Hyperidentities within MMORPGs: an analysis of
social interaction in MMORPGs and their effects on

their players.

One of the most academically ignored forms of madigecent years has been video
games. With a huge dominance of film studies ateligon studies, the concept of
video games as anything more than a trivial pastiag been mostly overlooked.
However, there has been a very gradual shift ahtakideo games seriously as both
an art form and as something worthy of academityaisa This has been due to the
mainstream popularisation of the media which hased an increase in the number
of people playing all types of video game. Thisdgtaims to concentrate on the
MMORPG genre, Massively Multiplayer Online Rolegtey Games (which will
from now on be referred to as MMORPGs and be défiater on). It aims to look at
the development of the genre into mainstream pojpyland to examine the concept
of a hyperidentity being used within them, possihlering the identity of the player
‘outside’ of the game. With games such as thesa beeoming profitable for players,
it is an interesting phenomenon to analyse as ieviglently becoming a more

important part of ‘real life’ to an increasing nuentof players.

‘If Pacman had affected us as kids we'd be run@iraund in
dark rooms, munching pills and listening to repegiimusic.’

(Marcus Brigstocke, 1999)



This analysis will be done by contrasting Baudrdla vision of hyperreality with the
‘reality’ that some MMORPGs produce for its play&rssee if his vision is similar to

the MMORPG ‘world’ and whether it does affect ples/&utside’ of the game.

The term hyperidentity comes from the Polish acddeamthor Miroslaw Filiciak
who has conducted a large amount of research aalgisssregarding online gaming
and their communicational aspects as well as tl#-podern theories that can be
linked to this such as the work conducted by Baladd and Castells. These terms
and theories are crucial throughout the dissenatm contrast against the virtual
worlds MMORPGs create. The term hyperreality, whigiperidentity is descended
from, was conceived by the post-modern theorish JBaudrillard. He states that
hyperreality means that it is no longer possible,ai media-saturated world, to
distinguish between what is real and what is ngpédtreality, therefore, is a situation
in which nothing and everything is ‘real’; it iss#uation in which we have lost the
ability to distinguish reality and fiction. Therallbe a look at Castells due to his idea
that in a network society (such as the ones creatttih MMORPGS) our identity is
defined by our relation to the internet insteadtte# family, the clan, the tribe or
nation, a dramatic shift from typical sociologiedtitudes regarding societiég.here
will also be some brief analysis of psychologidadry such as Jung’s discussion on
persona, the mask being an integral part of ousguelity and shaped according to
the need to match it with cultural requirementghsas the shift in cultures when they
are online based. Primarily in the early stageshed discussion there will be an

examination of the history and background of thergethe economics behind it as

! See Filiciak’s chapter ‘Hyperidentities: Postmatitentity Patterns in Massively Multiplayer Online
Role-Playing Games' ifthe Video Game Theory Readeds. M.J.P Wolf and B. Perron (New York:
Routledge)

2 See Castells, M. (199The Power of Identitfor the relevant discussion.



well as the online communities it has created. 8gbent chapters will be divided so
as to discuss my case studies, World of WarcraftEarerquest, while also looking at
such concepts as gold ‘farming’ (whereby peoplg & game purely to make game
money which they can then sell for real money) gnadidea of ‘buying’ your identity
(purchasing ready made characters) and of ‘lospogr identity when a MMORPG
shuts down. There will also be a brief look at sam&ue examples such as Entropia
Universe (formerly known as Project Entropia) whisla free MMORPG with a real
life cash economy meaning that there have beexents where people have made
large sums of real money from the game, as wedkasples of real life crime caused

by events online.

There will also be a look at the various pieceseofdence to suggest what
motivations players have to continue playing suslh& research conducted by Nick
Ye€®. There will be an examination of how important fHayer’s identity in game is
in contrast to their ‘real life’ identity and wheththe idea of a hyperidentity is correct
and that some players find this personality morpartant to them than their ‘real’
one in terms of development. There will also b@aklat the relationships formed
through these identities to the point that somepjgetave even formed romantic
attachments to others through virtual weddings madriages. Finally there will be
analysis of Baudrillard’s theory of hyperrealitydanow this links into the concept of
hyperidentity, it will also look at to what extesbnsumerism has spread to the
computer screen in MMORPGs and the possible fetgion of the items in the
games through the ability to sell them on for neamney and the fact they become

more important than real items to some players.

? http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/



Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing games ardéast growing phenomenon
particularly in the world of PC Gaming. While it l&ard to gauge accurately the
number of players for all MMORPGs, if one looksthé statistics from last year
regarding one of the most popular MMORPGs, World\&rcraft, it is noticed that
this one game alone had five million subscriberBérember 20d5with this number
most likely to increase throughout 2006 with thenleh of a new expansion pack for
the game entitled ‘Burning Crusade’. Bearing in dnihat there are a large number of
different MMORPGs available now (and with aroundesgeen mainstream MMOs
in production at the momeMtthere is an extremely large number of peopleiptay
these games. In countries such as South Korea #rereven police departments
dedicated to online crimes due to the impact timihe gaming has had on people
there. The games themselves follow a similar thentee method in which you play
them. Often, and in the case of the most populasomorld of Warcraft and
Everquest, they are set in a fantasy style worldhich strange creatures live such as
elves, dwarves and trolls. The player begins theeghy choosing a character. They
choose what race the character is and then wtestscthey are such as fighter, scout,
mage/magician or one of the less familiar classeh s necromancer or shaman.
This will be discussed in more detail later onhe tase study of World of Warcratft.
After this has been completed, the player thentesea name for their chosen
‘persona’ within the game and the game commendesy &re then freely able to run
around an entire ‘world’ created within the gamel amne allowed to do pretty much
anything that they wish to do. This is perhaps favto their appeal, the ability to do

whatever they want as their alter-ego within thenga

* http://www.blizzard.co.uk/press/051219.shtml
® http://www.gamespot.com/forums/show_msgs.php?tdgi24145969



