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Abstract

The objective of this research is firstly, to evaluate claims that cyberspace, due
to its inherent qualities, has had an unprecedented effect on how we construct, present
and think about our collective and individual identities online and offline. Secondly, it
will highlight how people use shared understandings of popular culture products in

order to maintain social formations in cyberspace.

The research was carried out within the Massively Multiplayer Online Game
(MMOG) Star Wars Galaxies (SWG) which allows players to play around in the
surroundings that have been made familiar by the popular Star Wars films that have
gained an iconic status in Western popular culture. The chosen research method was
ethnography, which was conducted in the role-playing community of Freetown,
which included participant observation, interviews with players and textual analysis

of web-forum posts and other material, such as character biographies and storylines,

written by the Freetown players.

This thesis explores the relationship MMOG players have with their characters

and how they use resources, such as the game worlds and the content they provide, to
craft and develop their characters. As MMOGs are designed for cooperative play, I
explore the above relationship not only as formed through dialogue between a player
and her character, but as practiced and negotiated between players within the socially
dynamic settings of in-game communities. I will focus specifically on how players

create their characters and how they maintain them through game play and

communication with other players.

To interpret my ethnographic experience I rely on practice theory, which
presents people as active agents operating within multiple social arenas, constantly
recreating themselves as well as their surroundings through practice. Practice theory

thus allows me to take into consideration the impact of other players, ideas of game

play and the game environment on the characters.

The thesis highlights how cyberspace can no longer be conceived of as one

unitary space where users, through unlimited agency and freedom, create and



maintain avatars as their virtual identities. I suggest that it would be fruitful to see

cyberspace as consisting of multiple social spaces, which encapsulate difterent

practices, resulting in situated use and understanding of avatars and virtual identity.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Introduction

‘Imagine an entire 3D world online, complete with forests, cities and seas.
Now imagine it populated with other people all across the world who gather in
virtual rebel outposts and cantinas, gossiping about the most popular guild or
comparing notes on the best hunting spots. Friends and foes from across the globe
collaborate or compete with you, battling for your cause or doing their best to insure
your demise. Imagine a place where you can be the brave hero, the planet rascal, or
the village idiot, developing a reputation for yourself that is known from Peoria to
Peking. Now imagine that you could come home from school or work, drop your
bookbag and shoes on the ground, log in and enter that world any day, any time,

anywhere. Welcome to the world of massively multiplayer online games.’
(Squire and Steinkuehler, 2006:1)

Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs) feature persistent, online,
eraphical game worlds and are played by millions of people all over the world. These

games, as the name suggests, offer the players the opportunity to play alongside
hundreds or even thousands of other players in enormous game worlds that are

available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Within these worlds each player is
represented by a character, an avatar through which the player can interact with other

players, explore the game world, take part in battles, and engage in selling and buying

of in-world items.

This thesis will explore the relationship MMOG players have with their

characters and how they use resources such as the game worlds and the content they

provide to craft and develop their characters. I will firstly focus on how players create
their characters, and secondly how they maintain them through game play and

communication with other players. As MMOGs are designed to encourage

cooperative play (a point I will explain further in Chapter 2) and communication
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between players 1s an integral part of the MMOG experience, I explore the above
relationship not only as formed through dialogue between a player and her character,

but as practiced and negotiated between players within the socially dynamic settings

of in-game communities.

This thesis is grounded in research literature (reviewed in Chapter 3) that in
many instances recognises the online representations that users create, such as avatars
and login-names, as their virtual identities which they can shape at will. The basis of
virtual identity theory was coined during the first years of the Internet and focuses, in
many instances, on fluid, ever-changing representations made possible by online
anonymity and lack of embodiment. As bodies were absent in cyberspace, users were
found to experience new realms of freedom to re-create their virtual identities. This

was seen to invite identity play and in many instances deception.

From the start of this research, I must admit that I had my doubts about the
usefulness of assuming, a priori, the concept of virtual identity to explain the

relationship between players and characters in MMOGs, as these games are in many

ways radically different from other spaces in the Internet due to the structure and

design of the game space. Consequently, the purpose of characters in MMOGs is
unique and differs from avatars in other online settings. Therefore, I decided to focus
on the practices of MMOG players and explore the player-character relationship as
actualised in play and within player communities. The aim of the research is therefore
to explore virtual identity as practised to offer an alternative view on users and their

online lives. Although I do not dismiss earlier theories of virtual identities, I do agree
with theorists such as Baym (2000) who proposes that we attempt to understand

Internet users and their online personas in relation to online community practices and

conventions.

As the leisure and entertainment industries are converging with new
technologies, online contemporary popular culture worlds such as MMOGs, and the
ways in which people inhabit and use them, presents us with some fairly new fields fit
for social research. The ways in which people choose to represent themselves and
congregate in other more established and well known online spheres, such as personal

web pages, MUDs, Chat Rooms, IRC and mailing lists, have been theorised
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extensively within various disciplines (see Rheingold, 1993; Spender, 1995; Turkle,
1995; Burkhalter, 2000; Hine, 2000). However, what we see now is that the
possibilities of being on the Internet are endless, and new ways are consistently being
developed out of and added to these original online communication sites. Since this
early work explored 1dentity and community online, there have been major changes in
the ways that people can represent themselves and connect to others whilst online.
Recent well known additions such as MySpace, Facebook, YouTube and Second Life
as well as the various online game possibilities have established new forms of self

presentation and networking, and as such provide us with multiple new platforms in

which to explore online practices.

This thesis aims to contribute to the understanding of online sites and the
people who 1nhabit them, by exploring how players of MMOGs craft and maintain
virtual personas and communities. The site in which this research was carried out is
the MMOG Star Wars Galaxies (SWG) which allows players to enter and inhabit the
surroundings that have been made familiar by the popular Star Wars films that have

gained an iconic status in western popular culture. In SWG players can meet the
characters from the films, take on missions, collect points, build their own houses and

accumulate friends, wealth and belongings.

In this respect, SWG 1s a typical MMOG; however, not all users choose to play it
in the same manner. For nine months I carried out ethnographic research in the virtual
player community of Freetown'. Freetown is at once a player run town and a role-

playing community located on a remote planet within SWG. As I will explain in
Chapter 2, there are various ways in which a MMOG can be played, and the Freetown
community is founded around a play-style known as role-playing. The method of
role-playing dates back to offline fantasy role-playing games, such as Dungeons and
Dragons that were popular in the seventies and eighties, in which players act out the
roles of characters in a fictional world. The Freetown players, further to playing SWG
as the game in the manner it was designed and is loosely described above, also use it

as a platform in which to role-play the characters’ lives in extensive storylines they

have written.

' All places, players and characters have been given pseudonyms in order to protect their privacy.
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By definition, Freetown is virtual community but the setting in which it is
located is complex because it 1s set within a rule driven game world as well as within
a world that is situated within the meta-narrative of the Star Wars universe. In
addition, the players have chosen to play the game in a style that is, 1n some ways,
derived from offline fantasy role-playing table-top games. During my research I
observed the interplay between the practice of the players and the context within
which it takes place and found it to display the variety of ways in which online life
can be experienced, and how identities and communities are forged and maintatned in

virtual contexts.

Why study online role-playing?

The backdrop to this research is my interest in MMOGs, the players and their
communities. I have been an avid player of MMOGs since 1998 and have conducted

research in these environments for two degree dissertations, which has focused on

various aspects of MMOG play (see Sveinsdottir, 1999 and Sveinsdottir, 2002). I
have always been fascinated by how the players create and maintain their characters

and communities. Therefore, I decided that in this research I would make that the

focal point.

There are multiple ways of engaging in play in MMOGs and a few play styles

have been identified and described by players as well as researchers, such as Taylor
(2006) and Squire and Steinkuehler (2006). Due to this variety of player approaches,
I was rather dubious of any attempt to generalise about MMOG players and their

experiences and therefore decided to focus on role-players, because they are generally

conceived of as differing significantly from other players in their approach to the

game environment.

What I knew of role-players as I embarked on this research journey was that

their use of the games differed from that of the rest of the players. Instead of using
their characters to advance statistically according to in-game mechanics as most
players do, role-players, much like actors in a play, take on the role of their characters

and take them through player written storylines. To signify this split between the
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player and the character, role-players have a marked division between out-of-
character (OOC) and in-character (IC) play modes, which allegedly separates the
speech and thought of the player from that of the character. I found this approach to
the game world fascinating, and also saw the potential for interesting research data
that could give an insight into how people think of and relate to their characters. The
role-players’ complex relationship with their characters, along with their production
of story-lines and consumption of the game content is why I chose Star Wars
Galaxies as the field for this research. In addition, the game’s status as based on an
iconic contemporary popular culture narrative interested me and I wanted to find out

how the Star Wars narrative was used by players in their writing and actualising of

both characters and storylines.

The objective of this research 1s firstly to evaluate claims that cyberspace, due

to its inherent qualities, has had an unprecedented effect on how we construct, present
and think about our collective and individual identities (see Rheingold, 1993;Turkle,
1995; Stone, 2000). Secondly, it will also highlight how people consume and use the
products of popular culture, in a variety of ways, to create and maintain individual

and collective identities online. To reach the aforementioned objectives I have set out

the following questions to guide me through the ethnography at hand:

e What role does the online have in shaping the way in which players

structure their virtual identities and communities? Are there other

contexts that are also important?

e How do players create and maintain characters online? What is the
characters’ role in shaping online experiences? Do the characters

constitute the players’ virtual identities, which they can shape at will?

e What role does the content that players consume, e.g. the Star Wars
narrative, have in shaping their online experiences? What significance

does the writing and actualizing their own content have for the

players?
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By answering these questions I hope to add to our understanding of virtual
worlds and the people who frequent them. The Internet can be conceived of as many
spheres and by conducting research in one field adds to our understanding of how it is
experienced 1n use, what its role is in contemporary culture and how users understand

1ts potential.

In order to answer the above questions I chose ethnography as a research
method. Ethnography 1s ideally suited for this purpose due to its inherent flexibility
and ability to take into account multiple sites and connections (see Marcus, 1995;
Hine, 2000). This I found to be an appealing quality as play in MMOGs is a
multifaceted experience and includes, in many instances, various modes of
communication that lie outside of the actual games, such as Instant Messaging, voice-
chat and discussion forums. I felt that ethnography would allow me to take all these
contexts into consideration and also to explore the complex connections that lay,
firstly, between the players themselves and secondly between players and the games

they play. The ethnography included a nine month period of participant observation

in the Freetown community, including as well interviews with players and textual

analysis of forum posts and other material written by the Freetown players.

Due to my interest in the relationship between players and characters and how
it was manifested through role-playing in praxis, I chose practice theory to interpret

my ethnography. According to Ortner (1984) practice theory is diverse and contains

many strands that have in common the focus on ‘the relationship(s) that obtain
between human action, on one hand, and some global entity, which we may call “the
system”, on the other’ (Ortner, 1984: 148). In my use of practice theory I focus
especially on the works of French social theorist Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu (1977) in
his work, Outline of a Theory of Practice, maintains that ‘practices can be accounted
for only by relating the objective structure defining the social conditions of the

production of the habitus which engendered them to the conditions in which the

habitus is operating’ (Bourdieu, 1977:78). His theory of practice thus focuses on the

interrelatedness of actors, practices and the social arena within which these exist.

Bourdieu, (1990) uses the concept of habitus, ‘an acquired system of generative

schemes objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted’ to

explore human practice. (Bourdieu, 1990:95) Actors acquire their habitus through
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practice and through interaction with others within specific fields, at the same time
their habitus generates and organises their practices. Habitus 1s embodied knowledge
that actors gather through interacting with each other and their environment and
encapsulates ‘ways of talking, ways of moving, ways of making things’ (Jenkins, R,
1992: 75). As actors are part of their circumstances and embody the knowledge
necessary for interaction they understand themselves in relation to these
circumstances and each other. ‘Within them they have grown up, learning and

acquiring a set of practical cultural competences, including a social 1dentity’ (ibid:

70).

Much like ethnography as a method, I felt that practice theory allowed me. to

approach the subject holistically, i.e. to take into account the players, the game and
their practices within it. I feel that this combination of theory and method allowed me

to present a new understanding of the relationship between players and the characters
they create and maintain within player communities and the online worlds of

MMOGs. My objective was then to use my findings to speculate and retlect on the

concept of virtual identity and its usefulness to analyse and understand our

relationship with our online representations.

Overview of the thesis

This thesis 1s conventional in its structure in that it includes a literature
review, a methodology chapter, analytical chapters and a final chapter in the form of

a conclusion. I will here give a brief overview of the chapters to give an outline of

what lays ahead and give an indication of how the research questions are approached.

In Chapter 2 I will outline the history behind MMOGs whose game systems
draw influences from both tabletop role-playing games and Multi User Dungeons
(MUDs)z. I will describe a typical MMOG game system and how these games are
played and used by players in a variety of ways. This chapter will draw both from

my own experiences and that of empirical research within these game worlds. This

2 Originally designed for online role-playing, MUDs are multi-user spaces that users can access over

the Internet. The early MUDs were entirely textual and set up as rooms that users navigated between
and socialised within through typed commands.
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chapter also introduces both the Star Wars phenomenon and the game in which the

ethnography took place, Star Wars Galaxies.

In Chapter 3, I review the literature on virtual identity and how it has often
been seen as rooted first and foremost in the avatars and login-names created by users.
As these representations of users’ identities were seen to be easily sculpted and
discarded, they were seen, by some authors, to represent the fluidity of our
postmodern identities. The new technology of the Internet was seen to allow users to
engage in identity play and deception as they were entirely anonymous and faceless in
the vast online worlds of MUDs, chat rooms and mailing lists. I question how these
theories apply when it comes to analysing social interaction within spaces such as
MMOGs, and whether there i1s a need to review and add to these theories as the

Internet comes of age and the social spaces within it become more varied.

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the methodology that I employed in this research and I
use it to both describe my ethnographic conduct and also to speculate on the
usefulness of ethnography for research in virtual worlds. In Chapter 4, I introduce the

Freetown community and detail the arrival and departure story, which has been the

inevitable accompaniment of much of ethnographic writing (see Malinowski, 1922). 1
use this chapter to describe, analyse and justify the choices that I made during my
research and also to introduce how I went about conducting ethnographic research in
a game environment such as SWG. Chapter 4 also includes an introduction of
Vivianne, my character and presence within the research field, and describes our
progress as members of the Freetown community. I will detail my experiences with
Vivianne and my thoughts on MMOG character creation for research purposes and

conclude with a discussion on ethical 1ssues in online research.

