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As articulated by J. K. Wright (1947), "terrae incognitae," or unknown lands, capture the 

imagination and inspire an excitement to explore and learn, but with a reduction in travel 

times and subsequent expansions of potential travel range, along with growth in media 

and the development of the video game industry, for many, terrae incognitae has shifted 

from places on Earth to the intangible environments of interactive media.  While the 

virtual environments of video games can be fantastic, they are also designed and created 

by human beings to exist entirely in relation to the game player, who is an adventurer, 

explorer, settler, civilizer, or conqueror.  Using qualitative research methods, this 

dissertation analyzes the geographies online video gaming in relation to an original 

framework based on the mutually constitutive concepts of representation, exploration, 

and geographic narrative, as well as the intersecting roles of myth, fantasy, and the virtual 

in shaping narratively structured imaginative environments.  With specific chapters 

examining themes of interaction between human and software, gender and sexuality, 

exploration, narrative, cooperation, and creativity, this dissertation proposes that video 

games can be best understood as both collaborative representations and virtual 
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Prologue 

 One spring evening, I was having an early dinner with my husband, Michael.  Our 

dining room is sunny, with a large window and plenty of open space.  I think we were 

eating fish.  Maybe it was the Italian-style orange roughy, with a side of steamed 

broccoli.  We usually talk while we eat. 

 “So, I won an award for being the hardest-working student in the month of 

March,” I said. 

 Michael paused, his fork halfway to his mouth.  A piece of fish fell off and landed 

on his plate. 

 “I also got a new hat from Principal Sol.  He said it was from learning new spells 

and expanding my social network—” 

 “Oh, you mean in the game!”1 

 “Yeah, didn’t I say that?” 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
1 This game would be Enchanted Folk and the School of Wizardry/Magician’s Quest: Mysterious Times 

(Konami and Vanpool, 2008), for the Nintendo DS. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

But with every wish fulfillment the little boy lost a part of his memory of the 

world he had come from.  He didn’t really mind, for he had given up wanting to 

go back.  So he kept on wishing, but by then he had spent all his memories, and 

without memories it’s not possible to wish.  So he had almost ceased to be a 

human and had almost become a Fantastican.  (Ende, 1979: 341) 

 In The Neverending Story, Bastian Balthazar Bux realized his dearest wishes by 

creating a new world for himself.  This world represented a careful balance between 

Bastian’s ideal reality and his emotional need for structure and consistency external to 

himself.  When he became absorbed with only wish fulfillment, his experience in 

Fantastica became unbalanced and the fantasy lost its hold.  In the end, Bastian recovered 

his balance by taking his imagination and new experiences back with him to his ordinary 

life.  Similarly to Bastian, we find ourselves within fantasy worlds of our own making – 

through daydreams, films, novels, video games, and more.  But just as Bastian 

discovered, a clear border between fantasy and ordinary life is curiously missing. 

1.1 STUDYING IMAGINATIVE GEOGRAPHY 

 Imagination is such an integral aspect of our thoughts, perceptions, interactions, 

and relationships with one another and the environments around us that it is difficult to 

clarify its role.  In one of its roles, imagination infuses our narratives of history and place 

with elements of myth and fantasy as it integrates disparate thoughts into a single 

construct.  Many environments, such as the Las Vegas strip or Disneyland, enthrall us by 

bringing fantasy to life, while other places, such as the historic French Quarter in New 

Orleans or the slave market in Charleston, invoke historical narratives that can be equally 

engrossing, and at the same time awe-inspiring, fascinating, horrifying, or any other 

possibility. 
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 In this dissertation, I examine creativity in the imaginative environments of online 

video games, contributing valuable information and understanding, while also addressing 

two gaps in the literature in the geographies of creative imagining and video gaming.  I 

elaborate further on the existing research in sections 1.1.1 and 1.1.2, but first I discuss my 

project in overview.  In this research, I examine the creative blending of fantasy and 

fiction with other elements of reality in creating or using imaginative environments, 

which is an important, but overlooked aspect of imagination.  In particular, I focus on the 

imaginative integration of fiction into real, functioning (albeit virtual) environments in 

the collision of impossibility and practicality found in online fantasy games. 

 First, and unfortunately, despite its key role in the making and experiencing of 

many environments, there is, as yet, little research on the geographies of creative 

imagining.  Geographers have tended to focus on the aspects of imagination dealing with 

analytical thinking and social construction of meanings of space and place, largely 

ignoring the more fantastic elements of creative integration of fiction, and while 

geographers of film, literature, and other media do examine fantasy (or at least 

fictionalized) environments, they also typically interrogate geographic meanings 

represented in those texts without a focus on imagination.  Those are also worthwhile 

endeavors, and those bodies of literature are discussed further in the following sections, 

but the literature, as it stands, leaves us lacking a thorough and complete understanding of 

the aspects of geographic imagination revolving around fantasy, fiction, and creativity in 

the making and inhabiting of imaginative environments.  By focusing on these issues, I 

offer a dialogue on this topic. 

 Second, I also offer research into the woefully understudied and yet entirely 

unique medium of the online video game.  This is a medium that, despite the recent 
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growth in study of geographies of media, remains largely overlooked within the field.  It 

is also unique amongst other media in its presentation of interactive, audio-visual 

representative environments, producing functioning and creative virtual spaces and places 

that blend elements of reality and fiction together, in the forms of compelling worlds that 

draw hours upon hours of play from each player.  While deliberately distanced in many 

ways from the everyday world, these environments are at the same time inhabited by 

actual people, integrated into those people’s lives, and incorporated into larger political, 

economic, and social systems (Castronova, 2005).  My research provides the first large, 

in-depth project in the field of geography to examine this medium, building on the few 

works examining geographies of video gaming within and beyond the field, discussed 

further in section 1.1.2. 

In addition to those goals, the most comprehensive purpose of this research is to 

uncover meanings and patterns underlying real human experience in imaginative 

environments by studying and analyzing three online video games.  This approach frames 

these broader ideas in terms of specific examples of imagination in online video gaming, 

as well as structuring the discussion with a framework of closely related concepts.  The 

broader question of this work, then, specifically asks: how do game players engage with 

the myth and fantasy of the geographic narratives of three online games? 

This research studies online video games.  A video game is played on a computer 

or on a console, such as an Xbox 360 or a Wii, which is a specialized device for playing 

games on a television or home theater, or a handheld console, such as the Nintendo 3DS, 

which has its own speakers and screen for portability.  The components for video gaming 

consist of: the computer or console, which runs the game; the game itself, which is a 

program stored on a server, hard drive, disc, card, or cartridge; output devices, typically a 
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television or monitor, with speakers; and input devices, generally either a controller or a 

mouse and keyboard, but sometimes including microphones, motion sensors, or other 

peripherals.   

There are many different kinds of video games.  There are puzzle games, in which 

the player solves puzzles, such as by moving blocks stacked vertically on the screen.  

There are sports games, in which players, typically controlling one entire team, face other 

players in football, soccer, basketball, and more.  There are also many kinds of games in 

which a player explores a 3D landscape for adventure and discovery, and its specific 

genre is determined by many variations in style of play, such as whether the action is 

dependent on quick responses or deliberated decisions through a menu; it might be a role-

playing game (RPG), action-RPG, strategy RPG, or numerous other possibilities, for 

example.  These are merely a sample of types of video games.  Any one of those games 

can also be an online game.  This means that the player can connect their computer or 

console to the internet to play with (or against) other players.  In many games, the player 

will go online to play with or against one to several other players.  These are multiplayer 

online games.  In certain games, all of the action takes place online, in a world populated 

simultaneously by hundreds to thousands of players.  These are called massively 

multiplayer online games.  My research focuses on both multiplayer and massively 

multiplayer online games. 

Video gaming, no longer merely a child’s hobby, is a substantial industry catering 

mainly to adults.  Financially, the industry is growing, just as the games themselves 

increase in complexity.  A period of steady growth for the industry peaked at a record 

$22 billion in 2008 sales in the U.S. (Entertainment Software Association, 2009), 

following record sales the previous years – $18.8 billion in 2007 (Riley, 2008) and $12.5 
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billion in 2006 (Associated Press, 2007).  Hit by the recession, video game sales declined 

to $19.7 billion in 2009 (NPD Group, Inc., 2010; Pham, 2011), $18.6 billion in 2010 

(Pham, 2011), and $17 billion in 2011 (Pham, 2012a), but nonetheless remaining a 

significant industry. 

Most video game players (68%) are adults (with 31% between ages 18 and 35, 

and 37% at ages 36 or older), the average player is 30 years old, and 47% are female.  

Contrary to popular perception, more adult women play games than adolescent boys – 

compare 30% for women 18 or older to only 18% for boys 17 or younger (Entertainment 

Software Association, 2012).  The Pew Internet and American Life Project (Lenhard, et 

al., 2008) pointed out further that while there are fewer older adult players, they generally 

play more frequently than younger adults, demonstrating increased engagement: 

More than half – 53% of all American adults play [computer or] video games […] 

Independent of all other factors, younger adults are still more likely to play 

games.  Among older adults 65+ who play video games, nearly a third play games 

everyday, a significantly larger percentage than all younger players, of whom 

about 20% play everyday. 

This information suggests that there is still some barrier to entry for adults, most likely in 

that video gaming is more difficult to learn for people who did not grow up with the 

technology, but where the Atari or the Nintendo Entertainment System might have been 

simple children’s toys, those children have aged and video gaming has aged (and will 

continue to age) with them, while at the same time, an existing older crowd also games. 

 Although local multiplayer has been a fixture since the Atari systems, online 

gaming has grown in recent years, along with the infrastructure of the internet.  Presently, 

62% of game players play socially, most (78%) of them at least weekly (Entertainment 

Software Association, 2012).  In addition, gamers also play online games regularly, if not 

daily; for example, MMORPG players average 20-25 hours of play a week (Yee, 2006). 
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Lastly, this research also enhances our understandings of these topics by 

proposing new ways to consider the geographies of imagination and video games, and 

expands our knowledge by sharing new information on structure and function of the 

imaginative environments of video games.  This happens through an approach that 

incorporates both the theoretical and the empirical.  For the latter, my research shares and 

offers discussion on my observations on structure and function of the imaginative 

environments of online video games.  But for the former, I must balance a contradiction 

embodied in research: that sharing ideas in this form both stimulates growth of those 

ideas and strictly contains them at the same time.  For this reason, my discussion in the 

following chapters often heavily draws upon original theory based on solid and 

established frameworks, to best incorporate the strengths of the rigidity of qualitative 

research with the dynamic force of fresh ideas on a new topic. 

In this chapter, following the previous introduction to the dissertation as a whole, 

I first discuss the theoretical foundation for this work, beginning with a dialogue on 

imagination in geography and then a review of relevant literature, continuing with a 

discussion of important elements of my conceptual framework, and concluding with an 

overview of my conceptual framework for this project.  In the following major section, I 

discuss my methods, beginning with a discussion of my approach and following with 

introductions to my study sites, data gathering processes, methods for analysis, and 

presentation of results. 

1.1.1 Considering Imagination in Geography 

 In this section, I discuss key concepts on a general level before following with a 

more detailed literature review in 1.1.2.  Here, I introduce my concept of imagination in 

respect to the geographic literature, focusing on geographic works that discuss 
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imagination directly, leaving a more comprehensive literature review for the following 

section.  Lastly, I also define key terms. 

While this project addresses our understandings of these important interpretations 

of reality, it is my position that these are subjective and contextual truths, not absolute.  I 

agree with the ancient philosopher Chuang Tzu2 (trans. 1964) in that reality – whatever 

that may be – is far too complex for us to understand with our severely limited intellect 

and senses.  However, his work could also be understood as anti-intellectual: according to 

Taoist philosophers like himself, similarly to the frog that lives in the bottom of a well, 

intellectuals are so limited by their dogmas that their perceptions are very narrow.  But 

where Chuang Tzu seems to dismiss intellectualism as a pointless pursuit, I find the 

relativity of ideas means we can play with them – as he did in his own writings – and find 

that they communicate unexpected insights that delight us, shock us, or broaden our 

narrow perceptions.  For me, this has value.  Further, using an empirically and 

theoretically grounded academic approach also means incorporating the perspectives of 

many others.  This work can then expose us to an amalgam of ideas that originate not 

only from me as the writer but also from any academics, experts, or insiders whose 

thoughts I discuss for this research.  While this is still not necessarily a “broad” view, the 

combination of different perspectives also lends itself to those unexpected insights.  

However, I make no claim to any absolute description of reality.  I merely present a 

necessarily contextual, if also thorough and in-depth, discussion of the perceptive 

realities of online video games.  For the remainder of this research, please consider that to 

be my philosophical position. 

                                                 
2 There is very little information about the historical Chuang Tzu, and it is unknown whether there was 

even a single writer of the works attributed to that name (Waley, 1939; Watson, 1964). 
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 I define imagination as conceptualizing known information into new patterns 

incorporating concepts, possibilities, myth, fantasy, and other elements of abstract reality.  

Without imagination, there would be no conceiving or understanding geographic 

knowledge, only a loose collection of data.  Discussion of imagination by geographers 

generally begins somewhere several steps beyond this point, after an assumption of 

knowledge as something concrete and useful.  In his influential piece, J. K. Wright (1947) 

characterized imagination in three types: analytical, aesthetic, and strategic.  His 

discussion allowed for its varied uses and forms, but promoted it primarily for producing 

creative scholarly works – which is, of course, not its only valuable use.  David 

Lowenthal (1961) emphasized the subjectivities, characterizing the discipline of 

geography as both objective and subjective.  While he highlighted progressive scientific 

consensus, he also noted the many varied perspectives of each geographer (professional 

or amateur), as well as the influence of personal experiences, perception, and imagination 

on smaller areas of larger geographic discourses.  Lowenthal’s discussion of the role of 

imagination in coloring our perceptions of geographies is positive in many ways, 

emphasizing in fairly warm terms its subjectivity and complexity over the (subjectively) 

ideal objectivity that he also praised, but which he noted as an impossibility the 

geographic consensus can never quite reach.  On the other hand, Yi-Fu Tuan (1989: 144; 

1990: 435) criticized fantasy as “rudderless [and] delusory” and cautioned against either 

too much fantasy or too much realism, instead promoting imagination for the purposes of 

analytical thinking.  Later, Stephen Daniels (2011) also weighed in, observing: 

In geography, as in other fields of inquiry, the place and status of imagination is 

shaped by the position and pressure of an array of contrapuntal concepts such as 

reason, experience, reality, objectivity, morality and materiality; the imagination 

has conventionally taken up a location somewhere between the domains of the 
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factional and fictional, the subjective and objective, the real and representational.  

(182) 

Daniels went on to note the tension between positive and dismissive views of 

imagination.  He noted that a strength of the geographical imagination is in its 

incorporation of elements of both extremes that imagination is seen as straddling or 

moving between. 

 While opinions on their relative values remain contentious, the general consensus 

remains in the few works on the subject that there are many different uses for imagination 

in geography.  However, while not often addressing imagination directly, many 

geographers have studied representation, or “a symbol or image, or the process of 

rendering something (an object, event, idea or perception) intelligible and identifiable” 

(Dubow, 2009: 645); these works fall clearly into the realm of the perceptive.  Often, 

geographers examine representation, but with an emphasis on orientalist representations 

of “real-world” cultures, regions, countries, and places, following the use of the term 

“imaginative geographies” by Edward Said (1978), such as James Duncan and David 

Ley’s (1993) collection on power and Othering in cultural or geographic representation, 

or James Duncan and Derek Gregory’s (1999) examination of Othering in travel writing.  

Many others study the imaginative worlds of media, particularly literature and film, such 

as Stuart Aitken and Leo Zonn’s (1993) article on gendered film geographies or Rob 

Kitchin and James Kneale’s (2001) paper on the commentaries of cyberpunk 

geographies.  In addition, other works demonstrate that everyday environments also 

integrate imagination, such as Dydia DeLyser’s (2001) chapter on fantasy in ghost towns 

or Steven Hoelscher’s (2003) article on historical narratives of race in the South.  At the 

same time, many aspects of culture and geography are also recognizably “imagined,” for 

instance, as explained by Benedict Anderson (1983), that all communities are imagined: 
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It is 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. (6, emphasis in original)  

As he explained, the nation is conceptual, as are the concepts of community boundaries, 

sovereignty, and community itself.  Similarly, place meanings and other aspects of 

cultural geography are also imagined.  These bodies of research all study different forms 

of imagination in geography, and I will elaborate on them in the following section. 

 Through creatively blending disparate elements of reality and abstraction, 

imagination connects otherwise unrelated people, places, events, or concepts, telling a 

story of a sort, as in the case of dreaming.  Much of the geographic work on imagination 

focuses on how people use “analytical imagination,” which is more grounded in 

developing understandings or solutions to what they perceive to be “real” problems or 

situations.  J. K. Wright (1947) identified three important imaginative processes: 

analytical imagining, aesthetic imagining, and strategic imagining.  We could also 

identify still more types of imagining, but for the moment I am concerned with aesthetic 

and analytical imagining.  This research focuses on aesthetic, or creative imagining, 

which Wright defined as for the purposes of expression and enjoyment.  But this project 

also deals with the overlap between aesthetic and analytical imagining. 

 For this research, analytical imagining is conceptualizing facts with non-factual 

elements into new patterns for the purposes of solving problems or answering questions.  

Aesthetic imagining is, similarly, conceptualizing facts with non-factual elements into 

new patterns for the purposes of pleasure.  Analytical thinking then is something else 

which incorporates analytical imagining.  Arguably, it even incorporates aesthetic 

imagining, since it would be difficult to separate the purposes of work and pleasure.  We 

could consider imagination to be a part of analytical thinking, through the specific 

process of analytical imagining.  We could similarly consider analytical thinking to be 
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part of imagination, through the process of drawing connections.  For this research, I 

consider both of these viewpoints to be true – that imagination and analytical thinking are 

distinct, but inextricably interconnected. 

 Along with other resources such as logic and emotion, imagination is essential to 

our interpreting the world and developing understandings of people, places, and our 

relationships with them.  We draw connections between things that are and are not 

present to the senses so that we can construct narrative understandings of our place in the 

world.  These accumulating interpretations also contribute to our underlying worldviews.  

Reality is not only how we understand it to be, analytically, but also how we imagine it to 

be, creatively.  Myth and fantasy become part of reality through their narrative 

contributions to those interpretations. 

 This research focuses on creative imagining and its overlap with analytical and (to 

some degree) strategic imagining.  Creativity alone disregards solely practical efforts in 

favor of solutions that are new, interesting, and pleasurable.  Creative imagining along 

with analytical imagining then finds solutions to problems that are effective and practical, 

but also boldly incorporate creativity into that solution.  But also importantly, the creative 

imagination also constructs a narrative about the process – as it does about anything else 

– combining myth and fantasy with other perceptions of the events, creating a compelling 

and emotionally satisfying narrative.  As Bastian found, this adds something that we 

might find missing from our lives. 

 As creative imagining incorporates myth and fantasy through narrative, it is 

necessary to clarify those concepts.  I define narrative as communication of a structured 

sequence of events interactions, as in a story.  Narrative is many things, but the most 

important aspect here is that it is a means of or structure for conceptualizing reality.  So 
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while we sometimes think of narrative as a structure particular to certain media, such as 

literature or oral tradition, there are many different means of relating a story.  Because of 

their variation in interactivity, narratives in video games can vary widely, but they often 

include periodic cinematic scenes, periods of exploration of the game environment, and 

include variation for the narrative and gameplay choices made by the player.  Other kinds 

of imaginative environments also combine elements of geography and narrative.  So, 

when I discuss geographic narratives (elaborated upon further in section 1.1.3), I 

carefully evaluate narrative concepts to apply (with occasional modification) certain 

existing concepts while disregarding narrative concepts that are inappropriate for the 

medium.3 

 Even the most straightforward narrative is still based on interpretation.  It 

incorporates, among other things, elements of myth and fantasy to construct a compelling 

story.  I am defining myth as a group of related stories having some sort of cultural or 

spiritual significance to the people originating the myth.  I emphasize that although we 

often consider myth to refer to ancient stories, I am also using it to refer mainly to more 

recent defining stories or archetypes, for instance, superhero stories or the conventions of 

romance films, which also influence and portray our ideals.  I am defining fantasy as an 

imagined scenario, environment, or other element that is improbable to impossible in 

everyday reality.  The most important distinction I am making here is that myth applies to 

the more structured, shared narrative while fantasy refers to individual experience.  And 

although both terms are defined in the singular, both can also refer to a body of myths or 

body of fantasy rather than one single example. 

                                                 
3 Other scholars have made similar arguments, such as Henry Jenkins (2002), who argued that narrative 

theory could be vital in understanding games, as long as it treats games as a distinct and spatial medium. 
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Any video game can present a mythic structure for the narrative: in Xenoblade 

Chronicles (Monolith Soft, 2012), the game does not even take place on a fantasy planet; 

the denizens of this world live upon the body of the Bionis, an ancient giant that has been 

dead for centuries, after dealing mutually fatal blows with the Mechonis, another giant 

upon which dwell “mechons,” or machines locked in eternal war with the creatures of the 

Bionis.  All magic and built technology is powered by ether, a substance found in the 

body of the Bionis.  Upon these basic constructs the game designers have built the 

narrative aspects of the function of societies on the Bionis, the combat system, and other 

aspects of gameplay such as item synthesis.  At the same time, the game also has fantasy 

in its opportunities to explore an unreal world, filled with sprawling towns and a massive 

overworld unlike any other due to its shape; to fight a war and win, nearly single-handed; 

to get to know characters on this world; and to become a hero. 

 I am treating myth and fantasy as paired concepts that are important to the 

narrative structures of imaginative environments.  The question for me in this research is 

not only what myth and fantasy are incorporated into imaginative environments, but also 

how myth and fantasy is incorporated, and how this shapes the player or visitor’s 

experience.  This emphasis on narrative structure forms the foundation for my discussion 

of geographic narrative. 

 A final central concept is that of an imaginative environment, or one that that 

blends factual with non-factual elements of reality, or, alternately, what is typically 

present with what is not typically present to the senses.  Narrative techniques and 

elements incorporate myth and fantasy into imaginative environments.  These can range 

from tangible places, such as amusement parks or the casinos of the Las Vegas Strip, to 

abstract settings represented in tabletop games, to the virtual worlds of video games.  
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Imaginative environments of video games fuse the mundane with the fantastic to present 

worlds that are believable and reasonably predictable while also remaining surprising and 

new.  This concept forms a foundation for my research, in that much of my framework 

and discussion examines the forms and functions of imaginative environments in terms of 

the geographic and narrative structuring of these elements of the mundane and the 

fantastic. 

1.1.2 Overview of Imaginative Geography 

 The existing research that relates closely to imagination without directly focusing 

on it easily falls into several general categories.  This section provides an introduction to 

representation, and then follows with an overview of related research into media 

geographies of literature, film, and video games, before concluding with a brief look at 

virtual geographies.  In this section, I offer an overview of the subfield I am identifying 

as “imaginative geography.”  My discussions of representation and media geographies 

present those works in terms of how they address what I am calling imaginative 

environments, and how they examine narrative, myth, and fantasy in geography.  My 

discussions of video game geographies and virtual geographies focus on how other 

scholars have differently approached spaces of interactive media.   

 In this section, I conclude by reiterating and rearticulating my argument that my 

work is unique compared to these other works because of my subject matter and 

approach.  Very few works have addressed the geographies of video games, leaving an 

enormous hole for research that examines video game geographies in great depth, 

comprehensiveness, and creativity.  But also, the environments of video games are 

unique compared to those of other media because of how they function as real places 

inhabited by real people (see my discussion below in 1.1.5, building on Shields, 2003), 



 16 

because of how they are made up of human, software, and hardware components (see my 

discussion below in 1.1.5, generally building on Kitchin and Dodge, 2011), and because 

of how they are able to operate with some degree of independence and react to input 

(again, see my discussion in 1.1.5).  By taking this particular approach, with an original 

framework presenting video game worlds as imaginative environments and incorporating 

narrative, myth, and fantasy, as well as geographic concepts such as exploration, I can 

examine these most unique aspects of video game geographies while also connecting 

them in novel ways to similar environments that also integrate narrative, myth, and 

fantasy. 

 “Geographical imagination” refers to exactly what it sounds like: conceptualizing 

the world geographically, or in other words, “a sensitivity towards the significance of 

place and space, landscape and nature, in the constitution and conduct of life on Earth” 

(Gregory, 2009A: 282).  While the name is similar, it is a different concept than the 

“imaginative geography” I outline in this chapter, referring more toward the 

conceptualizing of the world rather than study of imaginative portrayal within 

environments.  As a subject matter, works examining geographical imagination examine 

the conceptualizing as a process or a phenomenon as much as they examine what is being 

conceived about the world.  In this way, while this is a more specific term than that of 

imagination, discussion of geographical imagination is meta-geography as much as those 

that discuss imagination in geography without referencing geographical imagination in 

particular. 

Hugh C. Prince (1961) first introduced geographical imagination: 

With the gardener, the novelist, the poet, the painter, the fisherman and the 

mountaineer, the geographer shares a direct experience of landscape: he is at one 

with it.  In this he enjoys no exclusive possession of what is a persistent and 
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universal instinct of mankind; but by cultivating his powers of observing 

landscape he comes more deeply and constantly under its spell.  (22) 

In his discussion of geographical imagination, Prince emphasized direct experience, 

emotion, closeness, curiosity, and discovery of landscape.  To Prince, geographical 

imagination was not a sterile conceptualization of environment, but a passionately 

charged one.  Since then, others have also written on the subject, including David Harvey 

(1990), who emphasized social construction in geographical imagination, pointing out 

that even “objective facts” are merely consensually and socially adopted and highlighting 

their roles in social reproduction.  While much of the work on geographical imagination 

takes a similar focus on social construction, particularly works from the 1990s, the 

discussion ranges from the theoretical to the empirical; while James D. Proctor (1997) 

wrote on philosophy of ethics in geographical imagination, arguing in favor of cross-

disciplinary work in these areas, Peter Jackson (1998) argued, in response to earlier 

works, that “dominant” groups should be critically examined as socially constructed as 

much as minority groups are examined this way.  Joan M. Schwartz and James R. Ryan 

(2003) moved toward a greater emphasis on visual representation in their edited 

collection on photography and geographical imagination.  Denis Cosgrove (2008) also 

emphasized the visual, and pointed out that that imagination transforms geographies 

through a process of visual representation and interpretation.  In his 2011 paper on 

geographical imagination, Stephen Daniels organized his discussion into the conceptual 

(the nature of geographical imagination), the topical (changing theoretical and empirical 

perspectives), and the material (movement of geographical imagination from the mind 

into representation).  Most importantly, Daniels traces geographical imagination through 

time, demonstrating its fundamental qualities (that it is how we conceive of how we 

conceive of the world) and its fluid qualities (everything else).  Naturally, the current 
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scholarly climate and the heritage of influential works traced by Daniels influences our 

perceptions of geographical imagination.  However, as works on this subject place a 

greater emphasis on representation, in addition to examining geographical imagination, 

they also move closer to the following categories of imaginative and media geographies. 

 “Imaginative geographies” is a term first used by Edward Said (1978), who 

explained “Orientalism” as the view and representation of the Orient by the West, 

reflecting the West’s perceptions of itself as much as their perceptions of their Oriental 

Other.  In this context, imaginative geographies refer to the conceptual and representative 

“presence(s)” of the cultures, regions, countries, or places portrayed (5).  Along with non-

geographers, many geographers have continued in this line of thought to research this 

form of imaginative geography, such as James Duncan and David Ley’s (1993) edited 

collection on geographic representation of culture, landscape, Othering, and more, or 

Derek Gregory’s (1995) lengthy discussion of Said’s imaginative geographies, or James 

Duncan and Derek Gregory’s (1999) edited collection on Othering and representation in 

travel writing.  This early development of the term links fictional representations to 

apparently “factual” representations, as both portray imaginative geographies, but with a 

focus on critically examining those aspects of the representations that claim to truth while 

actually illuminating the differences between perception and that ideal (Said, 1978; 

Gregory, 2009B).  However, these uses focus on representation of “real-life” cultures and 

geographies, generally ignoring more fictionalized representations of imaginary places 

and cultures. 

Representations are not limited to media; many propose that landscape, as built by 

humans, is also representation, while at the same time existing as an actual, useful 

environment.   Denis Cosgrove (1998) argued that landscape is a form of discourse, that 
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it is a “way of seeing;” Tim Cresswell (2004: 11) made a similar observation about place, 

noting that “place is not just a thing in the world but a way of understanding the world.”  

Trevor J. Barnes and James S. Duncan (1992) also noted that landscape (along with 

“social action” and any language, among many others) is textual, and can be interpreted 

as representation (12).  Emphasizing the impossibility of mimetic representation, Barnes 

and Duncan argued that since all representations are biased and contextual, and like Said, 

they noted that texts reflect the author as much as the subject.  They broadly summarized 

their introductory position on landscapes as texts: 

This expanded notion of texts originates from a broadly postmodern view, one 

that sees them as constitutive of reality rather than mimicking it – in other words, 

as cultural practices of signification rather than as referential duplications.  For, 

just as written texts are not simply mirrors of a reality outside themselves, so 

cultural productions, such as landscapes, are not ‘about’ something more real than 

themselves.  But although not referential, such practices of signification are 

intertextual in that they embody other cultural texts and, as a consequence, are 

communicative and productive of meaning.  Such meaning, however, is by no 

means fixed; rather, it is culturally and historically, and sometimes even 

individually and momentarily, variable.  (5-6) 

In short, landscapes are as representative as media depictions of them, as objects created 

by humans to embody and reproduce, as well as comment upon cultural meanings.  In 

any case, it is clear that, as many of these scholars have also noted, representation is not 

entirely clear, and it is certainly not distinct from the cultures or geographies being 

portrayed, as culture and geography are conceptual at the same time that they refer to 

tangible people and environments.  But like media representations, landscape also 

incorporates narrative elements to communicate cultural and geographic ideas about 

itself, which are then part of larger discourses. 

 Some environments are more blatantly representative than others – such as the 

Las Vegas Strip or Disney Land, for example.  Tourist areas typically integrate elements 
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of myth and fantasy into the environment with varying degrees of subtlety.  These 

environments range from the blatantly fantastical Disneyland or Las Vegas Strip to 

historical areas, such as Old Town San Diego State Historic Park.  A broad overview on 

this subject begins (from this point of view) with research such as Elizabeth Walker 

Mechling and Jay Mechling’s (1981) paper using semiotics to compare Disneyland to 

Marriott’s Great America, Sharon Zukin’s (1991) chapter on the construction of power in 

the landscapes of Disney World, and Dydia DeLyser’s (2001) discussion of the impact of 

fantasy on place experience in California ghost towns.  These works, as only examples, 

commonly investigate elements of narrative in these most fantastic geographic 

environments.  Beyond this, geographers have also examined more subtle examples of 

narrative in geographic environments, and my discussion on this follows in the next 

section. 

 While study of representation in these areas also examines many imaginative and 

subjective worlds of perception, geographers have expanded beyond these topics, 

mainstreaming study of the fantastic geographies of other media, including literature, 

film, and video games.  In fact, there has been quite a bit of recent growth in the subfield 

of media geography – with a new peer-reviewed journal, Aether, and a prominent 

presence at the Annual Meeting of the Association of American Geographers4 – but this 

recent growth has its roots in older works examining geographies of literature and film.  

Of particular relevance are investigations of the imaginative worlds of science fiction and 

fantasy.  James Kneale (2003) introduced fictional worlds as “secondary worlds” (after 

Tolkien’s use of the term) and suggested that representative commentary originates 

within the gap between the “primary world” of the author and the “secondary world” the 

                                                 
4 There were no less than twenty-two sessions on media geographies at the 2012 Annual Meeting of the 

AAG in New York City, including thirteen in a single series (AAG, 2012).  
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author creates.  Kneale argued that fantasy worlds, with their increased distance, can 

suggest, warn, or comment upon aspects of the “primary world” that are difficult to 

present otherwise.  In addition, while such commentaries are interesting of themselves, 

Kneale also noted that such representations can trigger change within “the real world.”  

Of course, myth and fantasy structures and bridges this distance.   

 Among recent research into geographies of science fiction and fantasy is Rob 

Kitchin and James Kneale’s (2001) article on cyberpunk geographies, in which, with a 

perspective similar to Kneale’s, they argued that cyberpunk fiction offers commentary 

through the fictional geographies portrayed, and that such portrayals are influential on 

our own “popular geographical imaginations” (20).  Describing cyberpunk and 

cyberfiction as decidedly postmodern, while their analysis of the uncomfortable near-

futures of such fiction is also interesting, their discussion of the technologies and societal 

forms of these fictional portrayals also illustrates the complexity and detail available in 

fictional commentaries.  Kitchin and Kneale (2002) also edited a collection containing 

twelve chapters investigating geographies of science fiction, including Stuart C. Aitken’s 

paper on the urban landscapes of science fiction horror movies, in which he began by 

pointing out the power of film mythologies and followed with an examination of fantasy 

(in desire and fear) in science fiction cinema using a framework of Freudian and feminist 

theory.  And in his paper examining orientalism in fantasy fiction, Myles Balfe (2004) 

argued that fantasy, although it seems distanced, is thoroughly “socially embedded” (75), 

supporting this conclusion with an analysis of orientalist themes in fantasy fiction.  His 

analysis reveals that while fantasy fiction can offer commentary on otherwise difficult 

subjects (as previously noted), it can also uncritically support conformist and problematic 
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ways of thought, which, similarly, benefit from the “distanced” fantasy worlds and their 

apparent unrelation to our primary realities. 

 Of course, film geography also has a history, taking its own foundation in an 

earlier geography of media; as early as 1985, in introducing their edited collection on 

geography of media, Jacquelin Burgess and John Gold argued for the study of the 

geographies of media such as film, which play a large role in everyday life for so many.  

They noted that popular media influence popular opinion, and supported study of the 

discourses of media geographies.  Leo Zonn (1990) then edited a collection exclusively 

examining representation of place in media.  Zonn proposed that study of media 

geography should consider the structure and limitations of the medium studied, place 

meanings as portrayed in the media studied, and the unique perspective of the author(s) 

of the media studied, noting that the chapters that followed focused on the process of 

representation of those place meanings.   

Building on the media geographies of the 1980s and early 1990s, film geography 

began to increase in prominence, with entire articles and collections devoted to the topic.  

Stuart C. Aitken and Leo E. Zonn (1993) followed with an article examining gendered 

geographies of two of Peter Weir’s films; shortly after (1994), they published an edited 

collection on film geography, including their introduction, in which they pointed out that 

more than communicating messages, films take part in developing geographic 

understandings, which are no less (and arguably more) important than the physical, and 

create unique spaces and places representing those understandings.  Other papers from 

this period that examine film geographies include Gillian Rose’s (1993) paper, in which 

she portrayed two British films as examples of oppositional representations, and Lisa M. 

Benton’s (1995) discussion of representations of Los Angeles in three films, in which she 
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compared and contrasted their portrayals of Los Angeles and its perceptive artificiality, 

violence, and excessive security. 

Somewhat more recently, John R. Gold (2001) analyzed many films with urban 

science-fiction settings, identifying common archetypes and themes, emphasizing a 

duality between “city” and “country,” and concluding with an argument that science 

fiction cities in film portray vague fears over realistic present-day concerns.  James 

Craine and Stuart C. Aitken (2004) critiqued Fight Club’s representation of “spatial 

metaphors” of masculinity and hegemony, finding a mixed portrayal in which men play 

multiple roles.  In addition, yet more recent works include Stuart C. Aitken and Deborah 

P. Dixon’s (2006) article promoting more critical and theoretical research into the 

production and consumption of geographic meaning in film, arguing that a critical 

approach allows the author(s) to address the most interesting and important aspects of 

cinematic geographies in geographic meaning and social practice.  In a similar vein, 

Giorgio Hadi Curti (2008) published an article examining animated film Ghost in the 

Shell using a Spinozan and Deleuzian framework, arguing that “the Shinto imagination” 

contributes to a view of environment not as passive, but rather as having its own vitality. 

  Overall, while film geography is comprehensive, this brief overview highlights 

the emphasis in film geography, regardless of specific topics and approaches, on 

“ideological messages” as portrayed in myths, fantasy, and realism in cinema.  As shown 

in these few works, analysis not only illuminates specific meanings and discourses of 

geography (including place, nature, and more), but also highlights the processes of 

creation and representation of those meanings and their participation in popular 

discourse. 
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 There are only a few works on the geographies of video games, although some of 

the works with a geographic focus nevertheless have been written by non-geographers.  

In addition, most of these works have appeared fairly recently; in fact, Steve Mizrach 

(1998), an anthropologist, found such a lack of geographic research into video gaming 

that he wrote an essay urging cultural geographers to study virtual spaces and video 

gaming.  Indeed, around this time period, the geographic research generally examined the 

technologies of video gaming within traditional environments.  For example, see Sara 

McNamee’s (1998) chapter on children’s power dynamics of the home video game 

console, Gill Valentine and Sarah Holloway’s (2002) article on the intersection of 

children’s virtual and everyday lives, and Sarah Holloway and Gill Valentine’s (2003) 

book on children’s use of computers at school and at home. 

 Presently, of course, and as already explained, most video game players are 

adults, and nearly half are female (Entertainment Software Association, 2012).  At the 

same time, video gaming has become a massive industry, with $17 billion in sales for 

2011 (Pham, 2012a).  As these changes took place in the industry, geography has been 

fairly slow to adapt, largely ignoring video games until recently, despite the increasing 

prominence of the industry, increased game playing among adults and women, and the 

increasing complexity and detail of video game environments.  Even so, geography of 

video gaming is beginning to catch up, with an increasing presence at the Annual 

Meeting of the Association of American Geographers, beginning with my own 

presentation on fantasy and urban environments in video games in 2005 and my 

following presentation on cultural representation in games 2006, two other scholars 

joined me with their own talks on video game geographies 2007, following with an entire 

paper session in 2010, and increasing to a session on video game geographies and a few 
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other presentations in 2012 (AAG, 2012).  There is also an increasing presence in the 

literature, both by geographers and non-geographers.  A review of this literature follows. 

 I find that works investigating the geographies of video games generally fit into 

three broad categories: investigations of cultural representation in video games, 

investigation of spatial representation in video games, and investigation of video gaming 

as a cultural activity (for a different but similar perspective, see James Ash and Lesley 

Anne Gallacher’s 2011 literature review of cultural geographies of video games).  In the 

following paragraphs, I discuss each area of research. 

 While early works abound on other aspects of cultural representation in video 

games,5 my master’s thesis (Schwartz, 2004) was among the first to investigate the 

cultural geographies portrayed in video games.  Building on film and virtual geography, I 

examined cultural and geographic representation in the Suikoden video game series, 

focusing on how perceptions of actual places and cultures are portrayed in a more 

distanced fashion through the imaginary cultures of those games.  Following this and 

based on my thesis research, I published an article (Schwartz, 2006) examining Othering 

in several 3-D video games.  In this article, I argued that the artificial environments of 

video games balance elements of fantasy, realism, and control to provide spaces of virtual 

tourism that are exotic yet internally consistent, spaces that also provide a powerful role 

for the player to enjoy.  This article was the first peer-reviewed, published research by a 

geographer discussing the cultural meanings portrayed in the diegetic6 worlds of video 

games. 

                                                 
5 For examples, see Helen W. Kennedy’s (2002) article on gendered portrayal in Tomb Raider (Core 

Design, 1996), Alexander R. Galloway’s (2004) article on “social realism” in video games, David 

Annandale’s (2006) chapter on Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas (2004) as Jean Baudrillard’s subversive 

carnival, or David Leonard’s (2006) chapter on racial portrayal in the Grand Theft Auto games. 
6 “Diegetic” refers to the fictional world within the game and its related media. 
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 A scattering of articles followed here and there, mainly by non-geographers.  A 

single chapter in an edited collection (Garrelts, 2006) examined place in two Grand Theft 

Auto games (Rockstar North, 2002; 2004); authors Ian Bogost and Dan Klainbaum noted 

that the cities of these two games are not exact recreations, but rather, thematic, 

fictionalized representations of those cities’ real-life counterparts drawing more upon 

media representations than actual geography, and they argued that this contributes to a 

greater experience of place for players.  Neither Bogost nor Klaimbaum are ‘native’ to 

geography, although they discussed ‘place’ in the geographic sense, referencing the work 

of geographer Yi-Fu Tuan. 

Similarly emerging out of media studies, Tanya Krzywinska’s (2006) discussion 

of myth in World of Warcraft takes only a slight emphasis on geography, focusing 

primarily on how myth (“the lore,” as players call it) structures the “game play, morality, 

culture, time, and environment” (383).  The lore, as the article explained, includes the 

game’s textual history, historical environments (such as the author’s example of Night 

Elf ruins), quest text, festivals, and more.  In this article, the author argued that the 

mythological structure shapes cultural interactions between factions and that it provides a 

greater sense of depth to the game.  Through her discussion, Krzywinska suggested that 

both narrative and game play (as far as they can be separated) constitute mythological 

structure and experience. 

 Three articles in a special issue (Schwartz and Adams, 2008) addressed 

representation in games, beginning with Harry J. Brown’s examination of quarantined 

social space (following Foucault’s use of the term) in The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind 

(Bethesda Game Studios, 2002), in which he found that the game represents quarantined 

space and non-quarantined social space as completely distinct, yet readily integrates the 
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two upon eradicating the disease in those areas.  Following, Michael W. Longan 

discussed video games in terms of landscape representation, pointing out that the hidden 

production of video games results in environments that appear similarly to other 

landscapes, but integrate social forms in such a way that players can interact and explore.  

Thirdly, Claudia Breger discussed the Lara Croft games and films, finding that they 

reproduce imperialist narratives while also incorporating postcolonial themes.    

In addition, Mark B. Salter (2011) discussed “the geopolitical imaginary” (359) in 

several video games, concluding that while the geopolitical environments of those games 

appear authentic on the surface, the choices available to the player were “completely 

unrealistic” (381), an approach that overly focuses on the unrealistic ideal of mimetic 

representation but nevertheless offers a discussion on the “difference” that lies in those 

inaccuracies.  Around the same time, Paul Martin (2011) analyzed the landscapes of 

video games, suggesting that the player initially experiences the landscape as sublime 

(that is, expansive) but that, over time, it loses this quality and becomes merely 

picturesque.  Martin argued that the active and increasing role of the player contributes 

toward this transition, as well as the player’s improving understanding of the 

environment and its details, with cinematic changes reflecting the transition.  Also in 

2011, Jessica Aldred and Brian Greenspan wrote an article proposing that dystopian 

game environments are worthy of research, and follow with a discussion of BioShock (2K 

Games and Irrational Games, 2007), finding the game with a subtle and mixed 

commentary on utopia.  In an unrelated paper, William Gibbons (2011) also discussed 

dystopia in BioShock, but focused instead on the role of music in the game, finding that 

the mix of the original soundtrack and classic pop songs reflects the juxtaposition of the 

futuristic dystopia and the American landscapes the game deliberately invokes.  Further, 
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the author argued that the lyrics of the recycled pop songs also serve a narrative role in 

“commenting on the game’s action” (1). 

 More recently, newer articles examine racial and cultural representation in video 

games, but also without a particular emphasis on geography.   Melissa J. Monson (2012) 

wrote on essentialism in racial and ethnic portrayal in World of Warcraft, finding that 

race determined not only culture and politics for any particular player, but also their 

physical capability; in other words, unlike real-world race, in the game, racial differences 

include unchangeable bodily and cultural characteristics alike.  Of course, World of 

Warcraft arises out of the fantasy tradition, and is influenced by Tolkien-esque portrayals 

in which “race” means “dwarf” or “elf” and the two are as different as night and day, but 

Monson highlights the problems of such a portrayal, such as in the false reinforcement of 

our own arbitrary and subjective human races, but noted that “MMORPGs contain the 

potential to foster counterhegemonies where racial hierarchies, essentialism, and the very 

notion that race exists are deconstructed” (69).  Nathaniel Poor (2012) examined 

representations of elves in several recent fantasy games, finding that elves are portrayed 

as a minority group, but produced in a decidedly privileged, Western context; he found, 

further, that elves, by being placed into slavery or confined to ghettos, are used to explore 

Western issues of subjugation of minorities without facing difficulties and controversies 

of historically accurate portrayals of those issues, while at the same time, elves stand in 

for real-life minorities in an all-White fantasy world. 

 Of course, with the advent of massively multiplayer online games, such as 

EverQuest (Sony Online Entertainment, 1999) and World of Warcraft (Blizzard 

Entertainment, 2004; 2007; 2008; 2010a; 2012a) cultural representation takes an even 

more interactive turn, as players, dwelling within the fantasy worlds of games, construct 
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their own social groups within the guidelines of the game.  While the vast majority of 

these works originate in other disciplines, and typically lack an explicitly geographic 

framework, they discuss the interactive cultures of video game worlds from frameworks 

native to other disciplines, such as frameworks of economics (see Castronova, 2005; 

Malaby, 2006), government (see Kücklich, 2009), and communication (see Martey and 

Stromer-Galley, 2007).  In addition, Eric Hayot and Edward Wesp (2009) wrote an article 

on place meaning in the world of EverQuest, finding that a disconnect between the design 

of the city and player needs leads to place meaning deriving largely from the larger 

contexts of players’ everyday lives.  At the same time, Lisbeth Klastrup (2009) discussed 

the significance of game worlds through the same example of EverQuest, finding its key 

elements to involve a realized world to be explored, interactivity of the game world, and 

the social element between players.  Shortly after, Adam Ruch (2009) wrote on conflict 

between the licensing of World of Warcraft as software and its presentation to the player 

as a world, suggesting that (building on previous work by Castronova, 2007) a redefining 

of virtual worlds as new and unique virtual environments would result in players being 

more aware of the rules and their rights in virtual worlds. 

 The environments of video games are fairly unique compared to other media, 

offering not only audio-visual space and interactivity, but also flexibility in the portrayal.  

For this reason, spatial representation in video games has long been of interest to 

scholars, though as with other research on video games, most of this work is 

interdisciplinary.  Fairly early for the discipline, Mark J. P. Wolf (2001), another non-

geographer, analyzed the spatial structure of video game environments, focusing 

primarily on two-dimensional spatial representation, as appropriate for that time.   
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Shortly after, Wolf (2003) published another chapter on abstraction in video 

games, addressing both imagery and the diegetic worlds they represent.  He discussed the 

history (and growth) of realism in games, noting the simultaneous, steady, and much 

smaller stream of abstracted games.  Through his various examples, he illustrated the 

breadth of possibility for spatial representation in games.  Ultimately, video game worlds 

are abstractions, as even “realistic” game environments are still representative.  As Wolf 

described, the earliest video games were far more abstracted than the newer, more photo-

realistic games, with simple icons representing the player character, all elements of the 

world, and with only basic, simplified actions available.  According to Wolf, in addition 

to these environments that were abstracted but intentionally representative of something 

more literal, there are also games in which the world itself is “conceptually” abstracted, 

such as the world of Tetris, in which all is falling blocks, or Wolf’s example of digital 

board games.  Clearly, and as the author argued, video games offer much potential for 

abstraction. 

Other works from this period include Henry Jenkins’ (2002) article on geographic 

narrative, that is, how environment structures narrative in video games (discussed at 

greater length in section 1.1.3).  In addition, Giacomo Andreucci explored the virtual 

environments of 3D graphical user interfaces, arguing that they create, shape, and 

transform virtual space into virtual place through features such as customization, as well 

as incorporation of elements of fictional 3D interfaces from film and video games.  On a 

similar topic, Kristine Jørgensen (2012) discussed production and consumption of user 

interfaces in video games, noting that user interfaces are well received by players as 

interfaces to the game world. 
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While the remaining early research into video gaming focused primarily on 

“narrative” and “gameplay,”7 more recently there has been a relative explosion in 

research into spatiality in the interactive worlds of video games, which is appropriate for 

an innately spatial medium.  Of course, the majority of these works originate outside 

geography, but despite any difference in theoretical perspective, they still offer valuable 

insights.  Michael Nitsche (2008) published a book on spatiality of games, covering such 

themes as basic structure, audio-visual interface, and use of game environments.  He 

argued that study of video games benefits most from a variety of approaches, and offered 

his own, which approaches games with an emphasis on game spaces and player 

interaction with them.  Further, his approach built on Lefebvre’s “spatial practice,” 

“representations of space,” and “representational space” (6), simulation, and also upon 

the “narrative” and “gameplay” approaches present in the earlier literature.  Nitsche also 

defined five “planes” of study of video games: rule-based space, or study of the 

technology; mediated space, or study of games as texts; fictional space, or player 

thoughts and experiences; play space, or interaction between player and game; and social 

space, or play between many players. 

More recently, James Ash, a geographer, has published numerous papers on 

spatiality in games, including a 2009 article on space in video games, defining it 

primarily in terms of the player’s interaction with the game space, a 2010 article on 

navigation in video games, and a 2012 article on time and space in video games.  In 

addition, Alison Gazzard (2011) of media studies also wrote on time and space in video 

games in terms of a reward-based framework; Samuel Tobin (2012) similarly wrote about 

time and space, but focused on temporality of play in pausing, saving, and loading games.  

                                                 
7 For more on this, see Aarseth, 2001; Eskelinen, 2001; Juul, 2001; Frasca, 2003; Simon, 2007. 
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With a similar emphasis on play, Aylish Wood (2012) wrote about video games as 

having recursive play spaces, arguing that this framework suggests “play as a process of 

creating space” (87).  Also, Michael L. Black (2012) wrote about narrative and space in 

older 2-D games, finding that complex 3-D environments are not necessary for “a sense 

of narrative temporality” (209).  Lastly, Sam Rufat, a French geographer, has numerous 

publications on spatiality of video games in French but one co-authored article in English 

(Rufat and Ter Minassian, 2012), in which they illustrated the convergence of simulation 

software and video games and found that the two differ in that the rules underlying the 

simulation remain visible in the utilities and hidden in the games.  In addition, Rufat has 

also presented at the Annual Meeting of the Association of American Geographers, and 

for the 2012 Meeting organized an international paper session on spatiality of video 

games (AAG, 2012).   

 Of course, video gaming is also an interactive process, and much of the existing 

research investigates the geographies of video gaming.  Some of the research, particularly 

earlier research, investigates the role of video gaming in everyday life, such as McNamee 

(1998) and Holloway and Valentine (2003), discussed previously, which is interesting 

work but focuses mainly on the social dynamics at home, school, and work, rather than 

video gaming itself.  However, there is also significant research into video gaming itself.  

The earliest and most relevant research on this topic was actually written by a non-

geographer: in 1998, Henry Jenkins published a book chapter in which, drawing upon an 

analysis of historical children’s play spaces, he argued that video games offer gendered 

play environments to children who cannot play outside.  While not explicitly 

geographical, Alison McMahan (2003) wrote a chapter in which she defined the terms 

immersion, or “a sense that the [game world] is real and complete” (68), engagement, or 
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focus and involvement in playing the game, and presence, or a feeling of being within the 

game world or of the game world’s immediacy and reality, definitions which I follow for 

this research as factors in how players interact with the game world. 

 Jeremy Aber (2008) offered one of geography’s own earliest investigations into 

the processes of video gaming in his paper on transitory and virtual meeting places for 

arcade game enthusiasts, illustrating their use of such spaces to maintain community 

despite disappearing arcades.  Shortly after, I published an article (Schwartz, 2009) 

examining themes of ‘othering’ in online fan discussion for the Suikoden video games, in 

which I discussed and demonstrated how players transform, expand upon, or refute the 

“ideological messages” portrayed in the game.  James Ash and Lesley Anne Gallacher 

(2011) echoed this point, and further observed that the geographies of video games are 

contextually part of varied geographies of consumption and production, as the geographic 

context for each player differs from each other player, as well as from the creators of the 

game.  At around the same time, Ian Graham Shaw and Barney Warf (2009) published an 

article arguing that video games have an affective process enacted on the user that elicits 

reactions on an emotional, nonverbal level.   Afterwards, Shaw (2010) also wrote a paper 

on war games as “transitional spaces” moving the mind of the individual player into 

spaces of war through ideologies portrayed in the games, suggesting, beyond this, that 

video games can also be understood as bridges from the “internal” to the “external” 

worlds. 

 While much of Edward Castronova’s (2005) work discusses the economics of 

virtual worlds, he focused primarily on the place of virtual worlds within larger society.  

In his book, he coined the term “synthetic worlds,” which simply refers to virtual worlds 

that, first, are designed and created entirely by humans and that, second, are operated 



 34 

(inhabited) by many users simultaneously (4).  He further characterized the worlds of 

online games: 

Now, however, I am pushing deeper and deeper into a realm of experience that’s 

growing faster than I can examine it, a fantastic cosmos of dragons and rayguns 

and beautifully crafted human bodies.  It is also a universe that hosts massive 

flows of real human intercourse – information, commerce, war, politics, society, 

culture.  I am speaking, of course, of the phenomenon known as “massively 

multiplayer online role-playing games” (MMORPGs), places where thousands of 

users interact with one another in the guise of video game characters, on a 

persistent basis: many hours a day, every day, all year round.  As such, these 

places are like real cities and fairy-tale cities at the same time […]. (1) 

Describing the worlds of MMORPGs as fictional in aesthetics and premise, but as firmly 

rooted in human society in terms of economics, politics, and legal system, Castronova 

emphasized in online games the apparent juxtaposition of the real with the fictional, but 

observed that in online games, there is no conflict there; the worlds of MMORPGs are 

both real and fictional.  According to this author, the relationship between a synthetic 

world and the “real” world we all inhabit is as a highly permeable membrane, a “magic 

circle” that defines boundaries for the synthetic world, so that it can maintain its 

difference from the “real” world and its internal consistency, but through which people, 

information, and money pass (147).  His definition emphasized the flow of these 

elements within, as well as to and from, synthetic worlds, hence his exclusive focus on 

massively multiplayer online games, which evidence greater complexity of flow, as well 

as internal economies and politics than single-player or simply multiplayer games. 

Clearly, the existing research on geographies of video gaming offers a solid 

foundation, but is still lacking in significant areas.  First, almost all of the existing works 

relevant to geography are short articles, leaving room for a larger project such as this 

dissertation.  Second, while there are works on spatiality of video games, they mostly use 

frameworks from other disciplines, and there is also comparatively much less on “place” 
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and other aspects of virtual geographies.  Third, by necessity from their length, most of 

these articles address only one category.  These works are also valuable, but none of them 

have already filled the niche my dissertation aims to fill: a large, comprehensive project, 

with a solid geographical foundation, addressing multiple aspects of the geographies of 

video games and video gaming. 

Lastly, although the research on video game geographies is sparse, there is other 

research into the geographies of virtual environments in general.  In 1992, Paul C. Adams 

argued that television functions as a geographic “gathering place” (117), serving many 

social functions of place in the absence of a contiguous physical location.  But the 

majority of the most relevant works on virtual geography only arrived later, after internet 

use became much more widespread and mainstream.  The earliest academics works on 

the virtual came from other disciplines, such as Michael Benedikt’s (1991) edited 

collection on the virtual (and in some cases conjectural) worlds of cyberspace, Howard 

Rheingold’s (1993) work on community structure in the virtual realm, or Sherry Turkle’s 

(1995) research and discussion of fluid identities online.  However, around this time, 

geographers began to take note of virtual environments and publish many works on the 

topic.  In the following paragraphs, I will provide an overview of select works in this 

area. 

In these early years, of primary concern to geographers was the nature of a virtual 

environment: what it is, and how it differs from an actual environment.  Around this time, 

Michael Batty (1997) offered a fairly introductory discussion, proposing virtual 

geography as a field of study and discussing different ways of approaching the virtual 

realm in terms of concepts such as space and place.  Batty noted that such concepts as 

space and place apply differently in the virtual realm, suggesting the term “cyberplace” 
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(to correlate with “cyberspace”).  Following, Paul Adams (1998) wrote an article 

discussing “topology” of the internet in terms of existing frameworks of combinatorial 

and structuration theories, abandoning discussion of physical location of network 

components in favor of mapping internet structure by network connections.  Also, Mike 

Crang, Phil Crang, and Jon May (1999A; 1999B) edited an entire book on virtual 

geography, its contributions addressing such themes as the degree of uniqueness of 

cyberspace, promoting an approach that balances in the middle of two extremes (there is 

nothing new about cyberspace; absolutely everything about cyberspace is different).  

Crang, Crang, and May explained the core of their approach as rejecting technological 

determinism, using a historical approach examining virtualities of the past, an avoidance 

of totalizing claims on virtual geographies, and discussion of the abstract aspects of the 

virtual (2-5).  At around the same time, Ken Hillis (1999, and also a contributor to Crang, 

Crang and May’s book) also published a book on geographies of cyberspace, discussing, 

among other topics, the distinctions between specific “virtual environments” and “virtual 

reality” as a practice or process (xv). 

In the early aughts, work on virtual geography continued, with Martin Dodge and 

Rob Kitchin’s (2001) book on conceptualizing virtual environments, in which they 

argued that although cyberspace may not fit traditional notions of spatiality, it still 

exhibits its own spatiality, and moreover, that it is transformative in its elements of space-

time compression and its new social possibilities.  They also discussed virtual 

geographies in terms of numerous concepts, including place and authenticity, as well as 

binaries such as public/private, broadcasters/listeners, real/virtual, nature/technology, and 

fixed/fluid, arguing that cyberspace “destabilizes” these binaries (13).  The authors 
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promoted a postmodernist blend of several approaches, finding that the virtual is both 

socially constructed and part of political and economic systems. 

Rob Shields (2003) followed with a book examining the virtual, beginning with a 

defining of the virtual in historical context, noting, similarly to Crang, Crang, and May,  

that it existed before cyberspace, and an argument that it is real: according to Shields, the 

virtual is “ideally real,” while the other categories are the abstract, which is “possible 

ideal,” the probable, which is “actual possibility,” and the actual, which is “actually real” 

(29).  Further, he noted that: 

Historically, cultures have long regarded the virtual (memories, dreams and so on) 

as a significant form of the real. Rituals were developed to invoke and manage 

virtualities, integrating them into life as carnivals, sacred times and places, and 

mysteries.  (44) 

He then followed to challenge the positivist assumptions that the virtual is insignificant, 

seeking instead to discuss modern day virtuality in this historical and inclusive context.  

In the rest of the book, Shields continued to discuss specific aspects of the virtual.  In this 

dissertation, I follow Shields’ use of the terms discussed just above.  This is discussed 

further in section 1.1.5. 

 There are also many works that focus more on technological infrastructure than 

on virtual space and place itself.  Dodge and Kitchin (2001) discussed the shapes of 

networks, amongst many other topics.  Matthew Zook, Martin Dodge, Yuko Aoyama, 

and Anthony Townsend (2004) wrote a chapter on geographies of internet technology, 

framed primarily as a discussion of different aspects of the form of that technology (such 

as geographic metaphor, which they reject as misleading, as it disguises its true spatial 

forms, the mapping of networks, and economic growth) or types of technology (wireless 

and surveillance).  The chapter offers an interesting discussion of networks and 
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technology as situated in these contexts, but focuses its discussion only on those spheres.  

Deborah P. Dixon and Leo E. Zonn’s (2004) chapter in the same collection likewise 

discusses networks of (film) technology, though they frame their discussion in terms of 

the production of film and cinematic representations of geographies.  In addition, 

Matthew Zook’s (2005) book similarly focuses on the geographies of internet technology, 

discussing the form of the internet in terms of (material) geographic location of servers 

and other infrastructure, as well as access and use, with a secondary emphasis on 

economic geographies of internet technology. 

 There are also numerous works, especially more recently, that focus on the impact 

of technology in the tangible world.  Stephen Graham’s (2004A) reader on the subject 

collected various essays on related issues.  By assembling existing essays (from past to 

then-present) into coherent sections discussing the issues of technology in cities on the 

whole (in particular, the historical context, theory, and cities as “hybrids” of the material 

and the digital), particular aspects of the subject (movement, economy, culture, and social 

issues), and conjecture (designing cities and technology, and possibilities for the future), 

Graham assembled a portrayal of technological transformation in the urban realm as 

varied, subtle, and fairly complex (2004B).  Quite recently, Kitchin and Dodge (2011) 

published a book discussing the intersections of technology (software, or code, in 

particular) in material environments.  They proposed a concept of “code/space,” which is 

an environment in which the two become “mutually constitutive” (16).  Using a 

framework of concepts, they discussed code itself, as well as its transformative effects on 

human environments of all sorts.  Of course, all of these environments are hybrids of the 

digital and the material, whereas video game environments are purely digital and 

technological.  But they are both shaped by human design, they are both new, and they 
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are both changing.  In particular, the examinations of human and code (as discussed by 

Kitchin and Dodge) and the impact of interactions with complex human-designed and 

created technology can be relevant to this topic. 

While my research builds primarily on geographies of representation, I also 

expand upon these existing understandings of virtual geography to discuss how the form 

of video game environments shape issues discussed, such as exploration and narrative.  I 

elaborate further on these issues of virtual geography in 1.1.5.  

This section serves two purposes: to illustrate the shape of the field as I see it, and 

to place this research within it.  In regards to the former, these are the works upon which I 

build with this research.  I draw upon concepts discussed in these works, as well as 

others, to construct a framework for my research, which is, in form, unlike any of these 

other works, necessitating a synthesis of concepts from virtual geography, film 

geography, geography of science fiction, and geography of imagination.  And just as 

geography of imagination focuses on exploration of fantastic environments, so does study 

of video games, which portray impossible worlds free for exploration and adventure.  As 

with the subfields of the geographies of film and science fiction, video games are 

representations that meld myth and fantasy into more “realistic” elements to portray 

imaginative environments.  Similarly to studies of the geographies of the virtual, video 

games are also interactive environments of code, and as with geographies of the 

intersections between the digital and the material, they also house collisions between 

human and code.  Video games are like all of these media, and at the same time, they are 

entirely unique.  And yet, there are so few works that examine the geographies of video 

games from a fundamentally geographic perspective. 
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 In respect to the latter, as demonstrated in this overview of the literature, while 

there exists a solid foundation for my research, there also exists nothing else quite like it.  

Firstly, my research investigates the geographies of video games, a topic that has not 

been addressed in the form of a large project; the larger projects either discuss video 

games without an emphasis on geography or are collections of many smaller articles (or 

both), and the smaller articles, while valuable, cannot compare in scope and detail to this 

project.  Secondly, this research uses an original framework distinct from those of other 

research, my work alone consolidating elements of all of the subfields discussed, in 

exploration, representation, narrative, and the digital.  In the following sections, I 

elaborate on several key components of this framework before discussing the framework 

as a whole. 

1.1.3 Introducing the Geographic Narrative 

 Central to this research is the concept of geographic narrative.  Of course, there 

has been much research on narrative in geography; common threads of this type of 

research include representative narrative (for example, see Aitken and Zonn, 1993; Zonn 

and Winchell, 2002), historical narratives of geography (for example, see Hoelscher, 

2003; Azaryahu and Foote, 2008), and (other) discursive narratives (for example, see 

Kearns, 1997; Kong, 2002; Farrington, 2007).  There is also work on narratives in 

interactive media and video games, such as Espen Aarseth’s (1997) exploration of 

interactive literature (as a precursor to video games and other interactive media), in which 

he emphasized that the interactive format leads to real possibility and lost opportunity in 

the reading that is very different from the subtleties of traditional literature; further, he 

applied the concepts of “aporia” and “epiphany” to refer to the process of reading such 
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interactive literature, in which aporia refers to any tension, obstacle, unclarity, or path not 

taken for the interactive reader, and epiphany refers to its resolution.   

In addition, other authors weighed in during the Ludology-Narratology years 

(discussed briefly in 1.1.2), such as Janet H. Murray’s (1997) discussion of virtual reality, 

in which she emphasized the potential of storytelling in such a medium, using Star Trek’s 

“holodeck” as an ideal example.  Arthur Asa Berger’s (2002) book discussed video 

gaming in general, but he discussed narrative at length in one chapter, in which he 

pointed out that the interactive format of storytelling in video games changes and blurs 

the roles of author and reader,8 and noted that the potential strengths of video games as a 

medium for storytelling differ from the strengths of storytelling in linear writing, hinting 

that the strengths of video gaming lie in its interactivity and that the strengths of the novel 

lie in leaving much to the imagination.  During this period, Gonzalo Frasca (2003a) 

offered his discussion of simulation as offering much more potential than narrative, while 

Chris Crawford (2003a) likewise observed that linear narrative can be quite dull in an 

interactive medium, and instead discussed different forms of interactive storytelling – 

concluding that true interactive storytelling might become a reality in the future 

(arguments that are both remnants of the past now that video games offer many forms of 

storytelling, including the branching and emergent storytelling methods discussed as far 

back as Aarseth, although not necessarily in those terms).  And of course, there is the 

occasional more recent article on the subject, including Michael L. Black’s (2012) article 

on narrative and geography in video gaming, in which he emphasized how game 

narratives create a sense of “temporality” and change for the game environments.  \ 

                                                 
8 This observation is even more applicable today, in modern games that allow users to create their own 

content, such as A Tale in the Desert (eGenesis, 2008). 
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However, for this research, I draw primarily upon Henry Jenkins’ (2002) 

discussion of geographic narrative, in which he clarified four types of narrative that are 

communicated through geographic structure of the story’s environment.  His discussion is 

valuable to my framework because of his emphasis on structure over content and because 

his discussion is on geographic narrative of video games, a unique medium upon which I 

also focus.  From Jenkins’ geographic narrative I derive my own, turning the discussion 

around from the structuring of narrative by geography to the structuring of geography by 

narrative, but my framework begins with Jenkins. 

 Focusing on (but not limited to) video games, Jenkins began his discussion with 

stating that video games are geographic in nature – that “game designers don’t simply tell 

stories; they design worlds and sculpt spaces” (121).  Jenkins then defined four 

techniques or types of geographic narrative commonly used in video games.  These four 

forms explain different ways that game designers, imagineers, and others communicate 

through geography. 

 This includes “evocative spaces,” which evoke other mythological traditions, such 

as the themed casinos of Las Vegas.  These spaces use visuals, sound, and possibly taste 

and smell to intertextually reference our perceptions of other places or our emotional 

attachments to other stories.  For example, the rural villages of Animal Crossing: City 

Folk (Nintendo, 2008a) evoke myths of the pastoral, while at the same time the 

anthropomorphic animals living in the village remind the player of children’s television 

from their childhood.  In another example, the New York-New York Hotel & Casino 

references real places and media depictions to give visitors a sense of the cosmopolitan, 

as indicated the following excerpts from the property brochure (2009): 

Broadway takes a back seat, as New York-New York takes you beyond the stage. 



 43 

The Bar at Times Square – Grab a cocktail and belt out a tune with our pair of 

dueling pianos. 

Coyote Ugly – The famous southern-style saloon with sexy, drink-slinging, bar-

dancing beauties. 

Nine Fine Irishmen – Sing along, slosh your pint and get up for a jig – it’s all part 

of the pub experience. 

Coney Island Emporium – Video games, midway games and arcade for all ages. 

Sexuality. Explored on stage. 

It’s Vegas, be a little daring.  ZUMANITY, The Sensual Side of Cirque du Soliel, 

is a seductive twist on reality, making the provocative playful and the forbidden 

electrifying!  Leave all inhibitions at the door and let loose as this adult-themed 

production takes you on a sexy thrill ride full of sensual acrobatics and naughty 

fun.  Part burlesque and part cabaret, ZUMANITY is one full night you’ll never 

forget!  Now that’s a Las Vegas show! 

Head-to-toe pampering, New York style. 

Complete rejuvenation for mind, body and soul converge in our relaxing spa.  

Comfortable lounge areas are available, along with steam room, dry sauna and 

whirlpool baths.  Peruse our world of treatments and you’ll find our services as 

broad as the relaxation is deep.  Or get a makeover in the Regis Signature Salon 

with cuts and color. 

This is a fairly blatant form of evocative narrative, boldly referencing real places within 

New York City, as well as popular perceptions and media.  Through its evocation of 

those real places, perceptions, and media, it creates a mythical setting and tells stories of 

what visitors will experience.   

 Secondly are “enacted stories,” which are more cinematic and involve completing 

game objectives to trigger scripted scenes.  The defining pattern with this type of 

narrative is in how exploration (such as finding clues or certain rooms) leads to the 

dramatic scenes (which are triggered by finding those clues and rooms).  For example, 

completing all of the introductory quests in a town in World of Warcraft (Blizzard 
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Entertainment, 2004; 2007; 2008; 2010a; 2012a) opens up follow-up quests, and 

sometimes story scenes; maybe the pirates attack the ship, or the player uses a magical 

item assembled in a previous quest to spy on the enemy in a follow-up quest.  These 

narratives are also present in amusement parks.  For example, a park ride takes visitors 

through a special setting, such as a pirate ship; they walk or ride along the ship, and here 

and there, at certain locations, they witness scenes with live or animatronic actors, such 

as pirates fighting with marines or pirates stealing treasure.  While the ride chooses where 

visitors go, they still feel as if they are exploring, and stumbling upon a story in the 

process. 

 The third are “embedded narratives,” in which information is communicated only 

through the environment, leaving the player to discover clues and piece them together.  

Games using this technique rely only minimally on cutscenes and intertextual or 

evocative elements, instead relying on audio-visual components of the environment to tell 

a story.  For instance, in A Tale in the Desert (eGenesis, 2003; 2004; 2006; 2008; 2010; 

2011), players discover the layout and growth of Egyptian civilization simply by 

exploring the landscape and examining towns, tools, monuments, and more.  We also 

experience this type of narrative outside of games, for instance, at historical sites.  As we 

wander around the site, we inspect historical and recreated buildings, artifacts, and the 

landscape in order to guess how people once lived their lives in that very place.  And 

while we are piecing together an historical story, we are also uncovering the story 

promised by the site designers, because the historical site is also a tourist trap…   

 Lastly are “emergent narratives,” in which a story emerges through interaction 

between various game elements and players – resulting in a different story each time.  In 

games, this can result out of spontaneous interaction between A.I. (artificial intelligence) 
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and players (or between only A.I., or between only players).  For example, in Animal 

Crossing: City Folk, the player wanders around a village and interacts with computer-

controlled animals that also live in the village.  The player does not know what the 

animal will do – maybe the animal asks to trade for an item the player is carrying.  The 

player then has to decide whether to trade the item or not, and the item they get in return 

might be just the item they needed to decorate their room all in robot furniture.  But this 

type of story also emerges out of human interaction in imaginative environments.  

Children play in a pretend castle, creating an emergent narrative as they act out their 

fantasies.  Adults do something similar when indulging their imaginations as they explore 

the Las Vegas casino versions of New York City, Paris, and more. 

 By way of these four categories, Jenkins suggested new ways of considering 

narrative that apply specifically to games and more generally to imaginative 

environments.  Through these and similar narrative techniques, imaginative environments 

and the people in them creatively integrate myth and fantasy with what we might 

consider “realism” in an imaginative process of blending what is and is not present to the 

senses.  Through integrating myth and fantasy, people can meet emotional or intellectual 

needs that are unmet by mundane reality; but more than that, it also brings to reality 

something that was not previously there.  It adds to our experience, maybe for pleasure, 

maybe for analysis, but the result is something that is fantastic and compelling at the 

same time.  I consider this to be essential to understanding the geographic narrative.  This 

dissertation also adds to the idea of this form of geographic narrative by connecting it to 

other important geographic concepts, uncovering new ways that geographers can 

consider narrative as a central and imaginative aspect of the creation of knowledge. 
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 In turn, my own mind and framework directs toward the structuring of narrative 

space.  For now, I simply suggest that building on these understandings of narrative and 

space, my dissertation will discuss and build upon the ways that narrative structures 

geography, and the interaction of geographic narrative with other elements of this 

framework.  My discussion continues in the following section, with an introduction to 

half of my framework. 

1.1.4 On Exploration, Representation, and Geographic Narrative 

 For this discussion, I divide my conceptual framework into two parts.  This 

section discusses one half of that framework, presenting an understanding of a conceptual 

role of the geographic narrative in terms of a mutually constitutive interaction between 

exploration and representation.  Among other things, I find exploration as an imaginative 

process of creating knowledge through representation, and representation to further 

encourage, portray, and enact exploration.  In turn, geographic narrative is a type of 

representation, while at the same time, exploration is also a form of interaction present in 

a geographic narrative.  With a primary emphasis on geographic narrative, this research 

nonetheless addresses all aspects of this framework.  In this section, I discuss exploration 

and representation, their relationships to geographic narrative, and the role of play in all 

of this. 

 First, and somewhat following the work of Kitchin and Dodge (2011), who 

examined interaction of software and code in everyday environments, I argue that 

geographic narrative is more specifically a form of collaborative representation between 

humans and a designed or reinterpreted environment.  In a way, since the code embodies 

the ideas of the makers of the game, video games are also collaborative representations 

between players and game developers (see Schwartz, 2009).  But as the code takes on a 
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form all its own, the most direct interaction is between human and software (the game, as 

code).  In the following section, I discuss that interaction in greater detail, but for this 

section, my emphasis is on collaborative representation in general rather than specific 

interaction between human and software. 

 Naturally, exploration is of great interest to geographers, both as a useful 

technique and as a discursive process to analyze critically.  Concerning the latter, there 

are several influential works that, taken together, paint a fairly thorough but simple 

picture of the role of exploration in geography.  In 1885, Peter Kropotkin argued that the 

unknown stimulates imagination and a desire to learn geography.  Echoing Kropotkin’s 

claims, J. K. Wright (1947: 2) noted that the unknown land, “terrae incognitae,” excites 

imagination and inspires an interest in exploring and mapping the unknown.  Wright 

further observed that the unknown might not exist in the sense of “totally unexplored 

territories,” but that what is unknown to the individual still stimulates that desire to learn.  

More recently, James Parsons (1977: 15-16) wrote on exploration and discovery of the 

unknown as a romantic basis of “the geographical adventure.” 

 Similarly, today, our imaginations are excited by the unknown – particularly in 

imaginative environments, which combine many unknowns in often bizarre ways: for 

instance, on my first visit to Las Vegas, I was intrigued by the gambling, which I had not 

seen before; but I was also entranced by the décor, which combined the hedonism of 

alcohol, gambling, sex, and shopping with marginally related “themes” such as ancient 

Rome or Star Trek, resulting in very strange places which were neither like what they 

emulated nor only casinos. 

 As we experience it, exploration is inseparable from myth and fantasy.  Even the 

“classic” explorers of the Age of Discovery were influenced by myth and fantasy through 
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political and Christian discourses (see Martin, 2005: 61).  The perceptions and 

experiences of explorers facing real hardship and risk are compelling.  However, when 

questioning the role of aesthetic imagining (Wright, 1947), or imagining for pleasure, I 

find myself more drawn to everyday experiences of exploration, in which suspension of 

disbelief transforms ordinary environments into fantastic realms of the imagination. 

 In contrast to what we might consider the historical realities of the Age of 

Discovery, our own exploration-for-entertainment bears more similarity to the 

unapologetically romantic portrayal of exploration in popular movies.  Even imaginative 

children’s entertainment, such as the 1980s television show “The Mysterious Cities of 

Gold,”9 (Chalopin, 1982-1983), are still the first exposure of many to the romanticized 

stories of exploration.  These sorts of stories, evident also in the imaginative 

environments of Disneyland or the Las Vegas strip, abandon perceived historical or 

scientific accuracy.  Instead, they draw us into a swirling vortex of excitement, discovery, 

risk and reward, and terrae incognitae. 

I also argue that exploration is a form of geographic interaction present in the 

geographic narrative.  Naturally, the geographic narrative itself is interactive, requiring 

interaction with an environment, rather than any form of passive or active listening.  

Much of this interaction involves simply exploring the environment and discovering what 

it has to offer, whether that environment be tangible (as with the Las Vegas strip) or 

virtual (as with World of Warcraft).  

 Geographers also interrogate representations, or media depictions, for the 

geographic messages they communicate and the ways that they form and communicate 

those messages.  In its focus on perception, this research also aligns with Edward Said’s 

                                                 
9 This was an animated program telling the story of a Spanish child-explorer who traveled the New World 

in search of his missing father and the “Cities of Gold.” 
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(1978) observations that the “truths” produced by representations are socially produced, 

contextual, and part of larger discourses and practices.  James Duncan and Derek 

Gregory (1999: 5) also pointed out that “all geographies are imaginative geographies,” 

dismissing absolute truth and even absolute observation.  They further noted that “our 

access to the world is always made through […] representation,” which can mean many 

things but here it applies to how we negotiate reality through abstraction, interpretation, 

and meaning.  Even landscapes themselves can be understood as representations of those 

abstractions.  And so, through suggesting shared cultural understandings, representations 

link our private worlds with one another, providing us an intellectual gateway to a shared 

world.  They shape our choices in how we approach the world – stimulating, enacting, 

illustrating, and then again impacting exploration. 

 Imaginative environments are particularly interesting as representations because 

they are both geographical and representative.  Las Vegas casinos, for example, tell 

stories through the themes, similar to media; but they also function as real places where 

people interact with one another.  While I was in Las Vegas, my sister and I ate lunch at 

the Cheesecake Factory in Caesar’s Palace, splitting a sandwich and a spinach-artichoke 

dip.  Right as we finished paying, the walls of that part of the mall began to move.  We 

hurried to the center of a large room and found an odd “moving statue” show.  The sound 

quality was poor, and I may be getting it confused with a different show, but it was very 

strange; it had something to do with Zeus regulating a conflict between his children, and 

Poseidon was female.  There were flames, shooting water, and fog.  It was either this 

show or another one in which, to my amusement, the young male statue was wearing an 

outfit equally racy as the female’s, a rare occurrence on the strip as far as I could tell.  

This would be an example of an enacted story.  But I also spent time in the casino, 
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watching the outcome of my sister’s games at a $10 blackjack table (we couldn’t find a 

$5 table).  She played the game, made choices, interacted with the dealer, and ignored the 

inappropriate but humorous comments of a drunk gambler at the same table.  That was a 

form of an emergent narrative.  In both of those examples, I was not only taking in 

representation and responding to it intellectually, but also using those locations 

geographically: eating, conversing, shopping, and more. 

 Bringing together my discussions of exploration and representation, I suggest that 

exploration involves creating representations of knowledge, and that those 

representations encourage further exploration.  Because learning is a socially contextual 

process of creating truths and meaning, as exploration is, in part, a process of learning, it 

is also a process of creating knowledge.  Although some forms of representations created 

through the processes of exploration, such as mapping or travel writing, can be 

uncritically regarded as representing literal and absolute truth, representation is by its 

very process of creation by humans not truly mimetic; even maps are subjective 

representations, as discussed by John Pickles (1992), among many other scholars.  

However, this subjectivity does not diminish representation or exploration, instead, it 

illuminates imaginative environments as dynamic, collaborative, and discursive. 

 In addition to these mutually constitutive relationships between exploration, 

representation, and geographic narrative, this half of my framework finds “play” at the 

center of all of this.  In a form of role play, I find that imaginative environments elicit 

certain roles from visitors, and that visitors enact slightly different roles from that which 

is elicited.  Through this, a nonverbal dialogue emerges, constructing a sort of narrative 

itself, while drawing and commenting upon the myths and fantasies of the overarching 

geographic narratives of the imaginative environment.  This dialogue is, itself, also a 



 51 

form of collaborative representation.  In particular, in this research, I emphasize gendered 

and sexual roles in this process.  Following work such as Alison Blunt’s (1994) 

illustration of how Mary Kingsley negotiated changing femininities at “home” in England 

to “away” in West Africa, I argue that visitors to imaginative environments also negotiate 

changing roles.  As they imagine themselves to be exploring some fantastic place, they 

may also take on fantastic identities. 

 The sexual imagery of the casinos at the Las Vegas strip – present for instance in 

the clothing that casino employees wear and how they approach customers – elicits a 

hetero-male casino patron.  Of course, not all visitors perform that role.  But even if many 

visitors try to avoid that role, the strip seems to (attempt to) enforce it.  As I walked along 

the strip at night, I saw men (and some women) lined up along the sidewalk, making loud 

noises by slapping cards on their hands, and handing these cards to men that passed by on 

the sidewalk.  These cards had information on how to find prostitutes.  I saw that men 

who refused to accept the cards would only be offered another one by someone a few feet 

away.  I also saw that men who walked with a woman would still be passed a card, but 

from behind, so that the woman would not notice.  It seemed that resisting men were 

annoyed into accepting the cards, and that women were meant to be oblivious only to 

their own male companion accepting a card.  This general example illustrates the non-

verbal dialogue taking place between businesses and visitors in Las Vegas as they 

compete to determine (their own) gender and sexuality in the city. 

 This half of my conceptual framework structures my research and discussion of 

the imaginative environments of video games in terms of these classic geographic 

concepts of representation, exploration, and geographic narrative.  In combination with 
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the newer, “virtual” geography concepts discussed in the following section, I attempt to 

combine old with new for a fresh look at the unique geographies of video games. 

1.1.5 Narrative, the Virtual, and Myth and Fantasy in Imaginative Environments 

 The second half of this framework integrates other concepts crucial to 

“imaginative geography.”  These concepts consist of: geographic narrative, virtuality, 

myth and fantasy, and imaginative environments.  As I have already discussed 

geographic narrative at some length, in this section I focus on the remaining terms and 

their significance to the framework of imaginative geography. 

 First, as a point of clarification, while there are many types of video games, the 

ones with which I am concerned for this research present contiguous, persistent, fantasy 

worlds for direct exploration and interaction.  In these games, the player inhabits the 

environment through a bodily representation of an avatar (or player character), or 

sometimes a small group of avatars.  It is a fairly literal representation of an imaginative 

environment, though, as clear from Wolf’s (2003) discussion of abstraction, the general 

representative capacity of video games is much broader. 

 Video games are made up of human, software, and hardware components.  

Hardware consists of technology such as a computer or video game console, a monitor or 

television, speakers, and input devices such as controllers, mouse, or keyboard.  My 

understanding of software, or code, builds upon Rob Kitchin and Martin Dodge’s (2011) 

discussion, which emphasized both software as the “acting” part of technology, and the 

integration of software into everyday environments of “code/space.”  Naturally, virtual 

environments differ from the material environments discussed by Kitchin and Dodge, but 

my discussion takes inspiration from their view of software as an acting force.  
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 As discussed in the previous section, geographic narrative is a form of 

collaborative representation, in video games between humans and software.  While 

humans are organic and unpredictable, software is defined and designed.  In video games, 

the world itself is software.  It embodies the ideas of its designers in the form of code, 

presenting imaginative cultural geographies in digital form.  Humans explore and interact 

with those digital environments, which, in turn, respond to that input, presenting the 

illusion of a living world.  This interaction, in geographic narrative, is the other half of 

the central concept of this framework. 

