rather, it is constantly moving and reforming how one wants/is
perceived to move through a given group through normative behaviors. In this vein, people are

constantly recursively representing themselves or, to phrase it another way, they are involved
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in the art of becoming/creating an identity which is a never-ending cycle. Games allow for the
space, place, and time through which one can negotiate this ever-changing and yet ever-
constrained possibility of what it means to be a part of a group of people. Malaby’s theory
touches on this as it is meant to be about the process of the game and thus harkens to the
activity of recursive representation. Recursive representation is the process through which one
performs their identity creation and therefore is on a parallel trajectory with the play that is
being performed. In short and to summarize, both identity formation and play are processes
through which social interactions both take place as well as are created.

While | am aware that the function of play is not only based upon the idea of identity
creation, | do believe that for my study it is vital to pull apart this particular aspect of play and
examine it independently from its other functional aspects because identity is at the heart of
my study. (For more information about the other functions of play and gaming please see the
work of Malaby (2013, 2010, 2009, and 2006), Malone (2009), Taylor (2018, 2012, 2006, and
2003), Dibble (1998), Boellstorff (2020,2019, 2017, and 2008), et al.) However, it is because
games are a space that is semi-bounded that there is the ability for people to step into the
liminal and take an opportunity that would otherwise not be available to them in their daily
lives. It is through being able to create and work with one’s persona and the way through which
this is performed, that identity becomes an important factor in the definition of play. As | have
shown in this discussion, identity is intrinsically linked to the social as there is no way for people
to define their own identities without being able to look toward another and say, “l am not
them, because | am x, y, and z.” (Reference my quote from Butler on page 44). Anything that is

social has normative behaviors and play is no exception. Not every social situation has to be a
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memory making experience but does come with socially prescribed rules and roles. A good
example of this is eating soup. The fact that an American eats soup with a spoon is a given and
something that is not thought of, that is until they are given a fork with which to eat their soup.
The introduction of abnormal behaviors into what is considered routine and obvious is one of
the ways through which people tend to recognize their social normative actions and practices.
This is a dynamic that is often overlooked as a culturally normative behavior in that we are
constantly recursively representing ourselves within our daily lives, but with a twist. The twist
comes when the ability is offered to step outside of our daily social normativity and play with
our positionality in a society. To conclude this discussion, the ability to create and recreate
one’s persona and the performance of said persona within the semi-bounded arena of play,
along with the fact that every interaction between two or more humans involves some form of
social normativity, supports the notion that identity is an intrinsic part of play as with any of
form of social interaction.

Play and games are an important, yet often times overlooked, part of any culture. They
are that which enables us to connect to our fellow humans in ways that would not socially be
possible in other situations and thus are one of the sociocultural spaces through which such
identity work is able to take place. It allows us to seek and find a community in which we can
recursively represent our position within that society and therefore have a sense of belonging.
While this is only one of the many functions of play and games, | believe it is an important
feature that deserves to be separated from the other functions that both games and play serve
to be explored in its own right, as | have done within this chapter. At the same time, it is not

just all ‘fun and games’ as life or death may be at stake.
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To Seek that which is Greater: Gaming Tourism as Pilgrimage

The idea of a pilgrimage is one normally associated with trials and religious purpose. Today,
that definition has changed and expanded to include any form of community and identity
confirming travel. There are still a few aspects that shape this definition such as the “ritual
nature of the journey ... [with regards to the] totality of the event” (Winkelman and Dubisch
2005: xv) and the focus is now on the “inner feelings and motivation rather than through
external institutionalized forms” (Ibid: xvii). The reasons for embarking on a pilgrimage today
are many, from spiritual journeys to connecting with a fandom or video game to anarchical
cultural revolutionism as is found during a Burning Man festival. Each type of pilgrimage has at
least two things in common according to Winkelman and Dubisch (2005): pilgrims are searching
for community and to reaffirm their identity both within and outside that community.