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 form the main body of the ethnography and are organised
around the themes I found prevalent throughout my analysis of the data, which took
place throughout my stay in Freetown and also during my writing-up phase.
Chapter 5 focuses on context and serves as the point of departure for a discussion on
how characters, players, context and role-playing practices are linked. It will set the

scene by introducing the idea of how the community of Freetown exists within
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multiple contexts and how players use these contexts to situate and make sense of the

characters and practices that are generated there.

Chapter 6 focuses on players and characters in more detail and explores in depth
the practices of character creation and maintenance within the context of Freetown. I
also describe and analyse the multiple purposes that characters take on during play.

This chapter is written very much in a dialogue with the part of the literature review

that focuses on virtual identity as theorised, especially by some of the first Internet
researchers such as Rheingold (1993), Turkle (1995), Stone (2000) and attempts to

describe how characters may be created and maintained for multiple purposes, and
how this indicates that we may need to broaden our view of the link between identity
and our virtual representations. In chapter 6 we will see the malleability of the
characters of Freetown but also how both players and characters were Iimited by the

role-playing practices, rules, conventions and the constant demands for

contextualisation.

These speculations will be taken further in Chapter 7, where I focus especially

on the practice of role-playing as carried out by the Freetown community.

Furthermore I will reveal how the players use these practices such as content writing
and story coordinating to maintain their community. In this chapter I will also
describe how the practice of role-playing, as carried out in Freetown, presented me
with an understanding of the player identity as fragmented due to how players used a
variety of communication platforms to organise their play, such as the community’s
web-forum and MSN Messenger, as an accompaniment to playing SWG. 1 found that
each of these platforms has built-in possibilities for self representation and I observed

how the players adopted different dispositions depending through which medium they

were communicating.

In Chapter 8 I conclude this thesis by drawing together the themes that
surfaced in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. I furthermore reflect back upon the literature, which I
reviewed in Chapter 3, in order to evaluate what contributions my research may have

for our understanding of online existence. I also use this chapter to reflect on the
methodology and theoretical framework of practice theory, and also to speculate on

future research in this field.
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Chapter 2
MMOGs: Setting the Scene

Introduction

As I loosely described in Chapter 1, MMOGs are vast online worlds within
which players are represented with graphical avatars, generally known as characters.
In this chapter I will explore these games, the characters and the players in more
detail in order to set the scene for the Freetown ethnography. The aim of this chapter

is to describe the conduct of MMOG play and set the scene for the forthcoming
ethnography.

I will start by outlining the history behind the concept of MMOGs as it will
provide us with an understanding of these games and what drives the people who

play. As I will explain, tabletop role-playing games and later Multi User Dungeons
(MUDs)’, which are the predecessors of MMOGs, aid the understanding of the
MMOGs as game systems. I will then describe MMOGs and how they are played
and used by players in a variety of ways. I will also describe how the games can be
played in many ways resulting in a range of play-styles that have been identified by
both scholars and players themselves. I will discuss these different approaches to the

game play and focus specifically on the role-playing play-style.

Before I embark on describing the concept behind MMOGs and where it
originated from, I feel that I must state that much of what follows in my description
of MMOGs derives from my own experiences within these environments. As I will
explain later, there are a multitude of MMOG titles out there, some of which I have

played for a few months, and some only for a few play sessions. MMOGs do difter

although they do share a broad design concept: each having their own story-world,

conventions and terminology. The descriptions that follow are based on the games

that I have played, the players that I have played with and also, to some extent, on

* Qriginally designed for online role-playing, MUDs are multi-user spaces that users can access over

the Internet. The early MUDs were entirely textual and set up as rooms that users navigated between
and socialised within through typed commands.
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other peoples’ research literature that I have consulted. The concepts I use to
describe MMOGs and their players might seem outdated by some, as new games are
regularly produced which then go on to develop their own vernacular. The purpose of
this section 1s, however, first and foremost to set the scene for those who may be
unfamiliar with MMOGs and should serve as an introduction to these games and how

they are played.

From table-top role-playing to cyberspace

‘This boy had a stapled pamphlet laid out on the table in front of him, and he

was slowly describing a landscape and scenario. The other players responded in

turn, describing actions- exploring, opening doors, even fighting monsters. Every
once in a while someone would roll some weird-shaped dice that would resolve some
conflict. [...] There was no game board or little pieces to move around. If this game

had rules or and immediate objective, they certainly didn’t seem obvious. The

players were simply talking about fighters, dragons, dwarves, elves, and magic.’

(King and Borland, 2003:13)

MMOGs provide players with open-ended game-play; that is, there is no one

way to play the game. It cannot be finished in the same manner as many other
computer games and there 1s no way of winning the game. It is up to each player to
decide when he or she feels that the game has been exhausted, and players are known
to play the same MMOG for a number of years and some may play more than one
MMOG simultaneously. In this section I will trace the history leading up to the
release of the first MMOG Ultima Online®, as the history and the links between these
games, and table top role playing games, are very important when MMOG

experiences, especially those of role-players, are explored and analysed.

The concept of MMOGs can be traced back to table-top fantasy role-playing
games such as the one described in the quotation above. These games were played by
small groups of players, mostly with the aid of dice, paper and pen. These games

became very popular and it was estimated that the best known gaming system of this

4 Admittedly there were other MMOG spaces before UO, which launched in 1997. However, I refer
here to it as being the first one as it is the first one to be sold to the general public and the first one to

accumulate a massive player base (estimated 125,000 players before the launch of Everquest, which
launched in 1999)
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kind, Dungeons and Dragons, was played by four to five million people ‘in garages,
basements and dorm rooms’ across the United States during the seventies and eighties
(King and Borland, 2003:5). In these games the players take on roles of fictional
fantasy characters and collectively follow or advance a storyline created by one
member of the group. Generally, each character is created by means of its player

choosing from options such as race, gender and profession and then throwing a dice

to determine the characters attributes, which are commonly dexterity, health and

3

intelligence.” The numerical value of each attribute determines how likely the

character 1s to succeed at what he/she does. For example, a character with high
strength® is more likely to be able to lift a heavy boulder than a character that is low

in strength, and someone high in dexterity will be a more successful archer than

someone who scores low on that attribute.

The players then adopt the role of their character and take action within the
storylines. Whether these actions fail or succeed is based on dice throwing and a
system of guidelines provided with each game set. For example, if the group finds
itself within a dungeon and is met with a dragon, which they must slay to advance the

storyline, the players take it in turn to take action against it. Dice throws, along with

the written guidelines, will decide the outcome of the aforementioned encounter. As 1
explained before, each character has associated numerical values and in addition so
do their weapons, armour and the monsters they may encounter. Each battle therefore

needs to be calculated, based on these values, in order to determine the result.

The storylines are written and narrated by one of the group commonly referred
to as Game Master’. The GM often writes the storyline beforehand and is the only
one in the group who has full knowledge of what the adventure may entail for the rest
of the characters. The combined actions of the characters and the narration of the
GM carry the story forwards, and as the characters go through quests and missions
they advance statistically by means of gathering experience points which the players
can allocate in order to strengthen their abilities. This allows the characters to take on

bigger challenges and gives them access to a wider range of skills. New characters are

> The options available during the character creation phase vary between game systems.

® ‘High’ refers to the numerical value assigned to attributes or skills
" Sometimes also known as Dungeon Master (DM)
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generally weak as they have not acquired the necessary skills and attributes; however,
after having taken part in successful battles and missions they gain points which

render them stronger and more capable of taking on bigger challenges within the

game world.

The duration of each storyline (sometimes known as a campaign) can be
anything from a few hours to a few months. The GM leads the group of players
through the adventure by means of storytelling, where he or she describes landscape,

towns, taverns, monsters and dungeons.8 The GM plans the tasks and encounters that
lay ahead and controls the friends and foes that the group will meet with on their way
through the storyline. In some instances it could be perceived that the players are in

fact playing as a team against the GM. However, the differentiation between the role

of the GM and the rest of the players depends on each player group.

These games are still played to this day and hundreds of game systems exist,
providing players with a multitude of game worlds to play around in. Players can buy
game systems such as Dungeons & Dragons but many choose to write their own
campaigns and storylines, only using the rule-set and guidelines to determine the
result of the games. Some players are also known for making up their own game
system and story-worlds. After role-playing moved to the newly established Internet,
player made worlds such as MUDS became increasingly popular, taking role-playing

to a new level where participant numbers multiplied and the communication became

computer mediated.

The first MUD universe was created 1in 1978: ‘It was a networked multi-user
game which allowed users to communicate with one another, to cooperate on
adventures together, or fight against each other’ (Reid, 1994: 10). MUDs were
generally programmed as rooms through which users navigated via typed commands.
Once a player entered a room, text would scroll up the screen describing the room
and, advising the user on what direction to take, e.g. *the road splits up ahead, if you

go east you will find town, if you go west you will go up into the mountains*. The

8 The landscape is of course based on the settings of the story world in question.

23



user could then type *go east* which would transfer the character to the village

where other options would open up.

Reid (1994), who carried out extensive research within MUDs, claims that they
can broadly be divided into two groups: adventure MUDs and social MUDs. The
adventure MUDs she describes as the descendants of the pen & paper role-playing

games where the players must ‘contend with the internal reality of the game world’

(Reid, 1994: 29). This means that the MUD was programmed as a story-world with a
specific structure. In these worlds players need to take note that the characters will
get hungry, tired and cold, which affects its ability to undertake a journey or a battle.
The player may need to let the character rest for some time before setting off on yet
another adventure and buy some food to keep its strength up. The story-world ranged

from being medieval fantasy settings, futuristic science fiction settings or even a

mixture of the two. The characters and the environment consisted of typed text
scrolling up on the computer screen that users navigated and they communicated

through typed text and interacted through the use of commands, such as *bow*,

*smile* and *open door*.

In social MUDs there is no inherent reality that characters need to contend with
and no game element present. The social MUDs, according to Reid (1994), ‘provide
a tireless mechanism for the exercise of the players' creativity, and for interaction
between players.” (Reid, 1994: Chapter 2, part iii). Consequently the users entered
these spaces with different purposes and expectations in mind. In social MUDs there

is no need or possibility for characters to advance through levels such as in adventure

MUDs and all characters hold equal powers in the MUD universe.
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MUD

- Wy name 13 Vivianne
Please awalt your next instruction.

Say

- yivianne
At this stage in your Trial of Rebirth, the only commands available are the

some you have already learned.

ones you are currently learning, and
[f you need help, type HINT or HELP REEIRTH at any time.

- Jay ViViallle

The crone cackles gleefully.

Follow

HINT: FOLLOW CRORNE
CRONE

fTollow Ccrone
Yiou }lrﬂjlﬂ to follow the ancient crone.

With unexpected speed, the crone scurries off to the southwest and you Lollow,

wondering 1f this is the best idea. You 3train to Eeep up with the crone's
rapid pace, barely noticing when she leads you off the road and onto a hidden
path to the west.
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Warning: Applet Window

Figure 1: This is a fairly new MUD so it is has a more graphical interface than many of its

predecessors

Uo

Figure 2: Screenshot from UQO featuring a player character being attacked by

three trolls at crossroads somewhere in Britannia.
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As these new technologies progressed the MUDs slowly became more
graphically advanced. In 1997, the first Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing
Game (MMORPG”) saw the light of day, as Ultima Online (UO) was published. In
UO the landscape that had before been text had become graphical. The players were
now represented by human avatars, instead of textual descriptions like in the MUDs,
and who now moved through the world of Britannia — a graphic landscape of towns.

deserts, dungeons and mountains. UO provided players with a game world that was

active 24/7 and allowed thousands of players to play together on each server.

Below is a character description from a MUD and a character paperdoll"

from UO demonstrating the big leap in graphic design that occurred between MUDS
and MMOGs.

Sir Kaster (MUD) Jehova (UO)

Sir Kaster

Reiksguard Knight level 12

Race is Human
Kaster is R ot " g h & MHELP
aster is a member of the Reiksguard Knight's Guild o e
Kaster's guild rank is Knight Hero S OPTIONS
Kaster is from the Legatious family : s \
5 MLOGOoUT Y

The Legatious family symbol is:

W OURNAL ¥

a White Skull on a Plain Shield
The motto of the family is: .1.. SKILL S "'

Strength and Honour!!!

k5, "
» CHAT

Health: in excellent health
A tall dark Haired Man,

he can usually be found in the skaven nest

.

wm PEACE }

s STATUS Y

He looks at you, you can see arrogance and scorn in _
| B\ e e,
' ' : "1™ '_ "ol . ‘ | .
}”S e.ye‘g r |\ W AINE AL CRATIE W W ERANERS WO A '
L\ ) /

LEY . e Yaul ' ) 21T
"* 1,\ | - ‘htﬂrh\.-\‘\hl- e e 1 A "-.:.--- \"'l-: Ih‘ /

He appears to be sure of himself

he is above your stature...

he is mounted upon a jet black stallion named Storm

Figure 3: Virtual representations from a MUD and UO
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“Recently it is more common for players to refer to the games as MMOGs (Massively Multiplayer
Online Games) and I shall do the same throughout this thesis.
'” The character paperdoll served as a control panel through which a player could access game controls




Sir Kaster’s character details could be accessed by his fellow players by typing
in /view kaster, whilst in UQ a character’s paper doll could be opened up simply by

double-clicking on the character.

The heritage from the tabletop role-playing games can be seen on both character
descriptions as Sir Kaster is a level 12, which he has gained through gathering
experience points in this particular environment. What we see 1s Jehovah’s paper

doll, which served the purpose of a control interface for the game. Jehova bears the

title of grandmaster which meant back in UO that she had excelled at one or more
professions by having 100% experience in each. This was the result of many play

sessions where she was trained up in the various warrior skills in order to be able to

take her to dangerous dungeons or engage in PvP!! combat.

In UO all player characters were humans whose appearance could be

customised by choosing gender, clothes, hairstyle, hair and skin colour. During the
character creation phase, players customised appearance and distributed assigned

points between skills and attributes. It was then up to the player to train the character
so that he/she would be fit enough to travel through the dangerous lands of Britannia.

The various Britannia towns, which were a starting point for new characters, were

guarded and hence safe from outside threats. However, the further away from towns

the characters ventured, the more dangerous the monsters and dungeons they would
encounter. In the lands of Britannia they were also at risk from other players because
in the beginning UO allowed almost unlimited player-versus-player (PvP) combat.
Therefore, in order to fully explore all the possibilities Britannia had to offer, players

needed to train their characters up to as high a level as possible in order for the

character to be safe on its journeys.