However while the modern interpretation of the MMER has a number of
similarities to the first MMORPGSs, they are a fay érom its origins in the 1970s.
This decade saw the simultaneous rise of threéndissub genres of role-playing
games: non-graphical online MUDs (Multi-User Dung®owhich were particularly
popular at Universities, text-based computer gasuet as Adventure, Dungeon and
Zork, and finally pen and paper role-playing ganike Dungeons and Dragons.
However the first actual MMORPG (At least consideneassive by 1980s standards)
was released in 1984 by the American games devsldgelton Flinn and John
Taylor. Around this time there was also the emetgesf the first online communities
such as the WELL (Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link) dowented in great depth by
Howard Rheingolfl These communities were arguably the beginning MORPGs;

it was a small step towards acting out a differiéentity online to your ‘real life’
identity. However all of these features neededdanmplemented in one package to
get anywhere near the MMORPG that we know todaypiteiwas arguably the first
true graphical online virtual world where one coudthy out actions under their
chosen avatar. It was created in 1985 by Randy &aand Chip Morningstar of
LucasFilm. It supported more than 16 players whadthough a very small number
for modern MMORPGs, was quite impressive for them@wdore 64 home
computers used at the time. It was a pre-curs@utdh companies as Sierra Online
and Genie which also offered persistent worlds e tate 1980s. By 1993

QuantumLink, the online service that enabled petplelay Habitat, was taken over

5 Also sometimes referred to as Multi-User Dimensioomain.
" http://rheingold.com/vc/book/intro.html



by America On-Line (AOLj and a move was made towards creating games kise th

on the PC rather than the lower specification Couchone 64.

There are conflicting records as to what was thet meajor MMOG (Massively
Multiplayer Online Game) to be released, mainly tualiffering interpretations of
what constitutes as ‘Massively Multiplayer’. Theotitles vying for the title of first
graphical MMOPG were Neverwinter Nightwhich went live on AOL in 1991 and

Meridian 59 in 1996 which Gamespyleemed as the next major step for MMOGs.

Neverwinter Nights was certainly the first graphisVORG which must have had
an effect on future games such as Meridian 59. d@lay's standards Neverwinter

Nights looks relatively basic:
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but at the time was a great step forward for onjaming. It originally cost $6 US
Dollars an hour to play but as the years progredbediee dropped and subscriptions
for both Neverwinter Nights and AOL increased aduagal. Due to this, the game
was given a much needed upgrade in 1992 enablhrigheer capacity of players on

the servers, it went from 50 in 1991 to 500 in 1995 umber of other game related

8 http://www.well.com/user/hlr/vcbook/vcbook6.html
® http://www.bladekeep.com/nwn/
10 http://archive.gamespy.com/amdmmog/week1/indemkht



upgrades were implemented but sadly in 1997 AOlidéekcto cease development of
the game and closed the servers. This, howeveprdibke a large demonstration of
‘player power with a number of protests carried and petitions organised by ex
players who had devoted a lot of time and monapéocommunity. There were even
some news conferences with local television stationthe US and articles in game
magazines. Nevertheless, this was all in vain duspyright issues and AOL'’s lack
of desire to invest anymore time into the ventdree main problem hindering the
growth of MMORPGs was the fact that commercial esafjthe internet was limited
by NSFNET acceptable usage policies which was thm movernmental control in
the USA. In 1995 however, it was dismantled andiaieged with a commercial internet
backbone, much like the one that exists today. Hmabled a number of small
MMORPGs to be developed and become popular, cutmgnan the first mainstream
MMORPG, Ultima Online, being released in 1997. tdki Online featured a flat rate
monthly subscription fee of $10 a month, unlikdieaMMORPGs which charged by
the hour, this encouraged a broader range of gatagers to be interested rather than

the ‘hardcore’ gamers who did not mind paying by tiour.

Ultima Online changed the future of MMORPGs andaetew precedence for any
other online game that aimed to achieve as mu¢Htama Online. It was a pioneer in
its general attitude to the genre, both by offer@nfiat rate monthly subscription fee
and through its use of creating a ‘proper’ masgivalltiplayer community for its
players. It is offered in six languages and is ethin more than 100 countries located

in every time zone. It is also currently the lortgesining online subscription based



game in history® When Ultima Online was launched in 1997 its graphivere

surprisingly detailed for the time:

Obviously for 2006 they look quite dated but théll setain a certain charm which
has encouraged new players to sign up to thisraskdMORPG. For a seven year
old game, it may not have the large subscriptisels a newer game such as World
of Warcraft but it still manages to have around 080 subscribers and a 1.7%
market share amongst other MMORPGs as of June 2?00% game has encountered
a small revival thanks to the usage of emulatioftiwsse for the servers. This
emulation software enables keen fans of the gamzdate their own servers thus

keeping the game alive and independent of the giaweloper’s controls. Although a

M http://www.megagames.com/news/html/pc/ultimaordilebrates7thbirthday.shtml
12 http://www.mmogchart.com/Chart7.html



grey area legally, it has become quite a phenomauiitna large number of different
emulators available for the game, all free and cgmnce, enabling others to edit the
files and create their own server emulator progré®oesne servers are even known to
rival the official servers in terms of size and natg. Wolfpack
(http://www.wpdev.org/) being one of the most proent Ultima Online server
emulators available. These types of software amvknabout by Origin (the game
developer) and Electronic Arts (the game distributout are largely ignored these
days, presumably because at least it keeps the giarean some form, and may even
generate some sales for Origin and Electronic sth a copy of the game being
needed to run on emulated servers. It is impossibitate accurately just how many
people play Ultima Online on unofficial servers bobking at the large number of
websites devoted to the matter, it seems reasonaldssume that there are still a
great many enthusiasts playing the game in this. Ways game is also a classic
example of ‘player power’, the players themselvagehkept the game going purely
through their own determination and software dewelent with little or no

involvement from the original game developers.