 Secondly, for this research, I am concerned with virtuality.  For clarification on 

this subject, I turn to Rob Shields’ (2003: 28-29; 32) discussion of reality and possibility.  

Shields contrasted “real (existing)” to “possible (not existing)” and “ideal” (conceptual) 

to “actual” (present to the senses).  The resulting categories are then actual-real 

(“concrete present”), actual-possible (“actual possibility”), ideal-real (“virtual”), and 

ideal-possible (“abstract”).  Each environment could be divided into elements of all four 

categories, experienced by thought and sense. 

 As imaginative environments integrate disparate elements of reality, geographic 

narrative is one aspect of that melding, and Shields’ categories both complicate and 

clarify what is being blended.  We might normally consider imagination as only blending 

the concrete present with the virtual.  But with a closer examination, I am broadening this 

perception to include blending of all four of these categories, connecting the concrete 

present, the virtual, the abstract, and the actually possible.  In this context, imaginative 

environments actualize the ideal and realize the possible and possibly vice-versa. 

 That night at the $10 blackjack table, I saw elements of all of those categories and 

the confusing of a few.  There were the sights, sounds, smells, touch, and even taste (free 
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drinks for gamblers! nice) of the casino (actual-real).  Potential gambling outcomes 

(actual-possible) were outlined on my sister’s blackjack strategy card (actual-real), of 

which the ‘wasted’ man made fun.  And the hedonistic ideals of a Las Vegas casino 

(ideal-possible) were also present through thought, and enacted through behavior (actual-

real).  However, the virtual elements were confused even more: the casino decorations, 

such as the painted walls, statues, sounds, and sexually provocative themed outfits worn 

by the waitresses, referenced fantasies, histories, and texts (ideal-real) but were also 

clearly present to the senses (actual-real).  In the case of this imaginative environment, 

the casino’s narrative theme defines my perceptions of those elements, their interactions, 

and their conflation. 

 According to Shields, the virtual is certainly real, and by consequence, video 

games are also real – albeit also fictional in their presentation.  But while they are 

representations, they are also real environments inhabited by real people who spend 

significant time there.  This might seem like a contradiction, but using Shields’ 

categories, fiction and real are not opposed.  In fact, by Shields’ definitions, fiction is 

ideally real, or virtual. 

 Myth and fantasy are similar concepts, but differentiate in the scale of the 

geographic narrative.  As previously explained, I am using myth to refer to larger, 

structured narratives and archetypes, and fantasy to refer to individual imaginative 

experience.  And so, in a Las Vegas casino, myth is present mainly through the design of 

the structure, while fantasy begins in the isolated minds of the visitors.  This is 

particularly a useful distinction for imaginative environments in which visitors actively 

participate or perform in the representation.  With the previous example, the casino theme 
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provides a mythological structure, but there are also individual fantasies of visitors who, 

for example, pose with faux Roman statues for a photo. 

 To reiterate, imaginative environments creatively integrate elements of the 

concrete, probable, virtual, and abstract (drawing from Shields, 2001).  Further, I see the 

imaginative environments of video games as being structured by these three elements: 

geographic narrative (which in turn incorporates representation, exploration, and play), 

virtuality, and myth and fantasy.  Geographic narrative blends the different aspects of 

reality, while virtuality defines what is blended, and myth and fantasy help to structure 

the geographic narrative and the role of the player/environment in this process.  The 

imaginative environments of video games, then, use geographic narrative to blend 

different elements of reality, while myth and fantasy structures the player’s relationship 

to the environment. 

1.1.6 Discussion 

 Together, these ideas constitute a conceptual framework that is the basis of this 

research.  The framework provides a structure for approaching the role of geographic 

narrative in virtual, imaginative environments.  It focuses on relationships between these 

varied ideas, offering a complexity and flexibility that encourages surprising, composite, 

even paradoxical insights to emerge.  I emphasize here that neither the framework, nor 

the primary research question exist in limbo.  They are subjective, relative… like all other 

ideas.  The framework should be understood in terms of the primary research question, 

and vice versa.  Figure 1.1 below illustrates the conceptual framework for this 

dissertation. 
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Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework for imaginative geography. 

 Using this conceptual framework, this study seeks to examine this primary 

research question: How do game players engage with the myth and fantasy of the 

geographic narratives of three online games?  In order to discuss this very broad question, 

the dissertation is divided into chapters addressing the following sub-questions: 

1. How do players creatively participate in the geographic and narrative 

representation of imaginary cultures in these three games? 

2. How does gender emerge as resulting from the interaction, in these three games, 

between roles elicited by environmental narratives and roles enacted by players? 
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3. How do scripted narrative events impact player experiences of exploring these 

three game landscapes? 

4. How does cooperation impact player experiences of exploring these three game 

landscapes? 

5. How does creative process or player-created content impact player experiences of 

exploring these three game landscapes? 

6. How could a game environment be understood in terms of interaction between 

game players and code? 

Note that none of the sub-questions has myth and fantasy listed within the actual 

question. The “myth and fantasy” aspect of the primary research question announces an 

intention to focus on what imagination adds to reality, rather than only reality itself or 

what reality adds to imagination.  The sub-questions explore geographic narrative as an 

imaginative process that incorporates myth and fantasy into real environments.  Each 

sub-question addresses one specific aspect of the primary research question and the 

conceptual framework.  Together, these sub-questions illuminate the connections 

between the primary concepts that structure this research.  I will elaborate more upon 

these questions in the methods section of this chapter. 

Further, using this original framework, this research seeks to both investigate the 

understudied environments of video games and integrate imagination into the analysis in 

a unique way.  With this framework, my dissertation offers fresh perspective and insight.  

At the same time, my thorough investigation and solid empirical framework offers a 

grounded project with numerous data and direct observation of these unique and again, 

understudied environments.  With the theoretical discussion concluded, discussion of my 

methodological approach follows. 
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1.2 METHODS 

 My goal with this research is to offer an in-depth examination of the geographies 

of video gaming using a unique theoretical approach based around imagination.   With a 

strong conceptual framework and solid research methods, I uncover meanings of personal 

experience in the imaginative environments of video games as well as structured 

discussion of patterns based on new data.  In this section, I discuss my research methods 

for this project, which is a qualitative dissertation examining the following question: How 

do game players engage with the myth and fantasy of the geographic narratives of three 

online games?  To discuss this question, I employ visual and textual analysis of notes, 

images, and videos from direct observation, combined with interviews with players, and 

participant observation within three online game environments. 

1.2.1 General Approach 

 My focus is on a discussion of meanings and patterns rather than attempting to 

represent video gaming trends on the whole.  My goal is to uncover a greater richness of 

individual meanings, as well as fresh connections and insights into imaginative 

geographies of video games.  For this reason, my approach is qualitative, and my study 

sites and specific methods are chosen according to my goals and their appropriateness to 

virtual study areas. 

To clarify, while many academics prize the “objective” outsider position, I 

maintain that objectivity is an illusion,10 and that instead, the value of academic 

                                                 
10 Objectivity means impartial or uninfluenced by any feelings, values, interpretations, or pre-existing 

understandings (Pickles, 2009).  An objective perspective is an ideal that does not exist in reality.  This 

might seem obvious to many, but I will elaborate anyway: no example even approaches that ideal, because 

any opinion or perspective belongs to a person that exists in the world.  There is no “opinion from 

nowhere.”  Even an “outsider” judge must record data, interpret it, and render a decision by some sort of 

social or legal standard, which all require creating “truth” based on thought processes that are made up of 

feelings, values, interpretations, and pre-existing understandings.  In this case, an “objective” judge is really 

one that adheres more closely to social expectations and law.  And adhering to a standard might be what 
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techniques is in their incorporation of many perspectives and in the production of new 

and surprising ideas.  As I am focusing on games with which I have personal experience, 

my unique position allows me to combine the frameworks and techniques of a researcher 

with the discursive knowledge and social access exclusive to an insider (as argued by 

Woledge, 2005 and Jenkins, 2006a).  The benefits this brings far outweigh any 

disadvantage of insider knowledge; unclear jargon can easily be clarified, whereas 

ignorance is not so easily revised out of a completed draft. 

 Continuing, I consider imaginative environments to function both 

representationally and geographically.  Because of this, my approach integrates disparate 

methods: visual and textual analysis, for the purposes of studying of the games primarily 

as representations; and analysis of data from participant observation and interviews, in 

order to examine the games as virtual environments.  Naturally, these data and analyses 

overlap significantly, but this is to my advantage, as these two categories are not meant to 

seem entirely distinct. 

 Both visual and textual analyses are necessary because of the audio-visual forms 

of video games and the textual forms of language-based analysis.  In this aspect of my 

methods, I focus on representative meanings.  As Stuart Aitken (1997) pointed out in his 

discussion of textual analysis, the value of representation is in its own communication, 

not in any imagined function of mirroring reality or in a subordinate function of reflecting 

reality.  In addition, the many hours spent with the games and in analysis allow, as James 

                                                                                                                                                 
many people mean by “objective,” but it still is not uninfluenced by personal feelings, values, 

interpretations, and pre-existing understandings!  And so, it is not “objective,” but something else.  The 

main result of “objectivity” is that it promotes an uncritical acceptance of certain knowledge.  While the 

“objective” opinion might itself have some value, objectivity is a smokescreen for subtle agendas, social 

structures, and knowledge systems.  This dissertation makes no claim to objectivity. 
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Kneale (2003) suggested, for surprising interpretations and new insights into those 

representational meanings.   

 In addition, I also use participant observation to examine the environments of 

video games.  My data from this includes, literally, hundreds of hours of play and more 

than a thousand images captured from my time with these three games.  I adopted 

participant observation for data gathering, combining my insider perspective with my 

academic approach and also allowing for flexibility in the process (Cook, 1997; 

Cresswell, 2007).  I collected mainly images of my observations, to remain closer to the 

audio-visual source material for my analysis.  I also conducted several in-depth 

interviews with players.  Although the number of interviews is small, the open format of 

the interviews allowed for discussion of individual meanings and experience, as well as 

bringing in additional perspectives (Valentine, 1997; Cresswell, 2007).  Please note that 

the interviews are not edited for grammar, spelling, or punctuation, and neither are any 

other quotations, except where indicated (as by bracketed comments). 

 In consideration of my philosophical approach and goals for this project, I 

selected three video games to focus on in particular; this allows for an in-depth discussion 

of those three games, while my individual selections incorporate variety.  In addition, my 

analysis also incorporates other games or texts where appropriate.  These games are: 

World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004; 2007; 2008; 2010a; 2012a), A Tale in 

the Desert IV (eGenesis, 2008), and Animal Crossing: City Folk (Nintendo, 2008a). 

 In the following sections, I discuss my research process in greater detail.  They 

address the steps of this process in order, from choosing study sites, data collection, 

analysis, and presentation. 
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1.2.2 The Study Sites 

 For this project, I have chosen to focus on video games, not only because it is an 

understudied medium, but also because it is a unique medium, because while film, 

television, theater, literature, toys, and theme parks also bring imagination to life, video 

games offer unique characteristics distinct from these other media.  Like film and 

television, video games and virtual worlds are audio-visual.  Like film, television, theater, 

literature, and some theme parks, they offer a structuring narrative, setting, and 

characters.  Like toys, such as LEGO bricks, they allow user input and even user-created 

content.  And like theme parks, they present interactive environments, usually in (two- 

or) three dimensional Cartesian space.  But because they are code, they allow for 

exploration and interaction, functioning as “virtual play spaces” (Jenkins, 1998) or even 

as “playgrounds of the imagination, [and] an important host of ordinary human affairs” 

(Castronova, 2005: 2), while at the same time offering contiguous worlds with narrative 

and geographic structure.  And of course, virtual environments are designed differently 

than tangible spaces: every single object, person, or geographic element of a virtual 

environment was designed and implemented by someone, and for purposes completely 

different than those of tangible architecture and objects (Adams, 2002).  More than this, 

these characteristics combine to form real environments with a unique form – virtual, 

designed, interactive, Cartesian, and metaphorical, integrating myth and fantasy into 

geographic narratives that blend disparate elements of fantasy and reality. 

 For this research, I have selected three games, which are (once again): World of 

Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004; 2007; 2008; 2010a; 2012a), A Tale in the Desert 

IV (eGenesis, 2008), and Animal Crossing: City Folk (Nintendo, 2008a).  Each is distinct 

in its style of play and its user base: World of Warcraft is a massively-multiplayer online 

role-playing game (MMORPG) in which players team up to explore fantastic landscapes, 
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defeat monsters, and find treasure; A Tale in the Desert is a nonviolent game environment 

in which users cooperate to complete great tasks that are seen to advance civilization; and 

Animal Crossing: City Folk is a game in which individual players cultivate their own 

towns, which are connected in a limited fashion to other players’ towns. 

 World of Warcraft claimed more than 12 million subscribers at its height in 2010, 

and is back at 10 million subscribers after declining to 9.1 million before the release of 

the newest expansion (Blizzard, 2010c; BBC News, 2012; Honorof, 2012).  Following on 

EverQuest (Sony Online Entertainment, 1999), another MMORPG, which had an ardent 

but more limited appeal, World of Warcraft mainstreamed the MMORPG as a genre and, 

to present, has maintained popularity from its initial release back in 2004 (a very long 

time ago, in video game years) through three existing expansions and one that is soon to 

be released. 

 World of Warcraft presents a persistent, expansive, and virtual world for its 

millions of players, who team up to defeat enemies, find treasure, achieve fame, and 

make war on one another.  World of Warcraft draws on classical mythology and the 

hero’s journey, as well as discourses of conquest and imperialism, to create a legion of 

heroes acting out war and the triumph of “civilization.”  In this game, players control a 

single character at a time, although they may have other characters they also play, their 

avatar, through which they explore and adventure.  Each of the expansions is available 

simultaneously in the form of new areas to quest, including Cataclysm (2010), which 

remade and updated all the existing zones, both narratively and in gameplay.  As an 

MMORPG, World of Warcraft requires a consistent internet connection; given this, 

players experience this game through their computer system, holding a keyboard and 

mouse for controls.  See Figure 1.2 for images of World of Warcraft. 
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 A Tale in the Desert (eGenesis, 2003; 2004; 2006; 2008; 2010; 2011) is a rare 

‘indie’ success in an MMORPG dominated by giants such as Blizzard’s World of 

Warcraft.  Following several incarnations (currently in its sixth telling), in-game censuses 

reveal that it maintains a fairly steady 1,000 or so subscribers.  While its total number of 

subscribers is smaller than mainstream MMORPGs such as World of Warcraft, it has 

maintained steady success since the release of the first telling in 2003 in a very difficult 

field requiring constant upkeep of servers and other infrastructure.  

Figure 1.2: Images of World of Warcraft. 

 As an indie game, A Tale in the Desert offers an entirely different experience than 

the mainstream MMORPGs: there is no combat whatsoever, instead, it presents ancient 

Egypt (another persistent world) as wilderness, and its approximately 1,000 players must 

cooperate to build Egyptian civilization.  While it also has a theme of civilization, the 

narrative involves not war, but scientific exploration and discovery.  In the game, players 

control a single avatar, through which they harvest materials, build technology, and make 

discoveries.  Similarly to World of Warcraft, it requires a reliable internet connection and 

a computer system, although the program is not as taxing as many other games, and 
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players again control the game through a mouse and keyboard.  See Figure 1.3 for images 

of A Tale in the Desert. 

 Lastly, Animal Crossing: City Folk (Nintendo, 2008a), in which players inhabit 

and develop rural villages, has sold 4.37 million copies to date, and was one of the top 10 

best-selling games of 2008 (Hinkle, 2009; VG Chartz, 2012a).  This is the fourth 

incarnation of the game, with a fifth due out some time next year.  The previous 

incarnation, Animal Crossing: Wild World (2005) has sold more than 11.78 million 

copies since its release, and the first version to receive a North American release, Animal 

Crossing, has sold more than 3.15 million copies (VG Chartz, 2012b; 2012c).  The series 

is a staple for Nintendo (2001; 2002; 2003; 2005; 2008a), having releases on the last 

several consoles and with an upcoming release as well.  Animal Crossing: City Folk 

offered less in the way of new features than Animal Crossing: Wild World, possibly 

causing its lower sales, but has still maintained slowly increasing sales over the last few 

years, albeit not matching the dramatic increase and consistency in yearly sales achieved 

by Animal Crossing: Wild World.  

Figure 1.3: Images of A Tale in the Desert. 
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 Animal Crossing: City Folk provides each family (or copy of the game) with their 

own rural village; beginning very small and a little empty, players can pursue any of a 

number of play options to improve their towns.  With a family-friendly approach by 

Nintendo, the narrative revolves around myths and fantasies of rural living, 

independence, and home ownership.  With an internet connection, players can also visit 

other towns, or invite other players to visit theirs.  Unlike the other games, this is a 

console game, so players run the game on their Wii console, view it on their television, 

and input data with the Wii Remote controller.  An internet connection is optional, but 

necessary to experience any of the game features, which include visiting other towns, 

receiving visitors, and free DLC (downloadable content) items, such as special hats.  

Online multiplayer is limited to four players in any town at the same time.  See Figure 1.4 

for images of Animal Crossing: City Folk, hereafter referred to as Animal Crossing unless 

clarification from other titles is needed. 

Figure 1.4:  Images of Animal Crossing. 

 These three games offer a great variety, yet are few enough to allow for a focused 

analysis.  They offer different styles of play, different balances of open play versus 

directed play, different narrative structures and themes, and different worlds, not only in 

their details but also in their general forms.  Because of this variation, my discussion of 
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those issues in the following chapters will be broader.  In addition, my insider knowledge 

of these games, particularly World of Warcraft and Animal Crossing, provide additional 

benefit in navigating through data gathering and analysis, as well as to balance interview 

data with my own observations. 

 In addition, I supplement these games here and there with other relevant texts or 

places, such as my integration of the Las Vegas Strip into this chapter.  This brings 

additional factors into my analysis without detracting from my main focus on these three 

games.  It also broadens my discussion.  But with these study sites selected, the next step 

was collecting my data. 

1.2.3 Data Gathering 

 My data gathering techniques consist of participant observation and interviews.  

From the participant observation I collected mainly images, taken from hours upon hours 

of time spent with each game.  As a participant, I fully understood each screen captured 

image and its context, as they were collected by me, of my own experiences in the game.  

To supplement this data, I conducted several interviews with players of these games.  In 

addition, I occasionally included excerpts from other texts or online discourses as 

materials for analysis.  In this section, I break down my methods of data collection in 

greater detail. 

 My primary method for gathering data is participant observation, which is 

studying the subject environment or community “from the inside” (Cook, 1997: 127).  

This technique brings advantages of a greater understanding of the functioning of the 

environment or community, and while I fully reject the fraud of “objectivity,” this 

method also does nothing, on its own, to introduce perspectives belonging to other 

people; its strengths and weaknesses both lie in the individual perspectives of the scholar 



 67 

conducting the research (Cook, 1997; Cresswell, 2007).  In any case, as I incorporated 

other perspectives through interviews and textual review, my approach offers some 

balance in that area. 

 Participant observation in these three games was fairly straightforward from the 

start, as I already had or quickly made contacts within each game who were fully aware 

of my research – my guilds in World of Warcraft and A Tale in the Desert, and other 

players with whom I visited in Animal Crossing.  My goal with data collection using this 

method was to immerse myself as fully as possible, while collecting images for my visual 

analysis and observations for my textual analysis.  Of course, this period of research took 

months, although a thankfully short amount of time compared to many other research 

projects, simply due to that video games are designed to have a low barrier for entry.  

While the number of images collected altogether is much larger, the number of images 

actually used in my analysis is 1,608 from across all three games. 

 Naturally, interviewing provides a nice balance in that it incorporates other 

perspectives into my analysis.  And my goal is to generate rich understandings of the 

individual experiences of each game player that I interviewed.  Because of this, my 

interviews were open-ended in format, heavy on discussion, and few in number, focusing 

on depth rather than breadth.  I used semi-structured interviews, with open questions 

encouraging a fairly thorough exploration of the topics or any other response (Valentine, 

1997; Cresswell, 2007).  I conducted lengthy interviews, all online in text-based chat or 

in game, one with three players of Animal Crossing, one with two players of World of 

Warcraft, one with a player of both Animal Crossing and World of Warcraft, and one 

with a player of A Tale in the Desert.  Each player brought their own unique perspectives 

and concerns to the interviews, which are evident throughout the dissertation as I quote 
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them in my chapters.  These players each introduced their own unique thoughts to this 

project, with their varied attitudes (from cynical to enthusiastic) and concerns (from 

family to sexism to the social) that differ greatly from my own. 

 And of course, I also supplemented this data with textual materials, including a 

small number of images from other games, thoughts people posted on the internet, 

images from television series, excerpts from poetry or books, and of course scholarly 

material.  This also broadens my discussion where necessary, and none of the following 

chapters discusses only these three study sites, while at the same time, discussing those 

three study sites, my data, and my analysis in great depth and detail. 

 I have found these methods to be highly appropriate to the virtual environments of 

games; typical difficulties with integrating into the community or amount of time 

necessary to collect data (see Cook, 1997; Valentine, 1997; Cresswell, 2007) are 

mitigated by the fact that that video games are designed to be immediately accessible, 

that images are easy to collect, and the process of collecting them does not detract from 

my participation.  I also found the online format to work very well, as it allowed 

everyone to voice their own opinion without interruption, and in the group format, 

players could respond to one another, and take the discussion into unexpected directions.  

Further, interviewing online allowed me the flexibility of conducting interviews and 

group interviews in a variety of virtual settings – namely, both text-based chat rooms and 

in-game virtual cities.  T. L. Taylor (2006: 16) also argued for the benefits of using 

interviews and participant observation to investigate online gaming:  

This work is a product of that engagement, a product of a qualitative approach in 

which the researcher immerses himself in a culture and lives, talks, and works 

with and among the community members for a stretch of time.  I want to make a 

strong case for the role of this method, and of ethnography, participant 
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observation, and interviewing, in understanding the richness of spaces like 

EverQuest. 

Like Taylor, I have also found these techniques to be both convenient for virtual 

environments, and appropriate for understanding their complexities and subtleties.  As 

James Parsons (1977) wrote: 

The field experience that such geography almost inevitably entails has the special 

virtue of lifting us quite decisively from the quagmire of definitions of our subject 

and from methodology and it gets us back into the open air.  It reaffirms the spirit 

of geographical adventure and the validity of personal observation and of intuitive 

knowledge.  (Parsons, 1977: 15) 

While my ethnographic research did not require leaving my home (or getting “open air”), 

the direct participation took me on the same geographical adventure experienced by any 

player of the games I discuss.  With this virtual fieldwork accomplished, I had generated 

huge amounts of relevant and appropriate data for my analysis. 

1.2.4 Data Analysis 

 My qualitative analysis draws on both visual and textual methods, and requires a 

separate sub-framework for each research question, more finely tuned to the specific 

topics raised.  Naturally, my data collection procedures generate copious amounts of data 

to examine in preparation and during my analysis.  Although this makes the analysis 

more time consuming, the additional data helps with drawing more connections.  In this 

section, I review my methods for analysis. 

 Most generally, my process for analysis involves preparing the data, loading it 

into Atlas.ti (2012), a computer program for qualitative analysis, conducting a 

preliminary analysis, constructing a sub-framework, and then conducting a full 

qualitative analysis with coding, code groups and layers, code relations, and concept 

diagrams, building associations and theory based on my sub-framework.  After 
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completing my analysis, of course, I move on to presenting my results in the form of a 

dissertation chapter.  I follow this process separately for each research question. 

 In general, one aspect of my approach is my analysis of games as texts.  I 

followed a process of coding, which involved going over all of my material in detail and 

making associations by marking certain passages of text or parts of an image with 

“codes” (Crang, 1997).  Of course, I went over all of the material repeatedly, moving 

from the general to the more intricate, and, at the same time, from the descriptive to the 

abstract, uncovering new insights each time (Crang, 1997; Kneale, 2003; Cresswell, 

2007).  After several rounds of coding, which was a fairly involved process due to the 

amount of data, I constructed visual diagrams of my most important codes and their 

relations to one another.  I then conducted another round of analysis, this time based on 

the visual diagrams.  Conveniently, Atlas.ti allows listing of quotations associated with 

each code and easily loading other codes linked in a different network view, in addition 

to its other tools, making the entire analysis smoother and helping to retain an emphasis 

on the data as reorganized by the codes, rather than the codes themselves (Crang, 1997).  

In terms of content, my analysis used my framework of imaginative geography, the 

particular sub-framework for that research question, but generally also focusing on 

intertextuality, metaphor, process, and visuality, as well (Aitken, 1997). 

In addition, my analysis was also visual, as was my data, which is highly 

appropriate since my study areas are audio-visual video games.  With some emphasis on 

composition, I primarily examined discourse, intertextuality, and visual metaphor in 

images from video games.  While my codes, code relations, network views, and so on 

were necessarily linguistic, this was merely part of the process of translating the visual 
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into a form more easily communicated and discussed.  With this analysis, I emphasize the 

centrality of the visual to these imaginative environments (Rose, 2001). 

Figure 1.5: Images of Qualitative Analysis in Atlas.ti. 

 Finally, the third aspect of my analysis is my examination of video games as 

environments and communities.  This aspect of my analysis was very similar to, and 

concurrent with, my representative analysis, but with a greater emphasis (in terms of 

conceptual approaches) on my own observations and interview data on interaction of all 

sorts within the game.  As this part of my analysis happened right alongside my more 

traditional representative approach, what emerged was a picture of a dynamic 

representation, in which interaction and process and user experience also reflect textual 

meanings. 

 With several different research questions, I found that a different balance of 

theoretical to empirical appropriate in each chapter.  Because of my analysis, the more 
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abstract chapters generally discuss and propose original theory, rather than merely 

applying an existing theory constructed by someone else for a different purpose.  In 

addition, the empirically oriented chapters synthesize, organize, and discuss my data, but 

propose less in the way of original theory. 

1.2.5 Presenting the Results 

 The final task is to present the results of my analysis.  In doing this, I followed a 

process of studying my diagrams and codes, and constructing outlines and chapters out of 

my analysis, including images where helpful.  Of course, each chapter attempts to answer 

both the primary research question and its particular research sub-question.  The primary 

research question is this: How do game players engage with the myth and fantasy of the 

geographic narratives of three online games?  I address this larger question through the 

following sub-questions:  

1. How do players creatively participate in the geographic and narrative 

representation of imaginary cultures in these three games? 

2. How does gender emerge as resulting from the interaction, in these three games, 

between roles elicited by environmental narratives and roles enacted by players? 

3. How do scripted narrative events impact player experiences of exploring these 

three game landscapes? 

4. How does cooperation impact player experiences of exploring these three game 

landscapes? 

5. How does creative process or player-created content impact player experiences of 

exploring these three game landscapes? 

6. How could a game environment be understood in terms of interaction between 

game players and code? 
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These questions address what I consider the most important aspects of the primary 

research question and the conceptual framework. 

Following, in Chapter 2, is a short narrative introduction to each of the three study 

areas.  This chapter is similar to one by Edward Castronova (2005), in which he 

introduced unfamiliar readers to the world of EverQuest (Sony Online Entertainment, 

1999).  I find that this chapter, with its brief stories of what it is like to play each game 

for a few hours, serves better as an introduction to the game itself than only an academic 

description.  Naturally, readers who are familiar with those study areas may skip straight 

to Chapter 3. 

The third chapter, on the first sub-question, proposes a way of understanding 

geographic narrative as a form of collaborative representation between players and code.  

This chapter introduces key concepts and expands upon my conceptual framework, with 

a theoretical, rather than empirical focus.  For this reason, it uses an assortment of other 

games as examples to illustrate points, and does not analyze the main three games in 

particular.  The next chapter expands upon these concepts by discussing interactive role-

play, focusing on gender roles as suggested by games and as carried out by players.  

Unlike the previous chapter, this one relies upon an empirical discussion of the main 

three games, as well as the more abstract discussion of interactivity between players and 

games.  These two chapters naturally follow from each other, focusing on collaboration 

between game and players to address the first two research questions. 

 As the following three research questions each address different aspects of video 

games and their impact on exploration, the chapters also group together.  First, Chapter 5 

serves as a general discussion of exploration and how I consider it in terms of this 

research, namely, in terms of geographic narrative and representation.  Like Chapter 3, it 
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offers mainly a conceptual discussion, using an assortment of other texts as examples for 

the discussion.  The following chapter examines geographic narrative and exploration at 

length, proposing several new types of ways in which narrative structures geography in 

the imaginative environments of video games.   Because it offers the strongest structured 

narrative of the three games, my analysis in this chapter focuses on World of Warcraft.  

Chapter 7 examines cooperation between players and other players and artificial 

intelligences (A.I.) in all three games, proposing cooperative exploration as a way of 

understanding this collision of interactivity and exploration and representation.  The 

eighth chapter focuses on creativity and player created content and their impact on 

exploration, particularly in heavily player-influenced places, such as structures that 

players built or houses that they decorated.  The analysis emphasizes Animal Crossing: 

City Folk, which offers customization of town, home, and avatar as the primary gameplay 

feature.  This chapter has two further sub-questions: How does the experience of having 

created their own area influence how players explore areas made by others? and, How do 

players experience or host the exploration of their own areas by others? 

 Chapter 9, addressing the final research question, returns to the idea of 

collaborative geographic narrative explained in the third chapter, and consolidates 

elements of all previous chapters to develop a more thorough understanding of 

imaginative environments as made up of both human and code.  With its synthesis of 

discussion from previous chapters, this chapter also serves as conclusion.  

 Lastly, there is a list of references.  There is also a digital appendix attached, 

which contains additional images that were too large to fit into the chapter text, and 

images from the chapter figures.  The digital form is ideal for media storage, since it 

allows readers to view the images at high resolution. 
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 In examining the poorly understood environments of video games and the 

fantastic worlds of imagination, in this research I explore the unknown, and propose new 

ways of understanding imaginative environments.  Drawing upon a unique conceptual 

framework and visual and textual analysis of observation and interview data, I offer a 

thorough discussion on both the empirical and theoretical levels.  In this, I offer insight 

and discourse on that most appealing aspect of “the unknown” and the known that 

captures our imaginations and envelops us in our dreams. 
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Chapter 2  

Living Virtually 

The world’s most epic online game is now free to play for the first twenty levels!  

Enter World of Warcraft and descend into a world of myth, magic and legendary 

adventures.  There’s never been a better time to begin your adventure… (Blizzard 

Entertainment, 2012b) 

The reaction to lack of combat usually boils down to, "No combat?  What is there 

to do?"  Players used to other MMORPGs [massively multiplayer online role-

playing games] view everything in the game as a means to better combat.  We 

change this.  In A Tale in the Desert, there are 49 "big goals" that players try to 

individually accomplish, and seven community goals that they must figure out 

how to make happen.  If you talk to our players, you'll see that this makes for a 

much richer gaming landscape.  Remember that "no combat" is not the same as 

"no conflict" -- the game, especially at higher levels, can be highly competitive.  

[…] I try to design in a way where each individual element of the game is simple, 

but when taken as a whole it forms an incredibly complex system.  (Tepper, in 

Ladewig, 2003) 

Step into a living, breathing world where days and seasons pass in real time and 

your destiny is yours to create.  Enjoy a new house, a new neighborhood, and 

some new friends.  Try your luck in a Fishing Tourney, collect shells, or 

participate in special events and holidays.  Communicate with friends and family; 

travel to the new City; get a Mii™ makeover, and more.  The world is your 

sparkling, fresh canvas.  You choose the pace and you craft the adventures! 

[emphasis in original] (Nintendo, 2008b) 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this section, I describe and share pictures of the first few hours of play in World 

of Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert, and Animal Crossing, similarly to how Edward 

Castronova’s (2005) narrated life in EverQuest (Sony Online Entertainment, 1999) in his 

book Synthetic Worlds: The Business and Culture of Online Games.  This chapter is 

meant as an introduction to readers who have not played those games.  In the following 

three sections, I will illustrate the experiences you might have if you started the game 

now.  If you are already familiar with those games, feel free to skip straight to Chapter 3.  
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And of course, spoilers follow, so if you would rather play any of these games yourself, 

there are free trials of World of Warcraft and A Tale in the Desert, and Animal Crossing: 

City Folk should be available new for less than $20 (Nintendo, 2008b) or used for even 

less. 

2.2 CONQUERING AZEROTH 

World of Warcraft is a very popular massively multiplayer online game (MMO) 

originally released by Blizzard Entertainment in 2004.  It has since been followed by four 

expansion packs for new content (2007; 2008; 2010a; 2012a).  The number of subscribers 

has varied over the years; it reached its peak at more than 12 million subscribers in 2010, 

and after a decline, recently (and once again) reached 10 million subscribers, with the 

release of a new expansion (Blizzard, 2010c; BBC News, 2012; Honorof, 2012). 

When you first begin World of Warcraft, after installation, your first choice is to 

select a server on which to create your character.  This choice is usually easy, unless your 

friends all play on different servers; you simply choose the server on which your friends 

play.  If you do not already have friends who play, you can select any server you want.  

After selecting a server with a low population, you are presented with the character 

creation screen.  Here you can choose your gender, race, class, character name, and 

customize your character’s appearance.  After looking over the options, you choose 

Worgen for the race – it has both a normal human form and a fearsome monster form.  

You choose male for the gender, although both male and female Worgen look strong.  

Similarly, all of the classes sound fun, but you choose Mage, a character class that uses 

magic spells to destroy his or her enemies.  Finally, you choose a name for your 

character.  After trying the “Randomize” option for character names a few times to see 
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what comes up, you type Jeran, which sounds like much the random names, and has not 

yet been taken by another player. 

Figure 2.1: Character Creation in World of Warcraft. 

At the start of the game, your city, Gilneas, is under siege from a mysterious 

threat, which shortly emerges as the Worgen plague, similar to a werewolf plague.  Your 

character is still human, but since you chose Worgen for your race, you know that 

eventually, your character will be turned.  You begin your virtual life by following the 

instructions of Prince Liam Greymane, in the town square, who wants you to find a 

Lieutenant Walden.  Now having full control of your character, you look through the 

town square, finding the mauled body of Lieutenant Walden.  You report this news back 

to Prince Liam.  Soon enough, the Worgen have appeared within the town, raging and 

killing; you are tasked with putting down eight of them.  You find that while you can 

attack the enemies with your staff, as a mage, you do not deal much damage that way.  
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Recalling the description of the mage as being weak in defense – wearing only cloth 

armor – and strong in damage from magic spells, you learn to stand at great distance and 

shoot the enemies with fireballs as they run towards you.  But with the Worgen 

increasing in the streets, the decision is made to evacuate the square.  You are tasked with 

evacuating three nearby homes, which you achieve promptly.  Meanwhile, you begin to 

encounter other townspeople who also want you to do favors for them.  In return, they 

grant you experience and a reward, usually an item you can use or a small amount of 

money.  While doing this, you make your way back to Prince Liam, who rewards you for 

completing the two quests.  (Ten Ton Hammer Network, 2011a; 2011b) 

Figure 2.2: The Opening Quest for Worgen in World of Warcraft. 
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Your following tasks send you to the military district, but before reporting to King 

Genn Greymane, you find your class trainer, who teaches you a new spell: Arcane 

 

Figure 2.3: Subsequent Early Quests for Worgen in World of Warcraft. 
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Missiles.  With two spells, you have more options for attacking the enemies.  The King 

sends you in the direction of new tasks, which mainly involve killing Worgen and 

rescuing people.  During one quest, you are bitten by a Worgen; your character thinks the 

bite is nothing, but you know better.  (Ten Ton Hammer Network, 2011a; 2011b) 

Figure 2.4: “Biting Scene” for Worgen in World of Warcraft. 

Despite your best efforts, the Military District is overrun.  Your allies retreat to 

Greymane Court and Cathedral Corner, where you and your allies make a final stand, to 

protect those who might have escaped.  Unfortunately, after some time your infection 

overcomes you; you awake as a Worgen, in stocks, in a town outside Gilneas where 

survivors have gathered.  Fortunately, the King has a potion that might help you – if it 

doesn’t kill you first.  (Ten Ton Hammer Network, 2011a) 
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Figure 2.5: Defending the Evacuees in World of Warcraft. 
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You wake again as a Worgen, but unlike the Worgen you already fought, you 

temporarily have control of your actions, thanks to the potion.  You have also gained 

 

Figure 2.6: Treatment for Worgen Infection in World of Warcraft. 
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some special abilities unique to Worgen, such as Darkflight, which makes you run very 

fast for a short period of time.  Freed from your bonds, you celebrate by bursting into 

dance, simply by typing “/dance” to trigger the dance emote.  However, you are 

dismayed to discover that the Forsaken undead, allied with the Horde, have taken this 

opportunity to attack your people.  You now have two enemies to fight: the raging 

Worgen, and the Forsaken.  And while the remaining humans treat you with suspicion, 

they freely utilize your help and request aid in collecting ingredients, destroying Forsaken 

undead, and rescuing farmers who live nearby.  As you complete quests, you earn 

experience and increase your character’s level.  With the increase in levels, you learn new 

spells with different effects and different distances at which they can be used, leaving you 

with choices about where and how to attack each enemy.  You also begin to find yourself 

running out of health and mana, and so you learn to eat food and drink water in between 

battles, to replenish.  In addition, your backpack quickly fills with items, so you return to 

the vendor frequently to sell your unwanted items for gold, even while you replace 

weaker armor and weapons with stronger ones you earn from killing monsters or 

completing quests.  (Ten Ton Hammer Network, 2011a) 
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Figure 2.7: Freedom in New Life as a Worgen in World of Warcraft. 

Your following quests take you through several different areas of Gilneas as the 

Gilneans attempt to escape from the feral Worgen, the Forsaken, and a flood of sea water.  
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You fight against the Forsaken undead and their creatures, and find a permanent 

treatment for your Worgen curse from the friendly Night Elves; their magic leaves you a 

Worgen in full control and with an additional human form, as well.  The Worgen quests 

reach a climax in a dramatic standoff back in the Gilneas capitol city before the Gilneans 

are forced to abandon their homes and relocate to Darnassus, the Night Elf city.  As the 

game continues, the world opens up so that you may choose any of several areas for 

questing.  You unlock Talent Points, which allow you to create a custom “Talent Build” 

that enhances your character’s abilities.  You learn new abilities as you level, filling up 

your tool bar at the bottom of the screen with spells.  You learn the importance of 

attacking quickly with a mage, and standing back at a distance or freezing the enemies in 

place, to avoid death and the mild penalties11 associated with it.  You even learn a 

profession to make crafts, and sell your wares to other players on the Auction House.  

Such is your experience starting out in World of Warcraft.  (Ten Ton Hammer Network, 

2011a; 2011c) 

 

 

                                                 
11 Players can easily resurrect simply by returning to their bodies, and face only an interruption in their 

previous activities and some wear on their equipment, requiring it to eventually be repaired.  Alternately, 

players who choose to resurrect at the graveyard instead of return to their body also face resurrection 

sickness, which reduces their capability for a short time, and wear on all of their items, instead of only 

those that are equipped. 
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Figure 2.8: Cataclysm Strikes Gilneas in World of Warcraft. 

 

 

Figure 2.9: Cure for the Worgen Infection in World of Warcraft. 
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Figure 2.10: Spying in Gilneas City in World of Warcraft. 

2.4 BUILDING ANCIENT EGYPT 

At approximately 1,000 subscribers at any time, A Tale in the Desert IV 

(eGenesis, 2008) is an indie (or independent) game from a small publisher; more, it is the 

rare creature of an indie MMO – a very challenging genre, because of server support 

costs (Michael, 2003: 65-67) and the market dominance of World of Warcraft and its 

clones.  Nevertheless, its uniqueness in being a non-combat MMO has carved it a solid 

niche in the market.  It was first released in 2003, and was closed in 2004.  A second 

telling lasted from 2004 to 2006, a third from 2006 to 2008, a fourth from 2008 to 2010, a 

fifth from 2010 to 2012, and a sixth to launch in 2012.  The gameplay in each telling 

remains basically the same, but changes in the underlying rules of Egypt require returning 

players to reinvestigate technologies with experimentation before developing them.  For 

the rest of this section, I’ll be discussing A Tale in the Desert IV, which is the version I 
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played for my research.  From here onward, unless I clarify otherwise, where I write “A 

Tale in the Desert,” I’m referring to the fourth telling. 

You experience A Tale in the Desert as a citizen in the Egyptian wilderness.  You 

can customize your character a little, but the interface of the game and its display 

emphasizes the world, rather than your character.  You can choose a name for your 

character, too.  You begin on the Welcoming Island, a tutorial area where new people can 

learn the game without creating debris to litter the main environment.   

After exploring a little bit and figuring out how to move your character, you 

notice the Welcome to Egypt objectives, a helpful list to get you started.  You are 

standing right next to a School of Art and Music, so you begin by asking for flax seeds, a 

request that is granted.  Now you need to figure out how to grow flax, harvest it, and 

harvest seeds from it.  This is a bit of a puzzle; you figure out pretty quickly that you can 

grow flax on grassy soil, but if you pick the weeds when prompted, you can only harvest 

flax, not the seeds.  After thinking about this, you let the weeds grow on the next batch, 

and this time, you are able to harvest the seeds (though not the flax).  Just then, another 

player stops by.  I’m a mentor, the other player explains.  Want any help with the flax?  

Nope, you respond with some satisfaction, I already figured out the flax!  The mentor lets 

you know to ask if you want any help with anything, and moves on to finding other new 

players in need of help.  You grow several more batches of flax, harvesting more seeds 

when yours run low. 
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Figure 2.11: Growing Flax in A Tale in the Desert.  

Now that you have flax, the next few flax-related items on your checklist include 

learning flax processing from the same place where you got your seeds, to rot flax in 

water, and to dry it in the sun.  You accomplish these tasks easily enough, though you 

have to wait a few minutes for the flax to rot and dry.  In the meantime, you set about 

accomplishing some of your other objectives, such as gathering wood, sand, mud, and 

grass.  You learn to make a brick rack, and combining mud, straw, and sand, you make 

sun-dried bricks (“Flimsy Brick Rack,” 2009).  Little by little, you begin to accomplish 

your other goals, even building a wood plane out of slate, gathered from the shore of the 

Nile, and a stone blade, created by breaking a piece of slate (“Wood plane,” 2009; “Stone 

 



 91 

Blade,” 2010).  The most difficult task in this section is finding a tar pit, as they are 

relatively scarce, but by searching patiently, you find the tar, thus completing your last 

item on the Welcome to Egypt checklist (pictured below in figure 2.12). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.12: Welcome to Egypt checklist in A Tale in the Desert. 
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Having completed the tutorial, you are now free to transfer to any area of Egypt to 

begin your life on the mainland.  If you have friends in a certain area, you can transfer to 

that area.  If you do not already know anyone who is playing, you can transfer to any area 

you like.  You pick Meroe, because you like the name.  You are pleased to find yourself 

immediately greeted by one of your mentors from Welcoming Island, who invites you to 

join her guild.  Unsure what this involves, you decline for now, but clarify that you would 

love to join a little bit later.  Later on, you learn that you can join as many guilds as you 

want, and there is no price to entering, and so you join her guild, Oasis, shortly after. 

 

Figure 2.13: Finding a Tar Pit in A Tale in the Desert. 
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You travel north along the west bank of the Nile to find an empty spot to build your 

camp.  You’re a little late to the game, so you have to look for a while, but you take the 

first spot you find.  You begin by building the tools with which you are already familiar: 

brick racks, wood planes, and more.  From here, you can learn many different skills to 

learn and try out from the many different schools that are nearby. 

Figure 2.14: Materializing in Meroe in A Tale in the Desert. 
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There are soon many choices of which disciplines (pictured below) to focus on, 

but you only have enough time for some of them.  Unsure how to proceed, you start with 

some beginning tasks for several of the schools.  For the School of the Human Body, you 

identify 35 different plant species in a short period of time, a straightforward but 

(theoretically) arduous task that sends you trekking all over northern Meroe.  On the way, 

you try eating some random plants, but then panic when one weakens you to where you 

cannot even carry your inventory.  Is it permanent? you wonder.  But although it’s not 

immediately obvious on the screen that the effect is temporary, it passes, and you feel 

 

Figure 2.15: Starting a Camp in A Tale in the Desert. 
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strong again.  After completing enough tasks, finishing with this task for Human Body, 

you gain a level. 

Figure 2.16: The Seven Disciplines of Man in A Tale in the Desert.  
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You continue completing tasks for the various schools, until you get to 

Architecture – build a compound.  Your excitement carries you through gathering and 

processing all of the bricks, straw, mud, boards, refined flax, and many other materials 

you need to complete your building.  At last, it is completed, and you admire your new 

home. 

 

Figure 2.17: Gaining a Level in A Tale in the Desert. 
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Figure 2.18: Building a Compound in A Tale in the Desert. 
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Figure 2.19: Finished Compound in A Tale in the Desert. 

Having finished building a compound in your camp, you decide it is time to join a 

guild.  You head to the Oasis guild grounds to request to join your mentor’s guild, Oasis.  

You find a sprawling city, filled with countless materials and tools for guild members to 

share.  Your membership is approved, and you set about exploring the shared property.  

You find tools for more professions than you realized existed in the game – weaving, 

growing plants, and building, sure, but also pottery, carpentry, fishing, animal husbandry, 

cooking, distilling liquor, and facilities for countless other professions you do not even 

recognize.   
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Figure 2.20: Oasis Guild Grounds in A Tale in the Desert. 

As the game continues, you choose skills in which to specialize, making use of 

and contributing to the guild’s shared resources.  Perhaps you join another guild, as well.  

It is a game in which patience and cooperation (with some competition) provide the most 

reward.  As you play, you see yourself and other players continue to transform the 

landscape with buildings, aqueducts, and other development.  At the same time, players 

propose, vote on, and pass laws, and elect officials into office.  Over time, the order 

created by players greatly exceeds the chaos, and civilization arises. 
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Figure 2.21: A Voting Booth in A Tale in the Desert. 
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2.5 MAKING ANOTHER HOME 

Animal Crossing is a franchise consisting of many iterations, all of which are very 

similar to one another.  The original was Doubutsu no Mori for the Nintendo 64 (2001), 

which was only released in North America a year later, as Animal Crossing for the 

Nintendo GameCube (Schneider, 2002).  It followed with Animal Crossing: Wild World 

for the Nintendo DS (2005) and Animal Crossing: City Folk (2008a) for the Nintendo 

Wii.  Another version for the Nintendo 3DS has been released in Japan, selling very well 

at 2.3 million in the first few months alone, and with more than half of its players female 

(Kubba, 2013); it is scheduled for a 2013 release in North America and Europe.  At 

 

Figure 2.22: An Aqueduct System in A Tale in the Desert. 
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present, Animal Crossing has sold 3.15 million copies worldwide at present, while 

Animal Crossing: Wild World has sold 11.76 million, and Animal Crossing: City Folk has 

sold 4.33 million (VGChartz, 2012a; 2012b; 2012c).  Since City Folk was the newest 

version at the time of my research, this dissertation focuses on that version.  From this 

point on, unless I clarify otherwise, when I mention “Animal Crossing,” I am referring to 

“Animal Crossing: City Folk.” 

You begin your virtual life in Animal Crossing by talking to a friendly cat, Rover, 

who makes small talk while you wait for the bus.  It arrives soon enough, and you 

continue making conversation with Rover while you ride the bus.  Rover asks a few 

questions: what is your name; are you a boy or a girl; and so on.  Since this is mostly a 

single-player game, you provide your real name and gender.  When you step off the bus, 

you finally see yourself: a child in a town filled with animals.  Your face, hair, and 

clothing surprise you.  You did not customize your avatar; it was assigned.  The local 

shopkeeper – Tom Nook, a raccoon (clearly a tanuki in the original Japanese version) – 

soon arrives.  It seems he also owns all of the empty homes in town.  You are penniless, 

but Nook allows you a loan to buy a home from him, which you can pay back at your 

leisure.  But before you can go off on your own, Nook ropes you into working for him 

part-time.  He asks you to plant flowers around his shop, deliver items to animals who 

ordered them, send a letter advertising his store, and similar tasks.  While doing this, you 

meet some of your new animal neighbors and learn how to plant flowers and send letters.  

You reluctantly deliver a shovel to your neighbor who ordered it – hoping to find your 

own for sale soon enough, so that you can dig up the soil.  At last, you are free of your 

part-time job!  You head back to your house and pose for a photograph.  
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Figure 2.23: Animal Crossing (Top Left), Animal Crossing: Wild World (Top Right), and 

Animal Crossing: City Folk (Bottom). 
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Figure 2.24: Your First House and Nook’s Cranny in Animal Crossing. 

Your house is tiny, but it’s all yours and so you still want to fill it with things.  

You find a few pieces of furniture in the recycling bin, and put them inside your house.  

You also find a piece of furniture while curiously shaking the trees outside.  

Unfortunately, you also found bees!  Luckily, the bee bite only makes you look funny. 

Tom Nook sells different items every day in his store, Nook’s Cranny, so you 

decide you need to earn some money to buy things from him.  At first, in the interests of 

science and being a good citizen, you donated your new fish and bugs and fossils to 

Blathers, the owl curator of the town museum.  However, you find that Tom Nook will 

also buy fruit, seashells, fish, bugs, and fossils from you – as well as any other unwanted 

items you find around town.  It is a difficult choice, but you first donate one of each kind 

of bug, fish, and fossil to the museum, and then sell the following ones to Tom Nook for 

money.  You also find many small statues in the ground – called “gyroids” – which you 

sell as well.  On your first Sunday, you also learn about the “Stalk Market” – the turnip 
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trade.  Grow turnips and you might be able to sell them next Sunday for plenty of money 

– or less money, depending on the price in your town that week. 

Figure 2.25:  Fishing and Bug-Catching in Animal Crossing. 

While earning money, you visit with your animal neighbors and begin to get to 

know them.  Pekoe, a female panda, usually has nice things to say about others.  Pate, a 

female duck, has a very excitable and somewhat unstable personality.  Monique, a female 

cat, likes to talk about fashion and social standing.  Rocco, a male hippo, seems to have a 

more grown-up personality than many of the others, exhibits good manners, and often 

talks about house cleaning or cooking.  Punchy, a male cat, seems fairly casual, and often 

talks about food.  Bill, a duck, likes to talk about sports.  While talking to them, they 

often ask you to run a favor for them – such as to deliver a gift to another animal or to 

give or trade them an item you have that they want. 

 



 106 

Figure 2.26: Visiting with the Villagers in Animal Crossing. 

Through lots of hard work – mainly fishing – you earn enough money to pay off 

your loan to Tom Nook!  You celebrate your financial freedom.  But..!  Tom Nook 

immediately offers you another loan, to cover renovations on your house.  You can’t 

refuse – in fact, Tom Nook literally won’t take no for an answer.  So you take out another 

loan.  By the next morning, you find that your house has gotten bigger, as has your debt. 
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Figure 2.27: Paying Off Your Loan and the Slightly Bigger House in Animal Crossing. 

One afternoon, a sea otter, Pascal, wanders into town.  He asks for a scallop.  You 

have a scallop, so Pascal trades a nice ship wallpaper to you in exchange, before he floats 

down the river.  You also take the bus to the city for the first time soon, and look in the 

fancy furniture shops and get a cute pink balloon from Phineas, the walrus.  You look 

around the shops, take in one of Dr. Shrunk’s shows to learn an emote, and look at the 

expensive furniture in Gracie Grace. 

You keep the town clean and plant trees and flowers, so many new animals move 

to town. But one day, while making the rounds to visit your neighbors, you find that 

Samson the mouse has packed up all of his things into boxes.  You bid Samson farewell, 

and his house is gone the next day.  

 



 108 

Figure 2.28: Pascal the Otter (Top) and Visiting the City (Bottom) in Animal Crossing: 

City Folk. 

Figure 2.29: Caroline Moving in (Left) and Samson Moving Out (Right) in Animal 

Crossing. 

In addition to your animal neighbors, you also get many chances to visit the towns 

of your friends and co-workers from your everyday life.  In your friends’ towns you can 

meet new animals, buy new items in their stores, share patterns you’ve designed, trade 

items, and more. 
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Figure 2.30: Visiting with Other Players in Animal Crossing. 

As you continue to play, you pay off a succession of mortgages and renovate your 

house so that it has much more space.  You manage to collect coordinated items to fill 

your rooms, rather than the mishmash you started with.  You beautify your town with 

trees and flowers, watch the season change into winter, and then into spring and then 

summer.  You celebrate New Year’s Eve in your town – conveniently two hours after 

your real party, since you set the Animal Crossing clock to two hours earlier so that you 

could still shop late.  Every time you play after not playing for a few days, you find that 

some animals have moved away, and some flowers have wilted, and there are weeds, but 

otherwise, your town and your virtual life there is more or less the same.  Gradually, you 

play less until one day you forget about your village altogether. 
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Figure 2.31: Home and the Village through the Seasons in Animal Crossing. 
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Chapter 3  

Collaborative World Creation in Video Games 

Poor Kepler thought that he himself had contributed, inadvertently, to his 

mother’s arrest.  It came about because he had written one of the first works of 

science fiction.  It was intended to explain and popularize science, and was called 

The Somnium.  “The Dream.”  He imagined a journey to the moon with the space 

travelers standing on the lunar surface, looking up to see, rotating slowly above 

them, the lovely planet Earth.  Part of the basis for the charge of witchcraft was 

that, in his dream, Kepler used his mother’s spells to leave the Earth.  But he 

really believed that, one day, human beings would launch celestial ships, with 

sails adapted to the breezes of heaven, filled with explorers who, he said, “would 

not fear the vastness of space.”  He speculated on the mountains, valleys, craters, 

climate, and possible inhabitants of the moon.  Before Kepler, astronomy had 

little connection with physical reality.  But with Kepler came the idea that a 

physical force moves the planets in their orbits.  He was the first to combine a 

bold imagination with precise measurements to step out into the cosmos.  It 

changed everything.  This fusion of facts with dreams opened the way to the stars. 

As a boy, Kepler had been captured by a vision of cosmic splendor – a harmony 

of the worlds which he sought so tirelessly all his life.  Harmony in this world 

eluded him.  His three laws of planetary motion represent, we now know, a real 

harmony of the worlds.  But to Kepler, they were only incidental to his quest for a 

cosmic system based on the perfect solids.  A system which, it turns out, existed 

only in his mind.  Yet, from his work, we have found that scientific laws pervade 

all of nature, that the same rules apply on Earth as in the skies, that we can find a 

resonance, a harmony, between the way we think and the way the world works.  

When he found that his long-cherished beliefs did not agree with the most precise 

observations, he accepted the uncomfortable facts.  He preferred the hard truth to 

his dearest illusions.  That is the heart of science. 

(Sagan, et al., 1980a) 

Above, in the documentary television series Cosmos, Carl Sagan explained 

through this example how science benefits not only from scientific measurements and 

facts but also from dreaming.  Somewhat similarly, combining rational expectations with 

fantastic imaginings, game developers create interactive worlds that can stun or entrance, 

their effectiveness depending in part upon balancing and nourishing the conflicts between 

imagination and reason, but unlike science, landing just slightly on the side of realized 
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dream over science’s uncompromising reason.  While game developers create the game, 

players execute, explore, and exist in the game, realizing the game world through a 

collaboration with the software created by the game designers.  This chapter examines 

how game players interact with technology to create, execute, and imagine worlds both 

fantastic and rational at once. 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter discusses the following research question: 

How do players creatively participate in the geographic and narrative 

representation of imaginary cultures in these three games? 

This research question implies a framework for understanding the linked geographies and 

narratives of video games as based on creative participation, which I further define as 

most relevantly involving the participation of both players and software.  This chapter 

discusses the research question primarily by elaborating upon that framework, and 

secondarily by discussing details of how video game environments function and how this 

knowledge illuminates our understandings of video games as collaborative environments.  

As this chapter offers primarily a conceptual discussion, laying a foundation for later 

empirical discussion on these themes, it uses an assortment of other games as examples 

or an overview of the medium rather than an in-depth analysis of the three study games. 

 In devising this research question, I highlight the collaborative aspects of video 

game environments as crucial to understanding their natures and potentials.  I argue that 

focusing on these interactions centers our attention on the imaginative aspects of these 

environments, as imaginative environments are born of combining unlike elements in a 

creative way. 
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 By nature, video games are already collaborative from the start, in that designing 

and creating video games requires the expertise of large teams: BioWare employs 

hundreds to make its games (BioWare, 2012a; Internet Movie Database, 2012), and even 

Supergiant Games, the indie game developers behind Bastion (Supergiant Games, 2011), 

are a team of eight people (Supergiant Games, 2012).  It is a design process that 

potentially suffers both the benefits of multiple creative minds and the disadvantages of 

conformative group-think (see Cook, 2012; NPR staff, 2012).  But executing the game 

also requires players, who rather than merely consuming and pondering, must make 

choices and take action to progress the game.  In many games, multiple choices and 

variations are designed so that each player has a slightly different experience of the same 

game.  For the player, playing the game requires both their own effort and the finished 

product (in the form of game software, in code, and hardware, in physical form of media 

such as DVDs, Blu-Rays, or game cards, and servers) created by game developers.  The 

basic structures of these two agents are entirely unlike, the game executing in a collision 

of the chaotic thoughts and impulses of intelligent, organic beings with the actions of the 

designed, ordered, and built code structure of the game. 

Of course, technology already and increasingly infiltrates and shapes probably all 

tangible environments in which humans can presently live, and some others as well (such 

as, to varying degrees, within the oceans, in low Earth orbit, or on the surfaces of the 

Moon and Mars).  While many scholars and geographers have examined virtual worlds or 

other aspects of technology, geographers Rob Kitchin and Martin Dodge (2011) offer in-

depth discussion specifically on how to conceive of the roles of software (as the “acting” 

part of technology) in human environments.  They discussed the mediation of everyday 

activities by code, using their own concept of code/space: “Code/space occurs when 
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software and the spatiality of everyday life become mutually constituted, that is, 

produced through one another” (16).  Kitchin and Dodge’s examples generally describe 

spaces in which the physical elements of the environment and the code present in the 

technology are purposely designed or altered to interact together for the purposes of that 

space, such as their example of a check-in area at an airport, also requiring the 

cooperation of people to create and use the code/space.  They further suggest concepts, 

including their key concept of transduction by software, where transduction refers to “the 

constant making anew of a domain in reiterative and transformative practices” (263), to 

conceive of ways that technology shapes our world. 

Kitchin and Dodge (2011) also elaborated on the characteristics of code itself, 

noting how it is constructed of “rules, routines, algorithms, and captabases”12 (5), acting 

in its own power in a way that, according to Kitchin and Dodge, demonstrates autonomy 

and a form of agency (“secondary agency,” from Mackenzie, 2006) while lacking 

biological life and characteristics of self-awareness and conscious thought as we consider 

it.  They also noted fundamental differences between software and the physical universe, 

describing software as “codify[ing] the world” (5) into its own unique form, and as not 

itself alive, but similar to alive, and quoting Thrift and French (2002: 310), who wrote 

that code is “somewhere between the artificial and a new kind of natural, the dead and a 

new kind of living” and as “presence as ‘local intelligence.’”  These various ways of 

conceiving software suggest that code exhibits a unique and new form as well as a 

response/action that defies traditional categorization, requiring new concepts struggled 

toward in language with metaphor and other new arrangements of words. 

                                                 
12 Kitchin and Dodge (2011) explain that “data” refers to all information about something, whereas “capta” 

refers to only selected, or “captured” data about that thing, hence the term “captabase” instead of 

“database.” 
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 However, the entirely virtual environments of video games are different from 

these other, tangible environments.  The technology of video games and the designs of 

the worlds within them do not increase efficiency, convenience, or effectiveness of 

practical necessities of life, except so far as advances in the technology of video games 

make it easier for game developers to make and sell games.  The designs of the worlds 

within video games, the ideas portrayed, typically have nothing directly to do with these 

practical concerns, and instead explore only the limits of human imagination.  Video 

games provide much needed relaxation and creative stimulus to people whose lives are, 

by necessity, dominated by the work they must do to earn a living and the eight or more 

hours a day they must spend on it.  By virtue of their imaginative designs, video games 

can stimulate creative thought and energy, to be carried to other aspects of life.  But more 

importantly, the imaginative environments of video games differ from the technologically 

influenced environments of the material world because they are something entirely new, 

emerging in only recent decades, virtual worlds that exist only to be pleasurable or 

exciting or fun or fascinating or whatever the intention of the game developers.  The 

meeting between human and code under these circumstances differs in its design, use, 

intentions, and underlying rules. 

Whereas technology in everyday life ultimately has to bend to the rules of nature 

and the universe and even (in some extent) human society, video game worlds are 

designed from the ground up to adhere only to player expectations.  Unfortunately, even 

the limits of human imagination can be disappointingly uninspired.  But at its most basic, 

mediocre or stunning, all games alike must meet the basic requirements of adhering to 

logic, being comprehensible to players, and offering new ideas and new ways of doing 

things in the game world.  There are some technical limitations in what can be 
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accomplished with a video game, but the technology continues to advance, so these limits 

in this nascent medium are flexible and changing, compared to the complex and 

unyielding limits of the functions of the universe or the very slowly changing traditions 

of our rather backwards-looking societies.  Games can range from the very abstract, such 

as Tetris (Bullet-Proof Software, 1989) or Rez (United Game Artists, 2001), to the more 

literal but still highly imaginative, such as Shadow of the Colossus (Team ICO, 2005) or 

Flower (Thatgamecompany, 2009).  Each of these games is well-made and striking.  

They each construct a simple but internally consistent world governed by its own logic 

and rules (albeit a very simple one in Tetris).  The most complex of these examples, 

Shadow of the Colossus, abandons complex genre conventions in favor of only the most 

basic and essential elements of a world that can be explored, a player character who is 

capable of only a few simple actions, and a task to be accomplished.  With such a simple 

and straightforward design, and with its mythical and nonverbal presentation, the game 

world easily realizes in the minds of players.  These examples suggest an ideal 

compromise between traditional expectations and innovation for the construction of a 

believable but entrancing new world governed by its own rules. 
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Figure 3.1: Images of Tetris (Upper Left), Rez (Upper Right), Shadow of the Colossus 

(Lower Left), and Flower (Lower Right). 

 Naturally, augmented reality games offer a potential integration of the fantastic 

aspects of virtual worlds into the immediate, physical environment, also portraying 

fantasies and impossibilities but audio-visually and interactively integrated into tangible 

space.  Augmented reality (or AR) refers to technology that relatively seamlessly 

integrates virtual information into the material world.  In science fiction, this consists of 

technology such as glasses (possibly with built-in speakers), or ear, eye, or brain implants 

that enable the user to see and modify audio-visual information, virtual artifacts, and AI 

(artificial intelligence) beings visible in the material environment only through that 

technology.  In the present-day, smart phones have apps that allow for similar, if more 

awkward, viewing of information, such as restaurant reviews, through the phone’s 
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camera, displaying such reviews (or tweets, or any other location-tagged information) 

right on top of a live image of the restaurant (or other location).  Anime series Dennou 

Coil (Iso, 2007) portrayed a near future with a new augmented reality visible through 

special glasses, worn constantly by many children and only rarely by adults.  With these 

glasses, the children could see a virtual pet dog (invisible to the glasses-less parents, who 

only saw their children pretending to “hug” or “pet” or talk to thin air), security programs 

that patrol the city and delete unauthorized information (much to the irritation of the 

children), and “obsolete space,” places where the virtual and the material collide 

incorrectly but very interestingly, which in turn are reformatted by the security programs, 

when discovered.  The series also portrayed more practical uses that emerge out of the 

technology; with glasses, there is no need for a monitor, for instance; users can create, 

resize, and place as many “windows” around them as they wish.  Similarly, users type in 

thin air at virtual keyboards.  The underlying reality of the virtual was portrayed through 

the death of the virtual pet dog, which devastated the children, who received a consoling 

conversation from a mother who never once actually saw the pet dog but saw her children 

mourn its passing.  This series portrayed not only specific possible technologies but also 

how they might play a role in everyday life.  With the advent of smart phones, location-

based information, and user-created data, a more integrated and widespread augmented 

reality now waits primarily on the development of the interface technology (such as the 

glasses worn by the children of Dennou Coil), and reportedly, Google is now developing 

a glasses-based Android smartphone (Goddard, 2012), enabling a more accessible and 

more elaborate augmented reality.  See Figure 3.2 for images of Dennou Coil and Figure 

3.3 for images of augmented reality through the Nintendo 3DS. 
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Figure 3.2: Images of Dennou Coil. 

 

  

  

Figure 3.3: Images of Augmented Reality in the Nintendo 3DS.    
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In order to examine the interaction between human and software in these unique 

virtual environments, I propose viewing this interaction as collaborative representation, 

focusing on the two areas of the geographic and the narrative.  This chapter, then, 

examines collaborative geographic representation and collaborative narrative 

representation in turn in the following two major sections.  The narrative section utilizes 

the concept of “geographic narrative” discussed in Chapter 1.  This chapter considers 

both geographic and narrative representation as key (though of course not the only) forms 

of collaborative representation. 

My framework for this chapter relies mainly on the ideas discussed in Chapter 1.  

The concept of collaborative representation proposed and discussed in this chapter forms 

a central part of my view of imaginative environments as creatively mixing unlike 

elements (particularly in the blending of what is and what is not typically present to the 

senses) to produce a unique and stimulating environment; the interactions between people 

and non-living (if not, in the virtual form, quite “inanimate,” as such forces can be 

programmed to move, respond, and act) elements enables a dialogue of minds between 

players or visitors and the designers and creators of the environment’s realized dreams, a 

dialogue that itself creates the imaginative environment.  This chapter then builds on a 

view of imaginative environments as facilitating transgressions between what we see as 

unlike forces or elements. 

As we create distinctions between elements and forces that are unlike but not 

entirely separate, we must also recognize collisions, transgressions, cooperation, 

crossings, and blendings of those artificial distinctions.  For example, although life and 

death describe different circumstances and seem very distinct, there are many stages in 

between the two: coma, for instance, or a serious illness robbing the afflicted of their 
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physical and cognitive abilities.  Similarly, biological life and technology seem very 

distinct, and yet the distinctions start to drop as humans become increasingly dependent 

on personal and portable technology.  Donna Haraway (1991) collected many of these 

collisions and apparent contradictions in the cyborg, which is both biological and 

technological.  Haraway elaborated on the cyborg as an “ironic” construct: 

Irony is about contradictions that do not resolve into larger wholes, even 

dialectically, about the tension of holding incompatible things together because 

both or all are necessary and true.  Irony is about humor and serious play.  It is 

also a rhetorical strategy, and a political one [. . .] at the center of my ironic faith, 

my blasphemy, is the image of the cyborg.  (149) 

Here, Haraway suggested an approach to perceived mutually exclusive differences that 

embraces contradiction.  Haraway (150) elaborated, describing “the cyborg as a fiction 

mapping our social and bodily reality […] a condensed image of both imagination and 

material reality,” referring to the cyborg as a mythical figure from science fiction 

representing our dependence on current technology, a dependence that has only grown 

since that chapter’s publication, with the mass adaptation of cellular phones, then smart 

phones, GPS navigation systems, and more.  Indeed, the current technology accelerates 

toward the science fiction archetype, as smart phones increasingly adopt technology once 

seen only in science fiction, such as high resolution touch screens, built-in cameras for 

augmented reality (among other applications), and artificial intelligence (such as Siri, 

Apple’s chatty voice control program for iOS).  These unclear distinctions between the 

natural and the virtual become further confused in spaces of augmented reality or virtual 

environments, where A.I. beings demonstrate autonomy and agency (Kitchin and Dodge, 

2011), mimicking life in form and action, and where virtual worlds themselves 

demonstrate a separate existence, agency, and ability to change (or even grow). 
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However, this core of Haraway’s discussion is not only an examination of 

technology and biology, but also a criticism of and a response to binaries, with their 

artificial boundaries and oppositions, and their dramatic simplicity that does not 

adequately explain complex situations.  Allucquère Rosanne Stone (1996) challenged 

these binaries by framing her own discussion of identity in cyberspace (among other 

topics) with a focus on flexibility and complexity rather than the extreme simplicity of 

unchallenged binaries.  In complex environments or situations, examining change and 

movement is essential to creating an appropriate viewpoint.  Similarly, this dissertation 

characterizes virtual worlds as dynamic creatures, focusing on processes and interaction 

in the ideological creation and inhabitation of virtual worlds, an approach that aims to 

provide a simple and comprehensible view of this topic while still including subtleties 

and contradictions.  Video games are texts that dialogue between human beings, code, 

and ideas in various forms – such as abstract human thought, traditional written and 

spoken language, audio-visual format, and code, able to react and take action, generating 

imaginative worlds to be explored and conquered.  They are complex realizations of what 

the world can be into what it almost is.  To examine this, my framework for this 

dissertation aims mainly to conceptualize virtual environments in a form that examines 

complex and dynamic relationships between concepts while retaining a comprehensible 

structure. 

This chapter also forms an important foundation for further discussion in other 

chapters.  Chapter 4 examines role-playing (specifically gender role-playing) as a form of 

dialogue between players and software.  Chapter 6 elaborates significantly upon the 

geographic narrative, Chapter 7 discusses cooperative exploration (another form of 

interaction between players and the game world), and Chapter 8 discusses how players 
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can creatively shape game environments.  In this dissertation’s conclusion, Chapter 9, 

game worlds themselves are proposed as environments of collisions between players and 

code, and as unique entities both virtual and compelling, both fantastic and utterly 

mundane, entities structured by game developer frameworks and populated by players’ 

imaginations. 

3.2 INVENTING IMAGINATIVE GEOGRAPHIES 

In this section, I discuss the creating of imaginative geographies in video games 

through collaborative representation, a process by which multiple forces or beings 

combine influences to create a representation, or portrayal.  Through collaborative 

representation, players, with game software, together finalize and at last bring to life the 

imaginative environments conceptualized by game developers, environments consisting 

of virtual landscapes, cultures, peoples, places, and spaces.  In this section, the examples I 

use throughout will be LEGO Harry Potter Years 1-4 (Traveller’s Tales, 2010) and 

LEGO Harry Potter Years 5-7 (Traveller’s Tales, 2011), games with an interactive and 

explorable Hogwarts (and occasionally other parts of the Harry Potter universe), 

combining toys from the LEGO Harry Potter line (The LEGO Group, 2001-2010) along 

with scenes from the Harry Potter films (2001; 2002; 2004; 2005; 2007; 2009; 2010; 

2011) and environments and characters described in the Harry Potter novels by J.K. 

Rowling (1997; 1998; 1999; 2000; 2003; 2005; 2007).  From this point, both LEGO 

Harry Potter games will be referred to collectively as LEGO Harry Potter. 

Most generally, collaboration between players and game software takes a form in 

which the game software provides the layout and details of the game and the game world, 

possible actions, and possible outcomes, and players bring the world to life, not only 

executing the software but also reacting to it, bringing their own choices and actions into 
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the game.  Player actions then provide the software with input to which to respond, to 

which the player then responds, creating a game as a unique nonverbal interaction.  

Player response, of course, also further feeds the game developers whose ideas are 

embodied in the game software: games that sell more copies, aided by positive publicity 

(often in the form of online hype and virtual word of mouth) earn more money, not only 

providing their developers with the means to create more games, but also letting them 

know that their previous game was a success. 

But regardless of the commercial industry, the end creation of a game world is 

one in which the software controls all that which the player cannot – providing the player 

with a discrete and continuous role in the world they jointly create.  In a game in which 

the player controls one or more characters, such as in LEGO Harry Potter, the software 

controls the environments, all other characters, and underlying rules of gameplay, 

creating the illusion of a reactive, dynamic environment populated by independent, 

thinking (depending on the success of the A.I.), and reacting beings and affected by 

events controlled by the will of others, and nature, chance, fate, or forces not understood.  

In games in which the player’s role is not that of a character in that world – such as 

Tetris, for example – the player still has a discrete role: they can only affect the world in 

certain ways, maintaining the illusion of a separate world affected by its own rules.  In 

Tetris, the blocks will always fall, and the player can only move them from side to side or 

rotate them.  It is primarily an engaging puzzle game, but it also presents a very abstract 

world governed by gravity and other simple rules. 

To examine the imaginative geographies of games, I focus on the concepts of 

virtual landscapes, cultures, places, and spaces.  Landscape refers to an environment 

experienced as a portrayal, valued for its aesthetics, or a depiction of such an 
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environment.  Landscape does not exactly refer to the environment itself, but instead a 

view or experience of it, portrayed in art or encountered in person, but the view or 

experience includes the environment in whatever form encountered.  In video games, the 

portrayal can reference other representations of landscape, but with the difference that the 

environment can be explored from a moving perspective, and interacted with, as an 

inhabitant or visitor.  For example, The Legend of Zelda: Skyward Sword (Nintendo, 

2011) uses an impressionistic visual style for its interactive, 3D environments (Lambie, 

2011).  See Figure 3.4 for images.  In addition, particularly useful is the concept of 

landscape as representation (as discussed in Chapter 1), or the idea that landscapes 

communicate underlying ideals, arguments, and comments, as part of a discourse (for 

related discussion, see Barnes and Duncan, 1992 or Cosgrove, 1998).  Video game 

landscapes differ from other ones because of the design process – with virtual 

environments, the environment itself and the portrayal are one and the same, a reality that 

brings forward interesting questions about whether that distinction is entirely valid for 

tangible environments, either.  Further, since game environments are entirely designed, 

any distinction between “natural” and “built” parts of the environment takes on an 

different meaning since their portrayal is deliberate and representative and not at all 

influenced by real natural forces.  For this chapter, the most useful distinctions are once 

again between the game developer’s ideas, the code itself, and the player’s thoughts and 

actions.  Through the software, the game developers portray a landscape, which can 

change in response to a player’s input.  But to the player, the landscape is already 

completed and entirely new.  As a stranger, the player builds impressions and 

associations while they explore (for more on this, see Chapter 7 on cooperative 

exploration).  Wherever the player is able to concretely affect the environment, such as 
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through decorating a house in Animal Crossing: City Folk or through building a camp in 

A Tale in the Desert IV, the landscape takes on a further complexity and capacity to 

realized change (for more on personalizing the environment, see Chapter 8).  In LEGO 

Harry Potter, the landscapes are already somewhat familiar to any Harry Potter fan, 

combining elements of the LEGO sets, films, and novels in a creative form that can then 

seem new to the player in its detail and creativity.  In this game, the landscapes of 

Hogwarts and the wizarding world transform as the player moves from Year 1 to Year 7.  

Although players cannot create their own environments (outside of a separate build 

mode), the game brings beloved environments, storylines, and characters to life, allowing 

players to move them as well as move through them. 

Figure 3.4: Images of The Legend of Zelda: Skyward Sword. 

Culture is shared ways of thinking, reacting, doing, shared ritual, shared language, 

and more (B. Metz, personal communication, May 10, 2001).  In the physical world and 

material world alike, culture refers to abstract concepts, patterned behaviors, and types of 

material goods that are shared between people.  In games, one crucial difference is that a 

small group of developers design the culture, deliberately and with their own thoughts as 

the only guidelines, while large numbers of players consume the culture.  This distinction 

is fairly clear in games such as LEGO Harry Potter but less clear in games such as A Tale 
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in the Desert, which more heavily depends upon player-created content and player 

community.  This dynamic influences diegetic game cultures in that developers design 

the culture while players take on the culture.  Of course, players do not have to 

wholeheartedly embrace any virtual culture and immediately role-play as a conforming 

member; players are free to accept, reject, or demonstrate any other response to the 

virtual culture in question, just as they would exhibit complex responses to their own 

cultures from their everyday lives.  For example, in LEGO Harry Potter, players take on 

the roles of Harry and other students at Hogwarts.  They can try to act like Harry and his 

pals, or they can misbehave by attacking their friends, other students, or adults, or by 

destroying and rebuilding everything in sight – which is a sort of exploration particular to 

LEGO games and actually an important part of the gameplay.  The behavioral options 

presented by the game (in this case, spells that can move, destroy, or alter objects or 

spells that attack other characters) do not necessarily directly involve the culture of the 

game world (in this case Hogwarts), but affect it in a tangential, role-playing capacity as 

the game and the players fill out the diegetic world. 

In geography, space and place are typically used as contrasting concepts: 

according to Yi-Fu Tuan (1977: 6), space is “openness, freedom, and threat” and 

“movement,” while place is “security and stability” and “pause in movement.”  Doreen 

Massey (1994: 147) objected to this view, however, characterizing Tuan’s place as “self-

enclosing and defensive,” instead arguing for viewing place as “progressive [and] 

outward-looking.”  Both of these concepts can also be useful for understanding game 

environments.  Many games seem to embody Tuan’s concepts, such as World of 

Warcraft, which consists of safe areas, typically protected by defensive architecture and 

guards (confirming Massey’s description), whereas all other (and surrounding) areas in 
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the game are both more dangerous and much more interesting – areas where the player 

travels, conquers, and moves on.  Environments in LEGO Harry Potter differ to a 

significant degree from space and place in World of Warcraft, in that any particular area 

in LEGO Harry Potter can be safe for exploring, and then filled with dangerous enemies 

that must be defeated, then, with victory, once again becoming safe for the player.  But 

none of these areas are “pause” or “movement” – both require different forms of 

movement, and the player typically spends most of their time moving through Hogwarts, 

not lingering.  Tuan’s concepts are not useful for understanding the world of this 

particular game, but Massey’s ideas can be useful: LEGO Harry Potter instead suggests a 

network of meaningful and changing places that transform dramatically depending on the 

circumstances.  In both of these views, place is invested by its inhabitants and visitors 

with meaning.  Game designers, of course, can try to evoke certain feelings or meanings 

through audio-visual design, interactive design, story events, and intertextual references 

to other works.  For example, the minimalist designs of Flower and Shadow of the 

Colossus allow for a greater emotional impact from what is present.  In contrast, LEGO 

Harry Potter is a quite busy game, but one that evokes a very playful atmosphere and 

attitude. 

Another issue to consider in the portrayal of imaginary geographies is its 

commentary on aspects of the external world, which James Kneale (2003) suggested 

originates in the difference between the author’s everyday world and the imaginary world 

the author portrays.   Utopian and dystopian fiction, Kneale pointed out, offers 

suggestions, alternatives, warnings, explorations of unknown or feared scenarios, and 

more, all through the slight differences between that world and ours.  Video games can 

offer fully functioning dystopias or utopian environments, such as A Tale in the Desert, 
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which offers not a scripted portrayal, but an experimental environment in which humans 

can build civilization.  See Chapter 8 for further discussion on utopian or dystopian game 

environments. 

In video games, participation in the portrayal lends to a feeling of personally 

exploring the imaginative environment.  Of course, the participation in the portrayal 

increases with open interactivity or massively multiplayer online play (or both, as in A 

Tale in the Desert), in which each player can have a dramatically unique experience 

creating the utopian, dystopian, or simply imaginative environment.  In games designed 

with a dependence on user-created content, player influence on the form of the 

environment is also much greater.  In A Tale in the Desert, players create all buildings 

and other structures in Egypt, and with general guidelines based on how the game works 

(such as how to grow crops), players pass their own laws and elect their own officials, 

creating the utopian environment.  In contrast, players of LEGO Harry Potter have very 

little impact on the environment, unable to create their own content except in a separate 

free build mode.  But in short, player impact can range from minimal (executing the 

game, exploring it, making minor choices, creating a slightly unique experience for 

themselves) to significant (creating buildings and towns, cultivating the environment as 

through industry or agriculture, creating minigames, designing original clothing or other 

items, creating a coherent and unique world).  In addition to this, players can also create 

their own interpretations, write their own stories, role-play, create original artwork, write 

articles or web posts analyzing the game or its environment, and so on (for more on this, 

see Schwartz, 2009).  Chapter 8 continues in this vein with an analysis of the impact of 

personalization and user-created content on game environments. 
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Along with degree of impact on the environment, another, closely related aspect 

of interactivity of game worlds is in the breadth of interactivity, that is, the variety of 

interactions available to influence the environment.  In this sense too, A Tale in the 

Desert is highly interactive, providing more disciplines than any one user can master at 

once.  The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), a single player game, 

offers a highly interactive world, providing not only activities for hundreds of hours of 

play, but also adding to the complexity and immersion of the game world.  A fan of 

Second Life (Linden Research, Inc., 2003) shared with me her thoughts on interactivity:  

I am on Second Life- a virtual reality game. One of the main things I think about 

while I am there it is how alive and interactive the environment is, and how easy 

it makes it to realize that we are creating our own reality in real life as well. It is 

almost unavoidable. There are discussion groups galore on SL, and I have heard 

this theme over and over. 

As a utility rather than a game, Second Life is extremely interactive, allowing users to 

directly design and create their own environments, rather than to shape an existing one, 

and then allow other users to visit and interact with their original environments.  

However, in both cases, the interactivity increases immersion and complexity of the 

environments created by either users or game designers, reflecting, as noted by the 

Second Life user above, the complexity and interactivity of the material world as well.   

This slight break between our everyday world and an imaginative world also 

generates much of the appeal of imaginative environments.  Close differences provide a 

world that can be fascinating, new, and yet coherent and immediately comprehensible.  In 

such an environment, imaginative play exercises the creative mind, eliciting excitement 

and positive change in a safe environment, as well as encouraging creative thought, 

which is necessary for competence at any but the most routine of tasks.  If the difference 
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between the fantasy world and the author’s or player’s real world is very large, detail and 

internal consistency contribute to the realism of a fantasy world (Schwartz, 2006). 