UO became very pt:)pular12 and was played by people who had different aims in
mind as ‘the open ended, social game started to attract people who normally steered
clear of complex PC games, as well as hard-core gamers’ (King and Borland,

2003:163). During my time in UO, 1t seemed that the role-playing play-style was

[ —
It pyP stands for Player vs Player combat or interaction. PvE stands for Player vs Environment and is
used to describe when players interact with the game controlled entities, such as vendors and monsters.
12 A ctive subscriptions reached 250,000 in January 2001. See http://www.mmogchart.com (Last
accessed 26.04.2008
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used by a minority of players and it was my feeling that most role-playing

communities tended to keep to themselves.

UQ’s game design, where players could either compete or work together, set the
standard for the subsequent MMOGs. Generally, the player experience in MMOGs
has involved, for most players, the training of their characters in order for them to

advance in levels. When a character has just been created it has very limited abilities

and very little currency which further restricts its possibilities within the game world.
As it advances it can travel to more dangerous locations and take on more difficult
missions and battle stronger enemies resulting in higher rewards — in both experience
points and currency. With the in-game currency players can buy, for example,
weapons, skills, spells, armour, housing and furniture for the character. The items are

often crafted and sold by players and come in many different classes depending on

the level of the crafter character and are consequently variably expensive. Most
players are aware of this and by having items that are rare (these can be found as loot
in many instances) and/or expensive, they display their standing within the game and
also their commitment to it. I mention this here because it displays how competitive

these games can be and it explains, to some extent, why players choose to spend their

time in these worlds. However, despite the competitive elements of these games,
players also need to work together because once united they can take on bigger
challenges. For this purpose they form alliances and work collectively to achieve
both individual and common goals resulting in a very sociable game experience. 1
will now go on to explore the sociability of MMOGs in order to provide the reader

with some level of understanding of the MMOG experience.

MMOGs: first steps

The first step a player needs to make before embarking on an MMOG journey
is to select a game, buy it and install the game client'’ on his/her computer. As

MMOGs are in constant development, the client is updated regularly; this is a process

that takes a few minutes and allows the player to access the most up-to-date version
of the game. Most MMOGs charge players a monthly subscription fee and after a

player has set up the game client and paid the subscription fee she can log on to the

13 Client is a computer application which communicates with a remote server.
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game world. However, before entering the world each player needs to create a
character. The character creation choices vary between the games, but most have a
choice of gender, race, profession/attributes and a modifiable physical appearance, as
well as the allocation of skill points. Below i1s a screenshot of the body-modification

window of the character creation phase in SWG.

. 3 N
'-.____ﬁ_r

.‘h— .

i

Figure 4: On the menu to the right of the character, body and facial modifications can be carried out.

The player can adjust the character’s height, size of the torso and muscle mass.

The player also needs to choose a server on which they want to play. As
servers are limited to the number of players they can host at any given time, most
MMOGs are hosted on a number of servers, some of which may be situated in
different continents and time zones. As most of the larger MMOGs are available for
players worldwide, they most commonly have game servers set up in Europe,
America and Asia. This offers better connection speed and allows players to log on

and play with others from their own time zone and communicate via their native

language.
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After a character has been created the player is able to log on by which the
character is transported into the virtual game world. Subsequently, the player 1s met
with the graphical user interface (GUI), as well as a view of their character in a
specific location. The interfaces vary between games but mostly they are set up as
clickable buttons, some of which lead to extensive menus, while others simply have a

specific function such as jumping, shooting or throwing a grenade.

The screenshot below displays the SWG interface as it was when I first started

playing'®. The user interface in SWG was highly customisable and windows and

buttons could be moved around, added or hid from view. For example, after I had

been playing SWG for a while and, especially after I started role-playing in Freetown,

I altered the layout and had two chat windows open, assigning specific chat channels

to each one.

[ —
4 The interface was later changed by the game designers. To see the updated version see Appendix A

30



You receive CAGpontent Comb it -

Figure 5: In-game Screenshot from SWG

1.) The characters’ status bars. The red line indicates the character’s health, while
the green bar represents the stamina. The blue bar represents the mind of the player.
If any of the bars empty the character is incapacitated. 2.)Hot key/shortcut bars.
Commands and special abilities can be placed in these frames that correspond with
the keyboard’s F — keys, for quick activation. 3.) The enemy’s status bar. 4.) Menu
shortcut bar, where a player can access options such as in-game email and friends
lists. 5) Main chat window. The lower frame is where a player inserts text, which
appears in the active chat window. The tabs represent various chat filters that allow

players organise all the chat that is aimed at them. 6.) Secondary chat window. All

tabs can be made into an extra chat window so that if players want to monitor special

chat channels closely.
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MMOG worlds

Most MMOGs present their players with immense worlds, which feature
cities, small towns, deep dungeons, high plains and majestic mountains. Most often
these worlds are inhabited by computer controlled entities, such as citizens, animals
and monsters. While the common term for computer controlled citizens is non-player
character (NPCs)", the animals and monsters are commonly known as mobs. Groups
of these creatures tend to spawn at specific points and by fighting them the characters
gain skill, currency and loot. Players can converse with the NPCs through double
clicking on them, which results in the option of taking part in a mission or quest
handed out by each NPC. The reward for carrying out a mission successfully is
experience points, items or in-game currency. Some missions players can take on
single-handedly but others require a group and hence the assistance of other players.
The missions can range from taking a letter from one NPC to another to going down
to deep caves, fighting mobs along the way, to gather scientific samples for an NPC
researcher in trouble. Before I go on to describe the social aspects of these groupings
and missions, I will tackle the character creation in order to show how characters can

present players with different ways to play the games.

Character Types

The character creation phase is different for each player as they may have
different expectations and goals in mind for the game. Some players may try out a
few professions before settling on one or a specific combination, while others simply
create one and stay with it throughout their time there. The player may be interested
to try out a few professions and skill sets for their character before settling on what
character type works best for them. Most MMOGs allow players to have more than
one character per server and many players tend to go for a mixture of action
characters that are meant for combat and the so-called crafter characters which is a
synonym for the profession choices that allow characters to create and sell items to
other players, such as clothing, weapons, armour, housing and furniture. These

characters can make their players a good amount of in-game currency. As with all

W

'3 Non-player characters are computer controlled characters that players can converse with for a variety
of reasons, as stated above.

32



characters they need training and the higher level they are the better quality the items
they produce and these items can consequently be sold for a higher price. In many
instances lower level characters are also unable to craft the more desirable items, such
as high quality armour. Many players also choose to have one character of the healer
profession, who are very useful in group battles as they can heal and in some

instances revive the characters that lose their life during each battle. Some games also

permit a combination of these skills in one character, i.e. crafting, healing and battle

strength.

Most players are very aware of the abilities that come with each of the
character professions and discussions about characters, professions and levelling are

frequent on player discussion forums as well as in-game. Some players spend a lot of
time setting up and trying out new skill sets for their characters and consequently

spend much of their time levelling up and training for the miscellancous skills. For

other players, skill may not be as important as they might intend the game to be more

of a socialising venture. However, most players do understand some aspect of the

skill system and how the choices they make may impact on the overall game

experience.

Player Groupings

Player groups, temporary and permanent, are part of MMOG play. In many
instances, players need each other’s assistance with larger scale missions and often

cooperation can lead to in-game bonuses. There are a variety of ways for players to
group up within MMOGs. The guild system is a typical MMOG feature. This allows
the players to group together under one name and allows them to communicate
through a guild chat channel. Members are labelled with the guild’s name, which
highlights their membership status to other players. Players tend to join a guild as
they have the benefit of connecting players with each other. This means that the
chance of having someone online to chat to in guild-chat or group up with increases
oreatly. Many guilds have a website with a chat forum where members come
together to discuss the game as well as daily lives, further strengthening the ties they
have with each other. It can be very beneficial for a new player to join a guild of

more experienced gamers as they can transmit vital knowledge about the game and
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are often generous to new players, supplying them with in-game currency, quality
armour and weapons, for example. The more experienced players tend to help the

new players to level up their characters and provide a friendly environment in which

to ask questions and seek advice.

Aside from guilds, players often join temporary groups (also known as
hunting parties) in order to take on a mission or two; these groups are often disbanded
after the mission 1s completed. When added to a group, the members can
communicate through a group chat channel and the game engine distributes the loot'®
evenly between the members. As players group up they often look for characters with
specific professions that they see as vital for the group’s success. An ideal group may
feature a character with a tank profession (someone who can take a great amount of
damage from opponents and thus keep the characters that have less strength safe).
Also, a character of a healer profession s necessary to keep members of the group in
good health and revive those who lose their lives. Having a variety of magic casters
that have a variety of useful spells at their disposal and archers that have the ability

for long distance attacks and can pull'’ single monsters/creature towards the group is
also considered very useful. It is therefore not uncommon to see characters situated

in a popular place, like a town square, shouting out messages about what character
profession they need for a group venture. LFP/LFG'® are common abbreviations that
are shouted out by characters indicating that they are looking for a group to join or
looking for members to join a group they have set up. The number of players in any
one group is most often limited to about 6-10 members, and players therefore make

sure that these professions, who are often considered by players as necessary for each

group, are included before setting off on a hunt.

Play Styles

Players can have more than one character and play on more than one server.

Players approach the games differently and a number of play-styles have been

1 \When an enemy (NPC or mob) is slain it can usually be looted by players. The loot is most often

currency or items such as armour and weapons. The stronger the enemy the more valuable the loot is.
\7 The monsters tend to group up and can be difficult to take on in large numbers. The ability to ‘pull’

one monster out of the group to battle it on its own can therefore be vital for the mission success.
181 FG stands for Looking for Group while LFP stands for Looking for Party.
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recognised by players and game researchers alike (see Castronova, 2005; Yee, 2006a
and 2006b; Taylor, 2003 and 2006) and I will discuss these in more detail in Chapter
3 but will outline here the three most prominent groups within MMOGs: role-players,
power-gamers and socialisers'”. In my experience, players tend to throw these labels
around frequently as they evaluate each other’s approach to the game. However,

these categories and the different game approaches they are based on make evident

how players use a basic product such as a MMOG in a variety of ways.

Role-players

The role-players tend to be a distinct player group within MMOG worlds due
to their choice to play the role of a character within the story world. Role playing is
similar to taking on a role in a play, where the player steps into the character’s shoes
for a while and takes part in a storyline. While the narrative aspect of an MMOG
may go unnoticed by many players, the role-players take a special interest in
whatever mythos the story world may entail.?® In their play, the role-players
distinguish between in-character (IC) and out-of-character (OOC) utterances and

actions. In many instances during role-play in MMOGs, the statistical advancement

of the character is not relevant and there is no in-game reward, such as experience
points or in-game currency, for role-playing as such (Taylor, 2006: 72). Role-playing
entails a specific use of the game environment and most often the conventional game
function is suspended as players play their characters through storylines. In this

instance the game acts as a mere graphical and narrative shell within which the

players construct their own content.

Power gamers

Another group which 1s prominent within MMOGs 1s power-gamers, whose
approach to the game is drastically different to that of role-players. During play,
power-gamers focus specifically on the game system aspect of each MMOG and on

getting their desired results through efficiency, strategy and planning. T.L. Taylor

19 These terms tend to vary between games and have changed in use as time has passed
20 On most occasions the MMOGs tend to be located within a story, which is explained when the player

logs on. While some story worlds are simple, others may be more intricate and complex, allowing the
players to delve deeply into it.
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(2003) studied the power-gaming play-style and refers to power-gamers as players
who ‘operate with a highly instrumental game-orientation’ (Taylor, 2003:1). A power
gamer knows the ins and outs of the game systems, such as how experience points are
calculated, the statistics of weapons and armour and what skills or skill combinations
are most likely for success. A power gamer may know all the monsters in the game,
where they spawn, how much experience points they give and how much currency.
As a result of their efficient approach to the game, power-gamers most often have an
abundance of in-game currency and the highest quality weapons and armour. After

having taken on the most difficult monsters in the game these players are often the

owners of rare items that they have taken as loot after these encounters.

Socialisers

The third player type that I will introduce here is that of the socialiser, who

uses the game environments mainly to socialize and network. This player type was
first mentioned in Richard Bartle’s (1996) work on player typology in MUDs.
Socialisers do not display the focused determination of the power-gamers and choose
to play the game without focusing on levelling their characters quickly and
efficiently. These players are often guild-leaders and spend considerable time on
community affairs such as maintaining the guild’s webpage and discussion forums.
They are often spokespersons for their guild and liaise with leaders of other guilds.
Networking and socialising seems to be their primary goal within the game and they
often have a vast list of in-game friends. To them, MMOG participation seems to be

about forming and maintaining ties with other players and playing the game for

letsure.

None of these player types are as straightforward as I have presented them
here and many players show tendencies that would fit them within both the socialiser
category and that of the power gamer. Also, many role-players do spend some of their
time playing the game for experience points and many may excel at combat. I
presented these three types here mainly to show how varied the player base of any

one MMOG can be and how the game environment allows players to undertake a

variety of activities.
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What I have achieved in this brief description of MMOGs is a display of the
social aspects of these games and how they are distinguished from other virtual
spaces, due to the game element which, in turn, is largely derived from offline table-
top fantasy role-playing games. The various ways in which these games can be
played is also cause for my interest in these game spaces because I believe they can
offer an intriguing 1nsight on to how people use online spaces to form relationships
and communities. These practices have been the subject of countless academic
studies, some of which date back to the first years of the Internet, and I will review

some of these In the next chapter. However, 1 want to finish this chapter by

introducing Star Wars Galaxies, as well as the Star Wars universe, in order to outline

the field in which the ethnography takes place.

The Star Wars phenomenon

The MMOG Star Wars Galaxies (SWG), as the name suggests, takes place in
the galaxy featured in the popular Star Wars film series. The first film, Star Wars: A
New Hope, was released in 1977 as the fourth episode of the saga, and was quickly
followed by The Empire Strikes Back (1980) and Return of the Jedi (1983). The

prequel episodes were produced 15 years later: The Phantom Menace, released in

1999; Attack of the Clones in 2002; and lastly Revenge of the Sith (2005).

The Star Wars universe, In addition to the Star Wars films and SWG, has

spawned endless amounts of merchandise such as games (card games, console games,
computer games, board games and role-playing game systems), toys, books, fanzines,
fan sites, comics and cartoon TV series. This merchandise has further expanded the
Star Wars universe, rendering it much bigger and more detailed than is featured in the

films alone; this is referred to as Star Wars: the extended universe. However, these

additions all take place in the foreground of the Star Wars film storyline, which

makes up the official timeline for the Star Wars universe.

The main character in the first three films (episodes IV-VI) is a young man,
Luke Skywalker, who discovers that the second-hand droid recently purchased by his
family plays back a message from one Princess Leia, wherein she asks for help from

an Obi-Wan Kenobi. At this time, the Princess, who is part of a rebel alliance, has
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been taken as a prisoner by the evil Darth Vader who rules the Empire with the aid of

his army of stormtroopers.