As religious affiliation and devotion wane, there is a shift towards the secular. This
movement toward a more secular basis for society is also due, at least in part, to the fact that
“humanity experiences an increasing splintering of intimate social groups and anomie”
(Ibid:viii). This shift away from traditionally organized social groups brings new and different
cultural movements and groupings into the equation as a legitimate alternative to the idea of
religious association being one of the only ways through which groups come together. As stated
previously within this chapter, identity is a social phenomenon that can only be acquired by
looking towards the other in order to say what one is not, which leads to the need for social
groups that are able to bond together over their similarities and reinforce their collective

identity against the perception of who others are.
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A good example of this is a family of gamers that | came into contact with at Alnwick
Castle. The mother and father were both wearing gaming and Harry Potter apparel, both had
many tattoos and multiple piercings. The son was around 12 years of age and wearing a variety
of different geek themed gear. After their flying lessons were over, they came up to me, and
the father said, “We didn’t even know we were doing this videogame tourism thing, but that is

II'

exactly what we are doing!” We went on to talk about the different games and what sites they
were wanting to see on this leg of their trip. As they were from the Lowlands of Scotland, they
had only a few stops planned and all of them were related to Harry Potter. One of the things
that they did say, as a slightly offhanded comment, was that they loved the fact that they were
able to connect with some of the other Harry Potter fans. The implication was that they saw
themselves to be slightly outside of the normal Harry Potter fandom since they thought they
did not look like the other fans. The interesting point of this was that while they were dressed
in a similar fashion as the rest of the adults attending the flying lessons, they were not included
because of their tattoos and piercings, or at least did not feel included. As someone who is also
tattooed and pierced, they were able to find a connection with me as both a gamer and a body
modification person. As is the case with my tattoos, the most prominent ones this family had
were “geeky” in nature, representing scenes or characters from video games or fanfictions such
as Harry Potter. The excitement at being able to connect with me and talk about the games as
well as the Harry Potter fandom was intriguing. Any one of the 30 other people standing around
the courtyard would have been more than happy to talk about Harry Potter with them, but they

felt excluded from this group based upon their physical differences. | assert the fact that the

other visitors within the courtyard would have been willing to talk to the family as they had no
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compulsion about speaking with me and | had as many, if not more, visible tattoos and piercing
than the couple. As we wrapped up the conversation and exchanged contact information, the
son proudly stated that he was playing the Harry Potter videogame on his phone just a few
minutes before the flying lesson had started and would be playing during lunch, reinforcing the
gaming connection that we shared.

While pilgrimages are no longer necessarily religious in nature, the quest for spirituality
and a connection to something higher than one’s self is still a very intrinsic draw for those
seeking a pilgrimage (Winkelman and Dubisch 2005; Sugawa 2015). The fact also remains that,
“the line between secular and religious may be difficult to draw, as ritual itself is a creative
process, and one that both reflects and constitutes new spiritual meanings and experiences”
(Winkelman and Dubisch 2005: xvi). This idea allows for the insertion of different types of
spirituality and ritualistic experiences within the confines of what it means to be on a
pilgrimage. A great example of this new type of tourism can be found in Japan, which has seen
a surge in the number of pilgrimages, mainly made by females, which has been termed rekijo.
Rekijo tourism is based upon a historical fiction fandom such as that of Sengoku BASARA which
is a video game, manga, movie, and book series. These tourists/pilgrims make their journeys in
order to strengthen the “relationships/connections between fictional characters, readers and
actual historical figures ... multi-layered relationships between these three actors” (Sugawa
2015: 44). One of the biggest draws, according to Sugawa-Shimada’s research is that of the
supernatural portions of these multimedia fandoms. This typically comes in the form of
superhuman powers, folk religious beliefs, and healing. This connection can also be made with

the gaming locations that were included in this study as each of them included an element of
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the folk beliefs of the British Isles such as elves, trolls, magic, and superhuman powers that are
used to fight for a cause.

It is my assertation that the connectivity that one has with an online self, and the
community in regard to this type of journey can be placed within the new definition of
pilgrimage. This is especially true for games that are a part of a multimedia conglomerate such
as the Harry Potter games and The Bard’s Tale. As | have shown, the connection that the
players have with their avatars is powerful and can be considered an extension of themselves
or embodiment. The search for and/or the manipulation of identity is a pivotal part of play that
lends itself nicely to the idea of searching for both community and identity within the confines
of a pilgrimage. In addition to this, is the connection to a folk religious belief system that both
the Japanese pilgrimages as well as those in the British Isles seek (reference Chapter six for the
connection between the folk religious belief system and the British Isles). This is an area of
study that | believe deserves more research as the signs point toward the fact that there is a
dissatisfaction with both the virtual as well as the physical worlds as a way of becoming
unencumbered. Because of the lack of achieving a sense of unburdening, the data points to the
fact that it is the cause of the recursive nature of the impulse for gamers to set out on a
pilgrimage. It seems that they are attempting to piece together a complete experience by
combining the virtual and physical worlds together. As previously stated, more research would

need to be conducted to verify if these findings are indeed correct.
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Getting ready for traveling