Around the same time as the release of Ultima @rnilnthe West, the Eastern game
developers in South Korea came up with Lineage.amegwhich would shortly
become somewhat infamous for the levels of obsessicould bring about in its
players to the extent of real life crimes being oatted in ‘aid’ of the game. The
game itself was reported to have around 520 milligiferent accounts by 2004,
obviously with multiple accounts owned by an indival** It might seem strange for

people to own a number of different accounts bbag a very logical (and profitable)

13 http://joongangdaily.joins.com/200405/20/200405242190639900090609061.html and
http://www.ncsoft.net/ir_down/other/Conference_CHIIQFY04)ENG.pdf



meaning behind it. The rise in popularity of gammash as Ultima Online in the West
and Lineage in the East also led to a rise in peo@nting to pay real money for
virtual items and characters in the game. Peopletsis as a ‘quick’ way to advance
in the game without actually having to devote tianel effort to it. This trend has now
led to a large number of websites dedicated tongefind buying virtual items and
money in the game for real money. There are everegmeople whose main source of
income is playing MMORPGs and selling items onral money, as well as cases of
‘sweatshop’ style businesses in Eastern Europeamtiges providing a similar

service, which will be looked at further on in tkisidy.

The idea of selling virtual money was extended with launch of Everquest and
Dark Ages of Camelot in 1999 and 2001 respectiviebth of these games improved
upon Ultima Online’s popularity and brought the gemuch nearer to mainstream
popularity. They are both also still played todayrbany players around the world
with Everquest still boasting 300,000 subscrib&sth games also still have new
expansion packs being released for them, providaw content and land for players
to explore keeping the game fresh and new. Unld#ine’ single player games,

MMORPGs are often able to keep ‘fresh’, thanksXpamsion packs, for a number of
years even though they may be superseded by neammaesywhen it comes to

mainstream popularity. Obviously if someone wartiedlevote so much time to a
game, they would hate to load up the game one dayiad the game servers simply
gone so it is in the developers best interest®timue running the games for as long
as they are financially viable. Everquest in pafac has done well to continue for so

many years, with a recent announcement that étigming to its ‘roots’ by launching
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a ‘progression’ server whereby the game startd asm$ first started, with gradual

launches of the expansion packs made sihce.

Finally, in the last few years, the current wavenmwdern MMORPGS, such as Eve
Online, World of Warcraft, Everquest 2, RF OnlimelaGuild Wars, has arrived with
World of Warcraft being the most popular with ardun5 million subscribers around
the world as of January 2086 These games have successfully transgressed the
mainstream barrier ensuring a much wider audiefigeople aware of these games.
They are no longer seen as ‘geeky’ pastimes foplpewith no lives and are easily
purchasable in all games stores. There are now givertie ins with MMORPGs
such as The Matrix Online, and soon to be Lordla# Rings Online, which shows an
interesting overlap between forms of media witinfdlistributors wanting to stretch
their film license further. The following chaptensll be examining Everquest and
World of Warcraft in further depth as well as soatker slightly more obscure, but
more unigue MMORPGs such as Entropia Universe awbi®@l Life, MMORPGs
with a real life cash economy meaning that theneeHaeen incidents where people
have made large sums of real money from the gaine.cbmmunities behind such
games will also be looked at ranging from gold fawgnto online web-comics

satirising the genre.

World of Warcraft was one of the most anticipatedngs of 2004 and 2005, having
been in development for the previous 6 years. & hailed as providing everything a

MMORPG player would want and more. In reality itrted out to be a huge hit but

14

http://www.mmorpg.com/gamelist.cfm?loadNews=5189%&¥p24,768,1147002080749,20060507074
120
15 http://www.blizzard.com/press/060119.shtml
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still with its faults. It did however populariseettgenre and encourage a number of
people who wouldn'’t typically play MMORPGs to sigp to this game due to its

relatively simple gameplay that did not seem dangnto the casual player.

The game starts out very simply. It begins with pi@yer choosing what server to
play on, one can either do that manually (by desitedy choosing a certain server, so
as to meet up with friends) or by answering a féwpse questions, such as what
language you speak, whether they want to play BaR’ server or not, and selecting
the server that the game recommends. The playbeifsable to ‘create’ a character,
or persona, for themselves on this server. Theygasen the option of choosing a
gender for their character, a race and a ‘clarsVorld of Warcraft the choice of race
affects where they can travel. They are given thigons of ‘Horde’ based races or
‘Alliance’. They are two separate warring factiomghin the game’s history and

greatly affect what places the player can expldree player is given eight races to
choose from, Tauren, Orc, Troll or Undead for Hobdesed races; or Human, Night

Elf, Dwarf or Gnome for Alliance based races.

8 pvP servers are Player Versus Player servers bjetayers can attack each other if they are
opposite allegiance (i.e. Horde and Alliance). They typically not recommended to new players due
to their increased difficulty.