 Games offer a form of guided or collaborative world creation, but the more open 

form of world creation offered by LEGO sets and bricks illuminates other aspects of this 

creative process.  While LEGO toys are primarily marketed toward children (with 

suggested age ranges prominently marked on boxes), there is also a thriving online 

community of AFOLs, or Adult Fans of LEGO.  AFOLs are spread across multiple sites 

and forums – Eurobricks.com being just one example.  There are many AFOLs, and 

specialized terminology has emerged (in addition to “AFOL”), for example, the Dark 

Ages refer to the period of time between putting the LEGO toys away for the last time as 

a child and building with LEGO toys again for the first time as an adult (Cooperman, 

2010).  AFOLs can attend AFOL conferences, such as Brickworld (in Chicago in 2012) 

and BrickCon (held annually in Seattle; see Figure 6.5 for images), to show off their 

custom creations and see the creations of others.  AFOLs can turn to (or create) 

marketplaces, such as Bricklink (see Figure 3.6), or sellers, such as BrickArms, which 

sells specialized accessories and minifigures.  The LEGO Group reaches out to AFOLs 

(and TFOLs, or Teenage Fans of LEGO) with limited releases of sets with advanced 

builds (see Figure 6.7 for images of one such build), as well as appointed “Ambassadors” 

to specific communities or web forums, who release information and promote official 

surveys (Becraft, 2010).  Ideas and builds created by AFOLs can become official sets if 

they earn 10,000 votes in LEGO’s CUUSOO program, as 34-year-old Belgian AFOL 

Gregory Coquelz’s (Yatkuu’s) and 28-year-old Cape Town AFOL Pierrie De Vos’s 

(Pixel Fox’s) MOC (“My Own Creation”) The Winchester – Shaun of the Dead has done, 

after being mentioned by Shaun of the Dead actor Simon Pegg on the Conan O’Brien 
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Show (zombiemutts, 2012; Coquelz and De Vos, 2011).  AFOLs can also earn money by 

organizing a convention, creating a marketplace, and selling hard-to-find bricks or 

original accessories.  AFOLs can even be hired by The LEGO Group, as in the case of 

Toth, an AFOL whose original minifigure designs earned him a job creating official 

LEGO minifigures (BigHobbit, 2012; LEGOman273, 2012; Otherworld, 2012).  In short, 

creating with LEGO pieces is an uncommon but well-established hobby for adults.  Most 

relevantly for this section, for AFOLs (and FOLs of all ages), LEGO provides an 

opportunity for extremely open design and world creation. 

Figure 3.5: Images of BrickCon 2011, an AFOL Conference.  Images from 

http://brickcon.org/. 
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Figure 3.6:  Bricklink, an Unofficial LEGO Marketplace. 
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Figure 3.7:  Images of a LEGO Imperial Flagship Build. 

 The open design of LEGO contrasts to more popular, formal games for adults, 

such as video games, board games, or sports.  Although building with LEGO pieces is 
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seen as “play,” just as video and board games and sports are, because of the lack of 

formal rules or guidelines, building with LEGO bears more similarity to other forms of 

creating, such as the many forms of art.  In other terms, the open play of LEGO is 

“paidia,” while structured games are “ludus” (Caillois, 1961; Frasca, 2003a).  Video 

games typically offer both open play (ludus) and structured game (paidia), but the 

balance varies.  Organized sports offer quite a bit of structure.  At the other end of the 

spectrum, LEGO offers open play. 

Using LEGO pieces, AFOLs can create a huge variety of structures according to 

whatever their goals might be.  For examples, see Coquelz’s (Yatkuu’s) and De Vos’s 

(Pixel Fox’s) Shaun of the Dead MOC (mentioned previously) and German AFOL Phil’s 

(maydayartist’s) massive medieval landscape, pictured below in Figure 6.9.  Many MOCs 

fall into one of two extremes: highly detailed but less playable pieces meant for display, 

or less detailed but more sturdy and open pieces meant for play.  Both of the two 

excellent MOCs pictured below manage to provide the best of both those extremes, 

offering detail and pleasant form along with moveable parts and access to interiors for 

play.  MOCs that resemble the official LEGO sets (such as the Shaun of the Dead MOC, 

which is compatible with LEGO’s modular buildings line) can be combined with official 

sets to create a playable landscape with a unique touch.  AFOLs can also assemble 

official sets, modify them (create a mod), and mix them up with their own MOCs to 

create a landscape.  This approach offers more guidelines than creating only original 

MOCs, especially for assembling the sets: the pictures on the boxes and instructions even 

offer play and story suggestions (if the builder in question needs some hints on how to 

narratively combine a pirate ship with a plank, a huge shark, a pirate crew, an enemy 

princess, and some enemy soldiers).  After this point, with enough pieces, knowledge of 
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building techniques (from assembling official sets and from looking at and beginning to 

make MOCs), and creativity, builders can then create anything ranging from sculptures to 

scenes or vignettes to buildings to entire landscapes.  See Figure 6.8 for images of 

modified landscapes and Figure 6.9 for MOCs. 

Figure 3.8: Images of a LEGO Landscape that Combines Official Sets with MOCs (My 

Own Creations) and Mods (Modifications). 
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3.3 DEVISING HISTORY AND NARRATIVE FOR IMAGINATIVE WORLDS 

 This section focuses on the collaborative representation of narrative.  In Chapter 

1, I explained that geographic narrative is a form of representation, and that, in reverse, 

representation is a characteristic of geographic narrative, demonstrating a mutually 

inclusive relationship.  I further noted that play is a form of dialogue present in a 

geographic narrative (a role that is elaborated upon in Chapter 4), and that exploration is 

a form of interaction that, along with other factors, drives the narrative.  Lastly, I 

observed that exploration creates knowledge through representation, which, in turn, 

further encourages more exploration.  In this section, I elaborate upon this framework 

 

Figure 3.9: Images of Gregory Coquelz’s (Yatkuu’s) and Pierrie De Vos’s (Pixel Fox’s) 

Shaun of the Dead MOC and Phil’s (Maydayartist’s) Medieval Landscape 

MOC. 
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with a brief discussion of geographic narrative as collaborative representation.  The 

example I use most often in this section is the game Journey (thatgamecompany, 2012a). 

My concept of geographic narrative is derived from Henry Jenkins’ (2002) 

discussion of geographic narrative, but where Jenkins discussed how geography 

structures narrative, I focus on how narrative structures geography.  A geographic 

narrative, then, is one in which a narrative shapes the presentation or experience of an 

imaginative environment.  The result is a geographic narrative in which the exact borders 

and interactions between “narrative” and “geography” cannot be clearly separated but are 

still useful for understanding how these environments and stories differ from other 

representations or forms of environments and other types of narrative.  This concept is 

particularly useful in cases of video games that present an environment, realized in an 

interactive, explorable form impossible within many other forms of media, such as 

literature or film.  However, the geographic narratives of video games also resemble 

those of other imaginative environments, such as the Las Vegas Strip, discussed in 

Chapter 1.  This discussion of geographic narrative continues in Chapter 6 with a 

discussion of several types of geographic narrative in video games. 

 For this chapter, the divisions between geography and geographic narrative fall 

where the game world grows beyond its narrative.  Many parts and aspects of the game 

world are closely tied to the narrative: these are part of the “geographic narrative.”  But 

game worlds also offer breadth and depth beyond that which is necessary for the 

narrative: it is this detailed history and culture of the diegetic world that I class as 

“geography.”  Since narrative, if not written and scripted ahead of time, emerges out of 

play (Jenkins, 2002; Crawford, 2003a), games that offer a geography without a 

significant geographic narrative would be interesting but ultimately lacking in play 
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options and forward motion (in the sense of history unfolding through a scripted or 

emergent narrative).  And games that offer a geographic narrative but lack further 

geography can offer a compelling story without any sense of history, culture, or reality to 

the world.  Journey offers an immersive world and a compelling story, offering the best 

of both in a game that relies completely on visual and interactive representation, with no 

written or spoken language at all except for the start menu and credits.  

Thatgamecompany offers the following description of their game: 

Enter the world of Journey, the third game from acclaimed indie developers 

thatgamecompany and presented by SCEA Santa Monica Studio. 

Journey is an interactive parable, an anonymous online adventure to experience a 

person’s life passage and their intersections with other’s. 

You wake alone and surrounded by miles of burning, sprawling desert, and soon 

discover the looming mountaintop which is your goal. 

Faced with rolling sand dunes, age-old ruins, caves and howling winds, your 

passage will not be an easy one. The goal is to get to the mountaintop, but the 

experience is discovering who you are, what this place is, and what is your 

purpose. 

Travel and explore this ancient, mysterious world alone, or with a stranger you 

meet along the way. Soar above ruins and glide across sands as you discover the 

secrets of a forgotten civilization. 

Featuring stunning visuals, haunting music, and unique online gameplay, Journey 

delivers an experience like no other. 

(Thatgamecompany, 2012b) 

As the textual description suggests, Journey’s integration of geography and narrative 

results in a geographic narrative that encompasses the entire game world.  In this game, 

neither geography nor narrative is supreme or even distinguishable, leaving only an 

enveloping geographic narrative. See Figure 6.10 for images of Journey. 
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Figure 3.10: Images of Journey, from http://thatgamecompany.com.  

 Of course, without a player, there is no game.  Similarly to the code-player 

collaboration described in the previous section, the player “brings the story to life,” but 

instead of providing an intelligent agent to an essentially dead world (without player 

input to which to respond), with narrative, players take the reins of the story and proceed 

as the main character(s) or in a role to which there is no analogue in novels or other 

media.  In a sense, the geographic narrative is a guided journey, with the code guiding 

and the player journeying.  In Journey, players find a world (and a journey) waiting for 
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them, but this is no movie; players must use their intelligence to solve the puzzles of each 

are and discover the way through any area to the next one.  The journey is a fully 

interactive experience that each player personally experiences. 

Naturally, the end result of all of this is an imaginative environment – one with 

breadth and detail, one offering a compelling forward motion to become dynamic, 

responsive, and thus, expressing independent will (if not life) as an entity.  For this 

discussion, Journey is indeed best conceived as a “journey,” a word that encompasses 

both the world and the story experienced and explored and co-created by the player.  

“Journey” is an appropriate term for a game with a strong geographic narrative, because 

although journey also means many other things, it refers to an experience consisting of 

exploring an environment and unfolding that exploration into a tale. 

The process of collaborative representation results in texts that reflect their origins 

in that they demonstrate ideas and efforts from multiple game developers and that they 

also take a form unique to each user.  Game worlds, as virtual worlds, exist externally to 

the mind in an accessible and even mundane form in addition to the less definite worlds 

of fandom.  In a sense, the imaginative world is also a text. 

 Lastly, play, as a general term for primary interaction in game worlds, is also 

central to geographic narrative and exploration.  Gamers play to explore narrative 

possibilities and create a unique, personal experience for themselves.  In playing, they 

test the limits of the game world as well, provoking unexpected responses from it.  The 

more creative the player’s exploration and interaction, and the more flexible the design of 

the game, then the more responsive the game world and narrative are and the more 

unique in each iteration.  Play is then a form or dialogue between players and code, 

consisting of player in action and software in structure and response (further discussed in 
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Chapter 4).  In multiplayer games, players can also play together, adding a strong human 

component to the play (further discussed in Chapter 7).  While some adults who are 

entrenched firmly in their routine, familiar worlds might object to play as a childish 

approach, play is an exercise of the imagination that encourages creative responses to 

unusual situations.  In the case of video games, play engages the imagination in a 

fantastic environment powered by imagination.  But in any context, play exercises the 

creative and problem-solving mind, which is crucial in everyday life as in video games. 

3.4 CONCLUSION 

 This chapter examines the following research question: 

How do players creatively participate in the geographic and narrative 

representation of imaginary cultures in these three games? 

To address this question, this chapter offers further discussion of representation, 

exploration, and geographic narrative in the imaginative environments of video games by 

focusing on the processes of collaborative representation between players and software.  

Basically, collaborative representation is the idea that players and software, distinct and 

essential, each contribute the game world.  The following two sections examine 

collaborative representation in geography and geographic narrative respectively.  Where 

geography refers to the details and depth of the game world, geographic narrative 

encompasses the game’s story as well as those aspects of the game world that are 

essential to the narrative.  While a traditionally scripted narrative with cut scenes isn’t 

necessarily required (see Chapter 6), both geography and geographic narrative are 

necessary for creating a game world that is compelling, believable, internally consistent, 

surprising, and changing.  In processes of collaborative representation, the player brings 

life to the game world and action to the game narrative.  This discussion of collaborative 
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representation continues in Chapter 4, which examines, in-depth, the relationship with 

players and code in gender-based (role-) play.  

Collaboration aside, representation is also at the heart of this chapter, and indeed, 

all concepts are representations.  These representations make up tools that allow humans 

to construct bodies of knowledge of various kinds, which are also representations, 

helping humans to better understand (or order, or interpret, or present) some aspect of 

their lives or their world.  This is because knowledge as we think of it is born from and 

exists only in the human mind.  In a way, concepts as explanations are like lenses: not 

quite the “thing” they intend to illuminate, they are tools for seeing and understanding.  

More or less mutually incompatible examples include concepts of the biological process 

of natural selection and concepts of the theological idea of an intelligent designer of the 

universe.  Both explanations came from human minds and both offer interpretations of 

how life came to be ordered as it is.  Of those, only natural selection is consistent with 

scientific observation, and to the inquisitive mind, offers a much more adequate 

explanation (Sagan et al., 1980a).  From a scientific perspective, better tools (as 

theoretical frameworks and tangible tools) allow people to create believable explanations 

as to how the universe operates: 

Without the tools of science, the machinery of life would be invisible. (Sagan 

et al., 1980b). 

Compared to strict scientific observation, this dissertation offers a flexible theoretical 

framework for open discussion of the roles of virtual environments in our larger worlds, a 

qualitative approach that is better suited than numerical observations to exploring the 

subjective but meaningful realities of individual experience.  But like science, this 

theoretical and empirical discussion offers explanations (or tools, or representations) for 
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how we can conceive of virtual environments and narrative, exploration, representation, 

and play in those environments and in our lives. 

 Imagination powers game worlds.  Imagination also helps in balancing the 

emotional demands of life as an organic being.  In The Count of Monte Cristo (Dumas, 

1844), Abbé Faria tells Dantès that he (the Abbé) escaped his years of solitary 

confinement in prison through his imagination, refined through his learning, imagining 

past civilizations and lost places, probably similar to the lost library at Alexandria 

imagined by Carl Sagan in Cosmos (Sagan, et al., 1980c).  Of course, people can 

somewhat escape any form of confinement through vividly imagining themselves as 

being elsewhere.  The limitations of material existence, such as living with a diseased 

body, can be escaped and confronted in turn as the afflicted imagines possible cures or 

futuristic treatments, only to accept, over time, advancing age along with the increasing 

unlikelihood of a cure and the practical impossibility of vital youth when those years 

have already passed, disease-inflicted.  Imagination is a tool for both imagining solutions 

to the heartaches and disappointments of mortal, material existence and, through creative 

analysis (analytical imagining, discussed previously in Chapter 1) realistically evaluating 

those solutions.  Similarly to the conflict between dreams and realism in science 

discussed at the chapter’s opening, imagination allows for the exploration and 

confrontation of any conflict between warm dream and cold observation. 

Most fundamentally for this dissertation, such an understanding of the nature of 

virtual representation as a cooperation between players and software forms a basis for the 

following chapters examining the imaginative geographies of video games.  With these 

basic understandings of geographic and geographic-narrative representation in games, 

this dissertation progresses in the following chapter to discussing gender role-play that 
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lies central to my framework: forming interactions that make up collaborative 

representation, dialoguing with the geographic narrative, and influencing exploration as 

gender roles shift and alter the relationships between player and environment.  Furthering 

the discussion with each chapter, the Chapter 9 concludes with readdressing the 

collaborative nature of video games by discussing the natures of the environments 

themselves, rather than strictly the representational aspects of them. 
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Chapter 4  

Interactive Gender Portrayal in Game Environments 

Caveman: “Me build, therefore me am!” 

This would-be inventor from the prehistoric past is always tinkering with sticks, 

rocks and the occasional bricks he finds lying around, trying to invent something 

new. Of course, everything he comes up with has already been invented – he’s a 

Caveman with a tiny little brain, after all – but that doesn’t stop him from trying. 

He never gets jokes and usually needs things explained to him with gestures and 

pictures…and even then, he gets it wrong most of the time. 

 

The Caveman is very strong and always hungry. If something looks like it might 

be food, he’ll try to take a bite, and if it runs away, he’ll lift his club up above his 

head and chase it down. Not a lot of people know it, but he’s also an excellent 

artist who can create incredible landscapes and murals using only the simplest of 

tools! 

(LEGO Group, 2010) 

Cave Woman: “You keep on painting, dear. I’ll take care of that pesky saber-

tooth.” 

While the Caveman is trying to build new inventions, the Cave Woman is the one 

who actually gets all the practical things done. She smashes rocks to make tools, 

creates clothing out of hides and skins, chases off big meat-eaters and assembles 

clever traps for catching supper using sticks, stones and bits of shells. 

Despite having a bigger brain, the Cave Woman is very fond of her dim-witted 

mate. Recently, she’s been thinking about doing some inventing herself, perhaps 

starting with a written language and a stone-based calendar system. Maybe then 

she’ll finally be able to get the Caveman to remember his own name…not to 

mention her birthday! 

(LEGO Group, 2011) 

LEGO Group’s Series 1 collectible minifigures released in summer of 2010 

included the Cave Man, described above in his official bio.  His mate, Cave Woman, also 

described above in her official bio, was released about one year later as part of Series 5.  

Despite their prehistoric styling, their bios describe a modern, if stereotyped relationship 
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reminiscent of sitcom marriages, such as the Arnolds from The Wonder Years (Black and 

Marlens, 1988-1993), a 1980s sitcom set in the 1960s.  See Figure 4.1 for images of the 

minifigures. 

These bios are more than simple descriptions of scripted characters – these are 

rough guidelines for play.  With these minifigures, whether using these character 

descriptions or not, children and adult fans of LEGO (AFOLs) create their prehistoric 

adventure.  The minifigure is an avatar of sorts, through which the player experiences a 

prehistoric world.  Similarly, players in games form a connection with their avatars to 

experience a game world, influenced by factors such as age, gender, and sex.  This 

chapter examines gender and sexuality in avatars and game worlds. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

As discussed above, just as we experience the world through our bodies – through 

our senses, our lived experiences, and our languages of thought – so the player 

experiences the game world through his or her body-avatar.  And although the game (as a 

text) provides a glimpse of the diegetic world, it is the avatar that brings the player inside.  

There are many social and demographic aspects that shape this body-avatar connection 

  

Figure 4.1: LEGO Caveman and Cave Woman. 
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and experience – gender, age, religion or spirituality, or socioeconomic status, for 

example.  Gender is both an interesting and a significant aspect of this, pervasive and 

complex in its role in everyday life, yet largely unknown in its effects in game worlds.  

Examining gender and sexuality in online games illuminates not only how players create 

and carry out gender and sexuality in games, but also aspects of the body-avatar 

connection through which players experience the game world, and how it colors their 

(virtually) lived experiences as a fantasy person within a fantasy world. 

Specifically, this chapter addresses the following question: 

How does gender emerge as resulting from the interaction, in these three games, 

between roles elicited by environmental narratives and roles enacted by players? 

The research question deliberately implies a framework for understanding gender and 

sexual expression in games, emphasizing collaboration between players and code, a 

perspective that is used throughout this dissertation.  Each of the three major sections – 

gender differences, gender expression, and sexuality – takes a slightly different view of 

this collaboration between players and code – emphasizing the structuring influence of 

the game code, player expression within the constraints of the game, and player behavior 

within those constraints, respectively.  Together, these sections illustrate how the game 

provides options and limits to gender and sexual expression, but that players stretch the 

options and limits to creatively express themselves.  This dialogue between players and 

code ultimately manifests as a collaborative representation, in which the game world and 

story emerges as a personalized text through this dialogue. 

 This chapter draws on a qualitative and visual analysis of three games: World of 

Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert, and Animal Crossing.  The raw materials for the analysis 

include months of observational data and hundreds of screenshots of these games, 

supplemented by open interviews with players of each game.  These open-ended 
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interviews focus on the individual experiences of seven game players.  While there are 

only a few interviews to supplement the observational data, they provide widely varying 

perspectives on gender and sexuality in these games.  The framework for this chapter is 

simple, and as discussed in the previous paragraph, it positions code as the structuring 

influence and players as the creative agent in a relationship between players and 

independently operating code. 

The following chapters build on the findings of this chapter, transitioning from 

discussion of body-avatar as a gateway, to discussion of game worlds.  But in addition to 

this, other chapters also build on these discussions to, where appropriate, further discuss 

gender. 

Before continuing, I must point out that game development is still a male-

dominated field.  While 47% of game players are female (Entertainment Software 

Association, 2012), only 11.5% of game developers are female (International Game 

Developers Association, 2005).  This impacts game development in terms of art design, 

play style, and more.  As noted in research on gender, race, and age in video games:   

The developer demographic explanation is made stronger by considering that the 

number of female characters (15%) comes much closer to the number of female 

gamemakers (11.5%) than the number of female players (38%). If the process 

were entirely player-driven, there would be far more female characters, especially 

among the primary, playable characters (where the proportion is nearly identical 

to the developers’ ranks). Research on gender among game developers would 

shed light on this process. (Williams, et al., 2009: 830) 

Though the statistics alone do not prove a causal relationship, the connection is 

nevertheless obvious – and future research, as the authors note, could offer insights into 

the effects of the sex and gender breakdown of game developers.  Brandon Sheffield 

articulated the relationship nicely: 



 150 

But I'm not stupid -- I know why we put ladies in these ridiculous costumes, and I 

know why Blystad doesn't get what the problem is.  It's because we, the people 

making the decisions on these games, are largely men, largely heterosexual, and 

as such we like looking at boobs and butts, and we are making this game for 

others who feel the same way, which is inherently limiting.  This is the very 

definition of the Male Gaze theory, which is at the heart of much of the discussion 

we're having about women in and around games these days.  (2012) 

In video games, of course, the male gaze is all the more totalizing because it defines the 

game world, how the player sees it, and how the player represents him or herself in the 

game.  Sheffield’s observations echo my own thoughts at the 2007 Austin Game 

Developers Conference, a yearly meeting for professional game developers, in which a 

large majority of attendees were men.  I found it extremely strange to step from a very 

crowded hallway into a nearly or even completely empty 20-stall women’s bathroom, and 

found myself thinking along the same lines as Sheffield.  See Figure 4.2 for images from 

the 2007 Austin Game Developers Conference. 

 Voicing the obvious question, Luke Crane of Kickstarter asked on Twitter, “Why 

are there so few lady game creators?”  The forum being Twitter, there was an immediate 

response: 

Over the 24 hours that followed Crane's tweet, thousands of women responded to 

his question with the hashtag #1ReasonWhy. Using the hashtag, female game 

developers, writers, critics, and journalists shared personal stories of sexism and 

exclusion — their "one reason why" so few women are leaders in the massive 

gaming industry.  (Reinsberg, 2012, also quoted in Isaacson, 2012) 

Some of the tweets included: 

Meguey Baker (@NightSkyGames), November 26, 2012: I’ve had guys turn to 

the men I hired to help at the booth for information on a game I wrote. That has 

my name on the cover. #1reasonwhy 

Rowan Cota (@sweetpavement), November 26, 2012: Because I’m tired of 

hearing simple mechanics are for girls when they’re written by a woman, but 

praised when written by a dude. #1reasonwhy 
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Jess H. (@kleenestar), November 26, 2012: Because men with a tenth of my 

experience and expertise feel they can condescend to me. #1reasonwhy 

David A Hill Jr (@davidahilljr), November 26, 2012: I’ve had prominent 

designers compliment my games, while complimenting my wife’s appearance, 

when we develop together #1reasonwhy 

filamena (@filamena), November 26, 2012: Because conventions, where 

designers are celebrated, are unsafe places for me. Really. I’ve been groped. 

#1reasonwhy 

The backlash tweets and article comments that followed presumably represented the 

point of view of those perpetuating this misogynistic work environment, and generally 

insulted the ability of women game designers, particularly the ones tweeting, and 

engaged in victim-blaming (accusing the women of being “too sensitive” as well as being 

bad game designers) (Isaacson, 2012).  Obviously, such a response only reinforces the 

reader’s resulting view that the video game industry is entrenched in hatred, mitigated 

only by the number women and men protesting on Twitter, representing an opposing, 

equal-opportunities viewpoint. 
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Figure 4.2: Photos from the 2007 Austin Game Developers Conference. 

4.2 AVATAR GENDER DIFFERENCES IN DIEGETIC CULTURES 

For this section, in discussing “gender differences” in these three games, I 

position games (or code) as structuring gender by providing options and guidelines to 
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personal expression and behavior.  While peoples and cultures and science in the material 

world also structure and enforce gender in a geographically contextual way (for example, 

see Blunt, 1994), games structure gender far more completely and simply, prescribing all 

scenarios, all artwork, and all forms of interaction available to players.  And like actors 

on stage given only a set and a script, players in games express their avatar’s character 

through dress, mannerisms, delivery, words, and actions.  The guidelines can be nearly 

absolute – for example, unless using player-created mods (programs that change how the 

game appears or plays), players can only choose their avatar’s physical and skill-based 

characteristics or change their avatar’s appearance from the available options.  However, 

even given limited options, players can combine various actions and factors – for 

instance, certain clothing, gestures, customized text chat, and specified game 

environments – to create unique and creative scenarios.  An example from my own 

experience (many years ago) includes a visit to a fall harvest role-playing event in 

Mulgore in World of Warcraft.  The players hosting the event dressed their avatars in 

“ordinary” clothing (not high level armor) and followed a script that specified certain 

words (for poetry) and certain movements (such as gathering in a circle) to create a 

ceremony blessing the harvest.  In any case, as part of their structures, games, both 

deliberately and accidentally, also create basic guidelines for gender and gender 

differences.  For this section, I examine each game in turn, focusing on how the game in 

question specifies differences in ability by gender, aesthetic differences between genders, 

and representational differences present in the diegetic cultures of the games. 

4.2.1 Gender Differences in World of Warcraft 

In this section, I analyze gender differences in avatar ability, avatar aesthetics, and 

representationally cultural differences in World of Warcraft.  This section presents the 
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argument that gender in World of Warcraft is portrayed primarily as an aesthetic and 

cultural phenomenon.  Further, I argue that the portrayal of gender in World of Warcraft 

adopts a tone that is both humorous and subtle. 

 At the outset, I considered World of Warcraft to quite obviously equalize male 

and female character ability.  However, even though I considered this to be obvious, I 

included a question on character differences by ability in my interviews to compare to 

other player opinions.  Of course, the other players agreed that World of Warcraft does 

not differentiate male and female on the basis of ability.  For example, Players Y and Z 

opined: 

<Player Z> well for me culturally, I think it comes across as equal 

<Player Z> the different races have both genders performing the same things 

<Player Z> there doesn't seem to be any gender roles per say - such as one gender 

being better at something than the other 

<Player Y> I would have to agree 

Note Player Z’s comment that “the different races have both genders performing the 

same things.”  In World of Warcraft, despite any contrary stereotypes portrayed in other 

media, male and female avatars are equally capable.  One result of this is that players can 

choose their avatar gender purely for aesthetic or personal reasons.  Another affect is that 

without any gender based difference in ability, there is also no gender attachment to any 

of the character classes.13  As a result, the roles of tanking, healing, and damage-dealing 

are portrayed as equally legitimate for either gender.  Females tank just as well as males, 

for example, and vice-versa, regardless of what any one player thinks at all about whether 

“tanking” is a male or female activity.  Interestingly, character race somewhat affects 

                                                 
13 Character class is the most important gameplay choice in avatar creation. Character class can also be 

considered as the “job” of the character – whether it be warrior, paladin, hunter, rogue, priest, death knight, 

shaman, mage, warlock, or druid.  The classes vary in their strengths, skills, and weaknesses.  For example, 

warriors can fight either to deal damage or to tank in melee combat, while hunters are more susceptible to 

melee attack but deal considerable damage from a distance. 
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character ability for each class through difference in character stats and racial abilities, 

however, the difference appears slight; in my observations, tiny Gnome warriors can be 

equally effective in battle as huge Tauren warriors. 

 With difference in abilities neutralized, the primary differences between the 

genders, in terms of character creation, are aesthetic.  Some of these aesthetic differences 

are clear immediately upon character creation at the start of a new game.  On a very basic 

level, evident right away in character creation (see Figure 4.3), the game breaks down all 

avatars by race and gender.  There are six races each making up two factions, and there 

are two very distinct genders per race: male and female.  The male and female have one 

preset body type each, but players can vary character class, coloring, facial features, 

beard or jewelry, and other features.  Players cannot, at least during character creation, 

directly vary character ability or starting equipment – only character class.  The character 

creation presents an aesthetic with two very distinct genders and little blurring between 

them. 
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Figure 4.3: Character Creation in World of Warcraft. 

 Beyond character creation, other coded differences between male and female 

avatars emerge.  Male and female characters have different voices, and say different 
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dialogue when prompted with emotes.  The same pieces of armor, which are merely 

stretched or shrunk to fit bodies of all twelve races, often hold a different shape entirely 

for male or female characters.  More subtle representational differences come through: 

male Orcs, Trolls, and Worgen slouch, while the women stand up straight, which looks 

odd, especially when important computer-controlled characters, such as leaders, slouch.  

Further, each race presents a slightly different form of masculinity or femininity.  

Compare the Orc male with the Tauren and Blood Elf males in Figure 4.4. 

Figure 4.4: Male Orc, Tauren, and Blood Elf Hunters in World of Warcraft. 

 One last, and, to me, rather odd aesthetic difference between masculinity and 

femininity in World of Warcraft is in differing attention to details of anatomy.  Despite 

sparing plenty of polygons for other parts of anatomy (such as rounded breasts for female 

characters), game developers neglected to include any “pants lumps” for the male 

characters (see Figure 4.5).  While the pants lump is probably not a part of the body on 

which male game artists want to linger while rendering, the penis is still an extremely 

important part of male anatomy, and the total lack of any “lump” seems bizarre, to say 

the least, in the same way that “smooth” Ken dolls are bizarre. 
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Figure 4.5: Comparing Male and Female Anatomy in World of Warcraft. 

When shifting from a close examination of individual avatars to a broader look at 

cultural representation, other differences between the two genders emerge.  And although 

male and female characters can be equally heroic, each race demonstrates its own cultural 

gender divisions.   

<Me> How do you think gender is portrayed in WoW and AC? 

<Me> What is the/is there any difference -- asthetically, in gameplay, culturally 

(gender roles), etc? 
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<Me> And for WoW, do you think this ties into race? 

<Player J> In AC I don't see much difference, sometimes I have a hard time 

telling if a character is male or female haha. 

<Player J> In WoW though, it's pretty apparent, there is a very different look 

from a male to a female in the same race 

<Player J> The ONLY race I've ever heard someone say "is that a girl or boy?" 

was in reference to a dwarf! 

<Player J> In some of the races I see no difference in role of the males or the 

females, orcs and trolls, as far as npc's go at least, there's just as many female 

guards and leaders as there is male, although MOST leaders in wow in general are 

male, the undead leader is female though :-) 

<Me> Generally speaking, do you think male or female characters are treated 

differently (1) by the game and (2) by the other players? 

<Player J> By players definitely 

<Player J> By the game, yes...sometimes 

<Player J> So in night elf culture females are in charge 

<Player J> In the night elf cities are the guards are female, the leader of the 

culture as a whole is female, etc 

<Player J> But also the armor sometimes will look different depending on if a 

male or female is wearing it 

<Player J> If a male wears a certain chestpiece, it's a whole piece, if a female 

wears it, it's a bikini top 

<Player J> So there is an element of sexism there 

Player J began by discussing some of the many cultural differences by gender in the 

diegetic world of this game.  These divisions range between the above noted matriarchal 

organization of Night Elf society to details such as that the Horde Inn in Dalaran employs 

“barmaids” rather than “barmen” or the more gender-neutral “bartenders.” 

Holiday garb reveals gender conventions that cross racial boundaries.  Traditional 

holiday garb is typically split into male and female versions, with each gender more or 

less sharing the same outfit with all of the other races.  NPCs (Non-Player Characters, or 

computer-controlled characters) at holiday events wear gender-appropriate clothing, with 

slight variations, such as a certain Goblin female that wears the male outfit at Brewfest. 

Adding complexity are the varied relationships portrayed in the scripted narrative.  

Story characters (all NPCs) can have mothers, fathers, close friends, enemies, allies, or all 
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sorts of other complex relationships, often with other important story characters.  And in 

addition, players are free to role-play any of those relationships if they want, either role-

playing a relationship of some sort with another player or establishing an “origin story” 

with a family, friends, rivals, which can even be named NPCs in any given town. 

 Another interesting dimension to physiological sex in World of Warcraft is that 

many animals demonstrate different characteristics and behaviors depending on whether 

they are male or female.  For example, a male wild cat might attack player characters on 

sight, while the females and cubs only fight if provoked. 

However, as discussed by interviewed players, equally important in an online 

game is how players treat one another based on gender.  Here my interviewed players 

differed widely in opinion, reflecting different thoughts and perspectives on the same 

complex game.  Player J noted: 

<Player J> Now, with other players, I've had people assume quite a few times that 

I must be a guy in real life, since I'm playing wow at all, and a LOT of guys play 

female characters 

<Player J> I've also been on the recieving end of some flirtation and come-ons, or 

down right sexual harrassment. 

<Player J> Because my character was female, now what if I WAS a guy and those 

people were hitting on me like that? I think they'd feel pretty silly 

<Player J> I've recieved with wispers of "a/s/l?" too 

<Player J> whispers* 

<Player J> Not something I appreciated but I think a lot of young kids play the 

game and so some of these things should be taken as immaturity 

While Player J found World of Warcraft to be sexist in many subtle but pervasive ways, 

Players Y and Z emphasized the equality of the game: 

<Me> do you think male or female characters are treated differently (1) by the 

game or (2) by the other palyers? 

<Player Y> no 

<Player Y> neither 
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<Player Z> not so much by the game, and rarely by other players - the player 

thing seems to be more about teasing (gently not meanly) 

Although these seem like incompatible views, all three interviewees can be correct at the 

same time.  Player J observes the subtle but thorough portrayal of gender roles in the 

diegetic cultures, while Players Y and Z point out that the game and other players both 

treat the fame and prowess of male and female heroes identically, and that the game’s 

humorous and friendly tone lightens the interactions between players. 

 Together, cultural representation and player interaction combine for widely 

differing atmospheres to any game.  Player J shared her experience: 

<Me> As far as gender roles and how people treat others, how does your 

experience in WoW and AC compare to your experience in everyday life? 

<Player J> AC is a happy innocent play that I can go when I'm tired of all the 

sexism I see and experience every day, it doesn't matter whether I'm a girl or a 

boy in that game. I tend to play AC at night before bed, hehe 

<Player J>  WoW sometimes doesn't help with me feeling like I can escape the 

sexism that's going on in the world, they tap into it to some extent. there was the 

achievement this past spring during the holiday event to put bunny ears on a 

female character of all the races 

<Me> o_O 

<Player J> I know! 

<Me> I will have to look that up 

<Player J>  After that I pretty aggravated in general, in life and in game, heh 

<Player J> I sort of have a hard time letting the bad feelings from work go when 

I'm playing, or bad feelings from wow go when I'm not playing 

<Player J> I get mad and I stay pretty mad for a while 

<Player J> Personal problem haha 

<Player J> Some people can play wow and escape their whole day, I have to 

make an effort for that to happen 

<Player J> and if someone smarts off to me in the game, well...I'm gonna let them 

have it 

<Player J> Here's that achievement! 

http://www.wowhead.com/?achievement=2422 

In another interview, Players Y and Z shared their (his and her, respectively) 

observations: 
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<Me> how does your experience with gender difference/lack of gender difference 

in WoW compare to everyday life? 

<Me> or to your experience in everyday life 

<Player Z> there doesn't really seem to be much difference as far as players in 

game and people in everyday life 

<Player Y> it gives someone a good way to get away from the redicule or 

challenges of real life by entering a world where your gender really doesn't matter 

and it could really help someone relax and thats coming from someone who does 

it on a semi-regular basis 

<Player Z> the only real gender related thing I run into is surprise to find a 

woman playing an online game - it's getting rarer though 

In either case, World of Warcraft presents its imaginary world, with its own humorous 

and subtle views of gender, which fits into each player’s everyday life according to their 

views and preference. 

4.2.2 Gender Differences in A Tale in the Desert 

This section examines gender differences in avatar ability, aesthetics, and diegetic 

culture in A Tale in the Desert.  In this section, I suggest that gender is presented 

primarily an aspect of personal identification.  However, to a less obvious extent, gender 

politics also take part in player culture. 

As in World of Warcraft, male and female avatars in A Tale in the Desert are 

equally capable.  This, likewise, leaves gender in A Tale in the Desert primarily defined 

by aesthetics and representational differences.  However, two important differences 

between gender in World of Warcraft and A Tale in the Desert result in a very different 

impression of gender. 

First, while gender in World of Warcraft is stylized for humor and detail – as 

through the diverse character art with its distinct male and female avatars, character 

dances (varying by race and gender), voice emotes (again varying by race and gender), 

and armor style – gender in A Tale in the Desert is presented in a less dynamic form.  

Players can vary coloring and clothing options.  A Tale in the Desert’s character graphics 
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are merely functional and realistic, without extras such as gendered dances or voice 

emotes.  Of course, players can also, as in the other two games examined in this chapter, 

name their characters.  See Figure 4.6 below. 

Figure 4.6: A Gathering of Player Characters in A Tale in the Desert. 

Second, representation in A Tale in the Desert differs enormously from 

representation in World of Warcraft because of its experimental environment.  Without 

NPCs and premade cities, A Tale in the Desert does not present preformed cultures, but 

instead a sort of social laboratory with underlying rules the players must discover and 

master.  The collaborative representation then portrays not so much a cooperative tale 
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between players and code as a cooperative history of players and code – as players not 

only “play” with the code by carrying out storylines and so on but also shape the diegetic 

world and create a unique civilization of game players. 

When asked about representational gender differences, Player M responded: 

<Me> Generally speaking, do you think male or female characters are treated 

differently (1) by the game or administrators or (2) by the players? How so? How 

does this compare to your experience in everyday life? 

<Player M> (1) no (2) yes, females receive more positive responses, because they 

are a minority (even though atitd has an unusual high degree of females, 

surprisingly high degree)  

So while the game does not generally differentiate between male and female, its diegetic 

culture of players reflects many of the complexities and subtleties of gender politics in 

the tangible world.  And without a hegemonic history or culture of this game world, the 

hundreds to approximately one thousand players of A Tale in the Desert create their own 

politics and meanings of gender from within the practical systems created and enacted by 

players to excel in the game.  While the game influences these gender politics, as through 

its equality of capability and the minimal differences (compared to, say, World of 

Warcraft) between male and female avatars, players retain both freedom of choice and 

creative input. 

 One form of equality provided by the game is through democracy.  Male and 

female citizens (or long term players) share not only equal ability, but also equal rights.  

However, as the game has an experimental environment, game developers (as well as 

chaos-producing players) sometimes throw controversies for players to solve.  In one 

such example from the Second Telling, game developers sponsored an event in which a 

foreign “Trader Malaki” offered rare items for trade, but only traded with male avatars, 

treating females in an offensive and discriminatory manner, triggering a riot and a ban of 
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the character (Combs, 2004; Olivetti, 2011).  In addition to provocation by game 

developers, other players not as aware or caring toward social norms can create tense 

situations that player civilization must solve.  Very early in the First Telling, players 

voted to change one player’s name from “Douchebag” to “Flower,” in the first incident of 

players passing a law targeting one individual (“History of Egypt,” 2011). 

Lastly, like World of Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert also includes animal genders.  

However, without the aggressive and movement behaviors of World of Warcraft, animals 

in A Tale in the Desert exist mainly for breeding, cultivating, and some ceremonies, such 

as the ceremony pictured previously in Figure 4.5 (which involves placing male and 

female rabbits at key locations on the altar). 

4.2.3 Gender Differences in Animal Crossing 

In this section, I discuss gender differences in Animal Crossing, again examining 

avatar ability, avatar aesthetics, and cultural differences evident in representation.  As in 

the other two games, gender in Animal Crossing is mainly an aesthetic and 

representational affair.  But unlike the other games, Animal Crossing presents child 

avatars with child genders, accentuating the childlike views and world of the game (see 

Figure 4.7). 

Figure 4.7: Male and Female Avatars in Animal Crossing: City Folk. 
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Animal Crossing presents a visual style highlighting the pleasantness and 

simplicity of the game.  Its characters are clearly children, and they dress up, play house, 

go fishing, catch bugs, grow flowers, and dig for treasures with colorful, 

anthropomorphic animals.  Visiting with one another is an activity taken up while 

completing or in between other activities, such as fishing.  And while these are classical 

child activities, the aesthetics and child avatars are what determine activities such as 

home decoration as “playing house” rather than simply as customizing a virtual home.  

Gender is shaped by this childlike aspect of the game, portraying gender as it pertains to 

children.  Differences between boys and girls are thus represented aesthetically and 

socially as child avatars engage in childlike play in the form of dressing up, playing 

house, and so on. 

Players can customize their avatars with store-bought and player-designed 

clothing, headwear, glasses or masks, hair styles, and shoe color.  Their individual faces 

and eye colors are randomly assigned according to the player’s answers to a personality 

quiz given at the start of the game (“Faces Styles Guide,” 2011).  Interestingly, boys can 

only wear shirts and shorts, whereas girls can only wear dresses.  As a result, the same 

design can look like a sports jersey on a boy and more like a sports nightgown on a girl 

(see Figure 4.8).  Other than this restriction, players can mix and match accessories, 

dressing a girl in a Band-Aid or Groucho Marx glasses or a boy in pink glasses or with a 

flower in his hair. 
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Figure 4.8: Male and Female Avatars Wearing Various Clothing in Animal Crossing. 

Totaling more than 200 different characters of 34 different species, the 

appearances of the animal neighbors (NPCs) vary widely (“Animal Crossing: City Folk 

Villagers, 2009).  Because there are so many potential neighbors, the assortment of six to 

ten animals in any village might exhibit random variations, such as including a larger 

than usual proportion of bears in the town.  In comparison, the “franchise” NPCs (the 

characters that live in every single village) each have a distinct look with related detail 

unavailable with random characters.  For example, Blathers, the museum curator, is a 

scholarly brown owl, while his astronomer sister, Celeste, is a smaller, pink owl (see 

 



 168 

Figure 4.9).  Interestingly, while the player characters are all children, the other 

characters in the game are not; they are anthropomorphic animals of all apparent ages, 

but with lesser sophistication and capability than the human characters.  This is 

communicated through their simple dialogue and their actions in group play (such as 

failure to find any actual fossils while digging or hiding poorly in hide-and-seek), and 

their limited reading comprehension evident when receiving replies to sent letters.  Of 

course, this animal theme merely covers for deficiencies in the artificial intelligence.  See 

Figure 4.10 for images of random villagers. 

Figure 4.9: Blathers and Celeste in Animal Crossing. 

Aside from these aesthetic qualities, gendered social differences are portrayed 

mainly through the animal neighbor artificial intelligence.  The personalities are divided 

by gender, three male and three female.  The three male personalities are commonly 

referred to online as “cranky,” “jock,” and “lazy.”  The three female personalities are 

referred to as “normal,” “peppy,” and “snooty” (“Neighbor Personalities,” 2009; 

“Villager,” 2011; “Personalities,” 2011).  The cranky villagers appear older and more 

cynical than the other animals and like to offer helpful advice.  The jocks have excited 

personalities and like to talk about playing sports, physical fitness, and competition.  The 

lazy villagers, on the other hand, have easy-going attitudes and like to talk about more 
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sedentary activities such as eating delicious food.  The oddly-named “normal” villagers 

are kind and easy going, offering compliments along with friendly gossip, and sometimes 

becoming flustered or discouraged.  The peppy villagers are very nice but also not very 

sensible, and are easily excitable as well as easily upset.  Lastly, the snooty villagers are 

very confident, usually talking about themselves or about fashion (or some other aspect 

of personal appearance) and often offering advice or criticism to others.  These 

personalities are evident mainly through dialogue and through interactions with other 

villagers.  Interactions between villagers mainly reveal points of agreement and points of 

conflict between villagers, but dialogue reveals a focus through topics of conversation. 

Figure 4.10: Random Villagers from Moontown in Animal Crossing. 

Each personality presents a different view of masculinity or femininity, and taken 

together, the game paints a more complete picture of gender.  While all six personalities 

enjoy gossip and social interaction, as well as chatting about favored topics of 
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conversations, the females seem more concerned with social relationships and 

interpersonal politics, demonstrating not only attitudes toward the world, as males do 

(cynical, competitive, easy-going), but also attitudes toward their position relative to 

others (insecure, excitable, confident). 

And with each personality so exaggerated, players may find certain personalities 

more or less likeable than the others.  When asked about their favorite and least favorite 

neighbor personalities, players responded: 

<Player C> I don't like the jerks 

<Player B> personality is the answer for me 

<Player B> i would rather they have catchy personality rather than I have to 

figure out what gender they are  

<Player A> well there were definitely certain types of personalities in AC I didn't 

like 

<Player C> I would've liked it better if the characters had a variety of moods 

<Player A> and quite honestly it's important that those personality types exist.. 

mostly because they make you more appreciative of the likable characters.. well .. 

i didn't care much for peewee initially 

<Player A> Baabara [a sheep] was another I didn't care for 

Naturally, each of these distinct personalities strikes each player differently, and where it 

portrays gender it also differentiates in the instancing of the game (in that no two players 

experience exactly the same game) and in perspective and subjective experience. 

Of course, players can also dialogue with these gender roles by trying them on, 

elaborating on them, challenging them, and so on.  When asked if gender roles in Animal 

Crossing resemble those of everyday life, Player A explained how his children expressed 

their interests through their choices in (gendered) play: 

<Player A> i would agree with that in a generic sort of observation 

<Me> how so? 

<Player A> well the girl characters tend to have more varied hairstyles then the 

males for instance 

<Player B> I have never been a male so I would say I don't know 
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<Player A> my daughter is way more into color coordination and fashion... 

<Player A> my son is more into acquiring interesting things 

The very choices available – in this case, the available modes of play, such as fashion-

oriented, collection-oriented, challenge-oriented, socially-oriented, and so on, and in any 

combination – illustrate the game world as a functioning system, with individual 

outcomes and instances, such as those portrayed in this section’s figures, supplying only 

imaginative detail of individual experience. 

Anyway, at first glance, the game’s representation of gender of children seems to 

reinforce stereotypical ideas about boys and girls, but upon closer examination, there are 

also numerous instances in which the game challenges those same stereotypes by 

presenting exceptions.  For example, the “peppy” girls might complain about science 

being boring (see Figure 4.11), but every town also has Celeste, a little girl owl who runs 

the museum’s observatory with confidence and scientific expertise (see Figure 4.8 

above).  In another example, jocks will often talk about sports and decorate their homes 

with sporting equipment, but my “normal” villager Caroline the squirrel also decorated 

her home with basketball equipment (see Figure 4.12).  And while the male villagers 

seem generally “tougher” in regards to messes than females (particularly the lazy 

villagers, who tolerate messes due to, well, laziness), Blathers, the museum curator, is a 

male owl who is both bookish and squeamish.  And less obviously, the game also shows 

that stereotypes are not universal, demonstrating, for example, that only some boys like 

sports – the jocks – while others do not.  Or, in another example, the game suggests that 

many girls actively dislike science, while many other girls do not express any opinion on 

science.  Basically, the game reinforces the discursive truth of the stereotypes, while also 

suggesting that they cannot be absolute distinctions. 
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Figure 4.11: Pate from Moontown Complaining about Science Being Boring. 

It’s obvious that the design of this game’s artificial intelligence draws heavily 

upon stereotypes, but the question of whether Animal Crossing (or any other game) is 

actually sexist depends upon the speaker’s views of gender and sexism.  When asked, 

some players seemed far more aware of gender in Animal Crossing, while to other 

players, gender in the game was uninteresting, confusing, or irrelevant to their views: 

<Me> What do you think is the difference between genders in ac, aesthetically, 

gameplay, and culturally (gender roles)? 

<Player C> they seem to follow gender stereotypes 

<Player C> the men are often macho, the women are either sweet or catty 

<Player B> I am still wondering what gender is "Truffle the pig" ... 

<Player A> lol 

<Player B> some animal neighbor say is she and some say he 

<Player B> and gender play in AC is big mystery for me 

Here, Player C (male) found Animal Crossing to be quite stereotypical and perhaps 

sexist, while Player B (female) found gender in Animal Crossing to be unclear, and 

Player J (female), quoted previously, found Animal Crossing to be inoffensive because of 

its innocent, childlike portrayal.  Player A (male) declined to offer his opinion on this 

aspect of gender in the game. 
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Figure 4.12: Comparing the Homes of “Normal” Caroline and “Jock” Roald. 

There are two additional themes of Animal Crossing that impact its portrayal of 

gender.  The first is simply age.  As discussed previously, player characters are human 

children, and villagers are merely childlike animals.  However, there are “franchise” 

NPCs – characters that appear in every single town – that adopt different attitudes 

depending on their age.  Mayor Tortimer is much older than the player, and complains 

about the young.  Tom Nook (a tanuki), who runs the local store, is clearly an adult and 

speaks to the player as such.  The female pelicans that work for the Mayor also appear to 

have more grown up personalities, as do certain other NPCs.  These characters provide 

examples of older masculinity and femininity.  See Figure 4.13 for images of Mayor 

Tortimer and Tom Nook. 

Figure 4.13: Mayor Tortimer and Tom Nook in Animal Crossing. 
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Second, family relationships also color gender differences in Animal Crossing.  

Within the game, as each avatar is a child, each avatar presumably has parents.  Each 

player receives letters from his or her mother (see Figure 4.14), which occasionally 

contain mentions of a father (who sends letters on Father’s Day) (“Parents,” 2011).  

However, the child lives on his or her own in their own animal village.  That the player’s 

character is a child with a family is an important part of the gender construct of the game. 

Figure 4.14: Letters from Mom (NPC) in Animal Crossing. 

 Of course, there is also, potentially, an actual family involved.  Many people play 

Animal Crossing with their families, such as Player A, who plays the game with his 

children.  In this situation, one household shares one Animal Crossing village and four 

avatars.  In order to allow each of his children their own avatar, Player A shares with his 

oldest son.  This, of course, complicates the social world of the animal village with 

additional distinctions of age, gender, and family relationship.  These are a natural result 

of the online and local multiplayer aspects of the game. 

 While Animal Crossing: City Folk has many players – selling over 4.17 million 

copies worldwide (VGChartz, 2012a) – the limits on multiplayer play significantly 

differentiate it from World of Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert, and all MMOGs (massively 

multiplayer online games).  Although any player can, in theory, meet up with any other 
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player in the world, in practice, the game only allows players to meet up with pre-

authorized individuals, and places limits both on the maximum number of authorized 

individuals and on the number of players that may be in a single town at once (four per 

town).  The result is a more private environment where, even if players exchanged 

authorizations anonymously, they socialize in more intimate groups of two to four. 

 In my observation, the resulting culture of Animal Crossing players encompasses 

much variation, as smaller groups are easily (and typically) kept separate from others, 

and each player has a voice in a town of his or her own.  And when asked if they believed 

males and females were treated differently online, Players A and B emphasized their 

personal situations: 

<Player A> i haven't played enough AC with people I didn't already know so that 

was not an issue for me 

<Player B> never had that experience before because I don't have wiispeak so I 

can be he or a she online 

<Player A> but I think that when you meet people online.. and interact with them 

as either male or female it definitely changes the way people treat you 

Their responses highlight the variation in norms and experiences in widely differing 

groups of players. 

4.2.4 Gender Differences Across Games 

This section began with the basic view that in video games, code structures the 

environment, player characters, and behavioral options available to players, while players 

creatively combine different actions, avatar characteristics, and environments in a form of 

expression.  This section has focused on how games structure gender by delineating 

aesthetic, representational (although more ambiguously), and ability differences. 

The most interesting element of aesthetic gender differences is simply that these 

were the most prominent gender differences in each game.  This presents a view that 
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gender is, or perhaps should be, primarily aesthetically defined.  This view is consistently 

present in these (and many other) games, in spite of any discourse elsewhere about 

perceived differences between male and female bodies, brains, social behaviors, or 

abilities in sports or academics, and the nature/culture discursive divide.  Beyond this, 

each game presents a unique style that colors these aesthetic differences to evoke or 

present gender along certain lines: heroic gender, industrious gender, and childlike 

gender.  Through these aesthetics, as well as through other aspects of the game, each 

game suggests modes for those gender types, presenting how they may dress, how they 

sound, what their role can be in the story and in society, where their abilities lie, their 

degree of influence in the world, and so on. 

The design and layout of cities, the organization, naming, and appearance of the 

NPCs, and the personalities (A.I. or behaviors) of the NPCs present cultural differences 

between genders.  The messages contained in this dynamic representation can vary from 

bold to subtle, from varied to simple; but because of the presentation in the form of a 

functioning world, game representations can more naturally suggest about processes, 

behaviors, and context than representations in static media.  Further, each game suggests 

some complexity of gender: in World of Warcraft, male and female avatars also vary by 

race, A Tale in the Desert allows players to carry over their own prejudices to be acted 

out through community and democracy, and Animal Crossing permits players to vary in 

that boys and girls can both be “cute” or “burly,”14 and they have some flexibility in style 

of dress, accessories, hair, and interests. 

                                                 
14 In Animal Crossing: Wild World, an NPC (computer-controlled character) at the beginning of the game 

asks if the player’s name is “cute” or “burly.”  If the player response “cute,” the NPC assumes the player is 

a girl, and if the player responds “burly,” then the NPC assumes the player is a boy.  However, the player 

can correct this NPC and declare him or herself to be a cute boy or a burly girl according to his or her own 

preference. And boy or girl avatars can then dress in whatever clothes or hair style he or she prefers, with 
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None of these games feature any detectable difference in raw ability by gender.15  

World of Warcraft further (more or less) equalizes ability by size and race, as well.  The 

message here, then, is that there is a lack of difference in ability by gender.  The reasons 

behind this might only involve game developers simplifying code or avoiding any 

contentious arguments between their players.  But this lack of difference, as noted 

previously, suggests, in spite of or irrelevantly to original intentions, how gender should 

function equally in the utopian environments of these games.  These suggestions manifest 

in the primary themes of the game: in World of Warcraft, that men and women can defeat 

evil and conquer for the force of good with equal effectiveness; in A Tale in the Desert, 

that men and women have equal rights and equal skill in learning technologies and 

putting them to use; and in Animal Crossing, that boys and girls can play together with 

equal levels of fun. 

Each game presented its own tone and its own collaborative environment.  World 

of Warcraft, with its highly polished environment, extensive lore (background 

information), heroic theme, subtleness, and humor, presents a game world that is nearly 

complete and “wants you” to fill that role, offering similar promises of heroism as Uncle 

Sam but a much, much greater level of personal safety.  The forms of customization and 

interaction available to players are somewhat limited, but also vague, allowing them to be 

used in a variety of situations, and many, allowing for interesting combinations of 

customizations and interactions.  Further, the nearly completed stories of World of 

                                                                                                                                                 
the limitation that girls wear dresses, boys wear shirts and pants, and that opposite-gender hairstyles must 

be unlocked by befriending the stylist. 
15 Some older games do code differences in abilities by gender: among many other potential examples, in 

Super Mario Brothers (Nintendo, 1985), both heroes are male and the princess only waits to be rescued, 

and in Chrono Trigger (Square, 1995), the boys fight with melee weapons and the girls fight with distance 

weapons.  But it would seem that modern games more typically equalize gender abilities. 
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Warcraft, missing only “you,” the hero, inspire creativity and involvement by providing 

intriguing situations, environments, and characters. 

On the other hand, A Tale in the Desert provides a utilitarian and open 

environment that prescribes little, relying on players to form their own culture of virtual 

Ancient Egypt.  The game muddies obvious clarifications between different forms of 

interaction,16 encouraging players to experiment creatively by obscuring the rules.  (Part 

of the game, of course, is discovering those hidden rules…)  The game also presents 

problematic situations and deliberate unbalances (such as the easy accumulation of 

garbage without any readily provided way to clean up Egypt), forcing players to come 

together to solve problems, whether democratically or in a less organized fashion.  A Tale 

in the Desert offers an intriguing social experiment, placing players in an environment in 

which the strategies for success differ slightly, forcing a different player culture to arise 

than would be found in other games or environments.  In providing the minimum 

possible differences in gender, this game leaves social construction of gender nearly 

completely to the players, insisting only that male and female avatars begin with equal 

ability and equal rights, and that aesthetic differences between them be utilitarian in style. 

Thirdly, Animal Crossing presents a very narrow environment, heavily prescribed in its 

cute and childlike tone and playful atmosphere, but which is open to free-form play and 

socialization within those narrow confines.  There are relatively few types of interaction 

available to players, compared to World of Warcraft or A Tale in the Desert, but those 

types of interaction retain flexibility for varying uses and combinations in play.  Those 

                                                 
16 In comparison, World of Warcraft provides much distinction between options for interaction and 

customization, prompting players to play with the rules, rather than discover them.  For instance, World of 

Warcraft separates types of emotes (silent and voice), as well as class of spell (such as Arms, Protection, or 

Fury abilities for a warrior.  Animal Crossing similarly distinguishes forms of interaction by linking them to 

equipped items and customization options by placing them on different parts of the body and allowing only 

one of each type. 
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few types are significant to filling the confines of this idealized, childhood town: players 

can while away their time more or less as children do – chasing one another, playing hide 

and seek, competing to catch the most fish before a timer runs out, competing to catch a 

certain rare fish that is needed at the local museum, taking turns to find the daily “money 

rock,” visiting one another’s rooms, trading collectible items, trading tailoring patterns, 

just talking, and much more.  But while these forms of interaction can be used creatively, 

the absence of certain other features and the inclusion only of appropriate forms of 

interaction help to reinforce the safe, childhood environment.  For example, the absence 

of health meters, time limits, and deliberate penalties for failure discourage mean-spirited 

competition by reducing the stakes and sense of tension.  Overall, in Animal Crossing, 

the representational aspects combine with forms of interaction to fit players together 

within the childlike environment.  With gender, the game encourages certain forms of 

gender expression (with some flexibility), and then encourages open play within 

approved contexts, resulting in (the not-quite re-) creating of a sort of playground utopia. 

4.3 GENDER EXPRESSION THROUGH AVATAR AND PLACE 

This chapter characterizes games as structuring gender by providing guidelines 

and options for customization and interaction.  The previous section examined the 

structuring influence of code; this section continues by focusing on player expression 

within those guidelines.  Since expression can only operate within the options provided 

by the game, this section breaks down gender expression into aspects that are flexible and 

aspects that are rigid. 

4.3.1 Gender Expression in World of Warcraft 

The character design of World of Warcraft presents “heroes,” from which the 

player creates their own hero avatar.  But while World of Warcraft presents many options 
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in terms of character creation and customization, this is only a secondary aspect of 

gameplay.  This presents a great deal of flexibility in gender expression along with a view 

that gender expression is an aesthetic practice with no practical consequence on the 

hero’s tale.  This reinforces the equalizing of genders in the game and its modern 

presentation of men and women as equally capable.  It also compartmentalizes aesthetic 

expression as valuable (to be included) but unrelated to the larger quest. 

 Elements of expression that allow for more flexibility also allow for more 

creativity in personal expression.  In World of Warcraft, players can choose a male or 

female avatar of whichever race most represents the hero as which they wish to play.  

They can customize coloring and other physical features in character creation.  Beyond 

this, there are many other options for expression: players can change their avatar’s hair 

style, wear a shirt underneath their armor or robe, play any class-appropriate role in 

groups (such as healing, tanking, or DPS), and, when not questing, can wear any 

complete outfit they want.  These outfits include traditional holiday garb or other outfits, 

and players are free to dress their male avatar in a dress or their female avatar in trousers 

if they so desire.  However, most (though not all; see Figure 4.15) NPCs on holiday 

celebration grounds wear gender-traditional clothing. 
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Figure 4.15: Brewfest Revelers Wearing Dresses or Trousers. 

 Although World of Warcraft offers much flexibility in avatar customization and 

dress, there are many elements of expression that do not offer flexibility.  Certain aspects 

of avatar creation are fixed for each race and gender, including build and height.  Each 

race and character combination also has unique movements and a voice for visual and 

voice emotes.  However, there are only one set of each of these emotes per race, so 

players must use purely textual descriptions for custom actions.  There is also no way for 

players to create or dye their own robe or armor,17 or create an original hair style.  But 

most obviously to players, armor and robes will most usefully be selected for its 

protective stats, not for its appearance.  This greatly limits customization options for 

clothing by determining that most of the time, player avatars will be dressed only in the 

latest quest reward armor or raid loot.  If presented with a piece of armor that the player 

dislikes by appearance, for example, a chest piece that no longer matches the helmet and 

gloves, or a chest piece that exposes quite a bit of skin on female avatars, players must 

choose between the stat bonus of the new armor and the preferred appearance of the old 

                                                 
17 World of Warcraft players can transmogrify their armor, or make one set of armor appear as any other 

set of armor they possess, but they cannot dye or edit its appearance beyond this. 
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armor.  Even if collecting a particular set of armor through running raids with max-level 

characters, players might wait months to collect a certain piece, running the same 

dungeons repeatedly and waiting for their piece of armor to drop from the enemy.  All in 

all, the overarching theme of the rigid aspects of World of Warcraft character expression 

are that it presents limited types of masculine and feminine heroes, from which the player 

can choose and customize within those broad categories. 

Reasons for choosing avatar genders vary depending on the player.  When asked 

on the subject of avatar gender, players responded as follows: 

<Me> do you prefer your characters to be a particular gender? 

<Me> and why is that? 

<Me> feel free to take your time, like i said 

<Player J> I like to play girl characters because I am a girl, LOL 

<Player J> On ocassion I might want to play a male for reasons that come up after 

I've been playing. I think male orcs and taurens are funny 

<Player J> so if I played a male I might play one of those 

<Player J> they have funny laughs and cries haha 

<Me> do you prefer avatars of a particular gender? 

<Me> and why is that? 

<Player Z> I do, but that is because I am a female so I prefer female characters 

<Player Y> our avatars or other players? 

<Me> oh, for your own characters 

<Player Y> well i do enjoy the male tauren races but i also don't mind playing as 

a female tauren once and awhile but mostly the males are my preference 

<Me> do you mind my asking about your real-life gender? 

<Player Y>: i am a male 

<Player Z> female ) 

While each of these players prefers playing avatars of their own gender, as Player J notes, 

there are also reasons to choose avatars of another gender, such as finding a particular 

race and gender funny, or any other preferred aesthetic quality.  Personally, I prefer 

stronger, cooler-looking avatars, so I tend to choose avatars of the more exotic races, 

such as Tauren, Draeni, or Goblin, and I slightly tend to choose more male avatars than 
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female, as the males are generally much stronger in appearance.  See Figure 4.16 for 

images of my avatars. 

Figure 4.16: My World of Warcraft Avatars, Including (From Left to Right) Female 

Dwarf Death Knight, Male Draeni Hunter, Male Goblin Priest, Male 

Worgen Mage, and Female Tauren Warrior. 

4.3.2 Gender Expression in A Tale in the Desert 

With its more utilitarian aesthetic and structure, its less stylized character design, 

and its reliance on player culture and rule, gender in A Tale in the Desert can more 

closely parallel gender from everyday life.  As players construct a society according to 

their shared values, reflecting, for example, modern views of gender equality, players 

also most practically choose avatars of their own gender, as noted by Player M below: 

<Player M> IMO people pick the same gender as real life. Thus in-game portrayal 

of gender connects to my perception of real life gender. 

And when asked about the gender of his avatar, Player M responded: 

<Player M> Male. Yes. Feels correct in a game, when I socialize alot, also talking 

about real life stuff. 

Even while players choose avatars of their own preferred gender, the construction of 

gender in-game is, of course, not identical to gender in the physical realm.  The lack of 

bodies with immediate physical presence, the lack of differences in height, weight, 
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fitness, and attractiveness, and players’ own idealism in importing their own views of 

how gender is and should be results in a slightly different, arguably utopian situation. 

Avatar customization is only a small aspect of A Tale in the Desert, which instead 

revolves around intellectual pursuits of making discoveries, creating science, and 

building structures.  However, players can still choose their gender (male or female), their 

clothes, the colors of their clothes, their complexion, and their name.  However, there are 

no customization options beyond these.  Instead of expression through character design, 

players can express themselves through building structures and developing skills and 

knowledge sets that reflect their own interests.  Even the camera angle, with its far distant 

position, shows individual avatars as very small and buildings and other works as large, 

detailed, complex, and designed by players, by far the more expressive aspect of the 

game.  In that sense, expression in this game is a little more abstract than the fantasy role-

playing of World of Warcraft.  See Figure 4.17 for images of creative structures. 

Figure 4.17:   Structures Created by Players in A Tale in the Desert. 
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4.3.3 Gender Expression in Animal Crossing 

With its childlike aesthetic and emphasis on free play, gender in Animal Crossing 

reflects its design aesthetic.  Animal Crossing is a cute game with a minimalist approach 

in that it lacks complex gameplay.  Every broad possibility for behavior in the game is 

intended: dressing up, decorating a house, fishing, catching bugs, gardening, talking with 

neighbors, and so on; it is in the execution of these activities that creative free play 

emerges.  With this design, the game both keeps play simple and allows for creativity in 

free play.  Similarly, the limitations of gender expression in the game reflect its design as 

a simple, “casual” game (although the term casual postdates the release of the first 

Animal Crossing): the specific options for gender expression in avatars are limited in 

many ways, but allow for creativity in combining different elements and some creative 

design.  For example, my primary character, Leigh, wore science-fiction-oriented 

clothing (she spent a long time dressed in a space suit or a pink or red “zap suit”) and 

decorated her house in the more silly themes.  On the other hand, Vincent dressed mainly 

in sporty clothes, and his house contained a boxing gym, a locker room, and a clinic.  

Lastly, Lavender wore nice dresses and curled hair, and she decorated her house in classy 

wooden furniture.  Even only through their dress, hair style, and clothing, each of these 

characters expresses gender distinctly and uniquely, as well as personal style and 

interests.  See Figure 4.18 for images.  
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Figure 4.18: Homes, Clothing, and Hair Styles of Leigh, Vincent, and Lavender in 

Animal Crossing: City Folk. 

As a significant portion of the gameplay involves dressing up and decorating a 

home, Animal Crossing offers quite a bit of flexibility in the way of personal expression.  

Focusing just on avatar expression for this section (see Chapter 8 for more on expression 
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through personal place), players can style or color their hair, wear shoes that match their 

outfit, wear any shirt or dress, create patterns that can be worn as shirts, dresses, or 

umbrellas, wear flowers (usually in their hair), wear glasses, hair clips, or other 

accessories, and wear any color they choose.  They can also choose to focus on 

whichever aspects of gameplay most reflect their interests, such as fossil-hunting, fishing, 

or cultivating flowers and trees while protecting grass from being trampled. 

On the other hand, there are many restrictions on avatar customization in this 

simple game, as well.  The primary restriction in terms of gender expression is that boys 

wear shirts with shorts and girls wear dresses (although in the next, upcoming version of 

the game, girls will be able to wear pants or shorts and boys will be able to wear skirts 

and dresses).  Thus, if a boy wears a dress (such as a waitress shirt), it will appear as a 

shirt above his shorts, and if a girl wears something sporty, such as a jersey, it will appear 

as a dress (see Figures 4.6 and 4.7, above, for examples).18  In addition, boys and girls 

start off with only gender-typical haircuts available, though the rest of the haircuts can be 

unlocked by befriending the stylist.  And while this isn’t gender-related, players are 

unable to change their base skin tone, only being able to darken their tone by tanning in 

the summer and not being able to lighten it at all.  Lastly, due to the small number of 

available minigames, players are less able to narrow down their activities to only their 

main interests.  For instance, a character that is only interested in catching bugs will 

quickly run out of activities. 

                                                 
18 Interestingly, the newest, upcoming version of Animal Crossing (titled Animal Crossing: New Leaf for 

the Nintendo 3DS) allows boy characters to wear dresses or skirts and girl characters to wear pants or 

shorts. 
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4.3.4 Gender Expression Across Games 

Section 4.3 has so far examined player expression within the structure provided 

by the game.  Focusing specifically on gender expression, this section breaks down the 

game’s options and guidelines into “rigid” options and “flexible” options.  Through these 

three game examples, I suggest that a variety of choices for multiple aspects of 

expression allows players to combine those choices creatively, as well as using those 

choices in unexpected ways.  With many options for avatar and place customization, 

players have opportunity to distinctly express themselves or create a new persona, even 

without considering the interactive, behavioral options.  In a broad sense, in each game, 

the available behaviors play into the aesthetic elements for a character portrayal 

appropriate to this audio-visual interactive medium. 

In addition to the distinct looks and styles of gameplay of each of these three 

games, other games also provide unique options in terms of gender expression.  For 

instance, MySims (Electronic Arts, 2007) for the Wii provide “male” and “female” avatar 

options together, making it very easy for players to create androgynous characters 

through clothing, accessories, hair style, and physical features (which in this game 

includes facial features and skin color).  By mixing these options together without 

distinction, the game encourages creative character design.  See Figure 4.19 for 

examples. 

And while World of Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert, and Animal Crossing each 

provide their own “looks” – with the exaggerated characters of World of Warcraft 

resembling American comic book heroes in their builds, those of A Tale in the Desert 

demonstrating minimized gender differences, and the avatars of Animal Crossing 

resembling children, other games also offer interesting choices in character design.  This 

is particularly evident in design of female heroes.  Many fantasy games (such as World of 



 189 

Warcraft) portray female heroes as very slender, large-breasted, and lacking in much 

muscle, which is a fairly limiting style.  Games such as World of Warcraft use this look 

for their females of certain races (such as Human or Night Elf), and portray even females 

of some of the more unusual races as still smaller and skinnier than the males (such as 

Worgen or Troll, pictured in Section 4.2.1).  In a notable counter-example, Fable II 

(Lionhead Studios, 2008) eschews this limited style favored by many other games for a 

more flexible design allowing for many different physiques, including female heroes that 

can be as bulky and muscular as the males.  In this game, the diets, training, and combat 

styles favored by the player determine the physique of their avatars.  The result is that if 

the player chooses, he or she can have an avatar of either gender that both looks very 

strong in general and is also much stronger than the “average people” populating the 

towns and villages of the game world.  Of course, the player can also choose for their 

character to gain weight or become very lean.  And further, avatars that fight with 

weapons tend to look burlier, while magic-users eventually gray and look very old.  So 

while each game offers its own areas of customization, Fable II allows for customizing 

physique while not including other options, such as fantasy race (as in World of 

Warcraft).  See Figure 4.20 for images of real player characters, originally shared on 

Lionhead Studios’ public forums.  Interestingly, despite the ease of creating an atypical 

character in Fable II, players posting their characters on that thread still tended to create 

larger, more muscular men and skinnier, less muscular women, so the pictures below 

demonstrate only a limited range of available body types. 
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Figure 4.19: Character Creation in MySims. 

4.4 AVATAR SEXUALITY IN THE DIEGETIC CULTURES OF VIDEO GAMES 

This final section focuses on how various games structure sexual preferences and 

behavior.  As with gender or any other aspect of the game, game developers must choose 

their criteria and available options to provide to the player.  Many (probably most) games 

do not include sexual behavior at all; neither A Tale in the Desert nor Animal Crossing 

include sex, and World of Warcraft only includes certain emotes (/flirt is clearly meant to 

be funny) as a hint that the heroes and heroines of World of Warcraft are (diegetically 

speaking) adults.  World of Warcraft is also flexible in that it allows players to type out 

 

 

Figure 4.20: Actual Player Characters in Fable II. 
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actions and allows text and voice chat, for flirtation or any other sort of interaction 

between players.  With so many players in World of Warcraft, being ‘hit on’ can be 

unavoidable for female avatars of certain races, as Player J explains: 

<Player J> Now, with other players, I've had people assume quite a few times that 

I must be a guy in real life, since I'm playing wow at all, and a LOT of guys play 

female characters 

<Player J> I've also been on the recieving end of some flirtation and come-ons, or 

down right sexual harrassment. 

<Player J> Because my character was female, now what if I WAS a guy and those 

people were hitting on me like that? I think they'd feel pretty silly 

<Player J> I've recieved with wispers of "a/s/l?" too 

<Player J> whispers* 

<Me> does it make a difference what race your female character is? 

<Player J> Not something I appreciated but I think a lot of young kids play the 

game and so some of these things should be taken as immaturity 

<Me> does it make a difference what race your female character is? 

<Player J> For other players, yes I think so 

<Player J> Blood elves, night elves, humans, all get "hit on" more than I think 

tauren, for example, do 

<Player J> Although! I have heard before that people who are into the "furry" 

fetish like to play tauren and so they hit on other people who are playing taurens 

too 

<Player J> One such event seriously creeped out one of my friends LOL 

Player J’s description is consistent with my own experience; years ago, I even switched 

from a female Night Elf to a female Tauren partly to avoid being hit on.  In any case, 

because players interact with one another mainly through cooperative or PVP play and 

text and voice chat, sexual behavior in World of Warcraft emerges mainly in the form of 

textual flirtations. 

Despite the lack of sex, many games include romance to some degree or another.  

World of Warcraft, for example, includes romantic Valentine’s Day events, such as 

picnics.  Animal Crossing allows many forms of pretend, offering only an environment 

and many different costumes to assist.  For child players, Animal Crossing could include 
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many forms of pretend, such as playing at royalty, playing as astronauts, or childlike play 

romance, for example.  For adults, the pretend involves more the playing as a child in the 

world of Animal Crossing, and thus does not include exactly the same forms of pretend.  

In addition to games that include optional romantic activities between players, narratively 

scripted games often portray the unfolding of a fixed romance, as in a film or novel.  For 

instance, in family-friendly Steambot Chronicles (Irem Software Engineering, 2006), 

players can progress a scripted romance between the young hero Vanilla Beans and one 

of the two female companions, Coriander or Savory. 

But many games also include systems for adult romance and sex with computer-

controlled characters (NPCs).  These systems can be broken down into available targets, 

the target’s receptivity to the player’s avatar, requirements to earn the interest of the 

target, and requirements to retain the target’s cooperation.  Of course, this terminology 

focuses on the structural, coded side of romance and sex in games, rather than the 

narrative, but games present this in terms of courtship and relationships of varying levels 

of commitment, with plenty of narrative details.  As everything in games must be coded, 

the design for sexuality in any game is deliberate, portraying a simple model for how 

sexuality can operate, imposing simple conclusions on a complex issue as internal, 

underlying rules within the game. 

Except in dating games, romance is usually a fairly simple and peripheral affair, 

but a few details add much to the realism of the game.  When I first played Dragon Age: 

Origins, I was unaware for quite a while that it was even possible to have sex in this 

game.  I eventually discovered this on accident after following a series of (what I thought 

were) humorous dialogue choices, and, much to my surprise, found my male Grey 

Warden having intercourse and then an awkward morning-after conversation with 
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Zevran, a promiscuous assassin who was raised in a brothel.  And even after bedding, it is 

possible to continue into a relationship (or end it all as a one-night stand) and even 

advance the “seriousness” of the relationship; Zevran, for example, is cautious with his 

feelings and required plenty of gifts, dialogue, and especially plot points before he was 

able to articulate his affection and commitment to my Grey Warden.  As any romance in 

this game advances, various other members of the party register their opinions with the 

Grey Warden.  For example, Wynn, an older mage, disapproved of the relationship my 

Grey Warden had with Zevran.  For added complexity, it is also possible to begin a 

romance with a second partner while already in a relationship; in this case, the original 

partner will confront the Grey Warden and ask for a decision.  If the player maintains the 

relationship throughout, they can earn the commitment of their companion, who will stay 

with them in the epilogue as a lifetime companion.  While other games offer different 

takes on romance, they similarly provide details and progression of a relationship. 

In games with romance options, the first distinction obvious to the players is 

which NPCs are receptive, and which are not.  Many games limit NPC receptivity by 

preferred gender and preferred level of commitment.  For example, in Fable II (Lionhead 

Studios, 2008), the player’s character has many available partners to court (these are 

NPCs found in the towns), and their basic receptivity (in gender preference and interest in 

casual sex) is viewable in listed character traits.  In this game, most NPCs can be courted 

and married, and most will resist casual sex until married, presenting a society that is 

traditional and ritualistic in requiring marriage but unbiased toward same-sex 

relationships.  In Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009), there are four party members 

that can become sexual partners.  They vary in receptivity by gender, previous sexual 

experience, preferred level of commitment, preferred level of sappiness, and level of 
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assertiveness in romance.  There are four potential companions, two male and two 

female.  Only three of them will be available to any one “Grey Warden” (player 

character), because only one of the males and one of the females are receptive to both 

genders.  Each character also has beginning preferences in terms of comfort with casual 

sex or commitment.  Romance in Dragon Age II (BioWare, 2011) is very similar to that 

of Dragon Age: Origins, except that any of the four potential partners are receptive to 

“Champions” (player characters) of either gender.  In the BioWare games, though, 

attitudes toward casual sex are more relaxed, with the relationships beginning with 

varying amounts of flirting in dialogue and progressing straight to sex before discussing 

any relationship.  But one important difference between receptivity in Fable II versus 

receptivity in the BioWare games is that in Fable II, there are many simple characters 

whose preferences are basically fixed, whereas in the BioWare games, each character is 

narratively written and their options for romance progress and follow that character 

concept. 

After identifying receptive partners, players can court them.  In Fable II, players 

can charm their targets by wearing nice clothing, making pleasant conversation, giving 

gifts, and taking their potential partner on dates to favorite locations.  Of course, each 

NPC has their own preferences in types of clothing, conversation, gifts, and date 

locations they prefer.  After charming their potential partners, players must own a home 

and offer a ring to the NPC to propose marriage.  Alternately, players can also pursue 

NPCs for only one-night stands, or, for a challenge, marry multiple spouses in different 

towns.  In Dragon Age: Origins, players can earn reputation to increase their potential 

partner’s receptivity to them.  Most of the characters require moderate to high reputation 

before they will go to bed with the Grey Warden, but Morrigan, one of the female 
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companions, will only initially bed the player if her opinion of the player is either very 

low, or very, very high.  Players earn reputation with their party members by choosing 

favorable dialogue choices in conversation, making ethical choices (in the larger 

narrative) that please their potential companion, and giving appropriate gifts to them.  

Players can similarly earn reputation with their companions in Dragon Age II, but instead 

of merely cultivating linear reputation as in the earlier game, they can cultivate either a 

friendship or a rivalry with their companion.  It is possible, then, to have either friendship 

or rivalry romances with any partner, although they must have advanced friendship or 

rivalry to begin a romance.  The type of relationship slightly affects story scenes between 

the characters. 

The first major step for romance in Fable II is typically marriage (unless the 

player pursues only casual sex).  In the BioWare games, the first big step is sexual 

intercourse.  Once the player of any of these games has earned sufficient reputation with 

their partner, courtship ends and the relationship continues, an important turning point in 

terms of both narrative and gameplay.  In Fable II, spouses require attention, gifts, and a 

nice home to remain happy.  If the player chooses not to use a condom, he or she can also 

start a family (or contract an STD).  Similarly, in Dragon Age: Origins and Dragon Age 

II, if the player chooses to begin a relationship after having sex, they must maintain their 

high reputation with their partner to maintain the relationship, but the system shifts from 

emphasis on reputation (easily obtained at this point) to correct narrative choices for 

progression of the relationship. 

After this point, key events can also provide progressive moments for the 

relationship.  Some of the events are negative; for instance, get caught cheating in Fable 

II, and your spouse will divorce you.  Similarly, companions in the BioWare games will 
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demand a choice if the player pursues two relationships at once.  But positive moments 

also tell a story of a successful relationship; in Fable II, players can have children, and in 

the BioWare games, through correct choices in story scenes, players can earn the long-

term commitment even of the most flighty and demanding companions. 

Through this interactive representation of romance and sex, these games also 

provide commentary on social issues such as same-sex relationships, casual sex, and 

cheating.  Most notably, all three of these games allow for same-sex relationships, and 

while they also portray same-sex relationships as uncommon, none of them reproduce the 

hateful and bigoted attitudes so vocally plaguing American society today.  In Fable II, 

same-sex and opposite-sex relationships are portrayed very similarly, except for 

conceiving children, suggesting the more or less ordinary function of committed 

relationships within a traditional but unbigoted society.  Dragon Age: Origins similarly 

includes two options for same-sex relationships, although the imagery (in the sex scenes) 

and a few text glitches (such as the epilogue text at game’s end) leave the impression that 

the romances were designed for opposite-sex pairing in mind.  But Dragon Age II opts 

for a simpler portrayal in which any of the four potential partners are receptive to 

“Champions” (player characters) of either gender (plus one character that can be hit on 

but will never reciprocate).  Its sex scenes, focusing on “before” and “after” sex, are 

clearly designed to look right with Champions of either gender.  In all, the relationships 

are portrayed very similarly regardless of the gender of the Champion, differing only 

slightly, such as in changed dialogue.  For example, in this game, Anders, a male 

renegade mage, hits on most player characters at least once, regardless of whether the 

player has expressed any interest, immediately revealing the relative gender-blindness of 

the romance system to players with male Champions.  But although the system is more or 
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less gender blind, Anders will tell flirtatious male Champions about a previous male 

lover, and he does not share that story with female Champions.  But while the 

commentary is interesting, the structuring of interactive sexual preferences also offers 

commentary on the nature of sexuality.  In an example, although Fable II portrays same-

sex relationships as ordinary, but the listing of sexual orientation in character traits is a 

concession to our society, in which those distinctions are considered very important.  In 

contrast, same-sex relationships in Spartacus: Blood and Sand (2010) are portrayed as so 

ordinary that they are not even named or commented upon.  See Figure 4.21, Figure 4.22, 

and the digital Appendix for images. 

Figure 4.21: Same-Sex Romance and Sex in Dragon Age: Origins and Dragon Age II. 
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 Similarly, these few games also present female sexuality in a positive light, 

lacking the misogynistic discourse heard so often and so vocally in America today, in 

which, among other claims, even elected politicians place the responsibility for rape on 

women victims rather than on the rapists (for instance, see Linkins, 2011 for a story on a 

Florida lawmaker’s proposal for a school dress code that he thinks will prevent rape, or 

Somander, 2011 for a Kansas lawmaker’s statement that women should be ‘prepared’ to 

be raped).  In contrast, the romance and sex of these games include neither rape nor 

misogynistic discourse.  Women are portrayed as equally sexual to the men, and also, in 

the BioWare games, there are as many male prostitutes as female.  However, perhaps to 

simplify things, Fable II includes birth control and the BioWare games do not address 

unwanted pregnancy at all. 

Figure 4.22: Opposite-Sex Romance and Sex in Dragon Age: Origins and Dragon Age 

II. 
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 In addition to these other issues, these games also offer some commentary on 

casual sex and cheating in society.  Where cheating is portrayed as unacceptable to the 

player’s partner (but still possible) in each game, non-cheating casual sex is portrayed as 

entirely socially acceptable in the BioWare games.  Certain characters even prefer one-

night-stands or casual relationships over serious talk of “love,” although those characters 

can usually be won over to committed relationships eventually.  Casual sex can be found 

among certain characters or among prostitutes in any of these three games, and as long as 

the partner prefers casual sex, no one is cheating, and protection is used (in Fable II), 

there are no social consequences.  In Fable II, although spouses will divorce if the 

player’s avatar is caught cheating, if the player is careful enough, he or she can still 

maintain multiple spouses and families. 