There was a marked difference between the level of preparation that “regular tourists” and
“gamer tourists” put in before their tickets were purchased. Regular tourists do tend to do at
least some research as far as the sites they are planning on visiting goes, but | found that
gamers tend to be a bit more emotionally invested and so do more research before heading off
to finally visit the sites. After my time with Gwen and Cole, the notion of how much time was
put into the research on the location before the trip became glaringly obvious. Gwen and Cole
discussed their extensive research with me as to how and where they looked for the locations.
This emphasis on preparation was reinforced thoroughly through my conversation with Jared
and his interest in visiting some of the sites from Call of Duty that he had started to research.
(We will learn more about Jared and his exploits in Chapter Four). There was a noticeable

difference between the responses in regard to the amount of time researching the perspective
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location on the part of the gamers versus what | will call “normal” tourists or non-gamer
tourists. According to my respondents, the gamers tended to spend twice as much time
researching prior to going on their vacations. The run of the mill tourist will at least do an
internet search for the most interesting places to visit, buy a guidebook, or go to a travel agency
that will set their itinerary. When talking with some of people at the Fairy Pools on the Isle of
Skye, they said all said that they were not gamers and did not spend more than an hour looking
up information about their trip to Skye. Most of their searches were based on finding the
cheapest prices. The gamer tourists tend to do a bit more research as they want to be prepared

for their physical interactions with a site that they have come to think of as a home away from

home. In this vein, they will attempt to find out as much information about the site as they can
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based on the folklore surrounding it, including the geographical landscape and more mundane
things like learning the best time to visit, the pricing, and transportation information. Just trying
to figure out what locations the developers used to base the video game landscape on can be a
chore. Jared and his group had started the process of looking into the historical sites that were
shown within the CoD world and had said that they had already spent a few hours, he was not
sure exactly how long, and had come up with a few sites to visit but nothing definite before |
mentioned the connection between the game and Dunnottar Castle. To my knowledge there is
no one tour group that is currently covering game landscape tours and everyone that is going
on this type of vacation is doing their own research on the subject and organizing the tour’s
itinerary themselves. | have come to this conclusion after both my own personal research into
the topic as well as asking my respondents if they were aware of any such tours taking place.
This is something that can, and often does in my own experience, take hours of toiling through
the information regarding the different landscapes of one’s favorite video game. It also means
going back into the game and becoming a tourist within the video game itself as finding the
exact spots that you can line up with the photographs of the physical landscapes is all but
impossible without such tactics (more on this activity in Chapter Eight).

| talked to one gamer who has been working, along with a group of friends, over the
past year to put together a group trip to different locations found within their favorite game,
Call of Duty (CoD). When | mentioned that one of the addons of the Ghost expansion was in
Scotland only a few hours north of our current location, he wanted more information. These
tourists ended up going, with a group of friends, to Stonehaven’s Dunnottar Castle. He told me

that they all got together and went through the map called Stonehaven a few days before their
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planned trip. They took screenshots of different locations and uploaded them to their phones. |
will save the rest of this group’s adventures for a later chapter but needless to say, the amount
of time that they had put into this group trip before | had even told them about the map in
their own backyard was extensive. My mention of the Stonehaven map led to the group doing
their own research and confirming that | was correct, then they had to decide how and when to
go, and before they went decide how they wanted to approach the visit. Once they had decided
all of that, they spent hours playing the game and interacting with the map before they went on
their trip. The takeaway is that on average, the normal tourists that | talked to spend about 3
hours researching the trips that they would be taking, not taking into account those that were
there for heritage reasons. The gamers could not quantify the amount of time that they put
into researching their trip. Some put little to no effort into the trip as the games they were
interested are a part of a huge franchise and a few minutes on google gave them a whole slew
of information. The gamers who were looking for specific locations that were recreated within

their digital world of games that were less publicly supported ended up taking a bit longer.

The Unencumbered Versus The Encumbered Self: Gaming and Tourism as Untethered Escape?

Obligations and responsibilities are an accept