12



Character Creation Screen depicting a Dwarf Wanoiothe Alliance Side

The player is then given perhaps the most difficdtision of all: what class to

choose to play as. This can greatly affect botlr tx@oyment of the game and the
style in which they play the game. The nine chomesn to the player are the healing
based classes: druid, priest and shaman; the roasfiers: mage and warlock; and the
fighting classes: hunter, paladin, rogue and waridl nine of these classes have
various strengths and weaknesses. On a basic leading and magic casters tend to
be not as strong or as able to withstand a largeuatmof damage compared to the
fighting classes. However classes such as the avaare less able to play the game
alone as efficiently as other classes such as hwntshaman due to their lack of

ability to heal themselves. This can greatly chatigee game dynamic as typically

people who wish to play the game purely by theneselwill go for the ‘soloing’
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classes such as hunter, shaman or warlock; whagetiplayers who prefer to stick
together in a group and play alongside others aweertikely to go for supporting
classes such as warrior or priest. A survey camgdby Nick Yee also determined
that female players are more likely to play asstsghunters and druids while male
players are more likely to play as rogues, warrand shaman¥. It is interesting to
see that the stereotypical idea of women beingsamed men being more aggressive
is carried across from the real world to the virtwarld, even when there is nothing
restricting either gender from breaking this stgrpe; they resort to sticking with
their traditional views. There is also an analggithe motivations behind why people
choose the classes that they choose. Yee has dsdriihat those who are most
competitive typically choose the shaman or magssclpresumably because they are
two of the most capable soloing classes availabléghe game. While those most
interested in socialising a lot within the gamei¢gfly chose the priest or paladin
class, both support classes that often rely onpggdo achieve their goals. Mages and
paladins were the least sociable statistically. thao gender divide indicates that
female players are more likely to choose the ‘¢utaking races such as gnome or
night elf, while the male players are more likedyplay as orcs or undead. The gender
divide for night elves is particularly noticeabléthvaround 34% of women choosing

that race with only 21% of men doing the same tfifing

The final option for a player is to choose theimea a deeply personal thing which
ensures that the character is solely ‘theirs’ witthe world that the game presents.
Unlike other video games, MMORPGs enable the playereate their own character

entirely from scratch and give it its own individuaame, thus personalising the

7 http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001367.ph
18 http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001368.ph
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experience and making the player feel more attaamedemotionally involved with
their character. This character name has even keewn to extend to the ‘real
world’ with players meeting up from around the coyror the world and then calling
each other by their in-game name rather than theal’ name. Obviously this is
sometimes circumvented as some players choose e rtheir character after
themselves, i.e. Nic calling themselves Nik. Thoslld be seen as extending their real
life identity and personality onto the game, evawd to the same name. Other
players name themselves after a variety of diffetbimgs, some people choose to
name themselves after characters from film or telen, such as Conan, while others
are more creative and choose a name that just sdapgropriate’ for the type of
character they want to be, such as Haly. Some penal also ‘transfer’ their real life
nickname into the game such as Gilly, a nicknantpiiaed from a pronunciation of

the surname Ramskif.

Once the character has been created the game cstartexl. Each race begins in a
different starting area of the ‘world’. These arem® created specifically with

beginners in mind allowing the player to be guittedugh the basic processes of the
game so that they are not overwhelmed by so maoiges or endangered. Crucially,

while it is an individual beginning, they begintae same time as many other new
players so the ability to work together in groupsrade instantly available to them.
In some cases it is vital to work together as antelme to some quests requiring a

number of players together to successfully completen.

19 All names come from personal experience of theegam
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One other social form within the game is the pabsilof ‘guilds’, organisations of
groups of like-minded players who band togetheadbieve large goals. Some of
these goals can require ‘raid’ sized forces of tywem more players grouping together
to kill a dragon for example. These guilds are gimames by the player who creates
the guild and a hierarchal structure of leaders @ffiders are elected to manage the
guild. Complex politics often play a large parttivese guilds with many decisions
being made about what new members to recruit amddpecial items are distributed
amongst members. Guilds can become extremely canthle to these factors but
they also add great depth to the game for playermsived in one. The role of being
either an officer or a leader of a guild can alsskenthe game a much more serious

matter. As an anonymous quote from Nick Yee's’Sketes:

‘Leading a guild is very rewarding, watching it grand thrive,
being respected by your members as a good leaditic$ and
folks leaving the game eventually ruins the expexge Overall it
was very fun, time consuming and an emotionallyagsting
experience. Not sure if | would do it again.’

(Anonymous, 2006)

It is possible, as a guild leader, to use a nurobexperiences from your ‘real’ life to

teach you how to approach a situation in the gdime,can also work in reverse and
teach one how to handle things in ‘real’ life frdheir experiences in game. Early on
in leadership it becomes quickly apparent thas impossible to please everyone all

the time (as in real life). As all the players imgaild play the game differently, i.e.

20 http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001516.ph
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one player might level up extremely fast while &eottakes their time; it is difficult
to balance such needs within a guild when the garoeeated to be so open ended for
the individual. There is also the issue that alésth players have to juggle
responsibilities in the real world such as a job family, as well as their
responsibilities in the game, thus creating a dewbiift pattern akin to a woman in
the workplace who is also forced to look after thédren and cook once they return
home. One problem which is unique to MMORPGs ig timaike groups in the
workplace, these groups within guilds are not campsed of people from similar
backgrounds or with similar experiences. A guildder in a MMORPG has to lead
people of widely varying ages with different levelsresponsibility; some will still
be at school while others will have children togaare of or stressful jobs to go to.
The key to being a good guild leader involves beaibe to manage these different
needs efficiently which sounds much more like atjgdn most games would seem to
be. It also enables the person to learn a lot natw@ut how they handle certain
situations. There may also come times where a tdaeto make a difficult decision
where they must either punish or remove someoma fhe guild. All these various
factors are both stressful yet also educate theopemore about themselves and
arguably change their personality to some degreeallalife experiences do. Nick
Yee’s research has demonstrated this by showingittheas even enhanced some

people’s potential in real life to gain promotionsithin their workplace:

‘Being a guild leader has effected my RL (Real Liébility to

lead people and stand up and do what is good aedsn® be

done. | have received numerous promotions at wato i
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leadership positions and | make almost 8 times mong than

when | started WoW last year.’ (Anonymous, 2666)

The relationships gained through becoming a lead#rin a game evidently can
affect more than just how the game is played, tsdg aome elements of one’s real
life and identity. Perhaps a MMORPG could be usea &0l to improve teamwork

skills and leadership qualities.