Upon receiving the message, Luke takes off in search of an old hermit, Ben
Kenobi, who lives nearby and upon finding him discovers that Ben and Obi-Wan are
onc and the same. Obi-Wan tells Luke of the battle of the rebels against the ruling
Empire and of the spiritual energy called "The Force". Throughout the first film, Luke
slowly finds out that he 1s force sensitive and as a result has supernatural powers.

Luke also discovers that himself, Obi-Wan and a character called Yoda, are the only

three remaining Jedi knights in the Galaxy. The Jedi knights are an ancient order of
knights who use the force to fight for justice and peace within the Galaxy but,
according to history, they had all been hunted down and killed by Darth Vader.

Luke, Kenobi, and a mercenary named Han Solo join forces to rescue Princess

[eia from the Empire's magnificent warship, the Death Star, controlled by Darth
Vader. These characters and their struggles all take place in the foreground of
complex political struggles for power over the Galaxy, and are the main subject of the

original Star Wars Trilogy (episodes IV-VI). In the last film of the trilogy the

audience finds out that Luke and Princess Leia are in fact twins who were separated at

birth at the death of their mother and that their father is the evil lord Darth Vader, who
was born Anakin Skywalker.

The Prologue (episodes I-III) features the history of Anakin Skywalker, from

childhood when he first discovers his force sensitivity, and throughout his Jedi
training. Due to sorrowful events in his life, his alliances start to shift from the light
side of the Force to the dark side, which is associated with death and destruction. His
Jedi trainer Obi-Wan Kenobi notices the change in his student and tries to fight it.
Episode Ill, Revenge of the Sith, ends with their duel where Anakin is gravely
wounded and greatly disfigured. He is revived and his body is reconstructed,

consequently completing his transition into the evil Darth Vader.

What [ have presented here is only a very brief synopsis of the film storylines,
which are much more complicated and include many different planets, races and

political entities. These are, however, much in the background but some are greatly
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expanded upon in books and comics which feature some of the extended Star Wars

Universe.

Star Wars Galaxies

In March 2000%!, Lucasarts**, Sony Online Entertainment (SOE) and Verant
Interactive announced the coming of the MMOG Star Wars Online (later Star Wars
Galaxies). SWG was then launched in June 2003 and quickly became popular among
MMOG players and Star Wars fans. It 1s difficult to provide an exact number of
players of SWG as these numbers are not officially published or verified by SOE.

However, according to an independent website, the subscription numbers were

estimated at 170,000 subscriptions in May 2006%.

The game world of SWG gives players the option to play in the galaxy where
the Star Wars films take place and includes places and characters that were made
famous in the films. Players can play as Jedi knights or Stormtroopers and meet with
characters such as Darth Vader, Princess Leia and Luke Skywalker who are presented

as NPCs within the game. Players can take part in the struggle between the Rebel

Alliance and the Imperial Army, the two warring factions, which feature in the films.
The production of Star Wars Galaxies allowed the fans of the films to actively partake
in the Star Wars narrative and explore the places they had previously only been able
to watch in the films. The game allows players the opportunity to visit 12 planets that
feature beautifully designed landscapes, towns and cities, and between which the
players can travel in space carriers. A later expansion to the game, Jump to
Lightspeed, also allowed players to own spaceships and to partake in space battles and

missions. The game, furthermore, featured the soundtrack to the films that further

added on to the Star Wars feeling.

21Gee: http://pc.ign.com/articles/076/076665p1.html
22 The company of George Lucas, the writer, screenwriter and producer of the Star Wars films
23 gee on http://www.mmogchart.com/ (Last accessed 26.04.2008). I can not guarantee the accuracy of

this number and it is published here mainly to display how massively multi-player these games are. To
further establish the popularity of this game genre, the most popular game of this type, World of

Warcraft released in 2004, has a subscriber base of 8.5 million players based on numbers published by
its developer in March 2007.See http://blizzard.com/press/070307.shtml (Last accessed 23.04.2008)
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To some extent, SWG is a typical game of the MMOG genre. Players create
characters and ‘then enter the world and begin the process of gaining levels to
progress through the game ..., with each new level comes new skills, powers and
abilities’ (Taylor, 2006:29) SWG, like other MMOGs offer the players a vast world to
explore and opportunities to train their characters through in-game content such as
quests and missions. However, what distinguishes SWG from other MMOGs is the
link to the world of the Star Wars narrative. It is my hope that in the following
chapters the SWG experience will become clearer to the reader as I explore the game,

the environment and the community of Freetown.

What I have aimed to do in this chapter is to describe how these games work

and how players use these games to communicate and cooperate during play. There
are a variety of ways in which a player can take part in the MMOG adventure and

have outlined some of them here. I have also described how social these games are

and how players group up and assist each other during play. This perception of
cooperation seemed to me to be, in some ways, incongruent with much of earlier
research on Internet users that presented cyberspace as populated with individuals

experimenting with their identity who, in some instances, appeared to have no links

with the other users around them. This incongruence fascinated me and from the onset
of this research I was interested to examine the relationship between players and their

characters as practiced within MMOG contexts, which by design encourage player

cooperation. In particular I was interested in learning what effects cooperation, if any,

had on player autonomy and agency when it came to creating and maintaining

characters.

In this chapter I have traced the history of MMOGs and how they are played,
providing the reader with a glimpse into the world of these games. The purpose of the
next chapter is to provide the theoretical context in which the main argument of this
thesis is grounded, wherein I will critically assess research literature which focuses on
the Internet and the people who use it. The literature is important as it is inevitable
that a thesis such as this one 1s written as a dialogue with preceding and present
theories. The purpose of the following review is to establish whether additions to
already cstablished theories of virtual identity are needed and to evaluate what the

approach applied in this research may have to offer.
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Chapter 3

Literature Review

Introduction

As indicated, this thesis focuses on the player-character relationship as
constructed within MMOGs. As we saw 1n Chapter 2 these games provide us with
player driven virtual worlds that present to us one aspect of how people use the
Internet in their daily lives. I chose to focus on the characters that players create in
order to explore the concept of virtual identity. In order to do so it is vital to present
as a background the theories that have been coined regarding how users present
themselves online. The subject of virtual identity has been one of constant fascination
since the dawn of the Internet, especially as researchers started to venture into some

of the social spaces that users had set up online. As will become apparent, the Internet
was seen by many to be a manifestation of postmodernity where traditional

boundaries, such as ‘self/other, real/virtual, nature/culture and truth/fiction’ are
transcended (Hine, 2000:12); identities are fluid and people form communities
without ever meeting each other face-to-face (see Poster, 1995; Turkle, 1995). It will
be made evident that the impact of the technology and the new methods of
communication were deemed by some authors to influence specific forms of identities
and communities, while others argued that in order to understand the Internet social

processes and a wider cultural context needed to be taken into account (see Grint and
Woolgar, 1997; Hine, 2000). I will present the nuances of these debates throughout
my literature review in order to locate my research and justify my choice of

methodology and theoretical framework.

As theoretical shifts associated with postmodernism have featured prominently
in writings about cyberspace and identity, I will start by introducing and tracing these

shifts in order to ground the following discussion. From there I will go on to explore

theories concerning virtual identity and community. As more and more users logged
on and visited online spaces, researchers observed that people seemed to engage in

identity play, which seemingly allowed them to explore the multiple aspects of their

identity through creating and maintaining their online personas (see Turkle, 1995:
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Stone, 2000). Others however found these virtual representations to be stable and that
people practiced honest self-representation within virtual communities (Baym,
2000:157).

Social formations in cyberspace were another prominent issue that drew the
attention of many researchers that ventured online. Some highlighted how
communication online was in essence much more limited than that conducted face-to-
face. Consequently, speculations as to whether online social groups constituted

communities in comparison to offline groups usually found the former lacking in

terms of social cues or authenticity due to the method of communication. This

characterised much of the earliest literature on online communities (see Sproull and
Kiesler, 1986; Wellman & Gulia, 1999). However, others argued that these social
formations should be researched as a subject in their own right without focusing

simply on the means through which the members communicated, but to take into

account how communities were established and maintained through common

practices (Watson, 1997; Baym, 2000).

[ believe that these varied accounts of online life present to us that there is

reason to further our understanding of how people practice self-presentation and form

communities in cyberspace, echoing the claim of Grint and Woolgar (1997) and Hine
(2000), and propose that aside from looking at online social conduct as simply a
product of technology, we take into account the wider cultural context within which
the Internet and its users exists. Therefore as I reviewed literature in order to provide a
theoretical background for this research I included literature based on empirical

research in offline role-playing games and MMOGs, as I believe that the context

within which the relationship between players and characters is practiced is highly

relevant to our understanding of it. This discussion will form the later half of this

chapter, where I outline how these games have been explored and understood as

social phenomena.

In the last section of this chapter I will outline and explain the theoretical
framework of practice theory, which I chose for this research. In order to avoid the a

priori assumption that the concept of fluid virtual identity applies to the characters
that players create in MMOGs, I wanted to explore how this relationship was

manifested through practice and active participation in online game play. Practice
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theory ‘emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and world’ (Lave &
Wenger, 1991:51) and I felt that by combining this theoretical outlook with
ethnography, which is highly suitable to explore ‘what people actually do with the
technology’ (Hine, 2000: 21), I add to our understanding of users and their online

representations.

Identity In contemporary theory

‘Identities of all kinds are clearly forged through practical engagement in lives lived,

and as such they have both individual and collective dimensions.’
(Moore, 1994:53)

‘One could look at the unfolding of social and cultural theory over the whole of the
20" century as a struggle over the role of the social being — the person, subject, actor,

or agent — in society and history’
(Ortner, 2005:31)

Before embarking on exploring theories on virtual identity it is useful to
understand where the notion of a flexible and multiple identity comes from, so this

section serves the purpose of locating and grounding the idea of identity before
discussing how it has been presented and understood in relation to online

communication.

Stuart Hall (1996) maintains that ‘there has been a veritable discursive
explosion in recent years around the concept of ‘identity’’ and refers to the debates
within social sciences over how the view of a stable unified identity of modernity
gradually gave way to the postmodern idea of identity as multiple, and fragmented
(Hall, 1996: 1). In modern thought, identity was conceptualized as a stable fixed
entity and as such also fully coherent. A person’s identity was seen as a core which
emerged at birth and developed during her lifespan but at the same time remained
essentially unchanged. This view of identity was rooted in Descartes’ theory of the
mind/body dualism. The individual, located at the centre of the mind, was seen as ‘the
starting point for all knowledge and action’ and human nature was seen to be ‘always

and everywhere the same’ (Hall and Gieben: 1992: 22). Furthermore, the ‘Cartesian
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subject’ had its proper place within the world and was seen as a rational thinking

being.

However, as western societies changed and moved towards modern capitalism
and consequently class formations, the subject came to be seen as more ‘located and
‘placed’ within these great supporting structures.” (Hall, 1992: 284) As a result the
individual came to be seen as more social and was not seen as autonomous as before
but was seen to be ‘formed in relations to ‘significant others’, who mediated to the
subject the values, meanings and symbols — the culture - of the worlds he/she
inhabited.’ (ibid: 275) Identity was still seen as an inner core but not as stable and
fixed as before. This inner core engaged in constant dialogue with the outstde world
through which it was modified and formed. Thus identity was seen ‘to bridge the gap

between the inside and the outside — between the personal and the public worlds.’

(ibid: 276). The idea of the postmodern subject whose identity is fragmented, fluid

and ever-changing came through a gradual change in theoretical perspectives in the

human sciences.

Craib (1998) maintains that ‘[t]he approaches labelled 'postmodern’ actually
fall into two mutually exclusive camps. In one postmodern world I constantly
recreate myself according to my desires and the situations which I am placed and the
in the other I am the product of the discourses in which I am situated.” (Craib, 1998:
6) I will explore these two ‘camps’ here in order to touch upon this complicated
discussion, which identity in postmodemnity inevitably is. I will, however, begin by

tracing the shifts that took place from modernity to postmodernity in terms of how

scholars viewed identity.

Amidst the conceptual shifts I mention above, social theorists started to doubt
the unity and wholeness of identity. In a postmodern manner, which implies fluidity
and change, Stuart Hall expresses this change in outlook and claims that ‘(t)he subject
assumes different identities at different times, identities which are not unified around
a coherent 'self’. (...) If we feel we have a unified identity from birth to death, 1t 1s
only because we construct a comforting story or ‘narrative of the self' about ourselves’
(Hall, 1992: 277). These new viewpoints have sparked an abundance of social

research in the last decades, which has established how people’s identities are situated
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within each context and how they are relational, multiple and often even contradictory
(see Kondo, 1990). Studies of ethnicity have shown that what was once considered as
clear cut collective 1dentity of a group of people is much more a fluid entity based on
complex relations between groups, where people can claim membership based on who
they are in relation to others. (See Martinelli, 1983; Robins, 1996; Kaur and Kalra,
1996) ‘There are situations where ethnicity is relatively unimportant, and then there
are situations where 1t provides a decisive mechanism for exclusion and inclusion as
well as clear guidelines for behaviour’ (Eriksen, 1993: 62). Depending on context and

situation, identities are made relevant or irrelevant in relation to others. Consequently,

identities are seen to be a process and as such constantly under construction and never

finalized (see Butler, 1990; Moore, 1994).

Identity as process has been tackled by the theoretical perspectives of both
discourse and/or practice theories. I say and/or because as Hall (1992) points out ‘all
practices have a discursive aspect’ (Hall, 1992: 291). I will only touch on these
theories here but will discuss practice theory in more detail later in this chapter, as the
chosen theoretical framework for this dissertation. The main thing to keep in mind is

that I choose these two theoretical perspectives here to display how postmodern

identity is seen as tied to the outside world, a point that will be revisited throughout

the rest of the dissertation.

Foucauldian discourse theory looks for techniques of what is said, what can be
said, by whom, and according to what rules. Discourse, according to Foucault (1972)

is ‘a group of statements insofar as they belong to the same discursive formation®
(Foucault, 1972: 117). The statement 1s a functional unit of a discourse, which
restrains and situates the speaker. Statements are never neutral, but have a role within
a network of other statements. They are a part of knowledge and they act both to
constrain and enable what we know and consequently how we perceive our position
within discourses. An example of statements would be classifying mechanisms,
maps, taxonomies and graphs. Institutions classify people based on statements such
as tax forms, census categories and curriculum vitae, to name a few, People are
classified to be ‘at risk’, to have ‘learning difficulties’, be schizophrenic and so forth.