Through its simple reduction in complexity, sex and romance in video games 

reflect modern understandings of sex and gender, portraying both popular and original 

ideas as models.  Broadly, science and other forms of thought exist to reduce the infinite 

complexity of the universe into comprehensible explanations or principles that are 

consistent with all relevant observation.  Similarly, games reduce the complexity of the 

universe and reassemble it into an imaginary world governed by select principles.  So the 

ideas that structure game worlds are both external and foundational to the game world.  

As such, these games break down sexuality into sexual preferences and sexual receptivity 

to partners, level of preferred commitment, non-sexual preferences in personality traits, 

requirements for maintenance of the relationship, and response to failure in the 

relationship.  Within these common elements, each game portrays sex and romance 

differently.  Fable II presents a fairly traditional marriage-based system that can 

nonetheless be “defeated” by a sufficiently conniving player character.  Dragon Age: 
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Origins portrays romance on the battlefield, emphasizing sex and evolving feelings in 

desperate situations over ritual and formal structures.  Dragon Age II also emphasizes 

feelings over ritual, allowing the Champion to take a live-in partner and cultivate a loving 

relationship through dialogue and story choices. 

Beyond the simplification of a world, games also simplify people, determining 

fixed personality traits with only minimal and predetermined paths of growth.  In contrast 

to real people, AI characters in games are simpler, easier to understand, more predictable, 

and much more static.  With the coding of romance systems, game designers break down 

the complexities of sexual behavior into simple governing principles with obvious 

strategies for success.  As a result, inevitably, the characters themselves also seem 

simple.  Through this simplicity, games offer concepts of how sexuality functions and 

how it could function, socially, in a fairer society. 

4.5 CONCLUSION 

At its most general, and building on the discussion in Chapter 3, this chapter 

examines the dialogue between players and code that takes place through the body-

avatar-game world connection, which is a form of collaborative representation between 

players and code.  In video games, the avatar functions as a gateway bringing the player 

to the imaginative world (and in reverse, realizing the imaginative world in the player’s 

mind), but tools and toys, such as the LEGO Caveman and Cave Woman mentioned in 

the beginning of this chapter, can also function as gateways to other sorts of imaginative 

worlds.  As imaginative worlds can take many forms, so can avatars.  The form and 

function of the avatar shapes how the player views him or herself in the game world, how 

he or she expresses him or herself in the game world, and what he or she can do in the 

game world.  A flexible system allows players to create an original character with unique 
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behaviors, motivations, and characteristics, where a more narratively scripted game 

provides players with a well-defined character in a structured narrative and probably 

several points of branching interactivity.  In either type of game, a greater flexibility in 

avatar customization and available behaviors allows players to realize the game world 

more fully as they engage their avatar with their imagination and find the game capable 

of reacting. 

Where a game provides an inventive but empty structure, players bring it to life 

with their creativity and imagination.  Typically, many games allow players to create an 

original character, down to their features, combat skills, choices in narrative or quest 

structure, interpersonal behaviors, conversation in chat, clothing, hair style, name, and 

much more.  Presented with these options, players begin choosing and creating; will their 

character resemble themselves?  Should they be a warrior or a mage?   Where should they 

quest first?  Which narrative choice should they make?  Beyond this, players also stretch 

the limits of the game, using their creativity to make unusual or striking combinations of 

features and behaviors, whether customizing the character’s appearance or their combat 

abilities.  Games, as such, require both code and players in order to exist as imaginative 

worlds. 

The discussion continues in the following chapter, with an introduction to 

exploration in relation to my conceptual framework for this research.  Following that, my 

analysis also incorporates geographic narrative, cooperation, and creativity, before 

returning to a discussion of human-code interaction in Chapter 9. 
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Chapter 5  

Exploration 

A Tramp’s Prayer 

Great Spirit, when I soar away 

Beyond the confines of this Day, 

And sing because my earth-life’s done, 

And gaze back at the lessening sun; 

I pray that thou wilt make me free 

To roam through all infinity, 

Where comets roar with maddened hair 

While the stars turn pale and stare 

Like huddled herds of frightened sheep – 

Else, give me, Lord, eternal sleep: 

I do not care in heaven to bide 

Forever by the Bridegroom’s side. 

(Harry Kemp, 1920: 105) 

As a former seaman and tramp, Harry Kemp wrote from a unique position of 

authority on freedom of exploration.  His heartfelt plea for freedom to explore the 

universe invokes a sense of masculine romanticism:  the explorer’s role is not to change 

the world, but to see it, and to survive it, undominated.  And in connection to practices 

such as cartography, travel writing, or, in this case, poetry, the explorer also contains the 

wonder of the world by describing it, reducing it, making it comprehensible, while also 

striving to retain the fundamental, defining characteristics of that wonder – but in 

essence, creating something new in the very act of defining fundamental characteristics 

of something that is intrinsically ineffable and incomprehensibly complex.  Those 

representations provide value in those created meanings, rather than in the false myths of 

mimetic, or perfectly imitative, representation. 

My purpose for this chapter is to discuss exploration in the context of this 

research, as one part of an open discussion on these topics.  Here, I introduce and explain 
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how exploration will be considered in the following chapters, so that they can focus on 

their specific themes without having to introduce this background separately. 

5.1 EXPLORATION AS A MEANS OF CONTAINING THE NATURAL WORLD 

As previously explained in Chapter 1, I am treating exploration as an imaginative 

process of creating knowledge out of experience of the unknown land.  As part of this 

process, exploration accounts for the experience of being somewhere unfamiliar and 

forming thoughts about that place, while representation plays a part on articulating those 

thoughts in a format and language that can be understood by others.  As exploration 

creates knowledge through representation, representation in turn encourages further 

exploration.  It is this relationship between exploration and representation that I focus on 

for this chapter, characterizing it broadly as a means of containing the natural world, 

broken down into themes of masculine romanticism in exploration, exploration as a way 

of forming a dominant relationship with wilderness, and exploration of ideas. 

Clearly, exploration is also control, such as through incorporating subjugation, 

building of infrastructure, and movement of bodies, for example.  David Livingstone 

(2009), focusing on the cultural impacts of exploration, noted: 

At its basic level, exploration is usually taken to refer to the growth of knowledge 

of the globe that resulted from various voyages of discovery and scientific 

expeditions.  But the very vocabulary of discovery and exploration is contested by 

revisionists, who query its appropriateness in contexts where it is more morally 

responsible to speak of invasion, conquest or occupation.  The reason is that these 

labels unmask the pretended innocence and ethical neutrality that the standard 

scientific-sounding idioms convey [emphasis in original]. 

This encourages the reader to remain critical of discourses of exploration, but while 

games often uphold the myths of uncomplicated exploration simply by not containing its 

real consequences, they also represent exploration in a more benign form.  Yet, even in 
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video games, exploration is not merely travel through unknown land to create knowledge, 

it is also a transformation and restriction of the unknown into the boundaries of our 

intellectual structures, restrained and opened further by representative portrayal and 

discourse. 

 The conceptual foundation for the following three chapters builds not only with 

the mutually constitutive relationship between exploration and representation, but also 

with related concepts, mainly geographic narrative and the elicited and enacted role-play 

previously discussed in Chapters 3 and 4.  Geographic narrative, which concerns the 

structuring of narrative by geography, is also a form or aspect of representation, while 

exploration, in turn, is a form of geographic interaction present in the geographic 

narrative.  At the same time, role-play, in the negotiation of shifting roles, also 

characterizes exploration, as the explorer creates new roles for him or herself in the 

unknown land.  This role-play makes up a form of dialogue between human and 

environment in the geographic narrative as well, which, when represented, also forms a 

collaborative representation between the same.  But as exploration gradually turns into 

understanding, as the unknown becomes known, the explorer also tames the land through 

a creative transformation, both physical and conceptual, and the process of exploration 

comes to a close. 

 Naturally, creating mimetic knowledge is a practical impossibility; some degree 

of abstraction, simplification, and personal judgment is necessary in creating any sort of 

knowledge or meaning.  The creating of knowledge, then, whatever its role in the 

discourse, is necessarily a subjective and highly imaginative process which always 

includes some elements of myth, fantasy, and abstraction. 
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 Of course, exploration is nothing without freedom to explore, in movement, in 

thought, and in abandoning the constraints of everyday life.  Central to this is the theme 

of the “flâneur,” who are men that originally wandered the streets nineteenth-century 

Paris in leisure (Cresswell, 2001; Tester, 1994).  Tim Cresswell (2001), in writing about 

gender in the myth and marginalization of the tramp, observed: 

The freedom of the flâneur depended on the ability to move alone in public, to 

look and not be looked at.  Women in the nineteenth century (and arguably even 

now), could not simply stroll around on their own without being noticed and 

gazed at by men.  (Cresswell, 2001, referencing Wolff, 1985) 

As Cresswell observed, while women sometimes did wander the streets, they could not 

enjoy the same freedom as male wanderers, and were policed by polite society.   In 

addition, in writing this poem about a female tramp, Kemp also hit upon this tension 

between perceived femininity and wandering: 

The Scarecrow Woman 

Southampton Jail, England 

Poor Scarecrow Woman, worn and marred, 

Unhymned as yet by any bard – 

No limb but what is hung askew, 

No joint but what the bone shines through; 

Broken by need and greed and lust; 

With shambling foot and flattened bust, 

Removed from beauty or the saints, – 

You are the thing no artist paints! 

What brought you down so low as this 

From all that men feign woman is, 

What hidden shame or dreadful chance 

From all that poets deem romance? 

Yet, whether born, or brought to be 

This crawling thing of misery, 

You shall not go unsung to death 

With rheumy eyes and wheezy breath – 
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I’ll force my loathing Muse to sing 

Your fame, at last, poor scarecrow thing! 

 (Kemp, 1920: 97) 

Of course, this tension still exists today, as video games draw on these older concepts of 

the male wanderer while also struggling, and perhaps even overcompensating at times, in 

creating beautiful and feminine female wanderers. 

 But overall, the idleness, freedom of movement, and power of the male gaze are 

key features of the flâneur.  Likewise, while Cresswell  (2001) demonstrated in his work 

that the tramp suffered marginalization and exclusion, Kemp’s poetry illustrated how he, 

a sailor and then a tramp, wandered freely, living a restless life, and faced difficulties in 

his nomadic lifestyle.  In “A Ballade of Former Tramp-Days,” (1920: 90-91), he related 

the setbacks he faced, such as frequently being jailed, sleeping on the ground, being 

infested with lice, being cold, being chased by dogs, and noted: 

I cursed my days that were ordered so; 

I damned my vagrant heart and dreaming brains 

That thrust me down among the Mean and Low 

And yet that life was sweet for all its pains. 

(Kemp, 1920: 90) 

And later, in “Experience,” 

For I behold America – Her sunrise kissed my brow, –  

I learned to sing the miracle of living here and now!” 

(Kemp, 1920: 104) 

Throughout his poetry, Kemp insisted that he reveled in the unbounded lifestyle of a 

vagrant, despite the many hardships.  While his suffering was clearly that of the 

marginalized tramp (Cresswell, 2001), with his writing and university education, he also 

invokes the idle flâneur. 
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 Cresswell also emphasized the relationship of place and mobility in the creation 

of the tramp, noting that morality, place as home, predictability, and rootedness define 

both the ordinary citizen and the tramp, in the absence of those things (Cresswell, 2001, 

referencing Yi-Fu Tuan, 1991).  While these are important themes in the discourse, the 

portrayal in video games of mobility offers a contrasting perspective.  The lifestyle of the 

wandering hero is clearly moral, and while the hero never establishes roots in the form of 

a “home,” each of the places that he or she wanders into and out of offer place meaning 

in the form of memories and personal experience.  This process illuminates one 

significance of place to a vagrant, as the mobile can get to know each place, and form a 

unique attachment to each one, but always must move on to see what lies ahead.  

Lastly, exploration also transforms the unknown into the known, in a process of 

conceptual containment through defining boundaries (geographic, social, psychological, 

abstract) of an ‘other’ environment.  Of course, “unknown land” refers to all that lies 

outside our definitions and boundaries of what is known and controlled.  John Rennie 

Short (1991) defined “wilderness” as undomesticated land, or land that is outside the 

realm of human control.  Short further defined two perspectives toward wilderness:  the 

classical perspective, which sees the wilderness as something to be feared and controlled, 

and the romantic perspective, which sees the wilderness as something to revere and 

preserve.  J. K. Wright’s (1947) “terrae incognitae” similarly delineates land outside the 

human realm, but as his term also evokes fantasy, it refers more to the realm of human 

knowledge rather than the realm of practical control – if these two realms can be 

ideologically separated.  Either of Short’s responses implies a knowledge system, not 

only in how to judge the environment, but also in how to go about cultivating the land as 

domesticated farmland, for example, or how to cultivate it as a national park.  But before 
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these perspectives lead to any kind of effort to cultivate the formerly unknown land as a 

new, known place, exploration begins to bring this unknown land into the fold of human 

understanding.  This brings us closer to the new land, and might inspire us to feel toward 

it, but it also contains the land through thought, description, myth, story, illustration, and 

map.  As it is defined, the unknown becomes known; thus, the process of exploration is 

more abstract than the physical, as it takes place within the realm of ideas and subjective 

knowledge. 

In Chapter 1, I discussed how the unknown excites the imagination and stimulates 

this process of creating knowledge.  In this chapter, from the perspectives outlined above, 

I elaborate on this imaginative and controlling process in terms of the themes of 

masculinity, dominance, performance, and abstraction.  Lastly, I conclude with a brief 

introduction to the following three chapters, which discuss exploration in relation to 

narrative, cooperation, and creativity, respectively.  

Lastly, before continuing, I must reiterate that game development is a male-

dominated field: although 47% of game players are women (Entertainment Software 

Association, 2012), only 11.5% of game developers are women (International Game 

Developers Association, 2005).  Further, only 16.7% of game developers are nonwhite, 

5.4% are lesbian, gay, or bisexual (an additional 2.6% declined to answer), 0.96% are 

transgender, and 13% have a disability, resulting in a field that very much lacks in these 

forms of diversity (International Game Developers Association, 2005).  As discussed in 

Chapter 4, this clearly impacts game aesthetics and design, most obviously in the 

inescapable (to the player) male gaze embodied in the game and interface, evident in 

every image the game chooses to display and even in the actions it allows the player to 

take. 
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5.1.1 Femininity in Exploration 

While masculine romanticism is the more prominent theme, video games and 

other media are not without female explorers and heroines; as the more contested theme, 

feminine exploration offers challenges and alternatives both to masculine exploration and 

to settled life.  Tales of female explorers necessarily negotiate tensions between the 

settled lives others wish for female explorers and the wandering, adventurous lives they 

choose.  In this section, I first discuss gendered aspects of exploration, and representation 

of women in video games in general, before moving on to discuss several themes of 

femininity in exploration, in terms of several examples. 

 As discussed previously, “freedom to explore” is largely a masculine domain, as 

clearly as fear of walking at night, and not only for adults; this theme is represented in 

children’s entertainment as well, evident, for example, in children’s literature, as little 

girls read Little House in the Big Woods (Wilder, 1932), about a girl settler and her 

family making a home and a life for themselves on the frontier, while boys read The 

Coral Island (Ballantyne, 1858) and Hatchet (Paulsen, 1987) and other adventure novels 

about boys exploring and surviving unknown lands.  Even when girls read about 

exploration and survival, as in Coral Island, Hatchet, or The Black Stallion (Farley, 

1941), which might have more cross-gender appeal, they still read about boy explorers or 

boy survivors, with a few exceptions, such as Island of the Blue Dolphins (O’Dell, 1960), 

about a girl who survives on a deserted island but nevertheless adopts domestic life at the 

closing of the book.  Video games for all ages continue the commentary: in single-player 

games, the primary hero is very often either male, or, occasionally, a scantily-clad female 

clearly designed by and for the visual consumption of heterosexual men; however, there 

are exceptions, such as Samus Aran of the Metroid series (Fuse Games, 2005; Nintendo, 

1986; 1991; 1994; 2002; 2004; 2006; 2010; Retro Studios, 2002; 2004; 2007), Terra of 



 210 

Final Fantasy VI (Square, 1994), and GLaDOS of Portal and Portal 2 (Valve 

Corporation, 2007; 2011) – see Figure 5.1 below.  However, games that allow the player 

to choose their own character offer a broader variety of choices, from the cute characters 

of MySims (Electronic Arts, 2007) to the cool Commander Shepard of the Mass Effect 

series (BioWare, 2007; 2010; 2012b) – see Figure 5.2 below. 

Figure 5.1: Atypical Female Video Game Characters: Heroines Terra (Human and 

Esper forms) and Samus Aran, and Villainess GLaDOS. 
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Figure 5.2: Female Character in MySims and Female Commander Shepard in Mass 

Effect 3. 

Through their own choices, many have challenged the traditional and restrictive 

view of the traditional female domain in the home, out of place and subject to the male 

gaze when alone in public, limiting them as a subject rather than solely an actor and 

watcher (Cresswell, 2001), and also saddled with children – a tremendous obligation that 

many women secretly regret, despite fear of appearing unfeminine (Valenti, 2012).  Tim 

Cresswell observed, in discussing examples of female tramps: 

Categories (such as man, woman, tramp) are naturalized through repeat 

performance and practice.  Cross-dressed female tramps are using their bodies to 

perform a transgressive rôle that disrupts the easy inscription of gendered bodies 

and thus produces a categorization crisis.  ‘Gender trouble’ occurs when bodies 

are not compliant, and the bodies of Miss Shelly and others were out of 

compliance in a number of ways that connected mobility to clothing and to 

sexuality. (109) 

As Cresswell pointed out, this sort of performance is threatening because it challenges the 

ways that people (men) think of femininity; likewise, female game players reject 

stereotypical and gazed-upon portrayals of women, particularly as their own self 

representation within the game, generally by depositing their gaming dollars elsewhere, 

as women dominate the mobile and casual gaming markets (playing games on mobile 

phones) but are comparatively more scarce amongst consumers of more substantial 
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games (Kim, 2012; Lopez and Spilewsky, 2012; Snider, 2012).  Games with a more 

inclusive portrayal and design can also garner the support of female gamers; The Sims 

(Maxis, 2000) was one of the first classic games to attract a majority female gaming 

audience (due in part to its gender-neutral portrayal), which helped tremendously in 

generating its top sales (Daily News Staff, 2008).  Many women also play video games 

marketed more toward men, defying expectations by playing competently and speaking 

out (alongside many male gamers) against sexual harassment (O’Leary, 2012).  At the 

same time, a recent feminist Kickstarter project to produce a video documentary series to 

analyze representations of women in video games has proceeded with full funding despite 

a hostile online response from misogynistic gamers.  In fact, the publicity condemning 

the verbal violence and harassment may have increased its sponsorship; either way, it 

earned enough funding to produce a bonus program discussing typical defenses of sexism 

in gaming (Sarkeesian, 2012; Walker, 2012).  Similarly, many game developers are 

offering more inclusive portrayals of women, just as BioWare has been including same-

sex romance options in their latest games (BioWare, 2009; 2011; 2012), and criticizing 

the following homophobic backlash (Westbrook, 2011).  

 While the larger currents of the discourse traditionally place women in the home 

or other settled environments, even travelling with many of the comforts of home, such as 

elaborate clothing (Cresswell, 2001: 90-91; Blunt, 1994), and many afraid even to walk 

outside their homes at night, as public spaces were presented as unsafe for women 

(Cresswell, 2001: 89), there are still many alternate examples of brave female adventurers 

who claim their own freedom to explore.  Discussing the examples of Beryl Markham’s 

memoir, West with the Night (Markham, 1942), the children’s novel Island of the Blue 

Dolphins (O’Dell, 1960), the classic fantasy role-playing game Final Fantasy VI (Square, 
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1994), and comic book series ElfQuest: Hidden Years and Wild Hunt (Lee, et al., 1994-

1995; Auklandus, et al., 1995-1996; 2000), I identify several very broad themes for 

feminine adventure: physical capability, intelligence, isolation or solitude in 

independence, equality in opportunities, and concessions to settled life, all themes that 

are present in these examples in one form or another.  Through all this, I observe that 

female exploration in these works invokes less of surviving of the wilderness and more of 

being part of the new world, with undertones of rationality rather than religion, an 

approach that balances Short’s (1991) classical and romantic perspectives to varying 

degrees, alternately making use of the environment and appreciating it, but without the 

extremes of annihilating the environment or creating a reserve.  Naturally, these texts are 

only examples, but discussing them in terms of common themes elaborates upon my 

discussion of this one type of feminine explorer: one that lives as part of the unknown 

land.  

West with the Night are the memoirs of a real woman who disregarded Western 

conventions of the time to live the life of her choosing as an independent pilot in Africa, 

and this particular ElfQuest series was written primarily by Joellyn Auklandus and 

(earlier in the series) Wendi Lee, both women, and follows Ember, twelfth chieftess of 

the Wolfriders, who are elves living on an alien (but Earth-like) planet.  Island of the Blue 

Dolphins, written by a man, tells a fictional tale of a girl, Karana, who survives stranded 

on a deserted island, and Final Fantasy VI, created by a large team of primarily male 

game developers, presents the interactive adventures of half-human half-esper heroine 

Terra and her friends in their efforts to save their world.  All of these examples feature 

female protagonists, and in the case of Final Fantasy VI, players even take her role in the 

story.  See Figure 5.3 for images of Beryl Markham and Ember. 
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Figure 5.3: Beryl Markham of West with the Night and Ember of ElfQuest (Reyes, 

1997). 

 As they explore the unknown – Markham as an African pilot, Ember as a 

chieftess leading her tribe into the new land, Karana in utter solitude and total freedom on 

her island, and Terra in the dual game worlds of Balance and Ruin (pre- and post-

apocalypse, respectively) – each of these heroines experiences the unknown land, not 

necessarily as an opponent, but as something to be understood, learned, and perhaps 

tamed.  Markham learned the lands as she flew over and between them.  Ember finds a 

home for her newly homeless tribe, along with hunting grounds and places to harvest 

materials and supplies.  Karana learns how to use the island’s resources to provide for 
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herself.  Lastly, Terra and her followers eventually dominate the landscape through 

thorough exploration, learning about each settlement and its inhabitants, completing all 

questlines, and saving the world from destruction. 

 Beyond this, the themes of each work seem fairly straightforward and consistent.  

To begin with, each protagonist demonstrates physical ability and heroism.   Beryl 

Markham showed her endurance early on in her tale, not only in flying her plane solo, 

even in her record-setting journey across the Atlantic, but also in her early childhood 

hunting expeditions with the men of the local Murani.  She carried a spear, like the men, 

and hunted boar, along with her dog, Buller.  She went on to train race horses.  Her feats 

demonstrate bravery and physical capability all around, and her adventures in hunting 

recall the youth of Ember, the fictional protagonist of the ElfQuest: Hidden Years and 

ElfQuest: Wild Hunt series.  The main series follows the adventures of her father, Cutter, 

the eleventh chieftain of the Wolfriders, who are woods-dwelling hunter elves.  The long-

term reader has seen Ember born and grow up to eventually leave (and earning her own 

series with her departure), taking the more peaceful half of the tribe to safety elsewhere 

while the warriors leave to fight for the remains of their ancestral dwelling; when her 

father returns with the warriors, the elders leave with Cutter and the younger members 

stay with Ember, now a chieftess in her own right.  Ember is a capable leader and hunter, 

as well as warrior and negotiator, when needed.  Throughout her series, she helps to 

provide food for the others, defeats threats to ensure safety for her tribe, and leads them 

to the safety of a new home when undefeatable threats arise in the form of an army of 

unfriendly humans bent on genocide.  See Figure 5.4 for images of Ember.  Likewise, 

Karana in Island of the Blue Dolphins learns to provide for herself, disregarding the 

gender roles of the departed villagers (who have fled without her) in her efforts to feed, 
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protect, and create her life until she is rescued from the island by foreigners.  Lastly, 

Terra of Final Fantasy VI is as strong as any other RPG hero, and enlists the aid of other 

characters (party members) to make her way in a hostile world full of random monsters 

and an destructive empire that must be defeated.  Terra’s prowess is the power of the 

player: Terra can travel long distances by foot without tiring, and she can engage 

terrifying monsters in combat and win, handily. 

 Each of these characters (and Markham) also use intelligence in solving problems 

or defeating enemies.  Markham, most obviously, disregarded conventions at the time to 

learn to train racehorses, and then to fly planes, which also allowed her to adapt to 

changing circumstances and maintain an independent life.  Karana completes tasks 

entirely new to her as a woman of her background, such as making weapons in order to 

survive, and also adapts, eventually adopting a vegetarian lifestyle out of respect for the 

animals she had befriended.  Ember’s intelligence allows her to protect her tribe in the 

face of grave threats, such as her deal with the local trolls to use their machine to dig a 

tunnel in order to attack a terrible monster by surprise at its weak point, or the time she 

understands that the Silent One, a human that had become their most dangerous enemy, 

could be an ally to help them win the larger conflict against a genocide-bent army of 

humans, and won his alliance, at terrible personal risk and cost.  Terra’s intelligence in 

terms of the story mainly takes the form of her magic, which is a developed skill drawing 

on her dual heritage, but also, interactively, her cleverness is found in the deductions, 

solutions, and victories achieved by the player of the game. 
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Figure 5.4: Ember at Different Ages (Blevins and Beatty, 1995; Pini, 1988; 1992; 2005; 

2007; 2012) 
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 Another common theme is an embrace or tension of solitude, to varying degrees, 

along with a claiming of independence.  Markham spent long periods of time alone in her 

plane, and wrote about how she appreciated the solitude and the sense of existing alone in 

a different world than the one she departed (12; 15).  Karana lives alone on the island as 

well, although, in the end of the book, she readily sacrifices her solitude and 

independence to exist as a domestic woman.  Ember, on the other hand, has spent most of 

her youth and adulthood surrounded by others, and exists alone primarily in her doubt of 

her own self-worth (Pini and Pini, 2012: 12), except for a trial of sorts in which she loses 

and is cast out of her own tribe – after finding her own footing, at first alone, and then 

with the help of her lover, Teir, who left the tribe to follow her, she regained her place in 

the tribe by demonstrating to them her commitment and competence (Auklandus, et al., 

2000); similarly to Karana, Ember chooses companionship over solitude, but without 

sacrifice.  Likewise, Terra experiences isolation rather than solitude; although she is 

surrounded by fellow party members through most of the game, she is alone in her ethnic 

heritage, as the child of a human and a magical esper.  Like Ember, she is also assisted by 

a loyal other, in this case, her male friend Locke.  Along these tensions lie choices of how 

to live in the world as an independent (or not) woman, supported by others but free to 

choose and lead, like Ember and Terra, or alone and completely independent, like 

Markham or Karana (during most of the book). 

 This touches on a related issue: movement often means negotiating changing 

gender roles across different places, as described by Alison Blunt (1994) in her analysis 

of how femininity changed “at home” and “away” for Mary Kingsley, travel writer.  For 

exploration, it is also certainly worth noting that the changing gender roles not only mean 

changing behaviors and attitudes toward other people, but also and mainly changing 
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behaviors and attitudes toward the environment.  Markham briefly lived in London 

before dismissing it as “boring” and returning to her life as a pilot in Africa.  Karana 

presumably takes up a more Western domestic life (along with her new, uncomfortable 

dress) at the end of the book, rather than her previous lifestyle of collecting and crafting 

her own food and tools directly.  Ember transitions from Cutter’s little daughter into a 

young woman and a heroine and chieftess in her own right.  Terra’s past, revealed in 

flashbacks, shows that she, too, was someone’s daughter before she became a woman and 

a leader.  Of these examples, Ember’s story alone elaborates on her transition, in a 

coming-of-age spanning multiple issues of the Hidden Years series.  The others choose to 

focus on the movements in the more “unexplored lands” of adventure, leaving the 

transitions themselves in the dark.   

 Like these heroines, users of modern technology and the Internet also negotiate 

multiple roles simultaneously (for instance, see Turkle, 1995; Berman and Bruckman, 

2001).  Similarly, players of certain kinds of games simultaneously exist as themselves 

and as their character(s) in the game.  In Chapter 4, I explained that gender role-play is 

elicited by the environment (and by people in it) and enacted by people in a form of 

collaborative representation.  I also explained that in video games, this is even more fluid 

and changing because players simultaneously navigate two audio-visual environments: 

the diegetic world of the game, and the actual environment where they are playing the 

game.  They also have, potentially, at least two unrelated bodies: their own, and, if the 

game provides one (or more), an avatar(s).  Similarly to stage actors, who must take on 

different roles as they step on and off stage, game players also move their consciousness 

and identity between a brighter, louder, and more dynamic diegetic world to a dimmer, 

quieter, and more mundane everyday reality. 
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The final two themes specifically deal with the difficulties of female adventurers: 

the themes of equality to male roles, and concessions to settled life, both with undertones 

and tensions of independence versus burdens of society.  Markham demonstrates her 

equality to the rights and privileges of men throughout the entire book, as she matched 

(or bettered) male pilots in her adulthood, and even hunted, learned to train horses, and 

learned to fly planes with or from men.  Karana specifically takes up tasks that had 

formerly belonged to the men of the tribe, and succeeded at them.  Wolfrider men and 

women are equal in all things, except that women bear young (through a lengthy two year 

gestation) and, for some reason, there have been fewer chieftesses than chiefs (only four 

of twelve, including Ember).  But Ember’s most defining characteristics are those of her 

personality, including her temper, her impulsiveness, her intelligence, and her 

insensitivity or callousness to others at times.  Tellingly, her twin brother, Suntop, is 

gentle and spiritual; from their first appearance, their father notes that Ember will be the 

next chief of the Wolfriders.  Terra is also a remarkably progressive female RPG heroine 

at a time when other RPG heroines wore “magic bikinis” to battle (RPG Classics, 2006), 

wearing the same armor as the men, with a few relatively non-offensive exceptions 

(things like “hairbands” or “white dress”), and wielding the same weapons, and strong 

offensive and healing magic (List of Final Fantasy VI Armor, 2012; List of Final Fantasy 

VI weapons, 2012). 

 The final point for discussion is the theme of concessions to the control of women 

and limitation of their independence through enforcement of settled life.  And although 

these sorts of concessions are common elsewhere, Markham actually seems to have lived 

a very independent life for a woman of that period, living her life as she chose, and as she 

tells it, in utter disregard (rather than defiance) of any conventions, finding settled life in 
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London “boring” (9), and began her independent life by hunting with the local men and 

continuing to her career as a female pilot.  Karana, in turn, actually gave up the rights and 

skills she had developed on her own on the island in order to live with others in 

“civilization;” she even dons an uncomfortable dress, demonstrating her sincere adoption 

of that culture and its limitations on her own independence.  In addition, her work on the 

island is basically to create and sustain a home for herself, essentially a unique form of 

home-making, and pointless without others to care for (animals she befriended 

substituted for family).  As previously mentioned, Ember is only the fourth female chief 

out of twelve chiefs altogether, although this history is buoyed somewhat by that her 

female predecessors were particularly influential, in that Huntress Skyfire gave the 

Wolfriders ‘The Way’ (their spirituality), and Goodtree found them their holt (their forest 

home of thousands of years).  Ember is also not the star of the main ElfQuest series.  

However, the primary burden of female elves in that universe is that of childbirth.  

Although Ember at one point expresses a desire to be childfree (Pini and Pini, 2012: 11), 

the choice is not hers to make: ElfQuest elves are subject to Recognition, an irrefusable 

mating instinct that can pair any two opposite-sex elves, even strangers, so they must 

create a child or die from Recognition denied (making for interesting storylines but 

limited choices in breeding partner).  At the time, Ember is courted by two partners: 

Mender, a blonde and hot-blooded healer and ‘initiator’ who wants from her only fun and 

rolls in the fur, and Teir, a dark haired, mysterious, kind, and lonely outsider and animal-

bonder who is more interested in love and starting a family with Ember (Auklandus, et 

al., 2001: 7), despite her apparent reluctance (preferring to wait for Recognition, should it 

ever choose to strike).  Lastly, Terra offers very few sexist elements to her portrayal, 

possibly to avoid annoying anyone trying to play the game, and these take the form of her 
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less than stellar physical attacks in combat, compensated by her strong offensive magic.  

In terms of the story, however, she relies on her friend, Locke, a male party member, to 

support her and even to rescue her, at times, and after the “world ends” (halfway through 

the game), she briefly takes up a job caring for young war orphans (in a noble if very 

settled and maternal role), which are small points still leaving a character that stands out 

among the sexist portrayals of the time. 

5.1.2 Masculinity in Exploration 

Many portrayals of exploration draw upon a form of masculine romanticism 

evident, for example, in Kemp’s poetry.  As this theme is particularly obvious in many 

fantasy texts and video games, I am focusing on it as one prominent aspect of exploration 

and also as only one type of masculinity.  I do not mean to imply that exploration is 

always masculine, or that explorers have to be male or masculine; rather, I focus on this 

one theme as providing insight for my analysis by breaking down relevant myths and 

motifs of exploration, as well as connecting exploration to important aspects of sex and 

gender portrayal in the games I examine. 

The masculine romanticism of exploration combines the narrative themes of 

traveling, seeing the world, and triumphing through strength of will against all adversity.  

As Kemp wrote: 

It was in my youth and my early twenties, at a time when I was thoroughly mad 

for life and whetted keen in every nerve for picaresque adventure and a man’s 

romance at sea, that I went through the varied experiences from which finally 

sprang these songs and ballads. (Kemp, 1920: 5) 

The “man’s romance at sea” is compelling and appears across different genres and in 

multiple countries.  I first, at least most blatantly, encountered this theme when playing 

Xenogears (Square, 1998), a Japanese role-playing game for the Sony Playstation.  In this 
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game, the hero, Fei Fong Wong, and his party travel aboard a ship – called the Thames – 

which is operated by seamen and a captain who boast of the bravery and will of “men of 

the sea.”  This unsubtle portrayal, through endless repetition of the phrase “man/men of 

the sea,” drew my attention to what had been clearly but more subtly portrayed in other 

movies, novels, television series, and games.  Similarly, long-running Japanese manga 

and anime series One Piece (Oda, 1997-present) also emphasizes this theme.  The series 

follows the adventures of Monkey D. Luffy, a pirate captain, and his crew, as they sail 

the fantastical and extremely dangerous sea called the Grand Line.  These heroes are 

pirates in the sense that they live according to their own rules and their own senses of 

ethics, defying misguided and corrupt governments and militaries everywhere.  Each 

crew member has a sensational ambition, and most importantly, they never surrender 

their dreams, no matter how insurmountable the odds.  Through this strength of will, they 

survive, explore dangerous oceans, help the oppressed, defeat the villains, and live to 

achieve their dreams another day.  One crew member, Usopp, holds the dream of being a 

“brave warrior of the sea”19 (Oda, 1999: 25).  While not all explorers defeat villains in 

hand-to-hand combat, the seaman experiencing “man’s romance at sea,” the “man of the 

sea,” and the “brave warrior of the sea” each demonstrate their strength and vitality by 

surviving unscathed, or dying heroically in the storm. 

                                                 
19 The “brave warrior of the sea” is something more specific and more manly than only being an explorer. 

Nami, the female navigator and cartographer, also wants to see the world (and map it). That is also a form 

of triumph and control in the world at large. But Nami also doesn’t participate in fights (if she can at all 

avoid it), instead, she involves herself when the ship is in danger from storms, giant monsters, and other 

navigational hazards, commanding the others to steer the ship to safety. So while Usopp’s “brave warrior of 

the sea” dream represents one type of masculine explorer, Nami provides a clear example of a feminine 

explorer. While I find feminine explorers to be comparatively much rarer than the masculine type, this also 

raises questions as to what constitutes a “masculine” role and what constitutes a “feminine” role for an 

explorer, questions that I only begin to discuss in this chapter. 



 224 

 This challenge of weathering the storm or dying in it is evident throughout many 

of Kemp’s chanteys.  In one poem, quoted in full in section 5.1.2, Kemp notes that: 

I learned that, ‘mid the thunder, 

  Was nothing might avail, 

But lying to and riding 

  The storm with scanted sail, 

(Kemp, 1920: 37) 

He speaks of his truth that the storm can only be weathered and not controlled.  In a rare 

mention of a specific sailor who died at sea, Kemp describes Jim, a young man who 

demonstrated lack of joy and concern for his own life: 

Yet somehow, in each storm he didn’t care. 

His life or death seemed only God’s affair – 

(1920: 48) 

And after Jim fell overboard in a storm, the crew looked through Jim’s belongings: 

We found a woman’s picture – and we knew, 

Now, why he’d been so offish with the crew – 

He’d written it as plain as plain could be – 

“She went and married HIM instead of me!” 

(1920: 48) 

The sailor’s duty is to ride out the storm, and the storm might still claim him. But if the 

sailor loses his zest for life, as Jim did, then he’s doomed.  In this sense, life is equated to 

tenacity and joy. 

 Kemp also finds Christian spirituality in the sea:  

They think me Godless, maybe, but indeed 

They do not see how I have read thy creed 

In flowing tides and waves that heave and run 

Beyond the endless west where sinks the sun; 

(1920: 15) 
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This poem indicates that the Christian God’s “mercy” (15) determines the fate of sailors 

(who live or die).  In this example, God equates to Sea and, more generally, to the forces 

of nature.  But, God can also be found in natural beauty: 

O wide-flung dawn, O mighty day 

  And set of sun! . . . 

O all you climbing stars of God, 

  Oh, lead me on! . . . 

(Kemp, 1920: 23) 

In all, God equals Nature, the beautiful, the awe-inspiring, the dangerous, and the 

uncontrolled.  This (and spirituality more generally) is another dimension often added to 

“terrae incognitae.” 

The man’s romance of exploration can draw on Short’s classical perspective, and 

focus on defeating the dangers of the environment, such as aggressive bears or raging 

rivers.  The science-fiction future portrayed in Isaac Asimov’s The Caves of Steel (1954) 

illustrates this perspective through its domed cities: represented as a positive alternative 

to nuclear war, humans on Earth have coped with growing population and resource 

management issues by enclosing all major urban areas, enforcing efficient communal 

living, and leaving the wilderness to be farmed or otherwise harvested for resources by 

robots.  The man’s romance of exploration can also draw on Short’s (1991) romantic 

perspective, in which the explorer struggles to live in harmony with nature, such as 

finding good sources of food without damaging the environment or sustainability.  In 

Gary Paulsen’s Hatchet (1987), a boy crash lands in the Canadian wilderness and learns 

that survival depends on both self-reliance and coexisting as part of the wilderness. 

The prominence of the theme of “man’s romance” impacts the visual 

representations of masculinities and femininities in games, as the aforementioned male 
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gaze (see Sheffield, 2012, previously discussed in Chapter 4.1) impacts both visual and 

interactive game representation.  What sorts of roles (gender and otherwise) are provided 

by the game to the player, and what options does the player have for creatively filling that 

role?  What can the player do to the environment, and how do his or her actions impact 

that environment?  This defines the player as explorer.  Gender issues that impact this 

include not only the role provided by the environment in terms of the choices and 

consequences available to the player, but also issues of self-representation.  Games 

provide an existing art style, and the player is represented diegetically in that art style.  

Issues that might crop up include objections based on subjective views of beauty and 

personal taste in art, but more importantly, tension between game representation and 

ideals of self-representation. 

Female players in particular notice the effects of male gaze on video game 

character designs, as it is their own bodies being represented; in such games, generally, 

men are represented as tough, but not very handsome, while women are represented not 

only as sexy, but as sexually available.  As explained by Sheri Graner Ray in her 

presentation to the Austin Forum on “History of Gaming and Gender Inclusive Game 

Design” (S. G. Ray, personal communication, November 1, 2006), women’s objections to 

female avatars do not generally lie in whether they are “attractive” or have, for example, 

very large breasts – Ray argued that most women want to appear conventionally 

attractive in games – but instead, in the sexualization of the avatars.  Ray noted that in 

many games, female characters, including player avatars, are represented as sexually 

receptive – as with hooded eyes, parted lips, flushed cheeks, and erect nipples – signals 

that female players are often very uncomfortable giving off (against their will) in any 

single-player or online game.  (Conversely, male characters and avatars are not usually 
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represented as sexually receptive, except in sex scenes.)  But even games which do not 

include these sexually receptive avatars are also often clearly designed for the avatars and 

characters to be attractive to certain players rather than to appear strong or heroic.  For 

instance, in the original World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004), players equip 

armor that, when worn by a male avatar, looks like functional armor, baring only the 

arms – but, when worn by a female avatar, bares cleavage, arms, and often stomach, 

reverting to the “magical bikini” armor of the 1980s (RPG Classics, 2006).  The look of 

the armor has improved in the latest expansions (Blizzard Entertainment, 2007; 2008; 

2010a; 2012a), but see Figure 5.5 for older images of male and female armor.  Note that 

the female Night Elf on the far upper left wears a long-sleeved green shirt underneath her 

armor, covering her arms and some of her cleavage, and that the female Tauren on the 

center upper left wears a harness under her armor.  Compare these to the older male 

armor (center and far upper right) and the newer armor (bottom).  This is in addition to 

character designs that present women as slender, curvy, and lacking in muscles, while the 

male characters are muscular, fearsome, and intimidating.  This, too, is an aspect of 

masculinities in video gaming as representations of exploration. 
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Figure 5.5: Images of Older Female Armor, Older Male Armor, and Newer Armor. 
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5.1.3 Forming a Relationship with Wilderness 

As the unknown land lies outside human understanding and control, exploration is 

a form of interacting that leads to knowledge and constitutes a particular relationship with 

the unknown land.  One aspect of that relationship is illustrated in another of Harry 

Kemp’s poems: 

At Sea I Learned the Weather 

At sea I learned the weather, 

  At sea I learned to know 

That waves raged not forever, 

  Winds did not ever blow. 

I learned that, ‘mid the thunder, 

  Was nothing might avail, 

But lying to and riding 

  The storm with scanted sail, 

Knowing that calm would follow 

  Filled full of golden light 

Though hail and thunder deafened, 

  The watches of the night. 

And, now today I’m sailing 

  The changing seas no more, 

But tied up to a woman 

  And snug and safe ashore, 

With pipe and ‘baccy handy 

  And Sal still loving me –  

I tell you that I’m thankful 

  For the things I learned at sea! 

(Harry Kemp, 1920: 37) 

With his comparison of the sea to his wife, he treats the sea as entity with its own will, 

outside of his control, and demonstrates how he remains in control of himself – amid the 

storm and presumably in calm waters as well – by learning, and persisting, and surviving.  
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The inclusion of his wife also compares and contrasts the explorer’s relationship with the 

land (or the sea) with a spousal relationship; I interpret the poem as drawing a (hilarious) 

comparison between the circumstances and comparative survival strategies for wild 

storms at sea and his wife’s temper, but this does not mean that the relationships equate 

in all ways.  As exploration involves learning, survival, and tenacity in an unfamiliar 

space – rather than, for example, investment or expression in a familiar place – I 

characterize the exploration relationship as one that enhances control and distance 

through defining boundaries between (perceptions of) self and the environment. 

 Describing an environment, people, or some other complex phenomena involves 

simplifying limited perceptions of the original complexity to a more manageable form, 

adding unavoidable subjective meanings and interpretations, and organizing observations 

into a comprehensible format – all of which require choices and impart perspectives and 

meanings.  In essence, the describer is not describing an external object so much as 

creating something entirely new, subjective, and personal, based on his or her experience 

of the phenomena.  These meanings and concepts, as subjective expressions, are also 

interesting and valuable, for instance, as part of discourse; but the observation, 

interpretation, and communication – basically the entire process of creating knowledge 

about the phenomena – form the imaginative component of this process (upon which this 

research focuses). 

 The process of creating knowledge is also the process of transforming the non-

verbal into language: linguistic, cartographic, artistic, musical, or other.20  In contrast to 

                                                 
20 Of course, these languages impose their own limitations; for instance, mapping typically requires 

generalizing physical and human-made features to scale, drawing geographical boundaries, and using 

standard symbols to represent data.  This impacts the representation in that, for example, rivers and streams 

might be depicted with thin, static, blue lines, when actually, rivers and streams are dynamic systems, and 

can also change course or water level. 
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other forms of environmental interaction, such as place-making, exploration is more 

about creating and articulating knowledge than about nonverbal action and feeling.  The 

world itself (unless we live in The Matrix) is basically non-verbal (or non-linguistically-

based), at least in the sense that the rules governing it are not rules invented by humans 

for the purposes of cooperation and communication.  Interestingly, in a virtual 

environment – which is created from a programming language – game player “explorers” 

engage in a reverse process: taking in the environment and knowledge created by the 

game developers, and transforming it into a more subjective world that melds feeling and 

experience with thought and judgment.  The final result of each is a mixture of non-

verbal experience with linguistic meaning. 

 Through engaging in the process of creating knowledge, the explorer objectifies 

the environment.  This means defining and characterizing not only the environment, but 

in conjunction, contrast, or opposition, also the explorer him or herself, such as through 

Othering (Said, 1978).  These linked concepts of the self and the environment 

demonstrate a static moment in the relationship between the explorer and the 

environment.  In this relationship, not only are the self and the environment treated as 

distinct, separate, contained beings, but also the “self” is in a position of greater agency 

as the one who delineates the boundaries. 

5.1.4 Performance with the Wilderness 

 The actions undertaken by explorers in uncovering and creating knowledge are 

also a form of geographic interaction, carrying out a geographic narrative.  The specific 

actions vary depending on the environment, but could include traveling to what might be 

important sites or landmarks, speaking to local inhabitants, reading local histories and 

religious texts, looking for artifacts, examining wildlife, cataloguing plant life, and much 
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more.  Because the actions vary on context, here I focus instead on the role of those 

actions in a geographic narrative, loosely linking those actions as having common goals 

(such as learning about the unknown, survival in an unfamiliar environment, traveling a 

certain distance, discovering an unknown, or experiencing adventure). 

As explained in Chapter 1, geographic narrative melds storytelling with world-

building (see Jenkins, 2002).  To examine geographic narrative is to take on a perspective 

of studying how narrative communicates geography.  Exploration can be part of a 

geographic narrative in two ways.  First, the geographic interaction – or the “actions” of 

exploration – carry out or perform (as in theater) a geographic narrative of ideals of 

exploration.  Simultaneously, the knowledge-creating aspect of exploration also 

constructs this narrative as it is performed.  Whether the explorer is Frodo, a game player 

with an avatar, an historical figure, or an actual, living human being, the explorer tells 

and performs this narrative explaining their experiences and discoveries. 

Another aspect of the narrative is that it resolves tension.  As noted by Peter 

Kropotkin (1885) and J. K. Wright (1947), unknown land stimulates the imagination and 

creates excitement.  It creates tension through the desire to know the unknown.  A novel 

creates tension at the very beginning by raising questions and stimulating a “need” from 

the readers; the novel’s ending satisfies that need by answering those same questions 

(Card, 1990: 75).  Similarly, a geographic narrative of exploration begins with identifying 

an unknown and ends with “knowing” that former unknown. 

5.1.5 Exploring Ideas 

Kemp’s poetry shows that sailing the seas meant more to him than the physicality 

of it – he also wrote about the feeling and spirituality of the sea.  In his poetry, it is 

difficult to separate these components of the sea (its physicality, feeling, and spirituality).  
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This is because while they are also part of Kemp’s subjective experience, and Kemp’s 

world, they are also part of reality, a reality made up of all of these different worlds.  Rob 

Shields (2003: 28-29) explained that reality consists of both the “real (existing)” and the 

“possible (not existing)”, as well as both the “ideal” (conceptual) and the “actual” 

(present to the senses).  Exploring the world means exploring all of these aspects of it, 

including the abstract. 

While explorers deal quite a bit with the other categories – the “concrete present” 

(actual-real), “actual possibilities” (actual-possible), and the virtual (ideal-real), they also 

deal in concepts, most obviously in an academic sense (to “explore” knowledge, research 

questions, topics, theory) but also through constructing any meanings and definitions and 

other forms of knowledge.  Shields would characterize pure ideas as ideal-possible, or 

abstract.  When dealing primarily with that abstract realm, not all aspects of exploration 

discussed above apply (nor do they all apply in all cases anyway).  However, abstract 

exploration also deals with imaginative process, resolving the tension of the unknown, 

and conceptualizing the intellectually uncontained.  Abstract exploration is also a way of 

taking other elements of reality (including the tangible) and other ideas and transforming 

them into something new and more fully abstract (and something linguistically 

conceptualized).  To synthesize or create, in this way, a new world of ideas is also a 

highly imaginative form of exploration. 

5.2 EXPLORATION AND NARRATIVE, COOPERATION, AND CREATIVITY 

Each of following the three chapters empirically and theoretically examines a 

particular aspect of exploration: how scripted narrative shapes exploration, cooperation 

and teamwork in exploration, and the impact of creativity on exploration.  They build on 
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the understandings of exploration outlined above to examine important aspects of 

exploration in video gaming, as well as to study the nature of exploration itself. 

Chapter 6 builds on the links between exploration and geographic narrative to 

examine how formal, scripted narrative structures exploration in World of Warcraft and 

its expansions (2004; 2007; 2008), as well as other games.  In this chapter, I propose 

several different ways in which geographic narrative structures game environments, 

before then discussing geographic themes of video game narratives. 

Chapter 7 examines cooperative gameplay and how that shapes exploration, 

focusing on themes of balancing individual agency versus cooperation, similarly to the 

camaraderie and solitude both depicted in Kemp’s poetry, focusing the concept of 

cooperative exploration, discussed in terms of cooperative play, imagined community, 

permeable boundaries, and geographical adventure. 

Chapter 8 examines creativity and exploration through focusing on creative place-

making and the exploration of “owned” land in Animal Crossing: City Folk (Nintendo, 

2008).  In this chapter, I distinguish between exploration, which involves defining and 

conceptually containing a space, and place-making, which is about forming an emotional, 

spiritual, and physical connection to or relationship with a familiar place.  I also discuss 

how exploration changes in the context of land that is undeniably occupied. 

Together, these chapters comprehensively examine and propose new ways of 

considering prominent and fundamental aspects of exploration in the myths and fantasy 

of three popular video games.  Moreover, they address overarching, fundamental 

questions of what exploration brings to our lives in such primary forms of place, dreams, 

and adventure.   
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Chapter 6  

Stories of Exploration in Worlds of Swords and Sorcery 

I sit beside the fire and think 

     of all that I have seen, 

of meadow-flowers and butterflies 

     in summers that have been; 

Of yellow leaves and gossamer 

     in autumns that there were, 

with morning mist and silver sun 

     and wind upon my hair. 

I sit beside the fire and think 

     of how the world will be 

when winter comes without a spring 

     that I shall never see. 

For still there are so many things 

     that I have never seen: 

in every wood in every spring 

     there is a different green. 

I sit beside the fire and think 

     of people long ago, 

and people who will see a world 

     that I shall never know. 

But all the while I sit and think 

     of times there were before, 

I listen for returning feet 

     and voices at the door. 

(Tolkien, 1954a: 312-313) 

To me, Bilbo’s sad reflections on the end of his life, the end of his adventures, 

and the passing of the torch to his younger cousin, Frodo, also reflect upon the feelings of 

a video gamer who acts out virtual adventures on evenings and weekends but ultimately 

must return to a sedate, rooted life, apparently safe and secure but also lacking in actual 

adventure, danger, or grand dreams.  In a game, a formless yearning for a greater 
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ambition becomes a realized hero’s adventure in an imaginative world.  This chapter 

examines that transformative story of exploration and adventure. 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Previous chapters have tangentially addressed geographic narrative through 

discussing narrative as collaborative representation between players and code, but have 

not yet discussed in-depth the impact of geographic narrative on virtual geographies.  

This chapter follows from those previous chapters to examine, in depth, the relationship 

between narrative and exploration.  This chapter uses qualitative research techniques to 

address the following research question: 

How do scripted narrative events impact player experiences of exploring these 

three game landscapes? 

From my preliminary analysis of data from direct observation and player interviews, I 

decided to first approach this question by starting with the idea and observation that 

narrative (among other things) structures the game environment and, through that, player 

interaction with the environment (with a special focus on exploration).  In this chapter, I 

seek to examine and elaborate upon that process.  Further, because of its strong narrative 

component and varied narrative techniques, this chapter begins with focusing primarily 

on World of Warcraft, with only a secondary emphasis on Animal Crossing: City Folk, A 

Tale in the Desert, and other games.  In the latter half of the chapter, however, I broaden 

my discussion with greater emphasis on other texts, including Chrono Trigger (Square, 

1995), One Piece (Oda, 1997-present), Full Metal Alchemist (Arakawa, 2001-2010), 

Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009), and others.  The first part of this chapter 

examines narrative techniques that shape basic structure of game environments, while the 

second part briefly discusses different ways in which narrative content shapes player-
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environment interaction and exploration.  The third section examines overlap between 

these two areas. 

6.2 FIVE NARRATIVE STRUCTURES 

 In approaching this chapter’s research question (quoted just previously in 6.1), I 

found it necessary to further break down “scripted narrative” into several different 

narrative structures used by games.  This approach can better take into account the roles 

of gameplay and an interactive audio-visual environment on narrative, rather than simply 

reducing it all to “scripted narrative” and proceeding from there.  I initially thought to use 

Henry Jenkins’ (2002) four types of geographic narrative, introduced previously in 

Chapter 1, section 1.1.2.  However, I found that Jenkins’ narratives better explained how 

game players interact with the narrative through the environment, rather than examining 

how narrative structures the environment (and exploration).  Since my research is 

addressing that slightly different question, I chose to construct my own broad list of 

narrative techniques, as they emerged during analysis.  Because I built on Jenkins’ earlier 

ideas, but offer a different take, I have illustrated the distinction below in Figure 6.1. 

Jenkins had argued that “game designers don’t simply tell stories; they design 

worlds and sculpt places.”  In other words, games are both narrative and geographic, 

characteristics which, in my opinion, often seem easy to distinguish from each other 

because of the different intertextual influences and perceived origins.21  In creating this 

distinction, I force an emphasis on where I believe the borders and overlap lie between 

                                                 
21 There has been something of a debate among game researchers on whether to emphasize interactive 

narrative (the “narratologist” position) or whether to emphasize interactive gaming and play (the 

“ludologist” position).  In my opinion, the existence of the debate polarizes the existing perceptual 

distinctions between narrative and play.  For more on this debate, see Frasca (1999; 2003), Burke (2004), 

and Wallace (2006).  In regard to the easy distinction between narrative and geography, I am in this case 

equating “geography” to “play” in the form of the interactive world, however, later on I also divide 

“interactive” into both “game world” and “play.” 
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the two.  In my interpretation as well, the geographic narrative is innately both narrative 

and geographic.  However, as a progressive storytelling structure, I treat it separately 

from the environment itself, which I consider an interactive, audio-visual entity to be 

explored.  The geographic narrative then structures the game environment by providing a 

framework for causal progression and change.  It also structures player-environment 

interaction, and exploration in particular, by shaping the ways in which players can create 

or trigger change and experience consequences to their choices.  

Figure 6.1:  From My Interpretation of Jenkins’ Geographic Narrative to My Own 

Geographic Narrative. 

With these narrative techniques, the incomprehensible complexity of everyday 

causality is reduced to a few structural techniques, essentially creating what is, from a 

game development perspective, a manageable, if layered approach to causality.  With 

each technique representing a different, but typical approach to causality in games, 

together, these techniques portray relatively complex environments exhibiting many 

types of causal change.  Because each narrative structure represents a different sort of 

causal change for the environment, the end portrayal can better approach the level of 
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complexity necessary for the diegetic world to appear to exist as a separate, changing 

entity. 

My emphasis on exploration continues in this chapter, primarily because 

exploration (as an interactive process of learning about an environment) is a fundamental 

aspect of game play and a defining interaction of the relationship between a player and a 

game environment.  As explained in Chapters 1 and 5, I consider exploration to be an 

imaginative process of creating knowledge about an environment.  Exploration in games 

is a process of navigating, observing, reading, and concluding, as well as harvesting raw 

materials, collecting objects, befriending (or antagonizing) computer-controlled 

characters (NPCs, or Non-Player Characters), defeating random enemies, building, and 

more.  Enough of these smaller tasks also form a loose sort of story.  However, a stronger 

narrative structure more powerfully brings in that system of causal progression and 

change to the game world.  This section examines the crucial point of how a structuring 

narrative impacts real player experiences of exploration. 

6.2.1 Passing Event 

The first of these types is the Passing Event narrative structure, in which some 

variable (such as a completed story scene or a certain time frame) triggers multiple minor 

environmental changes at once.  The changes to the environment are only cosmetic, 

leaving the basic structure intact, but the effect is to portray events that are transitory and 

changeable.  An example event might include changes such as slightly altered dialogue 

from computer-controlled characters (NPCs) and a new flag flying over the local castle – 

but without significantly altering layout, buildings, presence of NPCs, and other defining 

characteristics.  This narrative structure demonstrates visible but superficial consequences 
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of an event, both portraying the character and details of the event and also serving as a 

reminder that the event took place (or is currently taking place). 

This narrative structure can portray relatively superficial changes that happen all 

at once, cooperating with or supplementing other narrative techniques that portray 

different or more dramatic changes.  It easily coexists with any of the other narrative 

structures to better portray a complex and dynamic environment affected by many 

different kinds of causal change, including these superficial and transitory events.  From 

a development perspective, an advantage of this technique is that it allows game 

developers to portray a visible change without having to recreate the original area in a 

more dramatically altered form.  In World of Warcraft, I most commonly saw this 

structure used to signify holidays (see Figure 6.2).  This technique worked very well for 

that purpose, bringing in holiday décor, holiday quests, and holiday items, while still 

maintaining the underlying fundamental characteristics of the cities, towns, camps, and 

forts. 

One interesting effect of this technique is that it separates “transitory” from 

“fundamental” qualities of place.  Basically, while the “fundamental” characteristics 

remain unchanged – the layout of the village, its topography, its buildings, and so on – its 

“transitory” characteristics change with the times – dialogue, small objects, and so on.  

Further, aspects that become transitory in comparison are closer to the everyday lives of 

people: daily behaviors, daily fears, and daily tasks that create small objects, whereas the 

longer-term and more civilization-scale cultural and environmental characteristics of the 

town remain unchanged by transitory events. 
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Figure 6.2:  Holidays in World of Warcraft: Winter Veil, Love is in the Air, and the 

Monthly Darkmoon Faire. 

Because this is only a technique, its specific narrative impact varies significantly 

depending on its content.  In each case, this technique portrays events that are transitory 

or changeable.  The story and personal effects differ within that broad restriction.  For 

example, if a transitory narrative event is triggered by the player’s actions, such as 

temporary preparations for a big battle that the player warned the village about, then it 
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can impart a sense of power, responsibility, and a respected role within the village.  If it is 

triggered by the player’s actions, and the player had a choice in the matter – such as a 

battle that the player can win or lose to save the village (for example, in Dragon Age: 

Origins (BioWare, 2009), at the Battle of Redcliffe, only those NPCs saved by the player 

will survive to live in the village) – it can show the player real and (philosophically) 

frustratingly unnecessary consequences of their choices.  And if it is an event outside the 

player’s immediate control, such as the temporary occupation of a village and the 

enslavement of its inhabitants, it can create a sense of outrage and motivation to correct 

the situation.  Overall, the narrative structure only determines its transitory nature, with 

narrative content filling in the specific impact. 

Taking the previously defined distinctions between narrative and environment 

(6.1), the Passing Event narrative technique contributes to environmental structure by 

providing for transitory causal change, so that the environment can change over time in 

response to both a larger story and events that contribute to the game’s diegetic reality.  

This technique lumps together “transitory” and “superficial” events into one type and 

portrays them, filling an important gap in its two dimensional diorama of causality.  On a 

more practical level, it imparts both a sense of time passing through portraying holidays 

and other seasonal events, and passing change through portraying transitory and 

superficial events. 

In my view, environmental structure coexists with game structure – categories I 

delineate as follows: environmental structure defines how the environment operates as an 

independent entity, separate from but responsive to the player, whereas game structure 

defines specific tasks, goals, and actions available to the player.  A video game with a 

strong game structure but a weak environmental structure simply lacks the “diegetic 
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world” of an epic fantasy video game (for example, Tetris, (1989)), whereas a program 

with a strong environmental structure but a weak (or absent) game structure might 

function more as a utility than a game (for example, Second Life (2003)). 

In turn, game structure shapes the Passing Events by providing those tasks, goals, 

and actions to the player, enhancing the interactivity of the event.  While environmental 

structure defines interactivity by sustaining the game environment as a separate entity, 

game structure defines in a more dynamic sense how and what the player can do with the 

game environment, its components, and other entities (such as NPCs, random monsters, 

or other player characters).  Basically, if gameplay includes A, B, and C activities, then 

the event can have A, B, and C activities too.  In World of Warcraft, holidays include 

seasonal quests (in addition to all the seasonal décor and NPCs).  For the seasonal quests, 

players engage in all type of gameplay, such as combat, gathering raw materials, crafting, 

and more. 

As the most common type of Passing Event, holidays provide thematic content to 

the event, in the form of icons, archetypes, myths, activities, and more.  The holidays of 

World of Warcraft drew their thematic content from popular holidays celebrated 

worldwide.  My analysis addressed several of these holidays.  My formal data collection 

period for World of Warcraft covered two years and eight months, albeit somewhat 

intermittently, and the holidays included in my formal analysis were Harvest Festival 

(November), Feast of the Winter Veil (December to January), Love is in the Air 

(February), Brewfest (September to October), and Hallow’s End (October).  Of course, 

over my time playing this game as a consumer, I have also seen many of the game’s other 

events, such as the monthly Darkmoon Faire, and other yearly holidays, such as the 
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Lunar Festival (January-February) and Children’s Week (May).22  The particular holidays 

I examined in depth were each based on an actual holiday: Harvest Festival corresponds 

to American Thanksgiving, Feast of the Winter Veil to secular Christmas, Love is in the 

Air to Valentine’s Day, Brewfest to Oktoberfest, and Hallow’s End to Halloween. 

Not every holiday in World of Warcraft features a theme of indulgence in 

physical pleasure – Lunar Festival, for instance, revolves around respecting the ancestors, 

and Children’s Week involves caring for war orphans.  However, each of the five 

holidays I examined included a theme of pleasure: Harvest Festival to consumption of 

food, Feast of the Winter Veil to consumption or collection of goods, Love is in the Air 

to romance, Brewfest to consumption of alcohol, and Hallow’s End to consumption of 

sugar.  Interestingly, these virtual forms of pleasure notably lack the physical elements, 

both positive and negative, of those activities. 

These holidays are stylized representations of their actual counterparts in other 

ways, as well.  Harvest Festival, for instance, includes many traditional Thanksgiving 

activities – cooking, eating – and many traditional Thanksgiving foods – such as Turkey 

– as well as some added fun in a quest to shoot turkey and the opportunity to purchase 

traditional (“Pilgrim” or “Indian”) clothing.  The common and stylized elements were 

clear and obvious (as intended, I imagine) in the audio-visual world of World of 

Warcraft.  I have included numerous examples – see the digital Appendix for still images, 

and the following paragraph for textual descriptions.  Note that the still images and the 

descriptions are only a small selection of the holiday activities available. 

Even the briefest overview of my recorded holiday activities reveals the common 

themes, icons, and activities, as well as the flavor of their presentation in the game.  For 

                                                 
22 For more information, see Blizzard’s World of Warcraft events calendar at 

http://www.worldofwarcraft.com/info/events/calendar/ (Blizzard Entertainment, 2010b) 
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Harvest Festival, I shot my own wild turkey, crafted my own traditional food (spice bread 

stuffing, pumpkin pie, cranberry chutney, candied sweet potato, slow-roasted turkey), 

shared a meal with my husband, and turned my husband into a turkey by shooting him 

with a special gun.  For Feast of the Winter Veil I enjoyed the colorful decorations, 

completed seasonal quests (including quests for Great-father Winter – an Orc with red 

and white clothes and a white beard), was kissed under the mistletoe by my husband (a 

special item he used on my character), dressed up as Winter Veil gnomes with my 

husband, rode around on a reindeer, and, on the big day, opened gifts under the tree in 

Orgrimmar, the Horde capital city.  For Love is in the Air, I took a romantic boat ride 

with my husband around the bright green, polluted sewage river of the Undercity of the 

Forsaken undead, shared a romantic picnic with my husband, and gave a charm bracelet 

(which I had created through questing) to the Horde Warchief, the Orc Thrall.  For 

Brewfest, I laughed at the tacky beer mug wreaths decorating towns, drank to excess at 

Brewfest grounds (just outside Orgrimmar), rapidly drained mugs and then threw them at 

dummies for target practice, wore beer goggles, laughed at the drunken Orc (a player 

character) running around naked amongst the revelers, fought off an invasion of the Dark 

Iron Dwarves (out to steal our brew!), and shopped for traditional ethnic clothing and 

foods (including various types of sausage).  For Hallow’s End, I trick-or-treated at inns at 

every opportunity, ate candy, wore masks with my husband, and enjoyed the colorful 

jack-o-lanterns decorating the towns.  These descriptions illustrate the translation of 

actual traditions into game-defined actions (gameplay) and environment.  Again, see the 

digital Appendix for images of these five holidays and example pictures of the activities 

listed above. 
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I found the holidays to be deliberately stylized – often for humor – to the effect of 

creating a fantastic version of each holiday.  This is due in part to the fantasy 

environments of Azeroth (the diegetic world of World of Warcraft) and the interactive 

gameplay.  With Orcs, Goblins, Tauren, Trolls, and other creatures celebrating in cities 

quite unlike any actual city, and with the unique and easily accessible holiday quests, the 

holiday gains a novelty and a different effect than actual celebrations. 

In addition, that the holidays incorporate only a stylized core appeals to players 

looking for a different experience than their everyday holiday: 

<Player Z> I quiet enjoy the brewfest event because it brings people back to the 

basics when they have to down direbrew 

<Player Y> I like the fact there are in game holidays - and halloween is my 

favorite - you can trick or treat, put costumes on people 

<Player Y> you can do some things that you might be 'too old' to do in real life 

<Player Z> yeah 

<Player Z> or "too young" 

<Player Y> yeah 

With just these two specific examples, Players Y and Z have neatly pointed out how the 

holidays of Azeroth, in this case, alter the social order so that adults can trick-or-treat at 

Hallow’s End without violating social convention, and similarly, people younger than 21 

can drink at Brewfest, openly and legally and amongst friends.23  This is a novelty, but 

it’s also a new take on how to virtually celebrate these holidays. 

A third element contributing to the fantasy of the holidays is simply the different 

feel of each holiday.  The comprehensiveness (including thorough decorations, clothing, 

foods, numerous quests, traditional activities, and more) and appropriateness (in the 

deliberate design and careful selection of which elements best illustrate the holiday in 

question, though often to humorous exaggeration) of the holidays also impart a different 

                                                 
23 Any player of any age can drink the virtual brew of Brewfest, however, all of the players I interviewed 

were at least 18 years old, and so Player Z had to have been speaking as an adult. 
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feeling.  For instance, the Feast of the Winter Veil lasts for two and a half weeks – from 

December 15 to January 2.  During this time, seasonal items, activities, and decorations 

are available or present, with gift-opening only from December 25 to January 2.  There 

are numerous unique items to collect during this period, from items that will disguise the 

player’s avatar as a Feast of the Winter Veil gnome, to red-nosed reindeer mounts, to 

snowballs to throw at other players, and more.  The seasonal items can be purchased 

inexpensively from unobtrusive vendors, or more often, won as quest rewards.  Because 

each item is usable with an amusing effect on screen, and because most of the items will 

expire in two weeks (and the rest will look terribly out of place after the holiday is over), 

the collection objective lies not so much in owning each unique holiday item as in using 

as many of them as possible before the holiday is over.  And while two and a half weeks 

is a long time, it is still a more intense and vastly less commercial holiday season than the 

two or three solid months of Christmas marketing blitz experienced in North America 

and elsewhere.  Just as Azeroth (the diegetic world of World of Warcraft) is designed as 

an appealing environment players will pay for years on end to inhabit and heroically 

save, the Feast of the Winter Veil is also very appealing, emphasizing the positive and 

pleasant aspects of the holiday, and ultimately presenting something pleasantly different.  

As such, it is also something of an escape from the rampant commercialism of Christmas 

to the reasonable and limited consumerism of Azeroth. 

While the holidays were the most common example I came across, the technique 

can be used differently with great effectiveness.  In Dragon Age: Origins (2009), this 

technique portrayed subtle but tense political changes over the course of a shift in 

leadership.  When I arrived in Orzammar, an ancient and traditionalist dwarf city, I found 

the place unexpectedly in chaos – the dwarves were literally killing one another in the 
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streets – and all because of a struggle to fill the late king’s throne.  After I was reluctantly 

permitted to enter, I explored the city.  Most of the local dwarves only wanted to talk 

about the two primary candidates for the throne – Lord Harrowmont, the dead king’s 

trusted advisor, or Prince Bhelen, the dead king’s third son.  I initially wanted to stay out 

of this internal political struggle, but it was necessary to install a king in order to gain the 

king’s support in my war against the Darkspawn invasion.  From speaking with the local 

dwarves, it became immediately obvious that Harrowmont had a glowing reputation as an 

upright citizen and respected noble, while Bhelen was surrounded by rumors of his 

underhanded dealings, notably including suspicions that he had poisoned one brother, 

framed another brother for the deed (resulting in that brother’s lifetime exile), and 

possibly even offed his own father, all to take over as king.  Initially supporting the “good 

guy,” I was torn when I realized that Lord Harrowmont, the nice one, supported 

maintaining the heartbreakingly unjust and oppressive caste system afflicting the city.  

Prince Bhelen, the scumbag, supported reforming the caste system.  I had seen the 

casteless suffering in Dust Town – so I chose to support Bhelen.  When I pledged my 

support, the town criers spread the news – the Bhelen’s criers pronouncing this as proof 

of his superiority, while Harrowmont’s criers lambasted me for involving myself 

inappropriately.  Supporting Bhelen included such unpleasant tasks as annihilating the 

carta (organized crime) by killing all of its members, and planting forged documents 

implicating Lord Harrowmont for illegal property dealings, miring Harrowmont in a 

scandal that costed him votes.  As I completed these tasks for Bhelen, the townspeople 

commented on these events, and some townspeople disappeared (the carta members I had 

killed) or attacked me (other carta members out for revenge, and many of Harrowmont’s 

more enthusiastic supporters).  Although I had many chances to backstab Bhelen and 
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install Harrowmont on the throne, in the end, my support landed Bhelen the position.  To 

my shock, his first act as king was to execute his opponent, Lord Harrowmont, an 

unconventional but legal maneuver.  Afterwards, order had returned the city, and the 

local dwarves were again looking to the future.  But when I went to Lord Harrowmont’s 

estate, he was gone.  His servants told me that I was beyond rude to enter and that they 

were in mourning.  Throughout the course of my time in Orzammar, each time I 

completed a task or a narrative scene, the city subtly changed, mainly in terms of NPC 

dialogue and opening up new tasks; and because of the multiple phases and the political 

nature of the event, this effectively portrayed the changing tension in the social 

atmosphere of the city as uncertainty and chaos resolved into orderly submission.  The 

common thread is that the success of the technique is again in portraying events that are 

subtle and transitory.  See the digital Appendix for images of the power struggle in 

Orzammar. 

The impact of these events on exploration corresponds to their impact on the 

game environment, in that the player can experience delight and other reactions to 

discovering these fleeting events within the diegetic world.  As noted by Player Y, 

transitory holiday events also enhance the sense of time passing: 

<Player Y> I also think it gives a sense of time passing in game - it's not the same 

thing every single day 

Because the event will come and go, it creates a special and transitory atmosphere out of 

the town or previous environment.  A similar effect is achieved through watching (and 

making) the power struggle come and pass.  In addition, through seasonal events and 

holidays, it also portrays a regular change in seasons, a sense of time passing, and a sense 

of the largeness of the world in that it now encompasses all of the discursive connections 

involved in bringing in the meanings, icons, and traditions of major holidays.  And 
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because holidays and seasonal events both correspond to real holidays and repeat yearly, 

they define game time as real-time, passing in a cyclical, linear fashion.  Further, they 

add an important element of time to the diegetic world and to exploration, in that time has 

a real impact on what players will discover.  Lastly, other sorts of transitory events, 

typically triggered by players and a larger narrative – such as helping to evacuate the 

Taunka from their home in Taunka’le Village to the Westwind Refugee Camp in another 

zone (see Figure 6.3) – create not so much a sense of linear time as gradual, causal 

change. 

Figure 6.3:  World of Warcraft Player Characters Escort Taunka from Taunka’le Village 

in Borean Tundra to Westwind Refugee Camp in Dragonblight. 
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6.2.2 Iterated 

The second of these types, the Iterated narrative structure, describes a situation in 

which story events cause a specific environment to appear to shift into another (causally 

changed) version of the same environment, to demonstrate sudden, dramatic change.  An 

example of this would be a city in the stages of battle: before, during, and after.  This is 

similar to a play in that major set changes happen between acts, during intermission.  In 

theater, this is a practical choice necessitated by the time it takes backstage crew to move 

around a physical set.  In games, when dramatic changes are needed, this narrative 

structure can portray great change in a city by, for instance, showing how the city has 

burned down while you were busy fighting bandits.  In World of Warcraft, there are a 

variety of specific techniques available, including “phasing” (making the environment 

appear differently to each player) or “instancing” (creating an entirely separate version of 

the environment).  Because of these techniques, the environments actually exist in many 

different versions simultaneously, but only once to each user at any time.  The end result 

is the environments appear to exist in stages.  While the sudden changes can completely 

and appropriately portray certain events – such as the previously mentioned example with 

the town burning down while the player is away at battle – they are also so sudden and so 

dramatic that they denote a new phase for the story and a new version of the place in 

question, functioning both as more organic causal factors and as more stylized narrative 

devices.  The shifts are particularly obvious in World of Warcraft, because in spite of 

game developer efforts to keep the transitions and loading very smooth, telltale cues, 

such as the missing crowds of players otherwise found in the “main” version of any city, 

unnecessarily draw attention. 

The main purpose of this technique is to portray these really dramatic changes, 

while at the same time other techniques portray other events for a more complete 
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portrayal of causality.  This narrative structure fills this important niche in that causality 

diorama.  In World of Warcraft, this technique portrays major, world-changing events, 

such as the defection of the villainous Lich King’s Death Knights, making Death Knight 

a playable character class. 

From my analysis, focusing heavily in this section on World of Warcraft, three 

common elements emerged: that the events were part of a larger story, that the events 

moved that story forward, and that players participated in the events.  I will discuss these 

elements mainly in terms of the example of the Horde battle to retake Undercity24 (see 

Figure 6.4 and the digital Appendix). 

 The first of these common themes is that each event plays a significant role in a 

larger narrative.  In fantasy games such as World of Warcraft or, for example, Dragon 

Age: Origins, these would usually be larger-than-life events that are part of epic, 

encompassing storylines.  With another type of game, the events could take on the flavor 

of the overlying narrative, for instance, comedic, but would still by necessity demonstrate 

major change as part of an ongoing story.25  But because of their roles in the narrative, 

these events are closely tied to the biggest causal movements of the story. 

 

                                                 
24 Undercity is the capital city for the Forsaken, a faction of independent undead that have broken away 

from their zombie brethren for freedom and independent unlife.  The Forsaken are part of the Horde, 

alongside Orcs, Trolls, Tauren, and now Goblins.  Up to a certain point, in Undercity, players find the 

Queen of the Undead, the banshee Sylvanas, assisted by dreadlord Varimathras, a suspicious character 

formerly belonging to the evil Burning Legion.  But when Varimathras betrays Sylvanas and the rest of the 

Horde, many soldiers die as a result and Varimathras takes over Undercity.  The Forsaken flee to 

Orgrimmar, the Orcish capital city, as refugees.  A coalition consisting of the leaders of the Horde 

(including Sylvanas) and many players then storm Undercity, currently occupied only by villains, 

reconquer the city, and take down Varimathras.  Afterwards, the city returns to normal, with the notable 

exception that Varimathras is no longer present.  This series of events involves shifted areas in the original 

battlefield, in Undercity, and in Orgrimmar. 
25 Arguably, game developers could use this technique in a game that otherwise lacks any kind of 

overarching narrative, but such dramatic change, not existing in a vacuum, necessarily introduces equally 

dramatic (and however loose) narrative to present (and for the player to interpret) the event. 
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Figure 6.4: Images from the Horde Battle to Retake Undercity in World of Warcraft. 

The second theme is that through introducing dramatic change, the events move 

that story forward.  These events were memorable to players and were mentioned several 

times in my interviews: 

<Player J> In WoW they have those phase-out areas 

<Player J> Vazzula: So like, there's this event where Sylvannas's right-hand man, 

Barimathras I think? Turns on everyone and it's a big epic battle to take Undercity 

back etc 

<Player J> After that he isn't there anymore 

<Player J> It's like it really happened! He's gone for good! 

<Player J> lol 

When I then asked if she had favorite such events, she replied with: 
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<Player J> Yeah! That one ranked pretty high 

Players Y and Z had similar responses to a similar question on favorite scripted events: 

<Player Z> the wrathgate scene in dragonblight and then the fight in undercity - it 

feels like you are actually moving the lore forward 

<Player Y> well boss fights are never the same but the quest scenes and town 

scenes are mostly simaliar most of the time and i really don't have a favorite i like 

them all . 

<Me> did you feel like these scenes were really part of or integrated with the 

game environment (such as that area of dragonblight or the undercity)? 

<Me> and/or what do the scenes add to the game 

<Player Z> yes, and I felt they gave context to what you would see in the next 

zones 

<Player Y> the scenes add character and adventure to the game and they open up 

a chance for new experiences 

Player Z, like Player J, was impressed with the lasting change caused by the events, 

standing out from much of the rest of the game, which visibly resets for future players 

(see 6.2.4).  Players Y and Z also both noted the forward momentum of the events, 

pointing out they open up or point toward new areas and new adventures. 

 Also evident from the interview excerpts just previous, the final theme is that 

players take part in these dramatic events.  While that might seem obvious because, 

clearly, games are interactive, this has an effect beyond simply greater engagement – it 

fosters a feeling of personal involvement in the story.  Part of that involvement comes 

from the simple interactivity, as noted by Player J: 

<Player J> I like the feeling of that I did something 

<Player J> so the town in on fire and I save everyone I feel that I made a 

difference 

<Player J> I was a part of something! 

<Player J> In AC getting past the "Nook stage" was pretty exciting 

<Player J> I liked the whole, gathering the insects and fish and fossils to complete 

the museum thing 

<Player J> That was a pretty good idea on the makers parts I think 

Soon after, Player J went on to discuss the feeling of involvement in the larger story:  
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<Player J> Well, I think when the expansions come out, first the burning crusade 

and now wrath, you feel more like you did something because they say "with such 

and such defeated...." who was a raid boss, it's like, I was a part of him being 

defeated, and then the questlines, the progression of the story, like when you 

unearth something that happened and the npc says that you did a good job and this 

changes everything! etc, gives that, accomplished feeling 

<Player J> In AC I don't think I really feel that I've changed something except for 

doing gardening haha 

<Player J> So, in wow, while I know I didn't really change anything, since it is a 

game, it FEELS like I'm important and I'm a hero! hehe 

This is similar to Player Z’s comment that “it feels like you are actually moving the lore 

forward,” which contrasts to the game’s limits, previously noted by Player J and again by 

Players Y and Z: 

<Player Z> the only way I can see affecting the game environment is the attitude I 

bring with me when I log on to play - a good mood can make things seem more 

fun 

<Player Y> well everything you do to shape the enviroment changes back in the 

end so the most you do is a short term alteration its not like you can carve your 

initials into a tree as you could in real life 

<Player Y> I also agree with <Player Z> 

Basically, narrative contributes to a feeling of being involved in an epic tale despite 

awareness that players cannot create “real change” – either because the environment 

resets or because lasting changes are previously designed and coded. 

From my analysis of several of these events, I further break this last theme down 

into three crucial factors that contribute to those feelings of taking part in important 

events.  The first is that important characters from the lore – such as Thrall, the Orc 

Warchief and a main character from Warcraft III (2002) – speak directly to the player, as 

though the player is an important character (rather than just one of many subscribers to 

the game).  The second factor is the players actually participate in the event through 

gameplay and environmental interaction, such as navigating the environment and fighting 
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in battle alongside many other players.  Third, the event has lasting environmental effects 

clearly visible to players having completed the sequence. 

Although the idea of presenting change as a series of stages is not particularly 

novel, the implementation of this form of causality into a game environment brings with 

it issues of increasing the fluidity of the change despite technical limitations.  Other 

media, such as novels, face different limitations.  Events of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the 

Rings (1954a, 1954b, 1955) – such as the battle at Minas Tirith – can describe more 

dynamic change through its prose, while still appearing to present a similar form of 

causality.  Perhaps this causality – for instance, in portraying preparation for battle, the 

stages of the battle, and the recovery period afterward – just emerges out of its epic 

nature, the very dramatic character of its story events, and its detailed descriptions of 

environments.  However, other video games face similar technical limitations as World of 

Warcraft.  While Lord of the Rings offers a more fluid portrayal through its prose, 

Chrono Trigger (Square, 1995) naturalizes the sudden transitions through its time-travel 

narrative: the changes happen while the player is away because the player is away (in the 

past), changing chronology and causality, and thus the resulting changes should appear 

all at once, and seen as soon as the player revisits the present or future era.  And Dragon 

Age: Origins – another epic fantasy – also employed some graphical and auditory 

techniques that made mid-battle sequences seem less static.  For instance, in an early 

event, enemy attacks hit a bridge I was crossing, causing the bridge to shake and lose 

rubble as I ran across.  It is unlikely that the actual bridge was changing shape or might 

collapse as I passed, but it looked and sounded like it might have been.  See Figure 6.5 

(note that these pictures do not show the bridge shaking or sound effects). 
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Figure 6.5: Loose Rubble off a Bridge in Dragon Age: Origins. 

Narrative already structures exploration in that diegetic history and culture 

provide roles and context for player exploration.  This narrative structure ties into this by 

expanding upon the context with dramatic causality.  One point made by Players Y and Z 

is that scripted events lead them to new zones and new experiences: 

<Player Z> yes, and I felt they gave context to what you would see in the next 

zones 

<Player Y> the scenes add character and adventure to the game and they open up 

a chance for new experiences 

I referred to this as the “forward momentum” created by the dramatic change, and it 

points the player toward new discoveries to make, new places to see, new treasures to 

loot.  The forward momentum is also an explorer’s drive. 