Social networking on the whole plays a crucial partMMORPGs with players
quickly realising that, as in real life, it is noécessarily your skills or talents that get
you places, but also who you know in the virtualrido Research on social
relationships has been conducted by a number ofantesinmentators such as Nick
Yee, Mikael Jakobsson and Manuel Castells. Jakobasd Taylor in their article
‘Social Networking in Massively Multiplayer OnlirRole Playing Game#’ liken the
social interaction and networking in MMORPGs to rmafonnections within the TV
show ‘The Sopranos’. They use an example of Jakobbsginning the game as a
‘newbie’ (new and inexperienced player) with Taypiding him through the basics
of the game. In doing so he gives him some improteeds and introduces Jakobsson
to friends of his who are higher level characteis.s introduced as a ‘RL [Real Life]
friend’ rather than just a ‘friend’. This distinoh made Jakobsson aware that it is
similar to the situation within the mafia whereexrgon can be introduced as a ‘friend
of ours’ suggesting they should become part ohthéa ‘family’ and be protected by
them. From then on in the game Jakobsson is akdskdor help from these higher

level friends and to get items from them to impréng character above their typical

2L http://www. nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001516page=10
2 http://hypertext.rmit.edu.au/dac/papers/Jakobgstin.
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standard of armour and weaponry for his level. Bakon then goes onto look at how
there are many situations in MMORPGS whereby thgeplis forced to ‘group’, join
up with others to achieve a goal together. Thisyplan important role in the
socialisation process as this is often where |lengytconnections are first made. Most
regular social conventions need to be followed mithgroup such as good manners,
politeness and saying hello and goodbye to therajheup members. If you loot
items excessively while in the group you could emembered by others as a ‘ninja
looter’ or thief and be mentally blacklisted fromtdre groups. There can also be
family ties within the game as many people playghme alongside spouses, siblings
or flatmates, this can prove extremely useful igraup situation as it can aid the
group further, such as if a player dies and anotjieup member’'s husband has a
cleric (a class that can resurrect other playdish tthey are able to log on that
character and aid their group further. As the gdamenternational, a language
connection can be helpful too and it is not uncomnfmr some guilds to be (for
example) Scandinavian only or British only, thuslueing any problems with
understanding each other. Reputation can and dftes play a major part in one’s
ability to gain progress within any MMORPG. It cat,the lowest level, affect their
chances of getting into a group, but it can al$ecafwhat guild a player is able to get

into and to what level others are able to trusirtlnath valuable items in the game.

Castells looks at social networking from the pecsipe of the network society.

Having come from an urban sociological backgro@aktells used this knowledge to
look at the ‘information age’ but they can be usedook at how a network society
works online as well as within ‘real’ society. Sowfethe main features of a network

society include a global economy (evident in all MRPGs) and politics playing a
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large part in society which is also evident in MMR®&s particularly where guild
membership is involvet? Howard Rheingold suggests in his book ‘The Virtual
Community® that such online communities dissolve boundarfedentities as well
as social boundaries related to time and spaceéhdasprevious media done so),
because we are pretending to be someone elsesa toenmunities and without any
conception of time or space in the real world while are playing these games. As
we create new personae for ourselves, do we loséhotmal’ persona within that?

Or does it change into an amalgamation of the two?

Social networking can create some surprise resiritssome cases it can create

random acts of kindness, as one example from Nexsrsite shows:

‘...my guild was on a raid in a dungeon area andnhe&across
one player’'s corpse...l sent this person a "tell'see if she
needed a res. She replied and was very excited e there to
res her. After she gathered her equipment she taeglve me
some Platinum pieces, which | refused since | dido’ out of
my way to help her ... | was just there...later, myld) was
performing another raid and we were wipet@lhe person |
ressed happened to be in a group near the begirofirthe
dungeon where we were wiped out, and before | kihewost of
her guild was there to help clear the dungeon atagr corpses
back. | mean about 30 other players went out oir thay to

come and help my friends out just because | hetpedof their

2 http://www.tidec.org/geovisions/Castells.html
% http://rheingold.com/vc/book/intro.html
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friends a month before. | don’t know many peopleowdould do

that in real life ... All | can say is ... Thank y@stara®

This example also shows how much reputation cay @lpart in progressing in the
game. The original player who died rememberedithiatcleric aided her and helped
her in return at a later date. It is interestingnéde that the author of the quote points
out that it is a deed that may not have happenedahlife, perhaps in some cases

MMORPGs bring out the best in people.

There are of course examples of some players datddg getting other players killed
by ‘training’ mobs on them. ‘training’ is a namevegn to where a player has the
attention of a large number of monsters behind treefriendly player would run to a
location away from other players so as not to mjathers, but some players have
been known to deliberately run them at others lotlkem, in the case of Everquest
causing them to lose some experience, and in sasesche level they are currently
on. This is a great aggravation to the players twne died through no fault of their
own. As in ‘real life’ there are nice people andt rsm nice people who are

deliberately cruel for their own enjoyment.

Many players find themselves drawn to continuel&y phe game purely to continue
these relationships. They add extra dynamics ta#mee because humans can be so
unpredictable compared to a pre-programmed rowitien a game. This enables the
game playing experience to be quite unique eveng tihe player loads the game.

Some people have even been known to form romattactaments to other players

% http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/000429.ph
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that have extended across to the ‘real’ world al$ agethe virtual world. There have
been many examples of players meeting up outsideeofjame and marrying so it
can be a powerful socialising forum. As detailedieait is also quite common for
two or more family members to play a game togetbeming stronger relationships
through shared hobbies and interests. It is pertiapsstrong urge for socialising to
achieve anything in such games that has encouragetn to play MMORPGs and
online games more than any other genre of videoegaith around 40% of online

players being femal®.