‘People learn to treat one another and themselves according to these categories.’
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(Holland et al, 1998:24) These classifications have a certain place in history and

behind them lies a certain knowledge shaped by institutional discourses.

Foucault thought of the human subject as the result of subjection. ‘Subjection
refers to particular, historically located, disciplinary processes and concepts which
enable us to consider ourselves as individual subjects and which constrain us from
thinking otherwise. These processes and concepts (‘or techniques’) are what allow
the subject to ‘tell the truth about itself.” (Foucault cited in McHoul and Grace, 1993:
3) ‘Therefore they come before any views we might have about ‘what we are’. In a
phrase: changes of public 1deas precede changes in individuals, not vice versa.” (ibid:
3). Foucault coined the term ‘technologies of the self” which is, in short, ‘deciphering
who one is’ within a historically situated discourse, 1.e. ‘the techniques that human
beings use to understand themselves.’(Martin et al 1988:1) These technologies work

as ‘devices—mechanical or otherwise—which make possible the social construction

of personal identity’ (Foucault, 1988, cited in Aycock, p. 2).

What reads above is, of course, only a fragment of discourse theories and is
mainly displayed here as an alternate viewpoint to practice theory. What it leaves us
with, however, is the question of the individual’s agency and to what point our
practices affect our identities. The concept of agency refers to the individual’s
capacity to make choices and act as an active agent in his own life. Practice theory,
focusing on the individual and agency, sees identity as created and maintained
through practice within specific social contexts. One of the key theorists of practice
theory was Pierre Bourdieu, who in his work Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972)
aimed to construct a theory of social practice. Bourdieu (1972) sees social life as an
arena, a composite of various fields, within which practices and struggle between
agents take place. ‘Each field, by virtue of its defining content, has a different logic
and taken for granted structure’ (Jenkins, 1992: 84). Practice theory, thus, recognises
the myriad contexts of which the social world is composed. Also, it sees these fields
impacting upon the identities of the agents, which are rooted in their habitus. ,The
habitus is in essence embodied dispositions that are manifested through human
practice and influenced by the field of interaction. Practice theory also identifies that

human beings travel between different contexts throughout their lives and that their

identity is recreated relative to context at any given time. It thus takes into account
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how peoples’ 1dentities are relative to the context of social interaction. The field is
seen to be a °‘crucial mediating context wherein external factors — changing
circumstances — are brought to bear upon individual practice and institutions’ (ibid:
86). To sum up, practice theory recognises the interrelatedness of the agent, her

practices and the social world.

Before going on to explore practice theory fully, in order to explain its
suitability as a theoretical framework for this research, I will explore the literature on
identity and community in cyberspace along with research on fantasy role-playing and
online gaming. It is my hope that the exploration of the theories from this literature

will highlight the suitability of practice theory for this research.

On both accounts I have provided rather concentrated abstracts of discourse

and practice theories. They are of course much more complex and differ on many

accounts, one of them being the role of human agency; that is, to what extent people
act on or against the structures, discourses or fields, that surround them. Both
theoretical schools provide useful frameworks to work with in research such as the

one described in the following chapters. I was however interested in the practice of

role-playing and the players’ agency as they created and maintained characters within
the Freetown community. I recognise that practices derive their meaning from and

are performed within discourse but this research was aimed at the players themselves

and how they create and manage their characters through active participation in role-
playing. Undoubtedly, research into the discourses that players are surrounded by

would be very interesting but would present a different research altogether. In this
instance, I was interested in the practice of MMOG playing and how players actively

create characters and maintain within specific social settings.

The purpose of this brief overview of identity theory since the Enlightenment

has been to locate identity in contemporary social theory, as the discussion that
follows on identity in online environment, as we shall see, bears the marks of the time
in which it was situated In the midst of the postmodern de-structuring of both self and
identity, the Internet became an increasingly popular meeting place where people
communicated through both avatars and login names and social scientists stood by

and watched the multiple identities unfold on the screen.
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Cyberspace, identity and community

'The Internet is a vast collection of computers linked to networks within larger
networks spanning the globe - a huge anarchic, self-organising and relatively
unpoliced system which allows unlimited access to the other people connected, and

the information stored on public databases and computer sites...’

(Kitchin, 1998:3)

‘For what is at stake in these technical innovations, I contend, is not simply

an increased ‘efficiency’ of interchange, enabling new avenues of investment,
increased productivity at work and new domains of leisure and consumption, but a

broad and extensive change in the culture, in the way identities are structured.’

(Poster, 1995:79)

The purpose of this section is to locate cyberspace, identity and community
within a selection of writings dating from the birth of the Internet, and CMC, up to
our day. As we will see, postmodern ideas of identity as fluid and multiple feature
heavily in literature on online identity, especially during the first years of Internet
studies. For many, cyberspace itself presented an ‘anything goes world’ where people
and machines, truth and fiction, self and other seem[ed] to merge in a glorious
blurring of boundaries’ (Hine, 2000: 7) As more people were drawn to the Internet,

so too were academics who were interested in finding out about the newfound
possibilities of being in a sphere where people appeared to roam in and out of virtual

spaces shielded by anonymity and free from the shackles of embodied day-to-day

existence.

Cyberspace: a new world?

‘Who we are, what we know, and how we think, are all being changed as we

move from a print-based society to a computer-based world. We are becoming

different people’
(Spender, 1995: xiii).
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‘To summarize, cyberspace is a hyperreal technology of social saturation that

dislocates space, time, and personal characteristics as variables of human

interaction’
(Waskul and Douglass, 1997: 381).

In the nineties authors contemplated the effects of the new communication
technologies on our collective lives, our psyches and our identities. They predicted
that the effects would be enormous and as they embarked on a journey through an
environment any science fiction writer would be proud of presenting, the name
‘cyberspace’ was given to this new locale. The term was borrowed from the
cyberpunk science fiction novel Neuromancer published in 1984 by William Gibson.
Cyberspace became the household term for the world residing within our computer

screens, available to those who could log on to the network also known as the

Internet. It was seen by some to host an alternate reality, where different, if any, rules
applied (see Hayles, 1993; Turkle, 1995). Also, the Internet was seen by some to
produce a threat to the well known boundaries and analytical categories that had been

established in modernity, which increasingly seen to be under threat of dissolving

(see Featherstone and Burrows, 1995).

As people logged on they found others they could communicate through typed

text in various interaction spaces, such as Usenet, IRC and MUDs. All these spaces
presented users with different environments and diverse ways of communicating with
others. What these first social spaces had in common was that they were entirely text

based; that is, users entered, navigated and presented themselves in these spaces as
text. Usenet consists of subject categories called ‘newsgroups’ which are set up
around various topics ranging from gardening to soap-operas. The communication on
Usenet is asynchronous as users post messages on a server which is then distributed

over to other servers for other users to read and reply to (see Anderson, 1996;

Burkhalter, 1999).

IRC presents users with real-time communication on various chat channels,
some of which are labelled by subject while others are general chat rooms where
everyone can enter, under a username, and take part in the conversation. Unlike

Usenet, the communication on IRC was synchronous, i.e. the text appeared to all on
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the channel as it was typed in and they could then reply instantaneously (see Reid,
1991; Bechar-Israeli, 1995; Danet, 1996).

The MUDs (Multi User Dungeons/Domains) presented users with the real-time
chat ability of the IRC but in addition some MUDs presented users with a pre-
programmed environment presented via text as soon as they logged on. The MUDs
were presented as rooms between which users navigated via typed commands. In
some MUDs users could add on to the MUD by programming their own rooms while
others were entirely pre-programmed and unchangeable. MUDs were to begin with
online game spaces, as I explained in Chapter 2, but were later also designed as

socialising spaces entirely without any gaming functions (see Reid,1994:

Turkle,1995; Dibbell, 1999; Kendall, 2002)

What all these modes of communication have in common is that users enter
them under the guise of a login/nick-name which becomes their representation in
these new social spaces. Bechar-Israeli (1995) carried out research on IRC nicknames
and found them to be crucial forms of self presentation in a space where usual

identity cues such as age, sex and ethnicity are usually unobtainable. People were

therefore free to create their own virtual identities through login names where they
could highlight some cues while leaving others out, and even engage in identity play
and deception. I will discuss these speculations in more detail later on where I
dedicate a section to discussing the use of avatars and login-names in online spaces

and how increased possibilities in self presentation were seen to invite users to play

with their identity whilst online.

Other speculations regarding life online furthermore focused on the Internet as a
place which hosted new types of community and communication (see Jones, 1995;
Waskul and Douglass, 1997; Wellman & Gulia, 1999). Internet researchers
speculated about the presumed changes that computer mediated communication and
the Internet would make to the role of time and space and to the presumably well
established dualisms such as human/machine, real/virtual and self/other (see Stone,
2000; Poster 1995). The literature from the first years of Internet studies make an
exhilarating read as in many instances the excitement over the new technology is

combined with speculations about the end of modernity and actualisation of
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postmodern 1ideas of eroding boundaries, flexibility and fluidity (Nguyen &
Alexander, 1996; Springer, 1999).

Although I have presented here the more ‘visionary’ part of the literature, at the
same time there were others who called for a more ‘down to earth’ approach to the
Internet. Featherstone and Burrows (1995:8) at the time commented that ‘much of
what has been claimed for cyberculture is overly utopian’. Robins (1995: 153), in a
similar vein, claimed that the mythology of cyberspace had been preferred over its
sociology, also criticising how the Internet had been torn out of the context of user’s
daily lives and presented as an alternative reality. Similarly, Webster (1995) calls for
empirical social research as ‘an alternative starting point’ to replace ‘social impact
approaches’ which he claimed to be ‘hopelessly simplistic and positively misleading’
when dealing with the information society (Webster, 1995: 4-5). These differing
views alert us to the fact that when dealing with cyberspace we are not dealing simply
with one space, within which all use is identical. Usenet, IRC and MUDs presented

users with various options of engaging with each other and each space developed a
set of conventions regarding communication and ways of being. In addition, as the
Internet has become more ubiquitous and technology has advanced, even more varied
spheres of interaction have been constructed. Assuming beforehand that these may all
share qualities that impact upon communities and identities would be simplifying the

social processes that occur online along with the wider context that technology use

takes place within.

Identity in Cyberspace

‘The technology of CMC [...] invites play with identity’
(Bechar-Israeli, 1995: 10).

The discussion of identity in cyberspace has often focused extensively on
identity play, as researchers noted how in the textual communication in Usenet, IRC
and MUDs that users represented themselves rather ‘poetically’ and some instances
of identity deception came to the researchers’ attention (Stone, 2000). Like some of
the early discourse of cyberspace, the discussion surrounding online identity,

although nuanced, tended to become somewhat utopian. One of the key academic
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texts to be published on online identity was Sherry Turkle’s (1995) Life on the
Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, which was based on her research within
social MUDs which she recognises as ‘evocative objects for thinking about human
identity and more generally about a set of ideas that have become to be known as
post-modernism’ (ibid: 17). Turkle’s (1995) research was participatory and she
furthermore conducted face-to-face interviews in which her respondents described to

her how they managed to re-invent themselves, as they took on various identities

online. The following words of one of Turkle’s respondents, in my view, sum up

nicely some of the ideas that were to circulate during the first Internet studies:

‘you can be whoever you want to be. You can completely redefine yourself if

you want. You can be the opposite sex. You can be more talkative. ... You don't have

to worry about the slot other people put you in as much. lIis easier to change the way

people perceive you because all they have got is what you show them....’
(Turkle, 1995: 185).

Turkle (1995) maintains that in the MUDs the idea of the postmodern, fluid and

multiple identity is manifested and that the technology allows users to cycle through
many identities as they discard some and create others. This is made possible by the

anonymity inherent to the mode of communication, which also disembodies the users

and allows them to create themselves anew. It was argued by some that the cues

people normally use to understand and locate a person’s identity, such as age, gender

and ethnicity, were entirely missing. ‘The absence of non-verbal and other social or
material cues to identity frees participants to be other than “themselves”, or more of

themselves than they normally express’ (Danet ef al.:1997:6).

These findings were however subject to some debate and other researchers
found that visual cues were existent in cyberspace, although differently than in real
life. Donath (1999) points out that that people used email addresses and signature
styles, available in Usenet posts, as ways of establishing their own identity while
evaluating others. Burkhalter (1999) and Mitra (1997) also found both race and
ethnicity to be highly relevant to online users’ identities and not at all absent as had
been argued by some previously. This indicates that many may take with them

categories and identities from the offline world as but do not use anonymity and the
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proposed freedom of cyberspace to make entirely new ones (Kendall, 2002). This

further strengthened the notion that the offline and online were not two entirely

separate spheres but some continuation was present between the two spaces. (see

Wynn and Katz, 1997; Miller and Slater, 2000; Kendall, 2002).

Even though researchers witnessed in some instances how users played with
their identity in online spheres, they also noticed that stability was often preferred as
people formed ties between them and social structures akin to communities started to
emerge. (see Reid, 1991; Baym, 2000) In order for virtual communities to emerge
and stabilize users need to be able to establish trust in one another and in order for
that to happen they need to be recognizable to each other through their avatars or
login-names. This is also echoed by Bechar-Israeli (1995) who studied IRC
communication and the ‘design’ of user login names and found that ‘although IRC
provides its participants with the freedom to play with identities, people usually

prefer the social attributes of a permanent, recognized identity.! (Bechar-Israeli,

1995:4)

This realisation led researchers to acknowledging the multiplicity of sites found

within the Internet and that the various spaces may develop different conventions and
social processes that impact on how identities are created and maintained. ‘The
Internet [...] is going to mean very different things to different people. The
technology is going to have very different cultural meanings in different contexts.’
(Hine, 2000: 29) This point is also emphasised by Miller and Slater (2000) who
claim that ‘(s)ocial thought has gained little by attempting to generalise about
‘cyberspace’, ‘the Internet’, ‘virtuality’” (Miller and Slater, 2000:1) They, much like
Hine (2000) and Grint and Woolgar (1997), call for a different approach, one that
examines Internet use as situated and contextual. Internet use is bound to be different
depending on the cultural context it is located within. Hine (2000) draws our attention
to how the Internet is ‘culturally created’ in addition to being a culture in its own
right. The first point is a very important one as it highlights how knowledge drawn
from research in one online space, for example a discussion forum, may not
necessarily fully apply in other circumstances, for example on MySpace. Although
both spaces are found online does not make them identical, as the users realise their

potential in entirely different ways.
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Although the Internet, along with research on it, has come a long way, some
aspects seem to be more or less unchanged. Even though the Internet consists of more
communication options, users still need to create an online representation, whether in

a form of a nickname or a graphical avatar, and more recently an online profile such

as on MySpace and Facebook.