Another impact of this technique on exploration is that, because it staggers 

changes in the environment, it also staggers perceptions of the environment.  Even if the 

sequence does not consist of periods of hectic action followed by periods of restful 

exploration, players can only take in the changes as they next pass through the recently 

and dramatically changed environment.  An interesting implication of this is that the 

world is portrayed as basically static, an entity which can either only dramatically change 
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in bursts or as something to which change happens (depending on whether you view 

causal change as either originating within or happening to environments).  Because the 

change is caused by story events that are largely driven by the actions of characters 

separate from the environment, the change appears to originate from those character’s 

agency rather than from within the environment.  This portrayal of staggered change is 

somewhat mitigated by including other types of events in the game. 

6.2.3 Threaded 

I only encountered the third technique, Threaded, in existing games in a very 

limited form, but could envision this as a technique for more organic change within a 

heavily scripted environment.  Threaded indicates a single environment with multiple 

questlines (to use a World of Warcraft term) that each change the environment a little.  

Basically, a bunch of smaller changes happen individually that collectively, over time, 

result in much larger but slower change in the environment. 

I did encounter this narrative technique in a more limited fashion than I imagine 

for the future.  In World of Warcraft, only very few questlines affect the environment in a 

lasting but very minor way.  But in Animal Crossing: City Folk, separate events (such as 

filling the town museum through making donations, neighbors moving in or out of town 

and taking their homes with them, or the local store renovating to offer more products) 

happen independently, and together shape the growth of the town as a whole.  In another 

example, Steambot Chronicles (Irem, 2006), larger events shape the first town – using the 

Iterated structure, the player witnesses and takes part in defending the town against an 

attack and then living in the town in near-peace afterwards.  At the same time, there are 

smaller, unrelated quests for the player to complete.  Most of these have only a very small 

effect on the environment.  But one optional quest (to help Timid Charles win over the 
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woman of his dreams, Strong-Minded Sheryl) results in the opening of a new food stand, 

serving a menu item suggested by the player.  The presence of the stand and its customers 

entirely changes the feel of and livens up the corner.  For the future, I simply imagine 

more numerous, detailed, and fleshed-out use of this technique, not only for side quests 

but also to portray elements of the primary storyline. 

An effect of this technique is that it gives the appearance of a more dynamic 

environment, one that changes continuously and according to the player’s own actions 

(and to some degree, according to the actions of important computer-controlled 

characters).  However, since this technique is gameplay-driven, the environment does not 

change on its own: its power to change is purely reactive, responding to the choices of 

major players (both live and computer-controlled).  This also imparts a greater sense of 

control, as the player continuously sees the impact of his or her own choices. 

6.2.4 Cycling 

The fourth narrative structure, Cycling, was very common in World of Warcraft 

because of its utility in dealing with crowds of people.  With the Cycling narrative 

structure, similarly to an amusement park ride, the event taking place in the environment 

actually resets so that it can be enjoyed sequentially by multiple users (individually or in 

groups of up to five players) in one of World of Warcraft’s multiple, identical realms.  A 

typical example of this in World of Warcraft would be defeating a small, local boss.  

Having just acquired the quest (a game objective)26 to defeat this boss and return to camp 

                                                 
26 Questing is a game structure that provides goals for players to fill and then rewards them for meeting the 

objectives.  Questing goals might include defeating certain enemies or finding certain items.  Questing 

sometimes leads players through major events (such as the battle for Undercity discussed in 6.2.2), PvP 

(Player Versus Player) battlegrounds, or instanced dungeons that do not quite as obviously and immediately 

reset.  However, a majority of gameplay available to a leveling player involves simple questing in which 

narrative events immediately reset for the next player(s). 
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with his head, two players head to the local enemy fort to find the boss.  They eventually 

find a corpse and realize that some other player has already killed their mark.  After a 

short wait, the boss regenerates, recites some villainous dialogue, prompting the players 

to defeat him in combat, and each of the players loot an identical decapitated head.  If 

more players arrived during this second battle, they can group to take on the boss all at 

once (for greater efficiency) or fight him sequentially, waiting each time for the boss to 

regenerate. 

The downside of this particular narrative technique is that it is so clearly obvious 

to each player how the scene repeats for future visitors, and they see no lasting effect of 

their actions (until, perhaps, a sequel expansion is released, hardcoding a causal 

progression of questlines from the earlier version, such as the remaking and updating of 

many existing zones in the World of Warcraft expansion Cataclysm).  The advantage is 

that this technique is equipped to deal with large numbers of participants, giving them 

each an identical sequence they still can experience intimately (or at least individually). 

Because so many of the game events fit into this category, and thus make up a large 

volume of my raw materials, my visual analysis for this section is complex.  However, by 

taking a broad perspective, I can reduce my analysis to several major points.  The first is 

that although the environments reset, these events still represent a linear, scripted 

narrative portraying direct causal progression.  Secondly, these events provide both 

details and volume to the overarching story. 

 In one sense, providing the details and volume of the story means that these 

events, as a series of small changes, portray the everyday movements of the hero’s quest.  

These events fill yet another niche in the causality diorama by providing details.  But 
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these events also make up a majority of the narrative events, providing bulk to the story 

and guiding players through the world and through the game. 

 Third, I also noted several themes that were common to many Cycling narrative 

events, including spying, sabotage, diplomacy/politics, ritual, spiritual, violence/victory, 

collected item, required choices, and material reward.  Many of the quest objectives for 

Cycling events include spying (observing new information on enemy activity), sabotage 

of enemy structures and activities, using diplomacy to win over new allies, completing 

rituals to increase power or ability, or connecting with the spiritual world (typically to use 

its power to defeat the enemy).  The quests often involved collecting items (such as secret 

papers located within an enemy camp), finding and looking around specific locations, and 

defeating enemies in direct combat.  Typically, questgivers (computer-controlled 

characters) reward players for meeting these objectives in the form of special items, 

money, and experience. 

Questing itself conducts the player through the game while Cycling narrative 

events explain and portray the player’s impact on the game world.  The narrative events 

further shape exploration through their impact on experiences and perceptions of 

causality in the game world.  The most jarring aspect of this type of narrative event, to 

me, has been continually watching causality reset itself.  Player Z commented on this as 

well when I asked if story events impact views of the environment: 

<Player Y> no I don't believe it does for me 

<Player Z>  it does for a time - special events in instances - but once the event is 

over, they tend to fall back to where they were 

<Player Z> before the event happened 

Unavoidably, seeing the environment continuously reset interferes with the illusion of 

causal progression, unintentionally reflecting a common resistance to change or an actual 
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world filled with people who resist real change.  This is a loose connection, but still, to a 

cynic, maybe it is not so odd to exist in a world in which social or environmental progress 

is reset all the time. 

6.2.5 Emergent 

This narrative structure borrows the same name as Henry Jenkins’ (2002) 

“emergent narratives,” in which “narrative possibilities” emerge through interaction 

between player- and computer-controlled elements.  The emergent environment is one of 

potential, in which a simplified, “streamlined” reality (a model of an idea) operates 

outside the direct control of the player to provide a clash of wills and a resulting story.  I 

find this to be a very useful idea that accounts for (describes and categorizes) the more 

random and socially based aspects of narrative events of the game.  However, because of 

my slightly different emphasis on how narratives structure environments, as I discuss my 

views of the Emergent narrative structure, I might frame it slightly differently than 

Jenkins. 

An effect of this narrative structure is that it adds uniqueness to each iteration and 

experience of the game, as Emergent events develop differently each time.  And 

arguably, because the Emergent narrative also functions according to hidden, underlying 

rules, and generates (from them) unexpected scenarios and outcomes, it enhances the 

sense of a separate and complex world.  In that sense, it augments presence, or a sense 

that the diegetic world really exists (for more on presence, see McMahan, 2003). 

In games that mainly offer open play instead of structured narrative, such as 

Animal Crossing: City Folk or A Tale in the Desert, the strong Emergent “storylines” 

allow for both creativity and discovery for each player.  But World of Warcraft, which 
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mainly provides linear narrative, also benefits from Emergent events in that they provide 

variation and a sense of spontaneous change to the game and its portrayal of causality. 

The events of an Emergent narrative structure generate according to underlying 

rules that govern the game world.  In contrast to some of the other structures, they do not 

develop from a dominating narrative structure (a linear narrative, such as the “lore” of 

World of Warcraft) so much as from systems of social interaction and gameplay.  Of 

course, the technique requires underlying rules of sufficient complexity in order to 

maintain the illusion of a separate world for a sufficient length of time, before the player 

begins to eventually “see through” the game, like Neo in The Matrix (1999). 

Not including factors better characterized as individual choice or even random 

chance, I broadly identified the underlying “rules” as belonging to either the complex 

rules of appropriate social interaction or to the also-complex coded game structure.  I 

further divided rules of “social interaction” according to the social context (or social 

environment): interaction with a fictional character, interaction with a person known only 

within the game, and interaction with a person known from life outside the game. With 

much overlap between categories, other notable factors include game elements such as 

simple movement through the game world and resulting discovery (coupled, perhaps, 

with sharing the discovery with a friend), creativity or role-playing within questing or 

other gameplay, playing with cosmetic game elements (such as an avatar wearing a silly 

costume), and humor. 

Compared to other games, such as Animal Crossing: City Folk or A Tale in the 

Desert (both of which lack an overarching narrative structure), the Emergent events I 

witnessed in World of Warcraft were mainly smaller, simpler moments within larger 

story events.  Examples include my husband and me stopping for a bath, witnessing role-
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playing on a zeppelin during the annual Harvest Festival, seeing a naked, drunken avatar 

at the annual Brewfest holiday, and playing with costumes and special mounts during the 

same holiday (each pictured, in that order, in Figure 6.6).  In comparison, Emergent 

events in other games included more complex events such as spontaneous fishing 

contests between friends in Animal Crossing: City Folk and cooperative building of guild 

grounds (sort of like small cities) in A Tale in the Desert (see Figure 6.7). 

Figure 6.6:  Minor Emergent Events in World of Warcraft. 
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Emergent events contribute to discovery in that players find or experience 

something at least slightly unique each time.  Thus, however ordinary the actual event, 

players still know that they are witnessing a unique moment.  This contributes to a 

 

 

Figure 6.7:  Emergent Event in Animal Crossing: City Folk and Emergent Landscape in 

A Tale in the Desert IV. 
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playful feel to exploration in that the individuality of exploration comes from personal 

creativity and “small moments” (in World of Warcraft or Animal Crossing: City Folk) or 

to a friendly feel in that the world’s face changes through creativity and cooperation (in A 

Tale in the Desert). 

6.2.6 Environment as a Mysterious Entity 

 I propose that a game world best functions when it appears to exist outside the 

direct control and thorough understanding of the player.  This allows for more 

meaningful interaction and emotional response between player and world as though with 

separate wills.  These five narrative structures, as forms of causality, together add the 

potential for change and growth to the game world.  With causal change and growth, 

along with other factors, the game world moves a little farther from an easily 

comprehensible and controllable model and a little closer to the incomprehensible 

complexity of the universe and any of the worlds (large and small) within it.  In 

approaching this, they also more completely represent the raw curiosity that drives the 

dream to explore, but without fear of the unknown or real risk.  But because game worlds 

seem to exist more within than without, this ideal environment more resembles, to me, a 

mysterious entity (as from Star Trek), an awe-inspiring being nevertheless contained and 

surrounded by other than itself, rather than the greater mystery of all there is. 

6.3 NARRATIVE CONTENT AND STRUCTURING THEMES OF EXPLORATION 

While I have just discussed how narrative techniques structure exploration, now I 

examine how interactive narrative content structures exploration.  Rather than a thorough 

discussion, this is merely an overview of several specific themes I encountered during my 

analysis.  These function as examples of how representative themes can shape 

exploration in games: by providing a story by which the player can understand their place 
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in the diegetic world.  In short, this section deals less with what the player or game world 

can do and more with why the player or game world might do it. 

In this section, first I discuss action (by focusing on power and agency), then the 

influence of narrative themes of adventure on the representation of exploration, and lastly 

the influence of narrative themes of the hero on the representation of exploration.  Note 

that these categories are mainly organizational, and are not meant to imply that action, 

adventure, and hero are fully distinct and mutually exclusive categories (which of course 

they are not).  Beyond this, the difficulty in separating themes of “adventure” and “hero” 

unintentionally but usefully reflects the confusion of virtual embodiment and how it 

subverts an easy distinction between “self” and “not self” by identifying the self with an 

avatar. 

6.3.1 Role, Action, and Context 

In providing motivation to action, narrative content defines and structures power 

and agency as well.  Power and agency, while themselves descriptive, containing terms, 

describe dynamic beings: power an ability to affect change and agency a capacity for 

individual action affecting change.  The following sections, discussing causality in the 

player’s will to change their avatar or the game world, assume or even build upon 

concepts of humans as dynamic beings of power and agency. 

Game elements of narrative, gameplay, and environment together provide players 

with roles, actions, and context, in that order but with some overlap.  So I am breaking 

down video game power and agency into these three facets.  I associate narrative with 

roles, gameplay with actions, and environment with context.  Narrative explains the 

player’s position within the story and what sort of change he or she is bringing about to 

the diegetic world.  Gameplay describes acts available to the player, actions that define 
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and contain the borders of agency within the game.  And environment provides 

geographic context, a diegetic world within which to explore and exert will.  Of course, 

there is plenty of overlap.  Even if clearly distinguishing the three game elements and the 

three facets of power and agency, which are overlapping distinctions to begin with, they 

do not completely correspond 1:1, in that narrative supplies some narrative context, 

gameplay also provides roles comprised of sets of actions, and environment offers actions 

in the form of environmental interactions and responses.  However, the three facets of 

power and agency also illuminate the characteristics, distinctions, and ambiguity I draw 

between narrative, gameplay, and environment, an important distinction that adds a new 

dimension to the old narrative-play distinction favored by adherents to “narratology” and 

“ludology” and the scholarly debate between them (for example, see Frasca, 1999; 

2003b; Burke, 2004; Wallace, 2006).  Further, breaking down power and agency into 

these three facets also provides an approach to potentially examining the specific ways 

that power and agency vary within different games. 

Narrative, in particular – both dominant narrative as well as loose scenario – 

structures player agency in that it provides explanations of self and environment that 

shape their relationship.  This relationship, in turn, colors exploration in that it ascribes 

roles, actions, and contexts to the player toward the environment.  For example, Animal 

Crossing: City Folk, with its narrative of custodianship of the environment (see Chapter 8 

for more on custodianship in Animal Crossing: City Folk), conforms aspects of player 

agency even in the simplicity of rewarding responsible choices with a thriving 

environment.  Similarly, World of Warcraft and its narrative of heroism inspire daring 

choices (‘righting’ the world) through challenge and reward. 
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6.3.2 Narrative Themes of Adventure 

This section examines the influence of narrative themes of adventure on 

exploration.  It discusses four themes of adventure: heroism, civilization, the fate of the 

world, and the expanse of the world. 

6.3.2.1 Heroism in Exploration 

One prominent theme in World of Warcraft is that of heroism, in that the player 

acts out the role of a hero or heroine.  A hero or heroine is a person who, at some 

personal risk, acts for a noble purpose or the greater good.  Or, as articulated and 

demonstrated by Hiro Nakamura of television series Heroes (Kring, 2006-2010), a hero 

lives by a code, helps or saves others, and does not harm others.  Joseph Campbell, in his 

work finding common themes of heroism across numerous Western myths, noted: 

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural 

wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the 

hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons 

on his fellow man.  (Campbell, 1968: 30) 

So heroism is about more than helping others, it’s also about adventure and victory. 

The actions and goals of a game hero are largely determined by the game 

structure (game play) and any overarching narrative.  The protagonist of single-player 

time-travel epic Chrono Trigger, Crono – like Hiro Nakamura of Heroes – uses time 

travel to prevent a disastrous future from taking place, saving an entire world and the 

lives of virtually everyone on it.  Crono’s options include defeating enemies in combat, 

acquiring or creating special items, causing people to speak to him (Crono is apparently 

mute but can still begin conversations), moving through (and changing!) the space-time 

continuum at will, and triggering cinematic scenes at key moments.  The player character 

of single-player fantasy game Dragon Age: Origins, the Grey Warden, fights to defeat 
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the Darkspawn invasion, also saving the lives of an entire civilization, but at the cost of 

his own life: Grey Wardens are doomed to die young – if not in battle, then of the deadly 

Darkspawn taint with which they infect themselves to better fight the Darkspawn.  The 

Grey Warden’s options include mainly combat, but with variation depending on degree 

of success, and numerous ethical choices presented to the player through the Warden. 

These actions and goals reflect the hero’s relationship to the world.  As noted in 

Chapter 5, exploration through survival, learning, and tenacity in wilderness denotes a 

distant relationship that enhances boundaries between the explorer and the world.  But 

heroism – righting wrongs to save others and the environment – adds another dimension 

to the relationship.  For instance, selflessly saving the world from an apocalyptic future 

might indicate an added element of reverence and caring for the environment, while 

choosing the outcome of the world from a variety of choices indicates a more powerful 

role and controlling attitude in the relationship. 

In World of Warcraft, the player, as hero or heroine, searches for and completes 

quests – deeds performed to help others, as well as for material reward, personal 

satisfaction, and glory.  Players find quests by looking for NPCs (Non-Player Characters, 

or computer controlled characters) with a “!” mark over their head.  When players speak 

with these NPCs, they are presented with a challenge and potential reward.  The 

challenges often involve, on the most basic level, defeating enemies, collecting items, 

reconnaissance, sabotage of enemy resources, performing diplomatic tasks, and 

completing rituals, each benefiting the quest-giving NPC. 

The relationship between the player and Azeroth (the game world of World of 

Warcraft) is shaped by the game structure, but interpreted by the player.  In performing 

these deeds, the player might be demonstrating a benevolent mastery over the 



 271 

environment (by eliminating diseased beasts, by defeating destructive peoples, cults, 

companies, or other groups, and by sustainably harvesting items from the environment), 

or paying some level of respect to the environment (by treating it well, by defeating its 

abusers, and by occasionally seeking the blessing of the spiritual realm through ritual), 

shaping the environment to ensure the supremacy of his or her own side in war, and 

more. 

After completing the challenge, players receive their reward by speaking with the 

original NPC, or by delivering goods or a message to another (often more important) 

NPC.  When completing the quest by speaking with the NPC, players receive thanks or 

congratulation from the NPC they helped, as well as a triumphant sound (which 

communicates a sense of accomplishment).  More substantial rewards for completing 

quests typically include experience points (these increase the level, or the abilities, of the 

player character), money, and special items.  After receiving their reward, players are 

often presented with an even greater challenge, with an even greater reward (see 

Crawford, 2003b; Schwartz, 2004: 43-44). 

Questing, the vehicle for the hero, is part of the game structure of World of 

Warcraft, but it is also part of the player’s tools for exploration.  By completing quests in 

each area of a zone, the player comes to know the zone intimately – perhaps too 

intimately: 

<Player J> There's always a new area to explore and do quests in 

<Me> do you have a favorite zone or place in that zone? 

<Player J> My favortite zone in TBC was Nagrand :-) 

<Me> what made it your favorite? 

<Player J> It's very green and open, like the lands in fairy tales that have castles 

and stuff, haha 

<Player J> In wrath I think my favorite zone is the jungly one north of howling 

fjord, I can't remember the name right now 

<Me> Do you feel differently about a zone when you are leaving it than you felt 
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when you got there? 

<Player J> Sometimes 

<Player J> I think in classic wow Stranglethorn Vale was like that for everyone 

<Player J> when you first go it's all jungly and green and neat, but when you 

leave you're like FINALLY because that zone has about a million quests, and 

some of them were hard! 

<Player J> I know a lot of folks that purposely avoid that area on their alts 

<Player J> Because they just spent way too much time there the first time they 

leveled  

<Player J> But when finished I questing in Nagrand, I didn't want to leave!  

<Me> Do you feel differently about a zone when you are leaving it than you felt 

when you got there? 

<Player Z> yeah 

<Me> how so? 

<Player Y> yeah, when it's new, it can very interesting to look around and explore 

<Player Z> its like a relief that your finally done and you get to see new content 

<Player Y> yeah 

These were separate interviews, but the players each agree that exploring a new zone is 

more exciting than exploring a familiar one.  At a different point, Players Y and Z talked 

about overly familiar dungeons: 

<Me> does where the raid takes place contribute to a different feeling at different 

raids? for instance, what's the story of the dungeon, what kind of feeling does it 

impart, etc... 

<Player Y> where it is can change the feeling but most of that comes when people 

are tired of a certain raid or instance 

<Player Y> most of the time it's fun to move forward and see something new 

<Player Z> for me its never the dungeon i don't really care i love to get in a group 

go into somewhere that we struggle with in the past and show that we can do it 

this time and really grow as a team 

<Player Y> and when you have worked really hard at learning a boss fight and 

you down them the first time, it's a rush ) 

<Player Z> agreed 

<Player Y> you all know you did it and you did it together 

In addition to the feelings of being tired or bored with the familiar, Players Y and Z also 

noted the important feelings of success and teamwork when finishing a dungeon.  Those 

feelings are an important part of the goal-oriented gameplay of World of Warcraft. 
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 In World of Warcraft, exploring means that players interact with the environment, 

such as by questing, harvesting resources, triggering story events, and so on.  As in Lord 

of the Rings (Tolkien, 1954a; 1954b; 1955), the environment is not some separate object 

to be admired but never touched.  In World of Warcraft, players quest; in Lord of the 

Rings, the protagonists learn geography, history, and lore (through song) by finding and 

using their surroundings.  In both, the heroes are part of the world and part of history – 

very different from the experience of actual game developers, writers, and readers, who 

explore through writing, thinking, and imagining.  Even game players merely enact forms 

of interaction already present in the game world; the experience of exploration for the 

game player is much more cerebral and removed than the (imaginary) experience of the 

diegetic player character. 

6.3.2.2 Building a Civilization 

 Often, the hero’s devotion to the environment is demonstrated, not by saving it 

from some external threat, but by building a utopian civilization.  For instance, in A Tale 

in the Desert (2008), players cooperate to harvest resources (sustainably, for their own 

benefit), develop technology, create art, and more.  Together, by developing its various 

aspects and creating a community, players create an ideal ancient Egyptian civilization.  

As described by the A Tale in the Desert wiki, these aspects, or Seven Disciplines of 

Man, consist of: 

Architecture (Building Stuff bigger and better)  

Art and Music (The finer things in life)  

Harmony (Get to know your fellow Egyptians... and gamble on their progress!) 

Human Body (Self-improvement, exploration and indulgence)  

Leadership (Getting others to recognize or follow your direction)  

Thought (Designing puzzles)  

Worship (Honoring the gods, often by ritual, sometimes including sacrificing 



 274 

large quantities of stuff)  

(“New Player Guide,” 2010) 

These aspects define the outlines of the civilization, but players fill it in by cooperating to 

complete shared objectives on an everyday basis.  See Figure 6.8 for an image of A Tale 

in the Desert’s Seven Disciplines of Man.  

 

Figure 6.8:  A Tale in the Desert’s Seven Disciplines of Man. 

Creating ideal civilizations in this game and others like it involves a form of 

exploration in which players explore possibilities – alternate and utopian societies 

achievable in the virtual realm.  Chapter 8 examines this theme in greater detail by 

focusing on creativity and ideal place-making (on a simpler scale) in Animal Crossing: 

City Folk. 

6.3.2.3 Destiny of the World 

Another theme typical to epic fantasy games is that of the destiny of the game 

world and the impact of a hero’s free will.  Joseph Campbell made a similar observation: 
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The composite hero of the monomyth is a personage of exceptional gifts. 

Frequently he is honored by his society, frequently unrecognized or disdained. He 

and/or the world in which he finds himself suffers from a symbolical deficiency. 

In fairy tales this may be as slight as the lack of a certain golden ring, whereas in 

apocalyptic vision the physical and spiritual life of the whole earth can be 

represented as fallen, or in the point of falling, into ruin. 

Typically, the hero of the fairy tale achieves a domestic, microcosmic triumph, 

and the hero of myth a world-historical, macrocosmic triumph. Whereas the 

former – the youngest or despised child who becomes the master of extraordinary 

powers – prevails over his personal oppressors, the latter brings back from his 

adventure the means for the regeneration of his society as a whole.  Tribal or local 

heroes, such as the emperor Huang Ti, Moses, or the Aztec Tezcatlipoca, commit 

their boons to a single folk; universal heroes – Mohammed, Jesus, Guatama 

Buddha – bring a message for the entire world.  (Campbell, 1968: 38) 

Taking a hero’s duty as to save his or her world (however large or small) from some 

threat, in epic fantasy settings, a common subset of that larger theme is conflict of the 

hero’s deliberate choice to change the world’s destiny.  In this situation, some cosmic 

force (fate, gods, space-time) has already determined the outcome for the game world and 

the hero must challenge that force to achieve his or her goals.  In Chrono Trigger 

(Square, 1995), for example, Crono and his friends learn of a dire, apocalyptic future in 

which the few surviving humans, starving, live in misery, their lives barely sustained by 

failing technology.  After learning of this future, the heroes set about to prevent the future 

event that triggered the apocalyptic future.  Their adventure takes them throughout 

history, where they make numerous, positive changes, from restoring a forest long ago 

destroyed by desertification to saving a friend’s mother from a crippling accident.  This 

theme is another illustration of the explorer’s duty shifting from merely surviving 

wilderness, as an explorer, to helping it, as a hero. 

In a game, this destiny also mirrors its structured narrative, reflecting or perhaps 

disguising the designed and limited nature of the game.  In that sense, a narrative of fate 
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metaphorically (and possibly unintentionally) represents the experience of the player in a 

designed world (see Schwartz, 2004: 74). 

6.3.2.4 Geography and History Beyond Borders 

Another essential component of epic narratives is the background, that is, history 

and geography beyond the scope of an individual game.  For example, the history, 

culture, language, and detailed physical geography of Middle Earth contribute to its 

realism and its sense of existing beyond the novel’s borders. 

This theme emerged for me during an interview.  First, Player J (a player of both 

World of Warcraft and Animal Crossing) noted the effects of the passage of time and a 

sense of continuity on the “realness” of the diegetic world: 

<Player J> I think that does create more of a sense of realness, actually. Time is 

going to pass and things are going to happen whether you're there or not, same in 

the real world 

<Player J> I played a different game, called Oblivion, and nothing would happen 

until you loaded the game and made it happen, seemed much less real. 

<Player J> But that is kind of nice when you haven't had time to play and things 

are still how they were when you left off heh  

<Player J> Instead of panicing that you haven't been able to play for days and 

"did any of the animals move?" or "I missed the raids am I still going to have a 

spot in them?!" etc 

She continued at another point by observing the detail of the small cultures of the game 

world: 

<Player J>Azeroth I think the cultures are very involved when you're questing 

<Player J> Because depending on the culture you're going to be spoken to in a 

different way by the npc's, the items or animals you have to collect/kill are 

different. 

<Player J> Even the gear you end up wearing depends on the culture I think 

<Player J> The gear in TBC was very outer space looking, for example 

<Player J> In AC I'm not sure the culture is involved too much, you're really only 

in that same town running errands for some of the animals and trying to get 

enough bells to pay off your house 
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But the “ah-ha” moment for me really came when she talked about intertextuality, noting 

that the diegetic world of the game exists across different media (a “transmedia 

geography” – see Chapter 8 for more). 

<Player J> I have to say that my favorite story events or quests in wow are the 

ones taht make reference to or finish up the to story things that I only know of 

because I read the books 

<Player J> Like continuing of the lore 

<Me> the story exists beyond the game? 

<Player J> Oh yes 

<Player J> There's novels! 

<Player J> And there was the warcraft games that came before wow 

<Player J> So WoW is what is happening after Warcraft 3 and the expansion of 

that game the Frozen Throne 

<Player J> So in the frozen throne for example, is where Arthas become the lich 

king 

<Player J> So "Wrath of the Lich King" was exciting to me, cause I've been 

wondering what he's been up to all this time! 

<Player J> Or in one of the novels a particular character's story was played out 

<Player J> And that character is an npc in Dalaran now, which I find awesome 

hehe 

Beyond the world as an entity, or even an entity encompassing discursive connections, 

what this suggests is that the diegetic world of the game has separate boundaries 

exceeding the actual architecture of the game.  And when I asked about how the game 

world compares to her everyday world, she continued: 

<Player J> I think they compare very well to everyday life because, like life, as 

the saying goes, time marches on 

<Player J> The story with Arthas didn't end with the warcraft 3, it's conitnuing on 

now 

<Player J> I think his story will end when he is killed in WoW though, lol 

<Player J> But, it's sort of like, with the burning crusade 

<Player J> the events in outland didn't end like what was led to believe 

<Player J> People adapted, formed allies, struggled to survive out there 

<Player J> That's what happens in real life too 

<Player J> People come and go all the time in life 

<Player J> They leave you from where you once knew them and continue one 

with their lives 
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<Player J> Everything always changes 

<Player J> I think WoW is trying to tap into that 

<Player J> Especially with thier upcoming expansion 

<Player J> They intend to change all the old zones in classic wow 

 <Player J> So, again, everything changes, time marches on 

<Player J> I think AC touches upon that too with how the animals move away 

and such 

<Player J> and the seasons change, weeds grow, that sort of thing 

The complexity and intertextual quality of the diegetic game world, existing beyond one 

game’s borders, mirrors the infinite complexity of our world or universe, existing beyond 

the limits of our minds. 

In a later interview, two players similarly commented on the detail in the 

environments and cultures of the game.  When asked about their favorite places or zones 

in the game, they responded: 

<Player Z> Durotar because there is so many places you can play hid and seek in 

<Player Z> lol 

<Player Z> i also like the major cities cause its like a gathering of old,new and 

soon to be friends 

<Player Y> I like undercity, the design is different from other cities 

<Player Y> and it's very fitting for undead I guess 

<Player Y> I like Ulduar, the look is so well done 

<Player Y> I always seem to see something new every time I go 

<Player Y> lots of attention to detail 

<Player Z> sounds like the sunwell when i was doing it 

<Player Z> thats a beautiful raid right there 

When they referenced history and quest text, they too discussed lore and noted how it 

lends history to a place: 

<Me> What aspects of exploration (observation and gameplay both) are most 

important in getting to know a new region in WoW? 

<Player Y> I guess I would say reading quest text - it's amazing how much 

information and history you find in the text 

<Player Z> agreed 

<Player Z> i was actually typing that out 

<Player Y> and Blizz seems to really try to tie what is currently happening to the 

lore 
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<Player Y> each place has a history and you get to explore it as you physically 

explore a zone 

<Me> another player i interviewed earlier commented on how the game events tie 

into the novels and the earlier games 

<Player Y> I haven't read the novels and I only played the earlier games a little 

bit, but from what I have heard, I would agree 

<Me> i was going to ask if that's what you mean by the lore – okay 

<Player Z> they do for the most part but if you pay attention to the games from 

warcraft to warcraft 3 and the books blizzard does screw up on certain aspects 

<Me> how so? 

<Player Z> well they did mess up on lore when they introduced deathknight as a 

playable class and also the lore in burning crusade missed some lore but they 

conected it in a way so it worked 

<Me> i see 

But as they commented later on regarding pop culture references, intertextuality isn’t all 

lore: 

<Player Z> i think the fact that wow brings in celebrities and alter there names a 

little bit is kinda silly cause it does mess with gameplay because they are trying to 

make it a little more realistic (in my eyes) 

<Player Y> I notice them, but I rarely focus on them - the only two I really 

noticed were things that came from famous players in a different game 

<Me> what were those? 

<Player Y> these are not confirmed - Baron Rivendare - there was a famous EQ 

player named Riverdane 

<Player Y> who wrote some stories online about EQ 

<Player Y> and I can't remember the one for Whizbang - famous online wizard 

from EQ 

Some of the same themes emerged in the second interview.  Geographic detail, history, 

and lore contribute to the realism or internal consistency of the game world (while the 

popular culture references are mainly just silly).  These compare closely to Player J’s 

observations that passage of time, geographic detail, and lore contribute to the realism 

and complexity of the game world. 

Learning about the “lore” is part of intellectual exploration.  In some games, this 

may be a matter of consuming other texts (as in World of Warcraft, where there are 
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related games, novels, and other media) or thoroughly exploring every corner of the game 

world to find side quests and computer-controlled characters that can shed light on the 

game world’s history.  This is also, at the same time, often an experience that is very non-

verbal, such as the sense of awe and sadness experienced by a player exploring the 

desolate wilderness and ruins of Shadow of the Colossus (2005).  See Figure 6.9 for 

images of Shadow of the Colossus. 

Figure 6.9: Images from Shadow of the Colossus. 

6.3.3 Narrative Themes of the Individual 

Whereas the previous section emphasized themes of the entire environment, this 

section focuses on interactive narrative themes of the individual.  The following 

subsections discuss this in terms of the example themes of gender, vitality, and the hero’s 

fate. 

6.3.3.1 Brave Warriors of the Man’s Romance at Sea 

In Chapter 5, I discussed how masculine romanticism of exploration, or the 

“man’s romance at sea” (Kemp, 1920g: 5), brings to exploration the themes of seeing the 

world and triumphing through strength of will.  I also discussed the archetype of the 

“brave warrior of the sea,” as seen in the Japanese manga and anime series One Piece 

(Oda, 1997-present).  Because gender in exploration has been a theme emerging in my 
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analysis, I will build on my previous discussion to examine some of the ways that gender 

as a narrative and representational theme structures exploration.  Additionally, One Piece 

does not adhere particularly closely to gender stereotypes, but it does offer some 

interesting and contrasting portrayals of explorers and adventurers.  For this reason, I will 

begin with discussing only a few examples of male and female explorers in the series, in 

an effort to address the question of what a “masculine” or “feminine” explorer is or could 

be.  I will continue with discussing related discursive themes from other works. 

The heroic pirates of One Piece generally experience the “man’s romance at sea” 

– traveling a dangerous world and triumphing, through will to succeed, against all 

opposition.  But the pirates, both male and female, also portray more specific varieties of 

“explorer” within this broad view of exploration as a “man’s romance at sea.”  One 

protagonist, Usopp, dreams of overcoming his fear to become a “brave warrior of the 

sea,” someday selflessly fighting to protect his honor and ideals throughout his travels.  

While his female crewmate, Nami, appreciates only winning, Usopp sees beauty in the 

struggle.  This is a very masculine archetype, and Usopp’s struggle is portrayed through 

combat, overcoming terrible physical injury, overcoming intense fear and self doubt, and 

fighting losing battles to protect others, his honor, or his ideals.  When Usopp cries, they 

are manly tears of a boy who is terrified but determined to risk his life in direct combat.  

This scenario is Usopp’s theme, but it repeats as a subtheme for many other male 

characters (minus the fear and self doubt). 

But in contrast to the many male characters, the two female protagonists (pirates) 

of Nami and Nico Robin portray more feminine explorers.  Their interest in exploring is, 

arguably, more academic than that of a “brave warrior of the sea” – Nami wants to chart 

the entire ocean, and Nico Robin seeks archaeological sites that have been lost to time.  



 282 

Some male crew members also seek knowledge or skill – for instance, chef Sanji 

searches for All Blue, an ocean that contains all fish, a culinary dream.  But Sanji’s 

cooking is a support skill rather than a way to understand the world.  Sanji approaches the 

world intuitively, and Nami and Nico Robin approach it academically.  Further, while 

each protagonist has suffered a traumatic past, Nami and Nico Robin also needed to be 

rescued: Nami from Arlong, a villainous fishman that had enslaved her through physical 

strength and intimidation, and Nico Robin from the World Government, after she had 

given herself up to eventual execution.  Both were rescued by Luffy, the captain, who 

earned their loyalty through his own and persuaded them to live happily as pirates.  In 

contrast, during their own story arcs, male crew members were able – through strength 

and circumstance – to fight alongside Luffy and the others. 

In this Japanese series, the male explorer is characterized by a “will to live” that 

is, at certain times, lacking in the female characters.  This tenacity or vitality 

characterizes the explorer in the “man’s romance at sea” from Kemp’s poetry (illustrating 

the necessity of tenaciously clinging to life amid the dangers of the sea) to popular film 

(such as Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl (2003), in which the 

protagonists cling unfailingly to their dreams against an undead perversion of that “man’s 

romance at sea” and tenacity or will to live).  Another long-running Japanese manga and 

anime series, Full Metal Alchemist (Arakawa, 2001-2010) and Full Metal Alchemist: 

Brotherhood (Bones, 2009-2010) positions this vitality or tenacity as a human trait that is 

conspicuously and completely absent in the villainous homunculi, or artificially-created 

human-like creatures.  The homunculi, instead, coast on their raw strength, never having 

to face their own mortality or seemingly unwinnable scenarios. 
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But while the characters in Fullmetal Alchemist talk about this tenacity as a 

human trait, a closer look reveals that the characters demonstrating this trait are mostly 

men.  Of course, this portrayal is colored by the fact that, like One Piece, Fullmetal 

Alchemist is a manga (comic book) series for boys.  As a result, the vast majority of the 

heroes and villains are male (although the series writer and artist, Hiromu Arakawa, is a 

woman).  However, also like One Piece, it also includes examples of both strong men and 

strong women.  While most of the female characters, like the ordinary or unremarkable 

men, do not demonstrate the “tenacity,” there are two strong female characters – 

alchemist and “housewife” (as she calls herself) Izumi Curtis, and General Olivier Mira 

Armstrong.  The two women are physically strong, intimidating, and unyielding.  

Interestingly, they are each accompanied by a very muscular man – Izumi by her 

husband, Sig Curtis, and Olivier by her brother, Alex Louis Armstrong (see Figure 6.10).  

These men are incredibly strong, yet passive or obedient and protective to their woman, 

and great admirers of muscles and manliness.  This contrasts interestingly to other forms 

of masculinity in the series, such as a scene in which a physically outclassed officer, 

Falman, refuses to stand aside and let the deadly and dangerous homunculus Fuhrer 

Bradley pass.  Falman is terrified but ready to die – when he is saved by Buccaneer, a 

physically strong but badly injured soldier, who declares “You’re not going to beat me 

out when it comes to manly pride!”  While Falman looks like an ordinary man in an 

extraordinary situation, Buccaneer is rugged, contrasting to each other and to Sig Curtis 

and Alex Louis Armstrong (see Figure 6.11).  The suggestion of the series is that there 

are many different forms of masculinity, femininity, and strength and tenacity.  While it 

seems at first that “tenacity” is a masculine trait, the variety of character types with this 
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trait reveal that it is, more than that, a “remarkable” or “strong” trait, but consistent with a 

view of masculinity as stronger than femininity. 

 

 

Figure 6.10: Izumi Curtis and General Armstrong. 
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Figure 6.11: Falman and Buccaneer Stand Up to Fuhrer Bradley. 

In texts such as One Piece or Fullmetal Alchemist, gender colors exploration (or 

at least our understanding of it) in terms of how we interpret the explorers and what 

exploration is to them.  But while games utilize graphical or aesthetic difference between 

male and female avatars, many of them deliberately neutralize any other difference, such 

as the avatar’s or character’s ability or skill.  For instance, the aesthetic style of World of 

Warcraft emphasizes difference between masculinity and femininity: the men are thick 

and muscular, like Sig Curtis and Alex Louis Armstrong, while the women are slender 
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and busty, somewhat like Izumi Curtis and Olivier Mira Armstrong.  Additionally, some 

gender bias is betrayed through representational themes, such as proportion of male to 

female city guards (computer-controlled characters).  However, male and female avatars 

have the same potential in the game in terms of what skills they can learn and what their 

base stats (such as strength and speed) can be.  Similarly, many games in which the 

player controls a single avatar also equalize genders.  For example, in Pokémon 

Heartgold and Soulsilver (2010), choosing a boy or a girl trainer only determines the 

appearance of the avatar and the sex (opposite) of the “childhood friend.”  However, in 

games in which one player controls multiple party members, the different party members 

typically offer unique skill sets.  In Chrono Trigger (Square, 1995), the two female 

characters fight with projectile weapons and magic, whereas the male characters fight 

with melee weapons and magic.  In newer games, the gender division is slightly less 

obvious, such as Dragon Age: Origins (2009), in which skills and abilities are determined 

more by class (job) than by gender, and in which – while the strongest melee party 

members are mostly men and the strongest magic party members are mostly women – 

there is a “slender and quick man” (the thief and assassin Zevran) and a “physically 

strong woman” (Shale, a female dwarf turned Golem). 

In a game, these narrative archetypes of gender and exploration provide some 

guidance to the player in how they approach the game world.  Meanwhile, the game itself 

provides some degree of freedom to the player in choosing what kind of explorer they 

will be.  Even intertextually, the player could choose (as the game world allows) to 

mimic the attitude of their favorite fictional character, such as from One Piece, Pirates of 

the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, or Fullmetal Alchemist.  The examples 

discussed above reveal the great variety available even within the somewhat limiting 
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fantasy of a “man’s romance at sea.”  To the player, there are also numerous other 

choices to be made: in a group, does the player emphasize combat (fighting in battle) or 

support (such as healing)?  Where does their character’s internal strength lie?  What do 

they want from the world and from adventure?  These issues are complex, but gender is 

among the themes that color the player’s answers to these questions. 

6.3.3.2 Heroic Mortality and Vitality 

Another narrative theme I encountered in my analysis is that of mortality and 

vitality.  Many games confront these issues in a narrative capacity, such as Chrono 

Trigger, in which Crono dies (to be later resurrected by his friends, who are also 

controlled by the player), or Dragon Age: Origins, in which the Grey Warden is doomed 

to die young, either in battle or from the Darkspawn taint.  More than that, they confront 

these issues interactively: the hero might “die” in battle in most of these games, so the 

player must maintain the hero’s health.  Of course, in single-player games like Chrono 

Trigger, the player can restart from his or her last save, and in multi-player games like 

World of Warcraft, everyone (even computer controlled characters) can resurrect after a 

few minutes.  Further, the player’s involvement reaches the narrative.  Even in a game 

with a linear, structured narrative, such as Chrono Trigger, the player still carries out plot 

points interactively, as well as impacting the world in small ways, such as choosing 

which side quests to complete.  In Chrono Trigger, the player him or herself (through 

their player characters, Crono’s friends) travels back in time, places the Crono Doll in 

place of Crono’s body just seconds before his death, and leaves the doll to get blasted in 

Crono’s place.  While the player does this by pressing buttons on a controller, his or her 

awareness is with the world portrayed on the screen. 
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The added dimensions to exploration from this theme include virtual danger and 

consequences, experienced through immersion in the game.  Although wilderness and 

malevolent forces only threaten from within the diegetic world of the game, the player’s 

level of involvement results in a degree of personal impact.  The player might lose 

valuable progress and have to restart from a previous save.  The player might not win the 

item most valuable to him or her, forcing another fight with the boss for a better chance 

of winning the prized item.  The player might be sad when witnessing the death of a 

game character (see Schwartz, 2004: 43) or satisfied when finally ending the life of a 

hated villain (see Schwartz, 2004: 27-28). 

Immersion into the game world means that the danger provides some challenge, 

excitement, personal investment in the fate of various characters.  It also realizes the 

game world to the player in giving him or her something to care about.  Further, greater 

immersion also enables a more personal confrontation with these issues of mortality, 

vitality, personal fate, and hope for the future. 

6.3.3.3 The Hero’s Fate 

The hero’s fate is also distinct from the destiny of the world, discussed 

previously.  As noted by Joseph Campbell (1968), the hero’s duty is to right some sort of 

wrong in his or her world or restore good order.  However, in games (as in literature and 

other forms of storytelling), the hero’s fate isn’t necessarily the same as the world’s fate 

(even as the hero is essentially risking him or herself to save others).  Many games end 

with both an ideal and a personal victory for the hero, saving his or her world and also 

surviving to live happily-ever-after, such as the ending to the original Chrono Trigger.  

But some games also offer a bittersweet ending – more like the ending to the Lord of the 

Rings (Tolkien, 1954a; 1954b; 1955) – such as Suikoden, in which the player’s character 
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wins his war and rights the world, but also lives on, cursed, immortal, and forever 

isolated.  Dragon Age: Origins allows players some freedom of choice throughout the 

game, altering their character’s fate and details about the fate of the diegetic world.  

Shadow of the Colossus (2005) goes a little further than other games by setting the player 

to commit questionable deeds for a goal that also becomes morally ambiguous, ultimately 

not allowing any sort of real victory.  Of course, the player could, at any point, decide to 

simply not complete the tasks. He or she could explore the environment freely, and not 

advance the story.  His or her curiosity and desire to meet the objective set him or her 

leads to continuing.  These narrative and interactive issues are another point where the 

player has to confront free will and navigate the ground between the hero’s fate and the 

world’s. 

In addition to the tension between the hero’s fate and the world’s fate, there is 

also potentially tension between the hero’s fate and the player’s fate.  Upon meeting the 

final objective and setting the game world to right, even as the hero meets his or her fate 

in the fantasy world, the player leaves the now-orderly game world, returning to his or 

her own everyday world, potentially with its own tasks.  I encountered a touching 

reversal of this usual ending in The Legend of Zelda: Link’s Awakening (1993).  In this 

game, Link, our hero, finds himself stranded on an island. To leave the island and return 

to his life, and to end the “nightmares” plaguing the island, Link must wake the Wind 

Fish, the dreamer who has created the island. After much adventuring, when I woke the 

wind fish, I saw the island (which I had come to know very well and feel affectionately 

toward) fade away, forever lost, as a dream.  I found my own feelings and experience as a 

gamer mirrored by my experience as Link, on the island.  The power of the experience 
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came from the unexpected lack of tension and the unclear boundaries between my world 

and Link’s. 

6.4 INTERSECTION OF TECHNIQUE AND MEANING 

These two halves of this chapter demonstrate different approaches to the question 

of how narrative affects exploration.  The first section, discussing the five narrative 

structures, focuses on how interactive narrative technique shapes geography and, through 

it, exploration.  The second section addresses how narrative content shapes meanings of 

exploration.  The five narrative techniques portray the broad movements of a causal 

world, while the specific events, characters, and places of the story share concepts of 

culture, identity, and dreams, which guide player choice and action within a causally 

affected world.  In short, the techniques demonstrate how, and the content explains why. 

If viewing technique and meaning separately, they appear to intersect in 

interesting ways.  Breaking down narrative events in this way illuminates different 

aspects of interactive narrative, discussed throughout the chapter.  But in a way, narrative 

technique outlines a dynamic shape for the narrative event, both confronting the player 

with causality and forming specific narrative meanings into catalysts for action.  

Narrative meanings, in turn, color the shapes of the narrative technique with personal and 

cultural significance, while engaging the player on an intellectual and emotional level.  

Consider the difference between two Passing events in one video game town: one a 

winter holiday, the other a preparation of a town for battle.  Similarly, consider the battle 

preparation event in different forms: a Passing event, in which minor preparations are 

made, and the town returns to normal afterward; or an Iterated event, in which the town 

experiences more dramatic and lasting changes as it prepares, battles, and then ultimately 
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spends the rest of the game rebuilding from (or at least demonstrating evidence of) the 

resulting death and destruction. 

6.5 CONCLUSION 

In examining how narrative impacts player experiences of exploration, I chose to 

discuss two aspects of the how.  The first treats how as technique, starting with and 

expanding upon the idea that narrative structures the basic form of the game world and, 

through it, exploration.  The second considers how as an elaboration, examining how 

narrative themes fill in detail and specific meanings to exploration. 

Beyond that, in the first part of this chapter, I discussed the portrayal of causality 

in games, grouping or dividing certain events into five basic narrative structures.  These 

narrative structures portray transitory change (Passing), change that passes through 

dramatic shifts (Iterated), larger change that is comprised of many smaller causal events 

(Threaded), change that repeats for multiple users (Cycling), or varying changes that 

materialize out of interaction between different governing rules (Emergent). 

Although the forms of causality affect exploration in their representation of 

change and growth in the game world, narrative affects exploration in many other ways, 

as well.  The second section examines how narrative themes also affect the representation 

of exploration of a diegetic world.  I divided several sample narrative themes that were 

prominent in my analysis into three categories of action, adventure, and heroism, each 

also representing a different aspect of the player-environment relationship. 

Broadly, and in my opinion, games can satisfy a basic (if not entirely universal) 

yearning for exploration and adventure, characterized by these lyrics from the (somewhat 

loosely translated) English version of an opening song for One Piece: 
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Gold Roger: 

The world, what a glorious place. Seek freedom, and it will lie stretched out 

before your eyes. If the endless dream guides your restless spirit, seize it! Raise 

your flag and stand tall! 

Vic Mignogna: 

Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah! 

I think back to the time when my search first began, 

I left behind those shores of sand, 

For the endless everlasting world out there! 

I know that with this burning passion driving me, 

Someday, somewhere, I'll finally, 

See the light I have searched for everywhere! 

When the summer sun is shining, 

Shaking the sails of my heart I know  

(Fly away glum blue sea) 

Brand new world that had been hiding 

Has opened up its doors for me to go! 

(Fly away glum blue sky) 

Swimming in the troubled waves, 

Upon despair I can be saved, 

For the horizon on the other side is, 

Yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah-is what I aim for! 

And though I traveled far from where my search began, 

Over seas of green and shores of sand, 

To the endless everlasting world out there! 

I know that with this burning passion driving me, 

Someday, somewhere, I'll finally, 

See the light I have searched for everywhere! 

(The Babystars, 2002) 

This song clearly and simply describes the dream of exploration, packaged for 10 year 

old boys and anime fans.  It includes the defining elements (as discussed in Chapter 5) of 

wonder, determination, overcoming adversity, and spirituality or ideals.  This type of 

adventure is, in a way, a story of exploration that satisfies this need for greatness of 

experience.  Games can create this adventure for players, and because of its interactivity, 
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players can actively experience the story of exploration.  In addition, the interactive 

narrative adds to this through a changing, responsive world.  As the world functions more 

and more as a separate entity – mysterious, and maybe threatening – it also enhances a 

sense of wonder.  Lastly, choices of actions, the character of the adventure, and the 

situation of the hero can also be seen as forces shaping the broad formula of adventure 

into a more concrete experience. 
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Chapter 7  

Cooperative Exploration in Online Games 

He turned his heel on them and beating his drum strode on towards the city gate.  

‘Did you find your kinsman,’ the two Taoists asked.  ‘They are all my kinsmen,’ 

said Monkey.  ‘What the whole five hundred?’ they asked.  ‘Two hundred on my 

father’s side, two hundred on my mother’s; and the rest are my bond-brothers,’ 

said Monkey.  ‘If you will release the whole lot of them, I’ll go back with you.’  

‘You must be mad,’ they said.  ‘These Buddhists were given to us by the king to 

be our slaves.  We might, to oblige you, release one or two of them.  But we 

should have to manage it by first sending in a report that they were ill, and then 

another, that they had died.  We can’t suddenly release the whole gang.  These 

things are looked into.  Why, the king himself might take it into his head to come 

and see how the work is going.’  ‘So you won’t let them go?’ cried Monkey.  

‘Very well then!’  And taking his cudgel from behind his ear he rushed at them 

and gave each such a blow upon the head that their brains gushed out and they fell 

dead where they stood.  ‘Oh, what have you done!’ cried the Buddhists, leaving 

their carts and rushing up to Monkey in utter consternation.  ‘You have killed the 

king’s favourites!’ 

(Wu, 16
th

 century/1943: 217-218) 

In Wu Ch’êng-ên’s Journey to the West, the clever and fearless Monkey King 

becomes a master of 72 transformations, learns to fly on a cloud, acquires a magic staff 

that can shrink or expand, and attains immortality.  Yet, due to his pride, and due to the 

enemies earned from his relentless and largely self-serving mischief, he is eventually 

captured and imprisoned under a mountain.  Though he earned his treasures and skills 

through his mischief, it is only after he is freed to serve as a disciple of the devout 

Buddhist monk Tripitaka that Monkey wins his most impressive victories.  Enslaved by a 

magical cap, and assisted by brother disciples Pigsy and Sandy, Monkey must turn his 

cunning, power, and mischief toward helping Tripitaka complete his pious journey to 

retrieve scripture.  Through the need of Tripitaka, as well as the assistance of others, 

Monkey triumphs in defeating villains and even attains enlightenment.  Just as Monkey’s 

journey was made possible through companionship with others, exploration in games and 
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in reality is also shaped by working together with others toward common goals.  This 

chapter examines cooperation in exploration. 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

Although the tale of a lone explorer is compelling, many stories of exploration 

feature teamwork and cooperation as well as individual triumph.  Harry Kemp (1920) 

wrote about his life as a seaman, aboard a ship with many other men.  One Piece (Oda, 

1997-present) tells the story of pirates who travel the seas together and share a close 

relationship as crewmates.  And Monkey (Wu, 16
th

 century/1943) could not have become 

an enlightened Buddhist without Tripitaka and the others, and nor could they have 

completed their journey without his cunning, strength, and mischief.  These stories are 

also compelling.  Using qualitative methods, this chapter seeks to examine the 

relationships between companionship and exploration by addressing the following 

research question: 

How does cooperation impact player experiences of exploring these three game 

landscapes? 

After a preliminary analysis, I approached this question by examining four aspects of 

cooperation in exploration within video games: cooperative play, imagined community, 

permeable boundaries, and geographical adventure.  After exploring these concepts (and 

discarding others), I used them to analyze exploration within World of Warcraft, A Tale 

in the Desert, and Animal Crossing, and characterize cooperative exploration for each 

game.  This chapter presents my findings in a similar order. 

7.2 FOUR FACETS OF COOPERATIVE EXPLORATION 

As listed above, the four facets of cooperative exploration that form the 

conceptual foundation for this chapter are: cooperative play, imagined community, 
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permeable boundaries, and geographical adventure.  Each of these concepts focuses on a 

different aspect of what I see as cooperative exploration – or the shared efforts of 

multiple people working toward transforming the unknown into knowledge – and so in 

the following subsections, I examine each of these concepts in turn.  This allows me to 

study different sides of a complex issue.  But more briefly, each of these focuses on one 

aspect of cooperative exploration.  Cooperative play examines day-to-day shared 

activities, such as questing, combat, or trading items.  Imagined community encompasses 

shared ideals as well as formal social structures such as social media.  The concept of 

permeable boundaries addresses interaction between people and environment, 

encompassing players, NPCs (computer-controlled characters), places, and events.  It 

examines these interactions by focusing on ways that these elements (with some will, if 

not consciousness as we see it) enforce and bridge boundaries between them.  

Geographical adventure, discussed also in Chapter 5, focuses on what explorers are doing 

to, for, and with the unknown land.  In this chapter, geographical adventure takes a more 

thematical examination of the shared goals and actions of cooperative explorers.  

Together, these concepts allow for a more complex and structured understanding of 

cooperative exploration. 

7.2.1 Cooperative Play 

As “playing together” is one of the most important (if one of the broadest) ways 

that people interact in video games, I begin with a discussion of play.  And while play is 

sometimes considered the dominion of children, it is clear, through video games, sports, 

and board games, that adults also play games.  In fact, the average video game player is 

30 years old, and the percentage of American game players older than 50 has increased 

from 9% in 1999 to 26% in 2011 as video gaming has become more mainstream 
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(Entertainment Software Association, 2011; 2012).  Thus, while much of the existing 

texts on play focus on children’s play, this dissertation treats play as an adult activity as 

well, although it might take different forms than children’s play.   

Play can most broadly be understood as acting or directing action in a space 

within which reality is perceived to function differently than elsewhere.  This can include 

sports, music, or video games, each which offer their own rules, meaningless outside that 

context (except in generalities, such as in learning cooperation).  Because play is a 

complex phenomenon with different characteristics depending on situation, I find it 

necessary to first discuss relevant understandings of play and its key features in the 

context of this chapter.  For this, I draw upon the fields of game design and psychology. 

Game designer Chris Crawford (2003b) discussed play at length, treating play as 

a concept that is both complex and applicable in game design.  Crawford also began by 

arguing that treating play simply as a child’s activity is unnecessarily limiting:  

You can’t design games if you don’t understand play – and play is a complex and 

tricky human behavior.  We dismiss it too readily as child’s activity, and therefore 

something devoid of depth and richness, but in fact play extends far beyond the 

realm of the child and touches a wide range of human life.  Appreciating the many 

facets of play is a vital first step in understanding game design.  (27) 

In then defining and discussing a more inclusive concept of play for aspiring game 

designers, Crawford began with Johan Huizinga’s classic definition of play: 

A voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time and 

place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in 

itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy, and the consciousness that it is 

“different” from “ordinary life.”  (Huizinga, 1986, qtd. in Crawford, 2003b: 27). 

In addition to these key features of play, Crawford also emphasized that play is a 

metaphorical (rather than literal) representation of “something from the non-play 

universe” (29), that play is a means of experiencing otherwise dangerous activities in a 



 298 

way that is completely safe, that play representing ordinary situations can be just as 

entertaining as play representing exotic situations, and that “fun” is a term of such 

vagueness and changing of meaning that it is useless in a discussion of game design. 

 Likewise, Dorothy Singer and Jerome Singer (2005) also emphasized metaphor in 

their discussion of children’s “symbolic play.”  Their further discussion of how children 

can explore their worries, fears, and hopes through metaphorical play in place of 

verbalization also mirrors Dennis McCarthy’s (2008) discussion of play therapy as a 

means of helping children to communicate non-verbally through play and metaphor.  

Although Singer and Singer focused only on childhood play, they also clearly positioned 

it as a means of fostering or developing imaginative thinking that persists through 

adulthood as well. 

Singer and Singer went on to discuss social and cooperative play as important 

stages in the development of play and imagination, and they noted that rules emerge 

through social play:  

Without rules, the games deteriorate.  Children set the rules when they develop 

their scripts for the particular play game.  They hold fast to these rules and the 

child who does not follow the script is eliminated from the game.   (33) 

This observation applies to children’s games and video games alike.  That rules are 

necessary for everyone to enjoy the game was also observed by players of Animal 

Crossing in a discussion of cheating: 

<Player A> AC is admittedly limited in a lot of ways. but the  thing that I enjoyed 

about it is that it is one of the few games that I could play and enjoy watching my 

kids play too.. 

<Player B> for example like: oh this month you'll have 5 new fishes and bugs 

hooray I am gonna go catch them, but wait I went to other's town and they do 

time traveling and I caught them before...that turns me down 

<Player A> i could send them presents and they would send me stuff and that was 

a lot of fun... we even had competitions in who could find what rare fish or 
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insect...  

<Player A> oh it's easy to "time travel" but if you do that .. whats the point in 

playing?  the limitation in having total control of the game is one of the things that 

makes the game fun...  

<Player A> when i first started playing games online.. there was one game I 

REALLY loved.. "Subspace". by Virgin games..  

<Player B> i never time travels in AC 

<Player A> they had a motto.. "meet people from all over the world, then kill 

them".. it was a lot of fun and I and a lot of my IRC and RL friends played the 

game frequently 

<Player B> but always ended up in other players that did time travels 

<Player A> the real problem tho was shortly after Virgin folded up it's game 

division... and then you had rampant cheating taking place by people using 

hacking toolz 

<Player B> I still like CS, I like how you do group interactions rather then one on 

one 

<Player A> that killed whatever following the game had.. because then getting an 

advantage over your competitors made the game for the majority .. like it was 

pointless to play because skill or effort was negated 

Players A and B started off responding to each other, but then each related their own 

anecdote.  Although their stories differ, they both agreed that cheating makes the game 

less fun for others.  Player A also noted that cheating allows players greater direct control 

over the game, in my terms, damaging the illusion of the game as a separate world.  Rules 

then, more broadly, are necessary for consistent and fun interaction between different 

“entities,” including both humans and game elements. 

 Video games more simply structure their environments and forms of interaction 

than any actual or material environment, simply through their birth in code created by 

human beings, as well as current technological limitations.  Because of these qualities, 

game environments strongly and clearly structure play, both through narrative or scenario 

as well as through the forms of interaction and goals provided through the code.  Video 

games are “playgrounds of the imagination” (Castronova, 2005: 2).  Further, as argued by 
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Henry Jenkins (1998), game environments bring their own unique advantages as 

electronic play spaces: 

Video games constitute virtual play spaces which allow home-bound children like 

my son to extend their reach, to explore, manipulate, and interact with a more 

diverse range of imaginary places than constitute the often drab, predictable, and 

overly familiar spaces of their everyday lives.” (263) 

In this scenario, video games supplement material play spaces such as the nearby city 

park or the son’s bedroom.  The video games engage the son’s imagination with forms of 

realized imaginative fantasy, while lacking the tangibility and exercise available from the 

city park or bedroom. 

 Additionally, there are also geographic components to play, through exploration, 

discovery, and shaping the environment.  Jenkins (1998) repeatedly discussed exploration 

and discovery as central components of play – a point of view presented by others, 

including McCarthy (2008), who described exploration and discovery as important 

components to play and as nonverbal expression.  Jenkins also quoted Keith Feinstein, 

then President of the Video Game Conservatory: 

 Video games present the opportunity to explore and discover, as well as to 

combat others of comparable skill (whether they be human or electronic) and to 

struggle with them in a form that is similar to children wresting, or scrambling for 

the same ball – they are nearly matched, they aren’t going to really do much 

damage, yet it feels like an all-important fight for that child at that given moment.  

(Feinstein, 1997, qtd in Jenkins, 1998: 263). 

Feinstein listed “exploration and discovery” and “competition” as primary forms of play 

in video games in 1997.  Popular games that were released in 1997 include Mortal 

Kombat 4 (Midway Games, 1997) a one-on-one fighting game, Mario Kart 64 (Nintendo 

EAD, 1997), a racing game, and Star Wars: X-Wing vs. TIE Fighter (Totally Games, 

1997), a multiplayer space-ship combat game.  Nowadays, successful games such as 

World of Warcraft go even further and bridge “exploration and discovery” with 
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“competition,” as well as “combat” and “cooperation,” leaving even less distinction 

between those categories. 

Interestingly, in discussing earlier works by Frederick Donaldson (1970, qtd. in Jenkins, 

1998), Jenkins also distinguished between shared “playground” spaces, “which can only 

be used in sanctioned ways,” and “‘wild spaces’ [that] allow many more opportunities for 

children to modify their physical environment” (267).  With advances in technology, 

many new games now include both shared and customized environments.  For example, 

LEGO Universe (NetDevil, 2010) includes shared towns and wilderness areas for formal 

questing, shopping, and trading, as well as personalized properties where players can 

build and then show off their creations. 

Building on these definitions and discussions of key aspects of play, my analysis 

understands play both as more distantly metaphorical and as directly representing 

structured and specific activities.  Because this chapter examines cooperation, for the 

limited degree to which I examine play, I focus exclusively on cooperative play, in which 

two or more players play together toward common goals.  For my analysis, I eventually 

grouped types of cooperative play into thematically linked categories. I attempted to 

encompass, as emphasized above, the types of human interactions metaphorically 

represented, the structure of the activities (with rules and possibilities hard-coded into the 

game environment), and encompassing of specific actions.  The categories are:  

1. Helping others by sharing knowledge or sharing tasks 

2. Working/fighting alongside 

3. Visiting or chatting 

4. Patient listening/complimenting/running small favors 

5. Freeform or minigame play 
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6. Trading items or money 

More specifically, in addition to thematical and metaphorical similarities, these categories 

also group together activities that share similar actions, goals, and amount of effort 

necessary to achieve success.  Additionally, these activities vary both in the form and in 

the roles they take.  For instance, visiting or chatting in Animal Crossing is a primary 

gameplay activity equal to concurrent activities such as viewing someone’s home or 

fishing together.  On the other hand, visiting or chatting in World of Warcraft often takes 

a more supplementary role, conveying necessary information to other party members, 

while the primary focus is on combat. 

 In short, while cooperative play is a complex concept, for this chapter I define it 

according to particular qualities.  First, play (of any sort) is metaphorical, even in its “safe 

representation” of whatever it mimics.  Second, cooperative play encompasses non-verbal 

expression and communication, and it requires rules for cooperation.  Additionally, 

cooperative play (as with other forms of play) includes exploration, discovery, and 

shaping the environment.  Lastly, cooperative play is structured by its play spaces. 

7.2.2 Imagined Community 

For this chapter, “imagined community” focuses on the imagined basis for a 

community, as well as the specific mechanisms by which its members interact, share, or 

commune.  Community simply consists of any group of people who are connected by 

shared places, goals, and interests.  In a video game, the shared places may be virtual – 

perhaps without even a metaphorical “guild grounds” and instead residing, as in World of 

Warcraft, primarily in “guild chat” and in the ephemeral spaces of group activities.  And 

both game code and formal group or guild leaders may operate as a formal social 
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structure.  In addition to these features, for this chapter, I focus on three particular aspects 

of community: communication, cooperation, and shared ideals. 

One important aspect of community is communication between members.  Online 

and in video games, this can also involve prominent aspects of “identity play,” where 

people adopt imaginative identities different from their everyday identities and act them 

out in online environments or in video games (see Turkle, 1995; Berman and Bruckman, 

2001).  In video games, communication can take many formal structures, including 

written or spoken language through in-game chat, as well as cooperative, competitive or 

confrontational gameplay, nonverbal expression through design and sharing of custom 

objects, and more. 

Another important element of community is cooperation.  Mathematician and 

biologist Martin Nowak (Marshall, 2011) theorized that although cooperation appears at 

first to hinder an individual’s survival in natural selection, it actually benefits survival in 

several ways.  He listed five beneficial forms of cooperation: “direct reciprocity,” which 

benefits individuals trading favors; “indirect reciprocity,”27 which operates on reputation 

and benefits generous members of a group by earning reciprocal favors from other 

members of the community; “spatial selection,” in which neighbors help one another out 

and increase the survival of all of a spatial cluster; “group selection,” in which a group of 

cooperators out-competes other groups of non-cooperators; and “kin selection,” in which 

related individuals help one another.  The most interesting aspect of this, for this chapter, 

is not so much these particular categories as Nowak’s description through these 

categories of how cooperation actually enhances survival.  Many online video games also 

pit players against one another in competition.  World of Warcraft, even while allowing 

                                                 
27 For more on reciprocity, or mutual sharing of favors and resources, see Putnam (2000) and Rheingold 

(1993). 
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small groups of players to form guilds, also includes direct conflict (PvP or Player versus 

Player gameplay) as well as competition over resources and creating more powerful 

characters and more successful guilds.  Even A Tale in the Desert has a competitive edge 

as players race to acquire the best lands and resources and develop the latest technology. 

A third important factor of community is the ideal or ideals upon which the 

community operates.  E.P. Thompson (1963/2008), agreeing with a similar observation 

by Francis Place (1819, qtd. in Thompson, 1963) that shared political ideals unite crowds, 

wrote about how “political consciousness” united 19
th

 century working class 

communities.  Additionally, Benedict Anderson (1983: 11-12) discussed how ideals such 

as nationalism, religion, or dynasty provide meaning that unites concepts of imagined 

community.  That shared ideals can provide a sense of community and guidelines for 

behavior is a fairly simple idea, but one I see as central to idealized community in online 

gaming.  This chapter seeks to identify the ideals that unite concepts of imagined 

community within these online video games. 

Benedict Anderson (1983: 6-7) described any community in which all members 

do not know one another (as from being very large) as imagined.  But more than this, I 

argue that all community is imagined, because community itself is an imagined concept, 

incorporating tangible interactions with patterns we identify to describe these interactions 

as structures and with abstract ideals describing the motivation or meaning or purpose of 

the community. 

Online communities within video games incorporate not only abstract and 

material elements, but also many prominent virtual elements and even virtual people (as 

through computer-controlled characters).  In a way, the virtual components are more 

clearly defined and delineated than the tangible and abstract components, because of their 
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origin in simple, written, human-created code, versus the incomprehensible complexity of 

the outer universe or even only the human brain and being.  How does this affect 

imagined community?  How could the imagining of virtual members of a community as 

being people (of a sort) be considered part of the imagining of a community?  What are 

the imagined basis and the formal social structures of such communities?  These are a 

few of the questions this chapter attempts to address. 

I originally thought to create categories of types of imagined community from 

“the basis for the imagined community,” but I found that the narrative basis for each 

community was too subjective and unique to readily find many common elements (short 

of an in-depth narratological analysis).  Instead of common themes, I found that the basic 

structure of “the basis for the imagined community” to be born of equal parts scenario 

and interpretation.  So the stated ‘theme’ of the community is derived from the scenario 

provided by the game (you are heroes earning glory; you are builders of ancient Egypt; 

you are cultivators of a town, home, and garden).  But the individual communities expand 

upon this and define the identity of their own community and of themselves within the 

community in response to that basic scenario (for example: we are Horde fighting 

Alliance in PvP; we are technological innovators and discoverers building up Meroe; we 

are friends trading items to help each other cultivate our towns). 

The structure of the community is heavily shaped by the tools provided by the 

game: guild chat, shared buildings, item trading, and multiplayer minigames, for 

example.  These are the types of interactions that are readily available between members 

of the community.  The tools shape the specific shared behaviors chosen by committee 

members. 



 306 

Any community rules can also be formally defined – if the software allows.  For 

example, rules can be set to govern guild structures, such as guild banks, in World of 

Warcraft, and use of shared guild property can also be formally defined in A Tale in the 

Desert (see Figure 7.1).  Additional rules can also be informally carried out by members 

of the community, such as an informal circle of Animal Crossing players that have rules 

for trading that compensate for the lack of a formal structure for item trading.  For 

another example, leaders of role-playing guilds in World of Warcraft can require that 

members of the guild speak “in-character” in guild chat.  Further, larger groups of 

players, such as all of the players on a particular World of Warcraft server or “realm,” all 

of the World of Warcraft players that are active on the official forums, or all of the 

approximately 1,000 players of A Tale in the Desert constitute a larger community 

interacting through game forums as well as the game itself. 

An important aspect of this theme of “imagined community” is that it bridges 

story or scenario with game interactivity and also with player choices and cultures.  

Further, imagined community can include virtual characters (NPCs) as well as actual 

(players), and takes place within an imagined landscape.  As a result, it incorporates the 

essentials of real human conflict and cooperation, but places them within imaginatively 

structured environments, not only narratively speaking (the fantasy of World of 

Warcraft), but also structurally speaking (the cooperative gameplay of A Tale in the 

Desert). 
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Figure 7.1: Property Permissions in A Tale in the Desert. 

7.2.3 Permeable Boundaries 

This concept basically examines interactions and relationships by emphasizing 

boundaries and the crossing of them.  With this approach, both people (concrete or 
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virtual) and places (of any sort) are initially unknown to an individual perspective.  These 

unknowns are delineated, approached, and colonized through the creating and crossing of 

boundaries. 

Boundaries, of course, are as conceptual as they are physical, or perhaps even 

more so (much like “place”).  Maurice Cusack, Gavin Jack, and Donncha Kavanagh 

(2003) proposed that stigmatized Star Trek fans create separate, safe spaces for Star Trek 

fantasy and fandom by enforcing behavioral boundaries.  Within these safe spaces, fans 

are instead bound to behave according to the social rules of the space (be it a gathering 

for live-action role-play (LARP) or a Star Trek convention).  Similarly, Sine Anahita 

(2006) found that online communities of racist skinheads create ideological boundaries to 

compensate for lack of physical borders.  Of course, any community denotes its borders 

with signifiers indicating the spatial and temporal boundaries of a community place and 

appropriate behavior within.  With stigmatized communities (such as Star Trek fans, or, 

to a hopefully greater degree, racist skinheads), the borders might be more blatant. 

Within those borders, not only behavioral rules, but the basis of community and culture 

can be different or specialized.  Culture is shared ways of thinking, reacting, doing, 

shared ritual, shared language, and more (B. Metz, personal communication, May 10, 

2001).  In a specialized community, the relevant shared experiences and ways of being 

are also specialized.  For example, drug legalization activists, despite diverse 

backgrounds and interests, can converse and form relationships through shared interests 

and activities in political activism and underground drug culture. 

Equally important in the delineating and enforcing of boundaries is movement 

across to outright violation of boundaries.  With stasis and motion, boundaries are 

changing, dynamic creations of people, communities, and societies, equally important in 
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both their forming of order through sharp distinctions and in the onset of change through 

challenges and destruction of old distinctions.  Each shapes boundaries and standard 

modes of crossing.  Further, boundaries shape movement and vice versa.  The name 

“permeable boundaries” is meant to suggest this relationship of movement to structure. 

In this view, I am representing boundaries – a separating into two – as geographic 

and behavioral binaries.  In discussing binaries, many scholars highlight movement and 

change over static beliefs.  For instance, Donna Haraway (1991) argued that binaries that 

structure “the Western self” are extremely limiting, and emphasized that breaking these 

binaries allows for greater possibility in identity.  Bruno Latour (2005: 23) emphasized 

finding order through connections and actions rather than static categories or unchanging 

order of resolved “controversy.”  Clearly, static understandings cannot account for a 

changing and dynamic world.  Science can best understand many aspects of the world as 

processes.  In my view, the dynamic structure of boundaries can be characterized by a 

struggle or perhaps a simple discourse between the limiting concepts of binaries, which 

inadequately contain our understanding, and challenges of the uncontained and unknown 

that force a reformulation of ideas, even to very static ways of thought.  The binary is not 

just in the spaces that are separated, but also in the basic failure of overly simple ways of 

understanding a complex world. 

Establishing a boundary around virtual worlds implies a binary of virtual and non-

virtual worlds.  Many scholars reject such simple views and suggest alternate 

understandings that, while still simple, better account for a complex reality.  Rob Shields 

(2003) focused on a complex reality that lacks simple boundaries, with the virtual as 

much a part of reality as the tangible.  Basically, in order to make better sense of certain 

aspects of reality, Shields suggested dividing concepts of essences of reality into two 
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“mutually exclusive […] dualisms” (28).  The virtual falls within these binaries as “ideal-

real,” lacking concrete substance but nevertheless existing in a verifiable manner.  

Although the categories are mutually exclusive, overlap results as humans create a 

confusing reality.  From this general view, reality is complex and possessing of all four 

essences (themselves conceptual or “ideal-possible”).  A video game world could be a 

realm that is coherently described as virtual, although it can probably be described as 

exhibiting other essences as well: its concrete existence in computers and servers, its 

conceptual origin in ideas of game design, and the potential outcomes that might result 

from interactions between players and game code, not to mention shifting between 

categories as the players and the play changes.  As stated, in this view, boundaries 

between the virtual and the tangible are necessarily unclear because of high integration 

between them. 

Taking a slightly different view, economist Edward Castronova (2005: 147-148) 

emphasized crossing between tangible and virtual worlds.  He described virtual worlds as 

existing within “an almost-magic circle,” a “porous membrane” that encloses the 

imaginative world with its internal laws of science, nature, and society.  The magical 

world functions almost independently, but within a larger outside world.  However, 

Castronova argues, crossing between the worlds happens within the areas of markets, 

politics of fairness, and law.  Although Castronova’s chapter primarily addressed the 

varying ways that the outside and imaginative worlds interact, his model also suggests a 

way of conceiving of virtual worlds as existing within a larger, “outside” world.  This 

perspective suggests to me that many imaginative worlds exist within our reality, worlds 

that are connected in established ways with other places within the real world, as well as 

other imaginative worlds.  This suggests an “intertextuality” of textual places. 
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These views are very different, but their authors approached the subject 

differently.  Shields focused on elements and essences, suggesting, to me, a “virtual 

world” that also contains many objects and behaviors that exhibit other essences.  

Castronova instead divided the worlds by discourses of separateness, the narratives of 

game worlds that explain them as separate from our own, and then identified the most 

prominent and common ways that these worlds are clearly not separate.  Depending on 

your view, either of these explanations can be adequate to what they explain.  The most 

important common elements are simply that virtual worlds are part of reality and that, 

because we see them as separate realms, they beg an explanation as to where and how 

they fit within that reality.  With the concept of permeable boundaries, I describe some of 

the connections between the virtual and the tangible as forms of boundary and movement 

between virtual and tangible spaces and places. 

For my analysis, I focused specifically on boundaries that designate the unknown.  

While exploration and representation imaginatively contain and convert the unknown, the 

unknown is also created by knowledge-based boundaries.  In my analysis, I identified 

such boundaries, characterized the natures of the unknown portrayed within the 

boundaries, and characterized movement across those boundaries.  In other language: 

What does the game designate as unknown? How does it designate it as unknown? And 

what does the player do with the unknown? 

In each game, the unknown represents an element of instability, a challenge to the 

player.  In World of Warcraft, the dungeons and wilderness are overrun with monsters to 

be defeated and treasure to be claimed.  A Tale in the Desert’s ancient Egypt contains 

both untamed wilderness and unlearned knowledge.  In Animal Crossing, the run-down 

and empty town the player first encounters can be transformed into a thriving and clean 
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home town.  Each game provides some limited means of exploring and interacting with 

the unknown.  Collecting these forms of activity within themes, each game provides a 

basic premise that explains the relationship of the player to the unknown: cultivation in 

Animal Crossing, heroism in World of Warcraft, civilization-building in A Tale in the 

Desert.  So each action contained within that is not only representative of a specific 

coded action toward the virtual environment, but also representative of unique types of 

geographic control. 

After examining boundaries between many different structures and on many 

different scales (including boundaries around towns, boundaries between cultures, 

boundaries between realms, boundaries between ideals), I found that the most obvious 

and everyday boundaries in each game were either boundaries around unknown people 

(other players or NPCs, at any scale) or boundaries around unknown places. 

Unknown areas can be designated with indicators found scattered within or by 

abrupt transitions around the outside.  The most abrupt transitions involved transitions 

between zones, areas within zones, and dungeons in World of Warcraft (see Figure 7.2).  

These transitions could involve a door the player must pass through, within which 

dangerous monsters roam, or an abrupt boundary between a town with buildings and a 

surrounding forest with many trees.  Sometimes these shifts are punctuated by short 

loading times, a technical limitation.  But within the unknown, its status is indicated by 

small tasks available to the player (resources to collect, technology to build, knowledge 

to collect, enemies to defeat).  As the player completes these tasks, and as he or she 

becomes more familiar with the environment, it becomes ‘known.’   
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As noted through interview excerpts in Chapter 6, in World of Warcraft, for 

players, this is often a transition between excitement to explore the new zone to 

comfortable familiarity and eagerness to move on.  When I asked World of Warcraft 

players how they became familiar with new areas in the game and in their everyday lives, 

this is how they responded: 

<Player Z> every time I move to a new place I tend to drive around a bit and look 

to see what stores and places are near where I live 

<Player Z> I try to find quick ways to the places I know I will go a lot 

<Player Y> well in a new area in real life i kinda just wonder till i know the area 

and wow  you follow quests and lore and the map helps you 

<Player Y> i do alot of traveling though 

<Player Y> i travel accross canada for fun 

I asked Player J a similar question about finding her way around in new areas: 

<Player J> Exploring a new region? In life or in the game? I just recently moved 

so I've been doing a lot of that in real life too haha 

<Me> let's talk about games first then compare to everyday life 

<Player J> Alright 

<Player J> Well, in WoW the map is very helpful 

 <Player J> I would be lost a lot of the time if not for the map telling me where I 

am currently 

<Player J> The npc's do help a lot when they give a landmark or something that 

 

Figure 7.2: Example of a Particularly Abrupt Zone Transition in World of Warcraft. 
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doesn't show on the map to help me know where to go for something  

<Player J> The animals that are just wandering around also help me a lot 

<Player J> If I'm surrounded by wolves or mammoths, I know which part of the 

zone I'm in 

<Player J> Then there's the lone npc in some zones that you find that is just 

hanging out, gives you a quest or a word of wisdom 

<Player J> In AC I usually found my way around better by knowing who's house 

I was nearest too 

<Player J> or which part of the river I was on 

<Me> how do you get to know a new area in everyday life? 

<Player J> Not easily, I have to have someone take me through a couple of times 

first, then I have to google map directions to my phone 

<Player J> Then I have to travel it myself a few times using those directions 

<Player J> I'm MUCH better directionally in games than in RL 

<Me> why do you think that is? 

<Player J> I think part of it is because I have to drive most places, so I'm 

concentrating more on not getting into a car wreck >.< 

<Player J> But also it's sort of easier to know which way I'm going in the games 

<Player J> If it's noon and I'm out and about I'm not gonna know if I'm going 

north or south or what 

Player A, who played Animal Crossing, also shared: 

<Player A> I've seen maps of DC before. but when you spend time walking from 

one place to another. you start getting a place sense of where things are that you 

don't get from just looking at a map.. 

<Player A> likewise in AC.. you can "look" at the map. but when you start going 

from one side of the map to the other then you start planning on certain things. 

like .hrmmm. gather fruit here. move and drop stuff off there.. you start making 

decision based upon logistical needs and other time-space factors 

<Player A> the thing about real life exploring is that you don't know the limits of 

what you will see.. and so the experience is greater and you will find things that 

are totally unexpected 

Player M, who played A Tale in the Desert, emphasized interactive play when asked 

about most important ways to get to know a new area in the game: 

<Player M> Cultivating ingame I guess. Exploring in real life I guess. I dont 

cultivate in real life (living in a flat). 

The responses focusing on navigation are partly due to the wording of my questions, but 

clearly, navigational familiarity is a really important aspect of getting to know a new 
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area.  The basic spatial familiarity is supplemented by knowledge of the culture, nature, 

and history of the area, in World of Warcraft through quests and lore, in Animal Crossing 

through other forms of interaction, such as gathering resources, gardening, and 

socializing, and in A Tale in the Desert through cultivating, building, or researching.  In 

everyday life, “lore” of history and culture is not as clear, simple, or easily accessible as 

it is in the game.  However, the “lore” of a new area in everyday life can translate to 

practical knowledge such as location of resources (shops, restaurants, helpful people) and 

basic safety practices.  As Player A pointed out, simple navigational familiarity can lead 

to these other forms of practical knowledge and decision-making.  In the World of 

Warcraft interview, I then asked Players Y and Z how long it takes them to familiarize 

themselves with a new area: 

<Player Y> after living in it for about a week for me in real life and the area is 

familiar after about an hour or so 

<Player Z> in real life when I can get to pretty much anyplace or feel comfortable 

getting somewhere with just an address 

<Player Z> in game, when I can remember where something is without looking at 

the map 

I also asked this question of Player J: 

<Player J> Usually if I've explored the whole [game] area once I pretty much 

know the area 

<Player J> I think it took me two weeks of going to work almost everyday before 

I was really comfortable traveling there without my directions 

Of course, it takes longer for people to get to know a new place in the material world 

because of its greater area and complexity.  Players can meet the same basic navigational 

and (presumably) safety awareness much more quickly in the game.  In any case, 

familiarity with the basic layout and characteristics of the zone is also an important part 

of becoming familiar with the unknown area.  In the game, as discussed in Chapter 6, the 

“lore” of the game is also a very important aspect of this process. 
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Instead of dividing these indicators by spatial layout, another way to consider 

them is that some indicators are changeable (the tasks) and some are unchangeable (the 

static elements of the landscape, such as trees).  When examined that way, it becomes 

obvious that both changeable and unchangeable indicators are scattered within the 

unknown zone, but that as the unchangeable ones are more common and denser, they 

form the most obvious boundary. 