One apparent problem with developing relationshipough these games, and
devoting a large amount of time to them, is thavitably they end. As almost all
MMORPGs are reliant on central servers controligdne game’s publishers, once a
game is no longer financially viable they can betsthown with extremely little
forewarning for the players. Most recently the dap@MMORPG Asheron’s Call 2,
published by Microsoft, was closed. The announcémes made in August 2005,
with the servers ceasing to be in operation by B 13' 2005. Obviously this
upset and angered many players who felt that tleserded more support by the

game’s developer. The popular web comic GU Comics uses the metapharfly

2 http://www.theesa.com/facts/gamer_data.php
27 http://www.gamasutra.com/php-bin/news_index.php9s6345
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zapper attracting the fliess MMORPGs to their deatls indicated below:

28

Shadowbane has been notorious for seeming like about to be cancelled but has
just about held on, and in recent months has becanfree MMORPG with no
monthly fees. Horizons has had a similar problenth #he game itself being free but

the subscription fee remaining in place.

However, some MMORPGs, such as Ultima Online aner@ivest 1, remain popular
enough for the distributors to continue running $kevers but with Ultima Online at
nearly ten years old, and Everquest around sevarsyald, the future could be
limited for them both; with their eventual closueading to many players left with

nothing to show for their years of playing besidemmories.

By closing a server, the player loses their ‘idghtvithin the game permanently and

one could argue that all the time they put into gaene is wasted. The one saving

28 http://www.gucomics.com/comics/gu_20060223.jpg
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grace is often players remain in contact with cthmutside of the game, on internet
forums. There have been many incidents of guildsmfone MMORPG switching en
mass to another MMORPG: one of the most famous plembeing the Everquest 1
guild Fires of Heavet! leaving to play World of Warcraft, continuing thaild name
onto this new game. Some players simply quit plgyat remain in contact with
people via email because they have built up relah@s with them that they want to
keep. In a way MMORPGs help form a second worldaxfial relationships which in
some instances can spill over into the ‘real’ woNthny players meet up outside of
the game; personally | have many times but withyingr results. Some people are
entirely different from their online persona whdthers are identical which makes the

concept of game identity all the more intriguing.

Some people have been known to buy their ‘identdyhumber of websites such as
www.mysupersales.com have been set up where yobwaitems, money and even
entire high level accounts for a variety of difiereMMORPGs. These somewhat
detract from the general purpose of the gamesta.ereate a character that is your
own and build it up. It also detracts from the coumity aspect as the character will
retain the name created by the original owner &y thill have their own separate
‘past’ and history, which the new owner will hawepdut up with and redevelop by
informing people that they are a different playBEnere is also the issue of the fact
these accounts cost a large amount of money, iredaostances a well developed
high level character in World of Warcraft can go €p to $500. When Everquest 1
was in its prime there were often characters géamgale at $1,000 or more. These

sales were against the EULA (End User License Agesd) set by the game’s

29 http://www.fohguild.org/index.php
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manufacturers but often sales continued to go tiirawith the danger being that if
the manufacturer found out later on then the adcoould be simply banned causing
the buyer to lose a large amount of money for no.dzelling items and accounts for
monetary gain has become such a big money makinochenline that there are
companies opening ‘virtual sweatshops’ using theelopay in poor countries such as
Romania to provide services within the game to theal (and primarily) American
customers. Gamersloot.net is one such companyhésabeen featured in the Western
media for doing such a thifd.They employ 11 Romanian employees to play across
12 different PCs for periods of around 10 hoursatd progress further in the game
before selling on the assets. The employees atethaiequivalent of £70 a month
(around the same amount as a barman in the cowotrld earn for the same amount
of hours) and spend their time in a backroom apamtrm the small town of Caracal,
population around 33,000. As well as gamersloqgt.tietre are a number of other
companies mainly based in Russia and Asia who g@eogimilar services. They
concentrate on something called ‘gold farming’ vér virtual currency is collected
and sold on in exchange for real world currencye Observer newspaper estimates

the market in virtual goods’ industry is worth anouE500m.

% The Observer 13 March 2005, p17.
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Nick Yee conducted some research on the main ag@pgwhich purchased such
serviced!, it was predominantly those aged 35 or over. Ehisld correlate with the
fact that typically over 35 year olds will earn mothan teenagers or twenty-
somethings, while also having less time to devotéhé game; thus it is simpler for
them to just buy the items and gold they need #pamd a large amount of their time
acquiring them through more typical means. Commamtshe research strongly
indicate this as well. Although there are no stiagsto back this theory up, | would
say it is quite possible that the majority of thegso play games purely to farm for
money or items to sell on, are most likely teenagar students. This would be
because they are the social group who have the fneastime statistically, compared
to other age groups. It would also be a good soofcemcome for them without
having to resort to doing something they dislikec&carn money, such as retail work.
There are however no statistics to show this soighpurely conjecture. Gold farming
and account selling has become such a big busihassecently Sony has decided to
become a part of it. They offer for Everquest 2, ‘Btation Exchange’, where players
can buy accounts and items to use on certain sesetected by Sony, ensuring that
they have some element of control over the mattes has caused much controversy

from players of the game, most notably on intefortms where one player stated:

‘Why would | play a game where the developers hawirect
financial interest in the items and content?...€hgames are
seen by many as a levelling field. Somewhere theggilar

social conventions (such as wealth) get throwntbaetwindow

31 http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001468%page=2
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and the “little guy” gets a chance to shine. Buyitegs and

characters destroys thi&.’