'Through avatars users embody themselves and make real their engagement
with a virtual world. (...) Avatars, in fact, come to provide access points in the
creation of identity and social life. The bodies people use in these spaces provide a
means to live digitally - to fully inhabit the world. 1t is not just that users exist as just

"mind", but instead construct their identities through avatar’
(Taylor, 2002: 41).

Avatars include a range of graphical representations ranging from images that
users choose to represent themselves on online discussion forums to 3D characters in
many online games that can gesture, dance and communicate through ‘speech

bubbles’. Some avatars are standard images, supplied by the software designer; others
can be customised by the users and in some instances images can be downloaded

from other contexts. Avatars can be human, animal, vegetable and basically whatever
suits the users’ ideas each time. However, as Taylor (2002) and Webb (2001) point
out, many spaces have developed traditions and rules regarding avatars and their use

so the choice may not be as unlimited as it first seems. Also, as these spaces vary in

their design and technological limitations, some can support complicated avatar

designs while for others their capacity is more limited.

Considering all the various spaces available online and the multitude of ways of
being, it is dubious to conclude that the Internet has one effect when it comes to
constructing and maintaining an online identity, as was proposed in the early days of

Internet research. As we have seen, the Internet is now considered as situated — a

multifaceted place created through use. As a result it would be logical to assume, and
Taylor’s (2002) and Webb’s (2001) claims support this, that login names and avatars
are also situated and only make sense in the contexts in which they are created and

maintained. Many online spaces foster what became known as ‘virtual communities’.
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As people grouped together they seemed to form a communal understanding of what

each space entailed which consequently impacted on how identity was realised and

managed.

Virtual communities

‘We are struck, as we use the Internet, by the sense that there are others out
there like us. That sense is amplified by the coincidental increase, brought about by
our consumption of other media, of the feeling that the world "out there" is growing
ever stranger and is less likely fto resemble us as time goes on. The Internet
serendipitously brings to us, in our living rooms and offices, a sense of connectedness,
but it is an aimless connectedness, a kind which reassures that between "us" and

"them' there may be some common ground after all.’
(Jones, 1997:17)

As numbers of users online grew researchers paid their attentions to the social
structures that emerged in cyberspace. Newsgroups, IRC channels and MUD spaces
became popular venues for socialising, playing and debating and were quickly
labelled ‘virtual communities’. Howard Rheingold (1993) defines virtual
communities as ‘social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people
carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form
webs of personal relationships in cyberspace’ (Rheingold, 1993: 17). This stressed the

importance of looking at how people felt about their Internet stay and on that basis to

evaluate whether an online group constituted a community.

Some debate arose, however, over whether this was a justified way of granting
the label to online gatherings. As some pointed out, communities can only exist
where its members share a physical space and meet each other face-to-face (see
Postman, 1993). So the initial questions that academics posed were often basic
speculations that focused on the nature of online communication, such as 'can people
find community online in the Internet? Can relationships between people who never
see, smell, touch, or hear each other be supportive and intimate?' (Wellman and

Gulia, 1999:167). For the purpose of being granted the term community, virtual

gatherings were in some instances seen as too loose and the ties between the members

35




not strong enough, as people could potentially leave anytime at the ‘click of the
mouse’. Furthermore, it was assumed that most of the members would never meet
face-to-face in ‘the real world’. What became apparent, however, was that people
who frequented these virtual gatherings saw them as communities and in many
instances they proved to be very important to their members. Watson (1997)
discusses these debates and with a reference to his study of an online music fan
community outlines these debates and wonders what implications 1t may have if we
assign the ‘community’ label to such groups. Watson (1997) furthermore argues that
the group-specific meanings that are formed through interaction between the
members are the basis of the community in question. This view was also put forward

by Baym (1995, 2000) based on her research of an online soap-opera fan community
which became a part of a new way to think of online communities — as shared
practices. Researchers thus started to focus on the users’ use of language such as

inside jokes and abbreviations, along with shared knowledge that indicated how

members make themselves known and understood by each other (Reid, 1995).

This however did not attend to the question of physical presence and the

ability to maintain that something akin to a community exists in a space where people
will in all likelihood never meet face-to-face. Watson (1997), in this respect, refers to

Anderson’s (1983) work where he brings forth the notion that a great majority of what
we term as communities, including nations, are in fact imagined by their members.
They are imagined ‘because the members of even the smallest nation will never know
most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of
each lives the image of their communion. (...) Communities are to be distinguished,
not by their falsity/genuineness, but in the style they are imagined’ (Anderson, 1983:
6). This allowed the focus to shift from a definition which focuses on a group who
exists in a shared physical space to that of a group whose members, on the basis of
their relationship, imagine themselves as a community. ‘Most significant are the

emergence of group-specific forms of expression, identities, relationships and

normative conventions.’ (Baym, 1998:38)

Virtual communities use communal narratives and conventions to express who
belongs to the community and who does not. In her research on an online soap opera

fan community, Baym (1998) suggests that by looking at the community as an online
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one, then too much emphasis 1s placed on the nature of the medium; if the community
is seen as an audience community, the focus on the text they enjoy becomes too
prominent. Instead, she proposes that we see this particular community as a
community of practice which ‘orients us to the participants’ routinized yet dynamic
patterns of action.” (1ibid: 197) Thus by focusing on what virtual communities actually
do instead of focusing on the fact that they exist online, they begin to emerge more

clearly and we can begin to see them as coherent groupings which develop and utilise

specific mechanisms for maintenance and social cohesion.

As we have seen throughout, it is considered important to remember that the
Internet exists within in a wider cultural and social context and therefore it is
important to refrain from making assumptions about online conduct solely based on

the medium it is located within. Communal practices are seen by many to be the basis

of virtual communities who make up the spaces within which virtual identities are
imagined, created, practiced and maintained. On this basis I will now turn to review

literature based on research that has been carried out in gaming environments similar

to Freetcwn, in order to provide a wider backdrop to which my ethnography refers to

and also to introduce and explore the qualities of online game spaces.
Fantasy role-playing, digital games and MMOGs

Offline fantasy role-playing games, such as Dungeons and Dragons, are

considered to be the predecessors of MUDs and later MMOGs. Therefore, in order to
fully understand MMOGs as contexts for character creation and maintenance, I feel it

is necessary to know their past and how they originated

I will, firstly, start by explaining the concept of fantasy role-playing games and
will then turn to exploring the work of G. A. Fine (1983), who studied fantasy role-
playing games with a view to understand the gaming conduct and the links between

players’ identities and characters they created. Fine’s (1983) research is an excellent

example of thorough work and he provides interesting insights into the worlds of

fantasy role-playing, which I will draw from as I analyse my ethnography of the

Freetown community.
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Secondly, I will explore the academic research that has been carried out within
MMOGs in order to ground my own work and to see where additions can be made to
the already established literature. I will especially focus on researchers who have
approached MMOGs as social spaces, first and foremost, as I believe that the social
nature of MMOGs is a very important feature which needs to be kept in mind as the

relationship between players and characters are studied.

Fantasy role-playing games

There is a variety of role-playing games available, which can broadly be
divided into three main groups depending on the medium through which they take
place: tabletop role-playing, live action and online role-playing games such as MUDs
and MMOGs. In ‘tabletop’ role-playing games, players take on the role of a character
designed in part by themselves and partly according to gaming rules and traditions.
There are countless role-playing systems but generally tabletop role-playing games
involve players adopting the role of characters, which they take through a storyline
that is created and lead by one of the group, the game master. In some instances the
story and the advancement of each character is noted on a character sheet, which also
holds a biography and the statistics of the character.’* Many tabletop role-playing

games are played according to thick manuals, which hold information on everything

relevant to the game context and the characters. As an example, a role-playing
manual could hold statistical information on weapons, armour, character race and

profession. They also hold information on the world in which the stories are set and
possible storylines. Players, when creating a character, need to choose for it a gender,
race and class and then throw dice for the points that will make up its intelligence,
dexterity and strength. Although each game has a different trait system, they are
mostly built up in the same way. The game master usually creates a storyline

beforehand and guides the rest of the players through it by narrating the landscape,

creatures and other characters that the players run into on their journey.

In live action role-playing games the participants physically act out some or all

of their characters’ actions. LARP groups vary in their application of rules, costumes

-
24 This is perhaps not true in all instances as each group varies in how they organise their play.
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and the degree to which actions are acted out. LARP groups can range from

including a few members to large scale events that hundreds of role-players attend.?

Helio (2004) defines role-playing games as ‘games, which consist of strategic
and simulation-based actions in a fictitious world, where structures of conflict are
strongly both encouraged and supported by the design of the game, i.e. the game
master and/or the game system’(Heli6, 2004:66). Fine (1978) describes the pastime
of fantasy role playing as ‘a social world, luxurious in imagination and filled with
mysterious delights. This 1s a world of distant keeps, regal castles, glistening
starships, fierce hippogriffs, rainbow dragons, and fiery jewels.” (Fine, 1983: 72).
What both Helié (2004) and Fine (1983) highlight here is that role-playing takes part
within what seems like an alternate world which is a part of the game but also acts as
a shell around it. These fantasy worlds are created by the players and seem to only be
restricted by their imagination and the role-playing gaming rules. Fine (1983)
furthermore categorises role-playing communities as ‘leisure subcultures’ and claims
that as such they are unlikely to ‘eclipse other subcultures that the person accepts.’

(ibid.: 237) His approach thus displays the activity as separate from other contexts of
the players’ daily lives.

To analyse his ethnographic experience, Fine (1983) utilises Goffman’s (1974)

frame analysis to approach the role-playing experience. According to Goffman

(1974), frame analysis addresses not ‘the structure of social life but the structure of
experience individuals have at any moment of their social lives.” (Goffman, 1974:
13). To Fine (1983) frame analysis provides an ideal approach as the games are to
him ‘a bounded set of social conventions [that are] set apart from the everyday world’
(Fine, 1983:182-183). Instead of secing the practice of fantasy role-playing as an
activity that takes place within the boundaries of the story-world, Fine (1983) further
breaks it down into three frames: the primary framework, gaming framework, and
fantasy framework. This approach is based on the assumption that the fantasy gamers

‘implicitly agree to “bracket” the world outside the game’ (ibid.: 183). According to
Fine (1983), the players’ selves operate differently within each of the frames,

25 The Gathering is held annually and is the largest LARP event in the UK.
(http://www lorientrust.com/realworld/events/gathering.htm)
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dependent on whether they are being the character or the player. He does however
admit that the players move between frames and identities very rapidly which

suggests that the selves could be simultaneously activated and calls for frame analysis

to examine in-depth the effects of simultaneously activated selves (ibid: chapter 6)

Even though Fine (1983) maintains that role-playing is a strictly bounded

activity, he does acknowledge that most of the players have extensive historical
knowledge in common as well as interest in science fiction and fantasy literature.
Both the players and the game masters use this knowledge as they ‘transform cultural
elements’ in their role-playing and use ‘contradictory information’ to create their
characters (ibid: 2). The game masters need knowledge in order to be able to build
the fantasy worlds and create their histories. The players need information to be able

to develop their characters so that they may function convincingly within the game
setting. The shared information is thus vital for the game to make sense to both

players and game masters. ‘It is not that the groups have culture, rather they use
culture to imbue the events in their world with meaning and to create newly

meaningful events.’ (ibid: 238, italics in original).

It is clear that role-playing games and their players do not exist in a cultural

vacuum, and it seems that the boundaries Fine (1983) recognises are more permeable
and fluctuating than his approach seems to suggest. Also, the effect of the game
context (rules and system) and the other players and their characters is unclear.
Although Fine touches on the subject he does not examine it any further but focuses
mainly on how players identify with the characters they create and how the

character’s identity is inherently linked to that of the player (1bid: 216).

What Fine’s (1983) study offers is a good insight into the world of fantasy role-

playing games and his approach is an interesting attempt to unveil the relationship
between a player and his/her fictional character. By using frame analysis he attempts
to analyse the various phases that role-players inevitably go through as they are either
the player or the character and whether they are in game or talking about the game
(IC or OOC). He identifies the weakness of frame analysis to tackle the issue of

‘simultaneously activated selves’, which is a very interesting issue that, in praxis,
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online role-players seem to have solved in some way with the clearly visible division

between IC and OOC speech and gestures?®.

[ will leave these speculations for now, while I explore the research literature on
digital games and more specifically MMOGs, but will return to them in my

discussion of practice theory where I will evaluate how it could be useful to tackle

this 1ssue.

Digital games and MMOGs

In chapter 2 I described the MMOG experience to set the scene for the reader.
Here I will move towards more analytical literature and will focus on research that has

been carried out within these environments in order to ground my own research and
evaluate where it can add to the already existing literature. I will focus mainly on the
social nature of MMOGs and speculate, whether studying role-players in the manner I
have proposed to do will help us understand MMOG players and their relationship
with the characters they play. To start off this discussion I will outline schools of
thought on digital games’ research in order to demonstrate how games have recently

been approached as both a social and cultural phenomena. I will also draw on studies

of fan cultures and virtual communities.

Bryce and Rutter (2006) state that academic interest in digital games dates
back to papers published in the 1980s that e.g. considered the use of copyright in the
digital games industry (Hemnes, 1982) and the use of recreational programming to
encourage the social integration of people with learning disabilities (Sedlak et al,
1982). They furthermore indicate that academic interest in this medium has increased,
and base their claim on the significant rise in numbers of peer reviewed papers
published on digital games during the period 2000-2004. (Bryce and Rutter, 2006: 2)
Since the 1980s digital games have been studied by a variety of academic approaches,
such as ‘film and television theory, semiotics, performance theory, game studies,
literary theory, computer science, ludology, media theory, narratology, aesthetics and

art theory, psychology, theories of simulacra, and others’ (Wolf and Perron; 2003:2).

26 As I explained in Chapter 2, role-players in MMOGs have devised ways of separating between IC
and OOC speech and gestures. They do so by either assigning separate chat channels to each category

or place double brackets, (()), around OOC speech to separate it from IC utterances.
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It is therefore evident that games are considered as multifaceted phenomenon which

deserves an interdisciplinary approach to deepen our understanding of them and their

role within contemporary culture.