Unknown people are different than unknown territories because they are 

represented as smaller agents that can create their own action within space.  Boundaries 

between players and NPCs consist of sets of interactions that I can easily group as 

constituting types of relationships, such as friends, allies, foes, neighbors, guildmates, 

and so on.  These make up a structured relationship that clarifies both separateness and 

means of interaction. 

In essence, any other player or NPC is ‘unknown’ if it is not the self.  This can be 

confused in many games that allow the player to control more than character at once.  For 

example, in Dragon Age: Origins and Dragon Age II, the player can create an avatar and 

customize their physical appearance and combat skills.  But confusing this is the presence 

of other party members that can be controlled in battle, but are clearly separate from the 

player’s main character.  Additionally, the player can easily role-play a character that is 

unlike themselves but entertaining in other ways. 

7.2.4 Geographical Adventure 

Lastly, geographical adventure captures the spirit and euphoria of exploring the 

unknown with one’s own senses and imagination.  Adventure necessarily takes one 

outside the realm of everyday experience, to experience excitement, growth, and change.  

The geographical adventure, of course, is more specific than this. 
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Broadly, geographers have written about the geographical adventure, both as a 

motivating factor in geographical research, and as a topic of interest in a meta-geographic 

sense (meta-geography being a study of the study of the world).  As noted by Peter 

Kropotkin (1885), the unknown stimulates an intense excitement to learn – which could 

be utilized for superior education.  Similarly, J. K. Wright (1947) wrote that the unknown 

land (“terrae incognitae”) stirs imagination and imaginative learning.  He explained that 

there is no need for absolute unknowns, but that the terrae incognitae need only be 

unknown to the explorer.  And James Parsons (1977: 15-16) argued that “exploration and 

discovery of the unknown is a romantic basis of ‘the geographical adventure.’”  Parsons 

also noted that geographical adventure (through fieldwork) provides strength of “personal 

observation and intuitive knowledge” to what could otherwise be only dry analysis.  To 

me, building on this, geographical adventure is “an exciting, bold, and usually risky 

undertaking” with a primary purpose of imaginatively exploring and experiencing 

unknown environments, and creating knowledge about those environments. 

The geographical adventure need not even require an ‘unknown land’ in the most 

mundane sense.  In altered states, for example, as through meditation or religious 

practices, explorers can leave the world of the familiar and experience altered, spiritual 

environments.  For example, Tom Moylan (2007: 301) wrote on the religious journeys of 

Irish monks: 

Whether evangelical or penitential, these courageous journeys in small hide boats 

were not part of some early modern process of earthly exploration and expansion; 

rather, they were quests motivated by a spiritual desire to find grace-ful spaces at 

the boundaries of material life and from which, and by which, the faithful could 

draw closer to their God.  

Even though the goals were not to explore faraway oceans or shores, these monks still 

explored spiritual lands that were unknown to them. 
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I have previously defined exploration as an imaginative process of creating 

knowledge out of experience and observation.  As these other geographers observed, 

exploration and discovery are the driving, forward motions of the stories of geographical 

adventure.  Other elements of the adventure are secondary to or following from (not 

necessarily linearly) that forward motion.  Another perspective would be that 

geographical adventure is a telling of a story of exploration, but in either case, the 

forward movement in the story is from exploration and discovery. 

I have described exploration as a driving factor in geographical adventure, but this 

does not mean that exploration is smaller than or contained by geographical adventure.  I 

could just as easily consider that geographical adventure is a part of exploration – the 

exciting part.  But I would generally consider both geographical adventure and 

exploration to be complex and interrelated concepts that, in many contexts, each play a 

role for each other. 

Geographical adventure does not preclude other types of adventure.  Texts such as 

World of Warcraft or Lord of the Rings contain strong elements of geographical 

adventure and other adventure.  In World of Warcraft, players get to explore many areas 

or “zones,” fantastically varied, exotic, and dangerous to the player’s character.  This is a 

geographical adventure.  However, players also get to become powerful heroes and defeat 

terrible villains.  Similarly, in Lord of the Rings, the heroes not only explore the 

geography and history of Middle Earth, they also defeat Sauron and Sauron’s armies.  

This is another type of adventure, a hero’s adventure, or something very much like the 

hero’s journey (Campbell, 1968). 

In fact, the hero’s journey also ties into geographical adventure in other ways.  As 

I noted in Chapter 6, Joseph Campbell (1968) wrote that the hero achieves a triumph that 
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rights his or her world (whether this be an entire planet, an entire universe, a nation, a 

single village, and so on).  In this earlier discussion, I emphasized that the world’s destiny 

was a narrative theme affecting exploration, for one thing, in that it’s a primary task 

belonging to the hero.  Another view would be that geographical adventure influences the 

hero’s journey in that repairing or saving the world is the hero’s objective.  Another view 

would be that “saving the world” is an influential theme for both the hero’s journey and 

geographical adventure.  But these are just some of many ways that the hero’s journey 

and geographical adventure can parallel and intersect each other.  A final intersection is 

that (as discussed in Chapter 6), exploration satisfies a need for greatness, as does 

geographical adventure, and as does the hero’s journey. 

When creating my categories of geographical adventure for my qualitative 

analysis, I wanted to capture the “character” of the geographical adventure.  I decided to 

focus on the aspect of exploration as “a means of containing the natural world” in 

knowledge, and sometimes materially as well (discussed in Chapter 5).  With this in 

mind, I created the categories according to goals and approaches of exploration.  The 

categories by goal are: learning (about the unknown environment), creating (a new 

civilization or settlement in an unknown environment), controlling (or changing the 

unknown environment for personal or cultural benefit), saving (the unknown 

environment from bad influences), surviving (the elements), and admiring (or seeing 

firsthand and experiencing awe).  These categories were specifically derived from my 

observations in the games and other texts I imagined.  Note also that any one adventure 

could fit multiple categories. 

Further, each goal corresponds to approaches to the unknown.  Defining these 

approaches clarifies, elaborates upon, and assigns a precise (as possible) worded meaning 
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to each category.  With learning, clearly, the unknown land becomes understood or 

known.  With creating, the unknown land takes on a familiar shape by being occupied, 

not just by familiar material structures, but by familiar behaviors and interactions as well.  

Controlling refers to understanding and utilizing the environment in ways already 

understood, integrating the environment into familiar, established systems, and 

establishing infrastructure that physically changes the landscape.  Where creating 

indicates mainly the more abstract, behavioral, and interactional aspects of building 

infrastructure and relationships, controlling specifies the more material aspects of 

building infrastructure and relationships.  In addition, “people” can be resources to 

harvest under the controlling theme, as labor or social resources (friends, neighbors, 

allies).  In games, the computer-controlled NPCs are easier to “harvest” because of their 

predictable behavior and simple Artificial Intelligence.  The next theme, saving, refers to 

completing deeds for the benefit of the unknown environment.  This implies establishing 

a relationship with the environment as something of value and in need.  The acts of 

saving the environment help the explorer to learn more about the environment as its own 

entity.  Surviving, as with the “man’s romance at sea” (Kemp, 1920: 5), indicates the 

explorer makes a personal mark by demonstrating vitality and strength within an 

unknown, dangerous land.  The explorer comes to know the land and how to survive 

within it.  The final category, admiring, refers to a more nonverbal, emotional, or 

intuitive relationship with the unknown land, such as emotions of awe and intuitive 

firsthand knowledge of the environment, rather than formal knowledge systems.  Lastly, 

there are many elements of these games and texts that do not correspond to any of these 

geographical adventures.  Many of the adventures are purely social or purely heroic and 

do not have a centrally geographic theme.  Much of what I observed and analyzed was 
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also very complex in this respect.  For example, earning friendship from neighbors in 

Animal Crossing is, in some ways, a purely social task.  But it also affects the 

environment in that attracting the best neighbors enhances the quality of the town.  

Befriending other players in World of Warcraft is also a social task, but it adds to 

cooperative play and a sense of connectedness.  More importantly for geographic 

adventure, it also leads to the sharing of resources and information.  Although my 

analysis structured simple patterns out of these games, my analysis attempts to balance 

the necessary simplicity with finding order within the complexity and necessary 

inadequacy of any simple analytical structure. 

7.3 SURVIVING A GEOGRAPHICAL ADVENTURE IN WORLD OF WARCRAFT 

World of Warcraft presents an epic tale of heroism in which players defeat evil 

and gain ever increasing strength and prestige.  Players can team up in groups of five and 

up, playing together on dedicated worlds (servers), each with its own thousands of 

avatars and players.  This section discusses cooperative exploration in World of Warcraft. 

7.3.1 Cooperative Play in World of Warcraft 

Cooperative play in World of Warcraft consists mainly of cooperative combat in 

clearing dungeons, cooperative questing in any part of Azeroth, cooperative-

confrontational combat in which players face one another in two teams, and trading of 

goods, services, and information.  This is supplemented by solitary activities such as 

questing and crafting goods for sale or trade. 

From my direct observation, the majority of cooperative play in World of 

Warcraft consists of team combat against either computer-controlled enemies or other 

players.  However, there are numerous other forms of cooperative play.  These categories 

were derived to fit an analysis of all three games, however, the analysis includes variation 
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from game to game.  The other categories relevant to World of Warcraft include looting, 

crafting, trading, and selling items, which can be pursued intently by some players to 

very little by other players.  Also, there are numerous minigames available to players, 

especially during holiday events, as well as other forms of freeform play, such as dressing 

up avatars in goofy costumes, and role playing.  Players can also help one another out, 

especially if they are in the same guild.  More experienced characters can help less 

powerful characters with a particular area, or more knowledgeable players can provide 

information to other players.  And while this is a very small aspect of the gameplay itself, 

arguably, the entire questing structure is based on doing favors for NPCs.  Another type 

of cooperative play from my analysis is patient listening, complimenting, or giving very 

small favors.  I have lumped these together because of their lower investment and lower 

payoff.  These would include small actions such as listening to another player complain 

about their boss in guild chat or using a bandage on their character to repair the 

character’s health.  Lastly, simple visiting is also a form of cooperative play in my 

analysis.  In World of Warcraft, any single player might visit or chat with other 

frequently or hardly at all. 

In addition to my extensive observational data, I also asked World of Warcraft 

players about what sorts of activities they participate in the game: 

<Player J> I think I've participated a lot in the social activities in both games, 

which is suprising because I tend to not participate in these things in life 

<Player J> I've attended and partcipated in guild meetings, I try to do all the 

holiday events, I regularly do instances with groups of people, sometimes 

bringing in people that maybe aren't my "favorite" people, or even people I don't 

know 

<Player J> I used to run raids regularly, and now I'm running a 10 person raid 

every Wednesday 

<Player J> In AC I have visited other people's towns a couple times 
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<Player Z> guild meetings, raiding, instances, guild events, a little pvp 

<Me> for you, how much of the game is made up by these social activities? 

<Player Y> well my guild does have alot of social events like raids and dungeons 

and other guilds i was in did some Roleplay events 

<Player Z> most of my game time is spent on raids and instances - the social 

aspect is important to me 

Not all players spend most of their time raiding or in guild activities.  Many only quest or 

run instances with a small number of friends or family members, for example, while 

others prefer mainly player-versus-player combat.  Some players probably spend most of 

their time questing alone.  However, since World of Warcraft is a massively-multiplayer 

online game with a monthly fee to play, it is unsurprising if social activities (particularly 

cooperative ones) are important for many players’ enjoyment of the game. 

 On a whim, I asked Player J about the influence of the area and the social activity 

on one another: 

<Me> what (if anything) do these events add to (1) the game and (2) your feeling 

or impression of the area where they happen? 

<Player J> I think it's good that these things are capable of happening in the game 

<Me> and vice-versa too -- what does the feeling of the area contribute to the 

event? 

<Player J> The area can have an effect on the event, we had a guild meeting in a 

rather remote and difficult area to get to once, where myself and two other people 

ran to ahead of time, summoned every one out, and had the meeting there 

<Player J> we also played around and were being silly 

<Player J> it was fun because the area was where we hadn't been, and it made a 

good memory, now if we go back it's nostalgic for us 

Later, I asked a similar question of Players Y and Z: 

<Me> what affect does the zone have on the activity, and what affect does the 

activity have on your view of the zone? 

<Me> this is a little subjective, i am just looking for opinions, you can also 

answer "no affect" or anything if you want 

<Player Y> no affect 

<Player Z> if it is a zone people are tired of, it becomes a game of how fast we 

can get thru it 
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<Player Z> if something particularly funny happens, I might see the zone more 

positively 

As expected for such a subjective and personal topic, each person’s answer varies from 

the others.  Player J finds mutual influence contributing to the character of a region, while 

Player Z finds some mutual affect, and Player Y sees no relationship.  While there’s no 

consensus even among such a small group, this demonstrates the great difference in the 

experiences of each player. 

 Role-playing differs from these other activities in that players actively take on 

identities that are explicitly different from their own and exist only within the multi-

textual universe of World of Warcraft.  It’s a form of identity play including elements of 

theater, improvisational theater, creative writing, and more.  Since one player had 

mentioned previous experience with role-playing activities, I asked him to elaborate: 

<Player Y> well my guild that i was a previously part of used to go to ratchet and 

have guild meetings in RP and we would dress up each player had a story and a 

character that they had to play and it normally adds a mix of stories and it is just a 

silly little thing 

I then asked if the role-playing event tied into the lore of the town of Ratchet or of other 

parts of the game: 

<Player Y> no it didn't some of the characters storys did and some didn't 

While fairly low key, this example illustrates the collaborative play of role-playing, in 

which each person creatively contributes to the event.f 

 Lastly, I asked the players for their thoughts on how social activities in the game 

compare to social activities in everyday life: 

<Player Z> for me they tend to be very similar - having fun, joking with each 

other, catching up with things going on in life or in game depending on the setting 

<Player J> I think being social online helps with being more social in person too 

<Player J> I mean, granted there are the people who just are incapable of social 
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interaction with people in person and so they resort to the internet 

<Player J> for me though I think that it's given me more communication skills, as 

talking via chat can sometimes be misleading, there's not a tone of voice or a 

facial expression to go with it 

<Player J> so you learn to read what you can from just the words 

<Player J> in talking to people, and since I work retail I think it had helped me, I 

can see more through their words but when I have a voice to hear and a face to see 

it helps a LOT 

As indicated by Player Z and Player J, there are some basic similarities stemming from 

that despite that World of Warcraft is a virtual world, players of the game are real people 

with formal language and standard forms of interaction (humor, sharing meals, making 

purchases from one another, and so on).  The fundamental aspects of learning to interpret 

others, learning to understand their perspectives, and learning to respond appropriately 

vary somewhat from situation to situation but also rely on similar basic underlying skills 

and (subjective) knowledge. 

Within the narrative, these activities are part of the heroic tale of any player’s 

character in the game.  A more subtle aspect of cooperative play in World of Warcraft, 

though, is how players are able to take on specific roles in team play and share non-

verbally through cooperative play.  In the simplest “5-player” dungeons, player teams 

typically consist of a tank, a healer, and three DPS (damage-per-second) player 

characters.  The “tank” (having high armor but low DPS and no healing) distracts the 

enemies so that they will attack only him or her.  Meanwhile, the healer makes sure that 

the tank has continuous health (so that the tank doesn’t collapse), and the DPS dealers 

quickly take down the enemies.  But the strategy for raids, which are “10-player” or “25-

player” dungeons at “regular” or “heroic” difficulty levels, are much more complex.  In a 

raid, while each player uses their own abilities to maximum effectiveness and efficiency 

for their assigned goal (be the tank, healer, or damage-dealer), the raid leader provides 

instructions for coordinated dodging of enemy attacks and coordinated timed assaults.  
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Further, each boss battle often has stages, requiring certain strategies for the first stage 

and entirely different strategies for the second.  And while doing this, players also 

communicate nonverbally through play and teamwork.  They communicate competency, 

protectiveness, daring, reliability, reliance on others, and much more.  The game interface 

itself also communicates visually and auditorily by displaying the status and movements 

of other players.  For instance, healers watch the health of fellow players for help in 

deciding who to heal and what spell to use, while tanks watch for cues that they need to 

pull enemies off healers or other cloth-wearers (characters with low defense).  Their 

reactions (casting a spell, taunting enemies to draw them off allies) are also nonverbal. 

7.3.2 Imagined Community in World of Warcraft 

Cooperative play, described in the immediately previous section, forms the 

interactive basis of the relationships between players through the shared activities and 

communication.  However, World of Warcraft communities, both large and small, also 

operate on or at least espouse some shared ideals of community.  Larger groups of World 

of Warcraft players, meeting outside the game, can connect on the basis of mutual 

fandom.  As this game has millions of subscribers, there are many smaller groups of 

players that can consist of friends, family, co-workers, distant acquaintances, or strangers.  

But within the game, player community is largely based on the structures of the 5-person, 

10-person, or 25-person teams, as well as – more permanently – the player guild.  A guild 

is a formal organization of players that share resources for mutual benefit.  There are very 

many guilds within World of Warcraft.  Some guilds have as few as two or three players, 

while others have hundreds.  The guilds each share a similar structure (using the coded 

guild structure of the game), and must also align to a single “faction” – Horde or Alliance 

– which are at war with each other.  
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Beyond the shared ideals of any player guild, each particular guild also 

demonstrates its own ideals and philosophy of community.  This is most succinctly 

illustrated in the taglines attached to each guild, which intend to describe the guild and its 

activities.  The taglines are viewable through the “Guild Finder” tool, which allows 

players to easily browse available guilds based on their interests in aspects of gameplay 

such as running dungeons, raiding, and role-playing.  The taglines range from the 

practical: 

Phoenix Dawning.  356 members.  Casual raid/leveling guild.  Looking for 

warrior priest rogue to round out raid teams.  Current sched tues/thur 8pm server.  

Sat alt raid 4pm. 

To the theatrical: 

Skymantle Cartel.  74 members.  Goblins, goblins, everywhere! Welcome to the 

Skymantle Cartel.  We’re takin’ over Azeroth, one goblin racket at a time, see.  

It’s all about the three P’s: Phun, Phriends and Phrophits! – the Don ((Goblin 

mafia RP guild.  All races, classes & levels welcome!  To become a member, 

first, read our Code of Conduct, then Apply to Guild )) (Skymantle Cartel, 2011) 

The better taglines communicate both the popular activities and the concept of the 

guild.  See Figures 7.3 and 7.4 for images of Guild Finder searches and guild 

information.  

The guilds are also structured by the game itself.  The game provides guild chat 

for members, guild bank accounts, a calendar that supports guild activities, a “message of 

the day” to greet players as they sign on, and shared guild perks that are earned through 

gameplay.  In addition to playing together (as for questing, running dungeons, or raiding), 

these game structures shape other forms of cooperation players can share, such as through 

the easy sharing of items through the guild bank account.  See Figure 7.5 for an image of 

the game calendar.  
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Figure 7.3: Guild Information in World of Warcraft. 
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Figure 7.4: Results of a Guild Finder Search on Cenarius (top) and Silver Hand 

(bottom) in World of Warcraft. 
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The norms for the guild also depend upon the player culture created by the 

players.  Although guilds share the basic structures of guild chat, guild bank, and raiding, 

each guild has different group activities and different expectations for behavior.  For 

example, some guilds require that players role-play or speak “in-character” in guild chat, 

while others ask that people avoid speaking frivolously into the “vent” or audio server 

while raiding.  Some guilds are more casual, while others are strict, and many are casual 

about some things and strict about others.  The guilds with which I have played have 

been generous in sharing items, gold, and time to help out newer players, which is very 

casually expected to be repaid later. 

 

Figure 7.5: Events Calendar in World of Warcraft. 
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7.3.3 Permeable Boundaries in World of Warcraft 

The unknown and uncontrolled peoples and places of World of Warcraft range 

from benign, to neutral, to dangerous, to malicious toward the player.  Instability exists in 

personal threat to the player, but that is only a reaction to the player’s presence.  The 

larger instability of these unknowns are in the mutation of the immediate environment, 

such as due to forces of plague, foul magic, war, and environmentally unsound practices.  

The specific environments might be overrun by plague-ridden monsters, plague-

spreading machines, evil mages, magical pollutant, clashing armies, fire, aggressive 

wildlife, angry strip miners, and much more.  The “actors” creating these threats include 

creatures within the environments, villains, rivals, stationary objects within the 

environment (not presented as having life or will), large structures, entire places within 

the environments (such as dungeons overridden by the bad guys), or even the 

environment as a whole (as in the plague lands).  These threats are unknown in that the 

land and its dangers are unknown to the player, but also in that those forces belong to 

knowledge systems that are unknown and oppositional to the hero’s culture.  The player 

must use force to eliminate the threat and re-domesticate the environment for friendly 

exploration.  Because so much of the game revolves around killing enemies, exploration 

and “knowing” in this game constitutes a largely dominant-submissive relationship 

between the player and the environment.  Further, this aspect of the game contributes to 

the general trajectory of World of Warcraft as a heroic tale.  The saving and dominating 

of the environment only contributes to the hero’s power and prestige. 

The game communicates threat and instability to the player through a 

combination of audio-visual and interactive components.  Visual and auditory cues can 

clearly communicate unsavory features such as strip mines, noxious gas, dead or plagued 

flora and fauna, scary predators, NPCs spouting fanatical dialogue, and so on.  Along 
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with enemies that attack the player, or environments that also threaten the player (as from 

suffocation from drowning), both the idea of the instability and its actual hindering of the 

player become clear.  However, in the absence of the threat to the player character’s 

health, the hero and the instability can coexist.  For example, in the Undercity, rivers of 

green goo flow beneath the city, and the undead and other monstrous creatures roam its 

hallways, but they do not attack the player.  In fact, the player can choose to play as an 

undead character.  But in the hypothetical absence of the audio-visual cues, the threat 

lacks an obvious scenario to explain itself to the player, and might seem pointless or 

confusing or otherwise unsatisfying. 

Initially, the mere presence of these audio-visual and interactive elements make 

up unchangeable indicators.  But once the player is alerted to the problem, he or she can 

begin correcting small tasks set by the game.  Roaming monsters can be slaughtered, strip 

mines can be sabotaged, enemy fortresses can be defeated, and so on.  These tasks are the 

changeable indicators that set goals for environmental correction. 

The player’s options for cleaning up the environment include such quest-driven 

activities as: killing of monsters, pests, and villains, chasing off of villains, disrupting the 

operations of villains, and establishing infrastructure or ongoing operations to battle the 

threat.  Of course, as discussed in the previous chapter, as these are “Cycling” events, 

after completing quests the environment resets.  It requires a suspension of disbelief to 

understand the environment is resetting for the next players and to imagine that the hero’s 

actions have lasting consequences.  Beyond this, the player’s impact is limited to the 

forms of interaction provided by the game, coded environmental responses, and his or her 

own imagination. 
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My early analysis used the breakdown for this concept into player/player/players, 

player/NPC, player/place, and player/event, before I consolidated those categories into 

player/person and player/place (“events” being presented mainly as ordinary 

environments during special times).  I found that in World of Warcraft, although the 

specific interactions from players differ depending on whether the other is another player 

or an NPC, the relationships being portrayed in terms of a narrative are very similar: 

friendship, romance, antagonism, alliance, and acquaintanceship, as well as unequal 

relationships such as those between leader and subjects (such as between guild or raid 

leaders and other players, or between computer-controlled Thrall and the player’s 

character) or mentor and mentee (as from more experienced to less experienced players).  

In some ways, these relationships structure the interactions between players and NPCs.  

However, I found that activities and type of gameplay structured interaction between 

players and place.  These activities and types of gameplay include sharing food or drink, 

engaging in minigames, solo combat, cooperative combat, engaging in commerce, 

enacting dramatic story scenes, assisting others, moving through space, and questing or 

running favors.  Additionally, with its complex gameplay, I often found myself tagging 

single images with multiple types of relationships and activities.  Typically, any sequence 

involved interaction both with others (players or NPCs) and with the environment. 

Player J shared many thoughts on relationships in World of Warcraft (and Animal 

Crossing).  Although the relationships can seem similar in terms of narrative (the player 

can have allies in NPCs, for example), she observed that the relationships differ 

significantly in their interactions and feeling: 

<Me> does being able to interact with other players create a different feeling or 

experience than interacting with npcs? 

<Player J> Yes| 
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<Player J> Very! 

<Me> could you describe some of the differences? 

<Player J> Well, in wow it's pretty much "hi give me quest ok thanks" most of the 

time 

<Player J> But with people there's ways you can talk to certain people to earn 

their friendship or, on ocassion, royally make them mad haha 

<Player J> You can learn a lot about people just through chatting online, well 

unless they are lying of course 

<Player J> I've made some pretty good friends in wow 

<Player J> Friends that I have in real life and in game now 

<Player J> I also keep in touch with a friend from my home town via wow haha 

<Player J> I think the npc's in animal crossing have more of a "friend' feeling than 

the npc's in wow 

<Player J> Like when you haven't been online and they're saying "where have 

you been?!" 

<Player J> But that still isn't the same as talking to actual people 

<Me> what if the AI improved to where they seemed more like real people -- 

would that make a difference? 

<Me> I'm asking whether it's the limitations of the AI or whether it's knowing 

they're not actual people 

<Player J> I don't think it'd make a difference to me, since I know it's not an 

actual person 

<Player J> The AI being improved in that aspect might make me play more when 

my friends that I talk to aren't online though 

<Player J> But I tend to just play the game until I run out of things to do that I 

deem interesting or necessary 

To Player J, and to some extent probably to every player, the feeling of interaction 

between other players versus NPCs differs based on degree of suspension of disbelief.  

Knowing that the other party exists outside the game, as well as their naturally greater 

complexity of interaction, contributes to a more involved relationship than with the 

comparatively simple AI. 

Further, Player J noted that the cultures in World of Warcraft differ notably from 

zone to zone: 

<Player J> Azeroth I think the cultures are very involved when you're questing 

<Player J> Because depending on the culture you're going to be spoken to in a 

different way by the npc's, the items or animals you have to collect/kill are 

different. 
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<Player J> Even the gear you end up wearing depends on the culture I think 

<Player J> The gear in TBC was very outer space looking, for example 

<Player J> In AC I'm not sure the culture is involved too much, you're really only 

in that same town running errands for some of the animals and trying to get 

enough bells to pay off your house 

To me, these narrative or geographically narrative differences create a feeling of a unique 

relationship with each zone, because each zone is distinct. 

 Additionally, when asked how story events in World of Warcraft (and Animal 

Crossing) compare to everyday life, Player J emphasized that the continuity and sense of 

time passing contribute to the realism of the environment: 

<Player J> I think they compare very well to everyday life because, like life, as 

the saying goes, time marches on 

<Player J> The story with Arthas didn't end with the warcraft 3, it's conitnuing on 

now 

<Player J>: I think his story will end when he is killed in WoW though, lol 

<Player J>: But, it's sort of like, with the burning crusade 

<Player J> the events in outland didn't end like what was led to believe 

<Player J> People adapted, formed allies, struggled to survive out there 

<Player J> That's what happens in real life too 

<Player J> People come and go all the time in life 

<Player J> They leave you from where you once knew them and continue one 

with their lives 

<Player J> Everything always changes 

<Player J> I think WoW is trying to tap into that 

<Player J> Especially with thier upcoming expansion 

<Player J> They intend to change all the old zones in classic wow 

<Player J> So, again, everything changes, time marches on 

 <Player J> I think AC touches upon that too with how the animals move away 

and such 

<Player J> and the seasons change, weeds grow, that sort of thing 

The games present place, space, and time together for a world that exists independently to 

the player or players and that changes as time passes.  This contributes to a feeling that 

the environment is a separate entity, with which the player can have interactions and a 

relationship. 
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7.3.4 Geographical Adventure in World of Warcraft 

I previously defined geographical adventure as “an exciting, bold, and usually 

risky undertaking” with a primary purpose of imaginatively exploring and experiencing 

unknown environments, and creating knowledge about those environments.  For this 

section, I ask what means and goals the player and avatar engage for capturing the 

unknown. 

As touched on previously, an element of time passing (differently) in each game 

lends a causal movement to the geographical adventures of each game.  In World of 

Warcraft, as players run quests in a new area, they slowly become familiar with the area.  

By the time they have seen and conquered each area, becoming a local hero, it is time to 

move on to a new, unknown area.  Further, as noted by Player J in the previous section, 

progressive story events also contribute to the general sense of time passing. 

From my analysis, I found that compared to the other two games, World of 

Warcraft alone demonstrated certain elements as key features to geographical adventure: 

saving the world from villainy, and survival.  In contrast to the heroic tales of World of 

Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert performs a story of the triumphs of culture and 

civilization, while Animal Crossing shares a tale of one youth beginning a new life in the 

country.  Further, while monsters and villains roam the wilderness of Azeroth, citizens of 

eGenesis’ Egypt toil to produce wonders of civilization, and inhabitants of the small 

towns of Animal Crossing exchange gifts in order to please a computer-controlled 

neighbor.  Each of these game environments exhibits a very different kind of 

geographical adventure, and in World of Warcraft, because of its themes of saving the 

world and survival, presents a wilderness that seems more heroic, more dangerous, and 

more magical. 
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In addition to saving the world and survival, I also found in this game themes of 

controlling the environment through killing wildlife, harvesting natural resources, and 

completing tasks that may result in purifying an area, planting flora, the ending of mining 

operations, or many others.  The game also offered elements of learning, creating, and, 

like the other games, “admiring” the beauty of the game’s environments or recent player-

built structures.  Learning, as with other games, involves discovering complex gameplay 

mechanics through trial and error, as well as, more uniquely for World of Warcraft 

compared to the other two games, learning the game’s lore.  Because World of Warcraft 

is prescribed (or pre-scripted) in so many ways, for me, creating in the game applied best 

to creating of relationships, community, and shared experiences.  And though each game 

presented different forms of beauty or accomplishment, in addition to amazing fantasy 

wildernesses, as well as “Easter eggs” to discover such as snakes slithering around on a 

plane (a tip of the hat to the movie of that name) or secret sewer potions that turn drinkers 

into butterflies, World of Warcraft also offered extensive lore about each area, its history, 

its inhabitants, and their leaders. 

7.3.5 Cooperative Exploration in World of Warcraft 

In World of Warcraft, players balance solo play with group play in a way that 

contributes in two ways to the dangerous but thrilling adventure of the game.  First, being 

able to play alone, as well as in a group, contributes to each character’s strength, as they 

gather better equipment and unlock advanced skills.  This also contributes to the player’s 

experience of their own competence, as they must rely on only themselves in many 

situations.  But secondly, the types of teamwork available in the game allow each single 

player to excel in their role, and to achieve, in a group, goals any one player could never 

achieve alone.  This balance of independence with teamwork characterizes cooperative 
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exploration in World of Warcraft, as players achieve legendary victory over terrible 

villains, form guilds, right wrongs, and save the world. 

7.4 SHARING A GEOGRAPHICAL ADVENTURE IN A TALE IN THE DESERT 

In A Tale in the Desert, a small community of players collaborate to build ancient 

Egyptian civilization out of the virtual Egyptian wilderness.  Players play online on one 

(or sometimes two) servers, containing a total of approximately one thousand players (but 

varying in total over time).  They can each join multiple guilds to better coordinate group 

tasks.  This section discusses cooperative exploration in A Tale in the Desert. 

7.4.1 Cooperative Play in A Tale in the Desert 

In A Tale in the Desert, the majority of the gameplay involves cooperating to 

harvest resources, build towns, and develop technology.  It simulates development of 

formative technologies that represent seven facets or “disciplines” of civilization.  As 

with other games, the play is as much in the simulation as it is in the specific computer-

mediated interaction.  Players cooperate for great achievements, compete over land and 

resources, and communicate in informal society and in self-rule through democracy. 

Compared to the other games, A Tale in the Desert is more cooperative in that a 

larger portion of the gameplay requires cooperation in order to succeed.  One player 

characterized its gameplay as follows: 

<Player M> atitd is cooperative for 60% and competitive for 40%, and 

confrontational for 0.1%. The mix is good. 

For me, cooperation began with my free trial of the game – when another player taught 

me how to grow flax – and continued past the paid period when I quickly exhausted the 
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number of tasks I could complete alone and joined a guild28 in order to share resources 

and labor.  I found that there was always a little bit of competition between players and 

between groups, but as my typical response was just to peacefully move on to another 

area, I found it to be secondary to the cooperative play.  And for me, the lack of 

confrontational play lent the game a relaxing feel. 

 Player M also weighed in with opinions and experiences with the game, 

emphasizing the importance of social engagement in A Tale in the Desert: 

<Me> What do you enjoy most about games? 

<Player M> As for ATITD the crafting/trading aspect. 

<Player M> Plus the mathematical challenges behind many quests 

<Player M> And the social element is mandatory, I have quit the game when my 

friends quit. Now waiting for next tale. 

<Me> What was a difficult challenge you faced in ATITD, and how did you 

overcome it? 

<Player M> When in-game friends left. Connected myself with a new group of 

people. When they also quit, so did I. 

<Me> In what sorts of social activities have you participated in this game? What 

(if anything) do these events add to (1) the game and (2) your feeling or 

impression of the area where they happen? And what (if anything) does the 

feeling of the area contribute to the event? How does this compare to social events 

in everyday life? 

<Player M> All. Enhance the game alot. Its the nerve of the game. Cannot say I 

get feelings about areas as such. I have social needs in real life too (of course) but 

I do not enjoy those events before I go (but enjoy myself when Im there - I know 

this is contradictionary, but not uncommon imo). 

Clearly, cooperative play in A Tale in the Desert is essential – unlike World of Warcraft 

or Animal Crossing, it lacks significant “solo” play options.  However, despite the 

difficulty, the high level of social involvement can be fascinating and rewarding.  Player 

                                                 
28 I only joined one guild in A Tale in the Desert, but unlike many other games, in this one, players can join 

many guilds at once. 
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M, when asked how the game compares to a hypothetical film or novel adaptation, 

answered: 

<Player M> The active participation is much more enjoyable. 

Arguably, games can increase player involvement by virtue of simply requiring player 

input in order to proceed.  But this is still much more than pressing “next” – an engaged 

player is not only involved but is also part of a society and a (simulated) civilization. 

 In my time with this game, I saw much more of “helping others” than in the other 

games I studied.  As a recipient, a friendly neighbor, and as an observer I saw knowledge 

and assistance freely given.  Examples include a “mentor” teaching me how to grow flax, 

my confused efforts to show a fellow new player how to construct a wood plane, players 

sharing information on how to grow food for the rabbits they gave me, and players 

signing my petitions as I watched them prepare for a festival.  For pictures of these 

examples, see Figure 7.6. 

Although my analysis coded for either “working alongside” or “trading favors” – 

which I did see much of in A Tale in the Desert – I found that this game, uniquely 

compared to the other two, also had plenty of non-simultaneous cooperation, in which 

multiple players contributed toward shared goals, such as building tools and structures for 

guild grounds, but not necessarily “alongside” one another at the same time.  In addition, 

while there were some smaller activities that seemed more structured – such as “acro,” 

which involves teaching and learning acrobat moves with other players – the majority of 

the game felt very freeform, largely in the number of activities available, the lack of 

obvious guidance, and any single player’s inability to master everything.  Other than 

these, I also saw many players working alongside one another (although not “fighting” 

alongside of course) in tasks such as mining, much chatting through guild chat, regional 
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chat, and others, some trading, and some patient listening and complimenting of others.  

This last I see as “really nice” chatting, and as it was present in all three games but 

typically only between small groups of players that know one another well, I see it more 

as a function of socialization rather than anything particular to these games. 

 

Figure 7.6: Helping Others in A Tale in the Desert. 

7.4.2 Imagined Community in A Tale in the Desert 

The notably non-confrontational aspects of A Tale in the Desert contribute not 

only to its somewhat uniquely combat-free play (compared to other massively-

multiplayer online games) but also to its collaborative atmosphere and player community.  
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Community is everywhere because community is essential to proceeding in the game.  

When asked about player influence on the culture of A Tale in the Desert’s Egypt, Player 

M responded: 

<Player M> ATITD is 80% made up by its players. Though competition and co-

operation, guids and chat. So yes, I do influence heavily on the culture. 

This is consistent with my own observations.  With a sheer lack of purely solo activities, 

in order to proceed past the very beginning of the game, I found myself needing to 

overcome any shyness and integrate myself into the player community.  However, the 

player community was both small (with only 589 current players on one of two active 

servers at the time) and friendly.  Having joined one guild – and it was possible to join 

multiple guilds – I quickly found group projects toward which I could contribute by 

working by myself and then sharing or trading with others.  The other players in my guild 

were also generous with their knowledge and resources.  In my time with this game, I 

found that except for building my own little camp (which, although near a public 

aqueduct and the river, was very small in comparison to guild grounds – see Figure 7.7), 

nearly all of my other activities contributed toward benefitting the community of the 

guild, as well as, to some degree, Egypt as a whole.  Basically, not only are resources, 

labor, and knowledge shared, but also goals.  

Communication between players primarily takes place (verbally) within chat 

(such as guild or regional chat) and (nonverbally) through sharing of resources and labor.  

For instance, very early after building my own camp, I found that a neighbor had built a 

wood plane and set it to be usable by anyone.  I appreciated his generosity and made sure 

to always leave his wood plane in good repair.  This is a simple nonverbal 

communication through sharing. 
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Cooperation is not only the primary aspect of play in A Tale in the Desert, but 

also an important part of its imagined scenario.  In this game, players work together (and 

often competitively as well) to create civilization out of an Egyptian wilderness.  More 

specifically, players cooperate to develop technologies and slowly transform the 

landscape from raw, untapped wilderness into an accomplished, urban Nile exhibiting, in 

my own terms, beauty, thought, knowledge, and pride, or in the game’s terms, 

architecture, art and music, harmony, human body, leadership, thought, and worship. 

Many particular parts of the game seem carefully balanced to encourage sharing.  

For example, in order to learn more acrobat moves, players must teach acrobat moves as 

well.  In this way, individual accomplishment in this area directly correlates to level of 

contribution to the community (in this one area of acrobatics).  And while the game is 

balanced in some ways, it is deliberately unbalanced in other ways that challenge players 

to solve problems together.  For example, during each telling, the environment quickly 

fills up with litter – small structures such as wood planes – left behind by free trial 

players who decided not to continue.  One of the early laws that must be passed is one 

that solves this problem, such as by allowing anyone to claim or destroy a structure 

belonging to a lapsed player.  This formal self-rule also contributes toward the virtual 

Egyptian society. 

Shared ideals also unite player community.  The game provides a scenario in the 

form of the story, the unaltered environment, and the actions available to players.  How 

players interpret and guide the scenario affects the formation of the community.  Which 

technologies players pursue, what laws they pass, and less formalized aspects of 

socialization shape the form of the game community.  For example, when one player 

inappropriately (and apparently deliberately) built a structure that blocked another 
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player’s compound, the community in the area elected to attempt to talk through the 

problem with those involved before summoning elected officials.  Summoning the 

official or even passing property laws would be more tightly structured (hypothetical) 

responses to that situation.  Other communities might handle the situation very 

differently. 

 

Figure 7.7: My Small Camp and Oasis Guild Grounds in A Tale in the Desert. 
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Lastly, in A Tale in the Desert, the guild grounds uniquely express communal 

place because of their creative design and collaborative origin.  The guild grounds begin 

empty, like the rest of the game’s Egypt, but being in a key location, become settled and 

slowly built up into sprawling but, in many cases, very well organized and geographical 

manifestations of community.  In this sense, they are places of imagined community, but 

they are not only this: they are also sites of shared activities, shared artifacts, and shared 

daily (virtual) lives that also broadly constitute player culture in the game.  (For more on 

expressive personal – rather than communal – place, see Chapter 8.) 

7.4.3 Permeable Boundaries in A Tale in the Desert 

A Tale in the Desert’s unknown is wilderness and unlearned knowledge.  Players 

tame this unknown by transforming the landscape over a year or longer time, creating the 

system of knowledge that encloses it by learning and unlocking the game’s technology. 

In this game, most player interactions are with the environment, rather than with an NPC 

character or beast.  In fact, I saw no NPCs or autonomous creatures in eGenesis’ Egypt.29  

Instead, players work with the land, harvesting materials such as salt or slate, growing 

plants, creating tools, and building structures.  The computer interactions mostly involve 

clicking on the ground, on small plants, or on structures built from “natural” materials.  

The raw materials, process, and end result all come from or shape the landscape, as it 

transforms from wilderness to civilization.   

Even improvement to player skills directly translates to unlocking more ways to 

cultivate the environment.  “Self-improvement” has less to do with becoming legendary 

(as in World of Warcraft) and more to do with transforming the environment.  By 

                                                 
29 There are creatures, but they don’t wander the landscape en masse, as they might in other games.  

Beetles, for example, are mostly for breeding to produce interesting colors.  They can be captured in the 

wild, but they are uncommon, and after capture they are held in terrariums. 
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increasing the avatar’s skills, players can create more buildings than before, construct 

more tools, produce more cultural objects, cultivate more plants, and harvest more 

resources.  It changes the game by altering the player side of the player/environment 

relationship. 

Players, few to begin with, are also very spread out (except for the occasional 

ceremony or other gathering).  The result feels both lonely and geographically intimate.  

But while the game audio-visually presents large open spaces, chat takes place all the 

while.  The result is an odd juxtaposition of heavy social interaction through chat and a 

lonely, largely silent adventure of taming wilderness.  The occasional non-chat 

interaction, even for simple acrobat practice or signing of petitions, brings a form of face-

to-face contact to the open space. 

Despite the solitary-feeling gameplay, the game is still highly collaborative.  

From informal rules to structured player society, this game depends upon friendly social 

interaction to meet gameplay objectives.  Players must collaborate to unlock 

technologies, create knowledge, and build amazing structures.  Player guilds, 

neighborhoods, and the online player community as a whole cooperate to more efficiently 

meet these goals.  When problems arise, the players (and their elected government) must 

solve them.  This is a form of player culture most important to this game. 

One distinguishing feature (compared to World of Warcraft or Animal Crossing) 

is A Tale in the Desert’s lack of A.I. characters.  Player M, who played A Tale in the 

Desert, commented on this: 

<Player M> Real players are interesting to interact with, only with real life 

players do I get the feeling that I accomplish anything. 

<Player M> Interacting with computer players does not give any satisfaction. 
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Although the social interaction can feel to some players (as it did for me) like a 

simultaneous desert and deluge of social relationships, the fact that all of the characters 

are actual people, not A.I., lends a sense of gravity to the interaction.  Player M found 

that cooperative play with other players was both more interesting and more satisfying 

than interaction with computer-controlled characters.  This echoes the earlier comments 

of Player J on A.I. characters in World of Warcraft and Animal Crossing. 

7.4.4 Geographical Adventure in A Tale in the Desert 

In A Tale in the Desert, players experience geographical adventure through 

exploring, not only a fictionalized ancient Egyptian past, but also the mythological 

construct of the rise of civilization.  Thus, while the individual representative tasks 

completed within the game are quite mundane – such as drying bricks – they are also 

outside the player’s everyday experience both specifically (the particular tasks, such as 

drying bricks or growing flax, are probably not common hobbies for the average game 

player) and thematically (being a part of an ancient civilization). 

Players explore this unknown land of a mythological past by experimenting with 

the wilderness, learning about it, and consequently, building on and out of the wilderness.  

In doing this, players slowly, and with much virtual labor, transform a primitive 

wilderness into a technologically, scientifically, artistically, and culturally sophisticated 

civilization.  In doing this, players must wager their time, and risk only failure. 

Ultimately, this geographical adventure is one of knowledge.  For although the 

landscape transforms in material ways, the transformation is through knowledge – 

uncovering knowledge, using knowledge to build tools, knowledge to use tools, and 

knowledge to understand how they work.  The greater transformation incorporates the 

unknown land into known, familiar knowledge systems. 
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From my structured qualitative analysis, I found that the game was, as already 

noted, structured mainly by goals of creating civilization and shaping the environment 

through infrastructure and knowledge systems.  The activities required by these goals not 

only necessitate a practical approach – in organized cooperation – but also necessitate 

cooperative creativity.  Players must decide where to build cities, discuss and cooperate 

to unlock certain technologies first, form networks of relationships, solve social disputes, 

elect officials, and create customs.30  But in addition to this, much of the game requires 

players to pool their knowledge to learn about how the environment works, in order to 

achieve desired results (with growing crops, for example).  The game’s environment is 

complex and the learning process is a central part of the development of technology.  

Players can share and access community knowledge through a wiki page or through in-

game chat. 

To a much, much lesser degree, persistence in the game could be seen as a 

“survival” theme.  In order to achieve a flourishing civilization, players must put time 

into developing technology.  They must also improve their own avatar’s skill set by 

continually learning new technologies at universities.  Forming personal relationships can 

be seen, in some aspects, as also necessary to the required cooperative play in the game.  

However, compared to World of Warcraft, there is no bodily threat to the player’s avatar, 

and so the survival theme emerges only through persistence, not urgent threat. 

Because of the social element, admiration comes not toward the formation of the 

natural environment, but from respect for the cooperative achievements of all players.  As 

                                                 
30 A player of my acquaintance had proposed a law, in a previous year, that all players must stop whatever 

they are doing at noon each day, and dance, before returning to work.  This would have been a custom.  

This particular proposed law made it to ballot, but failed in the election. 
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the aqueduct system arises around Meroe, for instance, players understand (and 

contributed to) the work to build the aqueducts and appreciate it all the more. 

 While World of Warcraft spurs players on from one known environment to new, 

unknown environments, players of A Tale in the Desert mainly stay in one region, 

however, the region continually transforms.  At a certain end point, Egypt is “civilized,” 

there is very little left for players to do, and the tale ends.  

When asked direct questions, a player of A Tale in the Desert emphasized creative 

endeavors and exploration as enjoyable aspects of the game. 

<Me> What are your favorite activities in A Tale in the Desert? What makes them 

your favorite? 

<Player M> Crafting. I like to put things together and see them create value. 

<Me> In games like A Tale in the Desert, players can walk around the landscape, 

explore, and make discoveries. How does or does not this affect your experience 

or opinions of certain places in the game? 

<Player M> I love exploration, and thus enjoy the quests that require me to 

explore. I stop exploring when the quests are done though. 

<Me> How does it compare to explore an “untouched” new area versus an area 

that’s already heavily built up? 

<Player M> Cultivating untouched areas are much more satisfying. Every tale is 

more fun for this reason. 

In addition to previously emphasizing the social component, Player M indicates that he 

most enjoys creating and exploring.  In light of the discussion of this section, his final 

comment quoted above indicates to me that creativity and exploration together, in 

cultivating the unknown landscape, leads to the most satisfying adventure. 

7.4.5 Cooperative Exploration in A Tale in the Desert 

Overall, cooperative exploration in A Tale in the Desert is shaped by three factors.  

First, because the game requires cooperation in order to meet gameplay goals, and 

encourages friendly cooperation through game structure (such as allowing any player to 
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join multiple guilds, limiting competition to some degree), players experience a strongly 

cooperative environment.  Second, the theme of building civilization feels unique in that 

it requires experimentation in order to learn about the virtual environment and develop 

technology.  Lastly, the structure of the environment as heavily altered by players leaves 

a unique, community-built feeling to the landscape, and results in fairly unique 

communal places.  These factors are evident as players cooperate to develop technology, 

form guilds and build cities, form relationships with others and interact with the 

environment, and create mythical civilization. 

7.5 BUILDING A GEOGRAPHICAL ADVENTURE IN ANIMAL CROSSING 

Animal Crossing provides a friendly and simple rural village, populated by 

friendly and simple animals, to each household (often with only one player per 

household).  Players in the same household can share a town, and players can also visit 

one another over the Internet.  As there is no shared public space, players must first 

exchange friend codes (in person, over text or instant messenger, or with strangers or 

Internet acquaintances over message boards) before visiting one another’s town.  This 

section discusses cooperative exploration in Animal Crossing. 

7.5.1 Cooperative Play in Animal Crossing 

The appeal of play in Animal Crossing lies in its lack of pressure, its ease, and its 

many available choices.  And just as Animal Crossing simulates village life, each aspect 

of play represents some aspect of that idealized village life, such as sharing, recycling, 

and keeping the village clean.  In this game, players socialize with both NPCs and 

visiting players.  While the socialization can be very different depending on whether the 

partner is an NPC or another player (more on this in section 7.5.2), players communicate 

with language, sharing, completing tasks such as weeding, and house and avatar 
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decoration (more on this in Chapter 8).  Additionally, players explore their town by 

getting to know its residents and improving its aesthetics through weeding and planting 

flowers or trees.  Lastly, the environment of this game encourages cooperation and 

friendliness by limiting competition and adversity between players – for instance, by not 

allowing visiting players to remove objects from a player’s house, but only by allowing 

them to look around (and presumably, if they want to stay and be friends, saying 

something nice about it). 

Most of the play in Animal Crossing is freeform or minigame play.  There is no 

strong, scripted narrative moving a story forward in this game, or any single driving 

aspect of gameplay.  Instead, the essence of the game is in its ease, relaxed feel, and 

freedom of choice.  There are many activities available at any time (provided the player 

only plays once daily), and all of them are relatively easy and low-pressure, but offer 

different aesthetic or representational outcomes.  Examples include trading items, 

agreeing to run a favor, just chatting, playing hide-and-seek with villagers, pushing a 

villager into a pitfall (a hidden hole), competing in a fishing tourney, having a race with 

friends, going fishing with friends, or seeing K.K. Slider play music at the café (see 

Figure 7.8 for images of some of these examples). 

Many of the tasks in Animal Crossing involve helping others, either through 

favors or indirectly, through improving the village.  Because the gameplay is very simple, 

the most interesting aspects of play in this game are in the simulation.  But the premise of 

the game is moving to a happy, rural village and becoming friends with the animals living 

there.  Specific tasks to this end include finding lost keys for villagers, giving items to 

villagers when asked for them, listening to villagers talk, and more (see Figure 7.9 for 

examples). 
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Surprisingly, I saw no more of the “really nice” visiting in this game than in either 

of the other two games.  I noted some examples of very kind dialogue from villagers 

(complimenting my house, for example), and I always complimented the villages of other 

players, and they likewise complimented mine when they visited in return.  However, 

both of the other two games also had plenty of “really nice” visiting here and there.  After 

   

Figure 7.8: Freeform or Minigame Play in Animal Crossing. 

 

Figure 7.9: Helping Out in Animal Crossing. 
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this closer analysis, it seems that the friendly atmosphere in Animal Crossing comes not 

from its degree of friendliness, but from its consistency. 

Trading items with villagers or other players, as well as shopping in stores, can 

make up a significant portion of gameplay to the player who enjoys collecting.  A 

significant gameplay goal is renovating the avatar’s home and (consequently) decorating 

it nicely with all the new space.  Online play greatly helps with collecting entire furniture 

sets, as well as giving online players something to share with one another.  I had a very 

complete catalog of previously seen items from importing my character from an earlier 

version of the game, so I enjoyed being able to order items for friends to help them 

complete their collection.  In turn, they shared many unusual items with me, to help me 

complete my catalog. 

While much of the play does involve visiting or gossiping, the objective (of 

winning over villagers as friends) is fairly easily achieved, and so visiting must be (and 

surely is, to many players) enjoyable in itself.  As an aid in the simulation, this latest 

edition of Animal Crossing requires waiting and re-encountering villagers at a later time 

to see the newest dialogue – otherwise they will continue talking about the same topic.  

Also, they will talk about relevant events happening in the town or the weather.  Of 

course, visiting with other players is not affected by these limitations. 

Oddly, for such a social game, most of the tasks are actually completed solo (with 

the exception of collecting furniture or clothing).  Even online play, such as fishing with 

friends, just involves each person fishing at the same place, but for different fish.  It’s 

optionally competitive (with a special timer), but always non-confrontational, and always 

with each person working alone.  As a result, while the game has a feeling of cooperation 
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because of its simulated themes, it’s actually an introverted game in some important 

ways. 

7.5.2 Imagined Community in Animal Crossing 

Since the premise of Animal Crossing is life as the most prominent resident of a 

tiny village, imagined community in this game depends heavily upon player-NPC 

interaction filling in the details of rural life and community.  Through available actions 

and objectives, Animal Crossing paints a picture of a rural community mutually 

supporting one another as they strive to improve their town.  These specific actions play 

out in sharing and trading goods, community recycling, planting and maintaining 

greenery, donating to improve the exhibits at a local museum, participating in town 

festivals, and more.  Although most of this work is driven by the player’s actions alone, 

the game includes the animal villagers so as to indicate participation.  For example, 

neighbors also participate in and talk about holidays, and they can also be seen “working” 

– such as by watering plants or looking for fossils to donate.  The unifying feature of 

imagined community in this game is in its concept of and portrayal of rural community. 

Players, each with their own town, work largely separately towards their goals of 

town improvement.  However, they share in having similar experiences and objectives, 

and do not compete over resources.  The similar experience allows for common ground 

when showing off town improvements to friends, such as installation of a light house.  

Beyond this, each group of players can form their own miniculture with its own standard 

customs.  For example, in my circle of players, we traded items without asking anything 

in return, generosity which paid off later when others readily shared items. 
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Because the imagined community is driven in such large part by the player-NPC 

interaction, the programming shapes community in ways that players can see as artificial.  

Player A commented on this: 

<Player A> As far as interaction with Virtual Characters (VC) like in Animal 

crossing it gives the game a social interactive depth which I think is good, 

however the main problem w/ such VC are their somewhat limited social 

interaction.  In AC it's pretty much scripted to get to know the characters.. get to 

know their persoanalities and desires and to try to interact in the game to become 

their friends. 

<Player A> For an adult it might be considered "limiting" but I think for children, 

and very young children it gives them a safe environmment to interact.. they 

enjoy the storylines that they learn from the characters about other VC's lives in 

the game and in my experience with my kids.. they can't wait to tell me about the 

little "secrets" or gossip that is being told to them by the VC's in AC 

As Player A noted, there are obvious limitations in this approach and in the AI.  But as 

Player A also noted, the simplified trajectories and options for social interaction can be 

advantageous in many situations, for example, as a learning environment for children.  

The simplicity itself can also be appealing, as a relaxing escape from the minefields of 

workplace politics.  (See Chapter 8 for more on simplicity in AI.) 

 As previously discussed by Player J (in section 7.3.3), interaction with NPCs is 

fundamentally different than interacting with other players.  As she pointed out, chatting 

with other players is a much more complex activity than chatting with an NPC, and 

typically, much more interesting as well.  This is particularly obvious over time, as NPCs, 

lacking the ability to generate any new dialogue, must repeat themselves more than even 

the most boorish human.  But given that, interaction with Animal Crossing NPCs can still 

provide novelty through those differences – through dialogue that has been thought out 

and scripted ahead of time, through the playing out of scripted behaviors (such as 

spreading new rumors or trading items), and through the treatment of the player as very 
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special to the NPC.  Although lacking in many ways in comparison to socializing with 

actual people, socializing with NPCs are still central aspects of many games.  On this 

topic, Player J also added: 

<Player J> I think interactivity is important to me, I think interactivity is better 

between the player and npc's in animal crossing than in wow, I guess some quests 

in wow are pretty interactive sometimes but I think the little conversations you 

can have with npc's in AC is cute 

<Player J> I think the npc's in animal crossing have more of a "friend' feeling than 

the npc's in wow 

<Player J> Like when you haven't been online and they're saying "where have 

you been?!" 

<Player J> But that still isn't the same as talking to actual people 

The additional options that Animal Crossing provides for NPC interactions, such as the 

random conversations and the generated responses to recent player actions, add some 

depth to the NPCs that are lacking in other games. 

 And of course, while the virtual socializing fills in the details of Animal 

Crossing’s imagined rural community, the presence of other players allow for chatting 

that is more complex and much more interesting over time than the virtual chats with 

NPCs.  Basically, while Rocco the Hippo might be entertaining for one- or two-minute 

periods here or there, a player can chat with other players for hours, while fishing, trading 

items, or just showing off his or her house.  Each player’s approach to this aspect of the 

game is unique.  For example, Player B notes: 

<Player B> It depends on one's personality and point of interest in order for me to 

interact with people online 

<Player B> I am not a social type 

<Player B> so very often I choose people that I am interesting in playing with 

Player B prefers to be choosy and socialize only with a few other people.  Player A shares 

the game with his children.  Many other players trade information online and visit with 
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many such others.  Although this is not strictly part of the idealized rural community, as 

previously noted, it adds complexity and also provides a common starting point between 

players, making the rural life more enjoyable. 

7.5.3 Permeable Boundaries in Animal Crossing 

Because of the prominent role of A.I. in Animal Crossing, players can form 

relationships (of a sort) with other players, NPCs, the player’s own town (as a work 

created by him or herself), and other towns (as works created by other players).  Each of 

these entities is distinct, resulting in fairly clear and unique boundaries to the player. 

Each of these entities is also an unknown that can be colonized to greater or lesser 

degrees.  The primary unknowns at the start of the game are the player’s own empty, run-

down town, and the new animal neighbors that fill it.  The town is full of weeds, the 

museum sits empty, and it is lacking in plant life.  The animal neighbors living there lack 

any personalization from the player, such as custom catchphrases or clothing designed by 

the player.  The player can begin remedying this situation immediately, leaving their 

mark through placement of plants or suggesting catchphrases or greetings to the 

neighbors, familiarity with the town and neighbors mirroring the player’s growing 

tangible impact on them.   

Later, in addition to ongoing personalization of the town and neighbors, players 

can become familiar with the towns and neighbors belonging to other players.  They can 

colonize those entities to a much more limited degree – for example, their friend’s animal 

neighbors might remember them next time, and the player’s friend might put one of the 

player’s patterns on display so that the animals might wear it.  This also parallels the 

player’s knowledge.  The player remembers their friend’s neighbors from last time, and 

the friend’s neighbors remember the player, too. 
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As the majority of the gameplay involves cultivating the town and winning over 

NPCs, most player interaction will be with NPCs or their own town.  In terms only of 

gameplay, this can be very goal-oriented: choose the right responses (say nice things or 

give nice gifts) to neighbor animals, and they will like the player; similarly, following a 

strategy of spacing out trees and keeping the town clean will result in a “perfect town” 

status.  In the coldest sense, these are the goals of playing the game.  In this view, the 

town is a wilderness to be cultivated and NPCs are crops to harvest. 

However, the creative aspects of this game imply alternate views.  While also 

striving to win over all of the neighbors and achieve “perfect town” status, players also 

engage creatively.  They can decorate their town with patterns and flowers.  They can 

decorate their house uniquely, in an expression of personal style.  They can retain certain 

animal neighbors while allowing others to move away.  They can trade patterns and 

feedback with visiting friends.  To this view, the town can be seen more as a canvas to be 

decorated, animals to be collected according to perhaps aesthetic appeal, and the towns of 

other players are creative works to be admired or critiqued.  And while the goal-oriented 

aspects of the game are dominated mainly by solo play and NPC interaction, interaction 

with friends can be very helpful and inspiring with the creative aspects.  Other players 

can provide positive feedback and suggestions for creative house or clothing design, as 

well as trade items or clothing patterns.  This input is encouraging and helpful.  It is also 

something not at all provided by the A.I., because while sometimes the animal neighbors 

will compliment a house or a clothing pattern, to the player, this is obviously a pre-

generated comment based in no way on the quality of the design.  (See Chapter 8 for 

more on creativity in Animal Crossing.) 
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Notably, visiting another player’s town reinforces many boundaries, simply 

through subtle differences.  Since the town belongs to another player, it should not be 

decorated by the visiting player.  The NPCs even belong to the other player, and will 

probably be entirely different animals than the player has seen before.  There are certain, 

more specific ways to politely interact in another player’s town, more rigidly policed 

crossings of boundaries than are allowed to the owner of the town. 

Interestingly, because holidays play such a prominent role in Animal Crossing: 

City Folk, my analysis also picked out player-event interactions, where the player 

interacted with the town or with NPCs in a unique context for a holiday.  There are also 

holidays in World of Warcraft, but because that game is much more complex, the 

holidays, while still temporally unique, are simply a few of many possible interactions. 

7.5.4 Geographical Adventure in Animal Crossing 

Where World of Warcraft shares a geographic tale of bravery and danger, and A 

Tale in the Desert offers the building of an entire civilization, Animal Crossing tells a 

simple story of an idealized rural life.  With the natural landscape and built structures 

largely preset, players are limited in their practical creativity to detailed activities such as 

planting specific trees or placing patterns one at a time.  In this way, the creating of 

friendship and community within and between towns emerges through specific, daily, 

mundane activities.  It is very much an alternate life, rather than an epic tale.  The 

adventure is in the creating of an imagined rural community. 

While the game mainly revolves around creating friendship, community, and 

idealized home, there are also elements of what I designated as “controlling” – the 

stimulation of certain desired outcomes by manipulating known systems.  These are also 

very specific actions: asking certain neighbors to stay in town but not others, planting 
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fruit trees in a convenient location, deciding how much to charge for an unwanted sofa at 

flea market, and more.  Thus, the game can be approached with a preferred balance of 

creative and practical approach, but it depends upon a creative approach in order to make 

the most of the game’s aspects of home and clothing design. 

Since the graphics were very simple, rather than admiring the artistry of the 

landscapes, I found myself enjoying the novelty of the small discoveries.  It was fun to 

see others’ towns and homes, to visit the city for the first time, and to find special visitors 

on certain days of the year (see Figure 7.10).  These moments were easily captured using 

in-game photography, which contributes to this.  But while discovery in A Tale in the 

Desert was very dynamic (as the landscape itself changed so much), and discovery in 

World of Warcraft was tremendously varied, discovery in Animal Crossing is 

comparatively static and consistently contributes to the rural community theme of the 

game. 

There were some necessary elements of learning how the game works, and how 

the environment works (how to grow flowers, for example), however, unlike A Tale in 

the Desert, this is not a primary focus of the game.  Survival is limited to simply 

persisting throughout the entire year to see the entire game, including every season and 

every holiday.  In a way, survival can also reflect daily persistence, as the town beauty is 

maintained only through daily watering of flowers and picking of weeds.  Lastly, the 

players do not “save” the town from a terrible fate, however, they do improve the town 

and help it transform into a thriving village.  Overall, these aspects demonstrate the laid-

back character of geographical adventure in Animal Crossing.  It’s not an exciting 

adventure, but players do, nonetheless, create something, however subtly, out of 
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randomly generated towns.  The pleasure lies in creative design, the game’s novel 

differences from modern life, and its cute visuals and character personalities. 

 

Figure 7.10: Making Discoveries in Animal Crossing. 

7.5.5 Cooperative Exploration in Animal Crossing 

There are several unifying themes that result in a unique form of cooperative 

exploration in Animal Crossing.  First, the dependence upon artificial intelligence (A.I.) 

means that players spend much of their time interacting only with the game, but 

representationally creating a virtual community out of their town.  Second, the limiting of 

cooperative play between players means that players can essentially only socialize, trade 

items, or trade advice.  This results both in a very social situation between players (with 

lots of chatting, probably while fishing, shopping, or looking around) and in a very 

friendly situation (with no competition over shared resources or required teamwork, there 

is comparatively little potential for interpersonal drama ).  Thirdly, the lack of urgency or 

difficulty in any task results in a very laid back atmosphere.  Lastly, the theme of the 



 362 

game as building an idealized rural life in an idealized rural town structures the feeling of 

the game, as well as its story and goals.  In addition, the story theme of building a town 

and its relevant gameplay goals provide common grounds for players to relate to one 

another and a story to structure the player-NPC interactions.  These four features of 

cooperative exploration are evident in all four facets, as players build up of their towns, 

improve the virtual social atmosphere of their town and share stories with other players, 

interact uniquely with NPCs, the town, and other players, and create an ideal rural 

lifestyle in a virtual village. 

7.6 CONCLUSION 

This chapter began with the story of Monkey and how he won his greatest 

victories as part of Tripitaka’s team.  The cooperative exploration of most of these games 

draws on this most basic idea – that people can win greater triumphs together than 

separately – to provide the player with epic tales best experienced as one of many.  In 

World of Warcraft, players slay dragons and other legendary monsters, laying waste to 

entire dungeons belonging to the beasts, cooperating in intricate strategies to defeat 

incredibly difficult, complex, and resilient boss monsters.  In A Tale in the Desert, 

players become the most important ancient Egyptians, constructing a mythical ancient 

Egypt out of an empty (of human structure) and wild Nile river valley.  This achievement 

has additional feeling of legitimacy because it requires learning processes and 

cooperation, unlike a single-player game.  Also, the player culture that emerges through 

the cooperative, problem-solving, and democratic self-rule aspects of the game is unique 

to a massively-multiplayer environment generally and to this one specifically.  And while 

Animal Crossing is not quite epic, it is extremely mythic, presenting an environment that 

distills elements of many different pastoral myths, placing walking, intelligent, civilized, 
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animals within a rural environment free from complicated social situations, complicated 

politics, disease, death, deterioration of natural environments, any difficult tasks, or 

mortgages with interest.  The animals live happy, pescatarian lives playing the simple 

neighbor to the player’s avatar.  Sharing this alternate life with many other friends adds 

not only enjoyment but also spontaneity  

At the beginning of this chapter, I posed the following question: 

How does cooperation impact player experiences of exploring these three game 

landscapes? 

I then explored this question by examining four facets of cooperative exploration in each 

game: cooperative play, imagined community, permeable boundaries, and geographical 

adventure.  What I found was that each game presents a unique form of cooperative 

exploration, but that the cooperative exploration was shaped by some basic and flexible 

structures: the mythical premise of the game, the forms of interaction available to players, 

and innovations unique to each game that encourage exceptional responses.  Within these 

frameworks, players can elaborate upon or defy the structures set before them.  

Cooperative exploration thus emerges through the interaction between players and the 

game environment. 
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Chapter 8  

Creativity and the Ideal Home in Animal Crossing 

You’ve been accused of being a cartoon band -- who does that criticism most 

apply to? 

This is just too easy. You look at the charts, all you have is people who have 

reduced their personality to a saleable bullet point, a single primary colour. It's 

just duff. It's like watching a child daubing the walls with it's [sic] own faeces. 

Part of the point of Gorillaz is holding a mirror to all this and going, "Hang on. 

Who's the real cartoon here?" (Niccals, in Q, 2010: 81) 

The overall impression was that the Gorillaz album, while perhaps a little 

contrived, was of an exceptional quality.  Whilst admiring the extensive array of 

influences, it was generally also conceded that the unique way that the Gorillaz 

presented themselves allowed people to collaborate in an original and 

experimental way.  (Browne and Gorillaz, 2006: 75) 

Since their debut in 2001, Gorillaz31 have demonstrated how (or at least argued 

that) musical creativity can be unleashed through collaboration and anonymity.  Because 

the musicians and artists were fronted by four fictional band members, the “real” people 

behind Gorillaz were able to more freely experiment and creatively express themselves 

without having to worry about presenting themselves as “a saleable bullet point.”  As a 

result, their music creatively combines different sounds and defies genre conventions, 

sometimes with stunning and chart-topping results – such as “Feel Good Inc.” in 2005, 

which most obviously combines hip-hop, rock, and electronic sounds.  Similarly, online 

gaming can offer users the chance to freely express themselves without having to worry 

about their own image – fronted, instead, by a fictional avatar in a fictional world. 

                                                 
31 Gorillaz are a cartoon band, consisting of bass player Murdoc Niccals, keyboardist and singer 2D, 

guitarist Noodle, and drummer Russel Hobbs.  But in reality, behind the scenes Gorillaz are a large, 

rotating ensemble organized primarily by musician Damon Albarn and artist Jaime Hewlett.  They have 

four studio albums: Gorillaz  (2001), Demon Days (2005), Plastic Beach (2010a), and The Fall (2010b). 
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8.1 INTRODUCTION 

 This chapter is concerned with creativity and exploring player-created content in 

the environments of online games.  In A Tale in the Desert IV (2008), players use the 

provided tools to construct buildings, sculptures, gardens, and other items for their camps 

or guild grounds.  Even in a game such as World of Warcraft (2004; 2007; 2008; 2010a; 

2012a), which does not allow players to construct buildings, players still creatively 

engage through role-playing.  And single-player, narrative-driven game Dragon Age: 

Origins (BioWare, 2009) provides ethical and social choices that allow players to 

creatively define exactly whom their Grey Warden will be.  This chapter will focus on 

Animal Crossing: City Folk (2008a), which delivers simple but accessible tools for all-

ages players to use in decorating and cultivating their home and home town. 

 This chapter addresses the following research question: 

How does creative process or player-created content impact player experiences of 

exploring these three game landscapes? 

I will first discuss creativity and player-created designs in Animal Crossing: City Folk 

(now referred to just as Animal Crossing), mainly in terms of place-making, before 

moving on to discuss exploration.  As before, I will incorporate multiple perspectives 

with my own through data-gathering techniques (formal observation of my town and 

others, interviews) and academic technique (including formal analysis and written 

discussion). 

8.2 CAREFREE CREATIVE EXPRESSION 

Welcome to the neighborhood!  Step into a living, breathing world where days 

and seasons pass in real time and your destiny is yours to create.  Enjoy a new 

house, a new neighborhood, and some new friends.  Try your luck in a Fishing 

Tourney, collect shells, or participate in special events and holidays.  

Communicate with friends and family; travel to the new City, get a Mii™ 
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makeover, and more.  The world is your sparkling, fresh canvas.  You choose the 

pace and you craft the adventures!  (Nintendo 2008b, emphasis in original) 

More than anything else, Animal Crossing offers a carefree and childlike life of 

luxury and independence – the sort of life that I had imagined, when I was a child, 

awaited me in adulthood.  Sure, there’s a mortgage, but there’s also no interest on that 

mortgage, the neighbors like me, and I am free to decorate the town however I like.  But 

most broadly and, for me, most compellingly, Animal Crossing combines the 

independence of adulthood with the lighthearted pleasures,32 ease of life, and free play of 

childhood. 

8.2.1 Ideal Life in Animal Crossing: City Folk 

As previously explained, the appeal of Animal Crossing lies mainly in its gift of 

an ideal life.  As a new resident of a small town populated by talking animals, the player 

is tasked simply with having fun and doing whatever he or she chooses.  To that end, the 

player can easily win over the villagers to become the most popular person, decorate the 

village with patterns, plant flowers and cultivate other greenery, fill out the town’s 

museum, build the nicest house in town, and otherwise wile away his or her time by 

fishing, catching bugs, harvesting fruits, participating in holidays, socializing with the 

animals, and other assorted minigames.  With no competition from the animals, it’s a 

position of power and influence.  That this life is also carefree and easy dramatically 

increases its appeal for many people, such as myself, who find the combination to be very 

close to an ideal life. 

                                                 
32 My pleasures as an adult are still pretty simple – things like music, games, and sweets – but they are 

much less worry-free than when I was a child (and was unaware of many risks).  But in Animal Crossing, I 

also have no reason to worry.  I can fish, make friends, or wear pretty new dresses without any serious 

concerns. 
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In short, though the appeal of Animal Crossing is in its ideal life of power and 

ease, its goal is to cultivate that life.  This takes the form mainly of improving the state of 

the town, building relationships with others, and creating a dream house.  Those other 

game functions listed above – such as cultivating greenery – are part of those broader 

player goals.  In this case, cultivating greenery enhances the town. 

Many of these functions also allow creative input from the players – such as 

planting flowers and trees according to the player’s own design, or creating tiles and flags 

with which to decorate the town.  And because the towns are simple and quite similar in 

many ways to one another, the creative elements contribute tremendously to the 

individuality of each town.  Based on my observation of the creative designs of other 

players’ towns, creativity plays a major role in the cultivation of the town and, 

consequently, that ideal life. 

8.2.2 Creative Patterning 

Though there are many forms of creativity in Animal Crossing, I am focusing on 

the pattern tool.  I have chosen to focus on this tool because of its extensive use by 

players in decorating their homes and towns.  But it also differs from other forms of 

creativity33 in that it allows players to not only choose how to display a premade item, but 

to create the design itself.  It is the only tool in the game which allows players to do this 

visually.  Other than this, players can also use language creatively, such as suggesting 

ways for their neighbors to greet them or “catchphrases” their neighbors will repeat 

endlessly.  Players can also leave messages on town bulletin boards in their own or a 

friend’s town.  However, these other forms are not as prominent and are limited to single 

                                                 
33 These other forms of  creativity include buying and arranging premade furniture, putting up special 

wallpaper or carpet, wearing premade outfits, or growing flowers and fruit trees. 
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words (for catchphrases), short sentences (for greetings), or 2-3 sentences (for bulletin 

board messages).  They can also create “town tunes,” but these are short and (because of 

the range of notes and because they lack accidentals) they are limited to the C Major or A 

Minor scale. 

The pattern tool, because it lets players actually create their own design, brings a 

different sort of pleasure to their use of the tool, rather than the more consumerist aspect 

of purchasing and displaying premade items.  In my own everyday experience as an 

American, most homes I have seen are decorated with manufactured items.  There is 

room for creative design even with only premade items, but there are also people who 

devote their time and interest toward constructing their own furniture, creating their own 

decorations, or designing and producing artwork for framing or for clothing.  Yet, from 

my observations, this is fairly uncommon in comparison to the widespread and extensive 

use of the pattern tool in Animal Crossing – sometimes by people who otherwise claim 

“not to be artistic.” 

In this sense, Animal Crossing both mimics and distorts consumerist culture.  It 

most obviously mimics or reinforces consumerism because it is a corporate product made 

for consumption, and because the gameplay partially revolves around acquiring rare 

furniture or other items with which to decorate a home.  But it also distorts or challenges 

consumption.  It challenges it by including sharing of used items between neighbors 

(which are just as good as new), but more subtly also with the pattern tool, in that players 

can create instead of merely consume. 

“Player A,” a parent who plays Animal Crossing with his children, pointed out 

that Animal Crossing provides a consumerist playground of sorts: 

<Player A> one thing i'll say about AC.. and maybe this could be a negative thing. 

but..  
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<Player A> it sort of teaches kids to be little consumers.. collecting things.. 

organizing. etc.. they get strategies on what it is they want. and how to acquire 

them... 

<Player A> on the positive side.. it's a needed skill to learn i think.. on the 

negative side. it probably feeds a level of materialism that could be unhealthy 

<Player A> but it's a lot less hurtful or devastating if they make a mistake in AC 

then the real world 

This is also a distortion in that it is an exaggeration of consumerism, providing people, as 

Player A points out, with the chance to play with consumerism.  The player takes on a 

role of power and takes little real risk. 

Further, the use of shirt-making “technology” (the pattern tool) to create also 

challenges simplistic views of consumerist culture by mimicking the complexities of real 

media and technology.  For instance, Gorillaz’ Plastic Beach (2010a) connects instant 

food culture (and its resulting plastic detritus), the environmental damage to the Pacific 

Ocean (which is now full of garbage),34 and popular music.  But despite their criticism of 

our modern, wasteful, instant culture, the obvious fact remains that this technology has 

enabled the success of Gorillaz: a virtual band, defined and promoted by innovative uses 

of technology and media (such as the format of their live performances, which, in the 

past, preserved the anonymity of the musicians and more currently blends live 

performance with animated visuals; media publicity, such as interviews with Murdoc, the 

cartoon bass player; and “transmedia storytelling,”35 such as the web site and 

                                                 
34 I learned about the garbage in the Pacific Ocean shortly before learning the title of the new Gorillaz 

album.  On The Colbert Report (Colbert, 2010), Stephen Colbert interviewed Charles Moore, who 

explained that a large region of the Pacific Ocean is full of garbage.  Some of this garbage was washing up 

on beaches and being broken down into plastic sand.  Moore brought a dish full of plastic Hawaiian sand to 

the interview. 

The fictional Plastic Beach is actually an island made up of all of this garbage collected into a large 

iceberg-like structure, leaving the rest of the ocean clean (Gorillaz, 2010c).  It is located at Point Nemo, 48º 

S, 123º W, the farthest point from any land (Niccals, 2010). 
35 The term “transmedia storytelling” was coined by Henry Jenkins (2006b) to describe narratives that are 

spread across several different media, so that, for instance, fans of certain movies should also play the game 

and log into the web site to experience the entire story. 

Gorillaz goes a little farther than “transmedia storytelling” (Jenkins, 2006b) for what I call “transmedia 
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autobiography – which tell different parts of Gorillaz’ tale).  Similarly, Animal Crossing 

challenges simple consumerism by using that technology to provide an easy means for 

people to create and share their own designs.  This demonstrates that while it is tempting 

to simply dismiss all of our instant culture as damaging, this same immediacy and 

technology has also allowed many people greater creativity.  For example, I recently 

purchased a t-shirt designed by my favorite web artist, Nedroid.36  I read his comic strips 

on my computer or phone every day and I purchased the shirt over the internet.  It will 

arrive at my doorstep in a week.  While Nedroid’s art is more involved and more difficult 

than patterning in Animal Crossing, this is still an example of how the making and 

sharing of artwork is also made more convenient by instant culture.  So this complexity 

emphasized by Gorillaz and Animal Crossing are also clearly reflective of (although also 

clearly exaggerations of) the complexity of everyday life. 

The pattern tool is a simple grid of 32x32 pixels, 16 colors.  The player can 

change the color palette from several choices.  The tool displays the pattern in a larger 

size filling the screen, and the player uses the Wii Remote to fill each pixel with the color 

of their choice.  In the corner of the television screen, the player can check what his or 

her design looks like at actual (small) size.  When finished, the pattern can be wallpaper, 

carpet, simple shirts, hats, or tiles that sit on the ground.  The player can also make a 

special shirt pattern that has separate front, back, and sleeves. 

Pattern designs can come from any source: free artwork is common, but so is 

some form of “editing.”  By this I mean that the player takes some existing pattern (such 

as the Jayhawk logo), shrinks it down, and draws it at the appropriate pixel size.  See 

                                                                                                                                                 
geography” – in which the Plastic Beach can be experienced and explored through various media, including 

web games, Murdoc Niccals’ twitter updates, and the animated music videos accompanying the album. 
36 http://www.nedroid.com 
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Figure 8.1 for images of my own custom Jayhawk t-shirt, modeled after a shirt I had 

owned when I was a child. 

Patterns can also be easily shared.  Players can display their own pattern in the 

town’s Able Sisters, which is a tailoring shop (see Figure 8.2).  They can also display 

patterns made by friends or patterns picked up from Wendell, a wandering starving artist 

(computer-controlled character).  They can also, preferably with permission, display their 

own patterns in a friend’s Able Sisters. 

I was surprised at the extensive use of patterning in Animal Crossing and also in 

the creativity and variation in the designs.  I enjoyed the patterning tool quite a bit, 

especially the special shirt pattern.  I also consider myself to be a creative person, and I 

have some skill in playing the electric bass (which I consider to be a creative pursuit).  It 

has long been a mystery to me as to why so few people pursue creative hobbies.  Or 

maybe many people are simply shy about sharing their creativity with others.  In any 

case, I was surprised and very pleased to see so many people using the patterning tool in 

Animal Crossing so expressively, and sharing their patterns with others.  It has led me to 

wonder two questions: for what purposes are they using the tool, and why is the tool so 

popular? 

The main purpose of the patterning tool is clearly to personalize town, house, and 

avatar (player character).  As discussed by players I interviewed online: 

<Player A> well with personalization. i know i haven't spent as much time 

making it very personal as I could have 

<Player B> pattern making is quit unique 

<Player A> like making my own wall paper .. mostly because I don't have much 

patience using a DS stylus to edit images 

<Player A> the town tune was a lot of fun to play with 

<Player A> every once in a while i'd change it for kicks.. like the Imperial March 

from starwars.. heh or the intro to "Stairway to Heaven" 

<Player B> as for those who went to my town before you'll realized that I have all 
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my townies faces made into patterns 

<Player B> I am good at making things mine 

Their comments on personalizing the town are also in line with my observations on 

visiting many other player towns.  Interestingly, “Player A” points out that although he 

did not make many patterns, he did make use of other means of personalizing his town, 

such as the town tune.  “Player B” mentions that she greatly enjoyed making patterns, 

and in my visits to her town I saw many patterns.  As she mentioned, she had made 

patterns of each of her neighbors, and decorated her town with them.  She also made me a 

pattern of my favorite neighbor, Bill, as a gift.  “Player C,” not quoted above, played the 

game fairly briefly, did not use the patterning tool, and was unable to become involved 

with or enjoy the game.  He represents an unusual perspective amongst the fans I 

interviewed, but perhaps a much more common “outsider” perspective of a person who 

simply did not enjoy the game.  While his objections seemed mainly to lie in that he 

prefers different genres, I see a connection in that the players who did enjoy and become 

involved with the game also personalized their towns. 

 Right after “Player B” said “I am good at making things mine,” I asked a follow-

up question about what this does for us to personalize ourselves, our homes, and our 

towns.  Players A and B responded as follows: 

<Player A> well "ownership" 

<Player B> fulfillment  

<Player A> you invest time into the game or reality and you make it your own.. 

you get satisfaction from that 

They gave concise and insightful answers that began with “ownership” and end with 

fulfillment and satisfaction.  Why “ownership” leads to that “fulfillment and satisfaction” 

is unknown to me, but I will return to this later. 
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Figure 8.1: Jayhawk Shirt/Dress Worn by Various Characters. 

 

Figure 8.2: The Able Sisters (a Tailoring Shop) and Gracie Grace (an Upscale 

Department Store). 
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 My second question on why the tool is so popular can be answered with two main 

points.  First, I argue that similarly to Gorillaz, the fictional “front end” of the game 

allows people the freedom to creatively express themselves without having to worry as 

much about how others (undesired others, such as random strangers, co-workers, or 

supervisors) see them – which is also the basis of the popular music game which Gorillaz 

attempt to circumvent.  Clearly, anonymity through a fictional “front” does not always 

lead to creativity, but I believe that in this example, it is one of the contributing factors.  

In addition to this, though, players also creatively express their real-life interests and 

relationships, even through that fictional “front.” 

 Second, I also argue that the simplicity of the tool encourages creative use.  This 

can be broken into several aspects.  To begin with, the tool is simple and unintimidating.  

Players are able to dive right in to using it without having to read a manual, practice, or 

complete a tutorial.  It also prevents choice paralysis – there are only so many things 

players can do with a 32x32 grid.  Additionally, in using the tool, players are free from 

competition from professionals.  Also, just like the game, the pattern tool is also 

accessible to all ages and skill levels.  And lastly, despite its simplicity, it is still powerful 

enough to allow for great variation in patterns. 