Edward Castronova who has studied the effects MICQRPG economics believes
that the concept of buying items and gold for reahey is a natural progression for
such games. In 2002 he calculated that the GNP per capita®fvorld of Everquest
(Norrath) was $2,000, comparable to that of Bubyamd higher than countries such
as India and Chin¥. It is simple capitalist monetary sense to deteemdanway of
making money out of a leisure activity such asmlgaming. If one looks at other
genres of games, similar events are occurring,nenkPS (First Person Shooter)
games such as Painkiller, Quake 3 and CountereStak have a number of
tournaments such as the CPL in which players bagether to win tournaments for
money and sponsorship deals. Even single playeegauch as Need For Speed:
Underground 2 have a large amount of advertisirtgiwithem for products such as

Burger King which is earning money for the company.

There are a rising number of games in which momelyraonetary gain are pivotal to
the game’s dynamics. Games such as Entropia Ueffexad Second Lif€ present
themselves to be more than just games and to lEmtre money making industry.

On the Entropia Univerd&website it states:

32

http://www.mmorpg.com/showFeature.cfm?loadFeatudd€2p=1024,768,1146481556016,20060501
070556

33 http://uk.gamespot.com/news/2005/05/06/news_ 61230l ?sid=6123701

% http://hyperstition.abstractdynamics.org/archi083585.html

% pPC Gamer — July 2005 p26-27

% http://www.entropiauniverse.com/en/rich/5000.html

37" http://secondlife.com/

38 http://www.entropiauniverse.com
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‘The Entropia Universe is not a game. The Entrapmaverse is
for real. Real people, real activities and a ResdCEconomy in

a massive online universe.’

It goes onto describe that you can start an engre life within the game as well as
start businesses and build houses for yourse#.viray it could be seen to be a virtual
doll's house for a games player, but one that thggp must pay for with real money
to use or buy anything within the game. It trulycreating a second life in which one
could escape to as long as they continue to haviecame ‘outside’ of the game.
There have been examples of entrepreneurial plageesting thousands of pounds
into the game to buy islands or resorts in the gatmieh they can then sell on piece
by piece to make even more money. One famous examphat of Jon Jacobs who
paid $100,000 to buy a space resort within Prdfgdtopia (now known as Entropia
Universe§®, he is now selling plots of land to other play&ssgain more money
which can then be converted into real currencysTdould be seen as detracting
somewhat from the purpose of such ‘worlds’, they ereated as an escape from the
real world but are gradually becoming more and nti@eethe real world. There have
even been examples of such negative real worldlgmbsuch as muggings. In the
game Lineage 2, players were ‘attacked’ and hadststolen from them and sold on
eBay?® There are some even more extreme examples ofetjatine sides to these
worlds, such as one incident where a Chinese nibad lanother man over a virtual
sword. Qiu Chengwei stabbed Zhu Caoyuan in thetalhlen he found out he had

sold his virtual sword (from the game Legend of N)rfor 7,200 Yuan ( around

39 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hitechnology/4374610.stm
O http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hitechnology/4165880.stm
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£473) last yeaft He was sentenced to life imprisonment. While Chinas not have
any specific laws regarding virtual theft, Southr& has a section of its police force
devoted to investigating in-game crimes becaumsesiich a common occurrence. It is
arguable that the escapism MMORPGs provide, issnohoticeable anymore with
such crimes being committed over a game and vigragerty that is possibly just the
property of the game creators and not the gamersdélves. There have also been a
large number of deaths reported attributed to meophtinually playing the game for
so many hours and days that they simply drop dédmbart failuré” and also cases
where children are neglected by their parents ¢oetktent that they die while their
parents are busy playing the gdfh&@here seems to be an increase in the amount of
people who seem to take the game more seriougtyttiear own (and dependents in
their care) lives, as well as a fetishisation rdgey the urge to have rare items in the

game so much that people pay real money for thiegmhthings'.

In the past year or so there has been much moerage of, and articles written on,
the ‘overlapping’ identities between the real woaldd the virtual world, primarily
driven by BBC Online’s coverage of this form of needlrhere have been cases such
as Sara Andrew’s case in World of Warcraft wherslhg started a guild aimed to be
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender ‘friendBfie was then told by Blizzard, the
creators of World of Warcraft, to stop advertisthg guild in such a way or else she
would be banned from the game. Refusing to acsbptspread news of her plight to

a number of online discussion boards and causatja bmount of complaints being

“L http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/technology/4072704.stm

“2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hitechnology/4137782.stm

“3 http://english.chosun.com/w2 1data/html/news/200808506140037.html and
http://www.sfsignal.com/archives/000083.html
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sent to Blizzard until they backed down and apaledipublicly to hef* This is an
interesting demonstration of player ‘power’ to ferchange within a game despite the
wishes of the game’s publishers, as well as an plaof real life identities wanting
to be transferred to a game. People want to expinegssexuality in the game as well
as outside, because it is part of their identityclwhthey want to maintain regardless

of the location.

Not a huge deal of academic analysis has been ctedtlan MMORPGSs but the most
prominent of these is Sherry Turkle, a clinical gigylogist who has looked at the
phenomenon of MMORPGs and how they affect peopmierelation to computer
addiction. She claims that representing onese#f MUD (Multi-User Dungeon, the

forefathers of MMORPGS) could be therapeutic fane@eople:

‘...the obese can be slender, the beautiful plaie, ‘therdy’

sophisticated...’