Three key themes, which continually resurface in digital games research

literature, are identified by Bryce and Rutter (2006) as firstly, the continuing
discussion concerning the relationship between gender and gaming (see also Cassell
and Jenkins, 1998; Krotoski, 2004), secondly the debate concerning whether digital
games cause violence and aggressive behaviour (for overview of literature on
violence and games see Williams, D, 2003; Bryce and Rutter, 2006: chapter 12) and
thirdly possible use of digital games within education (see Dumbleton and Kirriemuir,
2006). These debates, in addition to research on other aspects of digital games have

drawn our attention to the wider socio-cultural context in which games exist. Also,

recent research has pointed out that majority of gaming is carried out in social
contexts such as with family and friends, as well as with strangers in networked

multiplayer games such as MUDs and MMOGs (see Turkle, 1995; Castronova, 2005;
Taylor, 2006)

MMOGs have been theorised as social spaces by researchers such as
Castronova (2005), Taylor (2006) and, Steinkuehler and Williams (2006). What has

also been unveiled is how much of the sociability of these spaces is driven by game
design, which encourages cooperation with the aim of completing goals, either
individual or collective. The establishing of player reputation and status within
MMOGs has been shown to be one of the driving forces behind MMOG play and,
depends both on statistics of the character and quality of items owned, as well as
characteristics of the player herself, e.g. being a good team player, generous and so
forth (see Castronova, 2005 and Taylor, 2006). As with other online communities,
MMOGs are seen to provide rich communication and a feeling of community based
on shared language, norms and culture. What Castronova (2005) and Taylor (2004)
furthermore point out is the tendency of MMOG play to extend outside of the actual
game software itself and point to instances of players buying online items for real life
currency, player conventions in real life, legal proceedings which aim to unravel the

issue of ownership of items and currency.

62




Since the launch and apparent success of Ultima Online (UO) over a hundred
MMOG titles have launched and many more are in development®’ and now millions
of people*® worldwide play MMOGs on a daily basis. According to Yee (2006a) the
average player 1s around 27 years old and plays for about 23 hours a week. (Yee,
2006a: 194). These findings, based on data gathered from online surveys, are
interesting as they indicate the average player to be somewhat older than general
discourse on video games indicates. Furthermore, the average playtime may seem

high, especially to non-players, which gives a clear indication of how important

MMOGs have become to those who play, a point which has been further discussed by
MMOG researchers such as Castronova (2005) and Taylor (2006).

As MMOGs are the descendants of MUDs they have strong ties to table top
role-playing games such as Dungeons & Dragons where a game master would lead a
group of players through a storyline filled with dangers and adventure. The players
would need to work together as a team in order to navigate through the storyline
successfully. Thus by design MMOGs prominently feature tasks that players need to
solve in collaboration with each other. Most MMOGs offer a variety of character
classes that are, more often than not, designed to complement each other as players
work together in a group. Most MMOGs, for example, have some sort of a healer
profession that keeps the group healthy and alive through their healing powers, as
well as a so-called ‘tank’ profession, designed to be at the forefront of the group and
to take most of the damage from enemies the groups may face. ‘All roles have
strengths and weaknesses, and a successful group is one where all members take full

advantage of their own strengths while mitigating the vulnerabilities of their
teammates.’ (Yee, 2006a:29)

MMOGs feature open ended game play; there is no one finishing point in the
game and there is no way of winning it. The players themselves decide when they
have used the game to its full potential. There are many ways to play MMOGs and
players have miscellaneous goals based on which they choose a role within the game

(Castronova, 2005). The earliest player typification was coined by Richard Bartle

27 A list of MMOGs can be found at http://www.mmorpg.com/gamelist.cfm/gameld/0

2 See a chart on MMOGCHART.COM ( http://www.mmogchart.com/Chart4.html) which displays
total MMOG subscriptions from 1997 to present.
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(1996), a UK based MUD pioneer and researcher. He drew the attention to the
various ways in which players engaged with the MUDs and each other. From that
information he forged four archetypes of MUD players: achievers, explorers,
socialisers and killers. According to Bartle (1996), ‘The achievers’ as the name
indicates are focused on ‘achievement within the game context’ in the sense that they
‘give themselves game-related goals, and vigorously set out to achieve them.” The
explorers focus on exploring the game and ‘try and find out as much as they can about
the virtual world’. The socialisers, according to Bartle (1996) ‘use the game's
communicative facilities, and apply the role-playing that these engender, as a context
in which to converse (and otherwise interact) with their fellow players’ while the
killers ‘use the tools provided by the game to cause distress to (or, in rare

circumstances, to help) other players’ (Bartle, 1996: 2-3).

Bartle (1996) claims that players can move between the types and also be a
mixture of two or more player types and on the Internet players can take ‘The Bartle

Test’?” in order to find out what player type/s they belong to. These player types have
been referred to by game researchers as well as game developers to explore the
different approaches players take towards the game environments. Players of
MMOGS also have their own typology, which can differ between games but some are

well known such as griefer3°, poOwer gamer, PK*! and carebear’’. Much like the
Bartle typology these categories are very flexible, situated and are very often thrown
around as insults between players as arguments arise. T.L. Taylor (2003) has explored
the power gamer play style and refers to power gamers as ‘participants who operate
with a highly instrumental game-orientation.” (Taylor, 2003: 1) The power gamers are
generally known, by players, as those who try and master aspects of the game in

question. They have intricate knowledge of the statistics of characters, abilities,

weapons and armour. They know the most efficient way of levelling characters and

where the best loot drops are. They set themselves goals and work towards them

W

29 The Bartle Test was based on Richard Bartle’s work, which is cited above and was designed by
Erwin Andreasen. It can be found on various websites, one of which is

http://www.guildcafe.com/bartle.php
30 «Griefers’ are seen to intentionally cause other players grief by various means, ranging from verbal

insults to causing a characters’ death, sometimes repeatedly.
31 pK stands for player-killer and is used to describe those players who engage in attacking and killing

other players’ characters.
32 «are bears’ is a term that describes those who mainly want to use the game to socialise.
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strategically. Role-players on the other hand are known for their interest in the
narrative aspect of the game world, which they add to by writing content in the form
of storylines and plots for their characters: ‘They game through developing characters,
alliances and plots (though it should be noted that there is no formal mechanism in the

game for rewarding this activity and it has little part in actual levelling)’ (ibid: 3).

In establishing MMOGs as social spaces and ‘forums for communication’
Castronova (2005) points out that players are ‘always looking for ways to group up’
(Castronova, 2005: 63) One way of grouping up is through the guild system and when
a player joins a guild a guild ‘tag’ is added to the character name indicating to other
players her guild affiliation. ‘Membership in a guild offers players admission into a
broader social network’ (Taylor, 2006: 43). Guilds vary in size and management,

some will evaluate players before granting them membership, while others are open

for all to join if they so wish. Some will ask for members over a certain age and some
will only accept members that current members will vouch for: ‘The members depend
on one another’s strengths and exploits for their own individual success in the game
by cultivating as shared reputation, sharing riches, and engaging in joint activities of
mutual benefit’ (Steinkuehler and Williams, 2006: 14). Many guilds are ‘themed’

guilds which are formed with a certain purpose in mind, such as catering for a certain
play-style, e.g. PK guilds and role-playing guilds, or profession-specific guilds such
as entertainment guilds. In SWG there are, furthermore, ‘story specific’ guilds such as

rebel and imperial guilds that players could join.

While some MMOGs are worlds in their own right, i.e. where the game world
and back-story is designed for the particular game, others are based on familiar
narratives derived from films, books or other games. Star Wars Galaxies is one of a
few MMOGS which are based on worlds that have been made familiar to us through
other media, others being The Matrix Online and Lord of the Rings Online. Klastrup
& Tosca (2004) coin the term ‘transmedial worlds’ to describe these familiar worlds
and define them as ‘abstract content systems from which a repertoire of fictional
stories and characters can be actualized or derived across a variety of media
forms.’(Klastrup & Tosca, 2004:1) In their work Klastrup & Tosca (2004)
furthermore coin the term ‘cyberworlds’ which are defined as ‘computer-mediated,

networked and spatially navigable multi-user environments, ‘Cyberworlds’ contain
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the possibility to interact in real time with other users and to actively interact with and
influence the world itself.” (ibid: 5) When the characteristics of cyberworlds are used
to actualize ‘transmedial worlds’ 1t allows the users and fans of the particular world to
experience it from within. After the release of SWG, Star Wars fans no longer need to
make do with watching the Srar Wars Saga unfold on the screen, as it is now possible
for them to partake collectively in the adventure by playing SWG. As a ‘transmedial
cyberworld’, SWG allows players to operate within a context that is already familiar
to them and all the users share to some extent knowledge of the Star Wars Universe.
As will be explored in the subsequent chapters, in the case of Freetown this shared
knowledge is then used to create further content in the form of storylines that are

commonly grounded in the Star Wars Universe.

Klastrup & Tosca (2004) touch on a very important point here and that is the

role of fandom, which has also been seen as vital component in the creation and
successful maintenance of online communities. Fandom has been theorised
extensively within the social sciences, cultural studies and media studies and I want to

take the opportunity to touch on theories about the role of fandom in contemporary

social life, as I believe it may include helpful points that allow us to better understand

how players in ‘transmedial cyberworlds’ create and maintain their communities.

Fiske (1998) maintains that while meaning systems and materials that cultures
are made of are produced by the cultural industries, the creation of culture out of

these materials is a process that is performed by the consumers/users. This view is
echoed in other studies of audiences where members of the audience are seen as
active in working with media content in a variety of ways (Radway, 1987; Brown,
1994). Perhaps the most active audience are fan communities, which have come into
being surrounding particular media content. Jenkins (1992) maintains that fans
constitute particular interpretive communities with their ‘distinctive reading protocols
and structures of meaning.’ In each case, fans are drawing on materials from the
dominant media and employing them in ways that serve their own interests and
facilitate their own pleasures’ (Jenkins, H, 1992: 210-214). Fans are at the same time
consumers and producers of content and being a member of a fan community

provides people with shared identity and feeling of belonging.
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Research by Baym (1998) and Watson (1997) suggests that online communities
use communal narratives and conventions to establish who belongs to the community
and who does not. Baym (1998) carried out qualitative research in a soap-opera fan
community where she found that collective interpretations of soap opera content, in

which the community engaged, was the practice that the community was formed

around and furthermore served to strengthen the ties between members and hence the

community as a whole. Baym (1998) argues that

‘an on-line community's "style" is shaped by a range of pre existing structures,
including external contexts, temporal structure, system infrastructure, group purposes
and participant characteristics. In ongoing communicative interaction, participants
strategically appropriate and exploit the resources and rules those structures offer.

The result is a dynamic set of systematic social meanings that enables participants to

imagine themselves as a community.’
(Baym, 1998:38)

By recognizing these social meanings and by focusing on what the communities

actually do instead of something that we 1magine they are we can get a clearer view
of what being a member of the communities in questions means to people and how

they construct their identities within them.

The notion of community as formed around and maintained through shared
practices is one Castronova (2005) attributes to MMOGs as he claims that they
provide players with rich player communities based on shared language, culture and
norms. As Taylor (2006) points out, most members are at one point or other members
of player groupings, suggesting that the social element of play is very important and
should not be underestimated when issues of identity and community are considered.
As I pondered over how I could best include these connections between the individual
and the social in my analysis, I decided to utilise practice theory to interpret my
ethnographic experience in the Freetown community. By doing so I am hoping that
its qualities, i.e. the focus on the individual and significant practices within context,

will allow me to add to the previous literature on virtual community and identity that
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in some ways neglects these important connections. I believe that in attempting to
understand the relationship between players and their characters we need to take into
account the contexts within which it is created and maintained, namely the social
spaces of MMOGs. I will now assess practice theory and will at the end of this
chapter outline my intentions and the suitability of practice theory for analysing the

ethnography of a virtual community such as Freetown.

Practice theory

'Briefly, a theory of social practice emphasizes the relational interdependency
of agent and world, activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing. It
emphasizes the inherently socially negotiated character of meaning and the interested
concerned character of the thought and action of persons-in-activity. This view also
claims that learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among people in activity in,

with, and arising from the socially and culturally structured world.’

(Lave & Wenger, 1991:51)

In this part I will introduce practice theory and my reasons for choosing it for
the analysis of my research data. Lave & Wenger (1991) give a good summary of
practice theory above and they highlight well its key points, for example that it takes

into account ‘the relational interdependency of agent and world’. By paying attention

to players and the context they find themselves within, as they create and maintain
their characters and communities, I believe I have the ability to add to the current
literature that seems to include some theoretical limitations. Fine (1983) identifies

some of these limitations in his use of frame analysis, which seems too bounded to

fully grasp the relationship between a player and his/her character.

Also, as it has been established that the Internet can no longer be understood as

one unitary place; it is clear that theories that were developed in the first years of the

Internet may not be entirely applicable when it comes to answering questions we may
have about life in online spheres such as MMOGs. Online spaces are no longer just

text but provide users with a multitude of ways of presenting their virtual identity
through photos, videos, music and avatars. Spaces such as MMOGs, MySpace,
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YouTube, Facebook and Second Life. have established that cyberspace encompasses
multiple and diverse ways of presenting oneself and connecting with others.
Consequently I propose that to assume one identity theory for the entire Internet,
where avatars are seen as the online projections of users’ identities and which are
fluid and multiple, is too narrow. With such a limited focus we risk losing sight of the

nuances that undoubtedly accompany the use of each online sphere.

[ will start by outlining practice theory and its main contributors and then go on
to explore how the use of practice theory to understand the relationship players and

characters in a community such as Freetown may contribute to the current literature

on life in online worlds.

According to Ortner (1984) practice theory 1s ‘a symbol, in the name of which a
variety of theories and methods are being developed’ (Ortner, 1984: 127). It sees

identities created through practice by active agents, and the context in which the
practice takes place is also seen to impact on this process. To explore practice theory
before explaining its usefulness as a theoretical framework for this particular research
I will start by outlining ‘the theory of practice’ as presented by Pierre Bourdieu
(1977) in which he uses the concepts habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘symbolic capital’ to

approach and theorise about how identity construction is inevitably dependent on

context as well as the agency of the individual.

Bourdieu (1977) maintains that knowledge is practical, and

‘[M]astery of the symbolism of social interaction. ... This practical knowledge,
based on the continuous decoding of the perceived - but not consciously noticed - ...
continuously carries out the checks and corrections intended to ensure the adjustment
of practices and expressions to the reactions and expectations of the other agents. It
functions like a self-regulating device programmed to redefine courses of action in
accordance with information received on the reception of information transmitted
and on the effects produced by that information’

(Bourdieu, 1977:10-11)
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We, as agents, are the embodiment of this practical knowledge - it is our
‘habitus’. We act and react, knowingly and unknowingly, according to written and
unwritten rules that exist in each context of social interaction. Whether we react
appropriately or not is based on our ‘habitus’ and on the ‘field’ in which the
encounter takes place. This draws our attention to the relationship between agent, the

social and practices through which the agent and world are constantly being created

through.