8.2.3 Creating the Ideal Home 

 In Animal Crossing, creativity mainly contributes toward personalizing self, 

house, and town – major game objectives.  This also leads to emotional investment in the 

game and then satisfaction, fulfillment, or pride in good results.  As creativity and place-

making are both more about process than result (as argued about place-making by 

Doreen Massey, 1994, among others) – that is, a place is more in the making of it than in 

the concrete thing – so is Animal Crossing.  Also, in Animal Crossing – as in everyday 
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life – creativity is also equally about both making and sharing.  Creating works, sharing 

them, taking pride in them, and appreciating the works of friends are all part of the 

creative process.  Similarly, creating a home as a process of creative place-making also 

leads to sharing the home, taking pride in the home, and appreciating the homes of others.  

This section will describe the ways that players personalize self, house, and town in 

Animal Crossing, with an emphasis on the pattern tool. 

8.2.3.1 Personalizing the Self 

 As previously mentioned, an avatar is a character that represents the player within 

the diegetic world of the game.  It is a matter of self-representation.  Customizing an 

avatar means choosing a reputation.  While there are still some aspects of self-

representation in games that are outside of player awareness or player control, players 

still have a great deal of control over the appearance and behavior of their avatar.  

Further, and more importantly, the game displays the player’s avatar on-screen.  The 

player sees him or herself exactly as others do.  Because of this, players are much more 

able to effectively ask, answer, and follow-up on the question: How do I want to be seen? 

 There are several different ways to customize an avatar in Animal Crossing.  

Upon first loading the game, the avatar’s face, first haircut, and first shirt or dress are 

assigned based on the player’s responses to questions (such as if the player is “burly” or 

“cute”).  After this, the most striking way to customize an avatar is to change an outfit.  

Players can purchase shirts or dresses, hats, or accessories at the Able Sisters or the very 

expensive department store Gracie Grace.  They can also carry around some other sort of 

accessory, such as a parasol or umbrella, a toy such as a balloon, or a tool such as a 

watering can.  Players can also create their own outfits from patterns.  In addition to this, 
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players can also change hairstyles by visiting a stylist in the city, or have their shoe color 

changed by a bootblack in the city.  See Figures 8.3 and 8.4 for pictures of avatars. 

Figure 8.3: Boy and Girl Outfits. 

 Although I did not ask many questions on customization of avatar, I did ask the 

Animal Crossing group very briefly if or how their avatars were modeled after 

themselves.  Here are their responses: 

<Player C> gave it my name, don't recall on the appearance 

<Player A> well my avatar is definitely not like my real self. It's my idealized self 

image 

<Player B> its random for me 

Each person revealed a different attitude toward personalizing their avatar.  Player C had 

only played briefly and had not customized his character very much.  In my visits to his 

town, he still wore the default haircut and shirt.  Player A saw his avatar as an ideal self, 

taking advantage of that opportunity for conscious self-representation.  And Player B 

customized her avatar, as she says, more randomly, changing its appearance often (from 
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my observations in her town) and with no regard to whether or not it resembled her 

physically. 

Figure 8.4: Outfits, Shoes, Hair, and Balloons. 

In my own game, I chose not to make my avatar resemble me physically.  My 

character had white hair and blue eyes, not to mention that all of the avatars look like 

children.  But she did resemble me in some other ways.  Since she was a child, I would in 

some ways dress her as I liked to dress as a child.  For example, I made her a retro 

Jayhawk t-shirt, just like the one I had owned.  I also bought her a pretty blue dress I 

would have liked to have worn when I was a small child (but it’s not very grown up and 
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would look very silly on me now, unless it was Halloween and I was going as a princess).  

Looking back, this was also in many ways a process of idealized self-representation, to 

use Player A’s term.  I accepted the premise of the game – that I was a child – and chose 

her features and clothing from there.  Since she had blue eyes and pink cheeks, I gave her 

white hair, so that she would stand out.  As I mentioned, she never wore glasses (except 

for 3-D glasses or sunglasses).  While I am grateful that glasses exist, and I appreciate 

new developments in the technology, such as thinner lenses and better frames, myopia is 

definitely not part of my idealized self-image.  I suppose that I also enjoyed that she was 

“cute” and could wear things like ridiculous frilly dresses and still be cute.  For me, it 

helped that the game provided a theme (that would be “cute”) for me to follow. 

My appreciation for innocence in self-representation was somewhat echoed by 

another player.  In a separate interview, Player J made these comments in response to 

questions on gender in Animal Crossing and World of Warcraft: 

<Player J> I like to play girl characters because I am a girl, LOL 

<Player J> AC is a happy innocent play that I can go when I'm tired of all the 

sexism I see and experience every day, it doesn't matter whether I'm a girl or a 

boy in that game. I tend to play AC at night before bed, hehe 

Those two comments are separate replies to separate questions.  The first comment is 

very brief and mainly refers to gender, but it does reveal that Player J, in some ways, does 

model her avatar after herself.  The second comment compares Animal Crossing to World 

of Warcraft, which in her experience is much more sexist.  She mentions the carefree feel 

of Animal Crossing and how it leaves her free to be a boy or a girl without having to deal 

with real-life sexism.  I find this to be somewhat similar to my own experience of 

enjoying “getting to be cute” in Animal Crossing (which was a nice change even though 

in my everyday life I prefer being an adult). 
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But I would like to return to the different attitudes between myself and those four 

Animal Crossing players.  What this reveals simply is that personalization of the avatar 

takes a different form for each person.  There is no one simple self-representation. 

8.2.3.2 Personalizing the House 

 Players decorate their homes primarily by arranging furniture, which can be 

purchased, found, or acquired by trade.  All of the furniture is premade, but used items 

are just as good as new items.  Players can also display wallpaper and carpet, which are 

also available by purchase, finding, or trade.  However, custom patterns can also be 

displayed as wallpaper or carpet.  See Figure 8.5 to see a room in the previous edition, 

Animal Crossing: Wild World, which I decorated with custom carpet and wallpaper.  

Players also start off with a very small house.  By paying off their interest-free mortgage, 

the house becomes larger. 

 As the house becomes larger, there is also more room to display furniture.  

Players can then display more items.  Since furniture often comes in sets, collecting each 

item in a set is also a game.  I have found trading with friends to be essential to 

completing any furniture set – except for “Holiday” sets that can be earned and 

completed on certain days.  In theory, I could have completed the other furniture sets on 

my own as well, but it would have taken much longer to collect the rarer pieces.  Instead, 

I traded rare items I had found with rare items my friends had found. 

 Decorating the house is fun in part because of its ease.  Animal Crossing gives 

players the opportunity to fulfill the dream of owning a magnificent and beautifully 

decorated home.  This dream is fairly easily filled, eliminating the labor of working very 

long hours to earn money or hauling furniture and packed boxes.  Instead, players can 

focus on the fun of choosing which items to display and arranging them in an 
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aesthetically pleasing fashion.  Because there are many items to collect, and only so many 

rooms, players can change their décor many times, getting potentially months of 

entertainment out of this process.  While I played Animal Crossing: City Folk for only 

four months, I played Animal Crossing: Wild World for over three years.  I was playing 

Animal Crossing: Wild World at the time I purchased an actual home.  In my own blog 

post (Schwartz, 2007) I observed that the Animal Crossing house offered the features of 

“ease of decoration and the unrealistically good-natured neighbors” while my actual 

home offered the features of being present to all five senses and being apparently less 

fictional.  (To be fair to my neighbors, they have been very kind and pleasant.  I probably 

meant that even a kind person can’t compare in good-natured simplicity to an Animal 

Crossing Artificial Intelligence or AI, because that sort of AI are less complicated by 

nature.) 

Figure 8.5: Room with Custom Wallpaper and Flooring Alongside Room Decorated 

with Premade Wallpaper and Flooring. 

 The other aspect of filling this dream is showing off the home.  This was a central 

activity in socializing in the towns I visited, and when hosting visitors, they usually 

wanted to see my home.  Compliments were paid all around and rare items were shared.  
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I found this to be an important, social aspect of filling the dream: sharing it with others.  

Not only do others admire my accomplishment (the nicely decorated home), but since 

they are going through the same process in their own towns, they understand my point of 

view.  It’s a shared dream and a payoff for investment of time and creativity into the 

home.  See Figure 8.6 for images of showing off the home. 

 

Figure 8.6: Scenes of Showing Off or Admiring the Home. 

8.2.3.3 Personalizing the Town 

 More so than their avatar or house, players have freedom in customizing their 

towns.  Players can improve the outward appearance of their homes – by expanding it or 
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changing the roof color – but they can also grow flowers, fruit trees, regular trees, or 

grass.  Players can also keep their town clean by picking weeds and disposing of any 

items dropped by other players.  In addition to cultivating greenery, players can also 

place patterns on the ground as tiles, display a pattern as the town flag, or display patterns 

as flags outside their own homes (after paying off their final mortgage).  They can create 

the “town tune,” a short song that plays at certain times, or fill the local museum with 

fossils, artwork, fish, and insects.  Players also have some control over the animals that 

live in the town – they can encourage certain animals to move away while encouraging 

others to stay.  Lastly, players also impact the town by leaving messages on the town 

bulletin board or teaching short catchphrases to their animal neighbors. 

 This aspect of personalizing the town is essential because there is actually very 

little variation between the towns.  Each town has a slightly different layout, but each 

town also contains animal neighbors, four player houses, a stream, a few bridges, a town 

hall, a general store, a tailoring shop, and so on.  So these little variations and especially 

the little customizations solely create an individual feel for each town.  When asked what 

creates familiarity in the towns, players responded: 

<Player A> heh.. the Nook Franchise 

<Player B> hah and the town entrance with the bus stop 

<Player C> they're all a mix of the same parts 

<Player A> all the basic town features .. nooks.. museum.. the sisters shop.. town 

hall etc.. it's a lot like America today.. some stuff replicated in every town 

<Player A> it's not just the shops. it's also the characters in the shops.. it's exactly 

the same.. so in that sense.. it's a little boring 

<Player A> just look at the McDonald's franchise.. thats the same experience put 

in almost every major town in this country and almost in every major town in the 

world 

<Player B> every town have a city hall, police stations, fire stations, schools...etc. 

<Player A> you have familiar brands everywhere. on one hand it's practically 

universal.. on the negative side. you don't have to go to California or NY to get 

the same kind of experience 
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<Player B> but unlike AC with same characters in them 

<Player A> now there are things that happen in real life that makes it more fun... 

<Player A> like take Jackson Hole, Wyoming.. 

<Player A> you can find everything there.. McDonalds.. Kmart.. etc.. but 

everything there has a "western" theme 

<Player B> but there is one similar thing in AC and real life: is that we all share 

the same sky 

<Player A> Player B, true as long as we're all from the northern hemisphere..  in 

the south they have different stars at night 

<Player B> I guess you're right 

* Player A would like to see the “Crux” constellation 

This interview covered much ground, but it can be summed up with a few key 

observations from these players.  All three players immediately responded that the 

“familiar parts” – the same general store that appears in every town, the same bus stop, 

and so on – make each town feel similar to each other.  Player A also observed however 

the similarities between the “repeating parts” of Animal Crossing to globalization and 

corporatism in America.  Player B added that American towns are also similar in other 

ways, such as that they each contain a fire station.  As she observed, however, each of 

these repeating parts, from McDonald’s to a fire station, are more unique than Animal 

Crossing in that (among other ways) in real life, each person is unique, but in Animal 

Crossing, there are many copies of the same characters.  Tom Nook, for instance, runs the 

general store in every Animal Crossing town.  From my own perspective, too much 

similarity, as described in the towns of Animal Crossing and in real-world global 

franchises, not merely provides a familiar experience but also makes the landscape itself 

more bland, less unique – merely a mix of the same parts, as Player C put it.  Within this 

context, Player A’s observation that aesthetic difference can make a familiar experience, 

such as eating at McDonald’s, feel unique, offers hope for downtowns overrun with chain 

stores as well as Animal Crossing.  And in fact, this is a strategy employed by many real-

life places to create a unique feel out of familiar parts.  In addition to the Jackson Hole, 
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Wyoming example provided by Player A, I can speak from my own experience living in 

Lawrence, KS, which has a thriving downtown shopping area filled with many locally-

owned businesses.  Although there are now more chain stores in downtown Lawrence 

than there used to be, many of them also decorate their interiors with “Lawrence” décor, 

such as Jayhawk wall hangings.  Animal Crossing takes one step in that direction by 

varying “town gates” – a static fixture in each town – by alternating their look amongst 

several styles – such as stone castle or wooden town. 

These different aspects of caring for the town provide the player with a caretaker 

role toward the town.  These little means of control and personalization mainly serve to 

beautify the town, and so cultivation is the primary interaction players have toward it.  As 

observed by one player:  

<Player J> In AC I don't think I really feel that I've changed something except for 

doing gardening haha 

Here, Player J is comparing the feel of Animal Crossing, and its emphasis on cultivation, 

to the more grandiose, world-saving emphasis of World of Warcraft.  Player J is not 

“changing the world” in the sense of saving it from some evil, but is only improving it as 

a caretaker.  This is an important distinction and shows the narrow focus of the game. 

Caring for the town also relies on there being a sense of the passage of time.  As 

observed by Player J: 

<Player J> So, again, everything changes, time marches on 

<Player J>  I think AC touches upon that too with how the animals move away 

and such 

 <Player J> and the seasons change, weeds grow, that sort of thing 

The passage of time provides a challenge that is met by careful cultivation.  Player A 

shared an experience his family had with cultivating his town: 
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<Player A > well one of the surprising things for us was when we lost our 

nookingtons and it went back to the previous store level 

<Myself> I didn't know that can happen 

<Player A > in the wii version it can 

<Myself > going back to when the town changed – what was your reaction to 

this? 

<Player A > nook will ask you about the balance of things vs. something else and 

if you have more people say one thing. it can revert back 

<Myself> i see 

<Player A > well.. negative i suppose.. things were not the same as you expected  

<Myself> did you work at changing them back? 

<Player A > yah. i'd say so.. it's the sort of feeling that you get when you let 

things slide.. and then you want to regain your sense of normalcy 

The unexpected downgrading of his store provided his family with a goal – to regain their 

Nookington’s department store.  Similarly, not caring for the town or not playing for a 

few days can cause weed overgrowth and social problems with the animals living in 

town.  These ongoing challenges encourage regular cultivation, just as entropy and weed 

growth encourage regular gardening in the tangible world, too. 

 I believe that the greatest appeal of cultivating Animal Crossing lies in the role of 

power and responsibility this offers players.  This role of power – to be the sole 

legitimate caretaker in a town filled with others who admire you – not only appeals to 

players but also establishes a clear and uncomplicated means of personal place-making.  

Traditionally, place-making involves different interests competing for the supremacy of 

their own visions for the place (see Harvey, 1996; Cresswell, 2004).  But in Animal 

Crossing, each player or family controls their own separate town.  Without competition – 

except perhaps from family members who share the same game – the town becomes less 

a virtual town and more a virtual home. 

In the case of a family who shares one town, the game structure reduces place- 

and home-based contention by providing each player with their own secure house and 

equal access to the town’s resources.  Visitors, on the other hand, have only very 
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restricted access to the town in that they must be invited inside and can be removed at 

any time.  “Outside” drama, such as family tension, may find its way into the game.  But 

as the game does not provide any means of direct conflict, the winning strategy for a 

family is peaceful sharing of the town.  And for the lone player, there is no question of 

sharing – since the town belongs only to them. 

The game provides this power: the player is the only resident of the town who is 

capable of gardening, creating a town tune, or filling the museum with fossils and 

artwork.   But the process of place-making is also an extension of this power.  In that 

sense, they are mutually reinforcing and intertwined.  In cultivating the town, 

personalizing it, and investing time and energy, players also stake a claim of ownership.  

As a result of their efforts, the town becomes more beautiful, more convenient, and more 

personal to the players using it.  It becomes a source of pride.  It becomes a personal 

place to the player using it, or, in the case of a family, a shared place that is an extension 

of the family home.  That is also a form of power. 

Lisa Nakamura (2002) observed that, despite utopian discourses to the contrary, 

Internet users brought with them embodied discourses, such as race and racism.  Along 

those same lines, I ask what problems of society Nintendo has, probably unintentionally, 

reproduced in the utopian Animal Crossing.  For insight in this matter, I turn to the 

Internet personality Old Grandma Hardcore, and her grandson, who writes and maintains 

their blog. 

Me - "So what are you doing now?" 

Grandma - "Well, I found this museum, but it doesn't have anything in it." 

Me - "Yeah, I think you have to buy things and then 'donate' them to the museum. 

Grandma - "WHY!?" 

Me - "Think of it like a trophy room, to show off your riches for the good of the 

community." 

Grandma - "That's BULLSHIT. Why should I have to do every fucking thing?!" 
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Me - "Because you're the human, and they are the animals, and that makes you 

superior somehow." 

Grandma - "This game is RACIST." 

Me - "No, they're ANIMALS." 

Grandma - "Yeah, nice little way of putting it isn't it?" 

(CtrlAltDelete, 2006) 

Right off the bat, 40 minutes into the game (according to their blog), Old Grandma 

Hardcore is already making interesting observations.  Why is it that the other characters 

in the game are all animals?  Perhaps it is purely for aesthetic reasons. Some of the 

animals are cute.  But it also explains why the player can do things the neighbors can’t – 

the player is innately more intelligent and more sophisticated. 

Me - "Are you suggesting that Animal Crossing is nothing but a socialist caste 

system in which the rich are necessary yet exploited?" 

Grandma - "....Yes." 

Me - "How do you figure?" 

Grandma - "Well, I move into this town, right? And they already have their shit 

together- they have a mail system, telephones and mass communications, and free 

fruit in the trees that anyone can take and eat if they just shake it." 

Me - "Okay." 

Grandma - "But look at the museum. There isn't anything there. They have this 

building that they have decided will be used as a museum but they don't have 

anything to put inside it, and they ALSO leave this rinky-dink shit hole house for 

me to stay in." 

Me - "What are you getting at?" 

Grandma - "The animals have everything they need to LIVE, but they need a 

human for CULTURE." 

Me - "You might be on to something." 

I’m not sure I agree with her interpretation – just in that the player, who certainly 

becomes rich with a little effort, actually begins the game penniless and with what seems 

like a heavy debt hanging over his or her head.  So if anything, the game perpetuates the 

myth that hard work and superior intelligence naturally lead to greater wealth.  However, 

I agree with her observation that the animals lack culture.  In line with my own 

interpretation, which I developed in response to hers, I suggest that the game also 
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proposes that the wealthy, who in this case are seen to work very hard for well-earned 

cash and respect, provide “art” and “science” (through paintings, fossils, and natural 

displays in the Museum) for the rest of society. 

[30 minutes later] 

Grandma - "Alright, I got another one for you." 

Me - "Shoot." 

Grandma - "Their LANGUAGE." 

Me - "What do you mean?" 

Grandma - "Well, when they speak, I SEE the subtitles, but I HEAR jibberish. 

When I write or talk to them, I SEE AND HEAR the letters pronounced 

correctly." 

Me - "So?" 

Grandma - "It's as though their [sic] saying I'm the only one who can speak 

properly." 

Me - "Hmmm." 

Grandma - "Or think about the occupations of some of the characters. The guy 

who owns the store is a Raccoon, right? Raccoons are nature's thieves. They're 

also 'nocturnal.'" 

Me - "Okay." 

Grandma - You can't say that doesn't MEAN something." 

Me - "Maybe." 

Grandma - "Or look at the mayor! The mayor is a fucking TURTLE. Turtles can 

put their heads in their shells and IGNORE the rest of the world." 

Me - "Just like politicians?" 

Grandma - "Exactly." 

Me - "Alright, what about the Duck?" 

Grandma - "What duck?" 

Me - "The duck at the post office." 

Grandma - "A duck's a duck. That doesn't mean shit. What I'm curious about it the 

sisters that make the clothes." 

Me - "Why?" 

Grandma - "How old do you think they are?" 

Me - "So you're saying.... sweatshop?" 

Grandma - "Fucking A." 

Old Grandma Hardcore has made an excellent point.  The tailoring shop, the Able Sisters, 

is in my opinion the most disturbing aspect of the game.  The girls who run the shop 
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appear to be children.  They also work very long hours – from 8 am to 11 pm, seven days 

a week – and comment on how much they work in order to keep the store open.  They 

inherited the shop from their deceased parents, and the older sister, Sable, had to run the 

shop and look after her baby sister, Mabel.  So they own the store, but it still runs on 

child labor.  Unlike Nook’s general store, which expands from a small shop into a large 

department store, the Able Sisters continually just barely stays afloat throughout the 

game. 

Me - "So let me get this straight. Animal Crossing represents a microcosm of the 

current Global Economic history, where you, the HUMAN, represent the Western 

ideals of capitalism and expansion of European religion and culture, and the 

ANIMALS represent the natives who require you to teach them the ways of the 

world, even though they are capable and educated in their own right. And thus, it's 

ethnocentric and evil." 

Grandma - "Not exactly." 

Me - "Okay, so the ANIMALS represent the working class, who can get by on 

their own, understand technology enough and enjoy life, but you, the HUMAN, 

represent Andrew Carnegie, and you have to buy them some libraries otherwise 

they'll never learn?" 

Grandma - "No." 

Me - "The HUMAN represents The First World, the ANIMALS represent the 

third world, and Animal Crossing tries to submit the fallacy that the two systems 

can work in harmony without anyone being too upset." 

Grandma - "....Yes. It's more like that one." 

Me - "So, do you like it?" 

Grandma - "No, not really. All I do is walk around, talk to people, and buy stuff. I 

can do the same thing in Knights of the Old Republic, only I get to kill things with 

a lightsaber." 

While I personally don’t completely agree with any of those interpretations at the end, it 

is clear that, with a closer look, maybe there is something really troublesome about 

Animal Crossing.  And so the utopian environment and the power role provided to the 

player comes with this caveat that this also subtly reproduces some of society’s problems. 
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 Based on comparison to the others in the series, Animal Crossing: City Folk 

intends to bring a life of ease to players.  However, there was one unintended problem 

with the game that brought a serious challenge to cultivating the greenery in the town.  

The feature in question is one that allows players to wear paths by walking on the grass.  

The feature’s intended use was described by Animal Crossing: City Folk developers: 

Satoru Iwata: I see. That's an unexpected bonus! (laughs) Out of interest, how 

often would you have to walk over an area of grass to leave a trail? 

Kobayashi: If you walk over it for about two weeks, it would have begun to look 

a little like a path. 

Moro: And it would take perhaps two months for it to look like a proper path. 

Iwata: I'm speechless! I mean this as a compliment, but all I can think to say is 

what on earth possessed you put a feature like that in the game? (laughs) 

All: (laughter) 

Kobayashi: Remember that while the grass will slowly grow back, the speed at 

which it grows will change depending on the environment. If it's an area full of 

trees and grass, or where flowers are planted, the grass will grow back more 

rapidly. 

Iwata: So before you knew it, you had ended up with a small-scale gardening 

simulator built into the game! (laughs) 

Nogami: You can even cultivate the grass on your lawn! (laughs) 

Kyogoku: When an animal moves away from the town, a rectangular patch 

remains in the place where their house used to stand. When you see that and 

realize that this animal has moved away, it really makes you feel sad! 

Moro: But of course, little by little, the grass will grow back, and as the traces of 

where the animal's house used to stand disappear, your memories of that animal 

will also fade. 

Kobayashi: So by the time the grass has fully grown back, you'll have completely 

forgotten that anyone used to live there! (laughs) 

All: (laughter) 

(Nintendo, 2008c) 

As described, the feature would have beautifully tied in with the cultivation theme.  

However, the feature was improperly implemented.  Instead of wearing a path gradually 

over weeks and months of dedicated play, paths were worn within days and completely 

gone within weeks.  And yet, grass grew back so slowly that it could only be recovered 
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from “desert state” with literally months of carefully not stepping on the dirt and 

carefully growing trees and flowers.  Within two months of release, many players found 

their towns had lost all of their grass and had become “deserts.”  Although this feature 

could have been fixed with a patch, Nintendo opted not to repair this bug, even though it 

hugely impacted player experiences of cultivating their town.  Mainly, this bug presented 

players with a tremendous challenge.  I met this challenge by carefully not stepping off 

my paths (at all, if I could avoid it), by growing flowers along my paths to prevent further 

decay, and by asking visitors to walk only on the paths.  Every single other town I visited 

that had been played for more than two weeks was a desert.  My town was beautiful, but I 

paid the price in having to enforce strict rules.  See Figure 8.7 for images of greenery and 

desert. 

 The main goal is to cultivate the town as a garden, but special events also add 

character to the town.  During certain days, “holidays” change the feel of each town 

through special decorations, special visitors, dialogue, and more.  For example, on 

Thanksgiving, my animals celebrated their own Harvest Festival.  They talked about their 

plans for the day and how delicious their dinners were going to be, and then reported on it 

afterward.  On December 24, “Jingle the Reindeer” visited my town.  While he was there, 

my neighbors talked only about how excited they were about Toy Day – December 25.  

On December 25, they talked about their presents and asked me if I was happy with my 

gifts.  See Figure 8.8 for images of holidays.  These events add a little bit of excitement 

to the town, and as in real life, each player or family celebrates their own holiday in their 

own town – while their friends celebrate for themselves in their own towns.  But there are 

also regional variations in holidays.  So a European player who wants an item from a 

North American holiday must visit a North American town on that holiday to obtain the 



 392 

item.  The holidays add a little flavor to the town, and the regional differences also 

provide something for players to “explore” in other towns. 

 

Figure 8.7: Images of Greenery and Desert. 

 In interviewing the players, I found varying attitudes toward the game and 

varying degrees of emotional investment and suspension of disbelief toward the town and 

the animals living there.  Part of the variation lies in their responses to the simplicity of 

the neighbors.  In the group discussion, Player A hinted that with Animal Crossing, the 

learning environment for children depends upon simplicity, safety, and emotional 

investment: 
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<Player A> As far as interaction with Virtual Characters (VC) like in Animal 

crossing it gives the game a social interactive depth which I think is good, 

however the main problem w/ such VC are their somewhat limited social 

interaction.  In AC it's pretty much scripted to get to know the characters.. get to 

know their persoanalities and desires and to try to interact in the game to become 

their friends. 

<Player A> For an adult it might be considered "limiting" but I think for children, 

and very young children it gives them a safe environmment to interact.. they 

enjoy the storylines that they learn from the characters about other VC's lives in 

the game and in my experience with my kids.. they can't wait to tell me about the 

little "secrets" or gossip that is being told to them by the VC's in AC 

This sentiment was later echoed by Players B and C: 

<Player B> I think it's a great kids game rather than for a person my age 

<Player B> they will experience things that they haven't learn from real life 

situation 

<Player C> the suspension of disbelief would be easier too 

<Player B> and for me it is just another game to kill time 

Animal Crossing is a game for all ages.  It can be played by children, adults, or families.  

And so the emotional investment of children really contributes to that sort of environment 

that can be enjoyed by families.  However, since adults also play, I ask what a lone adult 

makes of the simple characters of Animal Crossing. 

 The players universally confirmed that the characters of Animal Crossing were 

very simple, yet their responses to the simplicity varied quite a bit.  At the same time as 

Player A’s comments just above, Player C, who did not enjoy the game, found the 

characters to be flat and uninspiring: 

<Player C> I don't find interaction with virtual characters to be particularly 

interesting...game stories can be interesting, but I've never played one where the 

interaction with characters is at all convincing 

<Player C> I didn't play AC long enough to do any of that except for friends 

seeing my house...and I didn't really enjoy that much 

<Player C> nor did I form a "relationship" with the other AC characters...they 

were completely flat even by game standards 

 <Player C> as opposed to characters in Zelda, Final Fantasy, or more recently 

Super Mario Galaxy 



 394 

<Player C> they have a simple personality type (jock, lazy, materialistic) and 

everything they aid was a variation on that theme 

At this point, Player A responded to Player C: 

<Player A> well in AC the characters are "flat" but they are varied.. and I think 

the problem is that we don't have the technology yet to make a truly artificially 

intelligent VC yet 

Player A’s response reveals that perhaps flat does not equal uninspiring.  And I 

appreciated the simplicity of the characters – as a break from the complexities of 

everyday life.  Therefore, although it is given that the Artificial Intelligence (AI) of the 

game is extremely simple, each person’s response to this is still individual. 

 The obvious artificiality of the characters of Animal Crossing seems like a barrier 

to emotional involvement.  Player B’s responses, following, indicate that she considers 

playing offline, with only the animals as company, to be playing alone: 

<Player B> it depends on that day's mood if I really want to associate with anyone 

or do I want to be alone and play some game 

And later: 

<Player B> stalking animal neighbors especially after you found their keys for 

them and you just stay there to watch them open the door and discover new 

things(although there aren't any) 

Since the animals aren’t people, they become objects or diversions, a typical attitude 

from my experience and observations.  However, this does not necessarily preclude any 

kind of emotional attachment, since people also become attached to objects and 

diversions.  In a separate interview, Player J also commented on this theme of dealing 

with computer characters who are clearly not actual people: 

<Player J> I think interactivity is important to me, I think interactivity is better 

between the player and npc's in animal crossing than in wow, I guess some quests 

in wow are pretty interactive sometimes but I think the little conversations you 

can have with npc's in AC is cute 

<Player J> I think the npc's in animal crossing have more of a "friend' feeling than 
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the npc's in wow 

<Player J> Like when you haven't been online and they're saying "where have 

you been?!" 

<Player J> But that still isn't the same as talking to actual people 

<Myself> what if the AI improved to where they seemed more like real people – 

would that make a difference? 

<Player J> I don't think it'd make a difference to me, since I know it's not an 

actual person 

<Player J> The AI being improved in that aspect might make me play more when 

my friends that I talk to aren't online though 

<Player J> But I tend to just play the game until I run out of things to do that I 

deem interesting or necessary 

From this, I suggest that a total suspension of disbelief – thinking of the characters as 

actual people – is not necessary in order to enjoy interacting with them.  In fact, total 

suspension of disbelief is not even necessary for emotional attachment, as emphasized 

here: 

* Player A missed "Nibbles" when she moved away :( 

And through playing the earlier version, Animal Crossing: Wild World for over three 

years, I developed a fondness for the flat, predictable, but quirky and cute characters 

living in my town.  I never thought that they were really “alive,” yet, taking Animal 

Crossing as a game of pretend, I adored my neighbors for their cuteness, eccentric 

dialogue, and kindness.  It was similar to how people often become attached to 

“artificial” or fictional characters, such as stuffed animals, television show characters, or 

celebrities. 
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Figure 8.8: Holidays. 

 Player A also observed that although the animals are “flat,” they are also “varied.”  

This ties into a later discussion on gender and personality types in the game: 

<Player C> I don't like the jerks 

<Player B> personality is the answer for me 
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<Player B> i would rather they have catchy personality rather than I have to 

figure out what gender they are  

<Player A> well there were definitely certain types of personalities in AC I didn't 

like 

<Myself> which ones were those? 

<Player C> I would've liked it better if the characters had a variety of moods 

<Player A> and quite honestly it's important that those personality types exist.. 

mostly because they make you more appreciative of the likable characters.. well .. 

i didn't care much for peewee initially 

<Player A> Baabara was another I didn't care for 

While there are also disadvantages to the simplicity of the A.I., perhaps the basic 

variation and lack of complication in the animal personalities lends itself to 

uncomplicated emotional attitudes toward them.  During my own three plus years with 

Animal Crossing, I felt a simple – but real and ongoing – sense of delight in and fondness 

for my animal neighbors. 

 The process of cultivating the town can, but does not necessarily, also lead to 

emotional involvement.  When asked if their feelings toward the town changed as it grew, 

most players responded in the negative.  However, Player A talked about the feeling not 

necessarily of emotional attachment as to a dear friend, but a sense of investment into the 

town: 

<Player A> well for me.. it was a lot of fun to watch.. the kids put a lot of effort in 

gathering fruit or spending time getting things to get bells and now we have a 

fountain and a new bridge.. they really got into it.   I think the thing about AC that 

I liked the most is the ability to spend time nurturing the town.   pulling weeds.. 

planning on tree planting.. flowers.. etc.. it gives you a sense of accomplishment...  

<Player A> it's also taught my kids about money.. spending it on frivolous things 

.. or spending it on more critical things.. like paying off your mortgage.. now if 

you can get elementary school kids to start thinking about the value of money . 

even if it's virtual, then i think it was very worthwhile 

When asked what activities gave the feeling of accomplishment, Player A responded: 

 <Player A> paying off the mortgage... mostly because I did spend the time to 

gather fruit.. sell it and get the bells to pay it off 

<Player A> and when you spend a lot of time doing those things.. i felt 
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"emotionally" invested into the game 

<Player A> IMO: I think if you don't feel the emotional investment into the game 

you won't feel the sense of reality for it 

In all, it seems that emotional attachment both contributes to the sense of investment in 

the town, and is also bolstered by it (in the feeling of accomplishment).  Now, of the 

Animal Crossing players, two did not really feel emotionally invested into the game, yet 

still enjoyed it.  One of them did not feel emotionally invested, and did not enjoy it.  

Player A and I felt invested, and enjoyed it. Their responses overall hint that investment 

equals return: those who were more emotionally invested experienced a greater sense of 

pride. 

 Previously, I reported how Players A and B suggested that “ownership” leads to 

“fulfillment” and “satisfaction.”  I believe this fulfillment, satisfaction, pride, not only 

comes from ownership itself but more from the creative process of creating a home or 

another personal place (such as a cubicle or an automobile).  It’s an investment of time, 

energy, thought, and emotion to fend off entropy, cultivate the perfect environment, and 

express personal interests.  The reward is having that perfect home and showing it off to 

friends, which increases the sense of pride.  In short, I am suggesting that feelings of 

ownership and the resulting satisfaction are part of this particular type of uncontested 

personal place-making. 

8.3 EXPLORATION AND PROCESSES OF IDEAL PLACE-MAKING 

This chapter addresses the following research question: 

How does creative process or player-created content impact player experiences of 

exploring these three game landscapes? 

I have already discussed the creative process and how it shapes player experience of 

personalizing and cultivating their avatar, house, and town in Animal Crossing.  In order 
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to examine the exploration aspect of this question, I had written the following two sub-

questions: 

How does the experience of having created their own area influence how players 

explore areas made by others?  

How do players experience or host the exploration of their own areas by others? 

But, the context of Animal Crossing, which lacks “open space,” reveals one fundamental 

requirement of exploration: the illusion that it takes place in “available” land.  So while 

players still explore events and towns that are new to them, the game structure still 

prevents them from imagining the land as being open.  This is mainly because of the 

walls surrounding the towns and the town gates, which are guarded by two dogs.  These 

audio-visual symbols represent the game architecture, which limits visitors to only three 

simultaneous, pre-approved visitors, who can be removed at any time.  These barriers tell 

the player that this is a town, this is a protected place, and it belongs to someone.  But 

inside, lest the player forget, everywhere there is the evidence of human activity: 

cultivated trees and flowers, patterns on the ground, shops or other buildings, animal 

homes, and player homes.  More than this, visitors can see evidence of time, thought, and 

caring that have been invested into that environment by another person.  Compare this to, 

say, the zones in World of Warcraft, which are not able to be cultivated or built up, are 

more open, are populated by dangerous creatures, and are only occasionally interrupted 

by paths or settlements.  And so while the research questions focus on exploration, for 

this game, exploration takes the form instead of visiting other homes or hosting visitors.  

And so the sub-questions become: 

How does the experience of having created their own town influence how players 

visit other towns?  

How do players host visitors to their own cultivated town? 
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I will be looking at exploration as visiting/hosting mainly in terms of how it relates to 

ideal place-making.  This theme of creative, utopian place-making is not only the central 

theme of this chapter but also the central theme to Animal Crossing. 

8.3.1 Exploration of Known Land 

In Chapters 1 and 5, I explained that exploration is an imaginative process of 

creating knowledge through collaborative representation, and that representation further 

encourages, portrays, and enacts exploration.  This facet of that conceptual relationship 

also helps to define connections between exploration and place-making.  Because while 

exploration is a means of learning about, creating knowledge of, and conceptually 

containing an environment seen as separate from a discrete self, place-making is more 

about establishing a personal relationship with a familiar environment.  In Animal 

Crossing, exploration and place-making intersect in specific ways: a player explores his 

or her new town, leading eventually to comfort, ownership, and place-making; a player 

explores other towns, becomes inspired by them, and invests those ideas toward 

cultivating their own place; a player explores a friend’s town, and learns more about his 

or her friend; a player explores a friend’s town or invites a friend to their town, and the 

two connect by sharing those personal places. 

In Chapters 1 and 5, I also explained that exploration is a form of geographic 

interaction in the geographic narrative.  Animal Crossing presents an emergent narrative 

(Jenkins, 2002), in which a geographic narrative is loosely guided by a general game 

structure but largely “emerges,” with slight variations, from player interaction with the 

game environment.  Animal Crossing becomes a sort of travel story about settling in a 

new town, with players filling in the details through their own interactions and 

documenting the story through pictures (which are easily taken with a built-in camera 
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function).  Exploration, or visiting and hosting, guides this narrative, along with the 

primary gameplay goal of cultivation.  And so the narrative becomes one of creating the 

ideal town, showing it off to friends, and sharing it with friends (who also have their own 

ideal towns).  And while cultivation is the primary goal and the primary narrative theme, 

visiting and hosting are both not only also central to the narrative but they also both serve 

that primary theme of cultivation. 

Another defining feature of exploration in Animal Crossing is, as I have 

explained, that it only takes place in “owned” land.  The game structure simply does not 

include open, contested space.  In contrast, A Tale in the Desert consists of mainly open, 

potentially contested spaces.  The game structure does not hardwire ownership, and so 

while players can build on a certain plot of land, the legal system (laws passed by players 

and governed by elected officials) and social system (courtesy and community) enforce 

etiquette and respect for land “owned” by certain players or guilds.  And yet, the game is 

similar in the simplicity of the tools it provides for personalizing home camp, guild 

grounds, or other places.  For examples, see Figure 8.9 for an image of my home camp, 

which contains a building I designed using the existing tools, and an image of a random 

sculpture I found that was created by another player.  The result is that although the 

creative processes are similar, the making and protecting of place are very different. 

While the virtual towns of Animal Crossing are quite different from real towns, 

when new, both must be explored in order to gain familiarity.  During the group 

discussion, I asked players to compare exploration in Animal Crossing to exploration of 

real-life neighborhoods or cities.  Here are their responses: 

<Player C> there's less variety, and I guess the main thing I looked at was the 

other person's house 

<Player A> well .. for example.. this August I went to Washington DC for the 
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very first time in my life.. it was a LOT of fun 

<Player A> now I've seen most of these places in books, movies.. tv.. online..etc.. 

<Player C> and exploring another town can be done in about a minute 

<Player B> I enjoy exploring in real life but it's quit different than in AC and 

there's no comparison  

<Player A> but being there was different.. you know from your own experience 

how far this place was from that place.. how the town is organized.. etc.. AC is 

just like that if only on a smaller scale 

<Player A> I've seen maps of DC before. but when you spend time walking from 

one place to another. you start getting a place sense of where things are that you 

don't get from just looking at a map..  

<Player B> I know the fact that if I go to other's town in AC I won't get kill...but 

real life anything could happen to you if you explore places you don't know 

<Player B> and I like that excitement  

<Player A> likewise in AC.. you can "look" at the map. but when you start going 

from one side of the map to the other then you start planning on certain things. 

like .hrmmm. gather fruit here. move and drop stuff off there.. you start making 

decision based upon logistical needs and other time-space factors 

<Player A> the thing about real life exploring is that you don't know the limits of 

what you will see.. and so the experience is greater and you will find things that 

are totally unexpected 

I would first like to note, for readers unfamiliar with the game, that Player C’s assertion 

that “exploring another town can be done in about a minute” is an exaggeration.  My 

experience with playing the game over several months and visiting many towns was that 

it actually took quite a while to explore another town completely – perhaps an hour – 

meaning that if I also wanted to chat and fish and trade items and so on, I could only 

explore a small part of their town during a one hour visit.  Even so, the simplicity and 

smaller size of an Animal Crossing town lends itself to a safer feeling to the exploration.  

The player will not get lost, and knows roughly what to expect in the other town.  This 

feeling of relative safety is greatly increased by the game’s actual safety – as pointed out 

by Player B – compared to in real life where, as she points out, “anything could happen.”  

But for Player A, the process of digitally, as well as actually, walking through the town 
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gives him a clearer perception and different experience than the intellectual 

understanding of spatial layout that comes from studying a map. 

 

Figure 8.9: My Camp and a Random Sculpture in A Tale in the Desert. 

8.3.2 Visiting and Hosting 

Clearly, one of the primary aspects of exploration as visiting and hosting is that it 

involves interacting with others – more so than other types of exploration – which are 

imagined to take place in ‘open’ space.  This interaction with others plays a role 

contributing toward the primary goal and narrative theme of cultivation.  In this section I 

will first discuss hosting visitors and then visiting other towns and how they relate to the 

narrative theme of cultivation. 

In Animal Crossing, hosting visitors is a fairly straightforward matter: 

<Myself> what do you do to act as host when people visit your town? 

<Player A> hrm.. well as far as hosting.. just being there to interact with your 

friends 

Hosting simply requires keeping guests entertained, speaking with them, trading items, or 

sharing in activities (such as fishing together).  This is very similar to hosting guests in an 

an actual home. 
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In Animal Crossing, there are two main challenges to hosting: first, to 

thoughtfully reciprocate acts of friendship, and second, to enforce rules of etiquette.  To 

achieve the first challenge, players should offer guests what they most enjoy at other 

towns, such as gifts of extraneous items, trading patterns, and so on.  This is an 

expression of thoughtfulness and consideration toward others in what would typically be 

a small circle of friends and acquaintances. 

For the second challenge, because the game provides some structure – in that 

guests must be invited into town and can be removed at any time – players can ask their 

guests to follow certain rules.  For instance, I asked guests not to pick my flowers, and to 

try to walk on the paths.  The personalized and protected atmosphere of the town – the 

town walls, patterns, flowers, paths – help to encourage following these rules.  Along 

with the restrictions on the number and availability of visitors, the town’s atmosphere 

contributes to the feeling of visiting someone’s home.  So asking someone to walk on the 

paths, for instance, is similar to asking a guest to smoke outside the home if they need a 

cigarette.  No one ever misbehaved in my town, but if they had, I could have removed 

them from the town immediately and not invited them to return.  In a rare example of 

hacking or otherwise vandalizing towns (which I did not see in person but occasionally 

heard about secondhand), the Wii can be turned off without saving, to preserve the town.  

Other than these barriers to entering and remaining inside the town, guests are free to 

explore the town at will, pick fruit, dig holes, water flowers, and more.  In all, these 

different aspects of gameplay structure and etiquette contribute to a protected atmosphere 

in which known guests can and must be trusted with the run of the town. 

 Compared to hosting, the players had plenty to say about visiting other towns.  

Broadly, I found that their responses followed two main ideas.  First, many of their 
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responses emphasized how exploring other towns often inspired them to improve their 

own towns.  And second, that being able to visit other towns creates a sense of a larger 

world. 

  But not all aspects of visiting another town play directly into cultivation.  First, 

when asked about favorite activities when visiting another town, players responded: 

<Player B> and like to discover who get a perfect town and how 

<Player B> I love to check out others house decoration  

<Player A> My kids really love trying to find "rare" items and seeing if other 

people had them 

They responded similarly to another question about what is or is not fun about exploring 

another town.  One player explained: 

<Player C> the fun thing is having them tell you about what it means to them 

<Player C> like if someone were to tell me why they liked the various trees, 

flowers, decorations 

Player C most enjoyed this interpersonal aspect, but Players A and B more enjoyed the 

game itself: 

<Player A> well for me.. and the kids.. seeing stuff that we didn't have.. it was 

new.. it was interesting.. it gave them goals to acquire their own things 

<Player B> I am always interested to see other people's town map(everyone of 

them are different) then compare it to mine 

<Player A> yah. that was neat. the map 

This emphasizes that exploring another town is not an isolated experience.  Even though 

players are virtually contained within the city walls, it would be a mistake to consider 

visiting to be ideally contained as well. 

 These comments also transition into the first main point the players made: that 

visiting other towns gives them ideas for cultivating their own.   

<Player A> seeing if we could have a better town arrangement... in one case we 

kept regenerating a new town on a seperate DS just to see if we could find a map 

that we felt was Optimal 
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<Player B> and they way they plant the trees and flowers 

<Player B> and where their nook's, able shop and town hall at 

<Player A> well with the town being generated in the way that it is.. you'd have to 

look pretty hard to find one that looks like your own and because of that it makes 

your town and experience "unique" 

<Player B> it gives me an idea of how to route my shops together 

<Player A> and you know.. city planning was another interesting thing..  

<Player A> my kids and I planned on clearing certain areas. and we had like an 

apple tree section.. orange grove.. cherry trees.. it was a bit like planning your 

own lil paradise :D 

<Player B> I like the fact that even you have the same animals in your town like 

others but there's always a unique piece of land of your own... 

At another point in the discussion, Player A emphasized this point again: 

<Player A> well it gave me a lot of ideas on things to do with my own town 

<Player A> things like flower hybridization..   tree arrangement.. what were 

things i could do to make my town more efficient in gathering..  

<Player A> or things i could do to make it more aesthetically pleasing 

Visiting other towns and admiring the other person’s avatar, house, and town encourage 

both parties to further improve their own. 

 The other main point that emerged from the group discussion was that 

connectivity to other towns creates a sense of being part of a larger world.  First, Player A 

mentioned how the towns were connected even when not visiting: 

<Player A> the other neat thing was .. and  I think this is AC's strength... 

<Player A> when you had characters move away and you saw them in another 

town. sometimes they'd send you letters...  

<Player A> with the Wii version of AC.. we'd get lil "reports" of gossip of what 

was going on in our other AC's real friends town 

When asked, Players A and B also talked about how animals in one town can remember 

visitors from another town: 

<Player A> well that is fun... you get animals who you meet or even ones that 

might have lived in your town and they "remember" you 

<Player B> I don't know how that works but very often I go visit other towns and 

the animals there saying that I am rude?! 
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When asked about the effects of the animals’ memory, Player A elaborated: 

<Player A> well it does give the AC world a greater illusion of reality 

<Player A> my daughter had a few favorite characters and it excited her that they 

remembered her  

<Player A> it made the virtual experience more real for her 

<Player A> in fact i'd say it was probably more rewarding for her then reality in 

some cases 

<Player B> never had that experience were an animal remembers me in other 

town 

<Player A> she met some kids she went to kindergarden a few years ago. in some 

cases the kids didn't remember her as well as the VC's did in AC 

Overall, it is not merely the visiting of other towns that creates the sense of connectivity 

to larger world.  Rather, it also includes “viral” and unexpected connectivity and 

memory.  This sense of being part of a larger world is probably also enhanced by the 

progression of real time.  As commented by Player J previously in this chapter, “time 

marches on […] seasons change, weeds grow” along with the passage of time in 

everyday life.  The world extends beyond the walls of a single town, it includes friends 

and family, and it is subject to passage of time and other rules of the larger reality. 

 I find that that the friendliness, sharing of resources, etiquette, and other aspects 

of visiting and hosting characterize the game, its sense of fun, and the theme of 

cultivation.  However, the connectivity – that animals can move from town to town, that 

gossip spreads from town to town, and that players can visit other towns at all – gives the 

game its context.  This narrative of cultivating a perfect town emerges within this larger 

world.  This world is not contiguous, and it’s not complex, but it follows its own rules, is 

subject to time, and contains friends and family within it. 

8.3.3 Sharing the Dream 

As previously mentioned, the town is cultivated within its safe walls.  Animal 

Crossing transforms the view of place as a site of tension in which competing interests 
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struggle over the imagined, represented, and material construction of place, in which 

unwanted others are excluded and barriers define boundaries (Harvey, 1996), in that the 

process of exclusion is so naturalized that it is built into the virtual infrastructure of the 

town.  There is no struggle.  And since everyone or each family owns their own town, 

there is no need for struggle.  There is only the town. 

In sum, the relationship between exploration, or visiting and hosting, and 

cultivation comes in three parts.  First, that because of the clear ownership of land, 

exploration is socially enacted.  This reflects on the geographic narrative of the game, 

which emerges partly through exploration and takes on that friendly, social character.  

Second, that cultivation of the town takes place within this larger, friendly world, in 

which time passes but in which friends and family are nearby, life is easy, and there is no 

struggle over place.  And third, that players can not only achieve the dream, but also 

share it with others. 

8.4 CONCLUSION 

Animal Crossing presents what is – at least on the surface – an innocent and 

carefree life of ease, wealth, and power.  As part of this, the game allows freedom of 

carefree personal expression, especially through the pattern tool discussed in this chapter. 

This personal expression is encouraged by two factors: one, that players are protected by 

a fictional “front,” an avatar in a fictional world that stands in for their everyday identities 

and lives; and two, that the simplicity of the tool is unintimidating.  Because of these 

factors, players have less to fear in their creative endeavors than they might in their 

everyday lives, in which arts, crafts, and music are difficult, they have to compete with 

skilled hobbyists and professionals, and their own reputation and confidence may be on 

the line when facing criticism from peers. 



 409 

This creative expression contributes toward personalizing the avatar, house, and 

town, for the overarching goal of cultivating an ideal town.  The pattern tool and town 

tune (a little song, personalized to each town, that plays when interacting with NPCs or 

entering rooms) options are particularly useful because they allow players to not only 

choose preexisting items for their clothing, furniture, and town decorations, but also to 

create patterns that may not exist in any other town. 

Lastly, this process of cultivation is also part of the processes of ideal place-

making.  The social elements of exploration in this game – such as protecting the town 

from inconsiderate visitors, trading patterns, and sharing resources with friends – also 

contribute toward that encompassing theme of cultivation.  The geographic narrative 

then, enacted partly through gameplay and exploration, is one of cultivating and creating 

an ideal place. 

In the opening of this chapter, I suggested that Gorillaz’ unique format 

encouraged and allowed greater creativity in musical production.  But more than that, 

Gorillaz could only have created what they created in that format: the inventive, genre-

bending music; the large ensemble; the use of cutting-edge technology; and the 

combination of music with visuals to blend “reality” with the “fiction” that more truly 

reflects the state of the popular music industry.  Along those lines, I ask now – “What 

could Animal Crossing only have done in its format?”  I believe that the answer to this 

question lies in Animal Crossing’s particular form of utopia.  Intentionally or not, Animal 

Crossing presents a kind of social experiment – what would happen if you really could 

remove all the “bad apples” from your life?  No mother-in-law, no boss, no obnoxious 

co-worker or irritating acquaintance.  You simply live in your own town, peacefully, 
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protected by a wall, and the only people that visit are ones that you invited.  Some might 

find it dull, and others – bliss. 

Not all, but very many games feature a utopian theme, ranging from building an 

ideal society,37 removing a corrupt government and replacing it with a better one,38 or 

destroying a threat to an otherwise happy kingdom.39  A Tale in the Desert is about 

cooperating to produce a “perfect society” (dnloreto, 2009).  Even World of Warcraft, 

which is nominally about war, is also utopian: the game involves mainly teamwork and 

cooperation, and the “war” is more of an organized sport – restricted by rules, enacted by 

teams, and “death” – of self and others – is temporary and carries little to no 

consequences (thus not really being death at all).40 

 James Kneale (2003) argued that utopian representations are also “secondary 

worlds,” or fictional worlds that reflect or comment upon the author’s primary world – 

offering suggestions, warnings, and commentary.  He also explained that utopias (and 

dystopias) discuss, explore, and engage in ideas.  They “are […] about hoping or fearing 

for the future rather than knowing exactly what it will be like” (41).  Animal Crossing 

participates in this conversation by providing an environment for people to live out 

utopian ideals.  It presents a utopian and heavily structured world in which all people41 

can achieve their dreams of peaceful home ownership, and in which people can function 

                                                 
37 Examples include simulation games, such as Civilization IV (Firaxis, 2005) (or the entire the Civilization 

series) or Little King’s Story (Cring and Town Factory, 2009). 
38 Examples include games such as Suikoden (Konami, 1996) or Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009). 
39 Examples include the Super Mario series, such as Super Mario Galaxy 2 (Nintendo EAD, 2010). 
40 “Death” in World of Warcraft requires the player to run from the nearest graveyard back to their corpse, 

a task requiring a few minutes.  If killed by a computer-controlled enemy, there is also a small cost to 

armor durability, so that after many deaths, players have to repair their armor. If killed by another player, 

such as in a special PVP “Battleground” or on a PVP server, there is no cost to armor durability. Computer-

controlled foes also “regenerate” and return a few minutes after being killed, so as to be available to 

challenge the next player. 
41 In Animal Crossing, all human beings can achieve their dreams at little cost to the animal neighbors, 

except that the animal neighbors do not share in the dream. 
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happily without poverty42 or conflict.  The utopian environment of Animal Crossing, 

which suggests a harmonious, peaceful existence, also lends itself to a darker 

interpretation.  It suggests in its utopia that ending conflict can be viably (virtually) 

achieved through careful separation or removal of other human beings.  A sense of 

community and closeness comes from the animals – along with a sense of uncontested 

power that comes from being the lone human surrounded by docile, admiring, and 

cultureless inferiors.  One could argue that Animal Crossing reveals that this fantasy life 

is also human desire.  And while there is some legitimacy to this argument, the fact 

remains that human beings do interact in this game – through visiting and hosting, and 

through families sharing a town.  They cooperate, share, and encourage one another.  And 

they only do those things. 

 While Animal Crossing is only one small and simple game in our larger reality, it 

also presents ideas, suggestions, and a functioning utopia inhabited by real people.  As a 

text, this game reveals interesting and occasionally disturbing messages about what an 

ideal reality could be.  This has much value, but representations are more than discourse.  

Representations also give virtual form and function to mere ideas.  So as I interrogate this 

representation, I also emphasize that this is a dynamic environment – a collaborative and 

changing environment in which many participants give it shape.  It is an experiment in 

which real people act out a social structure that cannot easily exist in actual reality.  It 

also shows that it is possible, at least virtually, for limited numbers of people to get along, 

as I said, without poverty or conflict.  Like Gorillaz, Animal Crossing could only have 

existed in this virtual format.  

                                                 
42 The humans do not suffer poverty, however, the tailoring sisters and the wandering “starving artist” 

Wendell appear to be poor.  Even so, the sisters own their own business and have a place to live, and 

Wendell lives in a world in which food is free and money is easily come by. So, I claim that Animal 

Crossing is more or less free of poverty. 
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 Having now discussed geographic narrative, cooperation, and creativity at length, 

this concludes the section of this dissertation dealing primarily with exploration, as well 

as the discussion of new information.  Chapter 9 follows, with a concluding analysis 

tying together the key themes of this research.   
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Chapter 9  

Encountering Virtual Environments as Entities 

You play as a young boy named Ico, who was born with horns. You've just turned 

12 and your horns have grown a lot larger. Way too big for you to be allowed to 

stay in your tiny village filled with superstitious and frightened people. So a group 

of knights takes you to a nearby castle, where they lock you into a tiny pod. It's 

for the good of the town. Forgive us. There are hundreds of pods in the enormous 

room and the game starts as your miniature prison cell breaks loose from the wall, 

falls to the ground, and cracks open, spilling you out. Then, you're on your own to 

explore. Walk around, examine everything, take in your surroundings and figure 

out what you need to do to move on. There's not any real plot. After a little bit, 

you'll come across Yorda, a girl who's being held in a cage suspended from the 

ceiling of a very tall room. You free her and now it's you and her. The idea is to 

escape from the castle, and so every single room you come across is just another 

puzzle to solve in order to progress. 

It's all so amazingly designed, though. The castle's architecture is absolutely 

incredible. You'll soon realize that in the outdoor areas, when you see another part 

of the huge castle somewhere in the background, you've either been there, or are 

going to be there. Every little room and piece of the castle fits together perfectly, 

and it's designed so that there are no levels, just one big consistent world. When 

this really dawns on you for the first time, you'll be absolutely amazed. All of 

these games lately (*cough* Oni *cough*) brag about how their levels were 

designed by "actual architects," and yet it doesn't really help the overall product 

too much. This castle was created entirely by the game's designers, and it's one of 

the single most amazing instances of level design in the history of video gaming. 

Add to that the fact that the load times are virtually non-existent, and you've got 

one impressively put-together game.  

The environments are designed beautifully, and they look gorgeous as well. 

They're an absolute joy to explore. The texture work in this game is absolutely 

amazing. All of the surfaces in ICO look practically photo-realistic. Then, of 

course, there's the lighting. The way that sunshine streams through the windows 

and dimly lights the rooms you travel through, the way that the flickering candles 

illuminate Ico's face as he steps close to them. Everything is so dramatic. The 

outdoor segments are absolutely beautiful. The effect that they have on you when 

you step out is pretty amazing, too. They're so bright that the transition from the 

dim indoor section to the bright outdoor sections is as blinding to the player as 

they would be to Ico. It's a really cool effect, and it's little subtle touches like this 

that add to the immersiveness.  (Alupului, 2001) 
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In his review of ICO (Team ICO, 2001), Andrei Alupului emphasized the 

coherency and beauty of the environment of the game, a decaying castle.  Indeed, the 

design philosophy of the game sacrificed complexity for coherency: 

They began to accomplish this using a method they referred to as "subtracting 

design:" every element of the game that took away from its reality was removed. 

Instead of having a varied cast of enemies with unique strengths and weaknesses, 

for instance, there would be only one enemy type; instead of a castle, its environs, 

and nearby settlements, there would only be the castle and an escape from it. They 

also used unconventional hiring techniques: to put together a team capable of 

realizing Ueda's vision, they hired mostly outside of the industry to put together 

an initial staff of two programmers, four artists, and one designer in addition to 

Ueda and Kaido. (1UP.com, 2004) 

Because of its unique scenario, the simple and somewhat static qualities of the 

environment only contribute to its realism; the castle is a place out of time, abandoned by 

humans, inhabited only by an immortal witch, the imprisoned girl, Yorda, and the horned 

boy, Ico.  By today’s standards, the graphics are now fairly dated, looking their more than 

10 years of age even in its recent and re-mastered re-release (Team ICO, 2012), but the 

artistic design of the castle holds up.  As the game’s premise disguises its limitations, the 

castle appears as a dying creature.  The player must use his or her wits to make way 

through the castle, which is massive, intricate, ancient, and deserted, offering adventure, 

puzzles, and, eventually, escape for Ico and Yorda.  See Figure 9.1 below for images of 

ICO. 
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Figure 9.1: Images of ICO. 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 

Since ICO’s time, video game graphics and technical capacity have grown, but 

basic design principles for virtual environments remain largely the same.  Games balance 

realism and fantasy to entrance the player (see Schwartz, 2006) with a game world 

offering consistency and the appearance of independent action.  In form, game worlds are 

fundamentally unique compared to material environments: they are made up of hardware, 

code, and human input in design, implementation, and play.  In this concluding chapter, I 

discuss these basic characteristics of game worlds with the following research question: 

How could a game environment be understood in terms of interaction between 

game players and code? 

In addressing this question, my discussion encompasses how the forms of games as 

hybrids between these elements affect their qualities as diegetic worlds.  This 

collaboration, especially between human and code (but also shaped by the capabilities 

and limitations of the hardware), has been a theme throughout this dissertation.  So in this 

final chapter, I review several recurring concepts from this dissertation and discuss how 

and what they illuminate about the nature of virtual worlds as hybrids of machine, code, 

and human.  I focus my discussion around the following themes: utopia, transmedia 

geographies, the artificial intelligences of virtual worlds, and the roles of the individual in 
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these environments.  In this chapter, I conclude this dissertation with a return to the 

theme of human-code interaction, in a fresh discussion incorporating key themes from the 

previous chapters. 

9.2 UTOPIA 

 As discussed throughout this dissertation, many games, including World of 

Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert, and Animal Crossing portray utopian environments.  

Uniquely compared to other forms of media (such as film or literature), video games 

present functioning utopias populated by real people; the virtual utopias operate as a sort 

of experimental environment in which only certain types of behaviors and social 

interactions are encouraged or even allowed (through the limitations of the game code).  

World of Warcraft presents an ideal form of war, in which real people never have to die 

or murder other real people, and in which every individual has an equal chance at glory.  

In Animal Crossing, players can create a home in a pleasant virtual village.  And most 

dramatically, in A Tale in the Desert, which encourages cooperation over conflict, players 

collaborate to create a utopian civilization. 

 James Kneale (2003) wrote that commentary originates within the differences 

between the fictional world created by the author and the actual world in which the 

author (and player, viewer, or reader) lives.  As Kneale pointed out, utopias and dystopias 

offer suggestions, alternatives, or warnings while they explore hoped or feared 

possibilities.  In a game like A Tale in the Desert, those differences lie not in description 

but in enacted human behavior.  Why do players behave differently in A Tale in the 

Desert than in their everyday lives?  The software carefully structures behaviors by only 

including certain forms of interaction (for example, A Tale in the Desert includes no 

combat) and by designing for preferred strategies (for example, A Tale in the Desert is 
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structured so that cooperation is a successful strategy).  This situation is unique to virtual 

places and spaces, in which deliberately designed and written code structures the 

environments – there are no other forces at work, except for the human players, who have 

designated roles. 

 In previous chapters, I discussed utopia in the contexts of the themes of those 

chapters.  In Chapter 3, I introduced utopia as a theme and noted the player’s 

participation in the utopian environment through game play, exploration, and player-

created content.  In Chapter 4, I observed the equalizing of abilities by gender, size, and 

race (referring to ‘species’ in World of Warcraft, such as Human, Dwarf, Night Elf, and 

so on) as part of a utopian theme.  Utopia reappeared in Chapter 6 with a discussion of 

saving the environment and building a better world as a narrative theme.  Following, in 

Chapter 8 I discussed utopia throughout my examination of creative place-making in 

Animal Crossing.  In this chapter, I noted how Animal Crossing provides an opportunity 

for players to create an ideal home town in the virtual village of Animal Crossing, both 

through the capacity to personalize the environment and through the lack of competition 

from strangers (since each person or family unit has their own town, populated only by 

A.I. “animals” who lack the ability or interest in personalizing the town).  The 

experimental utopia of Animal Crossing, I observed, is in the unique ability to create an 

ideal home without any undesired presences, an impossibility in the crowded societies in 

which we live, in which cooperation with difficult people is necessary. 

 In the comments on a story about a player riot in an earlier iteration of A Tale in 

the Desert, Andrew Tepper of eGenesis shared his thoughts on the struggle for utopia in 

relation to his design philosophy for the game: 
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While those saying "it's only a game" are making an often heard point, I haven't 

seem [sic] much discussion along the lines of why I think this was an interesting 

event. (BTW, I'm lead designer of ATITD [atitd.com].) 

To a new player, ATITD can seem like a game about building "stuff." You build 

your camp, your compound, your character. If you play a long time, or play smart, 

you can excel in all of that. But the real challenge is that it's a game about 

building a perfect society, and that is *hard*. It's hard in RL, and if I'm doing my 

job correctly it should be hard in the game. 

Along comes a foreign trader, with shiny new goods, and an attitude that's totaly 

[sic] offensive, totally out of line with the culture that has developed in our 

Ancient Egypt. Would you trade with him? Would you put aside your morals, if it 

meant you'd get an advantage that many people don't have? In real-life, would 

you patronize a store that had a "no jews allowed" policy? What if they had 

*really* good prices? Would you do it and hope nobody saw? Maybe feel guilty? 

The best books, movies, television - can provoke a range of emotions. I like books 

that make me feel happy, enraged, triumphant, guilty, enlightened, sad. I want to 

have all of those emotions available in an MMO, and emotions occur in players, 

not characters. 

So, to create emotions you have to do things to characters that the people behind 

them will react to. The only question is how hard is it ok to push? So hard that the 

person kills themself? Of course not. Did this event push too hard? Certainly for 

some people it did. 

I'll continue to make it hard to build this perfect society. If that means we trade 

subscriber counts for a more memorable, challenging experience, I'm confortable 

[sic] with that. After all, if I were optimizing for subscriber counts, I'd have done 

a combat based game. Hell, if I were optimizing for money, I'd have been a 

lawyer! (Tepper, 2004) 

Of course, however difficult it is to create utopia in A Tale in the Desert (and each telling 

lasts months to a year, so it is a lengthy process) and however much drama between 

players, the game is still designed with creating an ideal civilization as an achievable 

goal.  The structuring rules of A Tale in the Desert prevent a descent into murder or war, 

thus limiting human viciousness in practical terms.  Where Animal Crossing creates a 

utopia by removing the “bad apples” from the player’s life, A Tale in the Desert creates 
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an environment in which nastiness is limited both in options and in potential for success 

(I did witness griefing, or playing in such a way to deliberately upset or cause trouble for 

other players, but it was followed by a sincere attempt at problem solving from the non-

griefing players, and then intervention by the authorities (players who are elected 

officials); not a desired outcome for the griefer as emotions ran relatively low and 

rationality prevailed).  Together, these two utopian portrayals suggest that realized utopia 

and its prevention both originate within human nature.  In these games, with limits on 

cruelty, virtual utopia is a possibility.  Sure, there are struggles, but any damage done by 

others is recoverable.  The very struggle reinforces the reality of the struggle to achieve 

and to maintain functioning utopia. 

9.3 TRANSMEDIA GEOGRAPHIES 

My second theme only appeared briefly in Chapter 8, but nevertheless has 

interesting implications for geography of imaginative environments.  In any case, 

geographers are just now, many of them reluctantly, coming to terms with virtual place – 

that place can exist in media, without a tangible location.  My examination in Chapter 8 

of the merchandising, publicity, and fan interaction of Gorillaz’ Plastic Beach suggested 

to me another term: transmedia geography – after Henry Jenkins’ (2006) “transmedia 

storytelling,” in which stories are told through several different media.  Transmedia 

geography describes places that interface across multiple media – just like Gorillaz’ 

Plastic Beach, which can be explored through the album, web games, Twitter updates 

and online “radio” broadcasts from fictional band member Murdoc Niccals, a series of 

music videos, and a physical model from which photography was taken.  All of this 

seems really obvious, but what it means is that the fixed location of a place need not be a 

fixed location at all – it can be a unifying idea (of a place). 
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 Of course, place is always more conceptual than mere location, but my argument 

here is that place does not need any kind of specific location.  Place exists in a less 

concrete form, through media but also in human thought.  Further, even traditional place 

exists simultaneously in multiple realities, through the unique perspective worlds of each 

individual visitor.  This suggests that place is already polymorphous by nature. 

 For video games, the diegetic world of the game clearly includes both the game 

and all of its intertextual materials, including promotional materials, fan communities, 

and more.  This model of an intertextual diegetic world suggests one world that 

encompasses all of these different places within it, across different texts.  This is also 

important, and it applies very well to video games with a large world, such as World of 

Warcraft, with its multiple games and expansions and licensed books, comic books, and 

toys.  This model refers to each virtual space as a separate place within the same diegetic 

world.  This is distinct from transmedia geography, in which a single place exists across 

multiple media, as with Gorillaz’ Plastic Beach.  Of course, any particular fictional world 

can be described with both models simultaneously: the geography of the Warcraft 

franchise, for example, can be broadly described as an intertextual world encompassing 

all of these different texts produced by Blizzard, but with transmedia places within it, 

specific locations that appear in several games or related products.  Overall, imaginative 

environments can be either or both intertextual and transmedial.   

9.4 THE ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCES OF VIRTUAL WORLDS 

In addition to all of this, virtual worlds might be best conceived of as entities of 

artificial intelligence: complex, growing, and capable of independent action.  These three 

qualities together contribute to virtual worlds that mimic material environments in their 

externality to complete comprehension and direct control.   
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The breadth and detail of the environment need not reproduce the complexity of 

the universe, but need only exceed the player’s understanding.  In fact, a simpler 

portrayal, provided it is not too simple, might be more immersive if it, like ICO, simply 

leaves out anything that interferes with the realism or consistency of the imaginative 

environment.  The perception of complexity, largeness, and detail allow the game world 

to exist outside the player’s mind. 

Narrative structures change in the environment, providing a forward motion to the 

imaginative environment.  The narrative, as I explained in Chapter 6, provides a 

framework for causal change; the form of the narrative reflects as the form of causal 

change.  For example, while Iterated narrative events contribute to a sense of the virtual 

world as changing in bursts, Cycling events repeat, so that they can be experienced over 

and over, giving the impression of the game as representing a limited period of time in 

the diegetic world’s span.  Additionally, game structure also interacts with the player, 

providing another form of change, particularly in games in which the player can greatly 

affect the environment, such as A Tale in the Desert, with its player-created cities.  The 

game world’s ability to change contributes to its appearance as growing in, ideally, some 

unexpected directions. 

Lastly, the code of the game not only contributes to forward motion in a narrative, 

but also grants the virtual world a type of agency.  The ability to act and respond outside 

the player’s control enhances the player’s view of the game world as an external entity, 

with which the player can interact.  Over time, the player can form a relationship of sorts 

with the game world, developing attachment to certain areas, dislike of others, and build 

memories of their experiences in those virtual places. 
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 With these three qualities, imaginative virtual worlds take on realism, and not life, 

but perhaps artificial intelligence, as beings of code and hardware, created by and 

interacting with humans.  They appear to have independent will, agency, and 

unpredictability (to an extent) as dynamic and complex and artificial creatures.  These 

entities are mysterious.  They entice the player.  The complexity, change, and 

independence is arguably an illusion, as the effect is stronger than the design, but 

nevertheless, with these illusions, imaginative game worlds offer greater realism, fantasy, 

and potential for exploration and interaction to the player.  If or when the player begins to 

understand the underlying rules by which the game world operates, the illusion is broken 

and the player can no longer see an imaginative world out of hardware and code. 

 In World of Warcraft, due to its detail and complexity, the illusion of reality is 

perhaps weaker, at least after many months of play, but the illusion of possibility in play 

is very strong.  Even after leveling a character to the maximum, players can still run 

dungeons with small or larger groups, and earn great loot for their character while they 

work as a team with others. 

 In A Tale in the Desert, players work to deliberately dismantle the illusion of the 

untamed wilderness and replace it with the illusion of civilization.  Players work together 

to deliberately uncover the underlying rules of the desert, learning how to best grow 

crops, for example.  But even with this transparency, the stronger illusion of the meaning 

of the player-created utopian civilization takes it place.  When the process is complete, 

players have achieved utopia, and the telling ends. 

 My own experience with Animal Crossing illustrates the dominance of the 

illusion of reality.  I played Animal Crossing: Wild World (Nintendo, 2005) nearly every 

day for three years.  I made a fancy home in the village, named Potatown; I turned the 
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entire village into my garden, and watered my flowers every day; and I made friends with 

the animals who lived in my town (not a very difficult task).  Having finally collected all 

of the furniture I wanted, and having grown all the types of flower hybrids, I finally quit 

playing when I stopped discovering new dialogue in conversation with the animals.  The 

lack of anything new made the game finally appear transparent to me, and I lost interest.  

But for three years, I felt that at least 15 minutes a day with Animal Crossing was a 

worthwhile and valuable investment in a place that had captured my imagination. 

9.5 THE INDIVIDUAL 

But in addition to all of this, with the current level of technology, the virtual 

world of a game typically exists as a dynamic entity only if there are people to execute 

the software, maintain the technology, and interact with the game. But what is the role of 

the individual within such a virtual world?  This section tackles that question. 

In previous chapters, I have emphasized the relationship between a player and a 

dynamic virtual world.  In this relationship, non-verbal communication takes form as 

exploration, play, and software interaction.  I have characterized this relationship as 

based on role-play, narrative, and exploration, and as a dialogue between the game world 

(providing dynamic structure) and players (providing creative input).  Beyond this, the 

game world can be a wilderness to be tamed, a town to be built, a frontier to be 

developed, a war to be won, a life to be made, and much more.  In this chapter, I have 

elaborated on the nature of the virtual world of the game as (often being) utopian or 

dystopian, transmedial, and artificially intelligent.  The result is an entity of artificial 

intelligence that exists in a unique form, as code, images, and concepts crossing multiple 

media, embodying the ideals of its designers, and, crucially, capable of change and 

reaction, forming a dynamic world for the player.  The player provides creative input for 
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the game, as discussed in the previous chapter, but in relation to the game world, the 

player is also much more.  The player is, in a single-player game, the sole human 

inhabitant of a world known and lived in by many; the player is the hero, a top-notch 

competitor, and the inevitable victor; the player is the person for whom this world exists, 

at the very same moment that it exists for each other player and only for each other 

player. 

Many scholars are, naturally, concerned with the nature of the human being in 

relation to technology and have weighed in with their own thoughts on the subject.  Janet 

Murray (1997: 1-2) described how technology modifies human capacity, allowing people 

to move their bodies and words farther in space and through other means than were 

previously possible.  Ken Hillis (1999) suggested ‘the self’ to be more a ‘sense of self’ 

that can be moved from the body into virtual space.  He noted that technology was seen 

as ‘extending’ the self to faraway places in a “transcendence […] of embodied reality” 

(173), although the very concept of transcending embodied reality also reinforces the 

physical reality of embodiment.  Similarly to Murray and Hillis, Paul C. Adams (2005) 

emphasized how communication technology allows extension of ‘the self’ through space 

beyond the body’s immediate surroundings.  In all of these cases, the portrayal of the 

relationship of body to machine is generally that, while also remaining embodied, ‘the 

self’ moves through or into or with technology, manifesting actions and communication 

in distant places. 

Approaching the body and technology from another perspective, Donna Haraway 

(1991) conceptualized the relationships between the organic and the technological in the 

myth of the cyborg, emphasizing transgressions of hegemonic binaries.  Harway noted 

that “the cyborg [is] a fiction mapping our social and bodily reality” (150), an argument 
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that is also all the more relevant in this age of personal technology.  Allucquère Rosanne 

Stone (1996) navigated to avoid binaries by emphasizing complexity and change in 

identity, which is without obvious definition or bounds, and also, as she discussed, 

includes technological prostheses.  Along with this emphasis on complexity, she also 

dismissed binaries, such as explicitly rejecting the mapping of a mind/body dualism onto 

her virtual/material distinction.  The most relevant common thread here between these 

two scholars is the inclusion of subtlety, complexity, and transition in characterizing 

relationships of people and technology. 

Building on the works of Deleuze and Guattari, Brian Rotman (2008) proposed 

that human beings are a better understood as ‘assemblages’ spread across biological, 

cultural, and technological elements.  He argued that technology transforms thought, as 

with the example of writing as a technology, and continued with arguing that changes in 

technology have recently led people to rethink the nature of ‘the self.’  His discussion 

focused on transformation of ‘the self’ by technology, which attempts to capture the 

human individual as a dynamic creature rather than a static object.  Rotman observed that 

the conceptual human being already includes technology, such as with the examples of 

language and writing; he focused on his view of the relationship between technology and 

‘the self’ as transformative and assembling. 

Although the connection to this discussion is not immediately obvious, I also wish 

to bring in the effects of sensation and ‘the self.’  Psychologist Sharon Heller (2002) 

offered the following insight into the effects of sensory integration on sense of self:  

At the core of psychological health lies a sense of self as complete and viable.  

Appraising sensations accurately, the normal person maintains a comfortable 

steady state and regular body rhythms for sleep, rising, eating, eliminating, loving. 

The ground feels steady beneath his feet, and he moves as a compact presence in 

the world, freely connecting to the community of others and loving and receiving 
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love. He feels competent to do what he needs to do and in control of his destiny.  

(93) 

Heller then elaborated on how, in people who have difficulties with sensation, their 

impressions of ‘compact being’ are disrupted in their experiences of their own bodies and 

in the ways in which they experience the world.  However, while viewing oneself as a 

‘compact being’ might seem natural to a healthy person, it is an illusion; people are not 

contained in their skins, not even biologically, with our eyes, ears, skin, noses, mouths, 

nerves, and brains pointed outward, perceiving the world around us as our organs 

incorporate and make use of nutrients taken in from outside our bodies, and as we 

interact, in every moment, with our surroundings.  In a more abstract sense, our thoughts, 

perceptions, and actions exist outside any imagined confines of our skin and tissues.  

Virtual worlds, avatars, and personal technology also affect our perceptions and agency 

in new ways, offering scholars opportunities to reconceive ‘the self’ to include these new 

ways of affecting perceptions and agency.  Of course, the very compactness and 

containment of the word ‘the self’ makes this discussion difficult; the word emphasizes 

sharp differences between the individual and the world, where I find only indistinct 

outlines. 

 The widely varying views on the nature of the self (in relation to technology or 

not) reveal that ‘the self’ is essentially a subjective construct delineating the boundaries 

between an individual awareness and the world around them.  Each individual provides a 

unique answer to where these boundaries lie, physically, and where they lie, 

conceptually.  Despite the subjectivity of the discussion, there clearly are boundaries, 

even if they be unclear, because the physical and virtual worlds alike are filled with 

independently acting organisms or artificial intelligences, as well as nonliving objects and 

processes, which also have force, though not independent thought. 
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 In my characterization of the individual, I focus on embodiment, perception, and 

agency. I attempt to balance all three of these, so that none of them overpowers the other 

two in my discussion.  I treat embodiment, perception, and agency primarily as processes 

rather than as static things.  In this view, I am somewhat more concerned with what 

human beings do rather than what they are.  And along those lines, I also find the 

mind/body binary (Cartesian Dualism) to be absurdly simplistic, and, moreover, counter 

to the facts of how the human body actually works.  Now that we know what the brain 

does and that it is an inseparable and fully integrated part of the body, the mind/body 

binary is simply an outdated and, outside of fiction, useless distinction.  Neither 

embodiment, perception, nor agency fall anywhere within the mind/body binary, nor are 

they mutually exclusive in any way to one another.  To me, this entire issue reflects the 

limitations of language.  While languages are necessary for practical communication, 

even with tools such as specialized vocabulary or metaphor, for example, the very 

delineation of concepts into discrete words defeats complex abstraction, making it 

impossible to illustrate authentically with verbal language.  Binaries arise out of these 

sharp boundaries around words.  Mind implies not-mind, and so on. 

 Virtual worlds usually present similarly to the physical world, with an external 

world and a specific role for the player.  The world is then subject to limited and specific 

influence by the individual, who, with patience, persistence, strategy, and perhaps the 

cooperation of others, may eventually transform the environment into their own vision in 

the contexts permitted by the game.  The player’s personal identification, virtual 

embodiment, perception, and agency include an avatar or avatars and/or a UI, at the same 

time that it still includes the body sitting at the computer.  In this way, the player exists 

both within the game and at his or her computer, which are both within his or her 



 428 

immediate surroundings.  But also, in interacting with the game world, the player also 

negotiates new boundaries that subvert and reinforce the illusion of a compact, embodied 

self. 

 The player often controls an avatar, but also often takes on a non-avatar role, as in 

simulation games.  But even in simulation games, the player’s abilities are limited, 

leaving him or her with a specific role.  As previously discussed in this dissertation, the 

designed game world elicits role-play from the player, and this is a basis of the 

relationship between game world and player.  The game structure provides tasks, goals, 

and action, while the narrative structure allows the player to move a story forward, and 

environmental structure provides a responsive world, waiting for input.  All three of these 

structures (or the game taken as a whole) entice ‘play’ from the player.  This is the nature 

of the relationship as discussed in the previous chapters.   

 Games offer interesting representations of perception and interaction, as well.  

Simulation games, such as Sid Meier’s Civilization V (Firaxis, 2010) or The Sims 3 (The 

Sims Studio, 2009) (pictured below in Figure 9.2) offer a distanced (and scaled) view of 

an entire environment and its actors, of which the player can view only a limited portion.  

The player can control the environment in limited ways as time progresses, building a 

successful civilization (or not) or building happy lives for sims (or not).  First-person 

games provide the player with an avatar, and the player sees through their avatar’s eyes.  

Third-person avatar games, however, like World of Warcraft, A Tale in the Desert, and 

Animal Crossing, portray the world in a somewhat disembodied fashion.  In any of these 

third-person avatar games, the player views their virtual body from the outside, 

perceiving the world around their avatar in an overhead view rather than through their 

avatar’s own eyes.  In World of Warcraft, using the default options, when the player 
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chooses to interact with the environment, they walk up to the interactive element using 

arrow keys and click on it to interact, a process that emphasizes the environment and goal 

object over the avatar body.  In A Tale in the Desert, movement and interaction are 

similar, except that movement is click-to-move, keeping the player’s eyes and focus on 

the environment rather than their avatar body (which is, after all, just a representation of 

their agency in the game world).  Animal Crossing represents a slightly more embodied 

perspective; the player can only move their avatar and perform actions by pressing 

buttons next to an object, disallowing an illusion of bypassing the avatar body even while 

viewing it from the outside. 

 The consistency of perception and agency in game worlds is also very different 

from everyday life.  Perception alone is highly subjective.  With high myopia, looking at 

every moment through high-powered lenses, I cannot agree that “seeing is believing;” 

while I can agree on the generalities, subtle differences in my vision from eye to eye 

(even including color) and from lens to lens suggest to me that no one sees quite the same 

reality as anyone else.  Add to this the effects of bias (such as confirmation bias), 

concentration, and the inadequacies of memory, and each person’s concrete world is only 

based on a subjective sensory experience.  And of course, in everyday life, everyone has 

different abilities and different advantages and different disadvantages.  But in most 

games, players perceive a deliberately consistent and simple world, minimizing 

differences of perception.  And again in most games, players might choose to develop 

different abilities and skills, but each player has the same capacity for growth and 

interaction granted by the game. 
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Figure 9.2: Images of Civilization V (top) and The Sims 3 (bottom). 

Lastly, and as hinted before, in virtual worlds, the individual is even less 

contained than in physical ones. In some games, the player controls a single avatar. Even 

this places the player’s identity within two places and with two bodies at once.  But, as 

noted, the player also can see around and behind that avatar in a way not possible through 

only a material body, and interact with the world by clicking on it, not on the avatar. But 

in other games, the player controls an entire group of characters, each one the player’s 
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character – for example, in the Suikoden games (Konami, 1995; 1998; 2002; 2004; 

2006), the player controls 108 characters, of which six can (usually) be placed in the 

active party. And in yet other games, players control entire civilizations (such as 

Civilization V, discussed just previously) or no particular human element at all (such as 

Flower (Thatgamecompany, 2009) or Tetris (Bullet-Proof Software, 1989), pictured 

below in Figure 9.3).  In any of games, the relationship of the individual to the (virtual) 

world is something outside the norm. 

Figure 9.3: Tetris (left) and Flower (right). 