* http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hitechnology/4700754.stm
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She states that it gives people the chance to ésspmultiple and often unexplored
aspects of the self, to play with their identitydato try out new ones’ in a safe
environment where no one knows their ‘true’ identbhe suggests that MUDs are
like laboratories for creating an identity that olsehappy with. She argues that
although we try to see ourselves as separate aiggiaufirom machines with our
emotions and feelings, we are also playing with got@r programs which we think
of as alive in these games, which are becomingasing pivotal in our day to day
lives. She believes, much as Marshall McLuhan tese that we are trying to

‘retribalize™

within these games and online communities asespdragments more

and more outside. She uses one example of a smgyman named Gordon who
spent much of his life feeling unpopular and insecuntil he had a fresh new start at
a foreign school in India. This made him realisat tbarrying no ‘baggage’ enabled
him to be a different person, and the person hetedato be. When he discovered
MUDs, he realised this also enabled him to be femdiht person. He experimented

with many different characters, all with a qualtithat he was trying to develop

within himself. He describes one character to Taidd:

‘...an avatar of me. He is like me, but more effusivere apt to
be flowery and romantic with a sort of tongue-ireek attitude
toward the whole thing.” A second character is aguolder, less
involved in what other people are doing,” in sumgren self-
confident and self-contained than the real-life daor. A third

character is female. Gordon compares her to him&sife is

> Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy (Torontaivérsity of Toronto Press, 1962) cited in
Sherry Turkle, Life On The Screen (New York: Touong, 1995)
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more flirtatious, more experimental, more open séyu

definitely.”®

These games have allowed Gordon to express himsa@ié and develop into the
person he wants to be, at least online if not & réeal world. It has heightened his
sense of his self as a work in progress; he discarcharacter once it has achieved its
goal of developing him further. It has enabled hintonstantly ‘grow’ as a person in
ways that regular social interaction would not bedo help. It would be extremely
difficult for him to experience his female sidetire real world without some form of
social stigma by some parts of society, while iIM@D (and in a MMORPG) it is

deemed perfectly acceptable for people to ‘swaptges for a time.

The games also enable people to ‘experience’ partise world they might not ever
be able to visit in reality. With American playgrsying alongside European players
there is a cultural exchange of ideas and simpleaots such as different local
currencies and different issues. This could beiqadarly useful to those who are
physically unable to travel to such countries, saslthe disabled. They are able to
become something else within the game and feelisedated and restricted in their

movements.

Returning to the original idea of MUDs and MMORP&=ng therapeutic, there is
also the risk that the player becomes ‘too’ invdlwe the game, rejecting any help
outside of the game because they are too wrapped the virtual world they have

created. It is extremely easy to use these gaman ascape from the real world and

“® Sherry Turkle, Life On The Screen (New York: Tositime, 1995) p.190
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the problems encountered. Turkle highlights theecak two MUD players who
experience severe depression and retreat into @hee gn which they can control
many aspects, rather than face the real worldtkiegt feel they are unable to control.

One player Stewart comments:

‘When you feel you're stagnating and you feel ther@thing
going on in your life and you're stuck in a rutsivery easy to

be on there for a very large amount of time’

There seems to be a fine line between possiblakeetic elements and outright
addiction and reliance on virtual worlds. It alszspibly makes it harder for people to
talk in person about their problems because ibinach easier to just type them and
not have to face the person you are confiding his ts especially true if it is a

particularly traumatic or embarrassing problemgbeson faces.

Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality is an intrigg notion that can directly be used
alongside MMORPGs and MUDs. Baudrillard suggesss the world we live in has
now been replaced by a media created world in wiiehsee events unfold: i.e. we
see the world in the way in which the media wishego see it, rather than the true
picture. Through doing this we do not see ‘truellitg. Consumerism aids this by
tricking an individual into detaching from any remhotional engagement and instead
opting for the artificial simulation that a matér@bject brings them, essentially so
that people care more about what they have thdmdse There are many examples
of what is considered hyperreal, such as a drirtk wiflavour that does not really

exist naturally, a plastic Christmas tree thatddwdtter than a real one, and of course
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MMORPGs which seek to replicate life but make ietter. While Baudrillard
originally referred to the idea of another world\agual reality’, it could also extend
to the virtual worlds in which MMORPGs are based.s&en in examples above, they
allow people to lead another life, and in someanesés they spend more time in their
virtual world simulation, than the real world. MM®®&s such as The Sims Online
and Second Life even seek to completely replicéewhich beggars the question
why someone would want to play a game that is idahto life, personally | would
say it is because they have more control over taalitife, if nothing else they can
simply turn the PC off and they have escaped tHat ‘A virtual life also means that
there is no possibility of dying, once you die irgame you simply respawn once
more. You are immortal, something that is impossiblthe real world. There is also
no illness or disability. In some ways it is thepiin dream: no one dies of disease,
no one suffers from poverty or starvation and ifi ylie during a fight you will always
return. There have been many essays written usiagdifilard’s concepts in
conjunction with the film ‘The Matrix’. Although iseems somewhat far fetched at
this current time, it is possible that in futurengeations people seek escape from the
real world by ‘transporting’ themselves to a vittuerld: it would be a mere physical
extension to what they are doing currently. Althouigmay seem far fetched at this
current time, if it were possible to keep peoplgeain the game even though they
had terminal illnesses outside of the game, it ¢do¢ an ideal way to ensure
immortality. The main issue with something suchtras is would we reach a point
where it is impossible to distinguish what is raatl what is not? This is also where
the idea of hyperidentity features prominently angnpeople could reach the point
where they do not know whether they are actinghasnselves or as their online

persona. The psychologist, Jung, being of the viemtghat we use each persona as a
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mask to hide our real identity, adjusting it whee deem fit so that we fit into
society’s cultural requirements. Each online game iequire a different persona so
is it possible that we could reach a stage whei® iihpossible to be able to tell the
difference? It is already common for people todifferently depending on who they
are with, but if there were two separate ‘worlddie( real world and the virtual
world), it is entirely possible as demonstratedvabitat it would be impossible to tell
the difference between the two, and to have hadsadentity ‘changed’ due to

experiences within games. Only time will tell winet this will occur.
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