There are ‘codes of conduct’ in every society ‘preserved by the group memory
[who] are themselves the product of a small batch of schemes enabling agents to
generate an infinity of practices adapted to endlessly changing situations, without
those schemes ever being constituted as explicit principles’ (ibid: 16). The members
of a community know what is fitting the occasion and what is not. These rules are not
always explicit, nor do they lie outside the world that surrounds us. They are a part of
us and produce our ‘habitus’. ‘Habitus’ 1s a concept used by Bourdieu and
encapsulates, in short, the dispositions of the agent, which in turn explains his/her
practice. Habitus is seen as what ‘generate[s] and organize[s] practices and
representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without
presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations

necessary in order to attain them’ (Bourdieu, 1990:53). The habitus produces and
regulates practice according to the rules, which are based on the context or the “field’
as Bourdieu terms it. A field in Bourdieu’s view is a social arena within which
struggles over specific resources (cultural and symbolic capital) take place: ‘Each
field, by virtue of its defining content, has a different logic and taken-for-granted
structure of necessity and relevance which is both the product and producer of the
habitus which is specific and appropriate to the field’ (Jenkins, R, 1992:85). The
fields are not separate, but ‘relatively autonomous for the relationship any field has to

any other fields [...] is refracted by the mode of cultural production specific to the

field’ (Holland et al, 1998: 58).

Practice theory sees 1dentity and self as created and maintained in practice; what
you do defines who you are. Holland es al. (1998) maintain that ‘identities are
improvised — in the flow of activity within specific social situations — from the

cultural resources at hand’ (Holland et al, 1998: 4). They coin the term ‘figured
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worlds’ to describe these social situations which ‘rest upon people’s abilities to form
and be formed in collectively realized “as if” realms. ... People have the propensity
to be drawn to, recruited for, and formed in these worlds, and to become active in and
passionate about them. ... People’s identities and agency are formed dialectically and
dialogically in these “as if” worlds’ (ibid.: 49). Whether we call them ‘figured
worlds’ or ‘fields’ it 1s clear that practice theory sees identities as outcomes of active
participation within these contexts. Furthermore the context itself is recreated and
maintained through practice. As people participate in these contexts ‘communities of
practice’ come into being. Lave & Wenger (1991) explored the notion of
‘communities of practice’ in relation to learning and define them as ‘a set of relations
among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential
and overlapping communities of practice’ (Lave & Wenger: 1991:98). Baym (2000)
later used this term in her research in an online soap opera community and found it to
be useful as it focuses our attention on what the members actually do, instead of
seeing them as something that we presume they are, based on their mode of
communication. Baym (2000) maintains that ‘the key to understanding online and
audience communities is to focus on the communicative patterns of participants rather
than on the media through and 1n response to which members coalesce’ (Baym, 2000:
5).

In order to participate in a MMOG, the players need to negotiate aspects of their

play with each other, as they form either permanent or temporary groups. In order to
understand how characters are created, maintained and how they relate to the players,

I feel we need to take into account the context in which the players act. Klastrup and
Tosca (2004) point to how SWG is inevitably connected with a wider context of

entertainment and leisure encapsulated in the extended narrative of the Star Wars
universe. Furthermore, research on fan communities (see Jenkins, 1992; Fiske, 1998,
and Baym, 2000), both online and offline, points towards how important the texts are
in providing members with a sense of belonging through their common interpretive
practices. Practice theory allows me to take into account the influence of these
contexts, as well as how the players act within them. This allows me to approach
Freetown not only as a virtual community but a community of practice, and

consequently explore how these practices influence the character and community

creation and maintenance.
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Summary and discussion

The purpose of this chapter was to frame the ethnography of Freetown and
identify theories and concepts which could contribute to my analysis. At the
beginning of the chapter I outlined how identity has been perceived in postmodemn
times as fluid and relative to context of social interaction at any given time (see Hall,
1996). Once people started taking part in communication online the idea of the fluid

identity was highlighted 1n literature concerning identity play and the nature of online

communication was seen to impact heavily upon this process. The online was seen as
separate from the offline where different rules applied. However, as an antidote to
these theories there were voices that claimed that the Internet was just one part of our
daily lives, which demanded our attention not as a separate sphere but as a multiple
context wherein social processes flourished in many different ways. This highlights
the need to revisit the study of virtual identity, where it is examined in the context

where it is created and maintained within the virtual community.

Baym (2000) proposes this shift and that the focus should be placed on online
localised gatherings, as it can no longer be maintained that cyberspace is one place
where the same rules apply with regard to community and identity structuring. It has

been suggested that in order to understand virtual experiences it is more helpful to
regard cyberspace as composed of multiple sites where group specific conventions
have been developed by members with regard to community, identity and
communication. The combination of ethnography as a research method (further

explored in Chapter 4) and practice theory as my theoretical framework allows me to

explore players and their characters along with the context in which they are situated.

I chose to explore identity within a role-playing community, which is set
within the MMOG Star Wars Galaxies. In MMOGs the players carefully train their
characters, establish and maintain their reputation and that does indicate that
constantly swapping identities to try out new ones would be very counterproductive.
So it seems that the very concept of MMOGs does limit the players’ agency in terms
of identity reconstruction. Furthermore some of the more recent ones have roots in

other popular culture phenomenon such as films (Matrix Online and Star Wars
Galaxies) and literature (Middle Earth Online). So as the players enter these
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environments they are already part of a larger ongoing narrative that they may need to

fit into.

As such the virtual worlds we encounter today are not necessarily unknown to
us and we may enter them with other intentions than experimenting with identity play
and identity swapping (Turkle, 1995). Our characters, as the play-styles indicate, may
be created for a variety of reasons, such as what purpose we see them serve in a
gaming environment. Also, in light of how cooperative and sociable MMOGs are, it

will be difficult for us to “be whoever we want to be” as we need to take into

consideration the players we play with and the gaming context of each MMOG we

enter.

To contribute to our understanding of virtual identity as experienced in game
worlds such as SWG, which is largely based on collaboration and communication
between players, I chose practice theory as it focuses on identity as created and
maintained through practice in each context. This allows me to explore players,
characters and their practices within the context of SWG, which includes player
communities, MMOG rules and conventions and last but not least the extended

familiar narrative of the Star Wars universe.

My findings from the Freetown ethnography form the main body of this thesis
and are the subject of Chapters 5, 6 and 7. However, I feel that it is vital to start by

describing my methodology and introduce the Freetown community and my character
Vivianne who was my representation in the field. I will furthermore use the next
chapter to discuss the research method of ethnography, how it is suited to conducting

research in virtual worlds and to describe my ethnographic journey through SWG.
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Chapter 4

Methodology

Figure 6: Vivianne
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Introduction

In the last chapter I explored theories concerning virtual spaces and how their
authors have explained the relationship between wusers and their virtual
representations. We saw how understandings of virtual environments have shifted
from scholars focusing on proposed broad effects of the ‘virtual’ on identity and

community, to focusing on localised social formations that can be found online and

taking into account the practices which users engage in when attempting to

understand their online experiences.

In this chapter I will discuss and present ethnography as the methodology I
selected for this research. 1 will start by outlining the qualities of ethnography and
speculate on its inherent benefits when it comes to conducting research in online
communities. I will then turn to more descriptive aspects of this chapter as I will
recount my field experience. This will include an introduction of Vivianne, my
character and presence in the field, and I will describe our progress as members of the
Freetown community. A discussion of my interview conduct will then follow and I
describe how useful online interviewing can be in research such as this. I will

furthermore explain how online instant messaging programs, such as MSN Messenger

which I used in this instance, as a tool for interviewing can also help to integrate the

researcher into the field.

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, it is common for player communities in MMOGs
to have a website and discussion forums where players can discuss the games and
other issues with each other. The Freetown community was no exception, and I spent
considerable time reading up on various i1ssues on their web forums. As the forums
were used frequently as part of the role-playing practices, as member of the
community I also needed to participate in forum discussions. Due to how relevant the
forums were to the practices of the players I decided to include them in the
ethnography. I will describe and assess how I used the Freetown discussion forums
and the content that players posted there for analysis, and how the method of

ethnography made it possible to include this material.
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Before concluding with a discussion on virtual ethnography and its usefulness
for a research such as this one, I will discuss ethical issues which are inevitably a part

of any social research and describe how I tackled them during the process of the

ethnography.

Why ethnography?

‘In its most characteristic form [ethnography] involves the ethnographer

participating, overtly or covertly in people’s daily lives for an extended period of
time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions — in fact,

collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus

of the research.’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995:1)

The purpose (and genius) of anthropological ethnography is surely that it
takes people seriously: it attempts to reveal complexity, not gratuitously, but because

people and the lives they create, and the social and cultural conditions within which

they create them, are enormously complex. (Cohen, 2000.6)

As became apparent in Chapter 3, identity is a thoroughly scrutinised subject
within the social sciences. Within certain fields of contemporary theory, as we saw in
Chapter 3, it is understood as a fluid entity, created and re-created by people
depending on context and also in relation to others. When trying to understand

people’s thoughts and practices within online gaming communities I felt that it was
imperative to have a flexible research method that aims for holism in describing and
analysing social phenomena. 1 also felt that as I presented the findings my
respondents’ voices should be heard along with my own as I explore my experience of
what the concept of ‘virtual identity’ means in an MMOG environment. In my view

the research method that allows for all of this to happen is the method of ethnography.

Ethnography falls within the qualitative research paradigm and was originally

the defining research method of anthropology. It dates back to the turn of the
twentieth century when anthropologists attempted, by staying for an extended time in
faraway lands, to gain a holistic understanding of the ‘natives’ way of life (see

Boas,1911; Malinowski, 1922). The first ethnographers believed that by spending
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time ‘in the field’ they would be able to gain the same level of cultural understanding
as the people they were studying, and at the same time occupying the role of a

researcher. The ethnographic approach has changed along with the social sciences for
the last century and undergone scrutiny and criticism from varied angles (see Fabian,
1983; Marcus, 1994). However, ethnography remains a prevalent research method
and is now used by academic researchers within a variety of disciplines such as
media, nursing and business studies. As ethnography is used in more diverse settings
the approach has also changed from focusing on a distant community’s way of life to
include other forms of research, for example to tackling specific topics or groups, e.g.
youth culture and popular music (Bennett, 2000), Alcoholics Anonymous (Holland et
al, 1998) and black single fathers (Coles, 2002). Also, the ethnographers of our times,
in many instances, carry out research within their own societies instead of travelling
to ‘exotic’ locations. Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1995) define ethnography as a ‘set
of methods’, aiming to collect whatever data is available on the research subject. For
this research I chose the ‘set of methods’ most often employed by ethnographers, that

is, participant observation, interviewing and document analysis.

The inherent flexibility of ethnography makes it an appealing choice for

research online as the nature of online interaction is very fluid and multifaceted. This
flexibility makes ethnography well capable of dealing with the complexity of
‘multiple sites’ (Marcus 1995) and networks ‘consisting of nodes, but also a set of
connections between the nodes’ (Wittel, 2000: paragraph 5). Marcus (1995) claims
that with postmodernism the ethnographical focus has shifted from ‘single sites and
local situations’ to the ‘circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in
diffuse time-space.” (Marcus, 1995: 96) He furthermore claims that ‘multi-sited
research is designed around chains, paths, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations’
and urges the ethnographer to ‘follow the people’ (ibid: 106). From knowing MMOGs
before 1 started the research I knew that in all likelihood the ethnography would
extend outside of the actual game-space of SWG to websites and instant messaging
programs. These additional modes of communication need to be included in the study
if a deep understanding of the phenomenon of online role-playing is to be reached
(Isabella, 2007). Therefore I felt that this quality of ethnography would benefit the

research in many ways and allow me to include connections and links that I would

stumble upon. I felt this choice made me more capable of ‘following the people’ to
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observe and take part in their practices. By choosing ethnography I felt I could shy

away from presuming boundaries at the start of the research, and rather aim to explore

them through the course of the ethnography, a quality highlighted by Hine (2000).

Using the methods of participant observation to study cyberspace extends back
to the 1990’s when researchers began to explore online social formations (see
Rheingold, 1993; Reid, 1995; Baym, 2000). Considering the origins of ethnography it
is obvious that it was designed and theorised for use in face-to-face interaction
between a researcher and his/her subjects, and most often involved travelling to ‘the
field’. Conducting virtual ethnography mostly does not involve face-to-face
communication, in the traditional sense, or travel as ‘visiting the Internet focuses on
experiential rather than physical displacement (Hine, 2000: 45). Playing SWG as well
as locating, accessing and playing in Freetown involved this ‘experiential
displacement’ mostly rooted in the fact that I ‘arrived’ there as a researcher, which
involves more of a sense of travel to me than when I have logged on to MMOGs as a
‘regular player’. It involved introductory posts, a lengthy character creation phase and
considerations and measures that I would normally not take if I were playing for

leisure purposes. In past research as well as this one I have found that assuming the

stance of a researcher as I have entered MMOG communities involves adopting a
different stance than if I was a general player, in order to gain oversight over the
social processes taking place at each time. However in this research, as it involved the
practice of role-playing which demands, at times, deep immersion I found myself
having to modify this distance and sometimes this became problematic for me during
the course of the ethnography. This was mostly due to unforeseen events during the
actualisation of storylines and also due to the character, Vivianne, which I created for

the purpose of the research. I will revisit and explain these points later on in the

chapter where I discuss my participant observation and research experiences.

The concerns as to whether the lack of face-to-face interaction puts at jeopardy
the credibility of the virtual ethnography and the validity of findings have been
highlighted by a number of scholars, for example Correll (1995), Turkle (1995) and
wittel (2000). Both Correll (1995) and Turkle (1995) arranged to meet with their
respondents face-to-face in addition to their online meetings in order to verify what

they had been told about the respondents’ offline lives. I would maintain that the lack
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of face-to-face interaction in many virtual communities is a defining quality of being
in online spaces and needs to be taken into account by researchers as they enter these
spheres. I agree with Hine (2000) when she claims that ‘to instigate face-to-face
meetings in this situation would place the ethnographer in an asymmetric position,
using more varied and different means of communication to understand informants

than are used by the informants themselves.” (Hine, 2000:48)

I unexpectedly had the chance to meet up with two of the Freetown players as
I was travelling to their hometown for other purposes. During a session I mentioned
this and I decided to ask them if they would like to meet up, which they agreed to
instantly. I asked them if I could ask them a few questions for my research and bring
a tape-recorder, which they agreed to. That interview was loosely structured and
more like a chat about role-playing in general, SWG and the Freetown community.
While interviewing the two players supplied me with valuable information on the
aforementioned subjects I feel, in hindsight, that it did not give me an added feeling of
credibility or increased my belief about the accuracy of the information they had
provided me with previously when I only knew them online. As