9.6 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have discussed unique qualities of the virtual environments of 

video games in order to address this question:  

How could a game environment be understood in terms of interaction between 

game players and code? 

Defining video games as hybrids of machine, code, and human (in ideas taken form and 

input from players), I emphasized that virtual environments are (often) utopian or 

dystopian, transmedial, and acting on artificial intelligence.  I then elaborated on the roles 

of the individual in virtual imaginative worlds, reiterating the basic formula that games 
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provide structure and players play within (or with) that structure, but also discussing how 

the format of games and their user interface represents an interactive view of ‘the self.’ 

 Games can clearly be any, from all to none, of those characteristics I have been 

discussing; even “environments of artificial intelligence” are optional, as with games that 

have very simple environments (such as Flower (2009), pictured just previously), 

environments that cannot act on their own (such as Second Life (Linden Research, Inc., 

2003), which is more of a utility), or no traditional environment at all (such as Tetris 

(1989), pictured just previously).  But very many games do represent these 

characteristics.  The result for these games is that the environment is a sort of artificial 

creature: interactive with the player, able to react in ways both predictable and 

unpredictable (as appropriate), capable of independent growth and change.  Its interactive 

capacity, along with the opacity of the user interface – disguising the underlying rules 

governing the virtual world – results in a relationship with the player as a separate 

creature.  All of these characteristics, while they seem commonplace in this age of 

personal computing and video gaming, result in a dramatically different creature than a 

biological organism.  This creature has no contained body; it can live across multiple 

media in multiple sites.  It is entirely designed, embodying (in a way) imagination: all of 

its parts and processes are built.  The environment itself is built; the code is also built.  

The comparison also extends to geography.  Imaginative virtual environments differ from 

actual environments in all of these ways, as well, illuminating the very subjectivity and 

transient qualities of our concepts of place and space, which, as we have learned, do not 

even necessarily require a physical location.  At the same time, imaginative virtual 

environments also function as real places for real people, and while this is utterly 

mundane, it is also completely amazing to see these ideas in motion. 
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 The environment of ICO (2001) was incredible in its time.  While the graphics 

appear dated now, the design and consistency of the castle and its form in geographic 

puzzle is still very impressive.  The fact that every part of the castle will eventually be 

explored – any tower seen in the distance or room below a walkway – enhances both 

magic and realism.  The player, from there, is touched to some degree by the 

environment, this dying castle with an unknown history.  The player wonders about the 

castle.  Who built it?  Why did they leave?  How did this castle get into this state?  The 

impression left is very much like the impression of a dying elderly human, who (by logic) 

must have lived for years to take him or herself to that point, but the shape of the life is 

unclear.  While Ico and Yorda survive to live (hopefully) happier lives elsewhere, the 

melancholy of the castle lends a bittersweet feel to the ending.   By the end, the player 

has gotten to know this elderly castle, with its puzzles and its mysteries, but must say 

goodbye to the game and its world.  In its place waits innumerable other games and 

imaginative worlds to be explored, known, conquered, or befriended – and eventually 

abandoned for newer worlds.  Meanwhile, as the games change, they increase in 

familiarity, offering up favorite places for people to spend their time for hours a day, 

places where they form memories and relationships that potentially extend to other 

games.  Beyond that, they also offer new forms (as discussed thoughout this dissertation) 

for play with ideas and imagination, which is the playful essence of thought.   
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Epilogue 

I had recently discovered that the old Voltron: Defender of the Universe (Sterling, 

1984) series was available on Netflix Instant, and when I found some time, I queued it up 

and started the first episode.  I had loved Voltron when it first aired, but I was seven years 

old then, and my memory of the show was dim.  The title began with narration over 

music. 

“From days of long ago… from uncharted regions of the universe… comes a 

legend – the legend of Voltron – defender of the universe! A mighty robot, loved by 

good, feared by evil…” 

The narrator continued as the theme song began to swell, but at the line about the 

robot’s reputation, my memory stirred.  I remembered understanding so clearly the 

benefit of an unyielding, impartial, ethical, and ancient robot to defend the weak and 

defeat the cruel.  I had grasped, back then, the subtleties of Voltron’s existence: that 

although it was a vehicle, it had a life force all its own.  As a child, I had wished for 

Voltron to be real, not because it was cool, but because I admired the nobility of its cause 

and saw a need for its justice in my own life. 

Soon enough, the title ended and the episode started.  I immediately noticed that 

the voice acting was awkward, and the animation was stiff and reused many stock 

animations.  The plot was a little hard to follow, too, and the episode had obviously been 

censored.  The robot was cool, no doubt, and just, and noble, but it also sold toys.  I 

found myself forced to admit… Voltron: Defender of the Universe… does not hold up to 

the test of time and the scrutiny of my adult mind.  Oh, well.  Somewhere, some time, 

seven-year-old me can still love Voltron. 

  



 435 

References 

1UP.com. (2004). The method of developing ICO. 1UP.com. Retrieved May 24, 2012 

from http://www.1up.com/features/method-developing-ico  

2K Games and Irrational Games. (2007). Bioshock [multi-platform video game]. Novato, 

CA: 2K Games. 

AAG. (2012). Program archive for the Annual Meetings of the Association of American 

Geographers. AAG: Association of American Geographers. Retrieved August 24, 

2012 from http://www.aag.org/cs/annualmeeting/pastprograms 

Aarseth, E. (1997). Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature. Baltimore, MD: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Aarseth, E. (2001). Computer game studies, year one. Game Studies 1 (1). Retrieved 

August 24, 2012 from http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/editorial.html 

Aber, J. (2008). Spatial scales of the arcade collecting community: A photo essay. 

Aether: The Journal of Media Geography, 2: 61-70. 

Adams, E. (2002). The role of architecture in video games. Gamasutra. Retrieved 

January 11, 2009 from 

http://www.designersnotebook.com/Columns/047_The_Role_of_Architecture/047

_the_role_of_architecture.htm  

Adams, P. C. (1992). Television as gathering place. Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 82 (1), 117-135. 

Adams, P. C. (1998). Network topologies and virtual place. Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 88 (1): 88-106. 

Adams, P. (2005). The boundless self: Communication in physical and virtual spaces. 

Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press.  

Aitken, S. C. (1997). Analysis of texts: Armchair theory and couch-potato geography. In 

R. Flowerdew and D. Martin (Eds.), Methods in human geography: A guide for 

students doing a research project (197-212). New York: Prentice Hall. 

Aitken, S. C. (2002). Tuning the self: City space and SF horror movies. In R. Kitchin and 

J. Kneale (Eds.), Lost in space: Geographies of science fiction (104-122). New 

York City: Continuum. 

Aitken, S. C. and D. P. Dixon. (2006). Imagining geographies of film. Erdkunde 60 (4): 

326-336. 

Aitken, S. C. and Zonn, L. E. (1993). Weir(d) sex: Representation of gender environment 

relations in Peter Weir’s Picnic at Hanging Rock and Gallipoli. Environment and 

Planning D: Society and Space 11, 191-212. 



 436 

Aitken, S. C. and Zonn, L. E. (Eds.). (1994). Place, power, situation, and spectacle: A 

geography of film. Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Alupului, A. (2001). Review of ICO (PS2). Gamespy. Retrieved May 23, 2012 from 

http://archive.gamespy.com/reviews/october01/ico/index.shtm 

Aldred, J. and Greenspan, B. (2011). A man chooses, a slave obeys: BioShock and the 

dystopian logic of convergence. Games and Culture 6 (5): 479-496. 

Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of 

nationalism. Revised edition, 1991. New York: Verso. 

Andreucii, G. (2008). 3D graphical user interfaces on personal computers: space-place 

building processes in virtual environments. Aether: The Journal of Media 

Geography, 2: 71-83. 

Animal Crossing: City Folk Villagers. (2009). Animal Crossing Neoseeker. Retrieved 

November 18, 2011 from 

http://animalcrossing.neoseeker.com/wiki/Animal_Crossing:_City_Folk_Villager

s 

Anita, S. (2006). Blogging the borders: Virtual skinheads, hypermasculinity, and 

heteronormativity. Journal of Political and Military Sociology, 34 (1): 143-164. 

Annandale, D. (2006). The subversive carnival of Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas. In N. 

Garrelts (Ed.), The meaning and culture of Grand Theft Auto: Critical essays (88-

103). Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers. 

Arakawa, Hiromu. (2001). Fullmetal alchemist. Tokyo: Enix. Translated by San 

Francisco, CA: Viz Media. 

Ash, J. (2009). Emerging spatialities of the screen: video games and the reconfiguration 

of spatial awareness. Environment and Planning A 41: 2105-2124. 

Ash, J. (2010). Teleplastic technologies: Charting practices of orientation and navigation 

in videogaming. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 35: 414-430. 

Ash, J. (2012). Technology, technicity, and emerging practices of temporal sensitivity in 

videogames. Environment and Planning A 44: 187-203. 

Ash, J. and Gallacher, L. A. (2011). Cultural geography and video games. Geography 

Compass 5 (6): 351-368. 

Asimov, I. (1954). The caves of steel. New York: Doubleday. 

Associated Press. (2007, January 15). Video game sales post a record. U.S. Business on 

NBCNEWS.com. Retrieved August 9, 2012 from 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/16597649/ns/business-us_business/t/video-game-

sales-post-record/#.UCrKJk0ibzI 



 437 

Atlas.ti: Qualitative Data Analysis (Version 6.2). (2012). [Software for qualitative 

analysis]. Available from http://www.atlasti.com/ 

Auklandus, J., et al. (1995-1996). Elfquest: Hidden years #21-29 [comic book series]. 

Poughkeepsie, NY: WaRP Graphics. Retrieved December 8, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Auklandus, J., et al. (2000). Elfquest: Wild hunt [comic book compilation]. 

Poughkeepsie, NY: WaRP Graphics. Retrieved December 8, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Auklandus, J., et al. (2001). Elfquest: Recognition summer special #1 [comic book].  

Poughkeepsie, NY: WaRP Graphics. Retrieved December 8, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Azaryahu, M. and Foote, K. E. (2008). Historical space as narrative medium: On the 

configuration of spatial narratives of time at historical sites. GeoJournal 73 (3): 

179-194. 

The Babystars. (2002). Hikari e [performed by Vic Mignogna and Sean Hennigan, 2007] 

[DVD video]. Translated by Fort Worth, TX: Funimation (2007). 

Balfe, M. (2004). Incredible geographies? Orientalism and genre fantasy. Social & 

Cultural Geography 5 (1): 75-90. 

Ballantyne, R. M. (1858). The coral island. London: W. & R. Chambers Publishers. 

Barnes, T. and J. Duncan, Eds. (1992). Writing worlds: Discourse, text & metaphor in the 

representation of landscape. New York: Routledge. 

Batty, M. (1997). Virtual geography. Futures 29 (4/5): 337-352. 

BBC News. (2012, July 25). World of Warcraft Mists of Pandaria released in autumn. 

BBC News Technology. Retrieved August 21, 2012 from 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-18987181 

Becraft, A. (2010). April 2010 LEGOL survey for AFOLs & TFOLs now online. The 

Brothers Brick. Retrieved from http://www.brothers-brick.com/2010/04/13/april-

2010-lego-survey-for-afols-tfols-now-online-news/ 

Benedikt, M. (Ed.) (1991). Cyberspace: First steps. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Benton, L. M. (1995). Will the real/reel Los Angeles please stand up? Urban Geography 

16 (2): 144-164. 

Berger, A. A. (2002). Video games: A popular culture phenomenon. New Brunswick, NJ: 

Transaction Publishers. 

Berman, J. and Bruckman, A. (2001). The Turing Game: Exploring identity in an online 

environment. Convergence 7 (3), 83-102. 



 438 

Bethesda Game Studios. (2002). The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind [computer game]. 

Rockville, MD: Bethesda Softworks. 

Bethesda Game Studios. (2011). The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim [computer game]. Bethesda, 

MD: Bethesda Softworks. 

BioWare. (2007). Mass effect [computer game]. Redmond, WA: Microsoft Studios.  

BioWare. (2009). Dragon age: Origins [computer game]. Redwood City, CA: Electronic 

Arts. 

BioWare. (2010). Mass effect 2 [computer game]. Redmond, WA: Microsoft Studios.  

BioWare. (2011). Dragon age II [computer game]. Redwood City, CA: Electronic Arts. 

BioWare. (2012a). Company profile. Linkedin. Retrieved February 12, 2012 from 

http://www.linkedin.com/company/bioware 

BioWare. (2012b). Mass effect 3 [computer game]. Redmond, WA: Microsoft Studios. 

BigHobbit. (2012, Febuary 28). LEGO collectable minifigures series 8 rumors & 

discussion [online forum thread]. Eurobricks. Retrieved from 

http://www.eurobricks.com/forum/index.php?showtopic=65355&view=findpost&

p=1219057  

Black, C. and N. Marlens. (1988-1993). The wonder years [television series]. United 

States: The Black-Marlens Company and New World Pictures. 

Black, M. L. (2012). Narrative and spatial form in digital media: A platform study of the 

SCUMM Engine and Ron Gilbert’s The Secret of Monkey Island. Games and 

Culture 7 (3): 209-237. 

Blevins, S. and Beatty, T. (Artists). (1995). Page 11 of Elfquest: Hidden years #24 

[comic book illustration], retrieved December 15, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Blizzard Entertainment. (2002). Warcraft III: Reign of chaos [computer game]. Irvine, 

CA: Blizzard Entertainment.  

Blizzard Entertainment. (2004). World of warcraft [computer game]. Irvine, CA: Blizzard 

Entertainment. 

Blizzard Entertainment. (2007). World of warcraft: The burning crusade [computer game 

expansion]. Irvine, CA: Blizzard Entertainment. 

Blizzard Entertainment. (2008). World of warcraft: Wrath of the lich king [computer 

game expansion]. Irvine, CA: Activision Blizzard.  

Blizzard Entertainment. (2010a). World of warcraft: cataclysm [computer game 

expansion]. Irvine, CA: Blizzard Entertainment.  



 439 

Blizzard. (2010b). Events calendar. Worldofwarcraft.com. Retrieved November 22, 2010 

from http://www.worldofwarcraft.com/info/events/calendar/  

Blizzard. (2010c). World of Warcraft subscriber base reaches 12 million worldwide. 

October 7, 2010.  http://us.blizzard.com/en-

us/company/press/pressreleases.html?101007 

Blizzard Entertainment. (2012a). World of warcraft: Mists of Pandaria [computer game 

expansion].  Irvine, CA: Blizzard Entertainment. 

Blizzard Entertainment. (2012b). Join over 10 million players online. Blizzard 

Entertainment, Inc. Retrieved June 2, 2012 from 

https://us.battle.net/account/creation/wow/signup/ 

Blunt, A. (1994). Travel, gender, and imperialism: Mary Kingsley in West Africa. New 

York: The Guilford Press. 

Bogost, I. and D. Klainbaum. (2006). Experiencing place in Los Santos and Vice City. In 

N. Garrelts (Ed.), The meaning and culture of Grand Theft Auto: Critical essays 

(162-176). Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers. 

Bones. (2009-2010). Fullmetal alchemist: Brotherhood [television series]. Tokyo: Bones. 

Translated by Fort Worth, TX: Funimation Entertainment. 

Breger, C. (2008). Digital digs, or Lara Croft replaying Indiana Jones: Archaeological 

tropes and “colonial loops” in new media narrative. Aether: The Journal of Media 

Geography, 2: 41-60. 

Brightman, J. (2009, January 23). NPD: Nintendo drives ’08 industry sales past $21 

billion. Game Daily. Retrieved January 19, 2009 from 

http://www.gamedaily.com/articles/news/npd-nintendo-drives-08-industry-sales-

past-21-billion-/?biz=1 

 Browne, C. and Gorillaz. (2006). Gorillaz: Rise of the ogre. (J.C Hewlett and Zombie 

Flesh Eaters, illus.). New York: Riverhead Books. 

Brown, H. J. (2008). A plague in Montiel: Plague, quarantine, and social space in role-

playing games. Aether: The Journal of Media Geography, 2: 6-22. 

Bullet-Proof Software. (1989). Tetris [Nintendo Game Boy game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo.  

Burgess, J. and J. R. Gold (Eds.). (1985). Geography: The media and popular culture. 

London: Croom Helm. 

Burke, T. (2004, Sept 10). Ye olde disciplinary Punch-and-Judy Show. Terra Nova: A 

blog about virtual worlds. Retrieved January 27, 2011 from 

http://terranova.blogs.com/terra_nova/2004/09/ye_olde_discipl.html 



 440 

California State Parks. (2008). Old town San Diego SHP. California State Parks. 

Retrieved May 10, 2009 from http://www.parks.ca.gov/?page_ID=663  

Caillois, R. (1961). Man, play, and games. (M. Barash, Trans.). New York City: Free 

Press. (Original work published 1958). 

Campbell, J. (1968). The hero with a thousand faces, Second Edition. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. 

Card, O. S. (1990). How to write science fiction and fantasy. Cincinnati, OH: Writer’s 

Digest Books. 

Castronova, E. (2005). Synthetic worlds: The business and culture of online games. 

Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press. 

Chalopin, J. (Producer). (1982-1983). The mysterious cities of gold [television series]. 

Burbank, CA: DiC Entertainment and Tokyo: M.K. 

Chuang Tzu. (1964). Chuang Tzu: Basic writings. (B. Watson, Trans.). New York: 

Columbia University Press. (Original work published 4
th

 or 3
rd

 century BCE) 

Cing and Town Factory. (2009). Little king’s story [multi-platform video game]. 

Torrance, CA: Marvelous Entertainment, Inc., and Torrance, CA: Xseed Games. 

Colbert, S. (Executive Producer). (2010, January 6). Colbert Report – Charles Moore 

[television interview]. Colbert Report. New York City: Busboy Productions. 

Retrieved April 2, 2010 from http://www.colbertnation.com/the-colbert-report-

videos/260772/january-06-2010/charles-moore 

Combs, N. (2004, October 22). A riot. Terra Nova. Retrieved November 15, 2011 from 

http://terranova.blogs.com/terra_nova/2004/10/a_riot.html 

Cook, G. (2012, January 24). The power of introverts: A manifesto for quiet brilliance. 

Scientific American via Huffington Post. Retrieved February 12, 2012 from 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/01/24/the-power-of-introverts-

a_n_1229320.html?ncid=webmail15 

Cook, I. (1997). Participant observation. In R. Flowerdew and D. Martin (Eds.), Methods 

in human geography: A guide for students doing a research project (127-149). 

New York: Prentice Hall. 

Cooperman, H. (2010, February 10). Hillel Cooperman: Legos for grownups [video file]. 

Retrieved from 

http://www.ted.com/talks/hillel_cooperman_legos_for_grownups.html 

Coquelz, G. and De Vos, P. (2011). The Winchester – Shaun of the Dead. LEGO 

CUUSOO β version. Retrieved April 2, 2012 from 

http://lego.cuusoo.com/ideas/view/7451 



 441 

Core Design. (1996). Tomb raider [multi-platform video game]. London: Eidos 

Interactive. 

Cosgrove, D. (1998). Social formation and symbolic landscape. Madison, WI: University 

of Wisconsin Press. 

Cosgrove, D. (2008). Geography & vision: Seeing, imagining and representing the 

world. New York City: I.B. Tauris. 

Craine, J. and Aitken, S. (2004). Street fighting: Placing the crisis of masculinity in 

David Fincher’s Fight Club. GeoJournal 59: 298-296. 

Crang, M. (1997). Analyzing qualitative materials. In R. Flowerdew and D. Martin 

(Eds.), Methods in human geography: A guide for students doing a research 

project (183-196). New York: Prentice Hall. 

Crang, M., Crang, P., and May, J., (Eds.). (1999A). Virtual geographies: Bodies, space 

and relations. New York City: Routledge. 

Crang, M., Crang, P., and May, J., (Eds.). (1999B). Introduction. In Virtual geographies: 

Bodies, space and relations (1-20). New York City: Routledge. 

Crawford, C. (2003a). Interactive storytelling. In M. J. P. Wolf and B. Perron (Eds.), The 

video game theory reader (259-274). New York City: Routledge. 

Crawford, Chris. (2003b). Chris Crawford on game design. Indianapolis, Indiana: New 

Riders. 

Cresswell, J. (2007). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five 

approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.  

Cresswell, T. (2001). The tramp in America. London: Reaktion Books. 

Cresswell, T. (2004). Place: a short introduction. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

CtrlAltDelete. (2006). It’s a god damn wild world out there… [blog post].  Old Grandma 

Hardcore. Retrieved March 26, 2010 from http://oghc.blogspot.com/2006/01/its-

god-damn-wild-world-out-there.html 

Curti, G. H. (2008). The ghost in the city and a landscape of life: A reading of difference 

in Shirow and Oshii’s Ghost in the Shell. Environment and Planning D: Society 

and Space 26: 87-106. 

Cusack, M., Jack, G., and Kavanagh, D. (2003). Dancing with discrimination: Managing 

stigma and identity. Culture and Organization 9 (4): 295-310. 

Daily News Staff. (2008, April 15). Women really click with The Sims. NY Daily News. 

Retrieved October 30, 2012 from http://articles.nydailynews.com/2008-04-

16/entertainment/17895368_1_expansion-packs-sims-label-division-of-electronic-

arts 



 442 

Daniels, S. (2011). Geographical imagination. Transactions of the Institute of British 

Geographers 36: 187-2011.  

@davidahilljr, Twitter Post, November 26, 2012, 6:46 pm, 

https://twitter.com/davidahilljr/status/273211278519066624 

DeKnight, S, J. Donen, S. Raimi, and R. Tapert. (2010). Spartacus: Blood and sand 

[television series]. Meridian, CO: Starz. 

DeLyser, D. (2001). When less is more: Absence and landscape in a California ghost 

town. In P. Adams, S. Hoelscher, and K. Till, (Eds.), Textures of place: Exploring 

humanist geographies (24-40). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press. 

Dixon, D. P. and Zonn, L. E. (2004). Film networks and the place(s) of technology. In S. 

Brunn, S. L. Cutter, J. W. Harrington, Jr. (Eds.), Geography and technology (243-

266). Boston, MA: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

Dnloreto. (2009). As I fly over Egypt – the (long) story of one Egyptian. A Tale in the 

Desert 4. Retrieved June 9, 2010 from http://www.atitd.com/life.html 

Dodge, M. and Kitchin, R. (2001). Mapping cyberspace. New York City: Routledge. 

Dubow, J. (2009). Representation. In D. Gregory, et al. (Eds.), The dictionary of human 

geography (5
th

 Ed.) (645-646). Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Dumas, A. (1996) The count of Monte Cristo. (R. Buss, Trans.) London: Penguin Books. 

(Original work published in 1844). 

Duncan, J. & D. Ley (Eds.). (1993). Place/culture/representation. New York City: 

Routledge. 

Duncan, J., and D. Gregory, (Eds.). (1999). Writes of passage: Reading travel writing. 

New York: Routledge. 

eGenesis. (2003). A tale in the desert [computer game]. Pittsburg, PA: eGenesis. 

eGenesis. (2004). A tale in the desert II [computer game]. Pittsburg, PA: eGenesis. 

eGenesis. (2006). A tale in the desert III [computer game]. Pittsburg, PA: eGenesis. 

eGenesis. (2008). A tale in the desert IV [computer game]. Pittsburg, PA: eGenesis.  

eGenesis. (2010). A tale in the desert V [computer game]. Pittsburg, PA: eGenesis. 

eGenesis. (2011). A tale in the desert VI [computer game]. Pittsburg, PA: eGenesis. 

Electronic Arts. (2007). Mysims [multi-platform video game]. Redwood City, CA: 

Electronic Arts. 

Ende, M. (1984). The neverending story. (R. Manheim, Trans.). New York: Penguin 

Books. (Original work published in 1979) 



 443 

Entertainment Software Association. (2009, January 28). Computer and video game 

industry tops $22 billion in 2008. The ESA. Retrieved August 9, 2012 from 

http://www.theesa.com/newsroom/release_detail.asp?releaseID=44  

Entertainment Software Association. (2011). Industry facts. The ESA. Retrieved May 4, 

2011 from http://www.theesa.com/facts/index.asp 

Entertainment Software Association. (2012.) Essential facts: 2012 sales, demographic 

and usage data. The ESA. Retrieved August 9, 2012 from 

http://www.theesa.com/facts/pdfs/ESA_EF_2012.pdf 

Eskelinen, M. (2001). The gaming situation. Game Studies 1 (1). Retrieved August 24, 

2012 from http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/eskelinen/ 

Faces Styles Guide. (2011). Animal Crossing City. Retrieved November 17, 2011 from 

http://animalcrossing.wikia.com/wiki/Face_Styles_Guide 

Farley, W. (1941). The black stallion. New York: Random House. 

Farrington, J. H. (2007). The new narrative of accessibility: its potential contribution to 

discourses in (transport) geography. Journal of Transport Geography 15 (5): 319-

330. 

@filamena, Twitter Post, November 26, 2012, 6:45 pm, 

https://twitter.com/filamena/status/273210910284320769 

Firaxis Games. (2005). Sid Meier’s civilization IV [computer game]. Novato, CA: 2K 

Games. 

Firaxis Games. (2010). Sid Meier’s civilization V [computer game]. New York City: 2K 

Games. 

Flimsy Brick Rack. (2009). A Tale in the Desert IV. Retrieved June 2, 2012 from 

http://www.atitd.org/wiki/tale4/Flimsy_Brick_Rack 

Frasca, G. (1999). Ludology meets narratology: Similitude and differences between 

(video)games and narrative. Parnasso 3: 365-371. Retrieved January 26, 2011 

from http://www.ludology.org/articles/ludology.htm. 

Frasca, G. (2003a). Simulation versus narrative: Introduction to ludology. In M. J. P. 

Wolf and B. Perron (Eds.), The video game theory reader (221-236). New York 

City: Routledge. 

Frasca, Gonzalo. (2003b). Ludologists love stories, too: Notes from a debate that never 

took place. From the Level Up 2003 Conference Proceedings. Ludology.org. 

Retrieved January 26, 2011 from 

http://ludology.org/articles/Frasca_LevelUp2003.pdf 

Fuse Games. (2005). Metroid prime pinball [Nintendo DS game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 



 444 

Galloway, A. R. (2004). Social realism in gaming. Game Studies 4 (1). Retrieved from 

http://www.gamestudies.org/0401/galloway/ 

Game Freak (2010). Pokémon heartgold and soulsilver [Nintendo DS game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo and Tokyo: The Pokémon Company. Translated by Redmond, 

WA: Nintendo of America. 

Garrelts, N., (Ed.). (2006). The meaning and culture of Grand Theft Auto: Critical essays. 

Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers. 

Gazzard, A. (2011). Unlocking the gameworld: The rewards of space and time in 

videogames. Game Studies 11 (1). Retrieved from 

http://gamestudies.org/1101/articles/gazzard_alison 

Gibbons, W. (2011). Wrap your troubles in dreams: Popular music, narrative, and 

dystopia in BioShock. Game Studies 11 (3). Retrieved from 

http://gamestudies.org/1103/articles/gibbons 

Gold, J. R. (2001). Under darkened skies: The city in science-fiction film. Geography 86 

(4): 337-345. 

Goddard, J. (2012, February 23). Google glasses to stream internet straight to eyeballs: 

report. Thestar.com. Retrieved February 23, 2012 from 

http://www.thestar.com/business/article/1135026--google-glasses-to-stream-

internet-straight-to-eyeballs-report 

Gorillaz. (2001). Gorillaz [music album]. London: Parlophone. 

Gorillaz. (2005). Demon days [music album]. London: Parlophone. 

Gorillaz. (2010a). Plastic beach [music album]. London: Parlophone. 

Gorillaz. (2010b). The fall [music album]. London: Parlophone. 

Gorillaz. (2010c). The making of plastic beach [DVD documentary]. London: 

Parlophone. 

Graham, S. (Ed.). (2004A). The cybercities reader. New York City: Routledge. 

Graham, S. (2004B). Introduction: From dreams of transcendence to the remediation of 

urban life. In The cybercities reader (1-29). New York City: Routledge. 

Gregory, D. (1995). Imaginative geographies. Progress in Human Geography 19 (4): 

447-485. 

Gregory, D. (2009A). Geographical imagination. In D. Gregory, et al. (Eds.), The 

dictionary of human geography (5
th

 Ed.) (282-285). Malden, MA: Wiley-

Blackwell. 

Gregory, D. (2009B). Imaginative geographies. In D. Gregory, et al. (Eds.), The 

dictionary of human geography (5
th

 Ed.) (367-369). Malden, MA: Wiley-

Blackwell. 



 445 

Haraway, D. (1991). A cyborg manifesto: Science, technology, and socialist-feminism in 

the late twentieth century. In Simians, cyborgs, and women: The reinvention of 

nature (149-181). New York City: Routledge.  

Harvey, D. (1990). Between space and time: reflections on the geographical imagination. 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers 80 (3): 418-434. 

Harvey, D. (1996). From space to place and back again. In Justice, Nature and the 

Geography of Difference (291-326). London: Blackwell Publishing. 

Hayot, E. and Wesp, E. (2009). Towards a critical aesthetic of virtual-world geographies. 

Game Studies 9 (1). Retrieved from 

http://gamestudies.org/0901/articles/hayot_wesp_space 

Heller, S. (2002). Too loud, too bright, too fast, too tight: What to do if you are sensory 

defensive in an overstimulating world. New York: Harper. 

Heyman, D. (Producer), Columbus, C. (Director). (2001). Harry Potter and the 

sorcerer’s stone [motion picture]. United States: Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D. (Producer), Columbus, C. (Director). (2002). Harry Potter and the chamber 

of secrets [motion picture]. United States: Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D. (Producer), Cuarón, A. (Director). (2004). Harry Potter and the prisoner of 

Azkaban [motion picture]. United States: Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D. (Producer), Newell, M. (Director). (2005). Harry Potter and the goblet of 

fire [motion picture]. United States: Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D., and Barron, D. (Producers), Yates, D. (Director). (2007). Harry Potter and 

the order of the phoenix [motion picture]. United States: Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D., and Barron, D. (Producers), Yates, D. (Director). (2009). Harry Potter and 

the half-blood prince [motion picture]. United States: Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D., and Barron, D., Rowling, J. K. (Producers), Yates, D. (Director). (2010). 

Harry Potter and the deathly hallows: Part 1 [motion picture]. United States: 

Warner Bros. 

Heyman, D., and Barron, D., Rowling, J. K. (Producers), Yates, D. (Director). (2011). 

Harry Potter and the deathly hallows: Part 2 [motion picture]. United States: 

Warner Bros. 

Hillis, K. (1999). Digital sensations: Space, identity, and embodiment in virtual reality. 

Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press. 

Hinkle, D. (2009, April 16). Analyst: Poor Wii Music, Animal Crossing sales stamina to 

blame for downturn. Joystiq. Retrieved August 21, 2012 from 

http://www.joystiq.com/2009/04/16/analyst-poor-wii-music-animal-crossing-

sales-stamina-to-blame-for-downt/ 



 446 

History of Egypt. (2011). A Tale in the Desert. Retrieved November 15, 2011 from 

http://www.atitd.org/wiki/tale4/History_of_Egypt 

Hoelscher, S. (2003). Making place, making race: Performances of whiteness in the Jim 

Crow south. Annals of the Association of American Geographers 93 (3): 657-686. 

Holloway, S. L. and Valentine, G. (2003). Cyberkids: Children in the information age. 

New York City: RoutledgeFalmer. 

Honorof, M. (2012, November 8). World of Warcraft subscriptions rise to 10 million. The 

Escapist. Retrieved January 10, 2012 from 

http://www.escapistmagazine.com/news/view/120552-World-of-Warcraft-

Subscriptions-Rise-to-10-Million 

Huizinga, J. (1986). Homo ludens: A study of the play element in culture. Boston, MA: 

Beacon Press.  

International Game Developers Association. (2005). Game developer demographics 

report. IGDA. Retrieved February 2, 2012 from 

http://www.igda.org/sites/default/files/IGDA_DeveloperDemographics_Oct05.pd

f 

Internet Movie Database. (2012). Dragon age II (video game, 2011). IMDB.com. 

Retrieved February 12, 2012 from http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1814691/ 

Irem Software Engineering. (2006). Steambot Chronicles [Playstation 2 game]. Hakusan, 

Japan: Irem. Translated by Tokyo, Japan: Atlus. 

Isaacson, B. (2012, November 29). #1ReasonWhy reveals sexism rampant in the gaming 

industry. Huffington Post. Retrieved December 2, 2012 from 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/11/29/1reasonwhy-reveals-sexism-gaming-

industry_n_2205204.html?ncid=edlinkusaolp00000003 

Iso, M. (Director). (2007). Dennou coil [television series]. Tokyo: Madhouse. 

Jackson, Peter. (1997). Constructions of ‘whiteness’ in the geographical imagination. 

Area 30 (2): 99-106. 

Jenkins, H. (1998). ‘Complete freedom of movement’: Video games as gendered play 

spaces. In J. Cassel and H. Jenkins, (Eds.), From Barbie to Mortal Kombat: 

Gender and computer games (262-297). Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.  

Jenkins, H. (2002). Game design as narrative architecture. In P. Harrington and N. Frup-

Waldrop (Eds), First person (118-130). Cambridge: MIT Press. Retrieved 

October 3, 2008 from 

http://web.mit.edu/cms/People/henry3/games&narrative.html 

Jenkins, H. (2006a). Good news for aca/fen. Confessions of an Aca/Fan. Retrieved July 

13, 2007 from http://www.henryjenkins.org/2006/08/good_news_for_acafen.html 



 447 

Jenkins, H.  (2006b).  Convergence culture: Where old and new media collide. New 

York: New York University Press. 

Jørgensen, K. (2012). Between the game system and the fictional world: A study of 

computer game interfaces. Games and Culture 7 (2): 142-163. 

Juul, J. (2001). Games telling stories? – A brief note on games and narratives. Game 

Studies 1 (1). Retrieved August 24, 2012 from 

http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/juul-gts/ 

Kearns, R. A. (1997). Narrative and metaphor in health geographies. Progress in Human 

Geography 21 (2): 269-277. 

Kemp, H. (1920). Chanteys and ballads: Sea-chanteys, tramp-ballads and other ballads 

and poems. New York: Brentano’s Publishers. 

Kennedy, H. W. (2002). Lara Croft: Feminist icon or cyberbimbo? On the limits of 

textual analysis. Game Studies 2 (2). Retrieved from 

http://www.gamestudies.org/0202/kennedy/ 

Kim, R. (2012, January 6). Quarter of women play more than three hours of mobile 

games daily. GigaOM. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://gigaom.com/2012/01/06/quarter-of-women-play-more-than-3-hours-of-

mobile-games-daily/ 

Kitchin, R. and Dodge, M. (2011). Code/space: Software and everyday life. Cambridge, 

MA: The MIT Press. 

Kitchin, R. and Kneale, J. (2001). Science fiction or future fact? Exploring imaginative 

geographies of the new millennium. Progress in Human Geography 25 (1): 19-

35. 

Kitchin, R. and Kneale, J. (Eds.) (2002). Lost in space: Geographies of science fiction. 

New York City: Continuum. 

Klastrup, L. (2009). The worldness of EverQuest: Exploring 21
st
 century fiction. Game 

Studies 9 (1). Retrieved from http://gamestudies.org/0901/articles/klastrup 

@kleenestar, Twitter Post, November 26, 2012, 6:57 pm, 

https://twitter.com/kleenestar/status/273213800184946689 

Kneale, J. (2003). Secondary worlds: Reading novels as geographical research. In A. 

Blunt, P. Gruffudd, J. May, M. Ogborn and D. Pinder (Eds.), Cultural geography 

in practice (39-51). London: Arnold Publishers.  

Kring, T. (2006-2010). Heroes [television series]. Universal City, CA: Tailwind 

Productions and Universal City, CA: Universal Media Studios. 

Konami. (1996). Suikoden [Sony Playstation game]. Tokyo: Konami. Translated by 

Konami Digital Entertainment America. 



 448 

Konami. (1999). Suikoden II [Sony Playstation game]. Tokyo: Konami. Translated by 

Konami Digital Entertainment America. 

Konami. (2002). Suikoden III [Sony Playstation 2 game]. Tokyo: Konami. Translated by 

Konami Digital Entertainment America. 

Konami (2004). Suikoden IV [Sony Playstation 2 game]. Tokyo: Konami. Translated by 

Konami Digital Entertainment America. 

Konami (2006). Suikoden V [Sony Playstation 2 game]. Tokyo: Konami. Translated by 

Konami Digital Entertainment America. 

Konami and Vanpool. (2008). Magician’s quest: Mysterious times [Nintendo DS game]. 

Tokyo: Konami. Translated by Konami Digital Entertainment America. 

Kong, L. (2002). Cemeteries and columbaria, memorials and mausoleums: Narrative and 

interpretation in the study of deathscapes in geography. Australian Geographical 

Studies 37 (1): 1-10. 

Kropotkin, P. (1885). What geography ought to be. The Nineteenth Century 18: 940-956. 

Retrieved December 2, 2007 from 

http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/Anarchist_archives/kropotkin/whatgeobe.html  

Krzywinska, T. (2006). Blood scythes, festivals, quests, and backstories: World creation 

and rhetorics of myth in World of Warcraft. Games and Culture 1 (4): 393-396. 

Kubba, S. (2013, January 8). Animal Crossing: New Leaf at 2.3M sold in Japan, bringing 

in new female 3Ds owners. Joystiq. Retrieved January 11, 2013 from 

http://www.joystiq.com/2013/01/08/animal-crossing-new-leaf-at-2-3m-sold-in-

japan-bringing-in-new/ 

Kücklich, J. R. (2009). Virtual worlds and their discontents: Precarious sovereignty, 

governmentality, and the ideology of play. Games and Culture 4 (4): 340-352. 

Ladewig, B. (2003). Andrew Tepper on A Tale in the Desert [interview with creator of A 

Tale in the Desert]. Gamespy. Retrieved June 2, 2012 from 

http://archive.gamespy.com/interviews/january03/atitd/ 

Lambie, R. (2011). The making of The Legend of Zelda: Skyward Sword. Den of Geek. 

Retrieved April 11, 2012 from 

http://www.denofgeek.com/zelda/1138118/the_making_of_the_legend_of_zelda_

skyward_sword.html 

Latour, B. (2007). Reassembling the social: An introduction to actor-network-theory. 

New York and Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

Lee, W., et al. (1994-1995). Elfquest: Hidden years #16-20 [comic book series]. 

Poughkeepsie, NY: WaRP Graphics. Retrieved December 8, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 



 449 

LEGO Group. (2009). LEGO.com Pirates : Games. Retrieved August 7, 2009 from 

http://pirates.lego.com/en-us/games/default.aspx  

LEGOman273. (2012, February 29). LEGO collectable minifigures series 8 rumors & 

discussion [online forum thread]. Eurobricks. Retrieved from 

http://www.eurobricks.com/forum/index.php?showtopic=65355&view=findpost&

p=1219621  

LEGO Group. (2010). LEGO minifigures bios: Series 1: Caveman. LEGO Minifigures. 

Retrieved November 10, 2011 from http://minifigures.lego.com/en-

gb/Bios/Default.aspx#Caveman 

LEGO Group. (2011). LEGO minifigures bios: Series 5: Cave Woman. LEGO 

Minifigures. Retrieved November 10, 2011 from http://minifigures.lego.com/en-

gb/Bios/Default.aspx#Cave%20Woman 

Lenhard, A., Jones, S., Macgill, A. R. (2008). Adults and video games. Pew Internet and 

American Life Project. Retrieved January 17, 2009 from 

http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/269/report_display.asp 

Leonard, D. (2006). Virtual gangstas, coming to a suburban house near you: 

Demonization, commodification, and policing blackness. In N. Garrelts (Ed.), The 

meaning and culture of Grand Theft Auto: Critical essays (49-69). Jefferson, NC: 

McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers. 

Linden Research, Inc. (2003). Second Life [computer software]. San Francisco, CA: 

Linden Research, Inc. 

Linkins, J. (2011, March 16). In wake of Texas gang rape, Florida lawmaker proposes 

school dress code legislation. Huffington Post. Retrieved February 4, 2012 from 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/16/texas-gang-rape-aftermath-florida-

law_n_836841.html 

Lionhead Studios. (2008). Fable II [Microsoft Xbox 360 game]. Redmond, Washington: 

Microsoft. 

List of Final Fantasy VI Armor. (2012). Final Fantasy Wiki. Retrieved December 8, 2012 

from http://finalfantasy.wikia.com/wiki/List_of_Final_Fantasy_VI_Armor 

List of Final Fantasy VI Weapons. (2012). Final Fantasy Wiki. Retrieved December 8, 

2012 from 

http://finalfantasy.wikia.com/wiki/List_of_Final_Fantasy_VI_Weapons 

Livingstone, D. (2009). Exploration. In D. Gregory, et al. (Eds.), The dictionary of human 

geography (5
th

 Ed.) (230-234). Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Longan, M. (2008). Playing with landscape: Social process and spatial form in video 

games. Aether 2: 23-40.  



 450 

Lopez, L. & Spilewsky, O. (2012, March 15). More moms turn to video games. NBC Los 

Angeles. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://www.nbclosangeles.com/news/tech/Video-Game-Moms-142869815.html 

Lowenthal, D. (1961). Geography, experience, and imagination: Towards a geographical 

epistemology. Annals of the Association of American Geographers 51 (3): 241-

260. 

Mackenzie, A. (2006). Cutting code: Software and sociability. New York City: Peter 

Lang. 

Malaby, T. (2006). Parlaying value: Capital in and beyond virtual worlds. Games and 

Culture 1 (2): 141-162. 

Markham, B. (1942). West with the Night. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Marshall, M. (2011, March 21). The mathematics of being nice [interview with M. 

Nowak]. New Scientist 2804. Retrieved March 25, 2011 from 

http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20928045.200-the-mathematics-of-being-

nice.html?full=true&print=true 

Martey, R. M. and Stromer-Galley, J. (2007). The digital dollhouse: Context and social 

norms in The Sims Online. Games and Culture 2 (4): 314-334. 

Martin, G. (2005). All possible worlds. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Martin, P. (2011). The pastoral and the sublime in Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion. Game 

Studies 11 (3). Retrieved from http://gamestudies.org/1103/articles/martin 

Massey, D. (1994). A global sense of place. In Space, Place, & Gender, pp. 146-156. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Maxis. (2000). The Sims [computer game]. Redwood City, CA: Electronic Arts. 

McCarthy, D., Ed. (2008). Speaking about the unspeakable: Non-verbal methods and 

experiences in therapy with children. Philadelphia, PA: Jessica Kingsley 

Publishers. 

McMahan, A. (2003). Immersion, engagement, and presence: A method for analyzing 3-

D video games. In M. J. P. Wolf and B. Perron (Eds.), The video game theory 

reader (67-86). New York City: Routledge. 

McNamee, S. (1998). The home: Youth, gender, and video games: Power and control in 

the home. In T. Skelton and G. Valentine (Eds.), Cool places: Geographies of 

youth cultures (195-206). New York City: Routledge. 

Mechling, E. W. & Mechling, J. (1981). The sale of two cities: A semiotic comparison of 

Disneyland with Marriott’s Great America. Journal of Popular Culture: 15 (1): 

166-179. 



 451 

Michael, D. (2003). The indie game development survival guide. Hingham, MA: Charles 

River Media, Inc. 

Midway Games. (1997). Mortal kombat 4 [arcade video game]. Chicago, IL: Midway 

Games.  

Mizrach, S. (1998). Lost in cyberspace: A cultural geography of cyberspace. Cyber 

Anthropology. Retrieved July 1, 2009 from http://www.fiu.edu/~mizrachs/lost-in-

cyberspace.html  

Monolith Soft. (2012). Xenoblade chronicles [Nintendo Wii game]. Tokyo: Nintendo. 

Translated by Großostheim, Germany: Nintendo of Europe. 

Monson, M. J. (2012). Race-based fantasy realm: Essentialism in the World of Warcraft. 

Games and Culture 7 (1): 48-71. 

Moylan, T. (2007). Irish voyages and visions: Pre-figuring, re-configuring utopia. 

Utopian Studies 18(3): 299-323. 

Murray, J. H. (1997). Hamlet on the holodeck. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Nakamura, L. (2002). Cybertypes: Race, ethnicity, and identity on the Internet. New 

York: Routledge. 

Neighbor personalities. (2009). Happy Town Academy. Retrieved November 18, 2011 

from 

http://www.happytownacademy.com/wiki/doku.php/guides/neighborpersonality 

NetDevil. (2010). LEGO Universe [computer game]. Burbank, CA: Warner Bros. 

Interactive Entertainment, Inc. 

New player guide. (2010). A Tale in the Desert. Retrieved November 22, 2010 from 

http://www.atitd.org/wiki/tale4/New_Player_Guide#Disciplines 

New York-New York Hotel & Casino. (2009). At a glance: New York-New York Hotel 

& Casino [brochure]. 

Niccals, M. (2010). Pirate radio episode 1 [web broadcast]. London: Parlophone. 

@NightSkyGames, Twitter Post, November 26, 2012, 7:02 pm, 

https://twitter.com/NightSkyGames/status/273215093674766337  

Nintendo. (1985). Super Mario bros. [Nintendo Entertainment System game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo. (1986). Metroid [Nintendo Entertainment System game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo. (1991). Metroid II: Return of Samus [Nintendo Game Boy game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 



 452 

Nintendo. (1994). Super metroid [Super Nintendo Entertainment System game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America.  

Nintendo. (2001). Doubutsu no mori [Nintendo 64 game]. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 

Nintendo. (2002). Animal crossing [Nintendo GameCube game]. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 

Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo. (2002). Metroid fusion [Nintendo Game Boy Advance game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America.  

Nintendo. (2003). Doubutsu no mori e-plus [Nintendo GameCube game].  Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo 

Nintendo. (2004). Metroid: Zero mission [Nintendo Game Boy Advance game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America.  

Nintendo. (2005). Animal crossing: Wild world [Nintendo DS game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo. (2006). Metroid prime hunters [Nintendo DS game]. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 

Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America.  

Nintendo. (2008a). Animal crossing: City folk [Nintendo Wii game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America.  

Nintendo. (2008b). Animal crossing: City folk overview. Nintendo.com network. 

Retrieved June 2, 2012 from http://animal-crossing.com/cityfolk/overview/ 

Nintendo. (2008c). Iwata Asks – Animal Crossing: City Folk [interview with Animal 

Crossing: City Folk game developers]. Nintendo Wii. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 

Retrieved March 21 from http://us.wii.com/iwata_asks/accf/vol1_page1.jsp 

Nintendo. (2011). The legend of Zelda: Skyward sword [Nintendo Wii game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America.  

Nintendo, et al. (2010). Metroid: Other M [Nintendo Wii game]. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 

Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo EAD. (1993). The legend of Zelda: Link’s awakening [multi-platform portable 

video game].  Osaka, Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of 

America. 

Nintendo EAD. (1997). Mario kart 64 [Nintendo 64 game]. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 

Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo EAD. (2010). Super Mario galaxy 2 [Nintendo Wii game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Nintendo Research & Development 1 and Bullet Proof Software. (1989). Tetris 

[Nintendo Game Boy game]. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo. 



 453 

Nitsche, M. (2008). Video game spaces: Image, play, and structure in 3D worlds. 

Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.  

NPD Group, Inc. (2010, January 14). 2009 U.S. video game industry and PC game 

software retail sales reach $20.2 billion. NPD.com. Retrieved August 9, 2012 

from http://www.npd.com/press/releases/press_100114.html 

NPR Staff. (2012, January 30). Quiet, please: Unleashing ‘The power of introverts.’ NPR 

Books. Retrieved February 12, 2012 from 

http://www.npr.org/2012/01/30/145930229/quiet-please-unleashing-the-power-of-

introverts 

Oda, Eiichiro. (1997). One piece. Tokyo: Shueisha, Inc. Translated by San Francisco, 

CA: Viz Media. 

Oda, Eiichiro. (1999). One piece, chapter 100. Tokyo: Shueisha, Inc. San Francisco, CA: 

Viz Media.  

O’Dell, S. (1960). Island of the blue dolphins. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company. 

O’Leary, A. (2012, August 1). In virtual play, sex harassment is all too real. New York 

Times. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/02/us/sexual-harassment-in-online-gaming-

stirs-anger.html 

Olivetti, J. (2011, September 13). The game archaeologist spins A Tale in the Desert: The 

highlights. Massively by Joystiq. Retrieved November 15, 2011 from 

http://massively.joystiq.com/2011/09/13/the-game-archaeologist-spins-a-tale-in-

the-desert-the-highlight/ 

Otherworld. (2012, February 29). LEGO collectable minifigures series 8 rumors & 

discussion [online forum thread]. Eurobricks. Retrieved from 

http://www.eurobricks.com/forum/index.php?showtopic=65355&st=105&p=1220

114&#entry1220114 

Parents. (2011). Animal Crossing City. Retrieved November 18, 2011 from 

http://animalcrossing.wikia.com/wiki/Parents 

Paulsen, G. (1987). Hatchet. New York: Aladdin Paperbacks. 

Personalities. (2011). Animal Crossing Wild Wiki. Retrieved November 18, 2011 from 

http://wildworldwiki.wikispaces.com/Personalities 

Parsons, J. (1977). Geography as exploration and discovery. Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers 67 (1): 1-16. 

Pham, A. (2011, January 13). Video games suffer second slump in 2010 as players curtail 

spending. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved August 9, 2012 from 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/entertainmentnewsbuzz/2011/01/2010-video-

game-sales-from-npd.html  



 454 

Pham, A. (2012a, January 12). No high score for video game sales in 2011. Los Angeles 

Times. Retrieved August 9, 2011 from 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/entertainmentnewsbuzz/2012/01/video-game-

sales-december-2011-call-of-duty.html 

Phil (maydayartist). (2011, March 19). Start of a new big medieval landscape [online 

forum thread]. Eurobricks. Retrieved from 

http://www.eurobricks.com/forum/index.php?showtopic=53197 

Pickles, J. (1992). Texts, hermeneutics, and propaganda maps. In T. Barnes and J. 

Duncan (Eds.), Writing worlds: Discourse, text, and metaphor in the 

representation of landscape (193-230). New York: Routledge. 

Pickles, J. (2009). Objectivity. In D. Gregory, et al. (Eds.), The dictionary of human 

geography (5
th

 Ed.) (507). Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Pini, W. (Artist). (2005). Page 8 of elfquest: Original quest #6 [comic book illustration], 

retrieved December 15, 2012, from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html (original work published in 

black and white in 1980) 

Pini, W. (Artist). (2007). Page 21 of elfquest: Original quest #19 [comic book 

illustration], retrieved December 15, 2012, from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html (original work published in 

black and white in 1984) 

Pini W. (Artist). (1988). Page 14 of elfquest: Siege at Blue Mountain #3 [comic book 

illustration], retrieved December 15, 2012, from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html (original work published in 

black and white in 1987) 

Pini, W. (Artist). (1992). Page 10 of elfquest: Hidden years #4 [comic book illustration], 

retrieved December 15, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html  

Pini, W. (Artist). (2012). Page 11 of elfquest: Final quest prologue [comic book 

illustration], retrieved December 15, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Pini, W. and Pini, R. (2012). Elfquest: Final quest prologue [online comic book series]. 

Retrieved December 8, 2012 from 

http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Poor, N. (2012). Digital elves as a racial other in video games: Acknowledgement and 

avoidance. Games and Culture 7 (5): 375-396. 

Prince, H. C. (1961). The geographical imagination. Landscape 11: 22-25. 



 455 

Proctor, J. (1997). Ethics in geography: giving moral form to the geographical 

imagination. Area 30 (1): 8-18. 

Putnam, R. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. 

New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Q. (2010, January).  Artists of the century: Murdoc [interview with Murdoc Niccals]. Q 

Magazine 81. 

Reinsberg, H. (2012, November 29). Why are so few women creating video games? 

Buzzfeed. Retrieved December 2, 2012 from 

http://www.buzzfeed.com/hillaryreinsberg/why-are-so-few-women-creating-

video-games 

Retro Studios. (2002). Metroid prime [multi-platform video game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Retro Studios. (2004). Metroid prime 2: Echoes [multi-platform video game]. Kyoto, 

Japan: Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Retro Studios. (2007). Metroid prime 3: Corruption [Nintendo Wii game]. Kyoto, Japan: 

Nintendo. Translated by Redmond, WA: Nintendo of America. 

Reyes, L. (Artist). (1997). Cover of elfquest #16 [comic book cover], retrieved December 

15, 2012 from http://www.elfquest.com/gallery/OnlineComics3.html 

Rheingold, H. (1993). The virtual community: Homesteading on the electronic frontier 

(revised edition, 2000). Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Riley, D. M. (2008). 2007 U.S. video game and PC game sales exceed $18.8 billion 

marking third consecutive year of record-breaking sales. The NPD Group, Inc. 

Retrieved April 15, 2008 from 

http://www.npd.com/press/releases/press_080131b.html 

Rockstar North. (2002). Grand theft auto: Vice City [Sony Playstation 2 game]. New 

York City: Rockstar Games. 

Rockstar North. (2004). Grand theft auto: San Andreas [Sony Playstation 2 game]. New 

York City: Rockstar games. 

Rose, G. (1993). The cultural politics of place: Local representation and oppositional 

discourse in two films. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 19 

(1): 46-60. 

Rose, G. (2001). Visual methodologies. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Rotman, B. (2008). Becoming beside ourselves: The alphabet, ghosts, and distributed 

human being. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Rowling, J. K. (1997). Harry Pottter and the Philosopher’s Stone. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 



 456 

Rowling, J. K. (1998). Harry Potter and the chamber of secrets. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 

Rowling, J. K. (1999). Harry Potter and the prisoner of Azkaban. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 

Rowling, J. K. (2000). Harry Potter and the goblet of gire. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 

Rowling, J. K. (2003). Harry Potter and the order of the phoenix. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 

Rowling, J. K. (2005). Harry Potter and the half-Blood prince. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 

Rowling, J. K. (2007). Harry Potter and the dealthly hallows. London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing. 

RPG Classics. (2006). SNES: Lufia 2: Armor. RPG Classics. Retrieved December 8, 

2012, from http://shrines.rpgclassics.com/snes/lufia2/armor.shtml 

Ruch, A. (2009). World of Warcraft: Service or space? Game Studies 9 (2). Retrieved 

from http://gamestudies.org/0902/articles/ruch 

Rufat, S. and Ter Minassian, H. (2012). Video games, models and simulation: New tools 

or new tricks? Cybergeo: European Journal of Geography, 622. Retrieved 

February 11, 2013 from http://cybergeo.revues.org/25561  

Said, E. (1978). Orientalism. New York: Vintage. 

Sagan, C., Druyan, A., and Soter, S. (Writers), and Malone, A. (Director). (1980a). The 

harmony of the worlds [television series episode]. In G. Haines-Stiles and D. 

Kennard (Producers) Cosmos: A Personal Voyage. Arlington, VA: Public 

Broadcasting Service (PBS). 

Sagan, C., Druyan, A., and Soter, S. (Writers), and Malone, A. (Director). (1980b). One 

voice in the cosmic fugue [television series episode]. In G. Haines-Stiles and D. 

Kennard (Producers) Cosmos: A Personal Voyage. Arlington, VA: Public 

Broadcasting Service (PBS). 

Sagan, C., Druyan, A., and Soter, S. (Writers), and Malone, A. (Director). (1980c). The 

shores of the cosmic ocean [television series episode]. In G. Haines-Stiles and D. 

Kennard (Producers) Cosmos: A Personal Voyage. Arlington, VA: Public 

Broadcasting Service (PBS). 

Salter, M. B. (2011). The geographical imaginations of video games: Diplomacy, 

Civilization, America’s Army and Grand Theft Auto IV. Geopolitics 16: 359-388. 

Sarkeesian, A. (2012). OMG! 1000 backers! (and about that harassment stuff). 

Kickstarter. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 



 457 

http://www.kickstarter.com/projects/566429325/tropes-vs-women-in-video-

games/posts/242547 

Schneider, P. (2002). Animal Forest import review. IGN. Retrieved January 26, 2009 

from http://ign64.ign.com/articles/354/354488p1.html 

Schwartz, J. M. & J. R. Ryan. (2003). Introduction: photography and the geographical 

imagination. In Schwartz, J. M. & J. R. Ryan (Eds.), Picturing place: 

photography and the geographical imagination (1-18). London: L. B. Tauris & 

Co. Ltd. 

Schwartz, L. (2004). The digital ground beneath our feet: Cultural geography in the 

Suikoden video game series. Unpublished master’s thesis, San Diego State 

University, San Diego, CA. Available at http://www.roboturtle.org/wp-

content/uploads/2006/05/ls_thesis.pdf 

Schwartz, L. (2006). Fantasy, realism, and the other in recent video games. Space and 

Culture 9 (3): 313-325. 

Schwartz, L. (2007, April 28). Real fiction and fictionally real [blog post]. 

Roboturtle.org: Exploring Imaginative Worlds. Retrieved December 15, 2012 

from http://www.roboturtle.org/?p=93  

Schwartz, L. (2009). Othering across time and place in the Suikoden video game series. 

GeoJournal 74: 265-274.  

Schwartz, L. and Adams, P. C. (Eds.). (2008). Imagining geography through interactive 

visual media [Special issue]. Aether: The Journal of Media Geography, 2: 1-83. 

Shaw, I. G. R. (2010). Playing war. Social & Cultural Geography 11 (8): 789-803. 

Shaw, I. G. and Warf, B. (2009). World of affect: Virtual geographies of video games. 

Environment and Planning A 41: 1332-1343. 

Sheffield, B. (2012). Opinion: Video games and Male Gaze – are we men or boys? 

Gamasutra. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/173227/Opinion_Video_games_and_Male

_Gaze__are_we_men_or_boys.php 

Shields, R. (2003). The virtual. New York City: Routledge.  

Short, J. R. (1991). Imagined country: Society, culture and environment. New York: 

Routledge. 

Silver, J. (Producer), Wachowski, A. (Director), and Wachowski, L. (Director). (1999). 

The Matrix [motion picture].  Burbank, CA: Warner Bros. 

Simons, J. (2007). Narratives, games, and theory. Game Studies 7 (1). Retrieved August 

24, 2012 from http://gamestudies.org/0701/articles/simons 



 458 

The Sims Studio. (2009). The sims 3 [computer game]. Redwood City, CA: Electronic 

Arts. 

Singer, D. and Singer, J. (2005). Imagination and play in the electronic age. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press. 

Skymantle Cartel. (2011). Skymantle Cartel.  Retrieved August 2, 2011 from 

http://skymantlecartel.guildlaunch.com/ 

Snider, M. (2012, September 30). Women display growing clout in mobile video games. 

USA Today. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/2012/09/30/women-mobile-video-

games/1600465/ 

Somander, T. (2011, May 24). Kansas lawmaker says women should plan ahead for rape: 

‘I have a spare tire.’ Think Progress. Retrieved February 4, 2012 from 

http://thinkprogress.org/politics/2011/05/24/169061/abortion-rape-spare-

tire/?mobile=nc 

Sony Online Entertainment. (1999). Everquest [computer game]. San Diego, CA: Sony 

Online Entertainment. 

Square. (1994). Final fantasy III/VI [Super Nintendo Entertainment System game]. 

Tokyo: Square. Translated by Redmond, WA: Square Soft, Inc. 

Square. (1995). Chrono trigger [Super Nintendo Entertainment System game]. Tokyo: 

Square. Translated by Redmond, WA: Square Soft, Inc.  

Square. (1998). Xenogears [Sony PlayStation game]. Tokyo, Japan: Square. Translated 

by Costa Mesa, CA: Square EA. 

Sterling, S. (Producer). (1984). Voltron: Defender of the universe [television series]. St. 

Louis, MO: World Events Productions LTD. 

Stone, A. R. (1996). The war of desire and technology at the close of the mechanical age. 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Stone Blades. (2010). A Tale in the Desert IV. Retrieved June 2, 2012 from 

http://www.atitd.org/wiki/tale4/Wood_Plane 

Supergiant Games. (2012). Team. Retrieved February 12, 2012 from 

http://supergiantgames.com/?page_id=2 

@sweetpavement, Twitter Post, November 26, 2012, 7:00 pm, 

https://twitter.com/sweetpavement/status/273214803860926464 

Taylor, T. L. (2006). Play between worlds: Exploring online game culture. Cambridge, 

MA: The MIT Press. 

Team ICO. (2001). Ico [Sony Playstation 2 game]. Tokyo: Sony Computer 

Entertainment. Translated by Tokyo: Sony Computer Entertainment, Inc. 



 459 

Team ICO. (2005). Shadow of the colossus (originally Wander and the Colossus) [Sony 

Playstation 3 game].  Tokyo: Sony Computer Entertainment, Inc. Translated by 

Tokyo: Sony Computer Entertainment, Inc. 

Ten Ton Hammer Network. (2011a). The Worgen experience level 1-10 [online guide].  

Ten Ton Hammer. Retrieved from 

http://www.tentonhammer.com/wow/guides/worgen_walkthrough 

Ten Ton Hammer Network. (2011b). Mage guide [online guide]. Ten Ton Hammer. 

Retrieved from http://www.tentonhammer.com/wow/guides/classes/mage/basics 

Ten Ton Hammer Network. (2011c). The Worgen experience level 10+ [online guide]. 

Ten Ton Hammer. Retrieved from 

http://www.tentonhammer.com/wow/guides/leveling/worgen/part2 

Tepper, A. (2004, October 22). Event motivation [online discussion thread]. Slashdot. 

Retrieved from http://slashdot.org/comments.pl?sid=126745&cid=10604460  

Tester, K. (1994). Introduction. In K. Tester, (Ed.), The flâneur (1-21). London: 

Routledge. 

Thatgamecompany. (2009). Flower [Sony Playstation 3 game]. Tokyo: Sony Computer 

Entertainment, Inc. 

Thatgamecompany. (2012a). Journey [Sony Playstation 3 game]. Tokyo: Sony Computer 

Entertainment, Inc. 

Thatgamecompany. (2012b). Journey. Thatgamecompany.com. Retrieved January 10, 

2013, from http://thatgamecompany.com/games/journey/ 

Thompson, E.P. (2008). Community. In T. Oakes and P. Price (Eds.), The cultural 

geography reader. New York: Routledge. (Reprinted from The making of the 

English working class, 1963, Random House: 401-447)  

Thrift, N. and French, S. (2002). The automatic production of space. Transactions of the 

Institute of British Geographers 27 (3): 309-335. 

Tobin, S. (2012). Time and space in play: Saving and pausing with the Nintendo DS. 

Games and Culture 7 (2): 127-141. 

Tolkien, J. R. R. (1954a). The Fellowship of the Ring. London: George Allen & Unwin. 

Tolkien, J. R. R. (1954b). The Two Towers. London: George Allen & Unwin. 

Tolkien, J. R. R. (1955). The Return of the King. London: George Allen & Unwin. 

Traveller’s Tales (2010). LEGO Harry Potter Years 1-4 [multi-platform video game]. 

Burbank, CA: Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment. 

Totally Games. (1997). Star wars: X-wing vs. tie fighter [computer game]. San Francisco, 

CA: LucasArts. 



 460 

Traveller’s Tales (2011). Lego Harry Potter years 5-7 [multi-platform video game]. 

Burbank, CA: Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment. 

Tuan, Y. (1977). Space and place: The perspective of experience. Minneapolis, MN: 

University of Minnesota Press. 

Tuan, Y. (1989). Morality and imagination: Paradoxes of progress. Madison, WI: 

University of Wisconsin Press. 

Tuan, Y. (1990). Realism and fantasy in art, history, and geography. Annals of the 

Association of American Geographers 80 (3): 435-446). 

Tuan, Y. (1991). A view of geography. Geographical Review 81 (1): 99-107. 

Turkle, S. (1995). Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the internet. New York City: 

Simon & Schuster. 

United Game Artists. (2001). Rez [multi-platform video game]. Tokyo: SEGA 

Corporation. 

Valentine, G. (1997). Tell me about…: Using interviews as a research methodology. In 

R. Flowerdew and D. Martin (Eds.), Methods in human geography: A guide for 

students doing a research project (110-126). New York: Prentice Hall. 

Valenti, J. (2012, September 19). Not wanting kids is entirely normal. The Atlantic. 

Retrieved September 21, 2012 from 

http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2012/09/not-wanting-kids-is-entirely-

normal/262367/ 

Valentine, G., and Holloway, S. L. (2002). Exploring children’s identities and social 

networks in on-line and off-line worlds. Annals of the Association of American 

Geographers 92 (2): 302-319. 

Valve. (2007). Portal [computer game]. Bellevue, WA: Valve Corporation. 

Valve. (2011). Portal 2 [computer game]. Bellevue, WA: Valve Corporation. 

VG Chartz. (2012a). Animal Crossing: City Folk sales history.  VGChartz.com. Retrieved 

August 21, 2012 from http://www.vgchartz.com/game/24660/animal-crossing-

city-folk/ 

VG Chartz. (2012b). Animal Crossing: Wild World sales history. VGChartz.com. 

Retrieved August 21, 2012 from http://www.vgchartz.com/game/82/animal-

crossing-wild-world/ 

VG Chartz. (2012c). Animal Crossing sales history.  VGChartz.com.  Retrieved August 

21, 2012 from http://www.vgchartz.com/game/81/animal-crossing/ 

Villager. (2011). Animal Crossing City. Retrieved November 18, 2011 from 

http://animalcrossing.wikia.com/wiki/Villager 



 461 

Waley, A. (1939). Three ways of thought in ancient China. Garden City, NY: Doubleday 

& Company, Inc. 

Walker, J. (2012). Tropes vs. women in video games vs. the internet.  Rock, Paper, 

Shotgun. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://www.rockpapershotgun.com/2012/06/13/tropes-vs-women-in-video-games-

vs-the-internet/ 

Wallace, M. (2006, March 14). The play’s the thing. The Escapist. Retrieved January 27, 

2011 from http://www.escapistmagazine.com/articles/view/issues/issue_36/220-

The-Plays-the-Thing 

Watson, B. (1964). Introduction. In Chuang Tzu, Chuang Tzu: Basic writings (B. 

Watson, Trans.): (1-22). New York: Columbia University Press. (Original work 

published 4
th

 or 3
rd

 century BCE) 

Westbrook, L. (2011, March 24). Dragon Age 2 lead writer blasts homophobic fan. The 

Escapist. Retrieved October 30, 2012 from 

http://www.escapistmagazine.com/news/view/108722-Dragon-Age-2-Lead-

Writer-Blasts-Homophobic-Fan 

Wilder, L. I. (1932). Little house in the big woods. New York: Harper & Brothers. 

Williams, D., Martins, N., Consalvo, M., Ivory, J. (2009). The virtual census: 

Representations of gender, race and age in video games. New Media & Society 

11(5): 815-834. 

Wolf, M. J. P. (2001). Space in the video game. In M. J. P. Wolf (Ed.), The medium of the 

video game (51-75). Austin, TX: University of Texas Press. 

Wolf, M. J. P. (2003). Abstraction in the video game. In M. J. P. Wolf and B. Perron 

(Eds.), The video game theory reader (47-65). New York City: Routledge. 

Wolf, M. J. P. and Perron, B. (Eds.). (2003). The video game theory reader. New York 

City: Routledge. 

Wolff, J. (1985). The invisible flâneuse: Women and the literature of modernity. Theory, 

Culture & Society 2 (3): 37-46. 

Woledge, E. (2005). Decoding desire: From Kirk and Spock to k/s. Social Semiotics 

15(2): 235-250. 

Wong, W. (2010, August 25). Women missing from video game development work 

force. The Chicago Tribune. Retrieved February 2, 2012 from 

http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2010-08-05/business/sc-biz-0806-women-

gamers-20100805_1_international-game-developers-association-game-

development-gaming-world 

Wood, A. (2012). Recursive space: Play and creating space. Games and Culture 7 (1): 

87-105. 



 462 

Wood Plane. (2009). A Tale in the Desert IV. Retrieved June 2, 2012 from 

http://www.atitd.org/wiki/tale4/Wood_Plane 

Wright, J. K. (1947). Terrae incognitae: The place of the imagination in geography. 

Annals of the Association of American Geographers 37 (1): 1-15. 

Wu, C. (1943). Monkey: Folk novel of China (A. Waley, Trans.). New York: Grove 

Press. (Original work published as Journey to the west in the 16
th

 century). 

Yee, N. (2006). Seasonal fluctuations in playing time. The Daedalus Project. Retrieved 

February, 16 2009 from http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001536.php 

Zombiemutts. (2012, April 2). Zombie AFOL interview [interview with G. Coquelz]. 

Bricks of the Dead. Retrieved April 2, 2012 from 

http://bricksofthedead.com/2012/04/02/zombie-afol-interview-greg-yatkuu/ 

Zonn, L., (Ed.). (1990). Place images in media: Portrayal, experience, and meaning. 

Savage, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Zonn, L. and Winchell, D. (2002). Smoke signals: Locating Sherman Alexie’s narratives 

of American Indian identity. In T. Cresswell and D. Dixon, Engaging film: 

Geographies of mobility and identity (140-158). New York City: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Zook, M., et al. (2004). New digital geographies: Information, communication, and place. 

In S. Brunn, S. L. Cutter, J. W. Harrington, Jr. (Eds.), Geography and technology 

(155-176). Boston, MA: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

Zook, M. (2005). The geography of the internet industry: Venture capital, dot-coms and 

local knowledge. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Zukin, S. (1991). Disney World: the power of façade/the façade of power. In Landscapes 

of power: from Detroit to Disney World. Berkeley, CA: University of California 

Press, Ltd. 

 

 

 


	Table of Contents
	List of Figures
	Prologue
	Chapter 1  Introduction
	1.1 Studying Imaginative Geography
	1.1.1 Considering Imagination in Geography
	1.1.2 Overview of Imaginative Geography
	1.1.3 Introducing the Geographic Narrative
	1.1.4 On Exploration, Representation, and Geographic Narrative
	1.1.5 Narrative, the Virtual, and Myth and Fantasy in Imaginative Environments
	1.1.6 Discussion
	Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework for imaginative geography.


	1.2 Methods
	1.2.1 General Approach
	1.2.2 The Study Sites
	Figure 1.2: Images of World of Warcraft.
	Figure 1.3: Images of A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 1.4:  Images of Animal Crossing.

	1.2.3 Data Gathering
	1.2.4 Data Analysis
	Figure 1.5: Images of Qualitative Analysis in Atlas.ti.

	1.2.5 Presenting the Results


	Chapter 2  Living Virtually
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 Conquering Azeroth
	Figure 2.1: Character Creation in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.2: The Opening Quest for Worgen in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.3: Subsequent Early Quests for Worgen in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.4: “Biting Scene” for Worgen in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.5: Defending the Evacuees in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.6: Treatment for Worgen Infection in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.7: Freedom in New Life as a Worgen in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.8: Cataclysm Strikes Gilneas in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.9: Cure for the Worgen Infection in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 2.10: Spying in Gilneas City in World of Warcraft.

	2.4 Building Ancient Egypt
	Figure 2.11: Growing Flax in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.12: Welcome to Egypt checklist in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.13: Finding a Tar Pit in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.14: Materializing in Meroe in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.15: Starting a Camp in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.16: The Seven Disciplines of Man in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.17: Gaining a Level in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.18: Building a Compound in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.19: Finished Compound in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.20: Oasis Guild Grounds in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.21: A Voting Booth in A Tale in the Desert.
	Figure 2.22: An Aqueduct System in A Tale in the Desert.

	2.5 Making Another Home
	Figure 2.23: Animal Crossing (Top Left), Animal Crossing: Wild World (Top Right), and Animal Crossing: City Folk (Bottom).
	Figure 2.24: Your First House and Nook’s Cranny in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 2.25:  Fishing and Bug-Catching in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 2.26: Visiting with the Villagers in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 2.27: Paying Off Your Loan and the Slightly Bigger House in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 2.28: Pascal the Otter (Top) and Visiting the City (Bottom) in Animal Crossing: City Folk.
	Figure 2.29: Caroline Moving in (Left) and Samson Moving Out (Right) in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 2.30: Visiting with Other Players in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 2.31: Home and the Village through the Seasons in Animal Crossing.


	Chapter 3  Collaborative World Creation in Video Games
	3.1 Introduction
	Figure 3.1: Images of Tetris (Upper Left), Rez (Upper Right), Shadow of the Colossus (Lower Left), and Flower (Lower Right).
	Figure 3.2: Images of Dennou Coil.
	Figure 3.3: Images of Augmented Reality in the Nintendo 3DS.

	3.2 Inventing Imaginative Geographies
	Figure 3.4: Images of The Legend of Zelda: Skyward Sword.
	Figure 3.5: Images of BrickCon 2011, an AFOL Conference.  Images from http://brickcon.org/.
	Figure 3.6:  Bricklink, an Unofficial LEGO Marketplace.
	Figure 3.7:  Images of a LEGO Imperial Flagship Build.
	Figure 3.8: Images of a LEGO Landscape that Combines Official Sets with MOCs (My Own Creations) and Mods (Modifications).
	Figure 3.9: Images of Gregory Coquelz’s (Yatkuu’s) and Pierrie De Vos’s (Pixel Fox’s) Shaun of the Dead MOC and Phil’s (Maydayartist’s) Medieval Landscape MOC.

	3.3 Devising History and Narrative for Imaginative Worlds
	Figure 3.10: Images of Journey, from http://thatgamecompany.com.

	3.4 Conclusion

	Chapter 4  Interactive Gender Portrayal in Game Environments
	Figure 4.1: LEGO Caveman and Cave Woman.
	4.1 Introduction
	Figure 4.2: Photos from the 2007 Austin Game Developers Conference.

	4.2 Avatar Gender Differences in Diegetic Cultures
	4.2.1 Gender Differences in World of Warcraft
	Figure 4.3: Character Creation in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 4.4: Male Orc, Tauren, and Blood Elf Hunters in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 4.5: Comparing Male and Female Anatomy in World of Warcraft.

	4.2.2 Gender Differences in A Tale in the Desert
	Figure 4.6: A Gathering of Player Characters in A Tale in the Desert.

	4.2.3 Gender Differences in Animal Crossing
	Figure 4.7: Male and Female Avatars in Animal Crossing: City Folk.
	Figure 4.8: Male and Female Avatars Wearing Various Clothing in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 4.9: Blathers and Celeste in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 4.10: Random Villagers from Moontown in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 4.11: Pate from Moontown Complaining about Science Being Boring.
	Figure 4.12: Comparing the Homes of “Normal” Caroline and “Jock” Roald.
	Figure 4.13: Mayor Tortimer and Tom Nook in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 4.14: Letters from Mom (NPC) in Animal Crossing.

	4.2.4 Gender Differences Across Games

	4.3 Gender Expression Through Avatar and Place
	4.3.1 Gender Expression in World of Warcraft
	Figure 4.15: Brewfest Revelers Wearing Dresses or Trousers.
	Figure 4.16: My World of Warcraft Avatars, Including (From Left to Right) Female Dwarf Death Knight, Male Draeni Hunter, Male Goblin Priest, Male Worgen Mage, and Female Tauren Warrior.

	4.3.2 Gender Expression in A Tale in the Desert
	Figure 4.17:   Structures Created by Players in A Tale in the Desert.

	4.3.3 Gender Expression in Animal Crossing
	Figure 4.18: Homes, Clothing, and Hair Styles of Leigh, Vincent, and Lavender in Animal Crossing: City Folk.

	4.3.4 Gender Expression Across Games
	Figure 4.19: Character Creation in MySims.
	Figure 4.20: Actual Player Characters in Fable II.


	4.4 Avatar Sexuality in the Diegetic Cultures of Video Games
	Figure 4.21: Same-Sex Romance and Sex in Dragon Age: Origins and Dragon Age II.
	Figure 4.22: Opposite-Sex Romance and Sex in Dragon Age: Origins and Dragon Age II.

	4.5 Conclusion

	Chapter 5  Exploration
	5.1 Exploration as a Means of Containing the Natural World
	5.1.1 Femininity in Exploration
	Figure 5.1: Atypical Female Video Game Characters: Heroines Terra (Human and Esper forms) and Samus Aran, and Villainess GLaDOS.
	Figure 5.2: Female Character in MySims and Female Commander Shepard in Mass Effect 3.
	Figure 5.3: Beryl Markham of West with the Night and Ember of ElfQuest (Reyes, 1997).
	Figure 5.4: Ember at Different Ages (Blevins and Beatty, 1995; Pini, 1988; 1992; 2005; 2007; 2012)

	5.1.2 Masculinity in Exploration
	Figure 5.5: Images of Older Female Armor, Older Male Armor, and Newer Armor.

	5.1.3 Forming a Relationship with Wilderness
	5.1.4 Performance with the Wilderness
	5.1.5 Exploring Ideas

	5.2 Exploration and Narrative, Cooperation, and Creativity

	Chapter 6  Stories of Exploration in Worlds of Swords and Sorcery
	6.1 Introduction
	6.2 Five Narrative Structures
	Figure 6.1:  From My Interpretation of Jenkins’ Geographic Narrative to My Own Geographic Narrative.
	6.2.1 Passing Event
	Figure 6.2:  Holidays in World of Warcraft: Winter Veil, Love is in the Air, and the Monthly Darkmoon Faire.
	Figure 6.3:  World of Warcraft Player Characters Escort Taunka from Taunka’le Village in Borean Tundra to Westwind Refugee Camp in Dragonblight.

	6.2.2 Iterated
	Figure 6.4: Images from the Horde Battle to Retake Undercity in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 6.5: Loose Rubble off a Bridge in Dragon Age: Origins.

	6.2.3 Threaded
	6.2.4 Cycling
	6.2.5 Emergent
	Figure 6.6:  Minor Emergent Events in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 6.7:  Emergent Event in Animal Crossing: City Folk and Emergent Landscape in A Tale in the Desert IV.

	6.2.6 Environment as a Mysterious Entity

	6.3 Narrative Content and Structuring Themes of Exploration
	6.3.1 Role, Action, and Context
	6.3.2 Narrative Themes of Adventure
	6.3.2.1 Heroism in Exploration
	6.3.2.2 Building a Civilization
	Figure 6.8:  A Tale in the Desert’s Seven Disciplines of Man.

	6.3.2.3 Destiny of the World
	6.3.2.4 Geography and History Beyond Borders
	Figure 6.9: Images from Shadow of the Colossus.


	6.3.3 Narrative Themes of the Individual
	6.3.3.1 Brave Warriors of the Man’s Romance at Sea
	Figure 6.10: Izumi Curtis and General Armstrong.
	Figure 6.11: Falman and Buccaneer Stand Up to Fuhrer Bradley.

	6.3.3.2 Heroic Mortality and Vitality
	6.3.3.3 The Hero’s Fate


	6.4 Intersection of Technique and Meaning
	6.5 Conclusion

	Chapter 7  Cooperative Exploration in Online Games
	7.1 Introduction
	7.2 Four Facets of Cooperative Exploration
	7.2.1 Cooperative Play
	7.2.2 Imagined Community
	Figure 7.1: Property Permissions in A Tale in the Desert.

	7.2.3 Permeable Boundaries
	Figure 7.2: Example of a Particularly Abrupt Zone Transition in World of Warcraft.

	7.2.4 Geographical Adventure

	7.3 Surviving a Geographical Adventure in World of Warcraft
	7.3.1 Cooperative Play in World of Warcraft
	7.3.2 Imagined Community in World of Warcraft
	Figure 7.3: Guild Information in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 7.4: Results of a Guild Finder Search on Cenarius (top) and Silver Hand (bottom) in World of Warcraft.
	Figure 7.5: Events Calendar in World of Warcraft.

	7.3.3 Permeable Boundaries in World of Warcraft
	7.3.4 Geographical Adventure in World of Warcraft
	7.3.5 Cooperative Exploration in World of Warcraft

	7.4 Sharing a Geographical Adventure in A Tale in the Desert
	7.4.1 Cooperative Play in A Tale in the Desert
	Figure 7.6: Helping Others in A Tale in the Desert.

	7.4.2 Imagined Community in A Tale in the Desert
	Figure 7.7: My Small Camp and Oasis Guild Grounds in A Tale in the Desert.

	7.4.3 Permeable Boundaries in A Tale in the Desert
	7.4.4 Geographical Adventure in A Tale in the Desert
	7.4.5 Cooperative Exploration in A Tale in the Desert

	7.5 Building a Geographical Adventure in Animal Crossing
	7.5.1 Cooperative Play in Animal Crossing
	Figure 7.8: Freeform or Minigame Play in Animal Crossing.
	Figure 7.9: Helping Out in Animal Crossing.

	7.5.2 Imagined Community in Animal Crossing
	7.5.3 Permeable Boundaries in Animal Crossing
	7.5.4 Geographical Adventure in Animal Crossing
	Figure 7.10: Making Discoveries in Animal Crossing.

	7.5.5 Cooperative Exploration in Animal Crossing

	7.6 Conclusion

	Chapter 8  Creativity and the Ideal Home in Animal Crossing
	8.1 Introduction
	8.2 Carefree Creative Expression
	8.2.1 Ideal Life in Animal Crossing: City Folk
	8.2.2 Creative Patterning
	Figure 8.1: Jayhawk Shirt/Dress Worn by Various Characters.
	Figure 8.2: The Able Sisters (a Tailoring Shop) and Gracie Grace (an Upscale Department Store).

	8.2.3 Creating the Ideal Home
	8.2.3.1 Personalizing the Self
	Figure 8.3: Boy and Girl Outfits.
	Figure 8.4: Outfits, Shoes, Hair, and Balloons.

	8.2.3.2 Personalizing the House
	Figure 8.5: Room with Custom Wallpaper and Flooring Alongside Room Decorated with Premade Wallpaper and Flooring.
	Figure 8.6: Scenes of Showing Off or Admiring the Home.

	8.2.3.3 Personalizing the Town
	Figure 8.7: Images of Greenery and Desert.
	Figure 8.8: Holidays.



	8.3 Exploration and Processes of Ideal Place-Making
	8.3.1 Exploration of Known Land
	Figure 8.9: My Camp and a Random Sculpture in A Tale in the Desert.

	8.3.2 Visiting and Hosting
	8.3.3 Sharing the Dream

	8.4 Conclusion

	Chapter 9  Encountering Virtual Environments as Entities
	Figure 9.1: Images of ICO.
	9.1 Introduction
	9.2 Utopia
	9.3 Transmedia Geographies
	9.4 The Artificial Intelligences of Virtual Worlds
	9.5 The Individual
	Figure 9.2: Images of Civilization V (top) and The Sims 3 (bottom).
	Figure 9.3: Tetris (left) and Flower (right).

	9.6 Conclusion

	Epilogue
	References

